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Abstract

Through this study, I aimed to understand how Chinese immigrants make sense of their
experiences with English language testing in the Canadian immigration system. To this end, I
first examined the rationales and discourses that shape Canadian immigration policy, particularly
those related to language requirements. I then explored how Chinese immigrants perceive and
interact with language tests, and how these experiences shape their choices, emotions, and sense
of belonging in Canada. By placing these two strands of analysis in dialogue, the study revealed
how official framings of language both constrain and are contested by immigrant voices.
Drawing on a poststructuralist orientation, the study was guided by policy archaeology
(Scheurich, 1994) for the analysis of policy and media documents, and the findings were also
viewed through the lens of the model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015) to interpret
participant data. I adopted a qualitative methodology that foregrounded participants’ voices.
Participants took part in focus group discussions and collaborative co-analysis sessions. Rather
than treating participants solely as data sources, I invited them to contribute as co-researchers,
prioritizing their interpretations and amplifying their perspectives on language, identity, and

belonging.

Document and media data analysis revealed policy trends that emphasize language as a
measure of economic potential and cultural fit, often under the guise of fairness and meritocracy.
These discourses reflect neoliberal narratives that privilege “ideal immigrants” who can

demonstrate both productivity and adaptability through language scores. Themes from focus



group data were organized primarily according to three dimensions of the model of investment—

identity, ideology, and capital (Darvin & Norton, 2015).

Themes related to identity revealed tensions between external perceptions and
participants’ internal sense of self, shaped by their migration histories and cultural background.
Themes related to ideology reflected how participants engaged with dominant discourses of
legitimacy, often navigating contradictions between policy expectations and lived realities.
Themes related to capital illuminated how participants’ linguistic, cultural, and symbolic
resources were recognized, devalued, or transformed through the immigration process. Cross-

cutting themes included reflections on fairness, emotional labor, and systemic exclusion.

The findings contribute to the growing literature on language testing and migration by
centering immigrants’ perspectives and offering a critical account of how assessment practices

shape social inclusion and exclusion in Canada.

Keywords: language assessment; immigration policy; language testing; Chinese immigrants; co-

analysis; policy archeology, model of investment
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Chapter 1 Introduction

EHEMA, BEZLHBCHES. 11 (2024),

Pas seulement un travailleur, un immigré est avant tout un étre humain (Not just a worker — an

immigrant is above all a human being). DeGama (n.d.).

1.1 Introduction

In Canada’s immigration system, language assessment functions as a critical gatekeeper.
English and French proficiency tests are often used to determine whether potential immigrants
meet eligibility requirements. While these tests aim to measure a person’s language ability for
settlement, the growing reliance on language assessment to select immigrants has raised
significant concerns, especially when test scores are used to exclude applicants whose language

skills may in fact be adequate.

In this study, I seek to critically examine the role of language assessments within
Canada’s immigration system, through document data analysis, focus group discussions, and co-
analysis sessions. Document analysis will focus on examining policy documents, government
reports, and relevant articles from newspapers to understand the explicit and implicit narratives
embedded within these assessments. Subsequently, test-takers’ lived experiences and
perspectives will be brought forward with focus group discussions. Finally, their voices will be
amplified with inclusion in co-analysis sessions, where my participants and I examine the focus
group data as co-researchers, providing a nuanced understanding of how language assessments

impact their immigration journeys.



The language tests used for immigration are designed to measure how well test-takers can
use a language in everyday or professional settings. The results of these tests provide a snapshot
of their language proficiency. However, within Canada’s immigration system, these tests have
come to serve purposes that extend far beyond language measurement. Test scores are tied to a
point-based selection system, where they are combined with factors like age, education, and
work experience to assess a person’s ability to integrate into Canadian society. In this
dissertation, I will first explore how the results of these tests are no longer just about language
proficiency as they become a predictor of how well a person might adapt to life in Canada. I will
then examine in depth how this approach of using language tests scores as a proxy for integration
potential is logically flawed for two reasons. First, these language tests were never designed to
predict how well someone will adapt to life in a new country. Their primary purpose is to assess
language skills, not to measure broader qualities like adaptability or success. Second, the
assumption that language proficiency level directly correlates with adaptability is as well

questionable.

These issues raise critical questions about test fairness and test validity. Are language
assessments being used for purposes they were never intended to serve, such as excluding
otherwise qualified immigration candidates? Do they truly reflect the language abilities and
potential of immigrants? Are the levels of language proficiency required fair and necessary for
immigrants? These questions also highlight deeper issues about how language proficiency is
interpreted and valued in immigration policies in Canada. For immigrants, the stakes of these
tests are incredibly high as the scores can determine their future lives. Although there have been
test validation frameworks in language assessment that include considerations of social

consequences, these frameworks often fail to align with how language tests are applied in



immigration contexts since language tests seem to serve multiple functions beyond their intended

scope.

I seek to understand the precise role of language tests in Canadian immigration system,
including their explicit purposes and the possible unintended consequences. By analyzing
immigration policy documents and amplifying the voices of immigrants themselves to the largest
extent possible. By exploring and revealing the inconsistency between the intended purpose and
actual use of language tests in immigration, I use this study to highlight the need for policy
reform. Specifically, I seek to bring immigrant perspectives to the forefront, questioning the
fairness and inclusivity of current practices and advocating for a more comprehensive approach
to study language tests for immigration that recognizes the complexity of language proficiency

and the symbolic power of language in the context of immigration.

This introduction begins with a review of the current trends of Chinese immigration in
Canada, followed by a historical review of Canadian immigration policies, highlighting the shift
from racially exclusionary measures to the introduction of the points-based system and the
subsequent creation of the Comprehensive Ranking System (CRS). Subsequently, The English
language tests that are designated for use in these systems—IELTS, CELPIP, and PTE Core—are
introduced. The problems associated with language test use in this system and their impact on
immigrants are also discussed, particularly with regard to how they affect the accessibility to
citizenship and opportunities for socio-economic advancement. Finally, this chapter concludes

with an overview of the contents of the following chapters.



1.2 Current trends in Chinese emigration and Canadian immigration

In the past decade, China has experienced a substantial outflow of citizens driven by a
mix of economic, political, and social factors. Although China does not publish official
emigration data, figures compiled by alternative sources show a net migration of —318,992
people in 2024 (Macrotrends, 2024). With an estimated population of 1.419 billion, this
corresponds to a net migration rate of approximately —0.225 per 1,000 population. In particular,
high-net-worth-individuals (HNWIs) have left China in increasing numbers, with an anticipated
net exit of 15,200 HNWIs (compared to 13,800 in 2023). The major destinations for Chinese

HNWIs are the United States, Canada, and Australia (Henley & Partners, 2023).

As one of the targeted immigrant countries, Canada has one of the highest per-capita
immigration rates globally and topped the G7 with 23% of its population being immigrants in
2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022a). Canada has a Chinese immigrant population exceeding 1.7
million, representing 4.7% of the total population in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2023). In
addition, though immigration policy has been changing constantly, in its 2023—-2025 Immigration
Levels Plan, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) outlined targets of 1.45
million new permanent residents over the three-year period (IRCC, 2023). As the second largest
immigrant group in Canada, Chinese immigrants play an important role in the fabric of Canadian
society. While some of these new permanent residents will gain their status through family
reunification (338,500), refugee resettlement (225,170), or humanitarian and compassionate
reasons (37,735), the majority will come through Canada’s economic immigration streams
(848,595), which represents 58% of the total population of new immigrants between 2023 and
2025 (IRCC, 2022; see Figure 1). Those coming through economic streams will need to meet

Canada’s English- (or French-) language proficiency requirements for their specific program.



These requirements are embedded in a point-system developed through immigration policies that
have been evolving over several decades.
Family

reunification ,
338,500 (23%)

Economic,
848,595 (58%)

Refugee
resettlement,
225,170 (16%)

Humanitarian
and
compassionate,
37,735 (3%)

Figure 1 Projected immigration categories in Canada'’s 2023-2025 Immigration Levels Plan

(adapted from IRCC, 2022).

In the current era of globalization, Canada stands as one of the top 10 countries with the
highest number of immigrants (World Population Review, 2024) and is well known for its
multiculturalism and inclusive immigration policy. Canada’s immigration system has undergone
significant transformations over the past century, from exclusionary policies aimed at preserving
a European settler society to somewhat inclusive frameworks that prioritise economic potential
and multiculturalism. In this transformation, language proficiency has become a key factor, and
one of the primary tools to determine whether immigrants are fit for permanent residency and

citizenship.



1.3 Early immigration policies: from exclusive to somewhat inclusive

The history of Canadian immigration policy has had a clear transition from having an
exclusionary approach to having more inclusive and merit-based approaches. In the 19" century,
Canada’s immigration policy was heavily influenced by its colonial ties, welcoming mostly
European white immigrants. The first Immigration Act was passed in 1869, which specifically
discriminated against people based on their class and disability (Dirks, 2024). Later on, Canadian
immigration policy had more explicit racial and ethnic preferences. That is, the government
enacted policies that gave preferential treatment to immigrants from Northern and Western
Europe, as people from these regions were considered more culturally and racially compatible
with local residents. Immigrants from other parts of the world, especially China, India, and
Japan, were severely discriminated against. For instance, the Chinese Immigration Act of 1885
included explicit racist measures like a head tax to reduce the number of Chinese immigrants.
The Act was amended in 1923 to prohibit Chinese immigrants’ entry altogether. Another example
of overt discrimination was the regulation in 1908 to limit the number of immigrants from India
by requiring them to travel via a direct, non-stop journey, which was almost impossible to
achieve given the transportation situation back then. These policies were considered part of a

broader attempt to maintain Canada’s “British character” (Resnick, 2005).

After World War I, amendments in 1919 represented a shift of Canadian immigration
policy based on national security and political concerns. For instance, immigrants from “Enemy
Aliens,” such as Germans, Austrians, and Hungarians, were restricted from entering. More
restrictive policies were also implemented based on immigrants’ ideology such as whether they
are judged to be anarchists or Bolsheviks, or on their religious and/or ideological affiliations such

as Communist, Mennonite, and Doukhobor (Backhouse, 1999).



After World War II, with the influence of human rights movements, Canadian
immigration policy started to shift from explicitly discriminatory towards prioritizing economic
growth (Basok, 2009). In 1962, Ellen Fairclough, Minister of Citizenship and Immigration,
introduced new immigration regulations that eliminated overt racial discrimination. In 1967, a
point-based system was introduced to create a more objective and transparent means to select
immigrants. That is, instead of discriminating on the basis of race, class, ethnicity, gender,
religion, or other personal factors, applicants were awarded points based on their age, education
level, work experience, language proficiency, and whether they have relatives in Canada. This
seemingly neutral system was, therefore, a pivotal moment in the evolution of Canadian
immigration policy (Green & Green, 1999). I will introduce the point system in detail in the

following sections.

A series of relevant policy documents were then introduced from 1970s to 1980s to
inform immigration. In 1976, the liberal government of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau
introduced the Canadian Multiculturalism Policy (Trudeau, 1971), which was the first of its kind
in the world. Canada became the first country that officially promoted cultural diversity and
valued a variety of cultural identities. In line with these principles, the Immigration Act 1976
brought a more structured and fair immigration framework. It clarified that Canada's immigration
policy emphasized human rights and was no longer discriminatory. At the same time, it provided
a detailed categorization of immigrants, including family reunion applicants, refugees and
independent applicants. Later, the Multiculturalism Act 1988 enshrined these commitments in
law with the explicit intention to guarantee the political participation and cultural expression of

all Canadians (Kymlicka, 2007).



Together, these documents have helped Canada move from an exclusive immigration
framework to one that is somewhat inclusive. Two systems to process immigrant applications
were developed at that time and continue to be used: the point-based system for the Federal
Skilled Worker Program, and the Comprehensive Ranking System for the Express Entry

program. In the following section, I will describe these systems in greater detail.

1.3.1 The point-based systems

In 1967, Canada became the first country in the world to implement a point-based
approach in immigration policy. Applicants were evaluated based on age, language proficiency,
education, work experience, and adaptability. This model has since been recognized for its
fairness and transparency, influencing countries like Australia and New Zealand to adopt similar
frameworks. Over the decades, while the point system has undergone considerable changes, its

foundational role in Canadian immigration policy remains intact today.

In 2015, the federal government launched the Express Entry (EE) system to streamline
the selection of economic immigrants and better respond to labour market and regional needs
(IRCC, 2020a). The EE system (see figure 2) is the central platform used to manage three major
economic immigration programs: the Federal Skilled Worker Program (FSWP), the Canadian
Experience Class (CEC), and the Federal Skilled Trades Program (FSTP). A point system—the
Comprehensive Ranking System (CRS)—evaluates and ranks eligible candidates across these

programs'.

! In addition to the federal system, some provinces and territories in Canada also operate their own point-based
selection programs tailored to local needs. For example, Ontario runs the Ontario Immigrant Nominee Program
(OINP), which targets immigrants who are more likely to settle and contribute to the province. While the specific
criteria and program structures may vary, the underlying rationale behind these systems is largely consistent across
jurisdictions.



Express Entry Program

Eligibility: R
, . Eligibility: Eligibility:
Achieve at least 67 points on . .
the pre-screening points 1. At least 1 year of skilled work 1. skilled trade experience
system. Factors: education, experience in Canada within 2. Valid job offer or certificate
work experience, language last 3 years from a Canadian authority
proficiency, age, adaptability, 2. Language proficiency 3. Language proficiency
arranged employment

Express Entry Pool

Factors: Core/human capital factors (Age,
Education, Language, Work experience); Spouse
partner factors (Education, Language, Work
experience); Skill transferability; Additional points

Figure 2 Canadian Express Entry System and the eligibilities for its three programs

Among the three programs, FSWP is the only one with its own preliminary point system.
Applicants must first score at least 67 points out of 100 based on fixed criteria to be eligible to
enter the EE pool. Once in the pool, all candidates, regardless of stream, are assessed using the
CRS. Figure 2 illustrates the structure and the two-stage process of Canadian Express Entry

System and the eligibilities for its three programs.

In the following sections, I first introduce the FSWP point system in detail, followed by

an overview of the CRS.



As previously mentioned, the FSWP uses point-based preliminary screening tool for

immigrants seeking to enter the pool for permanent residency. The key selection criteria in the

FSWP are listed below:

e Age: Younger applicants are awarded higher points, with those between 18 and 35
receiving the maximum. Applicants under 18 or over 47 do not receive any points for this
factor.

e Language proficiency: Proficiency in one or both of Canada’s official languages is a
crucial factor in the points system, as it carries the highest possible weight among all
factors. Applicants must demonstrate their language proficiency by taking a standardized
test. Currently, three English tests and two French tests are accepted (IRCC, 2024)

o For English
= the International English Language Testing System (IELTS)
= the Canadian English Language Proficiency Index Program (CELPIP) test
» the Pearson Test of English (PTE Core)?
o For French
= Test d’évaluation de francais (TEF)

= Test de connaissance du frangais (TCF)

There are minimum accepted scores required for different immigration streams, but

typically, the higher the language test score is, the higher points one can achieve.

2 The Pearson Test of English Core (PTE Core) was officially accepted by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (IRCC) in January 2024 as the third designated English language test for economic immigration. However,

as data collection and generation for this study was completed prior to its implementation, the PTE Core is not
included in the scope of this dissertation.
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e Education: Points are awarded based on the highest level of education applicants have
received. Degrees obtained in Canada are favored and typically receive more points than
those earned overseas. Higher levels of education result in higher points.

e Work experience: Points are awarded based on the number of years of work experience
an applicant has. Canadian work experience is prioritized and typically receives more
points than overseas experience. Applicants with six or more years of work experience
earn the maximum points for this factor.

e Adaptability: While language proficiency, work, or study experience are evaluated
individually in other categories, the adaptability factor focuses on how these elements,
along with personal ties, combine to contribute to an applicant's overall potential to settle
successfully in Canada. For instance, the assumption is having both Canadian work
experience and strong language skills demonstrates a higher likelihood of successful
integration, and thus earns extra points in this category. Similarly, applicants who have
been studying in Canada and have close family ties in Canada may receive additional
points, as these connections can provide social support deemed crucial for adaptation.

o Job offer: A valid job offer from a Canadian employer will also boost applicants’ point

totals, especially when the job is categorized as a high demand occupation®.

Those who meet the minimum cutoff score of 67 are eligible to submit a profile to the
Express Entry pool. Once the applicants from either of the three programs have entered the EE
pool, CRS is used to rank applicants by assigning them scores based on four different

dimensions:

3 In practice, however, obtaining a “valid” job offer depends on employers’ willingness to provide formal
documentation, introducing an additional structural barrier that is not evenly experienced by all applicants.
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Core human capital (and spouse) factors (up to 500 points): this includes age, level of
education, official language proficiency, and Canadian work experience. It functions
similar to the point system used for the FSWP; that is, younger applicants with a higher
education level and language proficiency are awarded higher scores. However, applicants
with a spouse or common-law partner are allocated slightly fewer points for their own
core human capital factors compared to single applicants. This means that for married
couples, some points are transferred to the spouse’s credentials. If the spouse has strong
qualifications in areas such as education or language proficiency, the couple’s overall
score increases. Conversely, if the spouse’s qualifications are weak, the principal
applicant’s total score will be lower than if she or he had applied alone®.

Skills transferability factors (up to 100 points): This category rewards applicants for the
combination of factors that are perceived to enhance their ability to succeed in Canada. It
is similar to the Adaptability factor in the FSWP calculation, but focuses specifically on
how different elements complement each other. For instance, applicants with a higher
education level, strong language skills, and Canadian work experience at the same time
are awarded additional points. In this sense, this factor acts as a kind of ‘bonus points’

category, recognizing the added value of overlapping qualifications.

1 was unable to locate any official document from IRCC that provides or discusses the specific rationale for this
design, as most publicly available sources only include point allocations without detailed explanations. I assume that
the system is structured to evaluate the potential economic contribution of the couple as a unit rather than the
principal applicant alone. This design likely reflects the assumption that if a spouse has weaker qualifications (e.g.,
lower education or language proficiency), the couple’s overall ability to contribute economically may be reduced,
while they would still both be eligible for shared social benefits. As a result, the system lowers the points awarded to
the principal applicant to reflect this perceived balance between social contribution and social cost.
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e Additional factors (up to 600 points): points will be given to applicants who have
provincial nomination, a valid job offer, proficiency in both first and second official

languages, or previous work or study experience in Canada.

It is not difficult to see that IRCC has adopted a set of truly complex systems to evaluate
and select immigrants. Applicants are screened to get into the EE pool, then ranked based on
CRS scores. IRCC then conducts regular draws (typically every two weeks) to invite candidates
with the highest scores to apply for permanent residency. Instead of drawing a fixed minimum
score that represents the quality of immigrants needed in the labour market in Canada, the
minimum score required to receive the invitation varies based on the number of candidates in the
pool, their scores, and the immigration target sets by the Canadian government (IRCC, 2025).
That means the same applicant might have a high enough score to be selected in one month, but
the same score might not be enough to be selected in another month. In other words, the
applicants are not evaluated based on their own abilities but are forced to compete with other

candidates in the pool.

Although the CRS is praised for selecting candidates efficiently, researchers argue that
the heavy emphasis on language proficiency and youth may overlook the value of experience and
other non-measurable qualities that immigrants can bring to Canada (Bauder, 2013; Boyd et al.,
2009). We can review an example case here in the Canadian Experience Class (see Figure 3).
Consider the scenario of applying for permanent residency (PR) in Canada as a single individual
aged between 20-29, which awards you 110 points. Suppose you hold a master's degree and have
achieved a Canadian Language Benchmark (CLB) 9 for English proficiency, equivalent to IELTS
scores of 8,7,7,7—a much higher than necessary level for university study, for example. This

language proficiency, coupled with an A-level job such as a financial manager, earns you an
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additional 50 points in Adaptability. If you have worked as a financial manager for a year, that
adds another 40 points in work experience. We will also assume you have foreign work
experience (although realistically, accumulating a master's degree, a year of management
experience, and foreign work experience in your 20s might stretch credulity). Your cumulative
score now stands at an impressive 497, yet the current cutoff score to receive an invitation for PR

at the time of writing is 539.

Single
Age: 20-29
Education: Master’s degree
Language: CLB 9 (8.0 Listening, 7.0 Reading, Writing, & Speaking) | 124 |
Transferability
Canadian work experience : | year (A level job) | 20 |
Foreign work experience: Yes 50 %

Total score

:

Latest cut off score 539

Figure 3 Example of Points Accumulation in the Canadian PR Application Process (Canadian

Experience Class)

The stars in the figure represent the maximum points has been attained in those
categories. What could be your options if you found yourself in this position? Pursuing a PhD or
gaining more work experience? They both come with the risk of losing points due to age. The
only feasible option is to improve your language test results and achieve a score that is higher

than IELTS 8,7,7,7. This means you are forced to attempt to get a score that may represent way
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more than what is needed to live or to be successful in Canada. In the next section, I will discuss

language assessment requirements in the Canadian immigration context in more detail.

1.4 Language requirements in Canadian immigration

According to Immigration and Refugee Protection Regulations (2002), a skilled worker
must demonstrate their abilities in either English or French to fulfill the language requirement,
through one of the designated tests listed above. These test scores are aligned to the Canadian
Language Benchmarks (CLB)’ framework of reference for English or its French equivalent, the
Niveaux de compétence linguistique canadiens (NCLC) (see Appendix B for the full scale of
ability). Both CLB and NCLC frameworks are used to measure four language skills: listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. The CLB/NCLC levels range from 1 to 12, with higher levels
indicating higher proficiency. Applicants are awarded points based on their language test results
according to CRS. As previously discussed, this language test score is combined with other
elements. For example, high language test scores can increase points for “skill transferability”
when combined with a higher level of education or Canadian work experience. To be more
specific, using the Canadian Experience Class as an example again, if applicants already have a
post-secondary degree/Canadian work experience/foreign work experience, the ones who
achieve CLB 8 in language tests could receive 92 points on the language components and 25
points in skill transferability factor, while applicants who achieve CLB 9 could earn 124 points
on the language component plus 50 points on the skill transferability factor (the top score).
Applicants who achieve CLB 10 receive 136 points for the language component, while the skill

transferability factor is still capped at a maximum of 50 points. Put simply, applicants can

5 There are three stages in the CLB. Stage I covers basic language ability (benchmarks 1 to 4). Stage II covers
intermediate language ability (benchmarks 5 to 8). Stage III covers advanced language ability (benchmarks 9 to 12).

15



certainly aim for CLB 10 or above, but CLB 9 or IELTS 8,7,7,7 is the most cost-effective score.
It is widely understood that IELTS 8,7,7,7 is not easy to achieve even for English native speakers

(IDP IELTS, 2024).

1.4.1 The tests

While both English and French proficiency tests are part of Canada’s immigration
system, I will focus exclusively on English language tests in this study. English is the dominant
language in most Canadian provinces and is most commonly used for the majority of
immigration streams. The exclusion of French tests is not meant to diminish their significance

but reflects the scope and specific objectives of this study.

As previously mentioned, IRCC designates three English tests for Canadian immigration
purposes: IELTS General, CELPIP General, and PTE core. This study does not intend to conduct
detailed test reviews of each test®. Instead, I will provide a brief introduction to these tests to

facilitate a general understanding of this project.

The IELTS is one of the most widely used English language proficiency tests around the
world and has two versions: IELTS General and IELTS Academic (Read, 2022). For immigration
purposes in Canada, the IELTS General is required. It was developed in 1989 through a
collaboration between several major organizations: The British Council, IDP: IELTS Australia,
and Cambridge English Language Assessment (formerly known as UCLES, the University of
Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate). It is used by multiple countries in their immigration
process in addition to Canada, such as Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. Test

scores are reported on a 9-band scale and the scores are valid for two years. One special feature

5 For detailed test reviews, please refer to Read (2022) for IELTS, and Qin and Baker (2024) for CELPIP.
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about IELTS is that instead of test takers talking to a computer, the speaking test is conducted in
person. It is worth mentioning that the price for taking the test varies depend on the country
where it is taken. It is CAD340 (approximately USD250) in Canada and RMB 2170

(approximately USD300) in China.

The CELPIP test is a computer-delivered test for English language proficiency, primarily
used for Canadian immigration purposes. It also offers two versions: CELPIP General and
CELPIP General LS (Listening and Speaking). For Canadian immigration, CELPIP General is
required. It also assesses proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The result is
reported as CLB levels. The cost of CELPIP General in Canada is CAD280 (USD207), which is
slightly cheaper than IELTS General. Again, test results are valid for two years. One thing
special about CELPIP is that it used to be considered the only locally developed test in the
Canadian immigration process because it was developed by Paragon Testing Enterprises,
originally established as a for-profit affiliate of the University of British Columbia. In 2021,
Paragon was acquired by the Canadian subsidiary of Prometric, a U.S. company (Qin & Baker,

2024).

The PTE Core was introduced in 2024 as a third IRCC-approved English proficiency test
alongside IELTS and CELPIP. It also assesses listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills,
with similar costs and a two-year validity period. Its most distinctive feature is that the results are
typically available within 48 hours, making it the fastest among the three. However, as my data
collection concluded prior to its implementation, the discussion on PTE Core is not included in

this study.

All tests for immigration purposes are developed and maintained by globally well-known

testing companies and subjected to systematic validation, to ensure the tests are in accordance
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with international standards. While they can all be defended as high-quality tests from a
psychometric point of view, this does not mean that serious validity problems do not exist with
how the tests are used. As previously mentioned, in order to accumulate more points in CRS,
applicants are forced to working to achieve higher language test scores because the higher
language score one achieves, the higher possibility one can be admitted. Many immigrants invest
significant time and money in language training and test preparation in order to improve their
chances, which places a financial burden on individuals and families who may already be
experiencing economic challenges. In other words, those who can afford to invest in language
assessment are more likely to succeed in the immigration process (Kunnan, 2021). This
requirement to get higher and higher scores extends beyond ensuring that applicants have the
language proficiency needed to survive or be successful in Canada. Instead, it favours applicants
who are linguistically and culturally closer to Canada, and those who are more financially able to
afford language learning resources and the costs associated with multiple test attempts
(Blackledge, 2009; Dickie, 20165 Frost, 2021, Carlsen & Rocca, 2021; Van Avermaet, 2009). In
other words, while ostensibly testing language ability, the test scores are in fact used as a proxy
for measuring factors that extend beyond language proficiency. This also raises concerns about
whether assessments designed to measure general proficiency are valid when used as high-stakes

screening tools for immigrant settlement, an issue I return to in the following section.

1.5 Preliminary identification of key issues in language assessment for Canadian
immigration

In examining the use of language assessments in Canadian immigration, several
significant and interrelated issues emerge that underscore the complexity and ideological

tensions embedded in the current system. The first issue, alluded to previously, is the
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inconsistency between the intended test purpose and their use described above: while language
tests are designed to measure language proficiency, they are employed as high-stakes tools in the
immigration process to implicitly judge one’s employability, culture background, or financial
status by evaluating their language ability. This disconnect raises concerns about the
appropriateness of these assessments as gatekeepers in the immigration system and the potential
for unintended consequences that may disproportionately impact applicants from diverse
backgrounds (Blackledge, 2009; Dickie, 2016; Frost, 2021; Carlsen & Rocca, 2021; Van

Avermaet, 2009).

Beyond the technical mismatch between test purpose and use, a more systemic issue
emerges which involves the tension between Canada’s multicultural ideals and the neoliberal
orientation of its immigration policy. Although official policy frames language requirements as a
means to support immigrant integration and participation, the design and implementation of
these assessments often privilege individuals with specific socio-economic and educational
advantages. As a result, language tests function not only as instruments of integration but also as
filters that align the immigration pool with labor market demands and economic priorities. This
tension highlights the ways in which multiculturalism, as a stated national goal, is increasingly
shaped—and at times constrained—by neoliberal logics that prioritize economic utility over

genuine inclusivity (Shohamy, 2001, 2006, 2009; Root et al., 2014; Van Avermaet, 2009).

The final issue I raise is the relative absence of test-taker perspectives in the body of
research on language assessment for immigration purposes that highlights a critical area for
further exploration (Carlsen & Rocca, 2021; Deygers, 2017; Frost, 2017, 2019; Mcleod, 2023).
This omission is significant not only for what it excludes but for the broader implications it

carries. The voices of those directly impacted by these policies — those whose futures often hinge
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on the results of these assessments — are essential to any comprehensive understanding of the
system. From a social justice perspective, it is fundamentally unjust to develop and evaluate
policies that profoundly affect individuals without including their voices. To borrow the motto
that has been used by disabled peoples organizations throughout the years: “nothing about us
without us.” The exclusion of immigrants from this research reinforces a power imbalance;
incorporating their perspectives not only acknowledges their lived experiences but also
challenges the top-down narratives in this context. From an academic and research perspective,
immigrants’ perspectives provide deep insights that complement other data sources. Although
policy documents can provide to a certain extent immigrants’ intentions and outcomes indirectly,
these documents are reporting on them and not by them. Participants’ narratives offer more
critical information on how these policies are experienced and interpreted. Finally, from a
community engagement perspective, including participant voices can foster local commitment to
addressing social inequities and ensures that the research process benefits not just academics but
the communities studied and contribute to the co-creation of knowledge that is both impactful

and inclusive.

These key issues together underscore the need for a more nuanced and comprehensive
framework to critically assess language testing within the Canadian immigration context. Rather
than accepting existing practices as neutral or technical, it is important to critically evaluate the

role of language testing and interrogate how it operates within the broader systems of power.

1.6 My approach and positionality to research

As the researcher of the study and an individual in the Chinese immigrant community
myself, my own background, values, and experiences will inform my analysis as an insider.
Rather than striving for objectivity and detachment from the study, this study is rooted in post-
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positivist, poststructuralist understandings of research. In other words, I approach this research
with the understanding that my insights are intertwined with my lived experiences. I am willing
to contribute to the co-construction of knowledge with my participants and co-researchers. This
positionality shapes my interpretations and emphasizes the importance of immigrant voices in

revealing the nuanced impacts of language assessment in Canadian immigration system.

Born and raised in mainland China until the age of 18, I have experienced firsthand the
cultural, political, and social values deeply embedded within the Chinese community. At the age
of 18, I moved to Macau, a special administrative region of China that operates under a distinct
political system, a legacy of its Portuguese colonial past. My experiences studying and working
in Macau, and then the United States, and now in Canada have given me a distinct understanding
of how language tests operate as gatekeepers in diverse national contexts. Fluent in Mandarin,
Cantonese, and English, I am intimately familiar with the nuances of linguistic and cultural

identity that influence immigrants’ journeys and opportunities.

I have been required to take numerous language proficiency tests for different purposes,
including immigration. I recognize the pressures, costs, and barriers that accompany these
assessments. This background has enabled me to engage deeply with the experiences of Chinese
immigrants, understanding not only their linguistic needs but also the cultural and political
contexts that shape their perspectives. This insight of the struggles faced by Chinese immigrants
allows me to approach this study with empathy and a commitment to amplifying their voices.
This positionality also shapes my interpretivist approach which allowed me to critically question

the values embedded in the immigration process.
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1.7 Thesis overview

Chapter 2 provides a review of literature related to immigration policy, language
assessment, and the role of standardized testing in migrant selection. It begins with an overview
of global and Canadian immigration trends and traces the emergence of test-based selection
mechanisms in relation to broader policy shifts. Particular attention is given to how neoliberal
discourses have reshaped Canadian immigration policy to prioritize economic productivity and
adaptability, and how language tests have become a means of evaluating these traits. The chapter
concludes by identifying limitations in existing validation frameworks and proposing the need

for alternative approaches that consider broader social and ideological consequences.

Chapter 3 introduces the conceptual framework that guides this research project. Drawing
from a poststructuralist tradition, this framework integrates two key elements: policy
archaeology (Scheurich, 1994) and the model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015). Policy
archaeology is used to uncover the historical, discursive, and sociopolitical layers that shape
immigration policy, especially its language component. The model of investment helps interpret
immigrants’ responses to language testing within intersecting dimensions of identity, ideology,
and capital. Together, these approaches form a conceptual lens that bridges the analysis of policy

structures with the analysis of immigrant experience.

Chapter 4 describes the research design and methodological orientation of the study. It
outlines the qualitative and participatory nature of the research, including the use of focus groups
and co-analysis sessions involving Chinese immigrants as both participants and co-researchers.
The chapter details the recruitment process, ethical considerations, and the steps taken to ensure
trustworthiness. Emphasis is placed on methods that prioritize participants’ interpretations and

center their lived experiences within the research process.

22



Chapter 5 presents the key research findings from two data sources. The first set of
results describes how language proficiency is framed as a problem in Canadian policy and media
discourses. Four dominant discourses are identified from the document analysis: economic
justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and cultural othering. The second set of
result centers on the voices of Chinese immigrants. Through focus groups and co-analysis
sessions, 13 themes are developed to capture how participants experience and navigate language
assessment. These themes illustrate the emotional, material, and social consequences of testing,

and how immigrants respond to its demands in complex, sometimes contradictory ways.

Chapter 6 offers a critical discussion of the findings by mapping participants’ experiences
onto the model of investment as to show interaction between policy claims and lived realities.
The chapter examines how identity, ideology, and capital intersect in shaping immigrant
subjectivities under language testing regimes. This chapter also includes discussions on how
language assessment serves as a mechanism of symbolic power and institutionalization. Tensions
between the ideals of fairness, inclusion, and the actual functioning of immigration policy are as

well highlighted.

Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation by summarizing the study’s main contributions,
including insights into the policy framing of language proficiency and the lived experiences of
immigrants under testing regimes. The chapter includes a reflection on the implications of
participatory methodologies and the potential of immigrant knowledge to inform more equitable
assessment and policy design. Limitations of the study are acknowledged, and future research
directions are proposed, with an emphasis on sustaining critical and inclusive approaches in

language testing and migration studies.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I critically review the literature on immigration policies, language
assessment, and neoliberal ideologies to provide a conceptual foundation for the present study. I
begin this chapter by introducing global and Canadian trends in immigration policy, emphasizing
the transition from liberal to neoliberal frameworks. This body of work has shown that
contemporary immigration programs increasingly prioritize economic criteria and favor
applicants whose profiles align with labor market demands and dominant cultural norms, which

contribute to the construction of the so-called “ideal immigrant.”

In the next sections I review research on the less explicit functions of language testing
within these policy regimes. While official rationales emphasize the role of tests in facilitating
linguistic integration, recent scholarship has pointed to underlying policy goals that extend
beyond linguistic ability. These include the selective inclusion of immigrants who are perceived
as more economically productive or culturally compatible. This literature also introduces the
concept of invisible borders, which means discursive and institutional boundaries that operate
through neutral-seeming tools such as standardized language tests, yet contribute to different

levels of access and recognition within immigrant communities.

Finally, I bring to light the limitations of traditional test validation frameworks in
addressing these issues and the need for a more comprehensive approach to understanding

language testing as a social practice instead of a measurement instrument. A poststructuralist lens
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will provide the tools to interrogate the power dynamics and ideological assumptions of language

assessment policies that shape identity, inclusion, and exclusion in the immigration context.

2.2. Global trends in immigration policy and standardized assessment

2.2.1 Overview of international immigration policies

Immigration policies around the world are shaped by a combination of complex social,
economic, and political factors. Over the past several decades, these policies have undergone
significant shifts in response to globalization, demographic changes, labor market demands, and
security concerns. When talking about immigration policies and practices, the main focus in the
existing literature is predominantly placed on European countries (e.g., Bauder, 2008; Carlson &
Moe, 2016; Caviedes, 2015; Dustmann, Frattini, 2011; Eberl et al., 2018; Grande et al., 2019;
Markaki & Longhi, 2013; Schildt, Deygers, Weideman, 2024; Shohamy, 2006; Sides & Citrin,
2007), and other traditional immigrant countries such as the United States, Australia and Canada
(see e.g., Culic, 2010; Frost, 2017; Gubernskaya & Dreby, 2017; Gunn, 2021; Kunnan, 2009;
McNamara, 2005, 2006, 2012, 2019, 2020; Root et al., 2014; Wells, 2004). These regions have
historically received high volumes of immigrants and were among the first to develop formal

systems for immigrant selection and integration.

In contrast, immigration policies in non-Western contexts remain less represented in the
literature. While some countries in Asia, including Japan, South Korea, and Malaysia have
adopted point-based systems to attract skilled labor, and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
nations rely heavily on temporary labor migration, these realities have received comparatively
little academic attention (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014). More recently, Singapore introduced a

point-based immigration model in 2023, extending the use of this approach beyond its traditional
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Western settings. At the same time, Germany adopted a similar system in 2024, illustrating how
even Western countries are revising their immigration frameworks in line with global trends.
Taken together, these developments reflect the wider diffusion of selection models originally
developed in Western contexts. However, studies of these newer cases remain limited,

reinforcing the Western-centric nature of most academic literature on immigration policy.

