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Sieh Zoe, 

x A once, 

MAG ZL as, 

Me AM2ce, 

WR 20. 

Fs ABCA CF BELL TAT FS Fe BR YA Td A bs Be ANTS Ta EE 

(Magnolia, Autobiographical writing, January 2003) 

Writing is remembering, 

remembering my self, 

remembering my life, 

remembering my days gone by, 

remembering my emotions. 

I hope my writing will allow those whom I love and those who love me to 

remember the days we walked alongside one another. 

(English translation by Yi Li) 
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Abstract 

Using Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) approach to narrative inquiry, this dissertation 

explores the experiences and meanings of home and homelessness among international 

students after they have studied and lived in Canada for several years. The three research 

participants—Jasmine, Magnolia, and Mei—were born around 1980, finished their high 

school education in China, came to Canada and entered a high school university 

preparation program in Fall 1998, started their undergraduate programs at the University 

of Alberta in Fall 1999 and graduated with their Bachelor’s Degrees in Spring 2003. The 

first set of field texts (data) for this study was collected during their fourth year of 

university; the final set in the following two years. During the collaborative research 

process, we shared our intense feelings about what it means to have a home, and what it 

means to feel/be homeless and how we are going to make a home in a new place in our 

future lives. Narrative accounts of three participants’ experiences around home were 

constructed. Looking across the three narrative accounts, three resonating narrative 

threads were identified: home as place, home as relationship and home as life. The most 

important finding of this thesis is how each of the participants was awakened and began 

to think and question her taken-for-granted notion of home as a result of undergoing a 

dramatic transition from China to Canada. Though my study focused on Chinese 

students, it has significance for understanding home and homelessness in general. 
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Prologue 

Journal Entry: March 4, 2000, Edmonton 

I first heard about the story of Fraser River Chinook salmon in B.C. Canada when 

I was on a guided canoe tour in Moose Lake, B. C., which is located 40 minutes drive 

west of Jasper, Alberta, the tourist town. I was working part-time.as a motel front desk 

clerk there while waiting for my master’s program to begin in the fall at the University of 

Alberta in Edmonton. 

It was an early June morning in 1998, cold and wet. I had been in Canada as a 

new immigrant for three months. I still wore a thick jacket while the rest of the tour 

group were in their sweaters. As we were watching birds, moose and eagles around 

Moose Lake, one of the tourists brought up the topic of the salmon and the guide 

explained briefly to us. 

Later that day, on a rafting tour along the Fraser River, the same guide showed us 

the spawning grounds of those Chinook salmon. I was not particularly impressed until he 

led us to the Rearguard Falls, where the Chinook salmon have to jump upstream in order 

to reach their home stream to spawn. There were no salmon to be seen at that time of the 

year and we were a little disappointed. However, the guide told us that the best time to 

come and watch those spectacular salmon was the last week of August and the first week 

of September. 

It was not until one year later that I finally was able to go back and watch those 

Chinook salmon. In mid-August 1999, just before I returned to Edmonton to continue 

my graduate studies, my husband Guoji drove me and his friend to Valemont, B. C. from 

Jasper. 
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It was a sunny afternoon, but we could not see the peak of Mount Robson as usual 

when we stopped by at the Mount Robson provincial park information center. The clerk 

showed me, on a map, that there were two spots to observe those Chinook salmon. As 

the Rearguard Falls was near where we were, we went there first. 

I had no difficulty finding our way to the Falls. We stood there for several 

minutes and nothing happened. We were about to give up when Guoji exclaimed, “Look, 

there’s a salmon jumping against the Falls!” I stared at the Falls immediately, but saw 

nothing. Several minutes later, I did see a salmon jump out of the white water and 

disappear seconds later. I wondered whether it had succeeded in such rapid torrents. 

We stayed there for about 20 minutes and I spotted three salmon jump out of the 

white water. I could not tell whether it was the same salmon or not as I was observing 

from quite a distance. But from the bottom of my heart I wished that these salmon would 

overcome this last obstacle on their long journey home when I left the Rearguard Falls 

and headed toward Valemont. 

On the way I became silent, thinking about those Chinook salmon. They were 

hatched in fresh water, had spent part of their life in the ocean and now were coming 

home to spawn in fresh water. They would all die after spawning. Why would they 

make such an extensive freshwater spawning migration to reach their home streams after 

several years of residence in the ocean? What would make them want to go home? 

My thoughts were interrupted by Guoji’s voice. 

“Here we are! The Swift Creek!” he announced. I jumped out of the car and 

walked toward the creek. 
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I was the first to reach the side of the creek and was excited to see four or five big 

salmon swimming together along the bank, where the water was flowing relatively 

slowly. The water was so clear that I could see them right in front of my eyes. They 

varied in size. Some might weigh 10 pounds and others 30 pounds. It took them quite a 

while to swim even a short distance because they were moving upstream. One smaller 

salmon was rushed downstream, but very soon it turned around and moved against the 

water flow again. 

I found a spot and sat down to watch the Chinook salmon closely while Guoji and 

his friend were walking farther and farther away from me. They were joking about how 

to catch some of those salmon and have a barbecue. They could not have meant it 

seriously, I said to myself. 

I was lost in my own thoughts until I heard a splash. Guoji and his friend were 

back with some stones in their hands. His friend had just thrown a stone at a bigger 

salmon, who twisted and then continued on its journey. 

“No! Stop it!” [heard my screaming voice. 

‘““What’s the matter? They are fish to be eaten!” his friend protested and was 

obviously offended by my reaction. 

“Yes, but not at this stage of their life!” I replied angrily. 

“There is no sign which says ‘No Fishing’ here”, he continued. 

“No, but I think at this stage of their life they should be protected rather than 

eaten. They have come a long way to reach this point. They deserve to be alive!” I 

insisted. Deep in my heart I was puzzled why there was no sign along the creek to stop 

such cruel behaviour. 
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While we were arguing, Guoji said nothing. There was a strange look in his eye 

when he tried to read my mind. People close to me knew that I loved eating fish and 

salmon was one of them, but not those from the Swift Creek! 

Fortunately, there were other tourists coming towards us at that time. So both of 

them threw away those stones and Guoji said, “Let’s go back!” 

I was relieved and was happy to leave after I had taken some pictures of those 

wonderful creatures. 

There was an awkward silence in the car after such an argument. In order to 

avoid further comment on the issue, I picked up the map and read it again, this time more 

carefully. 

I did find what I wanted. On the reverse side of the map, there was one line, 

which said, “No molesting Chinook salmon in the Swift Creek!” I was right all along! 

When I told them about it, his friend said that they had not broken the law after all. No, 

but with a little help from me! I did not speak it out though. 

