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Project Outline 
Introduction 

This project aims to research the identity of Chinese immigrants in New Zealand through the creative 
practice of documentary making. The documentary Mooncake focuses on how language impacts on 
Chinese immigrants’ personal and national identities. The term personal identity here emphasises 
which ethnic group the migrants primarily mix with in their everyday activities, while national 
identity  means how the migrants define themselves as a person in relation to the whole nation. 

 

For over 150 years, Chinese immigrants have been coming to Aotearoa New Zealand and their history 
here is an integral part of our nation's story. However, racist attitudes toward them have persisted 
since the arrival of the first Chinese gold miners in the early 19th century (Ip & Murphy, 2005). While 
New Zealand is believed to be an open and welcoming country to immigrants, there are some people 
who believe, even if they don’t explicitly say so in public, that only early European settlers and Māori 
are ‘Kiwis’ (Ng, 2010). Yet Asian immigrants represent the third largest ethnic group in New Zealand 
and there are more than 246,000 Chinese living in New Zealand (Stats NZ, 2018) Thus, it is important 
for all New Zealanders to learn about migrants’ lives and thoughts, both as immigrants and, more 
importantly, as New Zealanders. 
 

I am a documentary maker of Chinese descent. I came to New Zealand in early 2016 and English is 
my third language. The experience of moving to New Zealand and integrating with the culture here 
is the inspiration for this research and creation of this documentary. I have always been interested 
in the relationship between language and identity. Over the four years I have lived in New Zealand, 
I continue to work on my English - not only for the needs of my study and life in New Zealand but 
also because of my curiosity in the process of language learning and its impacts on me. In this 
process of learning, I experience a different ‘me’ when I use English, whether it is speaking, writing, 
or thinking. I used to believe that this feeling was mainly caused by the difference in logic between 
languages, but I was curious to investigate whether there might be other possible reasons for this. 
As I mentioned earlier, English is my third language. Before I began learning my second language 
Mandarin, the only language I spoke was Shanghainese. Shanghainese is a dialect spoken only in 
Shanghai. For those who speak Shanghainese, they cannot communicate with others who speak 
Mandarin. When learning Mandarin, I experienced a similar feeling to the process of learning 
English. The difference is that the English learning process had a more noticeable impact on my 
self-identity. I can sense that the way I talk and my personality change more when I use English. To 
better understand the impact that language has on identity, this study uses the process of 
documentary making to research people who have had similar experiences. As a documentary 
filmmaker, the process of making Mooncake is both a personal journey in relation to my own 
experiences as well as a method for communicating these findings publicly. 
 

So far, I have met many Chinese immigrants. Talking with them, I found that there is a gap between 
the first generation of immigrants’ understanding of identities and that of their offspring. Generally, 
immigrants relate their identity to both their ethnic background and the new community they have 
settled in. When asked whether their identity is more closely related to their ethnic background or 
their new community, immigrants typically answer both, neither, or not sure. I want to know: Why 
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are some Chinese immigrants not able to come up with a confirmed identity? Is there a dominant 
identity or is there a need for two? There are possibly many factors to consider when answering these 
questions. My personal experiences interacting with Chinese migrants lead me to believe that 
language is a key component of the identity of first-generation migrants, as very often they face 
problems when speaking a language other than their mother tongue; for example, English. On the 
other hand, second-generation migrants usually grow up bilingual, which is a very interesting 
difference between the two generations. Making a documentary about language and Chinese 
identity is a journey about me testing the beliefs I have generated from my life experiences and 
interactions with other Chinese immigrants. 

 

During my research, I found that culture and customs also influence people’s identities. In my 
documentary, I have introduced some culture topics that are related to language. For example, the 
name of my work, Mooncake, describes a festive food that Chinese people eat at the Moon Festival. 
This festival calls for a family gathering; both the moon and mooncakes are round, and the Chinese 
word for round is ‘Yuan’ (圆 ), which also means ‘reunion’ or ‘gathering’ (团圆 ). The display of 

mooncakes is a mixture of culture and language that refers to Chinese identity. In the documentary, 
most of the subjects talked about mooncakes or the Moon Festival or showed how to make them. In 
this way, the mooncake is also a thread that weaves through the whole film as a metaphor for Chinese 
language and Chinese culture. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure.2 Different types of mooncakes. (Photography by Miri City Sharing and Baomoi), Online Resource 
 

Aims/Objectives: 

Theoretically, language plays a pivotal role in developing one’s identity (which I will address in the 
literature review). This process and the influence of language can be subtle and slow. When it comes 
to their daily life, Chinese immigrants may not be aware of their changing identities or they may not 
think about it until encountering particular circumstances that prompt them to do so. As noted earlier, 
I found that individual Chinese immigrants perceive their identities in different ways. However, these 
ideas are based on my experience, so I want to make a documentary to explore how language 
influences the development of one’s Chinese identity. New migrants learn English as a second 
language whereas New Zealand-born Chinese acquire the language naturally. This difference in 
language acquisition begs the question: Is there a relationship between language and an ethnic 
minority person’s perceived identity? Likewise, do Chinese immigrants’ language skills affect how 
the mainstream sees them as New Zealanders? By focusing on their language skills, I came up with 
the overarching question: 
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Overarching Research Question: 
What is the impact of language skills on shaping the identity of Chinese migrants? 

 

To answer this question, I needed to explore the issues more deeply by breaking the question into 
more specific questions: 

 

Specific Research Questions 

1 Do their language skills affect the identity of Chinese immigrants in New Zealand? 
2 If so, what is the main impact and how it works? If not, then why do Chinese immigrants 

show a diverse attitude towards their identity? 

 
Subjects: 

The criterion for choosing my research subjects was: Chinese immigrants who had settled in New 
Zealand at different times.  Originally, the scope of the subjects spanned from family members of the 
early settlers who arrived during the gold rush (in the 1860s) right through to those who have come 
to New Zealand recently, however, due to the fact that the former subjects became more conservative 
during the project process, in the final work of documentary, only the later subjects were included. 
As I was doing my research, I found that it would benefit the storytelling of the documentary if I 
focused on families where three generations live together. A typical type of this three-generation 
family is where the grandparents came to New Zealand as the first-generation immigrant, although 
the first generation could also be the parents or even the children. This kind of family would also be 
an ideal model for discussing the relationship between language and culture. What matters is that 
the family members have different language skills. In this case, it is worth comparing how they think 
about identity topics and how this is reflected in their day-to-day lives. 

 

The subjects shown in the practice work come from a diverse background. Here is a short introduction 
of each of them: 

 

Grace Xuan 
Grace is 27 years old, she came to New Zealand when she was 12. She is the first generation of her 
family to settle here. Her mother and grandfather moved to New Zealand after Grace settled in New 
Zealand. When she first arrived, Grace’s English was not good enough for her day-to-day life. Now, 
her Chinese is, according to Grace, “getting worse and worse”. 