Despite regional differences, one notable trend across many countries is the gradual
tightening of immigration policies. While the 1970s and 1980s are sometimes characterized as a
period of more humanitarian approaches, these policies still retained restrictive and racialized
elements. The more recent shifts can therefore be seen less as a new development than as a
reconfiguration or circling back on different grounds. As noted by Pochon-Berger and Lenz
(2014), many countries have shifted toward stricter immigration and integration measures. This
shift often reflects growing concerns about national security, cultural identity, and economic
stability. As a result, these countries have adopted “an ‘assimilationist’ approach to the treatment
of immigrants,” emphasizing conformity to national norms and values (p. 7). Comparing current
immigration policies with those in the 1970s through 1990s, previous policies in European
countries clearly indicate a more liberal approach by promoting integration and naturalization
with simple conditions such as residency and basic language proficiency (Bocker & Strik, 2011).
For instance, countries such as the Netherlands and Denmark have been known for their liberal
immigration policies. As highly developed welfare states, they both historically guaranteed every
inhabitant, including newcomers, a certain level of income, a certain standard of housing, access
to health care, etc. as part of their broader commitment to equality and inclusion (Van Avermaet,

2009).
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However, by the late 20th and early 21st century, rising immigration flows and growing
economic pressures began to reshape national approaches to immigration. In particular, high-
income countries in Europe and North America have increasingly adopted policies that prioritize
economic criteria in selecting immigrants, marking a significant departure from earlier

humanistic or rights-based frameworks.

2.2.2 Standardized assessments in immigration policy

As immigration policies around the world have become increasingly selective,
standardized assessments have become more widespread as key tools for evaluating applicants.
As observed by Pochon-Berger and Lenz (2014), formal and standardized assessment has been
adopted by many countries and covers not only language proficiency but also national civic or
cultural knowledge. These assessments serve as gatekeepers, determining eligibility based on
predefined criteria. Although they are framed as neutral and objective measures because they do
not discriminate against race, ethnicity, gender, etc., these tools are often understood in the
literature as instruments for identifying individuals deemed more likely to align with host

country expectations for integration.

Language proficiency tests are perhaps one of the most prominent examples of
standardized assessments used in immigration policies. As presented in Chapter 1, countries such
as Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom have integrated language testing into their point-
based systems to quantify applicants' language abilities in the host country's official language(s).
Similarly, civic integration exams in countries such as the Netherlands and the United States
evaluate applicants’ knowledge of national customs, legal systems, and cultural values, thereby

reinforcing expectations for cultural conformity and integration.
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This growing reliance on standardized assessments has been widely interpreted as part of
a broader policy trend toward quantifiable metrics and outcome-based evaluation. Scholars have
noted that such assessments translate complex social and cultural characteristics into discrete,
measurable indicators (e.g., Cameron, 2012; Frost & McNamara, 2018). This market-driven
approach reflects a shift toward policy models that emphasize efficiency, comparability, and
alignment with labor market needs. In the next section, I will review the scholarship on
neoliberalism to contextualize these developments and examine their influence on Canadian

immigration policy.

2.3 From liberalism to neoliberalism in Canadian immigration policy

As noted in the introduction, Canada’s implementation of the point-based immigration
system in 1967 marked a significant departure from race- and ethnicity-based selection criteria
toward a merit-based model intended to promote fairness and diversity. While the structural form
of the point system remains, scholars have observed a notable evolution in Canadian immigration
policy. Early reforms reflected liberal ideals and commitments to multicultural inclusion;
however, more recent developments show increasing alignment with neoliberal values that
emphasize market efficiency, economic utility, and individual responsibility (Abu-Laban, 2015;

Sharma, 2020).

2.3.1 From liberal foundations to neoliberal restructuring

The term "neoliberalism" was originally coined by the Freiburg School of Economists as
a moderate alternative to classical liberalism. Early conceptions emphasized the need to balance
free-market principles with active government oversight to ensure fair competition and avoid

authoritarianism (Boas & Gans-Morse, 2009; Harvey, 2005). Rather than embracing unregulated
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capitalism, early neoliberal thought supported limited welfare and social protections in the

interest of long-term economic recovery (Gerber, 1994; Megay, 1970).

Since the 1960s, however, neoliberalism has undergone a transformation. Starting with
the economic reforms in Chile and followed by a global adoption, the term has increasingly been
associated with market fundamentalism and the minimization of state intervention. In his widely
cited work, Harvey (2005) describes neoliberalism as a theory of political economic practices
that emphasizes the importance of private property rights and seek to limit the state’s role in
social welfare. Instead, the state is expected to maintain legal, military, and institutional force to

market operations, while reducing its involvement in public services (Harvey, 2005).

Several recent literatures further elaborate on this transformation. Wilson (2017), for
example, argues that while both classical liberalism and neoliberalism value individual liberties
and free markets, neoliberalism diverges by asserting that the government’s primary role is to
support market competition instead of citizen welfare. Similarly, Centeno and Cohen (2012)
emphasize neoliberalism’s preference for private over public control, reshaping public policy

around the logics of privatization and market efficiency.

Beyond its economic applications, neoliberalism has been examined as a cultural and
ideological framework. For instance, Wilson (2017) introduced the notion of neoliberalism as a
“social ontology,” which is a structure that has affected everyday life and shaped social
identities. Within this framework, individuals are encouraged to view themselves as
entrepreneurial actors who must constantly optimize their economic value. This reasoning, as
Wilson contends, operates as what Foucault would call a "regime of truth,"—a dominant

discourse that normalizes certain assumptions about identity, knowledge, and governance. This
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concept will be elaborated later in the chapter as a way of understanding how policy discourses

assign value and legitimacy to specific immigrant identities.

Despite the different emphases of the literature, these all cover on a common theme:
neoliberalism has a powerful influence on both economic and political practices. As this
influence extends into international policy domains, researchers have increasingly used
neoliberalism as a lens to examine changes in immigration policy and the construction of the
“ideal immigrant.” In the next section, I will review how this framework has been applied to

immigration policy reforms and public discourse.

2.3.2 Neoliberalism in contemporary immigration policy

In the late 20" and early 21° century, there have been significant increases in immigration
flows driven by economic globalization and political instability in various regions, promoting
significant political and public debates about the sustainability of liberal immigration policies,
particularly in welfare states. A neoliberal approach prioritises quantifiable attributes such as
skills, education, language proficiency, and economic self-sufficiency. Neoliberalism is regarded
widely as a driving force behind the evolution of immigration policy, influencing its political,
economic, and social dimensions (Bauder, 2008; Cerny et al. 2005; Harvey, 2005; Kymlicka,

2013; Root et al. 2014).

In this context, neoliberalism is understood not only as an economic doctrine but also as a
guiding logic that reorients immigration policy objectives toward economic competitiveness and
labor market optimization. Scholars have shown that immigration systems are increasingly
designed to prioritize attributes such as education, work experience, language proficiency, and

adaptability. These are all features that are measured, ranked, and aligned with national economic
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goals. As Cohen (1987) argues, immigration under neoliberal governance functions as a tool for
managing labor flows and coordinating national human capital needs. Neoliberalism thus
operates as a regulatory rationale, which emphasizes productivity and self-reliance while

downplaying resource redistribution and social justice considerations.

This global shift has also reshaped how immigration is conceptualized and
operationalized across national contexts. Root et al. (2014) for example, identified two key
implications of neoliberal influence on immigration policy. First, they note that neoliberal
reforms have contributed to greater challenges in labor market integration for many immigrants,
particularly for refugees and racialized individuals. Second, they argue that immigration policy
has shifted away from long-term nation-building toward selecting “flexible” immigrants who can
rapidly adapt to changing labor market demands and contribute economically in the short term.
Arat-Koc (1999; 2012) similarly observes that while this market-oriented approach emphasizes
immediate economic utility, it is often accompanied by a reduction in social support systems for
newcomers. Scholars have suggested that such policies restructure labor markets in the host
country by prioritizing applicants with “market-ready” skills, potentially at the expense of

broader social integration goals.

These dynamics are particularly evident in the widespread adoption of points-based
immigration systems. Countries such as Canada, Australia, Austria, and the United Kingdom
have implemented policies that assign scores to applicants based on measurable attributes,
including education, professional experience, and language ability. These systems translate
human capital into a quantifiable format, allowing governments to evaluate and rank prospective

immigrants according to their anticipated economic contributions. Joppke (2021) critiques these
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systems as emblematic of a class-based logic wherein selection is driven less by humanitarian

principles and more by economic valuation.

The broader international literature further supports this assessment. In Europe, Slade
(2010) documents how the Netherlands adopted restrictive policies that emphasize economic
self-sufficiency and limit access to public benefits for immigrants. Hagelund (2020) observes
that Denmark’s policies increasingly frame immigration in terms of national stability and
security, considering migrants as potential threats to social cohesion. In a comparative study of
thirty countries, Boucher and Gest (2018) find that immigration regimes have broadly shifted
toward labor market-oriented models. Joppke (2021) then summarizes this trend as a global
movement toward simultaneously “courting the top” and “fending off the bottom,” encouraging

high-skilled migration while deterring the entry of low-skilled workers (p. 79).

This shift is not without contradiction. As Pickering and Weber (2006) and Varsanyi and
Nevins (2007) highlight, neoliberalism encourages the fluid movement of capital while
maintaining restrictive borders for people, especially those deemed unlikely to contribute
economically. Varsanyi and Nevins (2007) characterize this tension as a “contradictory process,”

in which economic liberalization coexists with political closure and exclusion (p. 225).

Taken together, the literature suggests that immigration policy in many contexts has
undergone a neoliberal restructuring that privileges economic metrics over social or humanitarian
concerns. These frameworks are foundational for understanding how contemporary discourses

construct the figure of the “ideal immigrant.”
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2.3.3 Canadian national narratives and “ideal immigrants”

As immigration policies have increasingly adopted neoliberal logics, the concept of the
“ideal immigrant” has evolved in both policy and media discourses. In Canada, this evolution
reflects a growing emphasis on economic self-sufficiency, linguistic proficiency, and the ability
to integrate into Canadian labor markets. Scholars have observed that immigrants are
increasingly valued not only for their possible economic contributions but also for their cultural

compatibility with dominant national norms (Root et al., 2014; Sobel, 2015).

Sobel (2015) has traced these shifts through a semiological analysis of Canadian
citizenship guides from 1976 to 2009. While early guides emphasized civic engagement and
community participation, more recent versions stress individual responsibility and loyalty to the
state. This change indicates a broader ideological shift in which citizenship is framed less as a
social relationship and more as a set of responsibilities aligned with neoliberal values. Similarly,
Root et al. (2014) examined how Canadian immigration policy has come to prioritize economic
immigrants over family reunification. They argued that the “ideal immigrant” is increasingly
framed as self-reliant in language and economic capability. This construction also promotes a
mode of integration that centers on labor market participation, often at the expense of other

forms of social inclusion.

Chatterjee (2015) extended this analysis by examining the Canadian Experience Class
and the Federal Skilled Worker Program. She found that these programs privilege Canadian work
experience and language proficiency, reinforcing a model of the “ideal immigrant” as one who
already has the qualities favored by Canadian labor markets. Chatterjee (2015) argued that this

approach allows a racialized and nationalist vision of Canadian identity, in which Whiteness and
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Western values are implicitly upheld as standards. Language proficiency in these contexts thus

become a marker of cultural fitness and economic readiness.

Furthermore, language testing also plays a critical role in these dynamics. Burkholder and
Filion (2015) analyzed Canada’s 2012 language benchmark requirement for citizenship and
argued that the new CLB standards creates structural barriers for immigrants with limited formal
education. Their discourse analysis showed that official language proficiency is positioned as
essential for Canadian identity, which helps to construct citizenship as something that must be

earned through alignment with dominant linguistic and cultural norms.

In sum, the Canadian “ideal immigrant” is increasingly constructed as someone who is
economically productive, linguistically proficient, and culturally aligned with dominant national
narratives. This model reflects a broader ideological transformation in which neoliberal logics

shape both immigration policies and the discourses that legitimize them.

Although scholars have noted that while national narratives surrounding Canadian
identity often emphasize inclusion and diversity, they may also obscure underlying structural
inequalities (Root et al., 2014; Chatterjee, 2015). A number of researchers have also examined
how the concept of multiculturalism, originally grounded in liberal commitments, has been
reshaped to reflect neoliberal priorities, particularly through policy mechanisms that favor
immigrants who meet specific economic and cultural criteria (Dauvergne, 2016; Pochon-Berger
& Lenz, 2014). In the next section, I will review how Canadian multiculturalism, both as policy

and ideology, has evolved under this shifting paradigm.
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2.3.4 Canadian multiculturalism: from liberal ideal to neoliberal instrument

Canadian multiculturalism has historically been regarded as a liberal framework
grounded in the principles of diversity, inclusion, and civic participation. Scholars often
conceptualize multiculturalism in three dimensions: as a sociological fact, as public policy, and

as an ideology (Brosseau & Dewing, 2018).

As a sociological fact, multiculturalism reflects the demographic diversity of Canada’s
population, shaped by successive waves of immigration and colonial histories. According to the
2021 Census, visible minorities accounted for 26.5% of the Canadian population. This figure is

projected to reach 41% by 2041 (Statistics Canada, 2022b).

As a policy, multiculturalism was formally introduced in 1971 and later enshrined in the
Multiculturalism Act (1988). This policy aimed to reduce discrimination, support cultural
preservation, and promote inclusivity (Brosseau & Dewing, 2018). Kymlicka (2013) emphasized
that multicultural policy should not only promote non-discriminatory practices but also enhance
laws to better protect minority rights. However, while liberal multiculturalism originally
supported belonging and civic integration (Bloemraad, 2006; Ghosh, 2018), others have argued

that it obscures deeper structural inequalities (Gwyn, 1996; Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014).

Neoliberal influences have gradually shifted the function of multiculturalism. Scholars
argue that Canada’s immigration point system, originally designed to promote equity, has now
increasingly serve as a mechanism for selecting economically desirable immigrants (Dauvergne,
2016; Joppke, 2021). The rise of temporary immigration further illustrates this shift, with
permanent residency framed as a reward for labor market contribution rather than a right of

settlement (Pochon-Berger & Lenz, 2014).
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As an ideology, multiculturalism has also undergone transformation. Root et al. (2014)
noted that early multiculturalism promoted civic voice and inclusion, while recent shifts reflect
expectations that immigrants should embrace mainstream Canadian values and integrate
economically. This ideological transition is reflected in political discourse and policy framing
that increasingly prioritize economic utility over cultural recognition. Critics such as Joppke
(2013) and Root et al. (2014) argue that in neoliberal multiculturalism, ethnicity is valued only
insofar as it contributes to market or diplomatic interests, and cultural accommodation is

replaced by expectations of assimilation.

Winter (2018) summarized this transformation and stated that multiculturalism has

299

shifted “from being ‘about us’ to being ‘about them’” (p. 637). Neoliberal multiculturalism
redefines diversity in economic and behavioral terms, rewards immigrants who conform but
marginalizes those who do not. Rather than fostering a genuine inclusion, it positions cultural
and linguistic conformity as prerequisites for full membership. As Wilson (2017) summarizes,
neoliberal regimes of truth uphold three central beliefs: that market competition is the best way

to organize society, that individuals should take personal responsibility even when facing

structural barriers, and that the freedom to compete is the most important kind of freedom.

In short, while Canadian multiculturalism was originally a liberal design aimed at
inclusion and anti-discrimination, recent literature suggests that it has increasingly reflected a
selective and economically driven orientation. Scholars argue that under neoliberal influence,
multiculturalism has shifted from broad accommodation toward conditional integration, with
greater emphasis on cultural conformity and economic contribution as prerequisites for

belonging (Root et al., 2014; Joppke, 2013; Winter, 2018).
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The following section turns to the concept of “hidden agendas” and “invisible borders” in
language testing, exploring how traditional validation frameworks are insufficient to account for
the broader policy and ideological functions of language assessments. I also introduce the
conception of neoliberalism as a “regime of truth,” setting the stage for a discussion of a

poststructuralist framework that will be further elaborated in Chapter 3.

2.4 Language testing in immigration: hidden agendas and invisible borders

2.4.1 Framing the debate: hidden agendas and invisible borders

In recent years, scholars have increasingly examined the broader implications of language
testing on immigration, particularly through the lens of these tests’ underlying political and
ideological functions. Within this literature, two interrelated concepts have emerged: hidden
agendas and invisible borders. Hidden agendas refer to the implicit policy objectives embedded
in language testing practices, the objectives that extend beyond the stated purposes of ensuring
linguistic integration (Shohamy, 2001; Roever & McNamara, 2006). These hidden agendas may
include economic filtering (Hawthorne, 2011), cultural selection (Ndhlovu, 2008), or the
reproduction of national ideologies (Hoang, 2019; Creese, 2019). Invisible borders describe the
less visible social, cultural, and racial boundaries that are constructed and reinforced through
such testing regimes (Winter, 2018; Polanco & Zell, 2017). While hidden agendas are embedded
in policymaking intentions, references to invisible borders emphasize the material and symbolic
consequences these agendas produce in practice. Together, these two concepts offer a useful
framework for unpacking how language assessments operate not only as tools of measurement

but as instruments of social sorting.
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2.4.2 The gatekeeping role of language tests

A substantial body of literature has documented the gatekeeping function of language
tests in immigration systems. As Shohamy (2001) and Roever and McNamara (2006) have
argued, language assessments are often presented as neutral mechanisms for ensuring that
immigrants possess the language skills necessary to integrate into their new societies. However,
these assessments also serve to restrict access by establishing thresholds that applicants must
meet to be eligible for entry, permanent residence, or citizenship. This restriction function is
especially prominent in point-based immigration systems, such as those in Canada, Australia,
and the United Kingdom, where language test results contribute directly to candidates’ overall

scores (Anwar, 2014; Root et al., 2014).

In the Canadian context, studies have highlighted how language assessments intersect
with other selection criteria to construct a model of the ideal immigrant. Anwar (2014) and
Hawthorne (2011) have critiqued the emphasis on linguistic proficiency and age in the Canadian
points system, arguing that it disadvantages older applicants and those from non-Anglophone
backgrounds, regardless of their other qualifications. These findings align with critiques by
Roever and McNamara (2006), who contend that language testing often ignores social and
cultural capital that may be crucial to long-term integration. Hawthorne (2011) further notes that

this policy direction creates tensions with Canada’s broader multicultural commitments.

More researchers have drawn attention to how test score thresholds are adjusted in
response to changing labor market meads and political priorities. Dickie (2016) and IRCC
(2020b) report that language requirements in programs such as the Canadian Experience Class
are subject to revision, and that applicants may have to compensate proactively if they have

deficiencies in other areas, such as age, by improving their language scores. In practice, this
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means that language testing serves not just to assess communication skills but to function as a
flexible mechanism for controlling immigrant flows. From the perspective of applicants,
language scores are often viewed as the most and maybe only aspect that can be manipulated

during the application process, thus becoming a central target for strategic improvement.

2.4.3 Language testing and policy rationales: what is explicit and what is not

Although language testing is frequently justified on the grounds of promoting integration,
scholars have pointed out a persistent misalignment between its official rationales and its actual
uses in policy. Explicitly, governments frame language requirements as necessary for facilitating
labor market participation, civic engagement, and social cohesion (Shohamy, 2009; Root et al.,
2014; Van Avermaet, 2009). Implicitly, however, these tests often operate as proxies for other
forms of selection, including socioeconomic background, ethnicity, or political ideology (Hoang,

2019; Ndhlovu, 2008).

Many critical studies have employed discourse analysis to uncover these discrepancies.
For example, through a critical discourse analysis of the history of language policy, Ndhlovu
(2008) revealed that language tests in Australia have been often (mis)used for racial exclusion.
By increasing language requirements, governments can subtly limit immigrant intake from
particular groups without explicit exclusionary policies, thereby enacting exclusionary agendas
without overtly discriminatory language. In Canada, Hoang (2019) argues that language testing
policies are often used to screen for cultural compatibility under the guise of linguistic
assessment, therefore raising the language requirements for immigrants became a simple and

low-cost measure for government to balance economic and political interests.
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2.4.4 Creating invisible borders through assessment

The literature has explored how language testing creates invisible borders that reinforce
social hierarchies. These borders manifest as barriers to entry, permanent residency, citizenship,
and full participation in society. These are often structured around race, class, and linguistic
background. Winter (2018), for instance, conceptualizes naturalization as a form of social closure
that distinguishes between “Canadians by birth” and “Canadians by choice” (pp. 233-234). In
other words, although both groups may hold the same legal status as citizens, their paths to
citizenship are not perceived equally. Those who are born in Canada are not required to prove
their belonging, while immigrants are often expected to demonstrate their worthiness through
language testing and other evaluations. This distinction reinforces a hierarchy of legitimacy, in
which naturalized citizens remain subject to ongoing scrutiny, and Western linguistic and cultural

norms are positioned as the default standards of national identity.

At the provincial level, top-down approaches are used that helped to create "invisible
walls" by prioritizing certain language skills and/or educational backgrounds, therefore subtly
shaping immigrant selection without explicit exclusionary policies. Researchers have
demonstrated how such policies are closely tied to regional immigration goals. Maganaka &
Plaizier (2015) analyzed the interaction of immigration services, policymakers, and academia
from the perspective of Alberta practitioners and underscored the fact that the language training
needs of new immigrants may come at the expense of their professional skills development,
which poses problems for the larger community. Chemin and Sayour (2016) examined Quebec's
2001 reform to its points-based immigration system, which aimed to increase French-speaking
immigrants without compromising overall labor market performance. To achieve this, Quebec

increased points for French proficiency and education (especially for bachelor's degrees) while
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decreasing points for subjective "adaptability" assessments. Their findings confirmed that the
reform effectively attracted more French-speaking and bachelor's degree-holding immigrants,
showing how language components in a points-based system can tailor immigrant labor markets
according to specific policy goals. Similarly, Jezak (2018) reviewed the French-English bilingual
policy and its influence on immigration in Quebec. She highlighted the unique pressures on
Francophone communities in Canada, where language policies not only protect linguistic duality

but also emphasize integrating immigrants into minority French-speaking communities.

From a symbolic perspective, language functions as a form of capital that determines
immigrants’ access to resources and rights. Creese (2010), for example, adopted Bourdieu’s
concept of linguistic capital, and conducted 38 interviews with African immigrants to Canada
who were fluent in English prior to their arrival. From the immigrant experience, the author
established the connection between accent discrimination and racism, which led to a more
complex relationship among colonialism, linguistic capital, and migration. Creese (2010) also
argues that the linguistic capital among English-speaking African immigrants was erased from
the host society by the “standard language ideology,” because the “celebration of
multiculturalism often simultaneously denies the many and diverse ways racism” operates in
Canadian nation building (pp. 309-310). Language competence here carries broader power
relations and functions, again, as an invisible border between the immigrants with nonnative/
“nonstandard” English and native Canadian English speakers. Similarly, Polanco and Zell (2017)
conducted a comparative study that explored how English language ability operates as a
regulatory “border” in the global labor market, particularly affecting temporary migrant workers
in Canada (as well as Mexico and the Philippines). They noticed that in Canada, language

proficiency shapes access to employment in low-skilled, customer service roles. Employers
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prefer worker who not only meet job-specific requirements but also have high proficiency in
English. The authors argue that these practices favored certain worker profiles, aligning language
requirements with broader social and economic controls. Language has therefore become a form
of human capital that implies economic values, and thus national policies related to language
skills will shape the cross-border mobility of immigrants. As a boundary that mediates the
physical mobility of immigrants as well as their social positions, language tests are used to

support the “process of racializing and classing both nations and people” (p. 286).

Taken together, these studies show that language testing in immigration extends beyond

linguistic assessment to create and maintain symbolic boundaries.

2.4.5 Language testing within a regime of truth

While language testing is often presented as a neutral and technical tool, it is embedded
within broader ideological frameworks that shape its design, implementation, and interpretation.
Drawing on Foucault’s notion of a “regime of truth” (Foucault, 1980), critical scholars have
argued that language proficiency is not merely an indicator of communicative ability but a
constructed measure of social desirability, filtered through political and economic logics (Wilson,
2017; Hoang, 2019). Within this regime, people start to believe that language skills naturally lead

to successful integration, as if this connection were obvious and beyond question.

According to some scholarship, the discourse of objectivity legitimizes the use of
language testing in immigration while masking its ideological underpinnings. Gaucher (2020)
notes that immigration policies rooted in neoliberal assumptions portray market competition as
the best way to manage social resources, framing the selection of “better immigrants” as a

rational necessity. Under this logic, the individual’s failure to achieve a required language score
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is therefore considered personal shortcomings, rather than the structural barriers embedded in the
testing regime (McNamara & Ryan, 2011). The discourse thereby operates through what
Foucault (1991) called governmentality, which is the techniques of governance that work

through self-regulation and internalized norms rather than direct coercion.

In this context, language testing becomes a powerful biopolitical tool, classifying
individuals based on perceived economic value and moral worth. The ability to perform in a
standard language test becomes a proxy for belonging, reinforcing the idea that integration is a

matter of personal effort and merit rather than collective responsibility or systemic reform.

2.4.6 Limitations of existing validation frameworks for language tests in immigration

Validity in language assessment is broadly understood as the degree to which evidence
and theory support the interpretations of test scores for their intended purposes (Messick, 1989,
1995). In other words, validity concerns both whether an assessment measures what it is intended
to measure and whether the inferences drawn from its results follow logically from the
information it captures (B. Baker, personal communication, July 9, 2025). As discussed above,
language assessments in immigration contexts are often framed as neutral tools for measuring
linguistic ability for settlement purposes. However, the practical use of these tests frequently
does not match with their intended purpose, which creates significant challenges to validity.
While test developers design assessments to evaluate language proficiency, the broader
sociopolitical application of these tests—such as controlling immigration numbers or prioritizing

certain immigrants over others—extends their role far beyond measurement.

Traditional frameworks for test validation have struggled to account for the complex

social and political roles that language assessments play in immigration. Frameworks such as
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Messick’s (1998) construct validity, Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) test usefulness, Kane’s (1992)
argument-based validity, and Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive model emphasize psychometric rigor,
fairness, and alignment between test purpose and use. While these approaches have significantly
advanced the field, they remain limited in their ability to capture the broader implications of

high-stakes language testing in immigration policy contexts.

Recent critiques argue that these frameworks often assume a clear boundary between
technical and political dimensions of testing (McNamara, 2005; Frost, 2017, 2019). However,
immigration policy blurs these boundaries and repurpose language assessments to regulate
migration flows, manage public sentiment, or advance economic goals (Fulcher & Davidson,
2009). As a result, even well-validated tests may be used in ways that reproduce inequality and

exclusion.

Critical Language Testing (CLT) challenges this tradition by examining how language
assessments reinforce power structures and marginalize certain groups (Shohamy, 2001). CLT
emphasizes that language tests should not be viewed solely as technical instruments, but as social
practices embedded in broader ideological and political contexts. While validation frameworks
help ensure that test items are reliable and unbiased, they are not sufficient to address how tests
are used within sociopolitical agendas. For example, governments may increase test cut off
scores by adjusting the total cut off scores in the point system or introduce new language
requirements to manage immigration flows or address public concerns, which will further
complicate the alignment between test design and use (Fulcher & Davidson, 2009). In this sense,
test validation models often fall short of addressing the political, symbolic, and ideological

dimensions of language assessment, particularly in the context of immigration.
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To better account for these dimensions, a more comprehensive theoretical lens is
needed—one that can unpack how assessments participate in the construction of subjectivities,
regulate mobility, and produce social hierarchies. A poststructuralist approach is therefore ideally
suited for this study. Rather than replacing validation frameworks, it complements them by
asking different kinds of questions about power, discourse, and the symbolic function of
language. In the next chapter, I will introduce a poststructuralist approach to language
assessment and understand these dynamics by examining language tests as both measurement

tools and instruments of symbolic control.

2.5 Chapter summary

In this chapter, I have examined how neoliberal ideologies have reshaped immigration
policy globally and in Canada, transforming the purpose of immigration from long-term nation-
building to short-term economic gain. The literature reviewed in Section 2.3 traced this shift
through the growing emphasis on quantifiable indicators in immigrant selection systems such as
language proficiency, education, and economic self-sufficiency. Under these neoliberal logics,
the image of the “ideal immigrant” is produced through policy discourses that prioritize market-

oriented values, often at the expense of inclusion, equity, and social responsibility.

Building on this, Section 2.4 turned to the role of language assessment in immigration,
drawing attention to the political functions embedded in testing practices. Rather than serving
solely their intended purpose as measures of language ability for settlement, language tests have
been deployed as gatekeeping mechanisms that reinforce hidden policy agendas and construct
invisible social borders. Many researchers have highlighted how these assessments categorize
individuals based on more than language ability, and reproduce hierarchies of class, race, and

cultural capital. Through concepts such as regime of truth and governmentality, the literature
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shows how language testing is embedded in broader systems of knowledge and power that shape

who can enter, integrate, and belong.

In the next chapter, I introduce a poststructuralist conceptual framework that engages
directly with these issues. Drawing on theories of discourse, identity, and symbolic power, this
approach offers a critical lens for understanding the role of language testing within immigration

contexts for this study.
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Chapter 3 Conceptual Frameworks

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides the conceptual and methodological foundations for the study. As
established in the previous chapters, language tests have evolved beyond tools of language
proficiency measurement for settlement purposes and become instruments of sociopolitical
control in the Canadian immigration system. Studying this transformation requires a theoretical
framework that interrogates the power dynamics, hidden agendas, and social implications
embedded in language assessment policies. Poststructuralism offers such a lens. It enables a
critical examination of how language tests may shape identities, construct knowledge, and

reinforce systemic inequalities.

The chapter begins by introducing a poststructuralist approach to language assessment,
outlining its key concepts: the constitutive nature of language, the interplay of discourse, power,
and knowledge, and the construction of subjectivity and identity. These theoretical insights have
the potential to frame language testing not merely as a technical process but also as a social
practice intertwined with broader systems of control and governance. Through a poststructuralist
lens, I will examine how these concepts are operationalized in practice in the context of language
assessment for immigration, and I aim to explore the language tests function as a tool of social

control as well as shaping immigrant experiences.

Building on this orientation, policy archaeology (Scheurich, 1994) serves as the
overarching analytical framework of this study. It provides the conceptual and methodological
tools to interrogate how language testing policies are constructed, problematized, and

institutionalized. Through policy archaeology, I highlight how immigration language policies do
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not simply measure language ability but are embedded in broader discourses of nation-building,

neoliberalism, and social control.

In addition to this policy-level analysis, I also draw on the model of investment (Darvin
& Norton, 2015) in the results interpretation phase. While policy archaeology frames the overall
investigation, the model of investment offers a complementary perspective to understand how
immigrants negotiate identity, ideology, and capital in relation to language testing policies. This
dual framework aligns with poststructuralism in emphasizing the dynamic interplay between

discourse, power, and individual agency.

Finally, I conclude this chapter with a presentation of the study’s research questions,
which reflect the overarching aim of the study: to critically interrogate the role of language tests
in the Canadian immigration system and to center immigrant perspectives and experiences in

understanding their impact.

3.2 A poststructuralist approach to language assessment

As outlined in the previous chapters, language assessments play a dual role in the context
of public policy: they serve not only as tools for measuring language proficiency but also as
mechanisms that shape the beliefs, agendas, behaviors, and responses of diverse stakeholders.
The interplay between language tests and immigration policy is embedded in broader ideological
structures and power relations. Therefore, a critical and nuanced perspective is required to

interrogate the underlying purposes and social effects of test use.

A poststructuralist approach offers the conceptual flexibility necessary to move beyond
the conventional view of language proficiency as a neutral and objective construct. Rather than

treating language tests such as IELTS, CELPIP, or PTE merely as instruments for assessing
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communicative competence, this approach allows us to uncover how these assessments operate
as technologies of governance (Foucault, 1991; Shohamy, 2001; McNamara & Shohamy, 2008).
From a poststructuralist lens, language tests are understood as shaping and regulating the
identities of test-takers, producing subjectivities, and delimiting the terms under which
individuals are recognized as legitimate immigrants. This approach enables the discursive,
institutional, and ideological forces that render certain forms of knowledge, language, and

identity as valid, while marginalizing others.

Poststructuralism is associated with a series of works by French continental philosophers
and critical theorists in the mid-20th century who came to be known internationally in the 1960s
and 1970s. It has influenced a wider set of subjects, including literature, art, history, sociology,
politics, and cultural criticism. It is a theoretical framework that has emerged as a critique of
structuralism, challenging the idea that human culture may be understood by means of a
structure—modeled on language (i.e., structural linguistics), and where meaning is stable,
universal, and can be systematically understood. Poststructuralism, on the other hand,
emphasizes the complexity, multiplicity, and instability of meaning, which is fluid, contingent,
and constructed through language and social interactions. Proponents of poststructuralism argue
against the reductionism of structuralism, viewing meaning as not inherently or necessarily
rational. As Mason and Clarke (2010) explain, meaning is always partial and provisional in
poststructuralism, coming from differences between words and changing depending on context.
Jacques Derrida’s concept on différance describes this process: meaning is created through the
contrast between words (difference) and is always delayed or deferred because it relies on other
words for explanation (deferral). This means that language does not directly reflect the real

world but creates meaning through its own system, embedded in instability. In addition,
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poststructuralists argue that structures should be considered within a cultural and historical view,
and “systems of meaning are inextricably entangled with the cultural beliefs around sexuality,

sanity and social order” (Davis, 2004, p. 124).

3.2.1 Understanding language as constitutive of reality

Poststructuralism posits that language is not merely a tool for describing reality but is
constitutive of reality itself. It is through language that we make sense of the world, form
identities, and engage in social practices. In this view, language is seen as a site of struggle where
different meanings and interpretations compete for dominance. This perspective challenges
traditional notions of language as a transparent medium through which objective truths are
conveyed. Instead, it sees language as deeply intertwined with power, shaping and being shaped
by the social contexts in which it is used. In other words, poststructuralism is considered a form
of social and political engagement expressed “in a sustained critique of current social, political,
and cultural forms and an ethical pre-occupation with questions of justice” (McNamara, 2012, p.

477).

Foucault (1977), one of the leading scholars in poststructuralism, suggests that power and
knowledge are not separate entities but are intertwined, and are constructed by discourse, which
goes beyond language, and determines which ideas and practices are legitimized as “truth.”
Discourses shape what can be said, who can speak, and what is considered legitimate knowledge.
They produce and constrain the possibilities for thinking, acting, and being. Consequently,
knowledge cannot be explained in terms of direct correspondence with objective reality, but
rather in terms of the (often hidden) structures, relationships, or coherences with language,
individual beliefs, and official social norms or discourses. Similarly, meaning is argued to arise

not in what is made present and explicit, but in what is absent and tacit (Shohamy, 2006).
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Meaning and truth are thus not so much about the correspondences between references and
referents, but the coherences in the forgotten and the no-longer-noticed (Dillet, 2017).
Poststructuralist discourses are not only concerned with how individuals shape personal
understandings of the world (i.e., personal sense-making), but how understandings of the world
are shaped for individuals (Davis, 2004)—in other words—how individuals’ own identities are
shaped. For instance, for poststructuralist-influenced critical pedagogy, language is a socially
shaped resource, steeped in culturally and historically sedimented attitudes, values, and
assumptions, which precedes and exceeds, as well as inevitably influences any single individual

(largely unconsciously).

Foucault’s idea of disciplinary power shows how language is used to categorize,
normalize, and regulate behavior (Foucault, 1995). For example, the classification of individuals
as “native speakers” or ‘“non-native speakers” has real-world implications for how people are
treated and understood. This classification system upholds certain norms while marginalizing
others, shaping what is considered valuable or deviant. In other words, it challenges the idea of a
“standard” language or an “ideal” speaker. Poststructuralism opens up space to explore how
individuals navigate and resist these norms, and how multiple, hybrid identities emerge in

response to the rigid categorizations imposed by dominant discourses.

3.2.2 Discourse, Power, and Knowledge

A key contribution of poststructuralism is its understanding of the relationship between
discourse, power, and knowledge. Foucault (1995) argues that power and knowledge are not
separate entities but are intricately interconnected. He introduces the concept of discourse as a

system of knowledge that defines and regulates how we talk about and understand the world.
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Discourse is not just about language; it encompasses the rules, practices, and power relations that

establish what counts as ‘truth’ and who is authorized to speak that truth.

3.2.3 Subjectivity and identity construction

Poststructuralism provides a framework for understanding identity as a fluid, fragmented,
and socially constructed phenomenon, rather than as a fixed and stable essence (Weedon, 1997).
In this view, subjectivity is not something one possesses but is constantly being produced and
reproduced through discourse. Language plays a crucial role in this process, as it mediates the
ways in which individuals understand themselves and are understood by others. This perspective
challenges the notion of a unified, coherent self. Instead, it posits that individuals are composed
of multiple, often conflicting identities that are contingent on the discourses they engage with

(Norton, 2013).