I did not think about the salmon story until recently when I was struggling to find 

a metaphor to understand the journey many overseas Chinese students took and would 

continue to take. They were born and brought up in China, finished their high school or 

university in China, came overseas to study for at least one university degree, and then 

some of them would return to their homeland on completion of their studies. Their 

journey has a curious similarity to the life history of Chinook salmon... 
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I have lived with this story for more than five years now. I first wrote this story 

in Dr. Jean Clandinin’s narrative inquiry course in March 2000. I wanted, desperately at 

that time, to find a metaphor to represent and to understand my cross-cultural journey 

from China to Canada. As I am thinking about other possibilities of how I might live my 

life differently in the future and where my home will be, this story keeps coming back to 

me in the foreground of my mind. I wonder what it means and what it is telling me... 
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“Salmon rapidly develop into adult fish while in the ocean spending most of their time 
feeding on a wide variety of small organisms and other fish, often travelling great 

distances while doing so... The majority of chinook mature after 3 to 5 years of ocean 
residence” (Harper, 1996).... “with a bluish-green coloration on the back which fades to 
a silvery color on the sides and white on the belly” (Delaney, 1994). 

Chapter One 

Where is My Home? 

Journal Entry: September 2001, Edmonton 

“Mommy, I want to go home right now!” My five-year-old daughter Yan- 

Yan said to me, in English, again and again during our week-long trip in 

the Canadian Rockies in August 2001 when my parents flew in from 

Shanghai, China and stayed with us for three weeks. 

“Where is your home?” I asked Yan- Yan casually, in Chinese, on one 

occasion. 

“Michener Park!” She gave me the answer without any hesitation. 

“No, I mean, where is your REAL home?” I asked in a more serious 

manner. I was expecting Yan-Yan to tell me that her real home was in 

Shanghai, China, where she had lived for the first four years of her young 

life before coming to Canada last May. 

“Michener Park!” came the innocent answer. 

I wondered, for the rest of the trip, where MY real home was! 

(My reflections on September 6, 2001) 

At the time of the trip, Yan- Yan had been in Edmonton for only 15 months and yet the 

rented house in Michener Park, a university residence for students with families, was 

already her home. I had been in Canada for more than three years (41 months) and yet I 

still did not feel that I had a home in Edmonton. | had lived in three rented apartments 
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before Yan-Yan came. We moved into this rented house in May 2000, but it was still not 

my home one year later. Christopher Alexander (1977) wrote, 

People cannot be genuinely comfortable and healthy in a house which is not 

theirs.... People will only be able to feel comfortable in their houses, if they can 

change their houses to suit themselves, add on whatever they need, rearrange the 
garden as they like it; and of course, they can only do this in circumstances where 

they are the legal owners of the house and land... (pp. 393-394). 

I was afraid that I might lose the damage deposit of 150 dollars if I nailed some photo 

frames or taped some pictures onto the wall. I could not do anything to change the house 

in any way to suit our own needs. So the walls remained empty and the house was just a 

house for me. Besides, I was only passing through. I would just stay here for a year or 

two and move on. China was a better place for me to live and to work, I had decided. I 

chose not to buy a house. I chose not to look for career opportunities in Canada. I 

wanted to finish my graduate studies and go home as soon as possible. As Robert Hay 

(1988) pointed out, “[fJorming a bond to a place automatically seems to make that place 

the ‘best place’ in one’s mind” (p. 161). I wanted to go home. I wanted to return to 

Shanghai where I belonged. 

However, when I did return home, twice in the past three years, [ was troubled by 

the realization that I could no longer return to those places I had known intimately for 

many years in the same way that I did before I immigrated to Canada. The good old days 

would just be gone forever. Robert Hay (1988) wrote, 

...1t is the general way of life that is missed after a move, with special places and 
people representing that way of life. If one returns home in a few years, the 
special places and people would be much the same, as would the way of life; after 
many years, the special places and people could have changed a great deal or 

vanished, and the way of life might be found only in history books. And so, we 

are in part the product of places at particular periods, and after a long absence, we 

really cannot “go home again” (p. 162). 
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My parents built and moved into a new house three months ago in a 

neighbourhood where my father grew up. His two brothers and one sister and their 

extended families still live there. They now live in separate apartments and are not far 

away from one another. Our old home, a two-bedroom apartment near the university 

where I had taught for almost a decade before coming to Canada in 1998, was too far 

away from their current business location for them to make any use of it. So they decided 

to rent it out to university students upon completion of the new house. When they told 

me the news over the phone, I felt sad. I could no longer return to my old home 

whenever I wanted to, just like in the old days. 

My parents-in-law also intend to move out of their old three-bedroom apartment, 

which had been my home for three years before I immigrated to Canada. They are 

looking for a quieter and brighter and less polluted place in the same neighbourhood. 

They are reluctant to leave their old neighbourhood for a more commercialized, more 

populated and more expensive downtown apartment when their older son, my brother-in- 

law, makes the suggestion. Both Guoji and I support their decision to stay in the same 

neighbourhood because we know they have lived there since the late 1950s. In his book 

Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and Values, Yi-fu Tuan 

(1974) wrote, 

Familiarity breeds affection when it does not breed contempt. We are well aware 

of how a person can become deeply attached to old slippers that look rather 

mouldy to an outsider...a person in the process of time invests bits of his 

emotional life in his home, and beyond the home in his neighbourhood. To be 

forcibly evicted from one's home and neighbourhood is to be stripped of a 

sheathing, which in its familiarity protects the human being from the 
bewilderments of the outside world. As some people are reluctant to part with 

their shapeless old coat for a new one, so some people--especially older people-- 

are reluctant to abandon their old neighbourhood for the new housing 

development (p. 99). 
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I am happy (and relieved) when I realize that both my parents and my parents-in-law 

have made the right choice about where they want to live for the rest of their lives. At the 

same time, I am sad because I know I cannot as readily call their new homes as mine. 

Where is my home, then? 

Journal Entry: August 12, 2002, Shanghai, China (one year later) 

It is 35° C outside. The air is hot and humid. I prefer to stay inside my parents' 

air-conditioned new house, cool, dry and comfortable, just like summer mornings in 

Edmonton. I am sitting in front of a computer, checking and answering email messages 

from my friends and professors at the University of Alberta. It has been more than 10 

days since I left Edmonton and lost my internet connection. I am overjoyed when my 

parents tell me that their computer has a dial-up internet connection. They are puzzled by 

my overreaction. For the next four days before I return to Canada they see me sitting 

there and "talking" with my friends and professors for at least half an hour a day. 

This is the third time I have returned home during the past four and a half years. 

Unlike the previous two visits, this time I came back for a professional reason - to present 

a paper at an international conference. However, I am perturbed by what has happened at 

the conference: gender imbalance and inequality, paper-reading presentation format, and 

poor organization. I find myself outraged and very impatient with these things. It is so 

different from what I have imagined. I wonder if I want to return to China and find a 

place in this academic world. If not, where will I work? 
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The prospect of being "homeless" personally and professionally in both China and 

Canada was so depressing that for almost a year I asked myself, on a regular basis, 

whether I should continue my doctoral work. And at times I even wondered whether this 

busy and stressful graduate student's life I was living made any sense at all. 

Reading Barbara E. Lovitts’ (2001) book, Leaving the Ivory Tower: the Causes 

and Consequences of Departure from Doctoral Study, | learned that the “rate of doctoral 

student attrition in the United States has consistently been estimated to be around 50 

percent” (p. 2) since the early 1960s and that the “attrition rate of women — as well as that 

of racial and ethnic minorities — is considerably higher than 50 percent” (p. 2) even 

though the exact figure is unknown. Will I survive this “painful, joyless ordeal” (p. 172) 

of graduate education and become one of the “completers” (p. x11) or will I become one 

of those “departers and noncompleters” (p. xiii) because “the ultimate outcome, the 

Ph.D., was not worth the personal and psychic costs of pursuing it” (p. 172)? I 

wondered... 