 

Tony Wang 
Tony came to New Zealand in the early 1990s. He and his wife, Bing, are first generation. When they 
first arrived, Tony’s and Bing’s English language skills were sufficient and it was not a problem for 
them to use English as a working language. Their daughters, Joyce and Karen, were born in New 
Zealand. Both girls speak English, Mandarin and Shanghainese (a dialect). 

 

Kunbo Li 
When he was two, Kunbo moved to New Zealand with his grandparents, Jufen and Jingxian, to join 
his parents. Kunbo can speak Mandarin but it is mixed with English. His grandparents have a basic 
knowledge of English. 



8  

 

Hanford Cheung  
Both Hanford and his wife, Sara, are second-generation migrants. They moved to New Zealand with 
their parents when they were little. Both are fluent in Cantonese and English and can speak Mandarin 
as well. Their son Haydn, was born in New Zealand and can speak basic Cantonese. Haydn is now 
learning Mandarin as his third language. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure.3 Grace Xuan. MMM Studio, New 
Market, Auckland 
 
Figure.4 (Left to right): Tony Wang, Joyce 
Wang, Bing Yan and Karen Wang. Tony’s 
home, Auckland. 

 

 

 

 

Figure.5     (Left to right): Kunbo Li, Jufen Qiu and 
Jingxian Li. Kunbo’s home, Auckland. 

 
Figure.6      (Left to right): Sarah Cheung, Haydn 
Cheung and Hanford Cheung. Sarah’s home, 
Auckland. 
(Figure3-6: Screenshots from my documentary footages.  
Footages taken by Jiajun Gu) 

Documentary mode 

Immigrants are often not aware exactly how their language skills affect their daily lives. Recognising 
this, I chose a combination of ‘observational’ and ‘expository’ modes (Nichols, 2010, p. 31) to make 
this documentary. Observational documentaries allow viewers to reach whatever conclusions they 
may deduce. The ‘fly-on-the-wall’ perspective, where the camera crew works as unobtrusively as 
possible, is championed in shooting an observational documentary. Strictly speaking, there is no 
narration in an observational documentary, with the filmmaker merely presenting what is 
happening in front of the camera. In contrast, expository documentaries use narration to explain and 
argue a film’s rhetorical content, and the editing evokes the images that the filmmaker wants the 
audience to see (Nichols, 2010). As such, the observational mode helped my production and the 
expository mode benefited the post-production tasks. A combination of these two modes contributed 
to the overall quality of my documentary. 
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Literature Review 

Practical works review 

Although Chinese have been migrating to New Zealand for more than 150 years, there have been 
few local documentaries about Chinese immigrants. I will start with a brief review of four New 
Zealand-produced documentaries about Chinese immigrants, and then discuss in-depth another 
three: The Footprints of the Dragon, Being Kiwi and New Faces Old Fears. 

 
1. Asia Downunder, Asia Vision,1994-2011 (5–10 mins) 
Asia Downunder is a TV series about Asian immigrants in New Zealand with several stories per 
episode. The series draws a picture about Chinese immigrants’ everyday lives. Since it is limited by 
the length for each story, the series does not have any clear claim, nor does it focus on and discuss 
any specific issues. However, this series is a forerunner in New Zealand television that gives Asian 
New Zealanders a voice and space to be seen whose importance should not be underestimated. 

 
2. Banana in a Nutshell, Roseanne Liang, 2005 (54 mins) 
This documentary explores the cultural gap between a Chinese-European couple (Roseanne and 
Stephen) and their families. It tells a story about how the couple seek and gain a blessing for their 
marriage from the traditional Chinese parents. Although Roseanne talks about the conflicts between 
Chinese and Kiwi culture and language, issues of identities are less stressed. 

 
3. How Mr and Mrs Gock Saved the Kumara, Arani Cuthbert, 2016 (4 mins) 
By profiling this kumara grower couple and their stories, the documentary shows their Kiwi characters. 
Mr and Mrs Gock were refugees from WWII and obtained their New Zealand citizenship in the 1940s. 
This couple’s story is a good example of how Chinese New Zealanders fit in New Zealand life, 
exemplifying Chinese innovation, survival and resilience. 

 
4. East Meets East, Julie Zhu, 2017 (3.5 mins) 
This short documentary tells a story about a 79-year-old Chinese grandmother, Fang Ruzhen, who 
immigrated to Auckland to help to raise her grandchildren. This is a great example of the relationship 
between language and identity to Chinese immigrants: although Fang cannot speak English, she 
sees herself as much a New Zealander as she is Chinese because she has lived in New Zealand for 
seventeen years. 
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Figure.7  People celebrating Chinese New Year at ASB Showground.  
 Screenshot from Asia Downunder, Asia Vision. Asia Vision., (Production). (1994-2011) 

In this film, there are many establishing shots before the interview, which helps the audience to understand the 
setting even without verbal introduction. 

 

 

Figure.8   Stephen practicing asking for the 
blessing from his father-in-law in Chinese. 
Screenshot from Banana in a Nutshell. Liang., (Director). 
(2005) 

In this scene, the camera stays close to Stephen 
even though he is reading the note. The shot made 
me realise that it is not necessary to use cutaways in 
line with what the character is talking about. If the 
content is interesting, it can also be a good option 
to show the character’s face. 

Fig.9 Julie’s grandmother, Fang, travelling to a 
Chinese supermarket by bus. 
Screenshot from East Meets East. Zhu.J., (Director), Pua.T., 
(Producer). (2017). 

The composition of this screenshot gives it visual impact. 
By setting Fang in the middle of the frame, the audience 
is attracted to look at her among other passengers. 
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Overall, these four documentaries tell the stories from an individual’s or a couple’s perspective. Not 
too many comparisons are made about their identities. In the first three films, the characters illustrate 
that issues about language and identity are less important to them. From my perspective, the most 
significant reason for this is that the main characters can speak fluent English and were either born 
and raised in New Zealand or have been living in New Zealand for most of their lives. The fourth film, 
East Meets East, however, is different. Fang has a changing identity regardless of the fact that she 
cannot speak English, which makes it hard to discuss how language influences her identity. 

 

5. An Immigrant Nation – The Footprints of the Dragon, Helene Wong, 1994 (45 mins) 
This documentary talks about the lives of three families in New Zealand – Taiwanese, Chinese-
German and Chinese-Kiwi – and focuses on history, culture and education issues.  The subject’s 
stories expand over a long period from the ‘poll tax’ in history ( from the late 19th to the early 20th 
century) to contemporary life in New Zealand. An abundance of archives from newspapers are used 
as cutaways to the stories.  