For immigrants, the experience of identity construction is very complex. They often find
themselves negotiating multiple and sometimes contradictory identities—such as those of their
country of origin and their new country of residence—while also dealing with the pressures and
expectations imposed by immigration policies and language assessments (Pavlenko &
Blackledge, 2004). Language assessments, in this context, can be seen as sites of subjectivity
construction, where individuals are required to perform certain linguistic identities that align
with the criteria set by the host country. For example, the classification of immigrants based on
their language proficiency (e.g., "proficient" vs. "non-proficient" speaker) does more than merely
describe their ability to use a language. It also constructs them as either "fit" or "unfit" for
integration into the host society (Piller, 2016). Such categorizations have significant implications

for how immigrants perceive themselves and are perceived by others. They are not simply being
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tested for their language skills but are also being evaluated for their potential to contribute to the

host society's social, economic, and cultural fabric (McNamara, 2005).

Poststructuralism thus allows us to examine how these identity constructions are
regulated and constrained by the discourses embedded in language policies and assessments. It
also highlights how individuals may resist these imposed identities by adopting alternative or
hybrid identities that challenge the dominant narratives (Norton, 2013). This resistance is not a
straightforward rejection but rather a negotiation where immigrants strategically align
themselves with, or distance themselves from, certain aspects of the identities being imposed on
them (Darvin & Norton, 2015). For instance, an immigrant might strategically present
themselves as a "good" language learner in order to pass a language test, while internally
rejecting the notion that their worth is tied to their language proficiency. This form of resistance
demonstrates that identities are not passively assigned but are actively negotiated, even within
restrictive and powerful discursive environments (Weedon, 1997). By using a poststructuralist
lens, we can better understand these nuanced and complex processes of identity construction and

the ways in which language assessments contribute to the formation of immigrant subjectivities.

Ultimately, examining subjectivity and identity construction through a poststructuralist
framework allows us to uncover the power dynamics inherent in language assessments. It also
enables us to see how immigrants navigate these dynamics in their efforts to construct identities
that are both personally meaningful and socially acceptable within the context of their new

environment.
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3.2.4 Poststructuralism in practice: connecting to language assessment for immigration

As discussed earlier, language assessments, particularly in the context of immigration,
serve as more than just measures of linguistic competence; they act as tools of social control. In
Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1995) argues that tests and examinations are principal modes of
surveillance in modern societies. They function as mechanisms for categorizing and

differentiating individuals, thereby regulating access to resources, rights, and privileges.

In the case of immigration, language tests like CELPIP, IELTS, and PTE are used to
determine who is allowed to enter or remain in the country, who is granted citizenship, and who
is deemed capable of integration into the national community. These tests, therefore, play a
pivotal role in constructing the boundaries of belonging. They regulate who is considered a
“suitable” immigrant based on constructed norms of language ability, which often reflect broader

societal biases and power structures.

Poststructuralism helps deconstruct the assumptions behind these language tests. For
instance, why is a specific level of English proficiency considered essential for integration? Who
defines this standard, and whose interests does it serve? These questions help to reveal the ways
in which language assessments are embedded in power relations, serving to maintain certain
social hierarchies. By scrutinizing these assumptions, a poststructuralist approach allows us to
expose the role of language tests as gatekeeping tools that control not only physical borders but

also the symbolic boundaries or the invisible borders of Canada.

The concept of shibboleth, explored by Derrida (2005), provides a powerful metaphor for
understanding how language tests function as social control. A shibboleth is a linguistic marker
used to differentiate between groups, often with severe consequences for those who fail to meet

the linguistic standard. Historically, Shibboleth is a Hebrew word meaning either “an ear of
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wheat” or “a stream.” The pronunciation of this particular word was used to distinguish friends
from foes, as speakers of two related dialects pronounced the word slightly differently. Friends
received protection, while foes faced death. Derrida’s interpretation of this concept pushes it
further into the discussion of identity politics and social exclusion. In the context of immigration,
language tests can function as shibboleths in the sense that the test results can determine who is
allowed to integrate into a country and who is excluded. In other words, the test is not simply a
measure of linguistic competence but a social tool for creating borders of belonging. McNamara
(2012, 2019, 2020) has applied this concept in language testing. He highlighted how language
tests, under the disguise of objectivity, can serve covert political agendas. Language tests are
used to maintain control over immigration flow, determining who is deemed ideal for inclusion,
which is often considered a sign of broader cultural compatibility. As a result, language
assessment reinforces a binary opinion towards insiders and outsiders, us and others, and
fulfilling the test requirement is tied to the fulfillment of the socio-political expectations of the

host society.

By examining these dynamics, poststructuralism helps to reveal the hidden power
structures at play in language assessments and their role in shaping the identities and
opportunities of immigrants. Only by recognizing these dynamics, we can understand the role of
language tests in perpetuating inequalities and advocate for more equitable approaches that

account for the diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds of immigrants.

3.2.5 From problematization to control: language assessment as governance

In traditional policy research, the starting point is always a description of the problem at
hand, followed by a discussion of the competing solutions proposed by the policy, the
implementation of the policy, and perhaps policy reform (Scheurich, 1994). However, the
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introduction of a Foucauldian notion of discourse into policy studies changes the starting point of
inquiry and forces researchers to reconsider the formation of the “problem” itself (Haque, 2019).
The articulation of policy problems becomes a process of knowledge formation that is embedded
in power relations and is not value-neutral. The problem may be constructed by the policy
makers in the first place. One example of a politically loaded policy problem would be
“immigration may threaten national interests.” Solutions may then be provided to solve the
“problem” while in fact may advance another agenda entirely. Therefore, the whole process of
policymaking is considered social performance (Haque, 2019). The purpose of social
performance is to reassure citizens that the governing body/ies is/are proposing solutions to
social problems (e.g., national unity), but in reality, these supposed solutions are intended to

discipline and normalize.

In the immigration context, language assessments are not isolated practices but are deeply
intertwined with official discourses of immigration, nationalism, and social cohesion. In this
study, I will use a poststructuralist approach to critically examine these discourses to reveal their
underlying assumptions, what they omit, and how they operate to maintain certain social orders.
For instance, what are the implicit expectations about language proficiency and its link to
successful integration into Canadian society? By focusing on what is ignored or oppressed within
these discourses, this approach also highlights the experiences and perspectives of those who are
marginalized by current language assessment practices. It also explores how these marginalized
voices resist, negotiate, and potentially reshape these dominant discourses. Finally, this approach
will reveal how language assessments are part of a larger apparatus that constructs and polices

the boundaries of citizenship and belonging. It provides a nuanced understanding of how these
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assessments impact the lives of immigrants, influence their opportunities for integration, and

contribute to the broader project of nation-building in Canada.

While much of the existing research on language assessment for immigration has focused
on test developers’ intentions and policy makers’ perspectives, these views do not fully capture
the lived realities of immigrants. A poststructuralist approach emphasizes the importance of
diverse voices, particularly those directly affected by language policies. In this context,
incorporating immigrants’ perspectives is crucial to understanding the broader social, cultural,

and political implications of language testing within the immigration process.

3.2.6 Centering immigrant perspectives

Immigrants are uniquely positioned to perceive the disconnect between the intended
purpose of language tests and their real-world consequences. As reviewed in previous chapters,
much of the existing literature continues to prioritize the perspectives of test developers and
policymakers, with limited attention to the lived experiences of test-takers themselves. It is only
through immigrants’ voices that we can access critical knowledge about how language
assessment policies are felt, experienced, and interpreted. Their perspectives are not just

important, they are indispensable.

Immigrants are the only ones who can speak to how language testing affects their
decision-making, emotional well-being, and understanding of the immigration process. For
example, they can provide firsthand accounts of whether the skills tested by IELTS, CELPIP, or
PTE Core align with the actual linguistic demands of daily life, employment, or community
integration. They can also describe how test expectations shape their perceptions of Canadian

culture, as well as their evolving sense of belonging within it. From a poststructuralist

57



perspective, this knowledge revokes traditional top-down discourses and reveals how power
operates through language assessment policies, and may misrepresent or marginalize the realities

of immigrants who are subject to them (Foucault, 1977; Shohamy, 2001).

In addition, immigrants also experience the long-term consequences of testing. Language
assessments are not isolated events, but they generate ongoing expectations and influence social
and economic opportunities throughout one’s immigration journey (Polanco & Zell, 2017,
Winter, 2018). These consequences include not only institutional impacts such as access to
permanent residency or employment, but also symbolic impacts such as internalized feelings of
inadequacy, marginalization, or shame tied to test performance (Anya, 2020). Such effects are
largely invisible to institutions but deeply affect the everyday lives and identities of immigrants.
As Frost (2017) shows, repeated encounters with language tests can accumulate over time to

shape perception, emotion, and behavior.

Finally, the inclusion of immigrant perspectives allows for a deeper understanding of how
individuals make sense of their own linguistic capital, respond to normative ideologies of
language and belonging, and navigate the expectations and responsibilities imposed upon them
(Creese & Blackledge, 2019; Aggiin & Demir, 2019). These narratives offer an essential
counterpoint to official discourses and expand our understanding of language assessment beyond
its technical function. In doing so, immigrants perspectives help to expose the symbolic power of
assessment and reveal how it helps in constructing social hierarchies (Bourdieu, 1991;
McNamara, 2006). By prioritizing immigrants’ voices, researchers and policymakers alike can
better understand the broader implications of language testing, including both its practical appeal

and its social consequences, and move toward more just and responsive policies and practices.
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3.3 Framing the study: policy archaeology and the model of investment

In examining the role of language assessment within Canadian immigration policies, this
study is guided primarily by policy archaeology (Scheurich, 1994), which serves as the
overarching analytical framework. Rooted in poststructuralist thought, policy archaeology
provides both the theoretical foundation and the methodological tools for interrogating how
language testing policies are constructed, problematized, and institutionalized. I also draw on the
model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015) as a complementary interpretive lens in the results
chapter. It supports the analysis of immigrants’ narratives and perspectives. While policy
archaeology frames the study as a whole, the model of investment offers an additional way to

view how immigrants negotiate identity, capital, and ideology in relation to language testing.

Rooted in poststructuralist thought, policy archaeology challenges traditional approaches
to policy analysis, and enables a critical examination of how policy problems are constructed,
questioning the hidden assumptions that shape language requirements in immigration contexts.
Policy archaeology is particularly well suited for analyzing language assessment policies by
deconstructing how language testing is positioned as a “neutral” requirement within Canadian

immigration.

The model of investment provides a complementary perspective, centering the lived
experiences of immigrants as they navigate the language testing process. This framework is
grounded in the understanding that language learning and use are shaped by broader social
structures, including access to resources, power relations, and individual agency. Although never
previously used in language assessment studies, the model of investment allows us to focus on
identity, capital, and ideology to illustrate how immigrants engage with language testing for

immigration purposes. This model allows me to highlight the interplay between individual
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aspirations and systemic constraints permitting a nuanced understanding of how language tests

influence immigrants’ decision making, social status, and opportunities.

3.3.1 Policy archaeology as a theoretical framework

Rooted in poststructuralist thought, policy archaeology provides a critical framework for
examining the ideological underpinnings of policy. It interrogates how policy issues, rather than
being straightforward responses to objective problems, are socially constructed in ways that align
with certain power structures and discourses (Scheurich, 1994; Haque, 2017, 2019). Drawing on
Foucauldian notions of discourse, this framework examines how policies construct specific
identities and realities by dictating who can speak, which issues are recognized as legitimate, and

what knowledge is privileged (Ball, 1993).

This framework allows for broader conceptual questions that challenge the assumptions
underlying policy requirements in Canadian immigration. For instance: “What assumptions
about citizenship and belonging shape language requirements for immigrants?” and “How does
language testing reinforce or challenge social and political power structures?”” Through the lens
of policy archaeology, the role of language assessment can be examined not simply as a
measurement tool of language competence, but as a mechanism to define the boundaries of
national identity and eligibility for belonging. Therefore, policy archaeology provides a
theoretical foundation that allows me to explore how Canadian immigration policies use
language assessments to shape conceptions of the “ideal immigrant” and reinforce social and

political structures.
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3.3.2 Policy archaeology as a methodological framework

In addition to being a theoretical framework, policy archaeology also informs the
methodological approach of this study, specifically the analysis of Canadian immigration policy
and language testing requirements. The following four key dimensions in policy archaeology

serve as methodological steps in the document analysis (Scheurich, 1994):

e The social construction of policy problems: this dimension allows for an investigation
into how particular issues, such as language proficiency, are constructed as problems
requiring policy intervention. In this study, policy archaeology will be used to allow me
to question why immigrants’ language ability have been framed as a political problem
that need to be dealt with.

¢ Rules and regularities of policy formation: this dimension focuses on the often unspoken
rules that determine what is considered a policy issue and what is dismissed or
overlooked. In language assessment policies, one rule might be that language proficiency
is seen as an objective indicator of integration success. This rule assumes that language
testing is a neutral method for assessing an immigrants’ readiness, leading policies to
frame language proficiency as an unquestioned requirement. At the same time, social
support systems for immigrants are rarely considered in these policies. By questioning
these rules, policy archaeology can permit me to uncover how these restricted criteria
dominate immigration policy discussions, pushing aside alternative mindsets on a broader
and more nuanced understanding of immigrant success.

e Shaping the range of acceptable solutions: this dimension focuses on how the formulation
of a problem also limits the range of solutions deemed acceptable. In this study,

integration has been framed primarily to be associated with language ability; therefore,
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immigration policy in Canada (and more countries) tends to favor standardized language
tests while neglecting other factors that may also be essential, such as community-based
support, and networks that facilitate social and economic participation for immigrants,
etc. This dimension opens up space for discussing a more varied and equitable approach
to immigrant support and integration.

The social function of policy studies: lastly, policy archaeology questions the assumed
neutrality of policy analysis itself, positioning it as a social practice embedded in power
relations. For instance, policy studies on language testing in immigration may frame these
tests as essential tools for selecting “qualified” immigrants who will integrate
successfully. This focus reinforces a narrow definition of immigrant “success” that
prioritizes economic contributions. Such studies often justify high language proficiency
standards based on economic productivity metrics, suggesting that those with higher
scores are more likely to contribute to the labor market. Scholarship in policy
archaeology therefore calls for a reflexive approach to critically engage with the

implications of policy studies on social dynamics and power structure.

Applying these dimensions as methodological steps allows me to reveal implicit discourses

that frame language ability a determining factor in the point system, and how language

assessment became a gatekeeping tool. Policy archaeology also provides an approach to

systematically question the assumptions, rules, and functions within immigration policies and

uncover the power relations embedded within them.

3.3.3 The model of investment as a complementary interpretive lens

The model of investment, developed by Darvin and Norton (2015), provides a

sociolinguistic framework that examines how individuals’ interactions with language are shaped
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by broader social, economic, and ideological forces. The model shifts attention from viewing
language engagement as a matter of individual choice to considering it as a form of investment
shaped by the interplay factors of capital, ideology, and identity. These constructs provide an
organizing framework that helps interpret how immigrants experience language testing in their
Canadian immigration journey and how their perspectives and struggles are situated within the

broader structures of power and legitimacy.

The first key component of this model is capital. It emphasizes that language is not
simply a communicative resource but a form of social, cultural, and economic value. For
immigrants, preparing for and taking a high-stakes test is not only about demonstrating
proficiency but also about competing and securing access to employment, education, and
mobility. Immigrants’ investment in the assessment is inherently tied to their aspirations, their
sense of identity, and the opportunities they believe language skills will unlock within Canadian
society. The second component is ideology. It adds another dimension by highlighting the
normative assumptions embedded in immigration policies. Language tests are framed as
indicators of integration and employability, but this framing reflects dominant ideologies that
linguistic ability equals to productivity, social worth, and even belonging. This ideological frame
also allows for an investigation into how the immigrants perceive the test itself. They may see it
not only as an assessment of language abilities but as a gateway to social legitimacy and
acceptance. Finally, the third component is identity. It is defined as “a struggle of habitus and
desire, of competing ideologies and imagined identities” (Darvin & Norton, 2015, p. 45). In the
immigration context, this means that immigrants are positioned in certain ways by dominant
ideologies and, at the same time, position themselves and others within social values of Canadian

society. In other words, their desires and aspirations are shaped by societal expectations, while
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their sense of self is negotiated through their interactions with language and broader social
structures. This aligns with the poststructuralist view that “language constructs our sense of self,

and that identity is multiple, changing, and a site of struggle” (Darvin & Norton, 2015, p. 36).

Adopting the model of investment as a complementary lens in this study has two
advantages. First, although language assessment for immigration has been studied across
disciplines such as linguistics, sociology, and psychology, certain overarching concepts
consistently emerge. These concepts include language ideology and linguistic ideology
(Chatterjee, 2015; Creese, 2019; Polanco & Zell, 2017); linguistic capital and human capital
(Burkholder & Filion, 2014; Chatterjee, 2015; Creese, 2019; Polanco & Zell, 2017; Nakhaie,
2020); and immigrant identity, racial identity, and linguistic identity (Burkholder & Filion, 2014;
Chatterjee, 2015; Creese, 2019; Nakhaie, 2020). The model of investment explicitly brings these
three strands together—capital, ideology, and identity—thereby offering a structured way to
synthesize insights across fields. Second, it aligns with a poststructuralist perspective by
recognizing that language assessments are not neutral tools of measurement but are embedded

within power structures that position immigrants in multiple and often unequal ways.

In this study, the model of investment is not treated as a parallel theoretical framework
but as a lens applied after the initial thematic analysis of focus group and interview data, with
that initial analysis guided by insights from policy archaeology. Reflexive thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012) is first used to generate and refine themes. The model of
investment is then drawn upon to interpret these themes in relation to broader dynamics of
power, capital, and belonging. For example, it helps to explain how participants’ resources are
valued differently, how they internalize or resist dominant discourses, and how they perform

identities within or against the constraints of testing. In this sense, the model provides a coherent
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structure for situating personal narratives within the sociopolitical contexts that policy

archaeology reveals at the policy level.

By combining these perspectives, policy archacology functions as the overarching
analytical framework that guides the dissertation as a whole. In other words, while policy
archaeology explains how language testing becomes institutionalized as a policy problem, the
model of investment deepens the analysis by examining how immigrants experience, negotiate,

and respond to these institutional pressures in their everyday lives.

3.4 Research questions
Drawing on these two frameworks, I aim to investigate the role of English language

assessments in Canadian immigration by addressing the following research questions:

RQ1. How do Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct immigrant language

ability as a social and political issue?

a) What discourses frame immigrant language proficiency as a problem requiring regulation?

b) How is language assessment used to legitimize and operationalize these discourses?

RQ2. What do discussions with Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys reveal
about how they perceive, negotiate, or challenge dominant discourses of language, identity, and

integration embedded in English language assessment?

3.5 Chapter summary
I have outlined in this chapter the theoretical and methodological framework that guides
this study. Through a poststructuralist approach with two key frameworks: policy archaeology

(Scheurich, 1994) and the model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015), I have introduced the
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conceptual and practical tools needed to critically examine the role of language assessment

within Canadian immigration policies and its impact on Chinese immigrants.

Poststructuralism serves as the foundational conceptual framework of this study, offering
a lens to interrogate how language constructs reality, reinforces power dynamics, and shapes
immigrant identities. Several key poststructuralist concepts, including discourse, power,
knowledge, subjectivity, and identity construction, have been discussed to emphasize the
complexities embedded in language assessment in immigration context. These concepts help me
reveal how language tests are not neutral tools but are infused with ideological assumptions that

perpetuate particular narratives about who qualifies as an “ideal immigrant.”

Building on this foundation, policy archaeology directs attention to the historical
conditions, discursive formations, and institutional logics that shape the emergence and
persistence of language testing in Canadian immigration. The model of investment sheds light on
how immigrants’ interactions with these assessments are shaped by their access to capital,

dominant ideologies, and evolving identities.

Together, these frameworks complement each other in exploring the research questions
posed above. Policy archaeology focuses on the macro-level dynamics of policy construction,
and policy change, while the model of investment captures the micro-level experiences of

immigrants navigating their experiences with language tests.

The next chapter turns to the research design, including how these frameworks inform the
data collection and analysis strategies used to address the research questions. Detailed
information on study participants, data collection methods, and data analysis approaches are then

provided.
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Chapter 4 Research methods

4.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological foundations and structure of the study. Building
on the conceptual discussion in Chapter 3, the study follows a three-phase design. Phase 1
analyzes policy and media documents using policy archaeology to uncover the discursive
construction of immigrant language ability. Phase 2 involves focus group discussions with
Chinese immigrants. This phase is designed to explore their collective experiences and
reflections on language testing. Phase 3 engages selected participants in one-on-one co-analysis
sessions, where they serve as my co-researchers to collaboratively analyse data from their focus
groups. This study involved two forms of data: document data, which were collected from
publicly available policy texts and media sources, and qualitative data generated through focus
group discussions, and co-analysis sessions. A final set of 74 documents was selected for detailed
analysis based on relevance and data richness and eight focus groups were conducted with a total
of 30 Chinese immigrant participants. A sub-group of eight participants took part in one-on-one

co-researcher analysis.

Following the qualitative design, I have used thematic and discourse-oriented analysis to
understand the complex ways in which language testing intersects with immigration policy and
immigrant identity. While the entire study centers participant perspectives, the participatory
orientation is most evident in Phase 3, where participants take on active analytical roles. This tri-
phase design enables the research to capture both macro-level policy discourses and micro-level

lived experiences.
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As outlined in Chapter 3, this study is guided by the following research questions:

RQ1. How do Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct immigrant language

ability as a social and political issue?

a) What discourses frame immigrant language proficiency as a problem requiring regulation?

b) How is language assessment used to legitimize and operationalize these discourses?

RQ2. What do discussions with Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys reveal
about how they perceive, negotiate, or challenge dominant discourses of language, identity, and

integration embedded in English language assessment?

This chapter is organized chronologically according to the three phases of the study. For
each phase, I present the methodological rationale, the data collection and generation procedures
and the corresponding analytical approaches. The final section addresses ethical considerations
and discusses the strategies used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. The next section

provides an overview of the study design.

4.2 Overview of the study design

I have adopted a qualitative methodology grounded in an interpretivist epistemology and
a constructionist ontological stance. As Bryman (2012) notes, qualitative research aims to
understand the social world through participants’ interpretations, while constructionism
emphasizes that social phenomena are not independent realities but are produced through
interactions among individuals (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This philosophical positioning aligns
with the poststructuralist orientation of the study discussed in Chapter 3, which highlights the
constitutive power of discourse in shaping knowledge, subjectivities, and policy agendas (Haque,

2019).
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A qualitative design is particularly suited to address the research questions posed in this
study, which require close engagement with meaning-making, identity, and discursive processes.
Furthermore, this qualitative approach allows for a more dialogic and reflective research process,
which emphasizes the complexity of participants’ lived experiences and their interpretations of

language assessment and immigration.

I have also incorporated a participatory dimension in the third phase of the study.
Participatory research recognizes participants as co-constructors of knowledge and encourages
collaborative inquiry that values their insights and lived realities (Cahill, 2007; Reason &
Bradbury, 2008). This is especially relevant in the co-analysis sessions, where participants take
on the role of co-researchers. As Karnieli-Miller et al. (2009) note, such engagement fosters
openness and authenticity, while other researchers have emphasized its contribution to
redistributing ownership of research between researchers and participants and to empowering
participants by recognizing their agency in the research process (Blanco & Rossman, 2021; Wolf,

1996).

The three phases of this study are interconnected, each designed to address specific
aspects of the research questions and to build upon the findings of the previous phase. The
overall structure reflects both the chronological flow of the research process and the layered
relationship between discourse, policy, and lived experience. As introduced in Chapter 3, this

study is guided by the following two main research questions:

RQ1: How do Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct immigrant

language ability as a social and political issue?
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RQ2: What do discussions with Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys
reveal about how they perceive, negotiate, or challenge dominant discourses of language,

identity, and belonging embedded in English language assessment?

In Phase 1, I conducted a critical document analysis to answer research question 1.
Documents collected include Canadian immigration policies and English-language media
resources related to language assessment. Using policy archaeology, this phase focused on
uncovering the assumptions, rationales, and discursive strategies that frame immigrant language
ability as a measurable and political concern. The results informed the discussion prompts used

in subsequent focus groups.

In Phase 2, I facilitated focus group discussions with Chinese immigrants who had taken
English language tests for immigration purposes, in order to answer research question 2. The
conversations were designed to elicit collective reflections on their experiences with testing and
were guided by themes identified in Phase 1. A preliminary thematic analysis was then
conducted to identify patterns across group discussions and the themes were used to inform

Phase 3.

In Phase 3, I conducted one-on-one co-analysis sessions with selected participants from
the focus groups, also to answer research question 2. These sessions were designed as
collaborative interpretive encounters in which participants acted as my co-researchers. We jointly
reviewed excerpts from their focus group transcripts and discussed possible theme labels,

inconsistencies, or missing perspectives.

While Phases 1 to 3 generated the empirical findings of this study, I later drew on the

model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015) to interpret and discuss the results of the co-
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analysis sessions. By focusing on identity, ideology, and capital, this framework enabled a deeper

understanding of how language testing shaped participants’ lived experiences and their sense of

belonging in Canada.

Figures 4 and 5 below present the timeline and structure of the study. Figure 4 outlines

the sequence of research activities, while Figure 5 presents the phase-based design of the study.
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analysis groups)

Steps

Focus group
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Focus group
discussions

Focus group
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transcription
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data
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Co-
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¥
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Co lysi:
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Final
synthesis/
interpretati
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Jan-Apr 2023

Phase 2

May -Aug 2023,

Sep - Dec 2023

Phase 3

Jan - Apr 2024

Figure 4 Timeline of research activities
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Figure 5 Flowchart of study design

This study design incorporates both policy-level analysis and participant-driven
perspectives. Each of the three phases is interlinked, both conceptually and procedurally, with
each phase building on the last to develop a multi-layered analysis of language assessment in

immigration policy.
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4.3 Phase 1: Document analysis

4.3.1 Methodological rationale

To understand how immigrant language ability is constructed as a social and political
issue in Canada, document analysis is well-suited for uncovering the discursive framing of public
policies, especially when paired with critical approaches. In this study, I employed policy
archaeology (Scheurich, 1994), a framework designed to expose the historical, ideological, and
institutional conditions that enable certain policy "problems" to emerge. Rather than viewing
policy as a response to neutral issues, policy archaeology reveals how problems are socially
constructed and embedded in broader regimes of truth. As discussed in Chapter 3, this approach
was appropriate for examining how language proficiency has become naturalized as a key
criterion for immigration eligibility and how it is linked with national identity, economic value,

and integration.

4.3.2 Data collection

Policy documents were retrieved from Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada’s
(IRCC) official website (https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship.html),
including press releases and ministerial speeches. Media articles were collected from Canada’s
two largest English-language daily newspapers, The Globe and Mail and The National Post, as
well as the weekly current affairs magazine Maclean s. These sources were selected based on
their wide circulation and prominence in English-language Canadian media, as well as their
regular coverage of topics related to immigration and language policy. These texts were accessed
through the Canadian Newsstand Database and Maclean’s online archives. Keywords used

included combinations of "immigrant," "Canada," "English," and "test."
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Document collection focused on the period from 2012 onward, following major revisions

to the Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) framework. The reason for choosing this starting

point is that the 2012 CLB introduced more rigorous and nuanced proficiency levels, which

reinforced its use in immigration and citizenship contexts and expanded its influence as a

standardized language measure.

An initial total of 388 documents were retrieved. I then read these articles by their titles,

abstracts, and sometimes detailed content, and eliminated the ones that were not relevant to this

study. Seventy-four documents were retained for analysis. The articles I excluded were on topics

such as Quebec related issues’, the Milestone tests, medical related tests, or any other

information that were irrelevant. Table 1 presents the breakdown numbers of retrieved and

retained documents. A full list is provided in Appendix C.

Table 1

Document data

Data source

No. of documents

No. of documents

after keyword search ~ retained
Policy documents and videos 37 28
The Globe and Mail 191 25
The National Post 118 15
Maclean’s 42 6
Total 388 74

7 Given that Quebec has its own immigration system with unique selection criteria and language policies, media
articles specifically addressing Quebec immigration were excluded from analysis.
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Following retrieval, I further categorized the selected articles and documents according to
themes adapted from Bhuyan et al. (2017), including (a) immigrant language skills; (b) Canadian
values or Canadian identity; (c) language requirements in different immigration streams; and (d)

immigration as related to the labor market.

4.3.3 Data analysis

As introduced in Chapter 3, the analysis of document data followed the policy
archaeology framework (Scheurich, 1994), which offers a critical approach to understanding how
policy issues are discursively constructed and maintained. Rather than treating documents as
sources of objective content, this approach views policy texts as active participants in shaping
knowledge, truth, and systems of control. The analysis was deductive in nature, guided by the
four analytical dimensions of policy archaeology discussed in section 3.3.2: the social
construction of the policy problem, the social regularities that sustain it, the policy solutions
proposed, and the social function of policy studies. Document analysis was conducted in several

stages to address these dimensions systematically.

e In stage one, I explored the background of each text by examining its social and historical
context, along with the possible motivations of the text producers. This state established a
foundational understanding of each document’s origins and purpose.

e In stage two, I conducted iterative rounds of close reading using Transana, a qualitative
data analysis software capable of managing both text and video documents, to trace
recurrent metaphors, framings, and ideological cues.

e In stage three, I identified and organized major themes under the four dimensions of
policy archaeology, using deductive thematic coding to analyze how immigrant language
ability was problematized and managed in public discourse. For example, documents
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often described immigrants in economic terms as “influx,” “human capital,” or “talent
pipeline,” which frames language testing as a filtering mechanism to regulate this
perceived flow. The themes were then presented along with meaningful description and
sample quotations from the texts (Mullet, 2018).

e In stage four, I examined the social relations that influenced or controlled the production
of each text, as well as how the texts have influenced social practices. For instance,
policy documents like Modernizing Canada's immigration system to support economic
recovery and improve client experience were released alongside economic strategy
announcements, suggesting immigration policies are embedded within broader
government economic structures that prioritize immigration for workforce development.
This stage provided insight into the social forces shaping both the content and the
reception of the documents.

e Finally, in stage five, I revisited key textual structures and narrative fragments to refine
the thematic organization and verify analytical coherence across the data set. For
example, I re-examined statistics such as “...even after four years, about 15% of
immigrant women reported they either cannot speak or, manage to speak an official
language poorly” (Anisef et al., 2012, p. 4) or emotionally charged statements in
headlines from the Globe and Mail such as “Canadian experience’ hurdle kills too many
newcomers’job hopes” (Rana, 2021). These fragments were mapped into the broader
themes to reinforce the coherence between the textual construction and the critical

interpretation.

Although the analysis systematically applied all four dimensions of the policy

archaeology framework, the findings from Dimensions 1 and 2 proved to be most relevant to the
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aims of this study. Dimension 1—identifying how the “problem” of immigrant language
proficiency is named and framed—directly informed the design of focus group discussions and
served as the foundation for exploring how immigrants interpret and respond to language testing.
Dimension 2—mapping the rules and regularities that sustain this framing—further highlighted
the underlying assumptions that position language proficiency as an unquestioned marker of
integration. These two dimensions therefore structure the presentation of findings in Chapter 5.
Dimensions 3 and 4 were also considered during analysis, but their insights are not reported in

detail, as their relevance to the specific research questions was more limited.

The analysis led to the identification of four major themes, which informed the
development of the focus group protocol. These themes are presented and discussed in detail in

Chapter 5.

4.4 Phase 2: Focus groups

4.4.1 Methodological rationale

A focus group is a special type of group with members sharing similar characteristics that
relate to the research topic (Krueger & Casey, 2014). In this study, the purpose of conducting
focus groups is to gain a deeper understanding of how Chinese immigrants perceive and
experience the language tests they took during the immigration process, and to reflect on the
broader influence of language tests. Since the intent of focus group is to “promote self-disclosure
among participants” (Krueger & Casey, 2014, p. 30), I adopted this method for Phase 2 for four
reasons. First, they are considered more natural than individual interviews because they simulate
everyday discussions and the dynamics of real-life social interactions (Creswell & Poth, 2013).

This setting encourages participants to engage freely, allowing me to capture a range of authentic
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reactions and perspectives. Second, focus groups allow members of the same community to
respond to each other’s viewpoints and explore common experiences. This collective discussion
enriches the information gathered as it highlights the way individuals make sense of their
experiences as a community. Third, compared to individual interviews, focus groups involve
more people in a single discussion, which is better at eliciting a wide variety of different views
and offer opportunities to allow people to probe deeper into each other’s reason for holding a
view. Finally, they allow the researcher to study the way in which “individuals collectively make
sense of a phenomena and construct meanings around it” (Bryman, 2012, p. 504). By focusing
on shared and divergent interpretations, I was able to explore how participants co-construct
meaning around language testing, which is crucial for understanding its impact on their

identities, ideologies, and capital in their immigration journeys.

4.4.2 Data generation

To recruit participants for focus group discussions, I first contacted local Chinese
communities in Ottawa and Toronto (see Appendix D for the contact list), with Toronto chosen as
an additional location due to its larger Chinese community base. An initial contact recruitment
email (see Appendix E) was sent to the contact person in the organizations. If the contact person
deemed the research interesting and appropriate, the recruitment letter (see Appendix F) was
forwarded to the community members. The individuals potentially interested in participating in
the study were invited to contact me directly using the email address provided in the recruitment
email. However, after reaching out to all communities on the contact list, only two organizations
responded: the Ottawa Chinese Community Service Centre (OCCSC) and University of Ottawa
Chinese Students Association (UOCSA). Consequently, I organized two focus groups in

collaboration with these organizations. Additional participants, both from Ottawa and from
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Toronto, were subsequently recruited through personal referrals and through posts I shared on
social media platforms including WeChat and Little Red Book.

Before the focus group, each participant received a consent form (see Appendix G) that
included the project’s purpose, a description of participation, participants’ rights, contact details
for the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Office, and procedures for filing complaints.
Following informed consent, I prepared a screening questionnaire (see Appendix H) to select
eligible participants and gather demographic information. However, this questionnaire was only
used for the first two groups. Beginning with the third group, eligibility and demographic
information was verified through individual conversations with each participant, and therefore
the questionnaire was excluded for the subsequent groups. Eligible participants were invited to
join the focus group discussion based on the following criteria: (a) they are permanent residents
or citizens of Canada, (b) they have taken English language tests (IELTS and/or CELPIP) as part
of their immigration process, and (c) they are over 18 years old. Table 2 below provides
contextual information about the focus group participants, including their language background,
test type, and years of residence in Canada. The purpose of this table is to offer readers a general
overview of the participant pool while preserving anonymity.

Table 2

Summary of focus group participant characteristics (N=30)

Characteristic Count

Gender Female 24; Male 6

Test taken IELTS 21; CELPIP 5; Both 4
Preferred discussion language Mandarin 24; Cantonese 4; English 2
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<2 years: 5

2-5 years: 4
Years living in Canada

6—10 years: 18

>10 years: 10

The focus groups were conducted either in person or online, depending on participants’
availability. The in-person sessions were audio recorded. While online sessions conducted via
Microsoft Teams were video-recorded, only the audio files were retained and transcribed, in
accordance with the consent form. At the beginning of the focus group discussion, I explained
the expectations of the discussion: to discuss openly and honestly in the language of their choice
(English, Mandarin or Cantonese), and I explained how responses would be recorded. I stated
that a mix of languages use in the discussion was acceptable too if it helped the discussion flow
naturally. I also assured the participants that when reporting the data and findings of the research,
I would not identify any speaker. To allow participants to feel more comfortable in sharing their
viewpoints and observations and ensure recording quality, the in-person sessions were conducted
in a reserved space free from distraction such as a private meeting room in the library at the
University of Ottawa or the University of Toronto. Each discussion lasted about 90 minutes (see
table 3 for details).

Because the strength of focus groups lies in group dynamics, I also paid attention to how
participants interacted with each other and how I could facilitate balanced contributions. At the
start of each session, I established ground rules that encouraged participants to listen to one
another, to feel free to share divergent views, and to avoid dominating the floor. During the

discussions, when one participant began to monopolize the conversation, I redirected the
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question to others and explicitly invited quieter members to contribute. When there were
moments of silence, I used prompts or follow-up questions to restart the dialogue. These
strategies helped to ensure that multiple voices were heard and that the discussion reflected both
shared perspectives and differences within the group.