Can this be My Home? 

Journal Entry: January 28, 2002, Edmonton (seven months earlier) 

It is now 3:10 p.m. I am sitting in front of my home computer, trying to decide 

which stories to tell about a place that has distinctive meanings and values for me for Dr. 

Julia Ellis’ course Children and Place. | find the thread of moving between out-of- 

placedness and in-placedness keeps coming back to my mind. I try to push these thoughts 

aside and focus on one particular place. 
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Looking through the big living-room glass window, I notice it is sunny outside 

with the beautiful Alberta blue sky that I have come to love so much. But I know better 

now than to be deceived by the seemingly warm sunshine. The ground is still covered by 

ankle-deep thick snow. Outside it is -15° C, a number that my family and friends in 

Shanghai have never heard of for their winter temperature. I prefer to stay inside the 

house. Two totally different worlds! How am I going to bridge them and live happily and 

peacefully in either of them? 

This is my fourth winter in Canada. I still have great difficulty falling in love with 

the Edmonton wintry weather. But, | have already noticed some changes in me. For the 

first time in my life, I was willing to try on ice skates last Sunday with a group of first- 

time-on-ice international students 1n Michener Park. To my surprise, I did not dread it as 

much as I thought I would. I understood and accepted that | would fall down, inevitably 

as a part of the process of learning how to ice-skate. Previously, I had refused my 

Canadian friends' invitation onto the ice rink again and again, telling them that I did not 

want to break my "old" bones. I want to keep them the way they are when I return to my 

home in Shanghai, China. 

However, for the past two weeks I have been puzzled by a strange feeling which I 

am not sure how to articulate yet. | wonder what is really happening to me and why at 

this time in my life. I was both happy and sad. As I saw the possibility of my settling 

down in Canada was slowly becoming a reality, I was reluctant to let go of my “going 

home” story, a story I have lived by for so long (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). 

Sitting on the selection committee as a graduate student representative for the 

Department's new academic position in Second Languages Education for the past two 
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weeks, I was able to see things from a different perspective--an insider's, so to speak. The 

fact that two of the four short-listed candidates were recent arrivals of Chinese ethnicity 

was very significant for me. I came to see new possibilities that I was never able to 

imagine I could have in Canada. For the first time in four years, I felt that I might find a 

place in this new country and that I might even succeed in my academic career and 

belong here! 

Do I Want a Home Here? 

Journal Entry: May 2, 2002, Edmonton 

I felt exhausted after two nights and two days in Camp He Ho Ha (Health, Hope 

and Happiness), a place 90 kilometers west of Edmonton for the department's spring 

retreat this year, April 29 - May 1. As one of the department's graduate student 

representatives serving on different committees, I was invited to join in. I accepted the 

invitation partly because of its name: Health, Hope and Happiness. At that time I had 

none. I needed to get away from the campus and my family to be alone, even for a little 

while. 

I was at the bottom of my depression. I asked myself daily the question, "Why are 

you doing this Ph. D.? If you don't enjoy what you are doing, why not just give up and 

find something more important, more meaningful to do?" At that time, I found myself 

teaching Mandarin, English, and Math to my daughter instead of writing my candidacy 

proposal. I resisted the writing. 
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Looking back, I wonder whether I have made the right decision. I don't sleep well 

in strange places. Even the slightest noise wakes me up. More importantly, what was 

being discussed at the meetings bothered me. 

While the selection committee experience allows me to see new possibilities that I 

can have in North American academia, the professors' comments at the spring retreat 

made me shiver inside and reconsider my future career. 

"It used to be more collegial around here," I heard one of them saying. 

"T don't know why there is this competition, this tension." Another echoed. 

"There is a lack of calmness. Everybody is so busy!" The third commented. 

"Busy in their own room, in front of a computer, and with piles of work on their 

desk!" The fourth agreed. 

I know what they were saying. I know what my future life would look like if I 

want to get an academic position at a university. The prospect scares me. If I go to my 

office on weekends, whom do I find still working in his/her office? The newly hired 

assistant professors! I ask myself, do I really want to live such a busy life? 

How am I going to resolve this internal conflict: what I am doing right now might 

lead me to a life that I don't want to live. Are there any other possibilities? What can I do 

in order to seek out those possibilities? 

On the Spring Retreat Satisfaction Survey, I couldn't help but write down the 

following comments: 

I am glad to notice that spring has finally come! The retreat has made me aware 

of the importance as well as the need to build a community of scholars, who can 

dialogue and support one another! 
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I Can Make My Own Home? 

Journal Entry: June 3, 2002, Edmonton 

Finally I decide to sit down in front of the computer. Where do I start? Maybe I 

should begin with the conversation I had with Janice Huber two weeks ago. We had 

planned to meet and talk to each other after the weekly conversations on Research Issues 

in Teacher Education at the Centre for Research for Teacher Education and Development 

(CRTED). Janice suggested that we have a cup of coffee or tea at Second Cup. But at that 

moment I wanted a quiet place where the two of us could really talk. 

I had hoped that we could take a walk around campus or in the nearby parks. I 

really wanted to walk on the grass or sit in the sun. Looking out of the window, we saw a 

grey sky and a very strong wind. A storm was coming. "The only place around here 

would be a classroom, then." Janice said. I shook my head. In the end, we stayed in the 

Centre and talked for a while. 

There were people around talking to one another, but they were away from the 

"table". As we sat down at one corner of the table, I saw a puzzling look in her eyes. 

Why, Lisa’, why didn't you tell the group your lived story? Janice seemed to ask me, not 

your cover story (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). I had told Janice that I was going 

through another depression for the past two months or so. What had made this one worse 

than the previous one was that I did not have a good reason for it. My immediate family 

is with me and I have completed my two-year required residence for my doctoral 

program. Once I have my candidacy done, I can start looking for a job, several Canadian 

friends had told me. 

' Lisa was my English name at that time. 
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Everything seemed all right except for the fact that I felt depressed and I resisted 

writing my candidacy proposal! I started this writing with Jean last summer and she has 

offered me so many valuable suggestions. Why did I stop doing it? I did not know. I just 

did not feel like doing it. 

Not until Janice asked me the question, "Does this resistance somehow relate to 

your research topic?" did it dawn on me that all the while I was struggling with myself - 

my research topic is making a home in a new place and J still have great difficulty 

positioning myself professionally and personally in this new country. For the past five 

months, I have experienced both the joy of seeing new possibilities for my future career 

and the anxiety of doubting whether I want to live such a professional life. I feel lost 

again. I have many good reasons to finish my Ph. D. as soon as possible: personal 

achievement, professional advancement, better salary (only if I can find a job) and higher 

social status. Yet I also have many equally good reasons to leave the program as soon as 

possible. I enjoy teaching my daughter Mandarin and English and learning French 

alongside her. I want to spend more time with her and my husband. Yet I find myself 

sitting in front of the computer doing something that I prefer not to. 