 

6. Our People Our Century – Being Kiwi, Chris Wilks, 2000 (17 mins) 
This documentary tells the stories of four families. The first story tells the history of a Chinese New 
Zealand family and the prejudice they experienced. The storytelling is from a historical perspective, 
dating from the gold rush era (1860s). Some of the subjects share stories that are related to language. 
For example, introducing a Chinese word that the Chinese immigrants used to use with its literal 
meaning in English and cultural meaning in Chinese. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.10 Archives of racist attitudes towards Chinese 
immigrants. 
Screenshot from An Immigrant Nation – The Footprints 
of the Dragon. Wong.H.,(Director). (1994). 

 
This screenshot is from a series of newspaper 
archives that continuously slide into the frame. 
This is a creative approach to showing archives, 
and is different from dissolving or cutting in 
between shots. 

Fig.11 Man (name not mentioned in the film) saying that the 
early Chinese diggers called New Zealand “GamSaan” (‘Gold 
Mountain” in Cantonese). 
Screenshot from Our People Our Century – Being Kiwi. Wilks,C., 
(2000). 

In this film, none of the character’s names is revealed, 
neither in subtitle nor voice. Yet it is not a problem for the 
audience to understand who they are and what they are 
talking about. The audience can tell that they are Chinese 
who have grown up in New Zealand according to their 
accent and the stories they share. 
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7. New Faces Old Fears, Manying Ip, 2004 (45 mins) 
This documentary shows the lives of three Asian immigrant families from China and Korea. It 
discusses the identity problems the earlier immigrants meet and also the difference between them 
and new Chinese immigrants.  Of note, this documentary points out that in contrast to the early 
immigrants, Chinese immigrants who came to New Zealand in the past three decades have brought 
‘old fears’ back to the society such as competition in job opportunities. 

 
All three documentaries talk about Asian immigration history in New Zealand, from the Chinese poll 
tax to ‘white New Zealand’ and the ‘yellow peril’. Reviewing these documentaries, I became aware of 
the importance of the Chinese immigration history when making my documentary. Furthermore, in 
all these films, the parents pointed out that it is important to teach their children the Chinese 
language because they want to keep their children’s Chinese identity. In both The Footprints of the 
Dragon and Being Kiwi, the characters mention that early Chinese immigrants were deemed as 
‘lower class’ and racially inferior because they could not speak English and were doing low-class jobs. 
Yet their descendants were more easily accepted because the language barrier had vanished. This is 
a typical example of Erikson’s (1963) definition of identity: people from the same ethnic group can 
be treated differently because the people around them see them differently. What’s more, 
considering that most immigrant children and children of migrants speak both English and Chinese, 
their being able to shift between languages brings to mind Montaruli’s argument of language 
shaping identity (2011). In Being Kiwi and New Faces, although the parents can speak fluent English 
and identify as New Zealanders, people are still tending to blame them for a variety of problems – 
they are not accepted by mainstream society and suffer random racial abuse. New Faces explores 
this more deeply by telling stories from more demographically diverse filming subjects, from a 
hundred-year-old first- generation immigrant to a Korean wife who married a Pākehā. In this second 
example, the Korean woman was trying to survive in her new environment, and in doing so she lost 
her identity and became confused as to who she really was, even though she was an adult in her 
twenties. 

 
Finally, I want to point out that all these documentaries, through revealing the history about how 
Chinese immigrants are treated in New Zealand, mostly focus on the ‘bad’ side of life as a migrant, 
such as how Chinese suffer racism. There are few ‘good’ stories such as how new migrants are 
welcomed by society. This focus can be seen in comics as well (Ip & Murphy, 2005).  



13  

Identity and language 

There are many ways to interpret the term ‘identity’. In my project, I will follow Erikson’s (1963) 
description of the individual’s ‘self’, as what is known as self-identity or personal identity. Here, self- 
identity is defined by the answers to ‘who am I’ and ‘what am I’, as well as the meanings indicated to 
them by others (Eriksonf 1963, Erikson, 1968). As such, the definition of identity is both a result of 
how individuals see themselves in a given context and their interactions with surroundings. With 
changing surroundings, considering this definition, an individual’s identity can change in response. 
To expand on this, Marcia indicates that there are two dimensions in developing an identity: 
exploration and commitment; the exploration of alternatives take place first, and with the developed 
or extended exploration an individual can finally obtain an appropriate identity (Marcia, 1980). This 
process of identity-gaining is, in some other research, defined as identity formation (Branch, Tayal, & 
Triplett, 2000) or identity confusion (Erikson 1963). What role does language play in this identity 
formation process? 

 
To begin with, the identity formation process expresses two contrasting human needs: the need to 
belong to a group vs the need to maintain personal uniqueness (Brewer, 1991). In the context of 
immigration, once immigrants start living in a new environment, this contrast becomes more 
pronounced because they can have more than one identity, and they can be fluent in both of the 
languages according to their identities (Montaruli et al., 2011). Besides, if they speak one language 
more than another, they are more likely to endorse the identity in alignment with that language 
(Gauthier et al., 1993). For Chinese immigrants in New Zealand, what Brewer’s argument means to 
them is that they have to make some changes to fit in the westernised society, meanwhile at least for 
the first generation, it is almost impossible for them to give up what they see as their identity before 
immigration. Their pre-existing identities are bonded to the language they speak in their home 
country. Nevertheless, what is lacking from Brewer’s claim is that with the development of the newly- 
developed identity, an individual’s ‘personal uniqueness’ he mentions is changing as well. Also, 
Montaruli has proved that, like babies, adults can also acquire the language skills as fluent as native 
speakers. The research from Gauthier et al. backs it up and shows that language functions as a bridge 
between the ‘group’ and an immigrant’s identity: the more English the immigrant speaks, the more 
they will feel like a ‘Kiwi’ and vice versa. 

 
In bringing these arguments into practice, I will analyse a report on Singaporeans. By referring it 
back to these arguments, I will also make a possible assumption when locating the identity topic in 
the context of New Zealand. In a report based on a survey about the definition of being a 
‘Singaporean’ with a sample of over 2,000 Singaporeans, Lim and Mathews (2017) point out the 
impact of language in shaping identities. Data shows that more than 90% of respondents ranked 
reading, writing and speaking in the community's language as among the top three most important 
markers of ethnic identity (rather than other traits such as having close friends of the same ethnicity 
and the ability to eat traditionally). This result perfectly matches Montaruli’s model and extends it to 
concerns apart from language. As further data demonstrates around 80% of respondents viewed 
speaking good English as essential to being considered a Singaporean, it is clear that language, 
either the community language or English, value the best in ‘making a Singaporean’. 
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According to Yew (2012), language (English) is a tool for Singaporeans to study the latest technology 
from the western world, and language is also a tool to keep the traditional culture from the East in 
making a unique national identity for Singapore. That is to say, a bilingual Singaporean should be 
able to adapt to each of the languages they speak in pursuing a specific aim, and by doing so, they 
can be either more Westernised or stay with their Chinese background. Singapore is a perfect 
example to show how influential it is in developing an identity by choosing between English and 
Chinese. As for the Chinese immigrants, especially for the second generations, the situation they will 
meet is similar to Singaporeans. Adopting the research mentioned above, I conclude that the identity 
of a Chinese immigrant in New Zealand is dynamic and malleable towards either side of the East or 
the West by which language they speak more, and how fluently they can speak that language. 