A total of 11 focus groups with 39 participants were conducted; however, only eight
groups with 30 participants were retained for subsequent analysis. The first and second groups
were used as pilot studies, and substantive revisions were made to the discussion guide and
procedures based on insights from these sessions. For example, I initially asked broad questions
such as those about integration and national values, before turning to personal experiences,
thinking this would ease participants into the discussion without the immediate pressure of
revealing personal test scores. However, I found that participants in the pilot groups often
responded from the imagined perspective of policymakers or other stakeholders, rather than
grounding their responses in their own lived realities. As a result, I revised the structure to begin
with more concrete, experience-based prompts (e.g., number of test attempts, test scores), which
helped participants reflect on their own journeys before moving toward broader, more abstract
questions. This led to more grounded and focused discussions on language testing itself. Group
6, which has only two participants due to “no shows,” did not generate sufficiently fruitful
discussion. Therefore, these three groups were excluded from subsequent data analysis.

Table 3

Focus groups schedule and duration

No. of Duration

Groups Discussion language  Meeting date Notes
participants (h:m:s)

1 3 Mandarin Feb 11,2023  1:09:03 Pilot, in person
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2 4 Mandarin Feb 12,2023 1:03:22 Pilot, online

3 3 Mandarin Feb 19,2023  1:20:30 in person

4 3 Mandarin and English  Mar 5, 2023 1:21:19 online

5 4 Mandarin and English ~ Apr 5, 2023 1:31:50  online

6 2 Mandarin and English ~ Apr 6, 2023 43:37 Discarded

7 4 Mandarin Jul 30, 2023 1:23:49 in person

8 4 Mandarin and English  Aug 6,2023  1:26:29  online

9 4 Mandarin Sep 29,2023  1:39:35  online

10 4 Cantonese and Oct 20,2023  1:41:02 online
English

11 4 Mandarin and English  Nov 6,2023  1:30:25  online

Total ) ) Total retained

11:54:59

Note: eight focus groups (N = 30) were retained for analysis after excluding pilot and incomplete
sessions, with a total 11:54:59 of audio data.

The focus group discussion questions were developed deductively from the first two
dimensions of the policy archaeology framework: the construction of immigrant language ability
as a policy problem (Dimension 1) and the rules and regularities that sustain this construction
(Dimension 2). In the document analysis, these dimensions revealed recurring framings of
integration and national identity as well as assumptions that linked language proficiency with
readiness for settlement. To translate these insights into prompts for participants, I designed two
strands of questions (see Appendix I for the full protocol): broader discursive questions, which
asked participants to reflect on ideas such as integration and Canadian values (e.g., “What does
integration mean to you?”’; “Do you see language as a key factor in being accepted as part of
Canadian society?”’), and concrete, experience-based questions, which addressed test-taking
histories that mirrored policy assumptions about language sufficiency (e.g., “How many times

did you take the test?”’; “What scores were you aiming for, and did you achieve them? ). In this
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way, the broader discursive and concrete experience-based questions directly reflected how
policy discourses were constructed in the documents. The substantive themes emerging from this
document analysis are presented in Chapter 5, but at this stage the analysis served primarily to
inform the development of the focus group protocol.

After the focus groups, I maintained regular contact with many of the participants over
the period of the study through email or phone. This regular contact was an important part of
getting to know participants and of building mutual trust and rapport. It both helped with
participant recruitment for the follow up co-analysis sessions and allowed me to draw on a

broader context of understanding and interpreting focus group and co-analysis data.

4.4.3 Preliminary thematic analysis

Data from the focus group discussions were first transcribed verbatim in the original
language(s). Because my supervisor works primarily in English, I translated three focus group
transcripts into English for the purpose of collaborative preliminary coding. My supervisor and I
each coded these three translated transcripts independently using color coding, then met to
discuss our interpretations and reach consensus on initial themes. These initial themes informed
my coding of the remaining five focus groups, which was conducted using the original-language
transcripts. English translations of excerpts were then produced after analysis for reporting and
writing purposes.

In total, nine initial themes were identified from the focus group data, which
subsequently guided the co-analysis sessions in phase 3. These themes are listed and discussed in
detail in Chapter 5. Throughout the process, I employed a reflexive thematic analysis (RTA)
approach. RTA is an easily accessible and theoretically flexible interpretative approach to

qualitative data analysis that helps to identify and analyze patterns or themes in a given dataset
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012; Braun et al., 2019). It involves six stages: data familiarization,
initial coding, theme searching, theme reviewing, defining and naming themes, and producing
the final report. Although the model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015) was not used during
this phase, it was later applied in Phase 3 as an interpretive lens.

To establish coding reliability and reduce the possibility of inadvertent coder biases, two
rounds of repeated coding procedure, as suggested by Mackey and Gass (2015), were adopted
over an extended period of two months. I also adopted a reflexive and iterative stance
throughout, allowing space for unexpected patterns and participant insights to inform ongoing
analysis. This preliminary thematic analysis laid the foundation for the more participatory,
collaborative interpretation in the next phase.

Table 4 below provides two examples of how a portion of transcript data was coded into a
theme. These examples highlight how participants’ discussions were categorized and interpreted
as part of the initial thematic analysis process.

Table 4

Example of coding focus group data into a theme

Initial codes Transcript excerpt Annotation

“You just throw yourself into the pool first, and
then slowly update (your language scores)

later!” (FG3-P07) These are the common
Strategies for i . . tactics used, similar to
test taking and When I registered for the tests back then, it FG6 when they talked

was just like ordering from a menu—bam bam

immigration bam—I signed up for whatever date was abou‘F date sglectlon,

procedure : location choice, and
available. Once I got my scores and they were registration of the test
good enough, I just cancelled the rest.” g '

(FG3-P08)

English “If you want to work and have long-term They ve lelfield cilfferent

necessity for development in a professional field, then scen;l I}OS g“?in %’ of

survival or indeed, English is crucial.” (FG8-P26) WOrK, lor daily l1ves.

Some mentioned job
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advancement in  “...for example, my mom lives in Toronto, she  position promotion

Canada doesn t speak any English. I mean, you can live requires higher language
quite well without language because you might  skills. It also depends on
not need it.” (FG7-P21) the social circles one has

(Group 3). So this is
about to what extent do
Chinese immigrants need
English to survive, or to
be successful (career,
social, etc.) in Canada.

4.5 Phase 3: Co-analysis sessions

4.5.1 Methodological rationale

The third phase of this study draws from a participatory research approach, which
recognizes participants as co-constructors of knowledge rather than passive sources of data.
Unlike traditional methodologies that position researchers as sole experts, participatory research
involves collaboration with participants in shaping the direction, analysis, and interpretation of
the research (Cahill, 2007; Reason & Bradbury, 2008). This approach aligns with the
poststructuralist epistemology and critical orientation of this study by challenging traditional
power dynamics and privileging the voices and insights of those directly affected by the policies
under investigation (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991; Gaventa &

Cornwall, 2001).

While Phase 2 focused on collective meaning-making in community-based discussions,
Phase 3 extended the participatory commitment by engaging a smaller group of participants as
co-researchers in part of the data analysis process. This co-analysis approach draws inspiration
from participatory action research (PAR) and community-based participatory research (CBPR).

Both of them emphasize collaborative interpretation and shared authority in research processes.
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Rather than relying on member checking or feedback sessions, which often limit participants to
validating a researcher’s pre-formulated interpretations, I used this method to position my
participants as active interpreters of data, allowing them to shape the meanings and themes

directly (Birt et al., 2016; Corden & Sainsbury, 2006; Doyle, 2007).

This method is particularly valuable for research with immigrant communities, where
cultural differences, lived experiences, and social values are often overlooked or misunderstood
in top-down analyses. In the context of this study, by including Chinese immigrants as co-
analysts, [ was able to generate findings that are both contextually grounded and
methodologically reflexive. In addition, as a member of the Chinese immigrant community
myself, [ embraced my role as a visible, active participant throughout this process. Rather than
concealing myself behind a formal guide or a researcher, I positioned myself as a knowledge-
producing participant alongside my co-researchers. This reflexive stance allowed me to connect
with participants on common ground, fostering rapport and openness during our sessions. This
approach also aligns with reflexive participatory practices that emphasize empathy, transparency,

and shared meaning-making (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).

4.5.2 Procedure and session design

Eight participants for the co-analysis sessions were drawn from the focus group members
on a first-come, first-served basis. These participants were invited to engage more deeply with
the study findings by taking on the role of my co-researchers. Each participant was required to
sign the consent form for co-analysis sessions (see Appendix J). Each session was designed to

conduct a collaborative data analysis using the co-analysis protocol (see Appendix K).

86



All eight co-researchers were themselves Chinese immigrants, sharing a common

linguistic and cultural background with the larger participant pool, while also differing in age,

immigration stream, and language repertoire. Importantly, each co-researcher represented the

focus group in which they had originally participated in, ensuring that the perspectives they

carried forward in the co-analysis were grounded in, and reflective of, the diversity of the initial

group discussions. This group identity both grounded their interpretations in lived experience

and added diversity to the perspectives brought into the co-analysis.

Each co-analysis session was conducted either in-person or via Microsoft Teams,

depending on the participant’s preference. In-person sessions were audio recorded, and while

online sessions were video-recorded, only the audio files were retained and transcribed, in line

with the consent form. To prepare for each session, I followed a structured protocol:

a.

One week prior to the session, I sent each participant the transcript of the focus group
discussion in which they had participated. These transcripts included color-coded
excerpts corresponding to three or four themes identified in my preliminary analysis.
However, no theme labels were shared in advance. This allowed participants time to
review the data and familiarize themselves with the highlighted patterns without
being influenced by my interpretations. Participants were also already aware, from the
earlier focus group discussions, that policy analysis was part of the broader study, but
they were not provided with the findings of that analysis either. The co-analysis
sessions therefore focused solely on their own focus group transcripts, ensuring that
their contributions remained grounded in lived experience and independent from the
policy analysis results. Figure 6 illustrates the distribution of the themes to each co-

analysis sessions. The first three themes were selected based on their direct relevance
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with the research questions, while the fourth theme, if time allowed, was the one that

they spent most time discussing in their focus group.
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Figure 6 Theme distribution for co-analysis sessions

b. At the beginning of each session, I explained my expectations for them to perform as
my co-researchers and analyze the data with me. I then invited them to read through
the color-coded data and decide if the same color-coded data should belong together.
If so, I asked what the names of the themes should be. We were all able to comment
on, question, or critique these themes and suggest any additional themes if they felt

relevant.

Throughout the co-analysis process, I avoided academic jargon and used accessible
language when referencing earlier findings. My goal was to ensure that participants fully

understood the content and could engage meaningfully in the discussion. Each session lasted

88



approximately 90 minutes, providing ample time for collaborative analysis. Table 5 shows the

co-analysis sessions schedule and duration.

Table 5

Co-analysis sessions schedule and duration

Co- Meeting Duration
researchers Language date Mode (h:m:s)

CR1 Mandarin Oct 30,2023  In person 1:33:41
CR2 Mandarin and English ~ Nov 11, 2023  In person 1:11:06
CR3 Mandarin and English ~ Nov 17,2023 Online 1:36:05
CR4 Mandarin Dec 05,2023  Online 1:27:32
CRS Mandarin and English ~ Jan 07,2024  Online 1:22:48
CR6 Mandarin Jan 21,2024  Online 2:57:03
CR7 Cantonese and English  Feb 02,2024  Online 2:18:11
CR8 Mandarin and English ~ Feb 20,2024  Online 1:30:27
Total 13:56:53

This collaborative analysis process empowered my participants to verify and reinterpret
the thematic structure of the study. It also facilitated a deeper understanding of the emotional,

cultural, and political dimensions of language testing as experienced by Chinese immigrants.

4.5.3 Collaborative data analysis

Collaborative data analysis sessions were conducted primarily in Mandarin or Cantonese,
depending on participants’ preferences. All excerpts discussed during these sessions were drawn
from the original-language transcripts rather than English translations. This approach ensured

that participants could engage with the data using their own linguistic and cultural resources and
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that meaning-making during co-analysis remained grounded in participants’ lived language

practices.

My co-researchers actively challenged, refined, and re-labeled the color-coded excerpts
based on their own interpretations. Several themes were split into more specific sub-themes,
while others were reframed to better reflect participants’ lived experiences. For instance, one co-

researcher proposed changing the theme ‘Participants’experiences (2243) and feelings taking
the tests "to “Participants’testing history (Z2/57) and feelings taking the test. " She drew on the

attention to a subtle but significant distinction between two Chinese terms that are often
mistranslated into English. This correction reflects not only a linguistic nuance but also a

culturally grounded clarification.

Another example involved an initially broad theme, “Comments on integration and
integration efforts.” Through collaborative discussion, my co-researchers helped refine this
theme and suggested developing two additional themes alongside it: “Self-identity within a
multicultural context” and “Chinese-ness and shared cultural traits.” This process of refinement
demonstrates the depth and rigor of our co-analysis. Rather than passively reviewing my initial
codes, my co-researchers critically examined the data, voiced disagreements, and engaged in
dialogue to negotiate new thematic structures. In doing so, we co-constructed more meaningful

and precise representations of the data.

It is worth mentioning that the emergence of the theme “Chinese-ness and shared
cultural traits” is particularly significant. It reflects a deeply felt dimension of our collective
identity, something that may not have been surfaced or interpreted with the same resonance if

this study was conducted by a researcher unfamiliar with the Chinese immigrant experience. This
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example demonstrates the value of engaging participants as co-researchers, particularly in studies
involving marginalized communities. It also speaks directly to the importance of community
engagement in research: not just as a methodological choice, but as an epistemological stance

where meaning is co-produced through mutual recognition and shared understanding.

As aresult of these collaborative revisions, the number of themes expanded from nine to
thirteen. These final themes more accurately reflected both the complexity and diversity of

participant experiences.

4.6 Ethical considerations and trustworthiness

Several measures were implemented to safeguard participants’ rights and protect their
identities. First, ethical approval was obtained from the research ethics board prior to any data
collection. Second, recruitment materials were sent to the potential participants in a language
they knew and understood (Mandarin, Cantonese, and English), with a clear explanation of the
purpose of the study, the level of involvement required of the participants, and the time span of
the study. The consent forms also explicitly indicate that participation in the study is entirely
voluntary, and that each participant has the right to withdraw from the study for any reason at
any point, although requests to remove all or part of her/his data might not be able to be fulfilled
because participants interacted and reacted to each other’s comments, but there were no
foreseeable risks during and after the study. Third, the names of the participants were changed to
pseudonyms before data analysis. The connection between participants’ names and the
pseudonyms were kept in a coded document in case any participant requests to withdraw from
the study. Fourth, all personal data, including focus group discussion and co-analysis sessions,
are secured and concealed. Access to the data was restricted to me and my supervisor. Finally, as

the researcher of the study, although I have made clear in the consent form that I cannot

91



guarantee absolute confidentiality of group discussions. I encouraged the participants to keep the

identity of their fellow participants as well as the content of our discussions confidential.

To ensure the trustworthiness of this study, several strategies were employed across the
dimensions of credibility, dependability, and transferability, following qualitative research

standards (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Credibility was enhanced through the participatory co-analysis process and reflexive
engagement. In Phase 3, participants were not merely asked to confirm pre-existing
interpretations; instead, they actively interrogated, revised, and sometimes rejected the themes I
initially proposed. Their contributions resulted in the emergence of new themes and reframing of
existing ones, and shifted the analytic direction of the study in meaningful ways. This dynamic
and dialogic approach ensured that the findings were not solely researcher-imposed but co-
constructed through collaborative reflection and negotiation. My shared cultural and linguistic
background with participants further supported credibility by fostering mutual understanding and

deeper interpretive insight.

Dependability was addressed through careful documentation of the research process and
transparent analytic procedures. I maintained a research journal throughout data collection and
analysis that recorded methodological decisions, coding changes, and reflections on emerging
interpretations. Additionally, two rounds of coding were conducted to refine theme development
and identify discrepancies, contributing to internal consistency. The preliminary co-coding
process with my supervisor also served as an external check, adding an additional layer of

reliability.
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Transferability was supported by the inclusion of thick descriptions, both in the form of
detailed participant profiles and in the presentation of data excerpts in the findings chapter. These
were accompanied by contextual information and analytic commentary, so the readers can
evaluate how and why certain interpretations were made and whether they might apply to other

contexts.

Together, these ethical and methodological practices strengthened the study’s integrity
and ensured that participants’ voices were represented with care, cultural sensitivity, and

analytical rigor.

4.6 Chapter summary

In this chapter, I have outlined the research design, methodology, and procedures
undertaken to explore the role of language assessment in the immigration experiences of Chinese
immigrants in Canada. Through document analysis, focus group discussions, and co-analysis
sessions, I investigated both policy structures and the lived experiences of those navigating
language assessments. The chapter detailed the methods used to gather, analyze, and interpret
data, guided by frameworks such as policy archaeology and the model of investment. These
frameworks provided critical lenses for examining the social and political dynamics embedded in

language policies.

I have also presented measures to ensure the trustworthiness of this study including
strategies for credibility, dependability, and transferability. With this foundation, the subsequent
chapter contains the study’s findings, showcasing the themes and insights that emerged from
participants’ experiences and perspectives on language assessment as a tool within Canadian

immigration. These findings offer a nuanced understanding of how language testing intersects
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with identity, social integration, and policy, setting the stage for further discussion and

implications.
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Chapter 5 Research findings: policy discourses and immigrant perspectives

5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the key findings of the study based on two main sources of data:
Canadian policy documents and media discourses, and the lived experiences of Chinese
immigrants generated through focus groups and co-analysis sessions. Together, these two sources
are examined in dialogue, with document analysis revealing the dominant discourses
underpinning immigration policy and participants’ accounts illustrating how these discourses are
taken up, resisted, or reinterpreted in everyday life. In this way, I highlight through this chapter
how language assessment functions both as a policy mechanism and as a lived experience that

shapes immigrant subjectivities.

The first part of this chapter draws on the results of Phase 1, the document analysis, in
response to the first research question. Policy archaeology informed the analysis across four
dimensions. In reporting the findings, I focus on Dimensions 1 and 2. Dimension 1 examines
how the “problem” of immigrant language proficiency is named and framed, while Dimension 2
highlights the underlying rules and regularities that shape policy formation, such as assumptions
about language proficiency as a marker of integration. Together, these findings point to four
dominant discourses: economic justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and

cultural othering.

The second part of the chapter centers on the voices of Chinese immigrants, presenting
findings from focus group discussions. In addition to thematic findings, I also reflect briefly on
the group dynamics that shaped how participants expressed, negotiated, and occasionally revised

their perspectives in the collective setting. Through a collaborative approach, 13 themes were
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developed through the co-analysis sessions to capture how immigrants experience language
assessment policies and navigate their implications in daily life. This part also presents a few
relevant comments made by the co-researchers during the co-analysis sessions for each theme.
These findings highlight the emotional, social, and material consequences of language testing
and the complex ways immigrants negotiate their identities, ideologies, and resources within the

Canadian immigration system.

Together, the findings presented in this chapter provide a comprehensive foundation for
the discussion in Chapter 6, where the policy discourses are discussed and lived experiences of
Chinese immigrants are mapped to the model of investment (Darvin & Norton, 2015) to present

the broader dynamics of language, power, and immigrant subjectivity.

5.2 Part 1: Document analysis results

This section presents the findings from the first and second dimensions of policy
archaeology, which examines how the issue of language ability is constructed as a policy
problem in Canadian immigration system and the underlying rules that sustain this framing.
Through analysis of government documents and media sources, four key themes were identified
that reflect dominant narratives about the role of language in immigrant integration. They are
economic justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and cultural othering. These
themes also shaped the discussion questions later used in the focus groups. The following

subsections present each theme, with examples from both policy and media texts.

While the focus group protocol was developed from the first dimension of policy

archaeology (the construction of immigrant language ability as a policy “problem”), brief
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references to the second dimension (rules and regularities that stabilize this framing) are included

to show how these discourses are implicitly reinforced.

For easier reference, all analyzed sources were assigned identification numbers.
Government policy documents are labeled as Doc. 1, Doc. 2, ..., while media sources are labeled
as Media 1, Media 2, .... These numbers are used throughout the chapter when citing excerpts. A

full list of documents is available in Appendix C.

5.2.1 Economic justification: language as a tool for workforce integration

Policy documents and media frequently frame language proficiency as a key condition
for economic participation. At the 11th National Metropolis Conference, the former Minister of
Citizenship, Immigration, and Multiculturalism (as the Ministry was formerly named), Jason
Kenney, described proficiency in Canada’s official languages as “a pathway to socio-economic
integration” (Galiev & Masoodi, 2012). His statement reflects a broad policy discourse that
positions English (and French) proficiency as essential for newcomers to fully participate in
Canadian society. Many sources support the idea that language acquisition is a necessary step
toward economic and social mobility. For example, a 2012 study commissioned by Citizenship
and Immigration Canada reported an evaluation of language proficiency gains among immigrant
women. This report asserts that "language proficiency is one of the most important factors

contributing to the successful integration of immigrants." (Doc. 1).

Similarly, government-funded evaluations of language instruction programs highlight
how language barriers are directly linked to economic marginalization, which reinforces the
notion that immigrants who fail to acquire language skills are at risk of unemployment or

underemployment. For example, a federal research article published by Statistics Canada
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examined the relationship between official language proficiency and immigrant labor market
outcomes and reported evidence from test-based measures of language skills. They found that the
test-based language measures serve as a strong predictor or positive effects of immigrants’

earnings, and stated that:

“Compared with other human capital factors, the tested official language skills were as
important as pre-immigration Canadian work experience and much more important than the
educational level and age at immigration in predicting earnings in the initial years after

immigration.” (Doc. 14).

These framings construct language ability as a form of human capital that determines
whether newcomers will succeed in the labour market and, by extension, integrate into Canadian

society.

Beneath this framing are the rules and regularities that sustain it (Scheurich, 1994). These
implicit assumptions include the belief that integration is primarily the immigrant’s
responsibility, that official language proficiency functions as a proxy for both loyalty and
productivity, and that successful settlement must be earned through measurable performance.
Within this logic, standardized testing appears as a neutral policy tool, offering numerical
“evidence” that applicants either meet or fall short of requirements. By operationalizing language
through CLB scores and high-stakes exams, the system validates the very framing it is built
upon, at the same time, it also justifies ongoing exclusions whenever standards are raised or

adjusted to match labour market priorities.
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5.2.2 National identity discourse: language as a measure of belonging

Policy discourses frequently present proficiency in English as essential for full civic
participation, which links language ability to Canadian values, unity, and social cohesion. This
framing not only positions language as a practical skill but also a symbol of belonging, even
though a definition of Canadian values is never explicitly given in the documents. For example, a
survey report published by the Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages in 2021
explored Canadians’ opinions on official languages and bilingualism. The survey results show

the following:

“Support for official languages is high and it is consistent, it appears to be a core
Canadian value in 2021 as it was in 2016.” and “Correlation between attitudes towards official
languages and other contemporary issues is modest, suggesting overall support for official

languages across a spectrum of social values.” (Doc. 13).

Meanwhile, several media sources reported opinions from “local” people regarding the
language ability of immigrants and the broader significance they attribute to them. For instance,
a 2018 National Post article titled A City s Search for ‘Cultural Harmony’ describes public
concerns about linguistic and cultural integration in Richmond, B.C. A local person was
complaining about the large number of Chinese-language business signs in Richmond and how it

has “upset” them:

"My wife and I understand that the world is changing. However, when our ancestors
came over and took on Canadian citizenship, they took on the customs, languages and day-to-

day Canadian practices,” ..."We are losing what Canada was...” (Media. 5)
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Media discourses also sometimes frame immigration as conditional upon alignment with
presumed national values. One National Post article explicitly ties national belonging to

ideological conformity,

“This is a liberal, democratic, pluralist society. If you want to live here, you'd better be a

liberal, a democrat and a pluralist.” (Media. 13)

Although this quote does not directly mention language, it offers insight into the broader
ideological framework in which language becomes symbolic of value alignment. By connecting
language abilities with social values, these quotes have framed language learning as a moral and
civic responsibility, which reinforces the expectation that immigrants should assimilate
linguistically to fully integrate into Canadian society. In other words, these quotes are examples
of the perception that the burden should be on immigrants to demonstrate their commitment to
“Canadian values” by acquiring the official language skills that are aligned with moral

expectations (Haque, 2012; Piller, 2016).

This framing becomes even more complex when considering that “Canadian values” are
themselves ambiguously defined. As Satzewich (2016) notes in The Globe and Mail *“...even if it
were practical to screen for ‘Canadian values,’ coming up with a universal set of our nation's

values would be impossible.” (Media. 32)

Satzewich also critiques the past practices such as the “personal suitability” assessment
once used in the Canadian immigration system, which was ultimately abandoned due to

inconsistency and legal challenges.

Beneath these discourses lies a set of implicit assumptions that reinforce the taken-for-

granted link between language and belonging. Canadian identity is presented as inseparable from

100



official language proficiency, while linguistic assimilation is framed as both a civic duty and a
moral expectation. These rules and regularities position English and French not simply as tools
for communication, but as symbolic tests of loyalty and alignment with national identity. Within
this logic, standardized language testing is normalized as the mechanism that verifies such
belonging, making linguistic conformity appear to be an unquestioned requirement for full civic

membership.

Combining the results of these two themes already bring a certain perception into focus:
the framing of the “problem” has become clearer. If language proficiency is constructed as
essential for economic contribution and ideological integration, the next plausible question to ask
is then whether immigrants truly have adequate language ability to contribute economically and

integrate ideologically.

5.2.3 Deficit framing: constructing immigrants as lacking adequate language skills

Both government policies and media narratives frequently frame immigrants as
linguistically deficient, which justifies government’s measures of intervention such as mandatory
language testing and formal language instruction programs. This deficit perspective is
exemplified in documents where immigrant language skills are presented as a “problem” that
needs to be corrected, which reinforce the notion that newcomers are unprepared for integration
without structured intervention. This logic is evident in national policy discourse. For instance, a
federal report emphasized that, “older women, those who were visible minorities, and those with
less education tended to perceive language barriers as the greatest impediment to settlement.”
(Doc. 1). While presented as an observation of immigrant perceptions, such statements are
frequently mobilized in policy documents to underscore language deficiency and the need for

intervention.
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Similar statements appear across multiple reports, particularly those evaluating language
training programs or reporting on immigrant women's experiences (e.g., Explaining Self-
Reported Language Proficiency Gains of Immigrant Women, Evaluation of the language
instruction for newcomers to LINC program, Official Languages and Immigration: Obstacles
and Opportunities for Immigrants and Communities). These documents frequently highlight
older women, racialized immigrants, or those with limited education as struggling with language
acquisition. Such repetition reinforces a deficit-oriented narrative that portrays certain immigrant

groups as inherently lacking the language skills needed for success.

Media narratives similarly reproduce this deficit logic, especially in coverage of
international student experiences. A Globe and Mail article on Cape Breton University describes
how the rapid increasing of international students, many from non-English-speaking
backgrounds, led faculty members to change their teaching to accommodate perceived language

deficiencies. One professor comments:

¢

There s no way that you can keep the exact same curriculum, if you’ve got a large
proportion of your students who struggle with English language skills,” Prof. Stewart says. “I
changed assignments to make it so that students had to write much less. They could write short-
answer stuff and not essays. We went over things much more slowly. None of these things are

necessarily bad in and of themselves. But it certainly creates a change.’

Brian Tennyson, a historian who has taught at CBU, and its predecessor, for more than
40 years, says that in his experience, the students are capable but struggle with the language.

‘Their writing skills are shaky. You have to cut them a lot of slack...”” (Media. 30).
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These quotes reflect a perception that international students’ language skills often fall
short of institutional expectations, forcing instructors to adjust assignments and teaching
approaches. This reinforces the view that structured language intervention is necessary for

successful participation.

Underlying these deficit narratives are taken-for-granted assumptions about what counts
as “sufficient” linguistic competence. The implicit rule is that proficiency in English or French
must reach an institutionally defined threshold for immigrants to be considered ready for
integration, regardless of their other skills or experiences. Deficiency is therefore constructed not
only through explicit policy requirements but also through the unspoken norm that newcomers
begin from a position of lack. Within this logic, language testing and training programs appear as
neutral remedies, when in fact they might also reproduce the very problem framing by
continuously generating evidence of immigrant shortfall. This cycle naturalizes the expectation
that integration is only possible through government-validated linguistic correction, and that

those who cannot meet such standards remain outside the boundaries of full participation.

5.2.4 Cultural othering: framing non-English speakers as outsiders

Unlike government policies, which tend to frame language issues in economic and civic
terms, media sources appear to be more likely to emphasize linguistic and cultural divisions.
Immigrants who use non-official languages in public spaces are frequently portrayed as resistant
to integration, which emphasizes an “us versus them” dynamic. For example, in a National Post
article on intercultural tensions in Richmond, B.C., city councillors expressed concern about

newcomers’ language use and their perceived lack of cultural integration:

103



“At a January council meeting, Councillor Chak Au said immigrants need to know what's
expected of them, ‘how do we expect them to integrate ... and do their part, such as acquiring the
language, knowing the culture and becoming part of us. ‘Asked what he meant by ‘us,’ Au told
the Post someone who has put down roots in the community, as opposed to someone who is

2

always ‘looking back, as if (they) have another alternative.’

¢

They don't meld together,”’ says Arnold. ‘One of the things about multiculturalism ... is it
gives people who are not particularly eager to assimilate to a new culture too many excuses not

to do that.”” (Media. 5)

A resident interviewed by National Post expressed discomfort with immigrants using
non-official languages in public, stating that “they don't speak to us,” and that this linguistic

separation made her feel “outnumbered by all these Asian people.” (Media. 8)

This quotation demonstrates how language differences are interpreted not only as a
communication issue, but as a symbol of exclusion. The speaker in this quote expresses a sense
of loss over their perceived dominant status in the community, which reveals a deep anxiety
about the demographic change in her surroundings. Here, linguistic diversity is not seen as part
of multiculturalism, which they encourage and consider is part of the “Canadian values” that can
enrich Canadian society, but rather as a threat to social cohesion. Such fear of losing the value of
“us” is so strong and sometimes people even move on to talk about a “value test” in addition to

the language test:

“The idea of a ‘values test’ for immigrants is popular because many people believe some

’

newcomers are reluctant to integrate.’
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“People are wary of too much diversity. They fear that it threatens social cohesion.”

(Media. 28)

The recurring media narrative suggests that immigrants who do not speak English are

unwilling to participate in Canadian society.

Beneath these narratives lies an implicit rule that public use of non-official languages is
equated with non-belonging. The regularity is that “true” integration is associated with visible
conformity to dominant linguistic and cultural practices, while continued use of other languages
signals reluctance or even refusal to integrate. This assumption positions English (and French)
not only as tools of communication but as moral indicators of loyalty and readiness for inclusion.
As a result, linguistic diversity becomes reinterpreted as cultural distance, and language tests
appear as instruments to keep this boundary. In practice, this reinforces a cycle where immigrants
are expected to demonstrate their belonging through linguistic assimilation, and any deviation is

read as cultural resistance rather than as a normal feature of multilingual societies.

5.2.5 Summary of Part 1: Document analysis results

The document analysis has demonstrated how immigrant language proficiency is framed
as a problem requiring state intervention, structured through dominant discourses in both
government policy documents and media narratives. Through the themes of economic
justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and cultural othering, language
proficiency is positioned as a predictor of economic success, a marker of national belonging, and
a barrier to integration that immigrants must overcome, even if “there is no systematic research
to date to support the assumption that language requirements have a positive effect on

integration” (Carlsen & Rocca, 2021, p. 483).

105



At the same time, the analysis also revealed the underlying rules and regularities that
sustain these framings. Dimension 1 of policy archaecology identified the overt construction of
immigrant language ability as a policy problem, while Dimension 2 highlighted the implicit
assumptions that helped actualize these constructions. These assumptions include the belief that
integration is primarily an individual responsibility, that official language proficiency is a proxy
for both loyalty and productivity, and that successful immigration must be earned through
measurable performance. From these assumptions, policy tools such as the CLB and
standardized language tests appear to be neutral and technical, but in practice they reinforce the

original framing of immigrants as deficient and in need of regulation.

Table 6 below presents the four major themes together with their sources and the
legitimation strategies used to establish their validity. Immigrants’ language ability is framed as a
determinant of economic success, a marker of national belonging, a site of deficit, a source of
cultural division, a moral responsibility, and a justification for success or failure narratives about
immigrants. Numbers in brackets refer to the document numbers in which these themes were
identified. The questions derived from these themes for the focus group discussions are listed in

the table as well.

Table 6

Framing of immigrants’ language ability as a policy issue in government and media discourses

and related focus group questions
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Linked focus group

Themes Description Source Legitimation  questions (designed Pased
strategy on document analysis
findings)
Q1 and Q5 were designed to
Laneuace Government explore how participants
guage policy . vy experienced language testing
) proficiency is Rationalization L. oo
Economic essential for document (Economic as a factor in immigration,
justification workforce (1,3,4,5, success) work, and settlement,
ihteoration 7,14, 16, reflecting discourses that
g 20, 28) position language as
economically necessary.
Speaking Englishis | RO particpants nerpre
National fundamental to POlICY Moral P pants nterp
. . . document . Canadian identity and
identity Canadian values, evaluation
. .. (9, 13, 18, ) ) whether language
discourse &  and immigrants are (National unity . !
. } 19, 20) . contributes to national
Public expected to learn it . and public . .
o Media belonging, responding to
responsibility to show fear) . .
commitment sources (4, framings that link language
' 13,24, 32) to civic values.
Government Q2 examines whether
) policy participants believe their test
. Immigrants lack document Authorization  scores align with their real
Deficit adequate language =
framing skills, requiring (1,6,7,15), (Expert communicative needs,
i ter\;en tion Media justifications)  reflecting deficit-based
sources (1, portrayals of immigrants’
17,30, 41) language skills.
Immigrants who Q3 ex.plores partic%pants’
T
Cultural language are seen sources (2,  Cultural Jon anc exp
: - . of assimilation, in response
othering as outsiders and not 4, 5, 8,24,  stereotyping to narratives that position
making an effort to 28, 32, 44) p

integrate

non-English speakers as
cultural outsiders.

Note. Legitimation strategies are interpreted based on Scheurich'’s (1994) policy archaeology
framework, focusing on how policy problems are socially constructed and justified.

The next section will shift from document analysis to focus group and co-analysis results
and provide an immigrant-centered perspective on these policies. While this section showed how

language testing is justified and institutionalized at the policy level, the focus group and co-
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analysis findings will explore how these policies are experienced, interpreted, and challenged by

the immigrants themselves who are directly affected.

5.3 Part 2: Immigrants’ lived experiences (Focus groups & comments made during the co-
analysis sessions)

This section presents findings from the focus groups and subsequent co-analysis sessions.
The focus groups provided an initial exploration of how Chinese immigrants in Canada
experience, navigate, and interpret language policies, language tests, and social integration. In
the second phase of co-analysis sessions, participants transformed into my co-researchers. As
explained in Chapter four, this method ensured that the final themes were not solely constructed
by the researcher myself, but co-constructed through collaborative interpretation with those who
experience these policies firsthand. As a result, in the preliminary focus group analysis, nine
major themes emerged. During the co-analysis process, my co-researchers and I expanded,

challenged, and reinterpreted these themes, and refined them to a final set of 13 themes.

The excerpts presented in this chapter are drawn from the results of the focus group
discussions and comments made by my co-researchers during the co-analysis sessions.
Participants from focus groups are labeled as FGx-Py, where x refers to the focus group number,
and y indicates the participant number within that group. Comments from co-analysis sessions
with my co-researcher are labeled as CRz, with z representing the sequence of our co-analysis
meetings. These comments are not research results but they are included to provide a view into

the valuable contributions of my co-researchers.

All participant quotes were originally produced in Mandarin or Cantonese, often

involving translanguaging with English, and have been translated into English by me.
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Translations aim to preserve the speaker’s intent and tone while ensuring clarity for the reader.

Minor repetitions and filler words (e.g., “um,” “uh,” or “/RF1i& L) have been removed for

readability, unless they contribute meaningfully to the participant’s expression. Square brackets

[ ] are used to add clarifying information, and ellipses (...) indicate omitted content.

5.3.1 From document analysis to dialogue: focus group questions

The design of the focus group discussions was directly shaped by insights from the
document analysis. If language proficiency is constructed as a policy issue in government
documents and media narratives, then it is important to examine how immigrants themselves
experience, internalize, and respond to these narratives. These discourses present language
ability as a requirement for economic participation, a marker of Canadian identity, and a

measurable deficit that must be corrected through standardized testing.
Q1. Standardized testing as gatekeeping

e How many times did you take the test?
e What scores were you aiming for? And did you achieve them?

e How did testing affect your immigration process and decision?
Q2. Language and everyday life:

e How does language proficiency affect your daily experiences in work, education, and/or
social life?

e Do language test scores reflect your actual language needs in Canada?
Q3. Belonging, integration, and responsibility
e What does “integration” mean to you?
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e Do you see language as a key factor in being accepted as part of Canadian society?

e Do you feel responsible integrating, and if so, how is that responsibility defined?