Jean mentioned “narrative coherence” (Carr, 1986) in one of the recent 

conversations. I reread David Carr's (1986) book Time, Narrative and History. | was 

struck when he wrote, 

Our lives admit of sometimes more, sometimes less coherence; they hang together 

reasonably well, but they occasionally tend to fall apart. Coherence seems to be a 

need imposed on us whether we seek it or not. Things need to make sense. We 

feel the lack of sense when it goes missing. The unity of self, not as an underlying 
identity but as a life that hangs together, is not a pregiven condition but an 

achievement. Some of us succeed, it seems, better than others. None of us 

succeeds totally. We keep at it. What we are doing is telling and retelling, to 

ourselves and to others, the story of what we are about and what we are (p. 97). 
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Looking back on my past experiences, I see much incoherence in my life. At the same 

time, I also see my "constant effort, even a struggle, to maintain or restore narrative 

coherence in the face of an ever-threatening, impending chaos at all levels" (Carr, 1986, 

p. 91) in my life. 

It has taken me more than four years to feel that I can fit in this new place, and 

that I can learn to live in a new language. Like Eva Hoffman (1989), I am learning to 

translate myself carefully "by slow increments, sentence by sentence, phrase by phrase" 

(Hoffman, 1989, p. 211). In the process, "I am being remade, fragment by fragment, like 

a patchwork quilt" (ibid. p. 220). It is a slow, and often painful process. Time does not 

necessarily heal all wounds, but it does allow me to establish new ties to people and 

places to replace the old ones that I have left behind. Despite my resistance, I have 

become a hybrid creature - a partial Canadian, a sort of permanent resident (ibid. p. 221). 

As my sense of this place changes, the sense of who I might become also changes. 

"Knowledge of places is therefore," wrote Keith Basso (1996), "closely linked to 

knowledge of the self, to grasping one's position in the larger scheme of things, including 

one's own community, and to securing a confident sense of who one is as a person" (p. 

34). Now I realize that I can make my own home in Canada if I choose to. 

16 
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Canada — My Adopted Home 

Journal Entry: November 5, 2004, Edmonton (more than two years later) 

Tears come to my eyes as I type in “Canada — My Adopted Home”... It has been 

such a LONG journey for me... 

On July 22, 2002, I finally mailed out my Canadian citizenship application 

package, almost one and a half years past the date when I became eligible to apply. I was 

planning to go to an international conference with my colleagues in Minneapolis, 

Minnesota, U.S.A. in May 2003. I did not want to go through the trouble of applying for 

a US visa because I carried a Chinese passport. 

On the application form, I decided to keep my Chinese name Li Yi (last name 

first name) as my legal name without adding my English name Lisa to it. Because of my 

initial resistance of saying my name the Canadian way Yi Li instead of the proper 

Chinese way Li Yi and my lack of confidence in Canadian’s proper pronunciation of my 

first name Yi (fourth tone, the Chinese character means easy as an adjective and change 

as a verb), I adopted the name Lisa without my family name when | immigrated to 

Canada in March 1998. Very soon, one of my Canadian friends in Jasper called me Lisa 

Li and it has become my name ever since... and somehow I lost Yi in the process... 

In March 2001 when I took my unbound master’s thesis to Faculty of Graduate 

Studies and Research for final approval, I was told that I had to remove Lisa from the 

document because it was not on the University’s official record. Unless I went through a 

legal name change, I had to use my name Yi Li on my thesis title page. I said that I liked 

my name and would not change it. So I was Yi Li on my four official copies of the thesis 

and Lisa Yi Li on those complimentary copies I gave to my professors and friends. 
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It was not until my doctoral candidacy exam in November 2002 that I finally 

came to terms with the three different ways of saying my name: I was/am/will be Li Yi; I 

am happy to have become Yi Li; and I do not mind if you still call me Lisa Li. 

However, when I received our department’s newsletter News & Notes (Vol. 26, 

No. 1, Fall 2002), I was surprised to see my name in 5 different places: 3 Lisa Li’s + 2 

Lisa Yi’s = 5 confusions! What was/is/will be my name, I wondered. I decided that it 

was time for me to write a piece and to define who I was/am/will be myself. I entitled 

my writing Reclaiming My Rightful Name and submitted it to News & Notes (Vol. 26, 

No. 2, Winter 2003, p. 17). It took me five years to feel that it was O.K. to have all these 

three different names living alongside one another peacefully within one single me and to 

have the courage and confidence to teach my Canadian friends how to say my Chinese 

name properly. 

On January 22, 2003, I went to the Citizenship Court Room in downtown 

Edmonton to take the citizenship knowledge test. While waiting for the test to begin, I 

wrote the following in my journal in English: 

It is now 9:45 am. I am writing this in the citizenship test room. There are more 

people with black hair and who speak languages other than English. Around 30 

people are in the room. Outside it is -31°C with 15 — 20 cm thick snow. I wonder 

if I really want to stay here in such bitterly cold weather. On second thought, I am 

HERE NOW regardless of this cold. 

My head still feels dizzy from cramming those facts about Canada in the past few 

days and from waking up at 3 am this morning and not getting back to sleep 
sooner. Is this just my test anxiety as usual or is it too big a moment in my life? 

On March 6, 2003, five years after I first landed in Canada (March 9, 1998), I 

took my oath of citizenship and became a Canadian citizen in Edmonton, Alberta. Before 

I went out to take the bus to attend my Citizenship Ceremony that morning, I heard the 

CBC 740 news announcer saying, “It is -23°C in downtown Edmonton with wind chill 
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-33°C. Today is probably the coldest day in March in Edmonton history!” Guoji decided 

to stay at home and Yan- Yan went to school as usual. Guoji became a Canadian citizen in 

1994 in Edmonton, Alberta. We applied for Canadian citizenship for Yan-Yan when she 

was 50 days old in 1996 in Shanghai, China. “Finally, you are becoming one of us, 

Mommy!” Yan-Yan said to me before I headed out to the cold snowy world. 

Sitting on the bus in my long and black and heavy winter overcoat, I reassured 

myself that I did want to become a Canadian even in such cold weather! I was greatly 

relieved when I arrived at the Citizenship Court Room. I realized that I was NOT the 

only crazy person, who had decided to become a new Canadian on that particular day 

among all those 365 days! 

There were 64 people from 24 different countries who became new Canadians on 

that day, the Citizenship Court judge told us. The judge himself, wearing traditional 

Indian clothes with a red turban on his head, came to Canada 35 years ago from his 

native India. He reminded us that the day we became Canadians was also the i 

International Day for Women’s Rights. He emphasized that it was the Canadian values 

that kept all the peoples in Canada together. 

Looking back, I know that day was a turning point in my life. Even though my 

initial motive to obtain Canadian citizenship was practical and instrumental, I become 

clearer and clearer later that 1 DO want to be a Canadian. That conscious choice marks 

my final acceptance of a hyphenated identity: a piecing together of the wanted fragments 

from my varied and often competing identifications with two languages and two cultures 

(Sheehy, 1976, p. 51). A hyphen that enables me to compose my own identity -- a 

consistent way of behaving and feeling that made sense both to myself and to others who 
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meant the most to me (Sheehy, 1976, p. 51) in my two very different worlds. A hyphen 

that allows me to connect, not to separate, my previous homes in China and my present 

and future homes in Canada. 