 
National identity and immigration 

National identity is a person's identity or sense of belonging to one state or one nation (Ashmore et 
al., 2001, pp. 74-75), and it is by definition ‘the sense of a nation as a cohesive whole, as represented 
by distinctive traditions, culture, language and politics’ (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015). Regarding this 
definition, unlike their identities, individuals can decide which national identity to follow, but there 
is no need for them to maintain any uniqueness. National identity is more about people as a group, 
as Guibernau (2004) says, it is the subjective feeling one shares with a group of people about a nation, 
regardless of one's legal citizenship status. So what is a nation and how does it apply to the national 
identity? 

 
Anderson points out that a ‘nation’ is an imagined political community (1996, pp. 5-6) and nations 
are made up by the authorities to control and utilise people (Anderson, 1996). Anderson’s claim 
about what a national identity is, is contradictory in comparison with Guibernau’s ‘subjective feeling’. 
If the creation of a nation is determined by the authorities and not a person or a group, how could an 
individual be subjective to this idea given by others? A possible answer is that an individual is 
subjective to a national identity because they can choose the national identity they want to share with 
others, whereas the definition of each possible national identity for them to choose is influenced by 
the authorities. Similarly, although people can choose which place to settle down, how others see 
them as immigrants is also determined by the power of the authority. Huntington (2004) argues that 
people like America’s founders were not immigrants, but settlers. The British settlers came to a place 
and established a new society, which is different from immigrants migrating from one existing 
society to another. 

 
What's more, according to Anderson (1996), ‘nation’, ‘nationality’, and ‘nationalism’ are coined in 
the late 18th century (but I found that ‘nationality’ was first recorded since the 1690s (Isin, 2002). 
And it is the same period when the word ‘immigration’ was introduced into English (Huntington, 
2004). By putting Anderson and Huntington’s arguments together, it can be concluded that the 
appearance of national identity and immigrants are all based on the power of authority. Thus, for 
immigrants, although they can choose to stay closer with whichever national identity they feel they 
belong to, that identity is eventually developed by the power, and this power is reflected in the 
society they live in. 
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New Zealand is similar to America in the way it defines ‘settlers’ and ‘immigrants’. Regarding 
Anderson and Huntington’s arguments to New Zealand, the first Europeans settled amongst the 
indigenous Māori and then, through a colonizing process, formed “a new society” (Huntington, 2004, 
p24) on this land.  The European settlers used to share a distinctly different identity to the new-comer 
Chinese immigrants, which is portrayed in Ip and Murphy’s book (2005). Whilst many of them may 
have already ‘settled’ in New Zealand for generations by now; Chinese immigrants still encounter 
racism, which is discussed in the book Old Asian, New Asian (2017). 
 
In her book, Old Asian, New Asian, Ng (2017) argues there is an underlying and misguided belief 
that Kiwi and Chinese identities are mutually exclusive. Ng also says that people are seeing her as 
Asian first while her ‘New Zealandness’ is ignored (Ng, 2007, p15). As introduced above, this ‘New 
Zealandness’ is a colonized identity which is largely formed by the European settlers. The causes of 
exclusiveness of Kiwi and Chinese identities can be explained by Huntington’s ‘Americaness’ (2004, 
p23): a nation of immigrants, but immigrants need to adapt to the WASP1 culture (2004, p23). In 
other words, the dominant culture affects people’s understanding of national identity. To be Chinese 
in New Zealand is to have it repeatedly pointed out that they are different and don't belong quite like 
others; this is the truth and not related to racism. 

 
Nevertheless, Ng (2017) says it is impossible for her to find a sense of identity anywhere other than 
New Zealand, which indicates that although the national identity of New Zealand is interpreted by 
the powers that be, Chinese immigrants can have their own understanding of being a New Zealander. 
What leads to this difference? Considering Guibernau’s argument (2004) about the subjective 
feeling of national identity, one possible answer is that the national identity can also be interpreted 
differently by a different ethnic group, regardless of their population in that country. It is worth 
noticing that Chinese immigrants are not always unwelcomed by Western society. According to 
Oriani and Staglian’s study (2008) about Italy, Chinese immigrants were once accepted by the society 
but gradually, they were also excluded from local community because they have different habits and 
customs, rather than different national identities. So, are there any similar stories in New Zealand? 
Looking at relevant documentaries can help here. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1. WASP culture refers to White Anglo-Saxon Protestant, which in Huntington’s book stands for those 
who founded the nation of America (2004). This term is now more inclusive than reflecting that 
group of people, as Thompson and Hickey argues, WASP also includes “most 'white' people who 
are not ... members of any minority group” (2011, p 82). 
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Methodologies and methods 
Methodology 

My project takes grounded theory and focused ethnography as the methodologies. 
 

Grounded theory 
Research using grounded theory can start without theories and start with research questions and 
data gathering instead (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). Since I am making a documentary about other 
people’s lives, even though I have my own stance on the topic around language and identity, I should 
not let my beliefs interfere too much with the production process until the editing process. During 
the process of data gathering, I tried to avoid asking closed questions and instead, asked open 
questions. This approach ensures the diversity of data, especially when it comes to questions related 
to identities. For example, I would ask my subjects: “How do you think of your identity? Do you have 
any thoughts to share?” rather than “Do you think you are more like a Chinese or a New Zealander?” 
The structure of grounded theory research guided me to focus on my research questions and data 
gathering, so it made my research outcome as genuine as possible. 

 
Focused ethnography   
Unlike conventional ethnographies, when practising focused ethnography, the researcher’s role is 
that of a field-observer, rather than a participant (Knoblauch, 2005). As with grounded theory, when 
I apply this rule to my research, focused ethnography requires me to avoid any interference or 
influences that might lead my subject. Furthermore, focused ethnography usually deals with a 
distinct problem in a specific context and is conducted within a specific cultural group rather than 
with a cultural group that differs completely from that of the researcher’s (Mayan, 2009; Morse & 
Richards, 2002; Roper & Shapira, 2000). In my case, since I am Chinese, I have a background in and 
understanding of Chinese language and culture. Contrary to conventional ethnography, focused 
ethnography requires the researcher to do more communicative activities and sequential analysis 
(Knoblauch, 2005). Communicative activities are one of the main tasks when making a documentary, 
as these activities are the key elements of the visual content. Sequential analysis benefits in 
arranging the footage in production and to sort the storytelling in post-production. 