Q4. Canadian identity and values

e What does “Canadian identity” mean to you?
e Who gets to be considered “Canadian™? Is language a defining factor?

e Do you feel that Canadian values align with your own experiences?

Q5. The broader impact of language testing policies

e How has language testing affected your family members and social circles?

e Has it influenced decisions about work, schooling, or where to live?

5.3.2 Refined themes from co-analysis

After the preliminary analysis of the focus group data, I identified a preliminary set of
nine themes that captured how Chinese immigrants in Canada experience, navigate, and interpret
language policies, language tests, and social integration. However, these themes were not treated
as fixed categories, but rather as starting points for further critical engagement with my co-

researchers.

Through the co-analysis process, the subset of my participants who volunteered to
become my co-researchers were invited to challenge, refine, and expand these initial themes
based on their lived experiences and insights. This collaborative process led to the final set of 13
themes. Some original themes were merged, some were reworded, and others were expanded to
reflect key dimensions that the co-researchers and I determined as missing from the initial

analysis.
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Table 7 below presents a side-by-side comparison of the original themes from the focus

groups and the refined themes after the co-analysis sessions. The middle column marks how

specific themes were modified or expanded. This evolution of new set of themes demonstrates

not only the iterative nature of qualitative analysis but also the value of participatory research

methods in ensuring that findings should be co-constructed with those who experienced these

policies first-hand.

Table 7

Comparison of original and refined themes using co-analysis

Original Refined
theme Original theme Changes made theme Refined theme
No. No.
—+ ME o N ME A
SEEMER AR RIBSEIRENEAE
R I ES % E 1 English TFS RN B
1 . . Reworded 1 English or French
necessity for survival or ) .
. necessity for survival or
advancement in Canada .
advancement in Canada
EEMRAMBRBGR BREEPXANIES
N & 1 ‘T| =t % 5 \ 5
5 5] ;ﬁfﬂﬁ Strategies for Reworded ) D5 %ny Eﬁ?ﬁ R H‘%
test taking and Strategic decision-making
immigration procedure in the immigration process
ZHIES SRNES
A —Eh ) SR English on test vs. English
= = =
E%ﬁ;li‘:‘ '—?mﬁi{]\ln = Exll)agded to in daily life in Canada
3 nglish on test vs. include an FE= % i E R S
English in daily lifein  additional %:h” =B IATRER S
Canada theme 10 . .
Micro strategies for test
preparation
X BUR A BT A
Expanded to 4 4} Policy understanding
4 NBUR A ATRRE include an and commentary
Policy understandings ~ additional XINERMERFIS
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As shown in Table 7, some themes were broadened to include French as a second official
language, others were divided to distinguish between macro policy strategies and micro
individual test taking strategies. In addition, some new themes also emerged to capture aspects of

self-identity and cultural belonging. The following sections will provide a detailed discussion of
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each theme, including participants’ insights and direct excerpts from focus groups and co-

analysis sessions.

To facilitate clarity, the following sections present the refined themes in a progression
from more immediate test-related experiences to broader questions of policy, culture, and
identity. The discussion begins with themes most closely tied to test-taking and immigration
strategies (Themes 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 10), then moves to themes addressing participants’
understandings and critiques of policies and Canadian values (Themes 4, 8, 9, 11), and finally
considers themes that capture issues of integration, self-identity, and cultural belonging (Themes
7, 12, 13). This order is intended to reflect the ways participants themselves moved between
recounting personal experiences and situating those experiences in wider social and ideological
contexts. In Chapter 6, these themes are revisited through the model of investment, which helped

interpreting them within the dimensions of identity, ideology, and capital.

5.3.2.1 English or French necessity for survival or advancement in Canada (Theme

1))
This theme captures participants’ nuanced views on whether English (or French) is truly

necessary for survival or success in Canada.

The initial theme developed was “English necessity for survival or advancement in
Canada.” My co-researcher suggested to add French as well. Although all participants came
through taking English language assessment during immigration, some of them chose to live in
French speaking areas and had to use French for their daily lives. A few of them also talked
about French necessity in addition to English, in order to access certain employment

opportunities, especially in government. As my co-researcher pointed out,
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. ATWNNEET BRI, 1B M IEINEEEELNIER KR A EERE L5

BN TH{TAE, AR IEH X1 205 IR S BB B Az X T " ...d

mostly agree with what you just said, but sometimes when they go to the doctor or parent-teacher
meetings, they might need to communicate in French. So perhaps changing the language

requirement from English to include French would be more inclusive?” (CR6)

The dominant policy and media discourses often frame official language proficiency as a
fundamental requirement for integration and participation. However, participants’ lived
experiences tell a more complex story, which is shaped by reginal context, employment situation,

and personal networks.

Several participants emphasized that English is indeed crucial for professional
advancement and long-term development, especially in fields where communication,

collaboration, and upward socialization ([a] -1 3Z) are tied to language proficiency. As one

participant put it:
“URGEBIHTIE, At T W ERE — 1 KHHILRE, BURHLFEEES

XPNFEA, 7 “If you want to work and have long-term development in a professional field, then

indeed, English is crucial.” (FG8-P26)

However, many others pointed out that language necessity is not universal. For example,
in large Chinese-speaking communities such as Toronto or Vancouver, some participants felt that
it was completely possible to live comfortably and access services without relying heavily on

English. For example:
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“BRA GBI ZELFEE, FEWRREEENE, ARG AEEALE,
XEEZNEN, UTUEECHNEF £EEREF. ~ “My opinion is pretty similar to
everyone else's. If it's just about getting by, then of course—even in a place like Ottawa where

there aren t many Chinese people—you can still have your own small circle and live quite well.”

(FG3-P09)

Even when it comes to the working environment, many participants seem to believe that
you only need a certain level of English for communication. Beyond that, English level should

not be considered as a key factor for promotion anymore:

"B HLUWFEE— T INEN FEFI T IEXIBEFFHIIEN, (GG HT THE LA
BLERIEE LR KHIX LXK, fNTH9X 7 connection, 1t BT X 1 1102 27 1755 L 7 7EHY
—NFE, BHTERREG—EBEX T HEBREET o KT EMRE—HIFRE, BiE
BEMREZEI SRR BINEL), BT —EB—EZRMBERAES, HITWHI#75
A, BT FEEI e WHEXALEHR), FrXBEESWRER HWRELFH), HEHHE X
XA GG, TIERIEFIHG, 1BURREGAALL, RELOHTHAEE, ~ “Its true

that, as a foreigner working abroad, you might run into these kinds of situations. But I think,
when it comes to networking upward—those connections can be like the icing on the cake. Its
not like you must have them in order to be promoted. It’s not the only path. If you want to move
up, there's always a way. It's not necessarily that you have to speak the same language or have
really deep conversations with someone in order to be promoted. That'’s how I see it. So, yes, if
your language skills are good, of course it makes life and work more convenient. But even if your

language isn 't that good, it’s actually not that important.” (FG3-P09)
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These reflections highlight a disjuncture between policy framings of language as
universally necessary and the lived flexibility some immigrants experience, especially where the

population of Chinese immigrants is higher.

Still, most participants acknowledged that while basic survival might be possible with
minimal language skills, upward socialization, economic opportunities, and deeper integration do
require a higher level of language proficiency. This reality challenges the singular narrative
promoted in official discourse and opens up new space to rethink what language necessity really
means in a multilingual Canada, and how the high cut-off scores are justified in the immigration

system.

5.3.2.2 Strategic decision-making in the immigration process (Theme 2)

This theme initially emerged as “Strategies for test taking and immigration procedure,”
which combined participants’ comments on both practical test preparation tactics (e.g., choosing
test dates, managing timing, or preparing specific test sections) and broader planning strategies
for navigating the immigration system. During co-analysis, my co-researcher pointed out that
this theme was too broad and suggested we distinguish between micro-level test strategies and
macro-level immigration decision-making. She noted that many participants had a higher level of
strategic thinking that went beyond language preparation itself, such as adjusting immigration
timelines, choosing provinces, or aligning their test attempts with program deadlines. As she

commented during our co-analysis,

“BLE, REAXFHIREEA X EFE, MITEFERAZX NEFRIIET

FER, RITFHL M ENBEFIEER. ~ “The thing is, nobody s just prepping for this test
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itself, they 're reverse-engineering their entire immigration pathway around the exam's

requirements.” (CR6)

In response, we reframed the theme as “Strategic decision-making in the immigration
process,” to specifically focus on participants’ macro-level navigation of language policy and
immigration structures. This theme captures the strategic ways in which participants navigated
the Canadian immigration system and language testing. Rather than approaching the process
passively or assuming the system operates neutrally, participants have shared with me their
deliberate, calculated decisions around when, where, and how to take language tests, submit

scores, and position themselves advantageously within the immigration system.

For many of them, the process was not a linear one. Many participants described multiple
attempts in registering for the tests, carefully monitoring scores, cancelling tests based on test

outcomes, and finally shift immigration targets. One focus group participant explained:

“F LRI E R R R, BLEBIEE, HHIIRERIRIRIR, FET 5
FIEEFRR BTSN, ~ “When I registered for the tests back then, it was just like ordering

from a menu—bam bam bam—I signed up for whatever date was available. Once I got my scores

and they were good enough, I just cancelled the rest.” (FG3-P08)

Others discussed the logic of “diving” in the immigration pool first, and then adjusting
their strategy based on how the system responded. This reflects an understanding of immigration

as an evolving game with opaque rules, rather than a straightforward checklist:

“GELAIEE CIIHF, FIEEEN ((BEMS) B! 7 “Youjust throw yourself

into the pool first, and then slowly update (your language scores) later!” (FG3-P07)
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This theme demonstrated how participants navigated immigration and language
assessment at a structural level. They treated language tests not as isolated hurdles but as one

component within a larger strategic process.

5.3.2.3 English on test vs. English in daily life in Canada (Theme 3)

This theme captures the perceived disconnect between the English that participants had to
master for immigration tests and the English they actually needed to use in everyday life in
Canada. Although standardized language tests like IELTS and CELPIP claim to evaluate “real-
world” communication skills, participants consistently point out that the English on the test are
not the same thing with the English in their daily life in Canada. This gap lies not just in
linguistic features such as vocabulary and/or grammar, but in cultural familiarity and social

interactions.

Several focus group participants described the test as “academic” or “technical,”
requiring formulaic writing and rehearsed speaking strategies. However, once in Canada, the
language ability demands from them are far more context-dependent and culturally embedded.

For example:

“ 2 B HAE Small Tulk FX4 professional Talk i3 F-MNEE ST —1E4), B
Small Talk fEBZKHIX N B ZE T, BAETAER, REEREREANGHAT,
TR TN D IS W, BT B AR —Y, EAWIERZEZF N cultural 9577
W, EBE—1Ex EH—THE PBREFHIRESFERT—1—1, ELAHLE K
1t 5 RS HI AT T IRAY ... EITH X TN E R BRI, REEIFEMY T — 1A K2 ME

A EBHIEL)—T, AR T AX A icon IE, BLE#H—T1THE, FtiF&Rout, I8, #HE
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RIEER B XFH S, ~ I feel that small talk and professional talk are completely

different. Small talk requires a lot more cultural understanding. Like, you have to watch a lot of
American TV shows, listen to music here—basically, all these more ‘cultural’ things. You need
background knowledge and years of accumulation to reach a point where you can, how should 1
put it, resonate with others... For example, if someone brings up a song I’ve never heard, or
mentions a cultural icon that everyone in Canada knows and I don t, I immediately feel kind of

out of place. Yeah, and this kind of thing also happens when talking with colleagues.” (FG3-

P06)

Another focus group participant shared the experience of being left out during

conversations filled with North American idioms and jokes:

"BLAWIERFFIRE idiom, T H —LILEXIIE, XFHHEE, TEGBERA
BERETIHA, BHRAHEEEEHEE, ~ “Some people talk using idioms or North

American cultural references, making everyone laugh, but although you clearly understand the

scenario, you don't know what's behind it.” (FG3-P09)

This challenge becomes even more pronounced in professional advancement. As one

Cantonese speaking participant explained:

“ENF MR . FFRIF IR A, HEFIFGRZEGEBEE, (REiE 22
TEIYLFAFIRIE/Z,  RUIEMERY small talk, FEAEE, (B1RFX GAIF 1% BRI IUN MYIE
B B AR BEIZ. . ATZ G5 R L BAFHREE climb the ladder IEERFIF1FZE social M. 18T 1%

5t THIEN SE1E 50 1R maintain BEYENE technical level 1Z£9/H,  1B1Z17ZE climb the ladder,
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1 a) LRt Z B, social Z, Bt IEMIHERIX H3LIFHE RLET [HEZRZA].
“It's like... especially among colleagues, or when you see your boss—you often see them
comfortably engaging in small talk. I want to join in, but I don't know how to do it naturally like
they do... You know, especially when you want to climb the ladder, you have to socialize. Just
doing your job is enough to maintain your technical role, but if you want to move up, you need to
socialize with them, understand their culture—that's it. Otherwise, you’ll come across as

inadequate or out of place.” (FG7-P21)

They described feeling out of place and under-equipped for these moments, even if they
could technically follow the conversation. Another common frustration was the memorization-

heavy nature of English test vocabulary, which did not seem to be useful in Canada.
“IE, FEBRIRZEZIEL, FBEIFEEAHIXE, AL EHIBLEXHEE, R
LR G HE CHIBTIEHIZ TEES P, BAFREFEBHIXEFRET T, TEE

WHEEE T, 1BEFEEBINRTETESFIATE, RHEFRERSE, HEHIEH

TEERIEHIBEES X TN, AT BRI 1 & ZRGEIERIES, B ise.. Z57
HEZAF), 7 “Yeah, I feel like a lot of the vocabulary from the IELTS isn 't really that useful

in daily life. The words I memorized back then—I didn t really get to use them in their actual
contexts. I think many IELTS words, even if you 've memorized them, that’s all it is—just
memorization. When it comes time to actually use them, there are still problems, because many of

them have multiple meanings or similar alternatives... It’s only when you 've used them in real-

life situations, or someone points out the subtle differences, that you really learn how to use them
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properly. So 1'd say theres a pretty big gap between test prep and real-world usage.” (FG6-

P13)

However, participants did not dismiss the test entirely. A few actually found parts of the

English test useful for daily lives in Canada, especially the IELTS writing task:

“WEELEA T G KR, TH B EET—NEXW, REA TN EXEFR
BB — PN TEEERIIE, RERBLFIFAEE AERHLERENEXNF T —1
HEEH, BAME T71/1HKRFE ERX, Aeiitmn, B B ESELEEE
Zh19, BiFA cover letter, " “So for the General Training IELTS, theres a section where you
have to write a short essay, and one important type is a complaint letter. I actually found that
really useful. In my first month after coming to Canada, I probably wrote over a dozen complaint

letters. Yeah... so I think letter writing is actually quite important. Oh, and cover letters too.”

(FG6-P17)

These quotes illustrate the perception that some standardized writing formats such as

complaint letters and cover letter, did transfer directly to participants’ lived experiences.

Together, these reflections highlight a key tension between standardized testing and real-
life language use. While tests may assess grammar and structure, they often fail to capture the
communicative skills needed for daily life, workplace interaction, and cultural integration, which
are the areas that participants felt were essential but overlooked in immigration language

assessments.
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5.3.2.4 Perceptions towards English language tests (Theme 5)

This theme looks at how participants formed their opinions about the language tests
themselves, not just from their personal experiences, but also from what they have heard from
friends, online forums, or immigration consultants. These second-hand stories often shaped their

expectations and strategies even before they took the test. For example, one participant said:

“BUTE AR FERE DIBESE S 1BREAEERIE DI X EFEREL
ANBLEBEAFEXFIEER T, AZF TMEAZEEXLE, ” “I heard that the

IELTS speaking scores tend to be marked lower in Mainland China — like, anyone who takes the
test there gets unusually low scores. So later on, some people just flew to Southeast Asia in the

winter to take the test or waited until they got to Canada to take it here.” (FG8-P25)

Another participant described their personal experience in even more detail, reflecting her

frustration also for the speaking test:

“LRE AP EALLIFTS, MK, EEWRE G K49, MAIENRZ
RAGEAE] 8777 1N TH, A iRAE T4 6.5, BFIEREIK-FhiF L 7. HET
A FXERUNIIER..... BT RBENEEKF TR, SMEERL6S, HE/LFFHF

. BEG ERTEFTE 8777 X APEB .. . FHHERZE...... BEFHEIE—
WAEGEE, 7 “Especially when it comes to the General Training (G category) IELTS for

Mainland Chinese test-takers—if you 're taking the Academic version, they won t deliberately
lower your score. But for the General one, they know you re trying to hit the 8777 benchmark for
immigration, so they 're quite happy to give you a 6.5, even if your actual level might be closer to

a 7. I personally experienced this... I don t think my language skills have declined. I shouldn 't be
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dropping from a 7 to a 6.5. Compared to when I took the Academic test a few years ago, I can
never seem to hit that 8777 combo in the General test. The score suppression is real... and it

really undermines IELTS as a supposedly fair and objective exam.” (FG5-P16)

Others compared IELTS and CELPIP directly. Some found CELPIP easier or more
“Canadian,” and said it better matched their lived experience:

T ILTERE, BERAES, MEEZEH 0.5 5, [BE8% CELPIP #9— X5
7 .....CELPIP f9077), BH e IMEAXH] context... .. (FEMEX LT, KXFFE
CELPIP BH—X2£Z848), ” “It’s not that CELPIP is harder than IELTS—it s actually because

IELTS always kept me 0.5 points short. But with CELPIP, I passed it in one go... I think the
CELPIP listening is based on a Canadian context, so if you ve lived in Canada, it kind of gives

you an advantage when taking CELPIP.” (FG5-P16)

Another perception related to the language tests had to do with the test score validity
period. Participants questioned why scores expire after two years, especially because many feel
their language ability remains the same or even improves with after living in English speaking

countries or using English regularly. Some suspected commercial interests were involved:

“A: BB A . dinguist T, 15 S HBEXIGHIRG T FE THIE =B (5
THEX NFRE WA FEEELIE, BGWR—E TR, BERTEI=XA

o

R: MBI FIZ B H — LW EE X,
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“A: I heard that... some linguist once said that language skills start to decline if you
don 't keep learning after two years... but I'm not sure if there'’s some commercial factor behind

that too, like, if the scores never expired, maybe the business wouldn 't be doing so well.

R: Yeah, I think there's probably some commercial consideration behind it too.” (FG1-

P03, PO1)

Taken together, these reflections reveal that participants were not just passive test-takers
but critical observers of the systems that assess them. While some accepted standardized tests as
necessary, many expressed skeptical opinions toward the fairness, cultural relevance, and
commercial motivations of standardized testing. This skepticism also shaped how they

interpreted their own scores and their broader understanding of immigration policy.

5.3.2.5 Participants' testing history and feelings taking the test (Theme 6)

This theme was initially named “Participants’experiences and feelings taking the test,”
which aimed to capture participants’ reflections on how they felt during the language test and
how they perceived its difficulty, pressure, and fairness. However, during co-analysis, my co-

researcher noted that the term “2214§ experience” might not fully convey the structured and

event-based nature of what participants were describing. She commented that, as non-native
speakers, we often interpret “experience” more as a general impression, whereas native speakers

tend to associate it with specific events or timelines, more like a record (22]5) . As she
explained,
“RXFE —RIEZIF experience, IE, ZEIFIENEARLIF 52 A 52—

[XFY... GRFREEEL, NMELIGTETTBIERE, (F5EE RAEITEIF AT
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77+ --WENEGIEFE medical history.” “In English the first reaction would be ‘experience’. I think

this is exactly one of the differences between native and non-native speakers... Sometimes when
you go to see a doctor, the doctor will ask you whether you have any past illnesses, and you
would answer by saying when you had a certain surgery... This is what I mean by my medical

‘history. ”’(CR7)

Drawing on this insight, we revised the theme to “Participants’testing history and
feelings taking the test.” While the previous theme focused on perceptions of the tests
themselves, this theme highlights participants’ emotional experiences with the testing process.

These reflections often revealed frustration, exhaustion, and a deep sense of pressure—especially
when success felt just out of reach despite repeated efforts. One participant shared:

“BIGFEREZ ARG, HIEALETUEB R, HIEAZE— X0 R LA
FHHTIEE,  “Because the test fees are really expensive, and people only have so much energy—

it s mentally exhausting every time you go through it.” (FG1-P03)

Many had taken the IELTS multiple times. They described the process as draining and
demoralizing, especially when small changes in scores could make or break their immigration

applications:

“TEE, EFIE—HED 13 KW, BEXN THAT8777, MISEEE19F .. K
L BAE —TNFE, BNIHREAE =K. I st R BEB L 17 I B AE
BERNER, RIEBEGREZZE/X, SSEFEEIIHEE, ~ “IELTS, I took it 13 times in

total—just to get that 8777. I was taking it from 2018 all the way through 2019... back then I was

in this small group chat, and a lot of people in the group had taken the test 20 or 30 times... So
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the only way for them to improve their chances was just to keep taking the test and hope they got
lucky eventually. I'll just take the test a few more times; I'll eventually get the score I want.”

(FG6-P18)

Others explained how the emotional toll went beyond the test day itself. It extended into

their sense of self-worth and future planning:

“ BT AR REEIEEE) 8777 XFEFHI— 17, (BEFE B w R E s,
BT EHCRKFE, FAREERGERE LW, EBIIRRRES Aa=
FHT FHI— /i, e ERE—RRENS, FE— T ETZES, ArRER
BIFIREth X B 157/0... " “At the time, 1 just really wanted to get that 8777 score, but it honestly

felt like fate or something. I knew my level was good enough, but every single time, there would
be one section—just one—that went wrong. Sometimes it was something unexpected, like a small
issue in listening, and I'd end up just 0.5 short. Always just 0.5 in one section. After a while, [

kept retaking it but started to lose confidence...” (FG6-P17)

“GERHEZE, BUHATE. FRITIETREX 1FEAE R EEERIIESEES], TE
FIFITA B, 7 “The more you try, the more frustrated you get. You start to wonder if the test is

about your real ability or something else.” (FG8-P27)

These experiences show how standardized language testing is not only a bureaucratic
requirement but also an emotionally taxing experience for many Chinese immigrants. For those
who depend on test results to determine their future, each test attempt becomes a high-stakes
gamble. It can cause doubt, guilt, and discouragement, not to mention the extremely high
financial burden it brings.
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5.3.2.6 Micro strategies for test preparation (Theme 10)

This theme originally emerged as part of original Theme 3 but was later distinguished
during the co-analysis sessions, as several of my co-researchers pointed out, there is a need to
analyze test preparation as a distinct area of lived experience. While the previous theme explored
the disconnect between test-oriented and real-life English use, this theme zooms in on
participants’ preparation tactics and mental strategies when facing the high-stakes language
exams. Participants also shared their detailed accounts of their test preparation journeys,
revealing not only individual study routines but also the industrialized nature of test-prep culture

in China.

For many participants, preparing for IELTS or CELPIP was less about improving general
English proficiency, but more about decoding the test itself to get a higher score. Some of them

focused heavily on identifying test patterns, others used memorized strategies to fight the test:
“BEL T IR, T THENIRE. WINBRGERET, W, BELL

FFABE FESIAT ], BLEREEI I IREEMZ . ~ “I bought a bunch of past exam papers

and downloaded a lot of listening recordings. Listening was the hardest part for me. I basically

did listening practice every night, just so I could finish everything during the actual test.” (FG2-

P05)

Another participant described their classes in intensive cram schools, which are widely

seen as efficient solutions to getting a high test score through test-wiseness alone:

"I EAESZICEHIFEEIHAITER, MEELHAIE BERENIE, MHE

EVFE, RTFELEIIEE, (FERIEBIERHLR HERGELA . BTFTH

127



NPT EFGBHZER T 7.5 5, (BELIEEHIIEZKFFERE 7.5 SHIABELLIL? R
KHART, BEERAFZZEEL], ~ “That Chinese IELTS teacher in Toronto—how did he

teach? It was all about test-taking strategies. He literally told me, "You don t need to actually
read the reading passages—just go straight to the answers, and I’ll show you how to find them."
I have to admit, that method helped me get a 7.5, but if you ask whether my English level
compares to someone in China who also scored 7.5? Not even close. Honestly, I was just winging

it.” (FG6-P20)

These descriptions point to a broader, systemic issue: the normalization of "teaching to
the test" practices, where test-taking becomes a strategic game rather than a meaningful
demonstration of communicative ability. Some participants also reflected critically on how these
strategies helped them pass but did little to prepare them for real-world communication after

immigration:
“B AN B IR RX BN LI ZIFAI T TN B/ A C R E KIS E
i, RAXRFZF41ES. 7 “The way we prepared for IELTS was so different from how people

actually talk here. I felt like I was gaming the test—not learning English.” (FG2-P05)

These insights demonstrate how test takers often navigate the testing system with extreme
pragmatism. The high stakes of immigration-based testing as well as the competition factor
embedded in the immigration system has pushed them toward results-oriented learning where

passing the test has the highest priority.

Taken together, these six themes above show how participants handled the immediate

demands of language testing. They weighed when and where tests were needed, planned their
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immigration timelines around test dates, compared test formats, and managed the pressure of
repeated attempts. They also pointed to a gap between test English and the language needed for
daily life and advancement. These test-centred accounts lead directly to questions about the
system behind the tests. The next section turns to how participants understand and evaluate
immigration policies and public narratives, and how these broader frames shape the way they

read language requirements, cut off scores, and ideas of fairness.

5.3.2.7 Policy understanding and commentary (Theme 4)

This theme was initially coded as “Policy understandings, ” based on participants’
varying levels of familiarity with immigration rules, language requirements, and system
procedures. However, during co-analysis, my co-researcher pointed out that many participants
were not only describing what they knew about the policy, but also offering direct commentary

on its fairness, purpose, and logic. She noted that several excerpts sounded more like “& & 7 #7"

(“analysis of the policy”’) (CR1) than just recollection or description. This theme now includes
how participants understood immigration policies and how have those understandings affected
their decisions. Some were very familiar with details like language test requirements and cut-off
scores. Others felt confused or frustrated by sudden policy changes or unclear rules. Many of
them questioned the purpose behind these policies and whether they truly supported immigrant

integration. One participant, for example, noticed how the policy shifted after 2015:

“BE IR, HFEREEESHNES ERERES T ABE 2015, 2016 FLIAT1E
B, HEEAIANZEZ T, BEH1T0HEi— T F1€E 7. ~ “I have an impression that the

language of the Provincial Nomination Program, the requirements got higher later. It was about
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2015 or 2016, there were more applicants then the cut-off score got higher suddenly.” (FG8-

P23)

Others shared that they felt immigration policies were not really about helping

immigrants to settle, but more about selecting those who could bring economic value:

R RILXENBRBKEEEN ST REFRE FFm, HFEE, TTEN
BETBEFN ., 7 “It feels like the immigration policy here cares more about whether you can

bring economic benefits—bring money—rather than whether you can truly integrate.” (FG8-

P26)

These reflections show that people are not just passively following policy, instead, they
are watching, interpreting, and reacting. Some of them tried to adapt to changing rules, others
questioned whether these policies truly reflect Canada’s image as an immigrant-friendly
countries. The emotional weight of these decisions was very clear in their voices, especially

when it ties to test scores and economic policies.

5.3.2.8 Chinese immigrants’ perceptions of how Canadians view them (Theme 8)

Many participants shared mixed views on how they believe native-born Canadians
perceive immigrants, particularly those from China. Some comments reflected frustration over
stereotyping and public narratives that blame Chinese immigrants for social and economic

problems. One frequently mentioned example was the housing crisis in major urban areas:

“1ENTEBE RN P EAIGE T EEZH9507. 7 “They all think it’s us Chinese

who drove up the housing prices in Toronto.” (FG3-P03)
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This type of commentary revealed how broader public discourses can position Chinese
immigrants as scapegoats for larger systemic issues such as housing prices and housing needs.
Even without direct confrontation, participants expressed awareness of being viewed as outsiders

who are not fully accepted, despite having lived, worked, or studied in Canada for years.

At the same time, however, some participants recognized that on the government level,

the official policy of multiculturalism does promote inclusivity and cultural preservation:

“MBREELE, ELUITHEEEXLIEENXIE, MAREILGREECHX
# B+, ” “From the government’s perspective, at least they promote awareness of different

cultures and are willing to let you preserve your cultural identity.” (FG8-P25)

This acknowledgement was often followed by reflections on the gap between official
discourse and lived experience, suggesting that cultural and racial hierarchies continued to shape

participants’ everyday interactions.

These reflections reveal a complex understanding of how immigrants perceive their place
in Canadian society, not only through policy but also through social signals, public narratives,
and unspoken expectations. In the next section, we explore how participants extend this

discussion to their interactions and comparisons with other immigrant and refugee groups.

5.3.2.9 The discussion of the experiences and attitudes with other
immigrants/refugees groups (Theme 9)

This theme focuses on participants’ perceptions of other immigrant and refugee groups in
Canada. While the participants themselves are immigrants, they did not always see their own

experiences as aligned with those of other communities. In fact, many participants clearly
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distinguished between “immigrants like us” and “those refugees,” especially when discussing
public benefits, work ethic, or social integration. Some participants expressed their
dissatisfaction toward the disproportionate resources given to refugees, though their knowledge

of refugee issues is often shaped by media narratives or hearsay rather than direct experience.

“BEXZE T? BENENIZEE— TN LAEREXAXAZHER. A
HE, MABZEFHEERILOIXEET . B FIEIEE = LERY.. MAXEL
HIGNIAA T o IRTR1FX B EFLELIEXLE, BHXANCHEFLZ, (BERH TS
B BLEREINFA4 peace T, LG, 7 “Too many immigrants? Then maybe we should

ask why the government is setting such high immigration targets in the first place. And honestly, 1
think the proportion of refugees right now is kind of outrageous. I feel like it s affecting normal
life in society... and the impact on public safety is significant. Don t you think? Like, in the past
two years, Ottawa has gotten more crowded, but it just doesn t feel as peaceful as before—it

really feels different.” (FG1-PO1)

Another participant echoed a sense of unfairness when comparing the perceived

contributions and benefits among immigrant groups, as this comment about refugees illustrates:

“HAIE N1 A MBTHBEZZ LG 7 TEBT L 1ER), EFENIKHIH T
EH], XAAEW! ” “Do you know how much money they are getting from the government

every month? They dont work but we are paying for them. This is not fair.”

Yet, not all participant comments were purely negative. Some of them expressed internal
conflict about their views, which both recognizes the perceived importance and flaws of the

refugee system. One participant shared:
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“Anyways By, FtEM1E— TH, BHLHIEBEXHE. Somehow BX5its, YL
B EHLEFZL . FYGGRTTECHBALSTAIERE . O FFERETXTES,
I EEX B RMES, Huts—VER U, BEFELT 1T, HFEE—1TTK
RN — T T B I E XTI BN E LXK FE, (B2 you know, H—L...
MAFEX N R FHE =6 T, ~ “Anyway, I'm just venting a bit. Honestly, I do

understand the system. In some way, I think the refugee system is still necessary—because you
never know, one day it could be you. You might need to leave your country and go somewhere
else. I think anything is possible. There needs to be a place that accepts refugees—that’s a
humanitarian need. But you know... some parts of the system, it just feels like it's starting to have

more and more problems.” (FG3-P08)

Another conversation between two participants revealed the unfairness sensed by skilled

immigrants, however, they still acknowledged the emotional root of that feeling:

‘R BEFNNBERKY, M TETEFEZRENER. BERERFECTR
EHEZF IR, BRI AFINGZ LEGHHR, AL EELFHIHEEAEE
Bog. BELBRXEXER, (BEMRAET, GHREEEFEATEET

M: B8, RAIXKEGREE—TACHH G I /ETEZEH%D. (GEX]
BEMARAKEGHT T ERXFFEINREBLLNFT . 7

“R: I think for immigrants, many of them aren t particularly accepting of refugees. Like,

you 've worked so hard to earn your way in, and then you wonder—why should someone else get
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in so easily and even live comfortably off your tax money? A small number is fine, but when there

are too many, it starts to feel like what you ve worked for isn t worth as much anymore.

M: 1 get it. It's because people feel like this is something they had to fight and work really
hard for. But when others seem to get it so easily, it makes the whole thing feel less fair.” (FG1-

PO1, P02)

These quotes added important nuance to this theme. While some participants criticized
the refugee system for being too lenient or unfair, others simultaneously acknowledged its
humanitarian necessity and reflected on the emotional tension between fairness and merit. Rather
than presenting a singular stance, these discussions illustrate the complexity of immigrant
perspectives. Their personal effort, structural inequality, and ethical responsibility are constantly

being negotiated.

5.3.2.10 Critique of Canadian values and culture and the underlying construction of
policy (Theme 11)

This theme focuses on participants’ ideological critiques of Canadian values and their
embeddedness in immigration policy. It emerged during co-analysis as a refinement of Theme 4,
“Policy understanding and commentary”, with a shift from interpreting policies to questioning
the normative assumptions that underlies them. While Theme 5.3.2.7 also presents participants’
comments on their own efforts to integrate, including what they tried, why, and how they were
received, this theme zooms out to capture a deeper, more structural critique: how “integration”
itself is framed, and whether Canadian values like multiculturalism and tolerance are genuinely

practiced or merely symbolic.

134



Several participants reflected critically on what counts as “Canadian values,” who gets to
define them, and whether these values are consistent. For example, one participant questioned

the logic of multiculturalism by saying:

“FBEE AR multiculturalism B2 Canadian value #917%, EELZE—ESH 7., B #H
K FATFEEZGEFA, I'm already here! " “If multiculturalism is a Canadian value, then

I'm already part of it. Why do I still have to make a special effort to integrate? I'm already

here!” (FG1-P02)

Another participant shared a more critical view. She believed that mainstream society still
sees White privilege, Western culture as the dominant norm. Even though the official narrative

promotes inclusion, many immigrants still feel excluded or judged:

BRI — BB REHE — T E T — 1 E BB FEFH—T X,
EEBRH TR FM N EEIEIENESBEITAOE..... B I FE X T EAAX
W EFEZEEH..... . I ZEEEH, HEECEHEXATLHIEANHZEIUXE]
EE..... RELBEXNTFHNX LN RHX LR, HAEEHAKXLF. "~ “They say they're
inclusive, but I don't really see it. I think they 're very confident in their white culture and see

themselves as the true founders of this land. Honestly, immigrants like us are not always

welcomed.” (FG6-P17)

Some other participants challenged the assumption that “Canadian values” are well-

defined or universally embraced. One participant noted:
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“EMEAA KX ZEER T HEMNIH T EREREITEFELH— B LH, BER
1RHY culture, (AT value B M T IXIER i f7iE, (EEMHT care, I, FECTKX.. 5L
2, MR disagree, (2= agree with you B2 &F— AN RLETEZZRE C
f9 culture stick #&—Z.” “Canadians’friendliness is kind of based on the fact that they don t

really care that much about anything. Like, your culture or your values—they 're okay with you
existing, but they don t really care. They won t disagree with you, but they won t fully agree with

you either. Everyone still sticks to their own culture in the end.” (FG5-P14)

This comment reflected a more disillusioned perspective—that multiculturalism may
sometimes mean passive tolerance rather than meaningful inclusion. Some participants also
pointed out the mismatch between stated values and lived experience. While the government
promotes multiculturalism and inclusion, people still feel the pressure to fit into a narrow
definition of “Canadian.” These reflections also show how these participants feel that values like

integration and belonging are unevenly distributed and often come with hidden expectations.

Taken together, these four themes show how participants read policy and public
narratives and located themselves within them. They tracked rule changes, especially rising point
cut-offs, and questioned whether policies serve integration or mainly sort by economic value.
They were also alert to stereotyping in everyday talk such as housing and, when comparing with
other immigrant and refugee groups, they showed complex emotions with a mixture of a sense of
unfairness and a recognition of humanitarian needs. In these four themes, language tests
appeared mainly as instruments of policy, thresholds and cut-offs to monitor and react to, rather
than as everyday experiences. These themes set the conditions for the next set of themes: how

people talk about belonging and who is counted as worthy, and how they negotiate identity in a
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system where proving value, often through language requirements, is expected. The following

section turns to integration, self-identity, and Chinese-ness (Themes 7, 12, 13).

5.3.2.11 Comments on integration and integration efforts (Theme 7)

This theme focuses on participants’ views on what it means to integrate and whose
responsibility integration should be. While some participants accepted the idea that immigrants
need to adapt to Canadian society, many of them questioned the assumption that immigrants

must actively “fit in,” especially when Canadian society presents itself as multicultural.