Like salmon, who rapidly develop into adult fish while in the ocean after 3 to 5 

years of ocean residence because they spend most of their time feeding on a wide variety 

of small organisms and other fish and often travel great distances while doing so, I have 

also grown and changed during my 6-year residence in Canada. Through my daily 

contact with people from a wide variety of social, cultural, linguistic, and religious 

backgrounds in a culture mosaic country like Canada, I have learned to accept and 

respect different values, perspectives and behaviours. I have travelled “‘a long distance” 

physically, mentally, and emotionally... 

Unlike salmon, who die soon after making their incredible journey upstream to 

the place they were born, my journey will continue to shift and change my identity as I 

experience new things... 

20 



. rr? ~~ sre 
7 

eon aL (e,q80O! xdsslA) an apie 

inseng yin tne wang nal sri anor esie eon aimkgue of tous ‘seaman oF cin pelle: 

ais 
a ahene at een 

Pol £ rele reo ots ui olity ded tube Oli yulay sl thigap only repouilate oid 

Jnnevebiu eno anibodtomop HytAo reo beoge (ait cankgsd wns annoy 19 eRe 

sued Tote anieb sltw-ayouneil hay Juien attic but de? ithe bas aercinngae ees i 

>. 

‘' 

aoe 

: 
72 

hauls vn egiewll Abas a ni ounebien wed yo vlond Gepnml bon ee al 

saprujlon ina oes! Japan imigos *. games obra con gityowy Aiwa 

a 

Hie chs mr fi! bari avin i} mer na ' vrlnitee. Mh iiss nu pire sod 

sarajerb orpl 2” hllsys Syed. auoivedst hes 220 Mousing lay hitgisit Wb same 

; -henduotwre tins lense ales 
Y* 

au var, alien tins pitinesoils 0 Se athe maniievditabl, « . 

Loe einiola wn nqitaly bes fi Gop sanlirad ye vomdo qa tried Pn vais 

& 

Xia. 7 

= 
evr Wa 

x 



“Each female deposits from 3,000 to14,000 eggs in several gravel nests, or redds, which 
she excavates in relatively deep, moving water” (Delaney, 1994). “By laying a large 
number of eggs, salmon increase the chance that more of their offspring will survive to 
return as adult spawners. Approximately 1% of the eggs will survive to this stage” 
(Harper, 1996). 

Chapter Two 

Where are Our Homes? 

Journal Entry: November 2001, Edmonton 

Between September and October 2001, as I was still struggling to figure out what 

to do for my doctoral research, I took Dr. Julia Ellis's course on interpretive inquiry. One 

of the course assignments was to carry out a mini-study and present it to class 

participants. Because I was preoccupied with the notion of home and homelessness, I 

interviewed three of my four close Chinese friends - Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei’. | 

wanted to know what it was like for them when they returned home after two or three 

years’ absence and what the meaning of that experience was for them. 

I first met Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei on February 19, 1999. Their ESL teacher, a 

Canadian friend of mine who was also doing her master’s degree in my department, 

asked me to be an interpreter for a group of 11 international students from China she was 

teaching in a local high school. She took them to the university campus on the University 

*Jasmine, Magnolia, and Mei are all pseudonyms. Mei, #, plum blossom, is a red or yellow flower that 

blooms only in winter. The colder the weather becomes, the more eagerly they bloom and the more 

beautiful these blossomis are. It used to be the national flower of China before communist rule. Mei picked 

this name because she was born in late December. 
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Preview (open hours for prospective students) and a student volunteer was showing them 

around the university between 10 and 11 a.m. I met them in the Butter Dome at 9:30 and 

was introduced to them as Lisa. While we followed the volunteer around the campus, I 

did the English-Chinese interpretation for them. I could not tell who was who on that 

day, but I did remember that there were only four young women in the group. Around 12 

noon, I said good-bye to them and returned to my office, thinking to myself that I would 

probably never see them again. 

About 4 p.m. on September 12, 1999, when I was walking to my locker in the 

women’s locker room in the university gym, a surprised voice called my English name, 

“Is that you, Lisa?” It was Jasmine! I was amazed that she still remembered me and even 

recognized me! She and Rose’ (the fourth young woman in that group) had just finished 

swimming and were blow-drying their hair. I was both surprised and happy to know that 

all four young women were admitted to the university. 

Jasmine, Rose and I chatted happily for a while and then exchanged our phone 

numbers to keep in touch. On September 22, Jasmine called and invited me to their place 

for a get-together since the Mid-Autumn Festival, a traditional Chinese holiday for 

family reunions, was around the corner. I went to Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei’s shared 

one-bedroom apartment and stayed overnight. Rose was staying at her cousin’s at that 

time, but she also came and joined in our conversations and stayed overnight. 

Although Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and Rose all passed the minimum English 

language requirement of the university, they were very worried about their ESL course. If 

> Rose is another pseudonym. 
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they failed it, they had to leave their university studies. Since they felt that they needed to 

improve their listening and speaking skills the most, we decided to have regular weekend 

meetings for English conversations. We talked about everything, but mostly about our 

schooling experiences in both China and Canada. I tape-recorded all the conversations so 

that they could go back and listen to their own English and I could help them analyze the 

mistakes they had made. However, they were not interested in listening to their “broken 

English” and they were just too busy finishing one assignment after another, rushing in 

between their courses and wondering if they were going to stay in their programs by the 

end of the fall term. 

It was not until the third conversation that I realized that they were experiencing 

the same academic difficulties that I had experienced when I started my graduate studies 

a year before. I began to have this vague feeling that what we shared could become the 

focus of my master’s thesis research. A telephone conversation with my Canadian friend, 

their high school ESL teacher, clarified my thinking. As our weekly sessions of English 

conversation practice went on, my research questions started to emerge. I then invited 

Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and Rose to join me on a research journey to explore our 

transitional experiences in Canada (Li, 2001). In addition to our research group 

conversations, we also went shopping, cooked and ate together. If we had time we went 

to the gym to do some exercises or we rented a movie and watched it together. I helped 

them with their English essay writing. I listened to Rose’s stories of her puzzling 

experiences living with her cousin’s family. I helped a panicked Magnolia when she 

could not hand in her chemistry report on time because she could not print it off a 

computer. As time went by, we knew one another better and better and an intimate 
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relationship developed. “We girls trust you, Lisa*! You are our friend and mentor!” they 

once told me. And Magnolia asked me if I would like to become her soul mate. When 

that research journey ended, we maintained our regular contact as friends and continued 

to share many additional common experiences, including each of us going home to 

China. The notion of home and homelessness did not surface until each one of us returned 

from that trip. (Rose did not go home until December 2001. She later decided not to join 

my doctoral study for personal reasons.) We were puzzled and confused by our 

experiences of going home. I wanted to understand what happened to all of us. 