Methods of data collection and analysis 

Observation and recording 
In my project, since I could not expect every subject to be able to clearly explain their understanding 
of identities, it was important to get diverse data in addition to what each participant actually said. 
By observing and recording what they were doing, I kept a sequential analysis of the data. The word 
‘recording’ here not only indicates video footage but also any form that records data; for example, a 
log. The word ‘observation’ here is different from ‘participant observation’, which is usually one of the 
core techniques in sociological ethnography (Knoblauch, 2005). Observation stands for being a field- 
observer. Therefore, I did not interfere or interrupt anything the subjects were doing; by standing 
back, I could avoid the ‘crisis’ of reproducing my observations from my ethnocentric background 
(Marcus, 1998). Below are some examples of my observation and recording process: 
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Joyce showing what a pedal is. 

Example 1: Grace rehearsing with her dance crew 
Grace runs a dance studio, and I recorded observational footage of her crew’s rehearsal for a 
performance at Skycity Theatre. By paying attention to the language she spoke, I found that Grace 
often mixes Chinese and English when she talks, especially when she is referring to dance 
terminology or phrases. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure.12 
Grace and her dance crew in rehearsal.  
(Screenshot from my documentary  
Footages). MMM Studio, Auckland. 

 
Example 2: Joyce and Karen making mooncakes 
When observing Joyce and Karen making mooncakes, I focused on the language they used with each 
other. Most of the time, their conversation was in English only. When they did speak Chinese to each 
other, it was usually using simple Chinese words in an English sentence. The following are two 
examples: 

 
Joyce: Do you know the song 的名字 (Do you know the song’s name)? 
Karen: What song? 

 
(When they are talking about dancing) 
Joyce: Do you know what a pedal is? 
Karen: No. 
Joyce: Pedal 呀, pedal. Oh, my gosh 你都不用上的嘛 (Come on, it’s pedal. Oh, my 

gosh don’t you need to learn that)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure.13. Joyce showing  
what a pedal is. 
(Screenshot from my documentary  
Footages). Joyce’s home, Auckland. 
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Example 3: Hanford and Haydn eating out 
During dinner in a Chinese restaurant, Hanford orders a dish of Chinese fried gluten. His son, Haydn, 
does not know what it is so he asks Hanford. Here is their conversation: 

 
Haydn: Can I try? 
Hanford: 唔得食个，生嘅. (You cannot eat it; it’s raw) 
Haydn: Gluten. Is that like bread? Is that straight-up gluten? 
Hanford: 呢真嘅系 gluten 来个，系炸过嘅 gluten. (Of course, it is gluten, but it is fried 

gluten) 
Haydn: That’s weird. 

 
Throughout their conversation, Hanford speaks in Cantonese mostly and Haydn speaks in English 
only. But I notice that Hanford does not use the Chinese word Mian Jin (面筋) for the fried gluten 

but gives its English name. This is a common with Chinese immigrants: when they are speaking 
Chinese, they naturally say some words in English quite because it is more efficient to communicate 
that way. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig.14 Haydn looking at  
the fried gluten. 
(Screenshot from my documentary  
Footages). A Chinese restaurant,  
Auckland. 

 
 

Interview 

As I am doing a documentary project, interviews are not only the main part of the final film but also 
a useful tool for me to collect data through the whole process. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) indicate 
that there are three formats of interviews: structured, semi-structured and unstructured. A structured 
interview asks each participant the same questions in the same order; in an unstructured interview, 
questions are not prearranged; a semi-structured interview is a mix of open- ended and structured 
questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). In my research project, I used both structured and semi-
structured interviews.  The interview questions and forms are listed in Appendix I. 

 
I used structured interviews the first few times I met the subjects. The main purpose of using 
structured interviews was to get the subjects’ demographic data and their background as it related to 
my project, for example: What is your first and second language? and When did you come to New 
Zealand? 
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Name Gender Age Group Language 

skills 

Main topic Time 

duration 

Location 

/ Event 

Contact 

Number 

Notes 

Subject A Male 20-30 Chinese 

English 

Global 

trading 

10 mins Chinese 

Culture 

day 

Facebook Immigrated 

in 2013 with 

parents 

Subject B Female 20-30 English Language 15 mins PASC 

workshop 

N/A Fourth 

generation 

Example of a structured interview log form 

 
Semi-structured interviews are a great way to gather footage of the subjects’ opinions and stories. I 
used semi-structured interviews under two different kind of formats in my project. The first format 
was the sit-down interviews. Effectively, this interview format meant the subjects did nothing else 
but respond to my questions. The format also gave them enough time to think the questions over. 
Because I prepared the questions beforehand, this type of semi-structured interview format ensured 
that I would ask about all the topics I wanted to cover. 

 
Example of a sit-down interview format 
 

Interviewer: When did you come to New Zealand? How was your English at that time? 
Tony: It’s a long time... Since the 25th of August on 1995, so it has been 

twenty-four years. I spent half of my life here. So, it is fair to say that 
Auckland and New Zealand is my second hometown. ... 

There were a math test and an English test for my job interview. 
They gave me an hour to do it but I finished the test in only ten 
minutes and they said that I am quite well-educated. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.15 A sit-down interview:  
Tony was interviewed in his  
living room. 
(Screenshot from my documentary  
Footages). Tony’s home, Auckland. 
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The second setting is when I am following and recording what the subjects are doing in their 
everyday life. This setting is the primary source to get first reactions from subjects. Unlike sit-down 
interviews, there are no prepared questions or interview outlines. Most of the questions are based 
on what the subjects are doing at the time and the researcher’s conversation with them; i.e. the 
questions are spontaneous and generated from the activity of the subject. Following-and-recording 
interviews can result in visually diverse footage, unlike sit-down interviews, this setting makes the 
audience feel closer to the subjects.  
 
Example of a follow-and-record interview format 
In this example, I was interviewing Hanford while he was driving. Before I started the interview, 
Hanford was talking about his son Haydn. I decided to ask Hanford whether Haydn ever asks where 
he comes from: 
 

Hanford:  Others will ask him ‘Where are you from?’ because he doesn't look 
like local. He looks like Chinese. But strictly speaking, he is not a real 
Chinese. He is an ethnic Chinese , overseas born Chinese. 
    So, it becomes a problem for him being often asked where are you 
from. If he tells others that he is a New Zealander, they would still 
ask where on earth does he come from. Come on, the boy was born 
here! 