Several participants noted that as their language improved, their feelings of inclusion also
increased. However, this process was not easy. One participant described how language
proficiency helped them participate better in society, but also acknowledged the cultural barriers

that can never be erased.

"B XL B IS T ELTE B ERRIFBRIMNEAL)E, HEEE
N TNEALIX MR, HZX Y. Rits EAIEHEMEX, HWHBEEALX
EHEE. BEXXENEH. HEXXENEZHML.... . TXIZER T . FrIXEFRLE
ARA BN EZIL BT A — 1. TEEMEAMNIBOE SIS, GEHETE S, G TEFT
ERAIEFIY =, 1BELF L, MEETTERNINR, BOTSBEHLEL. ~ T
think it’s a chicken-and-egg question. If someone chooses to immigrate to Canada, that already
means they recognize and accept Canada’s worldview or values. They re drawn to Canada—

maybe they admire the inclusiveness, the freedom, the diversity... so actually, it should be the

other way around. But I guess people think differently. Maybe Canadian politicians believe that
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if you come to this country, you have to align with their values. But honestly, if I didn t already

share those values, I wouldn't choose to immigrate here in the first place.” (FG4-P11)

This reflection offers a sharp reversal of the dominant integration narrative. It challenges
the argument that immigrants must take the initiative to integrate by emphasizing that choosing
to immigrate is already an act of value alignment. Similarly, other participants pointed out how
the concept of “responsibility” in integration sounds condescending:

“HPALFE integrate X B, BEEZH.... ST EEXTHEH—R
condescending, TEER B THW, BB, (RENKE, FEHNZLIXIE, KM
BHITA ... ... ” “Personally, I don 't think there’s anything wrong with integration itself. But the

idea of having to ‘actively’integrate... that attitude can come off a bit condescending. Like, it
implies a sense of superiority— ‘I’'m above you, you re the immigrant, the outsider, and you need

to blend into my culture and follow my norms..."” (FG5-P16)

Still, other participants took a more pragmatic stance, suggesting that regardless of
ideology, taking the initiative to understand local culture and society does make life easier in

Canada:

“BE R AEHERHLGFEL, BUHIEE. LHGFHLESL BRI LN ER
BLHNX PSR, BGEZGF T — I ELIE... ... E P BLF— T LR T
A — P X B — TS FEHA, BEXEGEEIXENXNE, TEWFINEXKE
2915 “I do agree to some extent that yes, you do have a responsibility. And it’s definitely better

if you take the initiative to try to integrate into society—after all, you’ve come into a new
environment... At the very least, you shouldnt give up the chance to truly understand another
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culture. If you want to integrate, you must first accept the culture here. It's not that others have to

come accept you.” (FG4-P12)

For many participants, the idea of integration was strongly linked to economic self-

sufficiency and not being perceived as a burden. As one participant explained:

“BALBERRBETIE. FFEH, BT MEXBTHILZIEE,
‘Basically, it's about finding a job and paying taxes as soon as possible so as not to be a burden

on the Canadian government” (FG8-P28)

In this framing, being a "good immigrant" means being economically productive and
invisible in terms of public support needs. Another direction is to emphasize conformity to social

systems rather than deep cultural assimilation:

"B RHBNX TSI TR B F EHIRY, FH . BHIF R 2K
HF % BHIEBEZFECX MISHRELEA, (B2 ERY cultural diversity L IFE TR
B ECHIFFE., 7 “I think my way of integrating into this society is by following its rules. I pay
taxes, I sort my trash properly, and I follow the law. My understanding is that integration means

living according to the system here—but its cultural diversity allows us to keep our own

uniqueness.” (FG4-P10)

Some participants offered a direct critique of the mainstream understanding of
"integration," arguing that it often reflects a sense of superiority embedded in Canadian society,
particularly when "integration" is equated with joining the white, Anglo-majority culture. They
emphasized that immigrants are often willing to integrate, but the actual structural and cultural

barriers make it very difficult. As one participant put it:
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“EXE G R, BATTELKHBAMZEAX. [don't want to talk to white
people, I don 't want to talk to Indians, I just want to hang out with my Chinese buddies. Nobody,
right? 33 ERIIE 2B LA MR EE WHZEX W REWEZRE, fXEHEZHA
MEXHIZ 7 E, Bl#ELI A E, BRBEAMEWNEXEW, MHBEHN. MAEFE
RTEMBHENILE T . FTXIE GG Ha7 R — U8R, FRATFEILG, b 152
HEIE IR E % 1EUFFETFER? EAR TN, HIRZE for political correctness, &

R HBXEL]), EMEXBTE RIS LC BEST B I HIHNINZE X E (a7

Ig)

o o o  ‘Has any new immigrant ever said, ‘Oh, I don 't want to integrate into Canada. |

don t want to talk to white people, I dont want to talk to Indians, I just want to hang out with my
Chinese buddies’? Nobody, right? The reality is, some people just arent able to integrate into
Canadian mainstream society—not because they don t want to, but because of language, culture,
religion, or other reasons. And when we talk about ‘mainstream society,’ we have to remember
that Chinese communities are part of Canadian society too. If someone can live here long-term,
that itself is a form of integration. So I think that statement— ‘immigrants need to integrate’'—is
arrogant, unpleasant, and frankly, meaningless. That s my view. Can the statement be revised? Of
course. If we’re talking about political correctness, then yes, it absolutely should be revised. It’s
the Canadian governments responsibility to help new immigrants better integrate into Canadian

society...” (FG7-P24)

This perspective challenges the dominant discourse that places the burden of integration
solely on immigrants. It also highlighted the role that Canadian society and institutions should
play in supporting inclusion. For some participants, the call to “take responsibility” feels like a

subtle demand for assimilation, which contradicts the official multicultural narrative of Canada.
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5.3.2.12 Self-identity within a multicultural context (Theme 12)

This theme explains how participants navigate their self-identity while adapting to a new
cultural environment. It was refined during the co-analysis sessions as well. It originated from
the broader theme on integration and integration efforts, but became a separate theme to reflect a

specific focus on immigrants’ internal identity—how participants position themselves in between

cultures.

Several participants shared that adapting to Canadian life does not mean abandoning their
Chinese identity. Instead, they often feel like they are juggling multiple ways of being. One

participant described it as:

“BHANWNEXI R, XEBREECHFEXNE, RZLHEEL. BIRENTHE
ZEAZFEHNE, 7 “Trying to fit into Canadian society while keeping my Chinese roots—

it’s actually pretty hard. Sometimes I honestly don t know how to find the right balance.” (FG1-

P02)

Other participants echoed the feeling of being caught in-between. They are never fully
accepted as Canadians, but also feeling distanced from their former lives in China. For example,

another participant said:

‘K EBEESGHNETERE, TR CETFEAN, BEHLRELEL
INTEHTE, RSB ENEAE. HELT—HTESE B — KT, GZ
EMEXLGHIEIELFH), (B2 R WRE BB L AIEAANRL A5, BA L EHKE
H. 1EBE0E, HFEIERE, A—ZEFR GBS FRFEEE —LHENT—FERE
&, TR E FATE—TFER—TRE, BSL B, ~ “When it comes to
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identity, I still see myself as Chinese, but honestly, a lot of my daily habits have started leaning
more toward the Canadian side. Right now, I feel like I'm in this kind of awkward in-between
state—life in Canada is good, but if I really wanted to fully integrate into the mainstream white
society®, that's still pretty difficult. At the same time, when I go back to China and there are
crowds of people, I also feel this subtle difference, like something just isn t quite the same as it is
abroad. So I guess I'm kind of stuck in the middle, and yeah... it feels a bit awkward.” (FG2-

P04)

Some other participants also reflected on how long-standing cultural conditioning have

shaped their internal identity, regardless of their outward adaptation. One participant said:

“BHAKBIFRBER L —F+/\Z T, FrAB L BIREAIERIE B A, Wt

4F, BT ERHIATIRE, HITAIUL AR FERE G EINEA LS T ILE, &
TNFBRE— T EH G N AT, HEEEL THEA... BZ—~£E social norms
% behave HEC, BEZTMNIGI TN, XLEIESME), 1BEFECHLFLEE
"B HERHELETE T — I MEAA, 7 “When I came here, I was already 27 or 28, so

most of my education and the way I think had already been shaped back in China. You can't
expect me to completely change my sense of identity just because I've lived in Canada for a few
years or studied here for a while—that s just not realistic. Sure, I'll follow certain social norms,
adjust my behavior, celebrate their holidays and all that—but deep down, I definitely don t feel

like I've become a Canadian.” (FG5-P13)

8 The participant’s use of the phrase “mainstream white society” reflects a personal perception of social belonging
and visibility, which may not correspond to the demographic or cultural realities of Canada. Rather than treating this
view as representative or accurate, [ present it here as part of the participant’s lived experience and sensemaking
during integration.
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Several participants also reflected on how their professional identities had to be
reconfigured upon settling in Canada. One participant described transitioning from a senior

media professional in China to an officer in a Canadian government office and said:

"I T XRGIZEFE, B ER LR GRE R EFHILR IR TE
FEIKE, 7 “I think I can tell you now—my current salary still hasn't reached the level of my
annual income back when I left Beijing.” (CR0S)

This participant has been living and working in Canada for six years now and her salary
is still lower than her previous annual income in Beijing. She went on to describe her husband’s

situation: despite years of corporate management experience, he ended up working in the

prepared food section of a local supermarket due to language-related hiring barriers.

“LMHEZELRA, OTEEM —1 500 58 TP A FAKGLE FHE, K. (52
BRI EZ )G, BREGTMIFGEL, KA TXNRL, FEM MthidZ eSS g%
& ME BRI R ITHI A, 7 “The contrast is pretty stark—he went from working at a

Fortune 500 company to now being at T&T Supermarket... But over these past few years, I feel
like he's come to terms with it. Like, he's been actively working on improving his English... and

his French foundation is actually pretty solid now.” (CROS5)

These changes were not simply economic but deeply symbolic. Participants felt that their
prior accomplishments and accumulated capital were rendered invisible or irrelevant in the new
social field. This process of downward occupational mobility also challenged their sense of

competence and belonging.
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This kind of in-betweenness was so common in many participants’ reflections. Some of
them embraced the mixed cultural identities, others found it confusing. Identity became not just
about where they live or what language they speak, but about how much they feel they belong--
anywhere. Integration is therefore an ongoing process of negotiation between cultures, not a final

destination.

5.3.2.13 Chinese-ness and shared cultural traits (Theme 13)

This theme was developed gradually from the initial theme “Comments on integration
and integration efforts.” While the original focus was on how participants tried to adapt to
Canadian society, during the co-analysis sessions, we began noticing that many of their
reflections also revealed shared ways of thinking and behaving. There are patterns that seemed to
originate from their cultural upbringing, social environment, and collective memories shaped in
China. During co-analysis, my co-researcher and I discussed how participants were no longer
just speaking as individuals navigating integration, but increasingly as members of a group with
shared cultural traits. They often contrasted their own group with other immigrant communities,
and implicitly or explicitly marking what they saw as “Chinese” ways of handling pressure,
identity, or adaptation. As this pattern became clearer, we reframed the theme as “Chinese-ness
and shared cultural traits” to better capture this collective orientation and its role in shaping

participants’ interpretations of immigration and integration.

Rather than being defined by some surface-level cultural practices or national affiliations,
Chinese-ness in these discussions was characterized through deeply held values, dispositions,

and behaviors that shape how participants relate to immigration and integration.
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Many participants pointed out that being Chinese often meant not relying on external

support systems even when they were available. One participant said:

“ORERBI AR NTEERERHIHKE, HERNRGFEELEC, RETELHIF
A, REHIE B FREEFECHER XS5 FE T ERNTEE R,
BN ALFRIIANBITFE), KZBH, b, BELZECHER. EEFHFEE, I B
SCHEIH T T L BRI A 5815, HiaFEARL L, B E—RVERE
ZEEZRETERECH TIH&, EERLTEIIREEE, 1% — T IERIEE
SHELMFIIEAELREE, W, K, REEHZTFEEBOITTIT, RETFEFHE.
BLEBR L FEIIN BN TFEFKAIALITFE), HITIE, EREIALIE, FEB5FENTM
IZEIFIH BRI, FTXEN], F—HIRVELZN, EENECKE, HrELLEK
SPINBIEEE, 7 “Maybe it's because of the way we were educated back in China—we re

taught that it s best to rely on yourself, not to trouble others, and that you should first learn how
to solve problems on your own. So when we run into difficulties, our first instinct usually isn 't to
ask others for help, but to try and handle it ourselves. I've noticed that, for example, at work,
when something goes wrong, most Chinese people will first think, “Did I do something wrong?”
and start trying to figure it out on their own. But I've seen that many of my colleagues here—
foreigners—their first reaction is to immediately ask someone else to take a look. Like, “Hey, do
you think I did this right? Can you help me out?” I feel like people here are much more open to
asking for help, while for us, because of how we were raised, our default is to turn inward first

rather than reaching out to others.” (FG2-P04)
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As one participant explicitly explained, this tendency may be rooted in long-standing

social experiences that shape how Chinese people interpret help and vulnerability:

“BRBP K T IE T XN, RIE TR G HEEAASORFER, B
WRBEARZEI I KEFLEANNZEE.. F_GER R HFEFRDE, REH AT IFE
B, REFBZERNEZ I RTH—LEEN, RGE=FE. RIEZIEH T EEZLRE
HEHFBFTYHIN 1R FRAINGEE R EFETH, PN ER T HEE L EZFE), B
THX 4 37, 7 “I've talked about this with my friend too, and he said it might be because

back in China, most of us haven t really experienced much kindness from strangers—or at least,
not consistently. The second reason is that I'm kind of going through a low point right now, and 1
feel a bit embarrassed... like I need to prove myself and get through it on my own. And third...
well, based on my past work experience, whenever someone offered help when I really needed it,
it often came with strings attached. Like, they were trying to gain leverage over me or hold
something over my head. So now I hesitate to accept help easily—I’'m afraid it means I’ll owe

them something.” (FG2-P05)

Here, the participant revealed a deep discomfort with asking for or receiving help—not
out of pride alone, but out of a fear of emotional debt, of being manipulated, or simply from not
having experienced unconditional support in the past. This nuanced reflection reminds us that
self-reliance is not only cultural but also historical and emotional which is shaped by trust (or the
lack of it), power dynamics, and past trauma. For some Chinese people, integrating into a new
country is not only about learning the language or getting a job, but also slowly unlearning the

fear of being vulnerable.
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This tendency toward self-reliance was also frequently accompanied by a strong
internalized sense of competition. Several participants reflected on how this competition habit
was not only common in academic or career settings but also extended into areas like
immigration and social comparison. For many, being Chinese meant not only standing on your
own, but also striving to do better than others, though often silently and intensely. This spirit of
competition is not always about beating others, but rather about personal excellence and gaining

the upper hand within a system of limited opportunities. For instance, one participant said:

“BIAGMBREESE —LHEREHBERY, BELZ LB LRZ KL, B,
BRI R B AL ZLE LTI HIAMIG, AL HBELMNIIE? B2 I FFHLE
LG HE—FIANT) LR W, AP E—FRZIGE, 1521 /8 LBz R a8 5 — 1T
tH, HEOTXFEX AL, AL TEH—TEFHAT LIS, HE

BT ERL, REBHMLXIAABLEREL, I HEE/LFHEZFTEEI/LFIALN],

7’

e E R E gz g, " “There are financial requirements for immigration too—like you need a

certain level of economic resources. So then the question is, what about people who don 't have
that kind of financial strength? Is there a pathway for them? I feel like people themselves are a
kind of resource—human capital—and money is just another kind of resource. If others can use
money as leverage, then I should be able to use myself—my skills, my potential—as leverage too.
So if there's a path that allows people to use their human capital instead of just financial capital,
1 think that s actually pretty fair. At least, compared to many of the older folks trying to

immigrate—like those auntie-age applicants—my English is definitely stronger.” (FG1-P03)

Here, immigration is imagined as a kind of leverage system: some use money as a
resource, others must rely on their own human capital, such as their language scores, resilience,
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and effort. This framing reflects an internalized logic of self-commodification. By using the same
language (human capital) as the immigration points system, the participant positions herself not
as a person, but as a competitive resource. Her value is therefore measured not by who she is, but
by how efficiently she can exchange her skills and efforts for a place in Canadian society. This
reveals how deeply the economic logic of immigration policy has shaped not only policy

structures but also how immigrants evaluate their own worth.

The three themes above show how participants talked about integration, self-identity, and
Chinese-ness while living in Canada. They described the push and pull between fitting in and
holding on to their roots, the frustrations of downward mobility, and the sense of competition and
self-reliance they carried with them. While not always linked directly to the tests, these
reflections were shaped by the same policy logic that makes language testing so powerful—an
emphasis on proving value, demonstrating responsibility, and showing readiness to belong. In
this way, the themes of identity and belonging connect back to the broader system in which

language assessments operate.

5.3.3 Group dynamics of focus group discussion
In addition to the substantive themes presented above, the focus groups also revealed

notable dynamics of interaction that shaped how perspectives were voiced and negotiated.

Across groups, some participants tended to dominate the floor, speaking at length and
steering the discussion in particular directions. At such points, I occasionally intervened
playfully, such as joking about “muting” a participant, to create space for others to speak. This
light intervention often led to laughter and opened the door for quieter members to contribute.

On the contrary, several participants rarely contributed unless explicitly invited to do so,
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suggesting that individual voices sometimes required active facilitation to be heard. In addition,
disagreement was not always voiced directly. At times, it was conveyed through subtle non-
verbal cues such as frowns or sidelong glances while others were talking. For example, in one
group a participant strongly insisted that “... 5 & i 472127 BEEFIGEANT" “...good English
is the only way to integrate” (FG8-P26). Others exchanged looks for a while until another
member quietly voiced her disagreement. This tension then opened up a broader discussion about

different forms of belonging that do not depend solely on language.

Different to the assumptions of how Chinese participants might avoid disagreement in
group settings, every group had diversity of opinions. These differences were typically expressed
in a respectful manner. In some cases, emotional intensity would lead to digressions, but other
members of the group stepped in to redirect the conversation for me, which demonstrate a degree
of collective regulation. There were also moments when participants visibly shifted their

NS

perspectives, reacting with surprise or acknowledgment to others’ comments, for example, “zX,

B ERIX AL ... " “I had never thought about it that way...”( FG7-P21). And they

sometimes even revise their own positions to align with new insights.

These patterns illustrate how the focus group setting not only elicited individual
experiences but also created opportunities for participants to co-construct, challenge, and refine
their understandings of language testing in dialogue with others. The emergence of tension,
subtle resistance, and occasional consensus showed how data were dynamically built through
collective discussion, which is an aspect that would have been less visible in one-to-one

interviews.
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5.3.4 Summary of Part 2

This section presented participants’ lived experiences navigating language testing and
integration in Canada. Through focus groups and co-analysis sessions, thirteen refined themes
were developed that capture participants’ emotional responses, test-taking and immigration
strategies, frustrations, and reflections on identity and belonging. In addition to these findings,
the focus groups also revealed important patterns of group interaction, showing how participants
expressed, negotiated, and sometimes revised their views in dialogue with one another. The co-
analysis process was particularly helpful in validating the preliminary themes and also in

expanding the scope of interpretation through participants' own insights as co-researchers.

Together, these themes describe the disconnection between standardized policy
expectations and the lived realities of immigrants. Participants’ voices revealed that integration is
not merely a matter of language scores, but an ongoing negotiation of values, self-perception,
and structural constraints. Their experiences challenged the dominant discourses of fairness and
neutrality embedded in Canada’s immigration policies, and highlighted how language tests
function not just as assessments of linguistic ability, but as tools that can shape access, identity,

integration, and the immigrant experience itself.

5.4 Chapter summary

This chapter presented the research findings from two interconnected areas of analysis.
The first part focused on how Canadian immigration policies and media discourses frame
language proficiency as a policy problem. Using the first stage of the policy archaeology
framework, four dominant frames were identified: economic justification, national identity
discourse, deficit framing, and cultural othering. These frames construct language ability as a key
determinant of economic productivity, social belonging, and moral responsibility, reinforcing the
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expectation that immigrants must demonstrate language proficiency to prove their worthiness for

inclusion in Canadian society.

The second part of the chapter explored the lived experiences of Chinese immigrants,
highlighting how language assessment policies are encountered, negotiated, and resisted in
everyday life. Through focus groups and the co-analysis sessions, 13 themes were developed that
illustrate how language testing influences immigrants’ decisions, shapes their perceptions of
identity and belonging, and affects their access to economic, social, and cultural resources. The
focus group setting itself also played a role, as group dynamics created opportunities for
participants to build on, challenge, or refine each other’s perspectives, and further enrich the
findings. These findings demonstrate that language testing operates not only as an administrative
requirement but also as a powerful force that shapes immigrant subjectivities and reinforces

broader systems of social inequality.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents an integrated discussion of the research findings of this study, and
addresses the central research questions outlined in Chapter 3: (1) How do Canadian immigration
policy and media discourses construct immigrant language ability as a social and political issue?
And (2) What do discussions with Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys reveal
about how they perceive, negotiate, or challenge dominant discourses of language, identity, and
belonging embedded in English language assessment? Building on the results reported in
Chapter 5, this chapter brings together insights from results in Phase 1 and Phase 2 to critically
discuss the role of language assessment in the Canadian immigration system. Focus was placed
on how language tests, though positioned as simple technical tools for measuring linguistic
competence, could function as mechanisms of policy control and social regulation. I also discuss
the complex ways in which Chinese immigrants navigate, internalize, and contest these policy

mechanisms through their lived experiences with language assessment.

The discussion is organized into two main parts. The first part focuses on discussing the
policy-level discourses, drawing on the document analysis results informed by the first and
second dimensions of policy archaeology, highlighting the dominant narratives of economic
justification, national identity, deficit framing, and cultural othering. The second part focuses on
the lived experiences of Chinese immigrants, applying the model of investment (Darvin &
Norton, 2015) to revisit and discuss the 13 themes developed through focus groups and the co-
analysis sessions. Through this framework, the results demonstrate how language assessment
shapes immigrant subjectivities by influencing their identities, ideologies, and access to various
forms of capital.
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By bringing these two strands of analysis together, this chapter offers a comprehensive
account of how language assessment functions simultaneously at the policy level and within the
intimate spaces of immigrant lives. This chapter concludes with theoretical and methodological
reflections, highlighting how this study contributes to broader debates in language policy, social

justice, and immigrant inclusion.

6.2 Part I: Policy-level interpretation and discussion

This section draws on the first dimension of Scheurich’s (1994) policy archaeology
framework to examine how Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct
immigrant language proficiency as a “problem.” Rather than treating language ability as a
neutral, measurable skill, these texts frame it as a deficit, a barrier to integration, or a condition
for economic participation and national belonging. The question of "how well immigrants speak
English or French" is not posed in a vacuum; it is shaped by broader ideological assumptions
about productivity, loyalty, and cultural conformity. As previous researchers have observed,
states often embed language within broader ideological projects of productivity and loyalty
(Bannerji, 2000; Haque, 2012), and these findings reinforce critiques of immigration policy as
privileging quantifiable indicators of integration while obscuring broader forms of social and
cultural capital (McNamara, 2005; Blommaert, 2010). This also resonates with the notion of
“hidden agendas” discussed in Chapter 2, where language testing operates not only to promote
integration but also to filter immigrants by economic utility (Hawthorne, 2011) and cultural
compatibility (Hoang, 2019). These are objectives that extend far beyond the stated purpose of

supporting integration.

Table 8 summarizes four dominant discourses identified in the document analysis
including economic justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and cultural
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othering. The table also shows the core concerns, key concepts, and institutional mechanisms of
the four main discourses. These frames align with what previous studies described as the
neoliberalization and commodification of language (Piller, 2016; Chiswick & Miller, 2007),
however, findings of this study suggest that the Canadian case has a particularly explicit
institutionalization: language test scores are not only symbolic of human capital but are formally
included in the points system. In other words, the commodification here is not just metaphorical

but operational, transforming test results into the very currency of immigration selection. These

findings extend Roever and McNamara’s (2006) critique of tests as gatekeeping devices by

showing how gatekeeping is intensified through quantification, as linguistic ability becomes a

measurable proxy for both employability and civic worth. This quantification illustrates the

misalignment between explicit rationales and actual policy uses: while framed as integration

tools, tests could operate as instruments of labor market management and immigrant flow

control.

Table 8

The four main discourses from document analysis

. Institutional Theoretical
Section Core Concern  Key Concepts Mechanisms Grounding
Language s Human capital, Neoliberalism and
framed as . Express Entry
6.2.1 . meritocracy, . the
. human capital, . . . point system, CLB . .
Economic . . individual . commodification of
. . directly tied to o scores, economic .
Justification immierants’ responsibility, olicy narratives language (Piller,
£ra neoliberalism POHICY Chiswick & Miller
economic value
Language is .. . Language L
16\122 | positioned as a Citizenship, pro f%ciei oy for Institutional
Identity values citizenship; point (Bannerji, Haque);
Discourse and a marker of ’ rewards for Ji, Haque),

civic belonging

bilingualism,

French/English;

language and
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civic legal emphasis on  national unity
responsibility official languages  (Heller, Haque)
Immigrants are
portrayed as
lacking Linguistic
sufficient deficiency, High-stakes testing Svmbolic power of
6.2.3 language ability, integration (IELTS, CELPIP); Y P
: legitimizing readiness policy narratives language standards
Deficit ' o (Shohamy,
Frami state personal failure, about immigrant .
raming ) . ooy . Bourdieu)
intervention and responsibility to  readiness
reinforcing adapt
processes of
exclusion
Public use of Ec})llrlrllltc)icz)ilrlices and
non-official Visibility, Media narratives, . )
languages is signage, cultural signage 1mag1neq
6.2.4 N . community
portrayed as separation, controversies, soft
Cultural : ! (Anderson);
. threatening outsider status,  pressures around L
Othering . . . linguistic
national un-Canadian public language -
. ) legitimacy
cohesion and behavior use .
social unit (Bourdieu,
Y Shohamy)

In the first stage of this logic, immigrants’ language proficiency is named and framed as a

policy issue: some immigrants may be seen as either lacking the language skills necessary for

economic success or as culturally incompatible due to their continued use of non-official

languages. This naming sets the stage for a deeper set of assumptions, or what Scheurich (1994)

refers as “rules and regularities,” which is the implicit truths that guide how the problem is

understood. The rules and regularities include the belief that integration is a matter of individual

responsibility, that official language proficiency is a proxy for loyalty and productivity, and that

successful immigration must be earned through measurable performance. These assumptions

complicate the view of standardized testing as measurable evidence of readiness, instead, they

confirm Shohamy’s (2006) and Ricento’s (2015) critiques that tests embed ideological
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expectations into seemingly technical measures. In the Canadian case, they also reproduce, as
described in Chapter 2, “invisible borders” (Winter, 2018; Polanco & Zell, 2017), where
naturalized citizens remain under scrutiny while Canadian-born citizens are not required to prove
belonging. By equating proficiency with loyalty and readiness, policies could introduce

hierarchies of legitimacy and normalize differential treatment among citizens.

From these assumptions, policy solutions emerge that appear neutral and technical:
standardized language tests, which are implemented as instruments to measure, classify, and
select. Yet these tools do more than assessing language abilities; they also validate the very
framing that created the problem in the first place. In practice, this logic often operates through
simplified equations such as language test scores = language ability = level of integration Or,
within the point system, language test scores = human capital value = labor market value.
These equivalences are oversimplification of the complex processes of integration to quantifiable
metrics, which aligns immigrants’ social and economic worth with broader labor market
priorities and government quotas. In doing so, these equivalences extend prior critiques of
neoliberal selection logics (Ferrer, Picot & Riddell, 2014; Pottie-Sherman, 2018) by showing
how shifting labor market needs can continually redefine what counts as “sufficient” language
ability. The reliance on CLB scores then offers apparent “evidence” that immigrants fail to meet
these standards (when the standards are often not fixed but change in response to labor market

needs). Exclusion is therefore not as an accident but as a systemic feature of policy design.
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Framing immigrant
language ability as a
problem

Outcomes:

immigrants fail to meet
shifting standards;
further justify the

Rules & Regularities:
individual
responsibility; language
as loyalty; measurable
performance

Policy solutions:
standardized language
tests; CLB; point system

problem; normalize
exclusion

Figure 7 The Circular Logic of Canadian Immigration Language Policy

This is a closed loop (as shown in Figure 7). In this loop, language proficiency is first
framed as a problem, then justified through implicit rules and regularities, implemented through
technical policy solutions, and finally reinforced by outcomes that appear to validate the original
framing. The outcomes, such as immigrants failing to meet ever-shifting benchmarks, do not
undermine the system but instead provide the rationale for further tightening standards,
completing the loop. This closed loop resembles what Foucault (1980, 1991) described as a
regime of truth: repeated practices create the illusion of neutrality and inevitability, leading
policymakers and the public to believe that language proficiency naturally determines integration
success. While the system presents itself as fair, merit-based, and objective, the findings here

show how symbolic, economic, and cultural logics intertwined in Canada’s points system to
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produce a particularly powerful mechanism of ideological reproduction that defines who

belongs, who is valued, and who remains excluded

The insights summarized in Figure 7 were not only conceptual conclusions but also
served a methodological function. This analysis of policy discourses, including how language
proficiency was framed as a problem and justified through specific rules, practices, and
outcomes, informed the development of the focus group protocol. Each component of the loop
helped identify a cluster of assumptions to be probed further: how participants understood the
framing of language as a gatekeeping tool, how they encountered standardized policies, and how
they experienced the outcomes of these institutional logics in daily life. This recursive design
demonstrates the value of policy archaeology in linking macro-level discourses with micro-level
immigrant experiences, which bridges the hidden agendas and invisible borders identified in the

literature with the lived realities captured in Phase 2.

Together, these findings address the first research question directly by showing that
Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct immigrant language ability as a
problem through four dominant discourses. They also show how standardized assessments and
the points system legitimize and operationalize these discourses, making exclusion appears

normal.

In the next section, I will turn to immigrant experiences to discuss how these discourses

and policy practices are encountered, internalized, or resisted.

6.3 Part II: Discussion of focus group results
In this section, I will present a critical discussion of the results of the focus groups,

specifically how Chinese immigrants have experienced language testing in the Canadian
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immigration process, and how they have made sense of and responded to these policies in their
own lives. This discussion addresses the second research question: What do discussions with
Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys reveal about how they perceive, negotiate,
or challenge dominant discourses of language, identity, and belonging embedded in English

language assessment?

The discussion is guided by the model of investment (Darvin and Norton, 2015), which
offers a framework for interpreting how language learning and assessment are shaped by broader
systems of power. The model focuses on three interrelated dimensions: identity, ideology, and
capital. It also highlights how individuals navigate unequal conditions of access and recognition

in different social and institutional contexts.

The 13 themes developed through the focus group discussions and the co-analysis
sessions are grouped accordingly in the following discussion. First, I focus on how participants’
self-perceptions and social identities were affected by language testing, especially in terms of
confidence, belonging, and cultural in-betweenness. Second, I reflect on how participants made
sense of dominant ideologies such as meritocracy, neoliberalism, and multiculturalism. I also
highlight how these ideas were accepted, questioned, or interpreted. Third, I consider how
participants’ economic, social, and cultural capital interacted with language requirements and test

scores, and how capital was either activated or devalued in the immigration process.

While many of these themes align closely with the three dimensions, not all fit neatly
within the framework. This discussion is therefore divided into four parts, the first three parts
each corresponds to one of the model’s core dimensions and the last one discusses the themes
that did not fit into those categories. This model is used here not to force alignment, but to

deepen the understanding of how language testing functions as a site of power in immigrants’
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lives. By returning to the voices of participants and the themes co-constructed in the research
process, my goal in this section is to highlight the complex and often contradictory ways

language assessment shapes immigrant subjectivity, social positioning, and access to opportunity.

6.3.1 Identity: the struggle between positioning and desire

Participants experiences reported in the results of Chapter 5 show that English language
assessment played a significant role in shaping their self-perceptions and social identities
throughout the immigration process. For many of them, language test scores were not
experienced as a neutral indicator of their language proficiency, instead, they felt that the scores
represent some sort of judgement of their values as immigrants, and whether they were good
enough to belong in Canadian society. Particularly in these high-stakes contexts, language

performance is linked to worthiness, legitimacy, and belonging.

As reported in Chapter 5, many participants had studied or worked in English-speaking
environments before immigrating, but they still shared their feelings of frustration or shame
when they failed to achieve the required scores. Rather than interpreting these scores as a
measure of merely language ability, many of them internalized them as evaluations of their
personal or social fitness. In other words, they felt it said something about who they were. This
means that language testing did not only affect their immigration eligibility but also shaped how
they saw themselves in relation to Canadian society. This internalization aligns with Shohamy’s
(2001, 2006) argument that tests operate as instruments of social control, and with Wilson’s
(2017) account of neoliberal “regimes of truth,” where market-like metrics are taken as natural
evidence of merit and character. Under such logics, falling short on a required score is readily
read as individual failure rather than a signal of structural constraint (McNamara & Ryan, 2011).

These experiences also reflect how immigrants’ identities are constructed through an ongoing
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negotiation between external positioning and internal desires. Through the model of investment,
this dimension of identity can be understood as the interaction between two concepts: habitus,
which is the social positioning shaped by dominant ideologies; and desire, which is participants’
imagined identities and aspirations for who they hoped to become. I grouped themes 7, 12, and
13 together to discuss how Chinese immigrants navigate integration, self-identification, and

cultural norms during and after language assessment.

In Theme 7 (Comments on integration and integration efforts), participants repeatedly
described “integration” as something they must do proactively. This expectation often does not
come from formal policy but from internalized discourses about what “good immigrants” should

do. The concept of “Zz7gN " (actively integrate) appeared frequently, but participants
revealed mixed feelings about what it meant. Some accepted it as a personal responsibility, for
example, ‘Y BHN, BAEHEREZXENIXI, TE2HABREZL R (1 you
want to integrate, you must first accept the culture here. It's not that others have to come accept
you. ) This comment shows how participants internalized a one-directional view of integration.

They see themselves as the ones who needed to adjust, conform, and initiate change, which

aligns with the neoliberal ideals of self-governance. Some others critique the power hierarchy it
implies: “... Z77...... XL Z O] fEH — 5 condescending, TJFEH S F1W..." (...the
idea of having to ‘actively’integrate... that attitude can come off a bit condescending. Like, it
implies a sense of superiority— ‘I’'m above you...) These examples highlight how participants
were both positioned by discourses of integration and positioned themselves either as compliant
actors or critical observers. This contradiction between being subject to power and exercising

agency is central to how Darvin and Norton (2015) define identity. In this sense, immigrants are

161



caught in between compliance and critique, which indicate that the “ideal immigrant” norm
functions as a moral horizon that can be either embraced or contested in practice (Arat-Kog,

2012; Joppke, 2021).

Theme 12 (Self-identity within a multicultural context) further reveals identity as a space
of instability. Many participants described themselves as being “GrZ—NHEIFT— AR, A
L. 7 (I'm kind of stuck in the middle, and yeah... it feels a bit awkward.”) This

status captures the disorientation of cultural in-betweenness. These experiences demonstrate how
desire is always shaped by the constraints of habitus. Although participants imagined themselves
as future Canadians, their symbolic legitimacy was often deferred or denied. They were
constantly adjusting their performances of identity through language or behavior, but they have

never been certain of recognition, which led to a fragmented sense of self.

This struggle was further intensified by cultural dispositions tied to their Chinese

upbringing, and I call it the “Chinese-ness” of the immigrants. In theme 13 (FRE A SRR
%5 it Chinese-ness and shared cultural traits), participants described a shared reluctance to ask

for help, which is a clear tendency of self-reliance. This is a deeply internalized drive to prove

oneself through quiet endurance, and this characteristic, as what one participant called “Z7/74
FREZFIHE " ( “the way we were educated back in China” ) . 1t formed part of their

habitus and shaped how they approached language testing and immigration more broadly. One

participant shared their instinct in the face of difficulty was “... FRIFEZELHC, AT BEL
BEAFIA ... " (“it’s best to rely on yourself, not to trouble others...”") which is a trait connected

to both cultural upbringing and survival in competitive systems. These traits sometimes helped
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them to endure challenges, but they also limit their ability to access social support, reinforce their
positioning as isolated individuals navigating complex institutional structures alone. Creese’s
(2010) work on linguistic capital and racialization shows how “standard language” erases certain
speakers’ legitimacy. However, the findings here show that participants’ reliance on self-
endurance sometimes amplified this erasure, as they navigated tests and integration without
drawing on support systems that might have buffered these pressures. In this way, even strong
language proficiency could not dissolve the ‘invisible borders’ regulating access and recognition

(Polanco & Zell, 2017).