On September 28, October 2 and October 10, 2001, I met Magnolia, Jasmine and 

Mei individually in a small room in the Education Building over lunch. We met for two 

hours and I tape-recorded our conversations on three 90-minute-long tapes. Since they 

preferred to talk in Mandarin Chinese, I translated our conversations from Chinese to 

English when I was transcribing those tapes. Based on the Chinese conversation tapes 

and their English translation transcripts, I retold Magnolia and Mei’s experiences in 

narrative accounts and I wrote poems to re-present Jasmine’s and my own experiences. 

This research experience helped me to tease out some of the threads common to 

those who move back and forth, forever floating, between two different countries, in our 

case, China and Canada (He, 1998). The writing process and its analysis helped me to 

better understand my experience as well as the experiences of others in similar situations. 

We all shared similar experiences, the so-called “reverse culture shock” (Wang, 1997), 

when we returned home to China after being away for a couple of years. But there were 

“T was reluctant to be called an aunt by Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei although I am older than they are. 

They wanted to show their respect, but I did not want to feel old. So we negotiated and I was/am/will be 

Lisa to them throughout this writing as well as in real life. 
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individual differences as well. Because of my family and career, I seemed to experience 

more discontinuity and fragmentation than they did. However, their cross-cultural 

journeys were no less traumatic than mine. The shock, confusion and guilt Magnolia felt 

during her first trip home after two years' study in Canada was so deep and far-reaching 

that one year later when she talked about it with me those emotions were still on her face 

and in her voice. Mei’s sense of time changed drastically. Before returning home, she did 

not think that two years seemed a very long time for her. But so many changes had taken 

place in her family during her two years of absence that made her feel that two years was 

a long time. Her mother did not tell her that her grandmother was very sick until she was 

home. Shortly after she returned to Edmonton to resume her university study in 2000, her 

grandmother died of cancer. A year later, her uncle died at the age of 50. An aunt she 

knew quite well asked for a divorce and left her two-year-old baby daughter behind. Mei 

used to think that she was a good wife and mother. So many significant events happened 

within two years! Mei felt it was a very long time to her! Jasmine did not return home for 

a visit until she had stayed in Canada for three years (August 1998 - August 2001). One 

month after she came back to Edmonton, on September 5, 2001, we had this fresh and 

lively conversation about her experience. Jasmine stayed in China for less than a month. 

She didn’t fly home directly. Instead, her father and one of her female cousins met her at 

the Shanghai International Airport and they toured Shanghai and its two neighbouring 

cities for five days before heading home. Once home, Jasmine experienced an old 

recurring tension between herself and her mother, who used to control every aspect of her 

life as she was growing up and made her very dependent. Being far away from her 

mother and living on her own for three years in Canada helped Jasmine to become a more 
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mature and independent person and she was very pleased with herself. She longed for 

that day of “true independence” when she could support herself financially! 

While Magnolia and Mei stayed in Canada for two years and Jasmine did for 

three years before they each returned home, they all experienced some initial discomfort 

of adjusting back to the Chinese way of life. They found that small details of everyday 

life irritated them easily and they wanted to return to Canada immediately. For example, 

they were all surprised to notice that they could no longer cross streets in China with ease 

as they used to. Magnolia chose to use a zebra crossing instead of following her friends 

to jaywalk. She reasoned that if something happened at zebra crossing, the driver should 

be responsible, which was a very strange and foreign thought to her Chinese friends. Mei 

was scared to death because cars and buses came and went whenever and wherever they 

wanted and she did not know when to cross a street and when not to. Jasmine just 

followed other pedestrians when crossing streets since she did not dare to do it on her 

own. Magnolia used to love some deli food sold in the market and she really missed them 

while she was in Canada; however, when her mother took her to the market to buy them, 

she said that they were too dirty. Mei’s parents thought that she did not eat good and 

nutritious food in Canada, so they made her eat a lot of her favourite seafood during the 

first two days and she had an upset stomach. On the third day, she asked her mother for 

some instant noodles. Jasmine resented being urged to eat as much as possible at every 

meal even though she did not feel like eating at all. At home three meals a day became a 

burden for her. She did not want to eat out, either, but felt that she had to go! Magnolia, 

Mei and Jasmine all knew that the bathing facility in China was much better than it was 

in the past. They could take daily showers if they wanted now that they had water 
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heaters. But in Canada it was more convenient and faster. As soon as they turned on the 

tap, the hot water was coming. The bathrooms were bigger and brighter in Canada than 

those in China. Nothing looked good enough for Magnolia, Mei and Jasmine during the 

first few days at home and they complained a lot. However, as time went by, they became 

less and less eager to come back to Canada. In fact, Mei did not want to return towards 

the end of her trip home. She even attempted to change the date of her return plane ticket 

so that she could stay home longer, but she failed. There was no vacant space for her to 

make the change in August, the high season for tourists to come to Canada. With time, 

their physical bodies adapted more readily back to a familiar rhythm of life with a 

familiar climate in a familiar place. As Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei felt more and more 

comfortable with themselves at home they became reluctant to return to Canada. 

However, deep inside all three young women felt that their hometowns would become "a 

place just to visit" in the future. They would choose to live and work elsewhere for the 

rest of their lives, which confirms Yi-Fu Tuan's (1996) observation that “the life-path of a 

human being moves naturally from ‘home’ to ‘world,’ from ‘hearth’ to ‘cosmos.’ We 

grow into a larger world” (p. 2). 

On November 6, 2001, I presented this mini-study to the 16 class participants of 

the interpretive inquiry course. I shared with them the whole research process by starting 

with my own stories. Little did I know beforehand that I would break into tears in the 

middle of reading my own poem on an overhead transparency. 

My Heart Broke 

My heart broke 

on a rainy Spring day 

when I left behind 

my one and a half year old daughter 

2a 
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two jobs 

and a comfortable home 

My heart broke 

when I learned 

my two-year-old daughter 

was going to a universal daycare 

where she would spend 

five days and four nights a week 

on her own 

My heart broke 

when I rushed home 

only to find myself a stranger to her 

one year apart 

in two different new worlds 

we both struggled, alone... 

My heart broke 

when I had to leave her behind 

the second time 

in the hope 

I would finish my degree 

S-0-0-N 

My heart broke 

when that dream floating away 

I collapsed 

running away from campus 

into the mountains 

to die alone 

My heart broke 

when my daughter followed me 

wherever I went 

Canada, a strange new place 

she was afraid 

I would disappear the third time 

and leave her alone 

My heart broke 

when I realized 

what a fragmented life 

I had lived 

in those three years 
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on a foreign land 

not my own 

This poem poured right out of my finger tips as I sat in front of the computer, thinking 

about my leaving home and going home experiences four days before the presentation. 

This was supposed to be all intellectual work! Feeling ashamed and embarrassed, I 

fought to control my strong emotions, but the tears kept streaming down my cheeks. The 

classroom grew very quiet. After what seemed to me a very long pause, I continued with 

my presentation. I shared with them that what surprised me the most was how difficult it 

was to tell my own going-home stories and to try to make sense out of the discontinuity 

and fragmentation I experienced as a new immigrant, mother, wife, teacher, and graduate 

student. There were no coherent stories (Carr, 1986) for me to tell around home. Another 

surprise was the fact that the poem came to me in English, my second language. When I 

tried to translate it back into Chinese I found it very awkward to express my emotions in 

my first language. It sounded remote and detached from my reality. How could that 

happen to me? If "language is the home of our being" (Max van Manen, personal 

conversation, October 1999), would I have a second home for my being once I mastered 

a second language? I wondered. 