 
 

  

Fig.16 
 
A follow-and-record interview: Hanford was 
being interviewed while driving.   
 
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Auckland 
Central, Auckland. 
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Ethical considerations 

Ethics approval was sought from the Unitec Research Ethics Committee, and approval was granted 
on 15/July/2019. UREC approval number: 2019-1017. (See Appendix II) 

 
In general, keeping the subjects’ privacy from the public was not an issue in this context of making a 
documentary. I asked the subjects to sign a consent form which discussed confidentiality from both 
sides (the subject and the film-maker). The inevitable privacy issue is that I might see or hear 
something when I was observing them that they would rather keep private. One possible solution 
was to check they were happy with me still recording that information, even though it might interrupt 
my observation and recording, but this situation did not actually happen very often. In the consent 
form, subjects are also given an opportunity to ask to see the documentary before it is submitted for 
examination. 

 
Some other possible ethical considerations are: 

 
Approaching and recruiting 
Since my project requires close collaboration with other people, I needed to make sure that the way 
I approached and recruited my subjects was genuine and open. I contacted potential participants 
through my social network, and by attending relevant events and disseminating an introduction to 
my project on social media. When one of my social connections suggested somebody, I asked them 
to informally approach the potential subject before I established the contact more formally. 

 
Payments or compensation 
All subjects were willing to participate in my project and no payments or compensation were made. 

 
Observation and recording 
Some of my subjects are minors; i.e. under 16 years of age. I needed to get consent from their parents, 
especially when filming them, as minors do not have the legal capacity to give consent. A separate 
form specifically for children under the age of 16 was provided. 

 
Interviews 
There is always a risk that a participant might be offended by an interview question. To mitigate this 
risk, I tried to get to know each subject before I started filming. 

 
Interviews 
The transcripts from the interviews were translated and with that came the risk of misinterpretations 
or misleading interpretations. To mitigate this risk, I sought the help of interpreters and proofreaders, 
when needed. 
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Outcomes/Discussions 

Findings from the data 

By undertaking interviews and observing, using different approaches from both grounded theory 
and focused ethnography, I collected a variety of data from more than 60 subjects. After sorting the 
data into common themes, I ended up with three key categories. 

 
1. Third or Fourth Generation descendants of early Chinese settlers 
As they are at least the third or fourth generation in New Zealand, all subjects under this category see 
themselves as a ‘New Zealander’1. Although the people under this category are not illustrated in the 
final practical work, I collected informative data from them during the production process, and the 
kind of data I collected can be found in the structured interview form (Appendix I). As data collecting 
is part of documentary making, it is valuable to discuss what I found during this process. Because 
their childhood, the language they speak, the culture they experience and their lifestyle are the same 
as other people in the local community, I would argue that the data I collected from these third- and 
fourth-generation Chinese New Zealanders pertains to them as individuals rather than reflecting any 
difference between Chinese and other ethnic groups. Moreover, because English is the only 
language spoken in many of these families, some of the subjects said it is ‘a shame’ that they cannot 
speak their ethnic language. They think the language is a heritage from their ancestors, so language 
becomes a symbol of their ‘Chinese part’. As such, I found that the impact of language in shaping 
their identity is opposite to what Montaruli et al. (2011) argued, namely that identities develop with 
the language(s) someone speaks. For these subjects, it is their lack of Chinese language skills that 
make them feel that their personal identity of being a New Zealander is a mixed one. In other words, 
because their ancestors could speak another language but they cannot, their understanding of 
identities could be different from others’; for example, different to a family where the second 
generation in New Zealand speak English only, but the migrant parents speak Chinese. 

 
2. Born and/or raised in New Zealand as a second generation. 
Like the first category, the subjects in this category usually do not hesitate to say they are New 
Zealanders. However, their New Zealand identity is also a mixed one – or, in their own words, they 
are a “Chinese Kiwi” or “a special category of Kiwi”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

1 In my research project, I use the word ‘New Zealand identity’ or ‘New Zealanders’ from a colonial perspective. In Aotearoa 
New Zealand, Māori, as the indigenous peoples were ‘the Other’ to the Western settlers and being indigenous people is a 
particular identity of being ‘the Other’ (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2013, p2). Thus it was colonialism, as a realization of the imperial 
imagination (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2013), that led to the emergence of differentiation of race in New Zealand as an imperial 
nation. By discussing the New Zealand identity of Chinese immigrants from a colonial perspective, my focus is on what is the 
impact of race-differentiation on Chinese immigrants. The relationship between Māori and the Western settlers contribute to 
Chinese immigrants’ perception of New Zealand identity today but is not the main topic of my research project. 
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Fig.17 Joyce in interview. 
In response to other people calling her a Chinese Kiwi, Joyce agrees with that.  
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Joyce’s home, Auckland. 

 

Fig.18 Kunbo in interview 
After his grandparents called him a Chinese, Kunbo says he is Kiwi, a special category of Kiwi. 
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Kunbo’s home, Auckland. 
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It is inevitable that these second-generation subjects consider their ethnicity background when 
talking about their identity, which should be the same as subjects from the first category. But why do 
the second generations show a different attitude in stressing their Chinese side? A possible reason is 
that most of them are born in the 1990s to the early 21st century, or moved to New Zealand during 
these decades. This is a period when New Zealand witnessed a rapid growth in the Asian population 
(NZ Census, 2018), so it has become more common for these second-generation ethnic Chinese to 
meet people like themselves. The subjects who were raised in New Zealand expressed no doubt that 
they are a New Zealander because English is their, if not the only, first language.2 Meanwhile, as their 
close family members and people in their social circles can speak their ethnic language, it is easy for 
this generation to be affected by this language. 

 
 
 

Fig.19 Bing in interview. 
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Bing’s home, Auckland. 

 
Bing says that she asks Joyce and Karen to speak Chinese at home, not only because she wants 
them to practise Chinese, but also because this is the only way to communicate with their 
grandparents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Although it is controversial about whether someone can have more than one first language (Chiswick and Miller, 

2008). In my project, I assume it is possible. 
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Fig.20 Haydn reading Chinese. 
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Haydn’s home, Auckland. 

 
Although Haydn is still learning Chinese Mandarin, he can speak Cantonese since this is his ethnic 
language. 

 
Thus, for the second generations, English gives them a sense of belonging to New Zealand while 
their ethnic language provides them with another possibility. 

 
3. First generation 
Unlike the descendants of the early immigrants, it is natural for first-generation people to see 
themselves as Chinese. Many of the first-generation subjects interviewed for the documentary have 
spent more than half of their life in New Zealand, and they have no difficulty at all speaking English. 
Even so, they think that they have an accent and the way they phrase some sentences means they 
believe they can never reach the same level of English proficiency as a native speaker. 