Together, these narratives reflect how identity is constructed through tension and
contradiction. On the one hand, participants considered themselves as competent, adaptable, and
deserving of belonging. On the other hand, the difficult requirements of immigration policy and
their experiences of partial recognition often left them feeling stuck between worlds. They did
not passively receive identity labels from Canadian society, nor were they fully free to shape
their identities on their own terms. As Darvin and Norton argue, identity is formed in the space
between being positioned by systems of power and positioning oneself in relation to them. In this
context, language assessment acts as both a sorting mechanism and a symbolic mirror which
brings not only test scores but also broader judgements about worthiness, legitimacy, and

belonging.

In short, participants discussions reveal that identity is a layered and negotiated process.
It is shaped by dominant discourses of integration and ideal immigrant behavior, through
culturally specific dispositions, and driven by imagined futures that are not always accessible. In
this context, language assessment became a process in which immigrants struggled with who

they were, who they were allowed to be, and who they still hope to become.
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6.3.2 Ideology: the negotiation between dominant values and lived realities

The second dimension of the model of investment is ideology. It draws attention to the
discourses that shape what counts as legitimate, fair, or valuable in social systems. Here,
ideology is not defined merely as a personal belief, but a structuring force that defines how
reality is constructed, which norms are naturalized, by whom, and how people are positioned in
relation to a system of power. Ideology operates through policy, institutional practices, and
public discourses. It is often subtle or invisible. In the context of language assessment for
immigration, participants did not engage with ideology as a fixed set of ideas, but as shifting
values they had to navigate. Themes 4, 8, 9, and 11 reflect how participants negotiated these
dominant values. They sometimes align with them, sometimes resist them, and often living

within their personal contradictions.

Theme 4 (Policy understanding and commentary) reveals a nuanced understanding of the
immigrants on the shifting criteria for legitimacy. For instance, one participant observed “ A #F
22015, 2016 FERIATRIE, FIEHIANZELE T, REBTHELH—TFEET. (1
have an impression that the language of the PNP, the requirements got higher later. It was about
2015 or 2016, there were more applicants than the cut-off score got higher suddenly.)” This
adjustment was not seen as a technical update, but as evidence of a deeper policy logic which
privileged numbers, efficiency, and economic sorting over inclusion or fairness. In other words,
participants generally accepted the merit-based point system of immigration policy and attributed
the rising cut-off scores to an increased number of applicants. However, I think their
observations hinted at an unconscious questioning of whether such adjustments were entirely fair

or neutral as they imply subtle discomforts and latent tensions. These responses also suggest how
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policy ideology operates: by presenting itself as neutral and data-driven, while quietly

reinforcing symbolic hierarchies by producing selective exclusions (Russell et al., 2024).

Theme 11 (Critique of Canadian values and culture and the underlying construction of
policy) extends this critique to broader national narratives. While Canada promotes
multiculturalism as a foundational value, participants pointed out the tensions between this
public image and their lived experiences. One participant questioned the expectation to “actively

integrate” despite being in a supposed inclusive society: “FEEEAA multiculturalism Bi 2
Canadian value fiF, HBHELZE—EBD T ... AT LALEZZLHA.." (“If

multiculturalism is a Canadian value, then I'm already part of it. Why do I still have to make a

special effort to integrate?...” ) Some others described an underlying cultural confidence in

“white Canadian” identity, suggesting that the dominant culture is open to difference only when
it remains comfortably peripheral. To the participants, multiculturalism functions less as an open
embrace of diversity and more as a managed tolerance with boundaries set by the dominant
culture. Immigrants are welcomed, but only if they can perform their belonging in ways that
align with pre-existing expectations of behavior, language, and attitude. These unspoken rules
contribute to what might be called a symbolic hierarchy of legitimacy, which is a structure not
only enforced by legal requirements but also by everyday social expectations. To be seen as fully
legitimate, immigrants must navigate not only formal language policies but also informal norms
of civility and deference that define “acceptable” diversity. This dynamic resonates with findings
that multicultural policy can mask underlying assimilationist pressure where acceptance is

contingent upon conformity to dominant cultural norms (Shiholo, 2024).
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Participants also reflected on how they were perceived by Canadian society, particularly
in relation to language, accent, and economic behavior. In theme 8, (Commentary on Canadian
perceptions and believes of Chinese immigrants), some described being scapegoated for social

issues such as housing inflation. As one participant noted:

M IES R BN P EANIEE T EZ 4 ZH90... " ( “They all think it’s us Chinese who
drove up the housing prices in Toronto... ) This concern was not just about housing. It reflected
a broader pattern in which the economic presence of Chinese immigrants was viewed with
suspicion. Rather than being seen as contributing capital or economic value to the country,
Chinese immigrants were often portrayed as outsiders who distorted local markets and disrupted
social equality. While local narratives assumed Chinese immigrants were all financially well-off,
this assumption was rarely framed positively. Their economical capital was not interpreted as a
resource for development but as a threat to the interests of “real” Canadians, especially when
linked to property ownership. In other words, the housing example should not be read as separate
from language or identity. It illustrates how ideology operates by projecting broader social
anxieties, such as affordability, onto racialized immigrants. This dynamic resonates with Winter’s
(2018) argument, again, about “invisible borders,” where immigrants remain marked as outsiders
regardless of their actual contributions, and with Polanco and Zell’s (2017) findings that
immigrants’ economic presence is often reframed as disruptive rather than beneficial. Similar
scapegoating logics have also been observed in other national contexts (Hagelund, 2020),
showing how structural problems are displaced onto migrant groups through racialized narratives
of blame. In the Canadian case, Chinese immigrants’ economic capital was reframed not as a

resource but as a social threat, reinforcing symbolic boundaries of belonging.
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This was also an example of a broader feeling of conditional belonging: even after
passing language tests and possibly secured permanent residency, many Chinese immigrants
continued to feel like provisional citizens and are often being judged not only by their languages,
but also how they behave, spend money, or navigate public life. Such perceptions suggest that
immigrants’ integration is often judged against normative expectations, and when public
anxieties arise, immigrants may become convenient targets to be judged or blamed. This finding
aligns with what Li (2003) argues, where racialized immigrants are often cast as “others” in
public discourse, particularly in moments of economic or social tension, regardless of their
formal status or demonstrated efforts to integrate. These stereotypes do not arise solely from
economic fears but are deeply tied to symbolic boundaries of nationhood. Although some other
participants expressed cautious positive opinions toward Canada’s multicultural policies, and
acknowledged the government effort to promote diversity, they also noted a clear gap between
these official values and their day-to-day experiences. Multiculturalism may be celebrated at the
institutional level, but in everyday interactions, symbolic exclusion persists. As Chouliaraki and
Georgiou (2022) argue, such exclusions are often subtle, and are maintained not through laws but
through soft ideological forces such as the public expectations about who belongs, what
behaviors are acceptable, and whose presence is subject to scrutiny, etc. These findings therefore
extended earlier critiques of Canadian multiculturalism (Dauvergne, 2016; Root et al., 2014;
Winter, 2018) by showing how, in practice, symbolic inclusion is conditional and fragile, and

immigrants’ economic or linguistic contributions do not necessarily guarantee their acceptance.

Theme 9 (The discussion of the experiences and attitudes with other immigrants/refugees
groups) revealed how participants themselves reproduced ideological hierarchies by drawing

distinctions between “skilled” immigrants and other groups, particularly refugees. Some framed
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refugee recipients as undeserving, and advocate concerns about welfare dependency and safety.

For instance, one participant who works as a volunteer in an NGO in Canada that is responsible
for refugee settlement said: “... #7175 T A9, EHBNIKHIFFEMN]. KT LF

! > «...They don 't work but we are paying taxes for them. This is not fair.” Another contrasted
their own struggles with what they perceived as unearned benefits for others “... v 5 2 1RZ 77
LZZFEFHIAIR, R AFINGRBE ALBEGHHAR, AL EE LI EEAEE R
JE. 7 (“You've worked so hard to earn your way in, and then you wonder—why should someone

else get in so easily and even live comfortably off your tax money?”’) These views reflected the
internalized neoliberal meritocratic values. They are positioning themselves as morally deserving
by virtue of effort and sacrifice, while casting others as passive recipients of an overly generous
system. In reproducing these distinctions, participants engaged in the same symbolic logic that
had evaluated themselves through test scores and policy filters. Ideology, in this context, is not
only something imposed from above, but it is sustained through consent as well as coercion,

which fosters divisions based on perceived legitimacy and deservingness (Song et al., 2024).

Together, these themes show how participants were not merely shaped by dominant
discourses but actively participated in negotiating them. Some gently questioned the fairness of
the policy, others distanced themselves from less “deserving” groups, and many expressed
contradictory feelings about Canada’s promises of inclusivity comparing to their real
experiences. For them, language testing was not just a technical gate. It was embedded in broader
ideological structures that defined who counts, what counts, and how people should be judged.
Through their reflections, the often-invisible power became overt: how it legitimizes some forms

of belonging while marginalizing others, all under the guise of fairness and merit.
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6.3.3 Capital: from inherited assets to recognized value

The third dimension of the model of investment is capital. Capital refers to the various
resources such as economic, social, cultural, and symbolic forms of value that individuals bring
with them (Darvin & Norton, 2015). Language learners, particularly immigrants, enter new
social fields equipped with varying forms of capital, such as degrees, professional experience,
linguistic proficiency, and networks, etc. Whether these assets are recognized and valued in the
new context is determined by the local value system, which is shaped by dominant ideologies
and institutional structures. Capital, especially symbolic capital, is therefore fluid and dynamic. It
can be transformed, devalued, or made invisible depending on the expectations and constraints of
the host society (Bourdieu, 1991). In the context of Canadian immigration, participants’
experiences reflected how their existing capital, rather than being treated as affordances, was
often subjected to institutional judgement, selective recognition, or symbolic erasure. In the case
of Chinese immigrants navigating Canadian language testing policies, participants’ narratives
reveal how various forms of capital, including knowledge, money, effort, and strategic
awareness, must be constantly reconfigured to meet the narrow definitions of merit. In this
section, I draw on themes 2, 6, 10, and 12 to discuss how immigrants’ capital was not only
unevenly recognized, but also subjected to intense emotional, financial, and institutional pressure

as it was converted into standardized, test-based indicators of value.

Theme 2 (Strategic decision-making in the immigration process) reveals how participants
engaged in highly tactical decision-making when navigating the language testing and
immigration system. Many of them adopted a probabilistic strategy to maximize their chances,
including adjusting test dates, cancelling registrations, or entering the immigration pool before

achieving ideal scores, so that they will not miss any possible policy changes. As one participant
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putit “GEEEE CTHE T, FIEEER (FSHL) B! 7 (“You just throw yourself
into the pool first, and then slowly update your language scores later!”). These practices
demonstrate not just individual flexibility but also an implicit understanding of the system’s

shifting thresholds and opaque logic.

Participants’ ability to engage in these strategies relied on multiple forms of capital.
Access to informational capital from online forums, social networks, or consultants can help
them read and predict system behavior. Their repeated test registrations, schedule coordination,
and application planning were only made possible with their economic capital. The applicants
with more financial capital could absorb financial risks that less resources applicants could not.
In this sense, participants were not merely applicants complying with policy, but they acted as de
facto policy interpreters and risk managers. They actively work to convert their existing capital
into institutionally recognized forms. However, such strategic engagement is rarely
acknowledged in official evaluations of immigrant “merit.” The system continues to reduce their
value to numerical scores, overlooking the complex ways in which immigrants mobilize, adapt,
and repackage their capital in response to structural constraints. As Anwar (2014) and Hawthorne
(2011) argue, the points system disadvantages many applicants from non-Anglophone
backgrounds. These findings deepen this critique by showing how even those with resources are
forced into repetitive calculations and tactical practices, which demonstrate that the problem may
not due to a lack of capital but in its narrow institutional recognition. As Darvin and Norton
(2015) argue, the worth of one’s capital is always contingent on its worth and meaning within the

logic and recognition structures of the receiving institution.

Theme 6 (Participants' testing history and feelings taking the test) captures the emotional
and psychological influence of standardized language testing on participants. Many described the
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process of preparing for and repeatedly taking high-stakes tests like IELTS or CELPIP as
exhausting, demoralizing, and financially burdensome. These reflections reveal that language
testing, far from being a technical procedure, is experienced as a deeply affective and symbolic
process that shapes how participants view themselves and their future possibilities. Several
participants shared their prolonged and repeated efforts to achieve the required “8777”

benchmark on the IELTS. One participant reported taking the test 13 times and added that “... Z

NIEFRENFE - =-12L...” (“...a lot of people in the group had taken the test 20 or 30

times... "), highlighting how frequent retesting became normalized in some circles. The emotional

strain of repeated failure was described by another participant, “ZZAL2E L5 5 =B — ...

AN F I — R a8 R E BLIFIRL R B 1570 (“Every time, there's always one

part—usually listening—where I struggle a bit... After retaking it over and over, I just end up

losing motivation.”) The mental and emotional fatigue of chasing a narrow score range was also
reflected in comments like “/REZBZE, B HE, LG HEER 1A ZEETEEN
HIEZEET], B ZFIFITALE. ~ “The more you try, the more frustrated you get. You start to

wonder if the test is about your real ability or something else.” These reflections illustrate how
immigrants’ capital conversion was not just economic but also emotional, with may produce
fatigue, doubt, and resignation. The testing experience therefore becomes not only a
measurement of proficiency, but a perceived judgement on one’s worth, competency, and

legitimacy as a future immigrant.

Beyond personal frustration, participants also raised questions about the credibility and
fairness of the testing system itself. Rather than viewing test scores as stable indicators of ability,

many believed that outcomes were unpredictable and could be influenced by luck, test location,
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or examiner leniency. As one participant noted, “ K IFZFEZEI/LLX, HEEZEELIHH
BE, " (“I'll just take the test a few more times, I'll eventually get the score I want."). This

suggests again, a probabilistic orientation toward test outcomes. Other participants shared
specific stories of their friends receiving higher scores by taking the test outside Mainland China
or after switching to a different test center. These stories, though largely anecdotal, were widely
circulated in online forums and WeChat groups, which shapes a shared sense that standardized
tests are not entirely objective. These participants reveal two interrelated facts. First, they suggest
a lack of language testing literacy. Participants often did not fully understand the constructs,
validity principles, or scoring mechanisms underlying the tests they were taking (Fulcher, 2010).
Their engagement with the tests was primarily outcome driven, and only a few viewed the scores
as representative of actual communicative needs in Canadian society. Second, participants have a
growing skepticism and distrust toward the legitimacy of the testing system itself. The belief that
repeated test attempts or location changes can change their scores reflects a deeper suspicion that
the system is neither neutral nor consistent. As Shohamy (2001) notes, tests carry ideological
power. They not only assess ability but also define access and legitimacy. In this context,
participants’ sense of uncertainty and disbelief undermines the perceived authority of language

tests and revealed the fragility of symbolic capital under a supposedly standardized regime.

Language testing is therefore part of a larger emotional dynamic of migration. It is
intertwined with hope, exhaustion, agency, and vulnerability. Applicants continued to invest in
test-taking because the stakes were extraordinarily high, even when the system felt unreliable or
unfair. Their experiences demonstrate that the affective dimensions of testing, such as frustration,
distrust, resignation, can probably project how immigrants interact with the broader immigration

apparatus.
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Theme 10 (Micro strategies for test preparation) further illustrates the coping
mechanisms participants developed to navigate these demands. Many of them enrolled in cram

courses designed to teach test taking strategies rather than improve language skills. As one
participant put it “... 1Ak, 1R AEEEL MR, FERIEHIEELLF BEF
WEALHE.. BAFEEER]., ~ (“He told me, "You don t need to read the passage—ijust find the

answers directly. I'll show you how to do it..." Honestly, I was just winging it.’) These reflections
reveal the distinction between capital as lived experience and capital as measured credential.
Participants were forced to perform value in a specific institutional requirement. The system
rewards standardization, repetition, and familiarity of the test genre over real world

communicative competence (Roever & McNamara, 2006; Shohamy, 2001).

Beyond the pressure of testing, participants also point to a broader pattern of capital
devaluation in the post-migration context. As discussed in theme 12, several participants, such as
media professionals or corporate managers, had prestigious or well-compensated positions in
China, who found themselves in much lower-paying roles in Canada: “Z %722 2 7 2 o] L iR
IZE, B LA WX E L E I RORAI AN EFHIKF. 7 (71 think I can tell
you now—my current salary still hasn't reached the level of my annual income back when I left
Beijing. ”) Despite their considerable cultural and social capital, their prior accomplishments
were often unrecognized, which requires them to start over in unfamiliar labor markets. This

symbolic loss of status shows the difficulty of converting capital across national and linguistic

boundaries.

In the Canadian context, institutional and professional recognition often requires

Canadian credentials such as local degrees, native-like language proficiency, and local work
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experience. when immigrants’ prior capital does not align with these expectations, it is either
devalued or dismissed. This process reveals that the symbolic capital of the immigrants is not
only unrecognized, but actively constrained. For participants, their past success does not translate
into future opportunity, despite their continued effort and adaptability (Piller, 2016; Creese &
Wiebe, 2012). This illustrates what Joppke (2021) describes as “courting the top and fending off
the bottom” (p. 79), where immigration regimes seek skills but then limit their transferability,

which creates a clear mismatch between policy promises and lived realities.

These findings reinforce the previous critiques of language testing and immigration
policy as systems that prioritize quantifiable, decontextualized indicators of merit, while
linguistical, professional, and emotional capital became largely invisible (McNamara, 2005;
Blommaert, 2010). These findings add to the evidence of how immigrants actively repackage,
gamble, and exhaust their capital within an opaque and shifting system. This shows that the issue
is not simply about a lack of ability but about systemic misrecognition, where capital is only

valued when it can be standardized into test scores or other factors in the point system.

6.3.4 Beyond the framework: language, testing, and everyday tensions.

While the previous sections discussed participants’ experiences through the three
dimensions of the model of investment, several themes emerged that did not fit neatly into these
categories. Themes 1, 3, and 5 reflect participants’ broader reflections on the role of language in
daily life, the disconnections between test language and communicative needs, and their evolving
understanding of the tests themselves. These themes offer insight into how language is
experienced not only as a symbolic or strategic resource, but also as a practical, embodied, and

sometimes contradictory element of everyday life.
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Theme 1 (English or French necessity for survival or advancement in Canada) reflects the
uneven necessity of official language proficiency. While many participants agreed that language
competence is crucial for long-term success and professional development, others emphasized
that survival is possible with only basic language skills, especially within dense ethnic
landscapes. One participant mentioned that even in cities like Ottawa, where the Chinese
community is smaller, it is still possible to “live well” without extensive English use. These
reflections complicate the policy narrative that language is a universal requirement for
integration. Instead, language necessity appears highly context dependent. It is shaped by
geographic, social, and occupational factors. This perspective aligns with critiques of “one-size-

fits-all” approaches to language policy (Shohamy, 2006; Piller, 2016).

Theme 3 (English on test vs. English in daily life) expands this tension by drawing
attention to the gap between what participants were required to master for immigration purposes
and what they actually needed to navigate life in Canada. Some participants described testing
English as irrelevant to their everyday communicative demands. For example, small talk,
workplace banter, and culturally embedded expressions were frequently cited as more
challenging than structured test prompts. As one participant pointed out, instead of vocabulary or
grammar, cultural familiarity was more essential for participating in casual or professional
conversations. This disconnection reflects the distinction between language knowledge and
language use. For many participants, the realization that passing a language test did not

guarantee communicative confidence became another source of frustration and insecurity.

Theme 5 (Perceptions towards English language tests) offers a window into participants’
evolving attitudes toward the tests themselves. initially regarded as a necessary hurdle, the tests

were gradually reframed by participants as arbitrary, biased, or commercially driven. Some of
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them believe that test formats, especially the speaking component, was scored inconsistently
across regions or testing centers. Others noted that the validity period of test scores felt
artificially short, which leads to suspicions that repeated test-taking was financially motivated.
These perceptions are in line with what Hamp-Lyons (2000) called the “test industry” dynamic,
where standardized exams function both as gatekeepers and as commercial products. A striking
example of this growing skepticism is a recent policy change: as of November 1, 2024, the
Canadian government began requiring all applicants for the Post-Graduation Work Permit
(PGWP) to submit additional proof of English language proficiency. Previously, full time
graduates from Canadian institutions including undergraduate, master’s and doctoral programs,
could apply for this work permit without language testing, as their degree completion in English
environments was assumed to demonstrate sufficient proficiency. Under the new rule, however,
graduates must achieve at least CLB 7 (equivalent to IELTS General 6.0), even though many had
already submitted IELTS Academic scores of 6.0, 6.5 or above when applying for school
admission. The irony lies in the fact that after studying full-time in an English language
academic environment for several years, students are asked to retake a lower level, easier format
test. For many newcomers, especially immigrants and international students who had to navigate
these requirements directly, the new rule was widely perceived as redundant and profit driven.
Although this policy change does not directly link to immigration, this perception also reinforced
the sense that sometimes testing is less about communicative readiness and more about
bureaucratic compliance and institutional profit. Even for those who have lived and studied in
Canada for years, linguistic legitimacy must be repeatedly proven. It suggests that language tests
serve more as instruments of control than as genuine assessment of ability (Shohamy, 2001,

2006). Participants’ attitudes toward such policies reflect a broader frustration and distrust, in
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which immigrants and international students are never fully recognized as competent, regardless

of their lived experience.

Together, these themes point to a core finding: language, as experienced by immigrants,
is not just a resource to be acquired, nor a barrier to be overcome. It is a dynamic and often
contradictory part of life in a new society. Standardized testing policies tend to frame language as
something that can be measured, certified, and converted into points. Yet participants’ reflections
show that language is also relational, social, and contingent. It enables access but also marks
differences; it is required, but not always relevant; it is a ticket to entry, but not a guarantee of
belonging. These contradictions challenge the dominant discourse that treat language as a simple
policy variable, and calls for a more nuanced, context sensitive approach to both language policy

and language assessment.

6.3.5 Summary

This section discussed how Chinese immigrants’ lived experiences with language testing
and policy can be interpreted through the three dimensions of the model of investment: identity,
ideology, and capital (Darvin & Nordon, 2015). Themes such as 7, 12, and 13 reflected how
immigrants imagined themselves, recalibrated their self-worth, and located their belonging.
Themes 4, 8, 9 and 11 addressed ideological tensions, including meritocratic discourses,
racialized perceptions, and implicit hierarchies embedded in policy and public culture. Themes 2,
6, 10, and 12 captured how various forms of capitals were unevenly recognized and sometimes
devalued. Theme 12, notably, intersected both identity and capital, which highlighted the

entanglement of self-positioning and resource negotiation in migration experiences.
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The relationship among the 13 themes and the model of investment is visualized in
Figure 8 below. While the figure maps the 13 themes onto the model of investment based on
overlapping conceptual domains, I do believe that some themes, such as Theme 9 and 11, could
reasonably be placed under multiple dimensions depending on whether the focus is on discourse,
perception, or identity construction. For example, they reflect both ideological distinctions and
identity positioning vis-a-vis other immigrant groups. Beyond the three main dimensions of the
model, Themes 1, 3, and 5 captured tensions that are not easily categorized. Rather than fitting
neatly into a theoretical model, these themes shed light on everyday contradictions and
frustrations, which are instances where policy logic clashes with lived logic. For readability, the

theme labels in Figure 8 are abbreviated; their full names are provided in the text.

Identity Capital

heme 12
Self- | Theme 2 Strategic Decisions
identity In- | Theme 6 Testing History & Feelings

betweenn | Theme 10 Test Prep Strategies
E55 /

Theme 7 Integration Efforts
Theme 13 Chinese-ness

Theme 4 Policy Commentary
Theme 8 Canadian Perceptions
Theme 9 Views on Refugees/Other Immigrant
Theme 11 Critiques of Canadian Values

Themes not in model:

Theme 1 Necessity of English/French
Theme 3 Test English vs. Real English
Theme 5 Views on Tests

Ideology

Figure 8 Themes positioned within the Model of Investment (adapted from Darvin & Norton,

2015)
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Rather than a rigid coding scheme, this model and mapping should be considered a
relational framework that helps illustrate how identity, ideology, and capital interact dynamically
in immigration experiences. In complex lived realities, alternate mappings should be equally
valid and expected. At the same time, the themes that fall outside of the model serve as an
important reminder: immigrants’ engagement with language are not only shaped by symbolic
forces, but also by practical limitations, institutional inconsistencies, and the unpredictable

realities of everyday life.

While the process of mapping themes onto the model of investment was conducted by me
as the researcher, it is also important to acknowledge that the data themselves were shaped to
some extent by the dynamics of the focus group discussions. As described in Chapter 5,
participants did not only provide individual opinions but also engaged in dialogue with one
another. They at times reinforce, question, or revise perspectives in interaction. These group
dynamics did not determine the analytical mapping presented here, but they enriched the
substance of the themes by revealing how immigrant subjectivities were voiced, negotiated, and
co-constructed in collective settings. Taken together, these findings provide a direct response to
RQ2. They show that Chinese immigrants were not simply passive recipients of dominant
discourses, but active agents who perceived, negotiated, and at times challenged the values
embedded in English language assessment. Through their reflections, integration emerges not as
a straightforward outcome but as an uneven process shaped by policy demands, cultural
dispositions, and public perceptions. Language testing, in this sense, functions not only as a
technical requirement but as a recurring site where questions of legitimacy, fairness, and value

are worked out in daily life.
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6.4 Chapter summary

This chapter presents the discussions of the key findings of the study through two
interconnected dimensions: an initial policy-level construction of language testing, which
informed an investigation into the lived experiences of Chinese immigrants navigating that
system. Drawing on a policy archaeology framework, the first section highlighted how language
ability has been framed as a policy problem in Canadian immigration discourse. It revealed that
the legitimacy of language testing is not self-evident but emerges from broader policy logics—
particularly those emphasizing efficiency, economic contribution, and symbolic inclusion. The
second section shifted to the voices of immigrants themselves, using the model of investment to
explore how identity, ideology, and capital shape and are shaped by their engagement with
language assessments. Participants’ experiences reflected not only strategic adaptation and
emotional negotiation, but also revealed how language tests operate as instruments of symbolic
judgment. Their insights show that language assessment is not simply a gateway to immigration
status—it is a site where integration is negotiated, legitimacy is performed, and power is

contested.

Across both phases of analysis, one conclusion is clear: language testing for immigration,
often presented as a neutral practice, is in fact embedded within political, ideological, and
institutional structures that produce uneven access and symbolic hierarchies. Immigrants must
navigate not only the technical demands of the test, but also the unspoken expectations of
integration and the shifting boundaries of legitimacy. Understanding this complexity is essential
for rethinking what it means to assess language “ability” in a context where the stakes are so

high.
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The next and final chapter brings together the threads of this study. It begins by
summarizing the key findings, then reflects on their implications for both research, practice, and
policy. The methodological and conceptual challenges encountered throughout the study were
also addressed, which outline the directions for future inquiry. A personal reflection was also

included on the emotional and political stakes of researching language, migration, and belonging.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion

7.1 Summary of key findings

This dissertation set out to answer two research questions:

RQ1. How do Canadian immigration policy and media discourses construct immigrant language

ability as a social and political issue?

a) What discourses frame immigrant language proficiency as a problem requiring regulation?

b) How is language assessment used to legitimize and operationalize these discourses?

RQ2. What do discussions with Chinese immigrants about their immigration journeys reveal
about how they perceive, negotiate, or challenge dominant discourses of language, identity, and

integration embedded in English language assessment?

In response to RQ1, the findings show that immigrant language ability is framed as a
policy “problem” through four recurring discourses: economic justification, national identity,
deficit framing, and cultural othering. These discourses legitimize the use of language testing as

a gatekeeping mechanism, embedding it in broader neoliberal logics of productivity and loyalty.

In response to RQ2, the findings show that Chinese immigrants do not simply receive
these discourses passively. Instead, they interpret, resist, and negotiate them in everyday ways,
from strategic test-taking and investment of resources to critical reflections on multiculturalism,
fairness, and legitimacy. Their narratives illustrate how identity, ideology, and capital interact in

shaping their sense of integration and legitimacy.

In this dissertation, I argue that the use of language testing for immigration, often

presented as a neutral practice, is in fact shaped by political choices and ideological agendas.
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Through a policy archaeology analysis of policy documents and media discourses, it shows that
immigrants’ language ability has been constructed as a political problem through economic
justification, national identity discourse, deficit framing, and cultural othering. This framing does
not arise from evidence that newcomers lack communicative competence, but rather from
shifting governmental goals related to economic productivity, social control, and symbolic
inclusion. The way standardized language tests are used as a gatekeeping tool for immigration
deserves to be re-examined. What has been treated as common sense may in fact reflect

ideological assumptions and/or administrative convenience.

Five key findings are presented in this study. First, language tests have evolved from
tools of linguistic and communication assessment for settlement into symbolic instruments of
selection. It reflects a broader neoliberal logic. Language becomes a proxy for potential value,

cultural fit, future productivity and adaptability.

Second, immigrants are not passive subjects in this system. My participants in this study
demonstrated their agency, adaptability, and strategic thinking. They interpreted shifting policies,
consulted informal networks, and took calculated risks in taking the test. However, this agency
was accompanied by uncertainty, frustration, and deep distrust toward the legitimacy of the

testing process.

Third, existing capital of the immigrants seems to be often devalued. Immigrants’
educational backgrounds, professional experience, cultural capital and networking, and even
prior language achievements often fail to be recognized. What counts as valid proof of
competence is narrowly defined by institutional logics and test design, which leads to repeated
demands of evidence, and a sense that legitimacy must be continually re-earned and re-

evaluated.
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Fourth, the study reveals the ideological contradictions embedded in the Canadian
immigration system. While multiculturalism is promoted as a national value, the realities of
repeated testing and evaluation reflect a deeper hesitation to include a diversity of newcomers. A
striking example is the recent policy change requiring postsecondary graduates in Canada to take
another language test to obtain a Post-Graduate Work Permit, even after years of full time
English medium study. Such measures reveal not only institutional distrust, but also a policy

logic that feels increasingly misaligned with lived realities.

Finally, these findings also shed light on the ways immigrant identity is shaped through
testing, categorization, and expectations of performance. Participants did not describe themselves
as simply “Chinese” or “Canadian,” but often negotiated their sense of belonging through
references to how they were seen, judged, or expected to behave, including language-related
expectations around proficiency and performance. Although accent and pronunciation have been
shown in previous studies to be markers of belonging (e.g., Derwing & Munro, 2009),
participants in this study did not explicitly frame their experiences in relation to accent, focusing
instead on test performance and broader linguistic expectations of integration. Through this
process, identity itself emerged as a site of tension between internal self-understanding and

external structures of recognition.

These findings suggest that the use of language testing in Canadian immigration policy
has shifted over time. Initially, language assessments were introduced to ensure that newcomers
possessed a basic level of communicative competence deemed necessary for settlement and
participation. In recent years, however, their role has increasingly been tied to managing
application volumes through progressively higher cut-off scores. However, raising cut-off scores

to manage application volumes operates as a shortcut, one that bypasses more complex but
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essential questions about fairness, systemic recognition, and the broader goals of immigrant

integration.

7.2 Implications for research, policy, and practice
This study offers several implications for ongoing conversations in the field of language
assessment, particularly in contexts where testing intersects with immigration policy and social

inclusion.

First, by adopting a poststructuralist lens and drawing on the model of investment, this
research builds on the work of scholars who have demonstrated that language testing is not
neutral but operates with hidden political and ideological agendas. It adds further support to the
view that language assessments are not simply technical tools but are embedded in broader
discourses of legitimacy, worth, and belonging (e.g., Blackledge, 2009; Inbar-Lourie, 2008;
McNamara, 2005; Shohamy, 2001, 2006; Spolsky, 1997; etc.). It may be helpful for future
research to continue attending not only to test design and performance, but also to how tests are

used to shape access, identity, and opportunity within migration systems.

Second, new methodological possibilities for greater participant involvement in
qualitative research are explored. While practices such as member checking and feedback
sessions are common, they often leave the interpretative authority firmly with the researcher. In
this study, I have piloted a co-analysis protocol in the follow up co-analysis sessions by inviting
participants to engage directly with coded transcripts and contribute to theme development. This
process is both enriching and challenging, but ultimately it allowed more culturally situated
insights to emerge. This kind of shared interpretive process can be especially valuable in research

involving immigrant or other minorized communities. Many participants expressed that they felt
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genuinely involved and heard, which in turn fostered richer dialogue and greater analytical
clarity. The experience also raised important questions about trust, researcher reflexivity, and
what it means to share authority in knowledge production and co-construction, which has been

an issue increasingly relevant in critical language assessment research.

Third, although I have highlighted in this study many limitations of language testing, it is
also important to recognize why governments continue to rely on them. Standardized tests appear
to offer efficiency, transparency, and fairness by providing clear benchmarks and a scalable way
to manage large application volumes. From a policy perspective, these features make tests an
attractive tool for immigration systems under pressure to be both selective and defensible to the
public. However, the findings of this study show that in practice, such claims of neutrality and
transparency are often undermined. Tests may control volume, but they do so in ways that may
obscure structural inequities and reduce immigrant value to a narrow metric. They may present
themselves as transparent, yet applicants experience the process as unpredictable and opaque. In
this sense, the issue is not the existence of language testing per se, but the way it has been
instrumentalized within immigration policy. A more constructive approach would retain the
potential benefits of standardized benchmarks while embedding them in a broader, more flexible,

and context-sensitive framework.

Finally, the findings of this study may offer practical implications for policy
development. They point to a need for a more transparent, responsive, and culturally informed
approaches to language testing for immigration. When language tests are used to determine
people’s futures, it becomes much more important to recognize whose language, whose norms,
and whose definitions of “proficiency” are privileged. Although grammatical accuracy and

formal writing are important, many participants in this study pointed to the need for real-life
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communicative skills, cultural confidence, and situated knowledge to navigate daily life in
Canada, and it is also important that immigration language policies should be informed not only

by institutional goals but also by immigrant experiences.

I do not intend to claim to resolve these tensions through this study, but I hope to
contribute to the broader effort to make language assessment more equitable, dialogic, and
socially responsible. Based on these findings, I encourage policymakers to move beyond one-
size-fits-all benchmarks and consider more flexible, context-sensitive approaches to evaluating
language proficiency—ones that reflect the diverse ways immigrants engage with language,
community, and work in their new environments. For instance, the current points system could
be revised by adopting a threshold model, where applicants who meet a functional level of
proficiency (e.g., CLB 7 or 9) receive full language-related points, without additional rewards for
higher scores. This could reduce the pressure of applicants to repeatedly retake tests to chase
higher scores when their language proficiency is sufficient already. In addition, policymakers
could also consider establishing a supplementary mechanism that allows applicants to submit
contextual evidence of their language use such as employer statements, community engagement,
or relevant coursework, especially when standardized test scores do not fully capture their
communicative competence. Finally, it is important that the purpose and role of language testing
in immigration policy be communicated clearly to the public. When language tests are perceived
as instruments of cultural gatekeeping or population control, they can produce anxiety,
confusion, and feelings of exclusion. A more transparent explanation of policy objectives may
foster a fairer and more inclusive process. High-stake decisions involving language assessment

should be grounded not only in validity but also in ethical responsibility and social fairness.
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7.3 Reflections on challenges, limitations, and insider positioning

This section includes an honest reflection on the conceptual, emotional, and logistic
challenges I faced throughout this study. Much of this research took place under conditions that
were uncertain and difficult to plan for, which I believe is the reality for many qualitative

researchers but rarely discussed in academic writing.

One of the most difficult parts of the research was recruiting participants. The topic of
immigration, particularly the emotional weight of language testing, often brought up frustration,
shame, or exhaustion. Some people I contacted were hesitant to revisit their experiences, and I
fully respected that. Others worried about being recorded, even anonymously. Although I
contacted many Chinese organizations in Canada hoping to recruit participants more easily, only
a few of them responded to my email. To access more participants, and to build trust, I relied
heavily on personal networks and multiple informal conversations. In addition, as already
discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, the focus group format made people comfortable in revealing their
thoughts as an individual in a group, it also added another layer of group dynamics which I had
to navigate carefully. For example, some participants were more vocal than others and tended to
dominate the discussion, while others were more reserved and needed encouragement to speak.
In some groups, pre-existing social relationships among participants also shaped how openly

they shared, which required me to balance inclusion, respect, and flow of conversation.