The other surprises included the individual differences of experiencing the same 

phenomenon, the numerous daily life challenges of readjusting back to the Chinese way 

of life, the changing relationship with parents, family and friends in China and the fact 

that Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei no longer wanted to spend the rest of their lives in their 

hometowns. Where will be their future homes? What is home for them, then? I started to 

wonder. 
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Coming to My Research Questions 

Journal Entry: September 2002, Edmonton (10 months later) 

In his Introduction to the book Out of place: Stories and Poems (Begamudre & 

Krause, 1991), Alberto Manguel wrote, 

We perceive the world in one of the two ways: as a foreign land or as home. We 

are either astounded by the differences or comforted by the similitudes between 

places. Wherever it is we make our home we behave either as wanderers or as 

travelers returned (p. x1). 

East or west, home is best. However, to Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and me, who move back 

and forth between two cultures, home - as we used to know it - is lost inevitably. Our 

going-home stories are an awakening (Clandinin & Connelly, 1991). We awaken to the 

complexity of living a life in between two countries and two languages. We no longer 

feel at home when we return to our home country and it will take us quite a while to feel 

somewhat at home in this new country. Maybe we will never feel at home in Canada. Our 

stories, theirs and mine, and the ways in which they and J are situated in relation to 

stories of migration, displacement and search for home interest me. I want to try to 

understand how we compose and live out those difficult stories of being “homeless” and 

how we can transform "a foreign land" into "home". Within these large questions are 

even more puzzling questions: What is home? What is required for a place to be called 

home? What should one feel? What should one picture? When does one know that 

he/she is home? What makes a land foreign? When does a foreign land become home? 

At what point does it become home? What needs to be done in order to change a foreign 

land into home? 
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Situating the Inquiry Historically 

For the past five or six years in China, there has been a dramatic increase in the 

number of high school students who want to pursue their post-secondary education 

overseas. Because of China's one-child policy and because education is highly valued in 

Chinese culture, parents in China try every means possible to help their children 

complete at least one university degree. 

With this latest trend of younger students studying abroad, many of them come to 

Canada. My research participants - Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei - belong to this latest 

group of students. Each is the only child of their respective families, finished their high 

school education in China and came to Canada for their first undergraduate degrees. 

Compared with students who came from China in the past, their situation is much better 

in terms of financial resources, age, English language proficiency, and knowledge about 

North American culture. 

“Going abroad fever” in China: a historical context 

According to Ms. Lin Xu (2001), the Education Consul at the Consulate General 

of the People’s Republic of China in Vancouver, between 1978 and 2000, there were 

more than 300,000 Chinese students and scholars who went abroad. Among them, 

100,000 came to the United States, 50,000 came to Canada and 50,000 went to Great 

Britain. The rest went to Japan, Germany, France, New Zealand and Australia. Up until 

2000, around 100,000 had returned to China. Sitting in the lounge at the International 

Centre with about 50 Chinese students and scholars on that cold April evening in 2001 
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and listening to her talk, I wondered why more than two thirds of them had decided NOT 

to return to China and to remain in their host countries. 

Since the Chinese government adopted its “open door” policy in 1978, hundreds 

of thousands of Chinese students have come overseas to further their education. Within 

the first decade, between 1978 and 1987, the Chinese government funded 46,000 

“students and researchers in science, engineering, agriculture, and medicine and other 

subjects useful in mainland China’s quest for modernization” (Borthwick, 1990, p. 389). 

Those students came to the West to seek the most advanced technology and science in 

order to modernize China as quickly as possible in four areas: industry, agriculture, 

national defense and science and technology, the so-called four modernizations 

(Crawford, 1989). They came as visiting scholars on a one-year or two-year short-term 

basis. The majority of them were males. They were married and held senior positions in 

their working units in China. Most of them suffered from severe “culture shock” (Oberg, 

1960) when they came overseas since China was a closed society then. They tended to 

withdraw from the host society and stick together mainly because they assumed that they 

would return to China after one year or two to “serve their motherland” (Feng, 1991). 

However, by mid 1980s, more people went abroad and fewer of them wanted to come 

back. For various reasons, many of them did not return to China. By 1987, only about 

20,000 out of 50,000 scholars and students who went abroad for non-degree-oriented 

studies had returned to mainland China (Young, 1990, p. 405). 

Although there were still a large number of government-funded students studying 

abroad, the second decade, beginning in the late 1980s, saw more and more students go 

overseas to study at their own expense. In the United States alone, in 1988 there were 
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25,000 mainland Chinese students (Borthwick, 1990, p. 390). The majority of them were 

pursuing postgraduate degrees. Both government and privately funded students had to 

find part time jobs in restaurants or gas stations in order to support themselves and their 

studies (Wu, 1993). Life was very hard for them as the economic situation was not very 

good and it was very difficult to find jobs then. However, they survived and many 

remained in their host countries upon completion of their studies, regardless of the 

sources of their funding. Eventually, the majority of them applied for permanent 

residency and settled down in their host countries. 

In the mid-1990s, with China undergoing educational reforms at all levels, it 

became clear that free access to higher education after obtaining a very high score on the 

National College Entrance Examination would no longer be possible in China. What’s 

more, there were too few spaces available at Chinese universities to allow the majority of 

high school graduates to access higher education. According to Beijing University’s 

Professor Ke-Ming Hao (2001), who lectured at the Curriculum and Pedagogy Institute, 

only 11 % of Chinese young people between 18 to 24 years of age, about 11 million, 

were able to go to university or college in 2000. The Ministry of Education has striven to 

increase the enrolment rates since 1990 (See chart 1) and to ensure that the enrolment 

rate in higher education attains the goal of 15% in 2005 and 20% in 2010 (Hao, 2001). 

Millions of students in China still cannot go to university to further their education. 

Because of this fierce competition for limited spaces, it has become more and more 

difficult to get into first-rate universities in China. Not satisfied to settle for the second- 

or third-rate ones, some affluent parents turned their attention to foreign universities in 
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Chart 1: Enrolment Rates for Higher 

Education in China 1990 - 2000 

10 

a cl 
1990/91 1993/94 1995/96 1997/98 2000/01 

0% 

order to help their only child, who was born around 1980 when the Chinese government 

first adopted the “one family, one child” policy to control the large population. In 

addition to earning a highly marketable foreign degree, they wanted their children to 

master the English language, a language they believed would give them more and better 

job opportunities in the future global economy. These parents had the financial resources 

and were willing to pay for their only child’s education as long as it would give them a 

better future. 

With this latest trend of younger students studying abroad, North America has 

become a choice educational destination. Because of Canada's reputation for cleanliness, 

safety, a relatively low cost of living and high quality university education, more and 

more young Chinese students was/will continue coming to Canada to further their post- 

secondary education. Among this youngest group of students, very few of them had/will 

have the experience of leaving home and living on their own. Pulling up roots, coming to 

a new city in a new country to study and live all by themselves was/will be a huge 

transition for these young people. It was/will be a journey fraught with pain, anxiety, 

uncertainty and struggles in the early years. However, with time, patience and 
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perseverance some of them learned/will learn to survive and thrive in their new 

environment as the stories in my master’s thesis show (Li, 2001). 