 
As a first-generation Chinese New Zealander, Grace is fluent in English and this is what she thinks 
about her accent: 
“Now I am more like a native speaker. My accent is not completely like local. But it’s OK. It’s my specialty.” 

 
Grace, for example, is not bothered that her accent is a ‘mix’. So for those who judge themselves by 
their accent, it is hard to tell whether they feel they are not New Zealanders because they are not 
native English speakers, or it is because they feel they are not New Zealanders and so are trying to 
find something to justify their feeling. 

 
At this point, I need to stress that the explanation for each of these categories is based only on the 
data I collected. Thus, it is important to realise that the conclusions that I have reached may or may 
not be generalisable. 

 
Apart from these three categories, there are two key words worth discussing from my research: 
‘foreigners’ and assimilate. 
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Fig.21 Grace in interview. 
(Screenshot from my documentary Footages). MMM Studio, Auckland. 

 
As a first-generation Chinese New Zealander, Grace is fluent in English and this is what she thinks 
about her accent: 

“Now I am more like a native speaker. My accent is not completely like local. But it’s OK. 
It’s my specialty.” 
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‘Foreigners’ 
The word ‘foreigners’ was commonly used among the subjects who can speak Chinese and they 
would only use this word when they were speaking Chinese.3 In the Chinese language, the word 
foreigners usually refers to white people but not to people from another country. This usage is widely 
accepted in China and with Chinese people settling overseas, its usage has spread to overseas 
Chinese and their language. When putting it in the context of New Zealand, the Chinese word 
‘foreigner’ stands for white New Zealanders, even though white New Zealanders are the early settlers 
of New Zealand. One of the possible explanations is that the Chinese immigrants in New Zealand are 
used to this usage of ‘foreigners’ in Chinese, so it was kept among the Chinese community to help 
maintain their own cultural identity and world view. To the Chinese community, the meaning of the 
word ‘foreigners’ becomes different in English and Chinese. 

Fig.22 Jufen and Jingxian in interview.  (Screenshot from my documentary Footages). Jufen and 
Jingxian’s home, Auckland. 
 

Jufen and Jingxian explain that: 
“Foreigners mean Kiwi to us. We call them foreigners when we are in China, and we 
are get used to call them foreigners after we moved to New Zealand as well.” 

 

However, Kunbo’s response to that is: 
“But I think Kiwi has a broader meaning. For example, I am Kiwi and so does Indians. 
When I say foreigners, I am talking about white people.” 

 
Note: In a previous part of the interview, Jufen and Jingxian said that Kiwi means 
European New Zealanders and Māori to them. 

 
This example provides me with an alternative way to think about the impact of language. Based on 
its literal meaning, the word foreigners shows a distinction between people from different countries. 

For those who do not have this particular knowledge of Chinese2 usage including Chinese New 
 

3  “Chinese” here stands for any ethnic language/dialects in China. In Mandarin, foreigner is pronounced as ‘Wai Guo 

Ren’ (外国人) or ‘Yang Ren’ (洋人). 
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Zealanders who cannot understand Chinese), when someone uses the word ‘foreigner’, to some 
extent it equals saying that this person is not a New Zealander. However, many of the subjects are 
not even aware of this different meaning in different language contexts. As such, special word usage 
in one language can be misleading when talking about people’s identity. Furthermore, because this 
use only exists in Chinese, it could also contribute to a sense of belonging for anyone who can 
understand and uses it in their life. 

 
Assimilate   
Many of the subjects whose first language is not English say there is a transition of them assimilating 
to a new environment as they learn English. One example is a girl I had a semi-structured interview 
with. She moved to New Zealand when she was in kindergarten, and at that time, she was able to 
speak her ethnic language. But to assimilate, she decided to speak English only during her primary 
school period, even when talking to her parents. Later, she started to study Māori and eventually she 
lost the skill to speak her ethnic language. Regardless of what she has experienced, to this girl, being 
able to speak the language that the majority of the community speaks is equal to sharing the same 
identity with them. This girl’s story is a good example of what Gauthier et al. (1993) argue, namely 
that if someone speaks one language more than another, they are more likely to endorse the identity 
that aligns with that language. As I mentioned above, this is only what I collected from my data. There 
are also other subjects who had similar experiences but kept a good level of Chinese language as 
well and they do not think it necessary to give up one language to assimilate to a different place. 
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Conclusion 

An individual’s identity is how they see themselves in the world. Identities are fluid and the process 
of forming them is affected by both the individual and the environment. Language is one of the key 
factors in shaping identity. Chinese immigrants’ language skills, and those of their offspring, have 
been greatly influenced by the mores and values of society when they first arrived. For example, the 
offspring of early migrants were affected by and immersed in English much more than their ethnic 
language. As for those who immigrated in more recent times, because they live in a society where a 
mix of languages exists, both English and Chinese language can affect their identities. The subjects 
in my documentary have diverse opinions of their identities, which is in line with their different 
backgrounds and language skills. 

 
People like Grace can have more than one identity. Depending on the context, they feel closer to 
either their New Zealand or Chinese identity, and a more general identity for them is being ‘a mix’. 
This mix also reflects their languages. Taking Grace again as an example: when she first came to New 
Zealand, Grace was living with her cousin’s family but her cousin could not speak Chinese, which 
meant that Grace had to use English to communicate with those immediately around her. 
Furthermore, Grace was trying hard to learn the language of her new country and, in doing so, 
gradually lost her fluency in Chinese. Through the process of immersing herself in the English 
language, Grace gradually adopted a New Zealand identity, and this is why she says she is “more like 
a Kiwi”. Grace also added that “deep down I am Chinese”. 

 
For people like Kunbo, it can be difficult to hold a specified definition of their identities. Kunbo’s 
Chinese language skill makes it possible for him to understand the special usage of ‘foreigners’ in a 
Chinese context. In saying so, Kunbo is using this word as a replacement for white New Zealanders, 
even though he was raised in New Zealand. His Chinese knowledge gives him some special 
characteristics that exist among Chinese New Zealanders. In other words, Kunbo can feel that there 
is something different between him and others who are not of Chinese descent, and this difference 
is caused by language. Meanwhile, Kunbo is a native English speaker and this gives him an identity 
closer to New Zealanders, which in his words is “a special category of Kiwi”. 

 
People who are born here, like Haydn and Joyce, are likely to think of themselves as New Zealanders 
or, to be more precise, as Chinese New Zealanders. Their first language is English, which is the same 
as their friends and classmates. Joyce said, for example, “The only difference is that I speak another 
language at home.” Because Haydn cannot speak Mandarin Chinese, it is more difficult for him to 
feel close to a Chinese identity. He says that he felt weird when he stayed with Chinese kids in China. 
Regardless of their Chinese language skills, their first language of English makes Haydn and Joyce 
relate more to a New Zealand identity. 