A more unexpected challenge emerged in applying Scheurich’s (1994) policy
archaeology framework to the document analysis. While I initially engaged with multiple
dimensions of the framework, it became evident that the first two dimensions, identifying how
immigrant language ability is constructed as a policy problem and tracing the rules and

regularities that sustain this construction, generated the findings most directly aligned with the
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research question and the empirical focus of this dissertation. The remaining dimensions offered
valuable theoretical insight but led the analysis in directions less central to the present aims. For
this reason, the presentation of results concentrates on Dimensions 1 and 2, while Dimensions 3
and 4 were considered during analysis but are not reported in detail. Recognizing this was not
easy. I worried that abandoning parts of a framework might be seen as incomplete or insufficient.
But in the end, I chose to reshape the chapter and focus only on what the data called for and what
my particular research question required. It was a reminder to me that frameworks should serve

the research, not the other way around.

The co-analysis sessions were especially rewarding, but also incredibly demanding. They
required scheduling long follow-up sessions, preparing annotated transcripts, and creating an
environment where participants felt safe offering alternative interpretations. During the early
sessions, I sometimes worried whether my co-researchers were just being polite, or whether I had
guided their interpretations too much. But over time, several participants shared their
appreciation for being genuinely involved in the analysis, which gave me confidence that the
effort had been worthwhile. Still, it was time-and energy-intensive in ways I had not anticipated,
and there were moments when I seriously questioned whether I could finish data collection in

time.

Another challenge lay in the gap between what I hoped to understand from my
participants and what could ultimately be represented in academic writing. I entered this project
wanting to center participants’ lived experiences, including their everyday strategies, frustrations,
insights, etc. But those experiences rarely came in the form of neat theoretical statements or
policy critiques. Their stories were emotional, layered, sometimes contradictory, and deeply

embedded in localized realities. More importantly, as a Chinese international student myself,
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many of these stories resonate with my feelings deeply. As a researcher, I had to make difficult
decisions about how to translate these into something legible to an academic audience. I often
found myself choosing between preserving the messy, full-bodied texture of their narratives and
presenting something thematically coherent, analytical, and publishable. This tension was never
fully resolved. But through the co-analysis process, I tried to stay as close as possible to

participants’ meanings, even when the language I used to express them had to shift.

Translation was also a source of anxiety. All of the focus groups and co-analysis sessions
were conducted in Mandarin or Cantonese with occasional English expressions in them.
However, the initial coding process with my supervisor was in English, and of course the
dissertation is written in English. I constantly struggled to represent participants’ words in a way
that felt truly faithful. I wanted the translations to capture not only their literal meaning, but also
the emotional tone and cultural nuances behind them. There were moments where no English
word felt adequate. Some phrases lost their humor, their edge, or their ambiguity when
translated. I realized that something is always lost when ideas cross linguistic and cultural
boundaries. In a way, this mirrors the experience of many Chinese immigrants in Canada, whose
identities and expressions are often reshaped or muted as they navigate between languages and

cultural worlds.

Finally, it was emotionally difficult at times to carry the weight of my own role in the
research. As someone who has taken these same tests and walked through similar immigration
procedures, I felt both close to and distant from my participants. I understood their pain, but I
was also analyzing it. Writing with care, without romanticizing or exploiting anyone’s story, was

a constant concern on my mind.
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There are of course some limitations in the structure of the research. Although the co-
analysis sessions produced rich insights, not all participants were involved in this stage, and
some of the most nuanced themes came from the co-analysis sessions that were not part of the
original design. The choice to organize findings under the model of investment may have also
constrained the representation of certain experiences that did not fit neatly within its categories. |

believe these are reminders that qualitative research is always partial, situated, and in motion.

Another limitation of this study lies in the evolving nature of immigration policy itself.
Since the data collection and analysis took place over an extended period, several relevant policy
shifts have occurred. For example, the Pearson Test of English (PTE) was introduced as a new
accepted language test, Canada launched additional initiatives to attract francophone immigrants
outside Quebec, and the total number of new permanent residents is expected to gradually
decline starting in 2025. These changes may reshape the discursive landscape of language testing
in immigration, as well as influence the kinds of strategic decisions applicants make. While the
study covers the policy landscape at the time of data collection, it does not account for how
participants might respond to or be affected by more recent developments. If I were to conduct
this study again, I would consider a more longitudinal design or an adaptive framework for
tracking ongoing policy changes that could have enhanced the study’s timeliness and

applicability.

While the challenges above shaped and constrained aspects of this study, at the same
time, this study was made possible precisely because of my position as an insider—someone
who shares cultural and linguistic backgrounds with the participants and understands the
complexities of navigating language, policy, and identity from lived experience, which allowed

me to gain trust, access, and depth of reflection that many researchers might not be able to reach.
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I was able to hear not only what participants said, but also how they said it, and why it mattered.
I believe these relational and contextual advantages are part of what made the co-analysis

process especially meaningful.

I hope that by being honest about these challenges, limitations, and affordances, I’ve not
only contextualized my findings, but also offered a more transparent account of what it means to

do research with, and not just about, immigrant communities.

7.4 Future directions

There are several possible directions for future research. One promising direction is to
expand the population to include immigrants from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds,
particularly those classified under different immigration streams (e.g., refugees, caregivers,
international students outside mainstream universities, etc.). Another is to investigate the longer-
term consequences of language test policies, not only on individuals’ economic outcomes, but

also on their evolving sense of identity, belonging, and social integration over time.

There 1s also a need for more interdisciplinary work bridging language testing, migration
studies, and policy sociology. Many questions about legitimacy, fairness, and symbolic exclusion

cannot be fully addressed within the traditional test validation paradigms.

At the same time, as Canadian immigration policies continue to evolve, such as the new
requirement for PGWP applicants to submit language test scores as of November 2024, research

must stay attuned to how these changes reshape expectations of language, belonging, and value.

Finally, beyond academic inquiry, broader engagement with immigration policy and
public discourse is needed. As language testing continues to function as a gatekeeping

mechanism in immigration, it is crucial that researchers, educators, and community advocates
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move beyond critique and begin mobilizing research findings toward action. One approach is
through policy engagement: researchers like me can and will seek opportunities to present
findings to policymakers in accessible formats such as policy briefs, public talks, or
consultations with government agencies like IRCC or the Office of the Commissioner of Official
Languages. These spaces will offer opportunities to advocate for more culturally responsive

testing frameworks and to question the assumptions embedded in current score requirements.

Community-based organizations and immigrant-serving agencies can also be our key
partners by co-hosting workshops that share findings with immigrant communities, or
information sessions for language instructors and settlement workers that incorporate the insights
from this study. These forms of dissemination can help bridge the gap between research and
practice, especially in making visible the hidden emotional and social consequences of

standardized testing.

There are also possibilities in engaging with test developers and assessment companies to
raise awareness of how language proficiency is currently defined, and whose language practices
are being privileged or excluded. Even small changes, such as including more diverse test
prompts, recognizing multiple varieties of English, or offering test preparation resources that
reflect real-life communicative needs, could begin to challenge the deficit narratives that often
underlie test design. In addition, there may also be a need to critically examine the rationale
behind the commonly imposed two-year validity period of language test scores. Testing
companies could be encouraged to conduct empirical studies on whether language proficiency
meaningfully decreases within that timeframe in the context of immigration, and whether this

practice places unnecessary burdens on test-takers without sufficient justification.
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The key to this kind of engagement is that it must center the lived experiences and voices
of immigrants themselves. Future projects might involve participatory action research or
longitudinal dialogue with those most impacted by these policies. In this sense, research will
become not only a mode of representation, but also a platform for solidarity-building. When
findings are shared beyond academic journals and used to support structural change, research can
then become a form of activism, one that demands a more equitable and humane approach to

language, migration, and belonging.

7.5 Final reflections

I have asked myself countless times if this research is valuable. If it is a story worth
telling, and if told, would anyone care. For Chinese immigrants, they have lived the stories
already. They know intimately the pain, the struggles, the helplessness, the occasional sweetness,
and the rare moments of happiness. I used to think happiness would be the end of this journey,
but I have come to realize that no place is as perfect as one might imagine. Instead, I thought,
perhaps peacefulness would come with time and that eventually, life would settle, and every
emotion would float, linger, and finally land, like dust after a storm. But through this study, I
have learned that life for immigrants never truly settles. Every choice, every night spent in
hesitation, and every step onto unfamiliar land lingers, stirred up again whenever the smallest
breeze—a memory, a feeling, a question of belonging—blows, pulling them back to the days

when those first steps were taken.

If my readers are mostly local Canadians (whatever that means), or those who have never
felt like outsiders, will they care? Can they understand what it means to always feel on the

margins, and constantly be an “outsider” in a place that defines “insider” by a standard we may
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never reach? The question of who belongs is not just a personal struggle. It lies at the heart of

this study.

And so, again, ’'m left wondering: is this study worth telling? For those who have lived
it, understanding is not always enough to create change. And for others, caring can feel like a big
leap when it’s not personal. But I am not expecting change immediately from either group. I
humbly hope that my research plants a seed that grows slowly. When immigrants read it, they
may feel seen, validated, even empowered to voice their experiences or advocate differently. And
for others, even if they do not immediately connect, I hope my study can be a reference, can be
something they look back to, and can be a tool that returns when decisions are made about
language assessment or immigration. Articulating the distance and striving to bridge it is part of

my purpose, however difficult it might be.

Perhaps this study ends not with certainty, but with clarity, that the questions we ask

about language are never just about language:

o If'the language score is the only flexible factor, are we really selecting for integration or
for test taking privilege?

e If immigration is meant to serve both the country and the newcomer, who decides what
counts as “sufficient language ability?” The government? The employer? The test

designer? The newcomer?

Maybe this is not a language question, maybe not even a policy question. It’s a power
question. And the work should not stop here. The work actually begins with rethinking the

assumptions we test, the borders we draw, and the voices we choose to trust.
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33 The virtual reality of border crossing Jones, Alan 2018
34 Liberals to repeal controversial citizenship bill, McCallum Zilio, Michelle 2016
says
35 Immigration policy key for Tories Ibbitson, John 2017
36 The refugee issue is dangerous politics Ibbitson, John 2018
37 Barbaric' is the wrong tone GAGNON, LYSIANE 2013
38 New Canadians reflect and offer advice for those who come | Marotta, Stefanie 2020
after
39 Once barred from school in Afghanistan, teen wins Geselbracht, David 2015
prestigious Canadian scholarship
40 True Patriot Love Hawa, Kaleem 2018
No. Maclean's
41 The flap over the fluency gap MacQueen, Ken 2013
42 How Syrian refugees to Canada have fared since 2015 Taylor, Peter Shawn 2019
43 When politicians want to Make Canada Great Again, what Domise, Andray 2018
are we supposed to say?
44 The rise of an uncaring Canada Domise, Andray 2019
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45

Not for turning, it turns out

Wells, Paul

2015

46

The Battle of the Wonder Boys

Geddes, John

2015
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Appendix D List of contact points for Chinese immigrants in Toronto and Ottawa

1. Ottawa Chinese Community Service Centre (OCCSC)

Contact: Rupert Yeung

(613) 235-4875/https://www.occsc.org/zh/home-2/

2. University of Ottawa Chinese Students Association (UOCSA)

Contact: Tongda Li

uo.csa@hotmail.com

3. Toronto Chinese Baptist Church

Contact: Rev. Nolan Lee

416-596-8376/nlee@tcbe.on.ca

4. Chinese Gospel Church (Toronto)

Contact: Rev. Kevin Houser

toronto(@chinesegospelchurch.net

5. Toronto Community Allian

ce Church

Contact:

416-461-2907

6. Chinese Canadian National

Council for Social Justice (Toronto)

Contact:

647-613-0435/ national(@ccncsj.ca

7. Chinese Canadian National

Council Toronto Chapter

Contact:

416-596-0833/ info(@ccnctoronto.ca

8. University of Toronto Chin

ese Students and Scholars Association

Contact: Zewei Tang

vpcampus(@utcssa.ca

9. Chinese Cultural Centre of

Greater Toronto

Contact:

416-292-9293/ info(@cccgt.org

10. The Toronto Chinese Mee

tup Group

Contact: Lindai

via Meetup

11. Hong-Kongers in Toronto

Contact: Tiffany Cheung

via Facebook
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Appendix E Initial Contact Email to the Contact People (English version)

Dear XXX,
I hope this email finds you well.

My name is [name of researcher]. I am PhD candidate of Societies, Cultures, and Languages in
Faculty of Education at the University of Ottawa, currently under the supervision of [name of
supervisor]. I am contacting you because we are conducting a study that aims to understand how
English language test (IELTS and/or CELPIP) in the immigration process has influenced Chinese
immigrants in terms of their and their family's decision-making, their attitudes and conceptions of
the immigration process, as well as their place within Canada. We are currently inviting people to

participate in this study.

Enclosed please find the recruitment letter for participation with details of the project. I kindly
invite you to share this information and forward the recruitment letter to the members of your

organization.

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Ottawa
Research Ethics Board. And the project is conducted independently from the organizations and
agencies from which participants may be recruited. If you have any questions, please feel free to

contact me at [email of researcher].

Your support is greatly appreciated and will definitely help us to understand more about the role

that language assessment plays in the immigration context.
Best,

[name of researcher].
Ph. D. Candidate in Societies, Cultures, and Languages
Faculty of Education

University of Ottawa
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Initial Contact Email to the Contact People (Chinese version)

BEHAY xxx,
547,

B % FE[name of researcher], MEEARERFHEZIMS. XUMEBESTIYHEL4, B
ATF[name of supervisor|¥i%35S . WAV RIEAEHIT—IHR, BE T BERIEPHEIEN
R (FERBA/ CELPIP) HHPEBRMATMW, SHFEMMNERERAMREK, MIINBRERNSEN
BE, DERMMENEXNARBEAEME. BB EERBEZAESMXIHAE.

BEN ELS5MRNEBHE ETERANAENAET. RNEHBIEETZX—FERIFHEHEER
KEBHARMR.

AHREBLEAERFARREZRASHNFEFRBRENFT., AMBRIRI TSE5ZNAER
FMAFELTHY o

MEREHET )@, (5@id [email of researcher] BXERF .

BNFEBRFENIF, XBOEFHTIRNE—D T BESTHEEBRTAMAENER.

RS E %

[name of researcher]

Ph. D. Candidate in Societies, Cultures, and Languages
Faculty of Education

University of Ottawa
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Appendix F Recruitment letter (English version)

Hello,

My name is [name of researcher]. I am a PhD candidate in Societies, Cultures, and Languages at
the Faculty of Education at the University of Ottawa, currently under the supervision of [name of
supervisor]. I am contacting you because we are conducting a study that aims to understand how
English language test (IELTS and/or CELPIP) in the immigration process has influenced Chinese
immigrants in terms of their and their family's decision-making, their attitudes and conceptions of
the immigration process, as well as their place within Canada. You are cordially invited to

participate in the study and share with us your views on this matter.

You are eligible to participate in this study if you meet the following four conditions: 1) you are
18 years old or above; 2) you are a permanent resident or citizen in Canada from China; 3) you
have taken English tests (IELTS and/or CELPIP) as part of your immigration process; and 4) you

are available for an in-person focus group discussion in Toronto or Ottawa.

Participation in this study involves filling in a short online questionnaire of your demographic
information, and a focus group discussion with no more than five people. The questionnaire will
take approximately 2 minutes to complete, the group discussion about 60 to 90 minutes. The focus
group discussion will be audio recorded in a quiet location (in a school, college, café, or other
public space). During the discussion, you will be invited to share your thoughts, feelings, and
actions toward the English language tests you took for immigration to Canada. You may choose to

skip any topics that emerge during discussion that you are not comfortable with.

I’d like to mention that your participation is completely voluntary. The recruitment process is first-
come, first-served. We are offering an Amazon gift card worth $15 CAD as a token of our

appreciation for your participation in the focus group.

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Ottawa
Research Ethics Board. And the project is conducted independently from the organizations and

agencies from which participants may be recruited.

If you are interested in participating, or have any questions, please contact me at [email of

researcher]. As the recruitment is on a first-come, first-served basis, if you are accepted, I will then
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send a confirmation email with a consent form for your signature. The time and location of the
discussion will be negotiated afterwards. If you have to cancel your appointment, please also email

me.
Sincerely,

[name of researcher]
Ph. D. Candidate in Societies, Cultures, and Languages
Faculty of Education

University of Ottawa

Recruitment letter (Chinese version)

F,

Fa9% FZ[name of researcher], HEERNEXRFHEZ RS, XMUMESTUIMELE, H
A7E[name of supervisor|H#%$E5S . KM BERIIEEFIT—IME, BETEBRIEFHOEIEN
X (FEEF/ CELPIP) HHEBRRAFWE, S8FEERRAAR, SHBRIBNSEMZ
URGEMERAENANEMNE. BINEEAERBEZHESIMXTMAR. BATHEEE
B E5XMMR, HFERNDPZEXNLSENEE.

ZIHBIHEEUATHEANES. 1) BEFEFHT/\S, 2) BEREXBFENIEXKABRIIMEXR
AR;3) BAEBREETSEIBRIGENR (REMN/HELE), 4) BINEZREZIENERE
BEIES/NATR,

S ERMMABEES —MNEEOXTENEAERNESE, UERFEBE 5 ANER/NANRR.
BIBEAAFE 2 o, NANRARATE 60 £ 90 704, E/NATTERE—DLFRITS
(R K%, MEHESREMARGA) #ITRE. Eiitd, BERBIED ZRIRABR
MERMSMPTGEES WAL, BT, S RUERBNIEEEIIE B ATRR
BABREINREEHK.

BRI AZEREXTEERN, BBERENEIESNARXHTHN. A7 BRESENERN
EFER, BATHRE—GNE 15 T TSR &R IEAZE.

XA RELBEEANEREMAREZRZNEEHRFREFT. ANBERIRITSE5EHN
ALEFYADHITHY

MREFHBSM, LHEFTEA, BESHEKR, [email of researcher], ATHEFEMUELEIER

MNHTH, MREPED, RESKE—SFIAERE, HE—MFEEZERNRES. N4E
Wt RN BN OEESEZRBBZFHTEIN. MREBIUEMY, HIEAMAHSLIR.
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e & %!

[name of researcher]

Ph. D. Candidate in Societies, Cultures, and Languages
Faculty of Education

University of Ottawa
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Appendix G Consent Form for Focus Group (English version)

Title of Project: The Role of Language Assessment for Immigration Purposes: The Case of

Chinese Immigrants in Canada

Principle Investigator: [name of researcher]

Affiliation: Faculty of Education, University of Ottawa

Email: [email of researcher]
Telephone: [telephone of researcher]
Supervisor: [name of supervisor]

Affiliation: Official Languages and Bilingualism Institute (OLBI), University of Ottawa

Email: [email of supervisor]

Telephone: [telephone of supervisor]

Invitation to Participate: I am invited to participate in the research, The Role of Language
Assessment for Immigration Purposes: The Case of Chinese Immigrants in Canada. It is being
conducted by [name of researcher]| and [name of supervisor]. This project is conducted

independently from the organizations and agencies from which I am recruited.

Purpose of study: to understand how English language test (IELTS and/or CELPIP) in the
immigration process has influenced Chinese immigrants in terms of their and their family's
decision-making, their attitudes and conceptions of the immigration process, as well as their

place within Canada.

Participation: My participation will consist of completing an online questionnaire and
participating in a focus group discussion. I will be asked to complete the three-minute
questionnaire and conduct a 60-90 minute focus group discussion with no more than 5 people.
The discussion will be audio recorded. If I wish, I can also share additional thoughts by email

after the focus group.
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Risks: I understand that since my participation in this research involves me giving personal
information, discussing sensitive topics, giving my views, etc. It is possible that it will create
emotional discomfort. I have been assured by the researcher that steps are being taken to
minimize these risks, I have the option to refuse to respond, or withdraw from the study at any

time.

Benefits: My participation in this research will result in rich data to advance the knowledge in
the field of language assessment for immigration purposes. My perspective and my first-hand
experience could also contribute to this body of work with more comprehensiveness in terms of
understanding the actual impact of language testing on individuals and to the broader society.
Immigrants’ voice may be brought to the attention of policy makers, stakeholders, and other
researchers in this area.

Confidentiality and privacy: The researcher has assured me that she will treat the information I
share with her in strict confidence. I expect that the content will only be used for understanding
the influence of language assessment in Canadian immigration policy on Chinese immigrants
and in accordance with confidentiality. All personal data will be anonymized and contextual
information (e.g., the names of family members, job titles, etc.) will be modified. The data will
be secured and concealed. Access to the data will be restricted to the researcher and her
supervisor. [ am aware of the confidentiality limitations associated with participating in a group
activity. While the researchers will respect confidentiality, I understand that they cannot
guarantee that other members of the group will respect the confidentiality of the information I

share. My identity or affiliation will not be revealed in any publications.

Data retention: The data collected (questionnaires, audio recordings, transcripts, researcher's
notes, consent form, etc.) will be kept secure with a password protected computer indefinitely.

Only the researcher and her supervisor will have access to it.

Compensation: An Amazon gift card worth $15 CAD will be provided by the researcher. Once
the study has begun, if I choose to withdraw from the study any time, I will be allowed to keep
the gift card.

Voluntary participation: My participation in this research is voluntary and I am free to
withdraw at any time, to refuse to answer any question I do not wish to answer without suffering

negative consequences. Since focus group data is highly dependent on the group discussion as a

226



whole, if I choose to withdraw, my data may still be used given the collective nature of the group

discussion. I will not be asked to return any gift card I received.

For any additional information regarding this study, I can contact the researcher or her

Supervisor.

For information about the ethical aspects of this research, I may contact the University of

Ottawa's Office of Research Ethics and Integrity at (613) 562-5387 or ethique(@uottawa.ca.

The researcher recommends that I (keep/print/save) a copy of the consent form.

Acceptance: By signing my name, [ agree to participate in this research.

Name of participant:
Signature of participant Date :

Name of researcher:
Signature of researcher: Date :

(You can sign using an electronic signature or print it out and send me a photo of the signed consent
form if it is more convenient for you)

Consent Form for Focus Group (Chinese version)

IJEHAR: ZE B RNTE -- ENERNFTEBRES
FEMFEE: [name of researcher]

THEN  EXERSHFER
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B FHH: [email of researcher]
EE&E: [telephone of researcher]

& —{Elf[name of supervisor]i# +3i5EMHAFITIEH,

fnu

BHLHEE | AABEGE2N ‘EEAEBERNEE - ENMERNFEIBRES” BRMR, X
HF3T F[email of researcher]fl[email of supervisor]fE+F 1, %18 BB LN FAIBERAVERL,

MEEM : FEREREEPIRZNE FEEM/3 CELPIP B1E) EMAEZEHERRIVRE,
I ERBENEENRE, MURMEMHENERMAEREANELS.

2H | FAWSHEZAFE TR — R LAERSN2N—ERR/ R, R ERTER=2
ERRERS, WHEABE b AT 60-90 DiERERNER R, FMmiSHERs. MRTEH
WREEEDZE, HALIEEEER/ VR R R UBHERET RS,

ERE : AASMEBEMRERESEHILMEAEN, FRBREE BRBEHE, AABPQE
HHEEEMKIER LHNTE, TRAEEMHRE, Hﬂ*ﬂﬂ%ﬁm%iﬂd\—Ltb}_LBM, WRILUEE
ERREE, SEEMRRER L ERME

Wz @ HOSHEFREEENEEME, LHBELB RS BRMEES SHEREIIAR, AR
MHAB—F Bt UEERES IRHEANEREZNTENERLESEE E2EmvH
., BPROBEFEWBCRHEE. FBERENZARABMRASNER, TELRE,

REEMS - TREMHGFRE, WHBERREBREMDIZNEN. FABBBLEARRIATE
BINERBRBERPHES THHTEBRITE, LETRERE, FIENEASETRES
£, BRER PN, REXRENET, TIEBHF) FHIENR, B NEAENETRERE
HENS MR ERRIFTENMIER, B RESKRNEREERIRRE, %@E’\JEM%EJZIVE
BRI NG AT R B,

BIRRE : FriEER (s 5. £k IRENZEL. BEES) HAXEBRENE
L2 XART. REWR %%D&@E’Uﬁ—ﬁﬂiﬁ]uﬁﬁ%ﬁéﬁo

BHS5 - E5eh R, MTRABREM—REME 15 xifiemt, #xERE, 0
RPEEAFREEHR N ED R, RS REBER .

BEE2H : AAHEBEMENSHEBR, HAILUBERRE, EREZ T ARTERRZERE
B, MAEXIammsrsd, AN VENRNEESERET/VENEE, MRHEBERY, =
PUNERTRREVERRIEE, ROBEBMARMRER. IETEEERWE N ERR D
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Appendix H Short questionnaire for demographic information (English version)

Please answer below questions openly and truthfully.

Q1 What is your gender?

B Male

B Female

B Rather not say

B [ identify as (please specify)

Q2 What is your age?

Below 18

18 —-25

26 —35

36 —45

46 — 55

56 and above

Other

Q3 What is your first language (mother tongue)? [Check all that apply]
B Cantonese
B Mandarin
B English

B Others

Q4 In what language you would like to participate in the discussion?

230



B Mandarin

B Cantonese

B English

B Cantonese and English
B Mandarin and English

B Cantonese and Mandarin

B Mandarin and Cantonese and English

Q5 When would you prefer to have the group discussion? (The discussion will last

approximately 60-90 minutes, please check all available times).

Weekdays Weekends Time of the day
O Monday O Saturday O Morning
O Tuesday O Sunday O Afternoon
O Wednesday O Evening
O Thursday
O Friday

How do you like us to address you?

How do you like us to contact you?

Email

Phone

B Phone calls

B Message

Thank you for your time!
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Short questionnaire for demographic information (Chinese version)

BRI EE T B,

Ql LAY BRI A?
m EE
m it
B REEE
B ERBERERMES

Q2 B FIRZE?

B I8 EIUT
m 18-25

m 26-35

m 36-45

W 46-55

B 56 eI E

Q3 BHE—EE (B8 RfH4? [T5E
" R

m L@

Q4 BREMAMMES S5 IWIL?
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Appendix I Focus group protocol

Focus group protocol'®

(1) Welcome, (2) Overview of the topic (3) Ground rules (4) First question (5) Guiding questions
(6) Ending question

Welcome

Good morning/afternoon/evening and welcome to our session. Thanks for taking the time to join
us to talk about language assessment for immigration to Canada. My name is [name of
researcher], and I am a PhD candidate at the University of Ottawa and my supervisor is [name of
supervisor]

Overview of the topic

We are interested to know your immigration experience, your opinions on the language tests, and
how tests have influenced you and your family’s decision making in the whole immigration
process. We are having discussions like this with several groups in Ottawa and Toronto. You
were invited because you are all Chinese immigrants to Canada, some of you are permanent
residents and some of you are citizens now. And you have all taken language tests in your
immigration process, so your experience and opinions are very valuable to us.

Ground rules

There are no wrong answers but rather differing points of view. Please feel free to share your
point of view even if it differs from what others have said, but please do not dominate the
discussion floor so that everybody has a chance to express themselves.

You've probably noticed the microphone. We're audio recording the session because we don't
want to miss any of your comments. People often say very helpful things in these discussions,
and I can't write fast enough to get them all down. We will be using our real names today/tonight,
but after our discussion today, I will only use the recording to make a transcript and I will change
your names into fake ones for the analysis and the final reports. And I do request you to keep the
identity of your fellow participants confidential.

First question

We've placed name cards on the table in front of you to help us remember each other's names.
Let's find out some more about each other by going around the table. Tell us your name, how
many years you’ve been living in Canada, and a fun fact about yourself.

10 Adapted from Krueger, R. A. (2002). Designing and conducting focus group interviews. Retrieved from
http://www.eiu/~ihec/Krueger-FocusGroupInterviews.pdf
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Guiding questions:
My script:

e Before we start, I thought you may want to know more about me too. As you already
know, my name is [name of researcher|, and I'm studying at Uottawa. I was born in
mainland China, but I've studied in mainland, Macau, the US and now Canada. As an
international student in these places, I cannot tell you how many times I've been asked to
take language tests for different purposes, for school admission, visa application, and
immigration. So I got curious about how immigration works, how the decisions were
made, especially, what role does language assessment play in this process. That'’s why
I'm working on this project now.

o  What I did was, I collected different types of documents, such as newspapers, magazines,
and government documents on language and immigration policies, and I studied them,
looking for their attitude about immigration and the stories they told about immigrants.
These are the politicians and journalists voices, but they may not go through the process
as Chinese immigrants did. So, I'm interested to know how you approach, what you think
about the language test that you took in this process, in fact, no one has asked the
immigrants’ perspectives and our voices have not been heard. There have been people
talking about you and your experience, so I think it makes sense to talk to you about your

experience and see if you agree or disagree with them.

Q1. Belonging, integration, and responsibility

e What does “integration” mean to you?
e Do you see language as a key factor in being accepted as part of Canadian society?

e Do you feel responsible integrating, and if so, how is that responsibility defined?

Q2. Canadian identity and values

e What does “Canadian identity” mean to you?
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e  Who gets to be considered “Canadian”? Is language a defining factor?

e Do you feel that Canadian values align with your own experiences?

Q3. Standardized testing as gatekeeping

e How many times did you take the test?
e What scores were you aiming for? And did you achieve them?

e How did testing affect your immigration process and decision?

Q4. Language and everyday life:

e How does language proficiency affect your daily experiences in work, education, and/or
social life?

e Do language test scores reflect your actual language needs in Canada?

Q5. The broader impact of language policies

e How has language testing affected your family members and social circles?

e Has it influenced decisions about work, schooling, or where to live?

Ending questions:

1. Thank you for the (heated) discussion! Of all the things we’ve covered, what to you is the
most important one? Is there anything else that you think is important, but we haven’t
covered yet?

2. Ifthere are any further thoughts that you would like to share with me, please feel free to

send me an email.
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Appendix J Consent Form for Co-Analysis (English version)

Title of Project: The Role of Language Assessment for Immigration Purposes: The Case of

Chinese Immigrants in Canada

Principle Investigator: [name of researcher]

Affiliation: Faculty of Education, University of Ottawa

Email: [email of researcher]
Telephone: [telephone of researcher]
Supervisor: [name of supervisor]

Affiliation: Official Languages and Bilingualism Institute (OLBI), University of Ottawa

Email: [email of supervisor]

Telephone: [telephone of supervisor]

Invitation to Participate: I am invited to participate in the research, The Role of Language
Assessment for Immigration Purposes: The Case of Chinese Immigrants in Canada. It is being
conducted by [name of researcher]| and [name of supervisor]. This project is conducted

independently from the organizations and agencies from which I am recruited.

Purpose of study: to understand how English language test (IELTS and/or CELPIP) in the
immigration process has influenced Chinese immigrants in terms of their and their family's
decision-making, their attitudes and conceptions of the immigration process, as well as their

place within Canada.

Participation: My participation will consist of an in person/online co-analysis session that will
last approximately 60 to 90 minutes. During the session, I will be required to read through the
focus group data that I participated in and confirm the accuracy of the data. Then, I will go
through the transcript again with the researcher and finish some tasks together such as looking
for all the places that talked about culture differences. I understand the session will be audio

recorded and I will be able to review the session transcript if requested.
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Risks: I understand that since my participation in this research involves me giving personal
information, discussing sensitive topics, giving my views, etc. It is possible that it will create
emotional discomfort such as mild embarrassment. I have been assured by the researcher that
steps are being taken to minimize these risks, I have the option to refuse to respond, or withdraw

from the study at any time.

Benefits: My participation in this research will result in rich data to advance the knowledge in
the field of language assessment for immigration purposes. My perspective and my first-hand
experience could also contribute to this body of work with more comprehensiveness in terms of
understanding the actual impact of language testing on individuals and to the broader society.
Immigrants’ voice may be brought to the attention of policy makers, stakeholders, and other

researchers in this area.

Confidentiality and privacy: The researcher has assured me that she will treat the information I
share with her in strict confidence. I expect that the content will only be used for understanding
the influence of language assessment in Canadian immigration policy on Chinese immigrants
and in accordance with confidentiality. All personal data will be anonymized and contextual
information (e.g., the names of family members, job titles, etc.) will be modified. The data will
be secured and concealed. Access to the data will be restricted to the researcher and her
supervisor. I am aware of the confidentiality limitations associated with participating in a group
activity. While the researchers will respect confidentiality, I understand that they cannot
guarantee that other members of the group will respect the confidentiality of the information I

share. My identity or affiliation will not be revealed in any publications.

Data retention: The data collected (audio recordings, transcripts, researcher's notes, consent
form, etc.) will be kept secure with a password protected computer indefinitely. Only the

researcher and her supervisor will have access to it.

Compensation: An Amazon gift card worth $15 CAD will be provided by the researcher. Once
the study has begun, if I choose to withdraw from the study any time, I will be allowed to keep

the gift card.

Voluntary participation: My participation in this research is voluntary and I am free to

withdraw at any time, to refuse to answer any question I do not wish to answer without suffering
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negative consequences. If I choose to withdraw from the study, all data collected from me up to

that point will not be used. I will not be asked to return any gift card I received.

For any additional information regarding this study, I can contact the researcher or her

Supervisor.

For information about the ethical aspects of this research, I may contact the University of

Ottawa's Office of Research Ethics and Integrity at (613) 562-5387 or ethique(@uottawa.ca.

The researcher recommends that I (keep/print/save) a copy of the consent form.

Acceptance: By signing my name, [ agree to participate in this research.

Name of participant:
Signature of participant Date :

Name of researcher:
Signature of researcher: Date :

(You will be asked to sign this consent form on site)

Consent Form for Co-analysis (Chinese version)

A
[=]

N

In

IHE%H: [P ROEE -- ENERNFEERES

anl
il

FEMFEE: [name of researcher]
TEENL : BEXEXRBHEER

BEFHH: [email of researcher]
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EE&E: [telephone of researcher]

& 72 —1E [ [name of supervisor|{E I8 EMNIELARIER,

(il

BHLHEE | AABEGE2N “EEAEBERNEE -- ENMERNFEIBRES BRHR, %
W32 F[email of researcher]fl[email of supervisor]fE+F#F, %18 BB LN FAIBERAERL,

MEEM : FEREREEPIRZNE FEEM/3 CELPIP B1E) EMMAEZEHERRIVRE,
I ERBENEENRE, MURMMENERMAEREANELS.,

8 AANZEFSE-REHEL LRERE, BEOS 60 X 90 0, Hibdied, &
R ESOBERSHEAER/ ARG, WHEBEBNERME, AR, THEMEAEBRXHRK
B, W—ReSEl AR, NSHAAXKIILERNMT, RNEREHNEE, 185
Z, BFAUERFRE LK

ERE : AASREBEMRERESEHRLMEAEN, FTRBREE BRBEHE, AABPQE
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Appendix K Co-analysis protocol

Co-analysis protocol

(1) Greetings, (2) Overview of the topic (3) Procedure (4) Sample task (5) Two to three
analysis tasks and (6) Ending questions

Greetings

Good morning/afternoon/evening and welcome to our session. Thank you for meeting me again
online for the co-analysis session.

Overview of the topic

I have sent you partial of the transcript of the focus group that you participated; I hope you had
time to read it through. In today’s session, we have only two things to cover. 1, you will share
with me if you think the transcript is accurate; 2, we will go through the transcript again and
finish some tasks together. Similar to the focus group, our conversation will be audio recorded.

Procedure

1. Ask the co-researcher to confirm the accuracy of the transcript.
2. Go through the transcript again with the co-researcher, and complete below tasks

together.
3. Ask the if there are other points they want to make.
4. Ending
Sample task

Sample (30 mins). Let’s read through all the yellow tags and see what you think they are talking
about.

a) Do you think all the yellow tags have something in common?
e Yes = what do you think that is?/ how would you summarize them?
e No—> how many themes do you think are there? What are they?

b) Compare my theme
e This is my understanding, do you agree? Why or why not?
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Initial theme:
BB NZEAAE 778 R Th5965-ZE 1 English necessity for survival or advancement in Canada

Explanation: To what extend do Chinese immigrants need English to survive, or to be successful (career,
social, etc.) in Canada. This theme includes codes below,

O English vs. daily life (basic survival, connections), English vs. advancement (earn more
money, better job)

Depending on personal choice: who the immigrants want to interact with (Chinese
community only or bigger group)

Life quality

Others

i

i

iii

oooooo 0O

v

Two to three analysis tasks
Task 1 (30 mins).
Let’s read through all the green tags and see what you think they are talking about.

c) Do you think all the yellow tags have something in common?
e Yes = what do you think that is?/ how would you summarize them?

e No—> how many themes do you think are there? What are they?
d) Compare my theme

e This is my understanding, do you agree? Why or why not?

Task 2 (30 mins).
Let’s read through all the light blue tags and see what you think they are talking about.

e) Do you think all the yellow tags have something in common?
e Yes = what do you think that is?/ how would you summarize them?

e No—> how many themes do you think are there? What are they?
f) Compare my theme

e This is my understanding, do you agree? Why or why not?
Ending questions
1. Of all the things we discussed, what to you is the most important?

2. Have we missed anything?
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