 
Some of the subjects, regardless of their English language skills, think they are Chinese and this 
cannot be changed. By comparing these different subjects, I find that a person’s first language may 
be the most important determining factor between their language and identity. For Hanford and 
Sarah, Tony and Bing, and Kunbo’s grandparents, their first language is Chinese and they only reflect 
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on their Chinese identities. For Kunbo, Haydn and Joyce, their first language (or at least one of their 
first languages) is English and they feel more comfortable with their New Zealand identities. Since 
they are able to change their preferred language, their identities could change accordingly as well. 
Here are some possible answers to my research questions. 

1 Do their language skills affect the identity of Chinese immigrants in New Zealand? 
Yes, and there is no one answer that suits everyone. Different language skills under different 
circumstances can have a different effect. 

2 If so, what is the main impact and how it works? If not, then why do Chinese immigrants 
show a diverse attitude towards their identity? 
Language has several impacts on Chinese immigrants’ identities. A key determinant is the first 
language of the Chinese immigrant: the migrant is likely to have an identity that aligns with their 
first language. People like Tony who have lived several decades in New Zealand, still identify as 
Chinese because their first language is Chinese. The relationship between language and identity can 
also be affected by a person’s family background, social background, the people around them and 
their life experience. One example of this is Kunbo’s shifting from “I am Kiwi” to “different from real 
New Zealanders” as he grows up. This is a complex issue because when two people share the same 
language skills in both Chinese and English, the factors mentioned above can make a huge 
difference regarding the impact of language in shaping their identities, not to mention that language 
skills can change over time. Both Grace and Hanford had to learn English when they first arrived in 
New Zealand as young people, and they are now fluent in both English and Chinese – yet Hanford 
shows a strong Chinese identity while Grace has a mixed one. 

 
The answers to my research questions are both arrived at and reflected within the journey of my 
creative practice in documentary making. I began my project with research questions based on my 
experience of living in New Zealand. At that stage, I believed that language has an impact on Chinese 
immigrants’ identities. The evidence found in existing literature as well as talking to Chinese 
immigrants with diverse backgrounds supported this assumption but also indicated other 
contributing factors such as culture. However, these findings were still largely based on other 
people’s work and thoughts. It was not until I started to record the data and coding it for making the 
documentary that I realized this language impact varies from person to person. 

 
Capturing the Chinese immigrants’ experience and stories through the documentary making process 
has allowed me to come to a deeper understanding of the complexities and subtle differences of how 
identity and language converge across the generations. The medium of documentary making is a 
reflection of people’s lives and it illustrates how different languages involve in their lives. This 
medium also draws the audience towards the subjects and their stories and as such illustrates the 
many and varied responses to immigration and cultural identity. The audio-visual contents make it 
easier for the audience to understand Chinese immigrants’ lives in New Zealand and the way they 
engage with language and identity. As there are not too many documentaries about Chinese 
immigrants produced with a focus on languages and identities in New Zealand, Mooncake shares 
important stories that need to be told. 
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Appendix I 
Logs and interview questions 

 
 

Example of semi-structured interview questions for a first generation immigrant: 
Part A. Background 
1. Where were you born and raised? 
2. When and why did you move to New Zealand? 
3. How was your English skills level at that time? Could you describe in detail or with an 

example? 
4. What, if still remember, was your first impression after coming to New Zealand? 
5. If you were not fluent in English, have you met any trouble caused by language? Could 

you describe it? 
6. Do you have any preference of language when talking with a bilingual shares the same 

language skill like you? If so, what is it? 
7. Which language (s) would you rather speak at home/ local community/ school/ 

workplace? 

 
Part B. Opinions 
8. What is your understanding of ‘being a Kiwi’ / ‘being a Chinese’? 
9. So you think you are still more like a Chinese, even after twenty years living in New 

Zealand? …… Then how do you keep your Chinese personal identity in New Zealand? 
10. Do you think it is important for your children being able to speak Chinese? 
11. What about Korean, since your wife is Korean? 
12. What do you think values the most when it comes to keeping someone’s own culture? 

 
Part C. Ending 
13. Is there anything else you think I should know to understand your wife’s opinion on 

your children’s language and culture education? 
14. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Example of semi-structured interviews and data 
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egion 

N
Z Born/M

igrant 
age 

Language and Proficiency 
M

andarin / C
antonese /   English 

O
ccupation 

N
otes 

Subject A 
30s 

H
ongkong 

7 years old 
5 

5 
5 

Transportation Engineer 
A sense of orat

 
C

am
e w

ith his parents in the 90s.     
G

row
n-up w

ith friends from
 H

ongkong and Taiw
an and m

ost of them
 w

ent back to hom
e country after getting a N

Z passport 
Teaches his son C

hinese.  R
unning a podcast/w

orking on a book about his life in N
Z.    

Show
s a great interest in the docum

entary   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Subject B 

20 
C

hinese/British 
N

Z born, 3rd gen 
1 

0 
5 

Tertiary Student 
 

Learning M
andarin now

.     C
hinese-Brisish m

ixced boy. Live close to his father's side of relatives from
 C

hina.   
Talking w

ith his father about C
hinese culture and the fam

ily history quite often. 
H

is aunty w
ho is teaching in a college could be interested in the docum

entary 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Subject C

  
50s 

H
ongkong 

under 10 years old 
1 

5 
5 

Architect 
Artistic tem

per
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50s 
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N

Z born, 2nd gen 
0 

1 
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Architect 
 

Subject E 
24 

/ 
N

Z born, 3rd gen 
0 

0 
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D
irector 
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e to N
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ith tw

o older sisters. C
's  English is native w

hile her sisters have C
hinese accent.   

C
 is the interpreter betw

een E and his grandparents. 
C

 fam
iliy settled dow

n in South Island w
ith the help of a church and she w

ent to a church school w
here  

she started to learn English from
 scrach 

The parents never asked E w
hether he w

ants to learn C
hinese or not.  "O

nly C
hinese food" 
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antonese 
m

id 20s 
5 

5 
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W
okring at a florist 
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30s 

C
antonese 

m
id 20s 

5 
5 

2 
Boiler Service Technician 

 
Subject H

 
13 

/ 
N

Z born, 2nd gen 
4 

4.5 
5 

Student 
 

The parents spend a lot of tim
e teaching H

 M
andarin and C

antonese, including a com
m

unity w
eekly w

orkshop w
here  

F used to teaching C
antonese. 

H
 show

s a strong C
hinese identity, for exam

ple, she calls non-C
hinese N

ew
 Zealanders as 'foreigners' in C

hinese,  
but her value and lifestyle is m

ore local 
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