As China is undergoing profound restructuring in almost all aspects of its society, 

the unemployment rate remains high. Many young university graduates cannot find jobs 

upon graduation. As an alternative, some of them seek to go overseas to further their 

education. The “going abroad fever” is not over yet. On the contrary, more and more high 

school students will choose to come overseas for their first university degrees in the near 

future. How to help those students make sense of their lives in a new language and in a 

new country and succeed in their studies in North America in the beginning stages was 

the thesis I explored in my master's research (Li, 2001). I found that during this 

transitional period, these younger students had to learn how to deal with financial 

concerns, stress of decision-making, and academic difficulties. They needed to learn how 

to cook their own meals, and to decide where to live, where to buy food or clothing. They 

had to consider whether to buy a bus pass or not and whether to work part time or not in 

order to earn enough money for their tuition and daily living. They had to learn how to 

study in a strange education system, where English, a foreign language to them, was the 

medium of instruction. They had to learn how to choose majors and develop their own 

programs of studies, how to use computers to access the internet and to do word 

processing, how to change their study habits and manage their time more efficiently, how 

to deal with a different professor-student relationship and how to maintain a high enough 

GPA (Grade Point Average) so that they would not have problems renewing their student 

visas. The stress and the burden of living in a strange language and in a strange place was 

so much that they were content if they could survive each school day and pass their 
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exams without becoming sick. However, with time, the issue of "Where is home?" began 

to surface, especially after Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei returned home and found that they 

no longer wanted to live in their hometowns for the rest of their lives. Where would their 

future homes be? What did "home" mean to them now after they had lived in Canada for 

four years? They were expected to graduate in the spring of 2003. How would they make 

a home in Canada if they chose to stay here? What would enable them to feel at home 

again in China if they decided to return? 

Coming to Canada: International Students from China, 1980 - 2002 

Pico Iyer (2000) called the 20" century 

the century of movement, with planes and phones and even newer toys 

precipitating what the secretary-general of the UN's Habitat II conference in 1996 

called the “largest migration in history”; suddenly, among individuals and among 

groups, more bodies were being thrown more widely across the planet than ever 

before (p. 10). 

The 21° century continues this trend. People around the world move, or are forced to 

move, from village to town, town to city, city to city, and country to country for 

economic, social, educational, religious and political reasons. Among the new migrants, 

international students” are a group of people who voluntarily uproot and displace 

themselves in order to pursue their educational goals in foreign countries because they 

often cannot find such opportunities for education at home. Many of them move from a 

third-world developing country, i.e. China, to a western industrialized developed country, 

i.e. Canada. 

° The terms international students and foreign students are used interchangeably throughout this 

dissertation. They both refer to foreign nationals who come to Canada primarily to attend educational 

institutions at all levels on student authorizations (CIC, 2003, January). 
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According to a research report, Foreign Students in Canada 1980 — 2001 by 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC, 2003, January), 

Canada has experienced unprecedented growth in the number of foreign students 

in recent years. At the end of 2001, there were over 130,000 foreign students in 

Canada, rising from almost 57,000 in 1990 and 37,000 in 1980. 

Among top source countries, the report highlighted that China had the distinction of 

being the fastest growing principal source country of foreign students to Canada in recent 

years (1998 — 2001) (See table 1). In the early years (1980 — 1985), there were fewer than 

900 international students from China studying in Canada (stocks). The majority of them 

were one- or two-year short-term visiting scholars, who were male, married, and working 

in the fields of sciences and technology. They were chosen and sent overseas by the _ 

government to learn the most advanced developments in those fields in order to help 

modernize China quickly. They were supported financially by the government and most 

of them returned to China at the end of their study. Between 1986 and 1997, the number 

fluctuated ranging from around 1,000 to 2,400 students a year (See table |). During this 

period, more and more privately funded students came to Canada to do their graduate 

degrees. After the Tiananmen Square Massacre on June 4, 1989, many students decided 

to stay in Canada upon completion of their study. It was during this period, especially 

after mid 1990s, that the Canadian government started to change their immigration 

policies regarding international students. It was much easier for international students to 

get study permits than it was in the 1980s and early 1990s (Chacon, 1999; Sheh, 1994). 

As a matter of fact, two of my research participants, Jasmine and Mei were issued a 

three-year study permit each in 2000 so that they did not have to renew it before they 
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Table 1: Foreign student Flows and Stocks from China: 1980 — 2001 

Year Flows° % of flows Stocks’ % of stocks 

1980 PAS 1.0 yee 

1981 Sa 152 48] 

1982 213 0.9 504 

386 2.0 646 
1984 384 2) 746 

554 3.0 815 
1986 597 3.0 1,052 
1987 550 2.4 1,167 
1988 911 3.3 1,623 
1989 965 3.5 2,007 
1990 Ie 1,740 
1991 1,038 3.4 | 1,620 
1992 940 3.2 2,070 
1993 810 ay 2,405 
1994 749 ou Doe 
1995 879 ay 1,730 
1996 1,167 2.9 2,023 
1997 1,019 2.4 2,152 
1998 1,829 4.4 3,062 
1999 4,025 7.7 5,902 
2000 6,436 10.1 10,576 
2001. | «11,138 15.1 20,160 

graduated from university. As a result of deliberate marketing strategies of many 

Canadian post-secondary institutions, a large influx of international students will 

continue to come to Canada to further their education. The annual flows statistics for 

° Flows — Based on the initial entry method, the number of persons identified as foreign students entering 

the CIC system (and presumably the country) for the first time. This 1s calculated based on the earliest 
effective date of any valid permit issued to a foreign student (CIC, 2003, January). 

’ Stocks — The number of persons, identified as foreign students, present in the CIC system on December 

1° in each year of observation. Any foreign student who has been granted landed status on or before the 

observation date is excluded from the stock count from that date on (CIC, 2003, January). 
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1998, 1999, 2000, and 2001 for initial entries of foreign students showed a great increase 

in the number of students from China. In 1998, China was ranked the seventh among the 

top ten principal countries of origin for foreign students with only 1,829 students (4.4% 

of the total foreign student population) while Japan, U.S.A., South Korea, France, 

Mexico and Taiwan were the top six countries. There were 5,520 Japanese students and 

1,945 Taiwanese students in that year (CIC, 2001, September). In 1999, China rose to the 

fourth with 4,025 students (7.7% of the total foreign student population) following South 

Korea (6,496 students, 12.5%), Japan (5,778 students, 11.1%) and United States (4,595 

students, 8.8%) (CIC, 2002, August). Since the year 2000, China has become the second 

principal country of origin for foreign students with 6,436 students in 2000 (10.1%) and 

11,138 students in 2001 (15.1%). At the end of 2001, there were more than 20,000 

Chinese international students studying in Canada and China became the largest source 

country of stocks (15%). The number of South Korean students remained the largest with 

10,881 in 2000 (17.1%), and 13,479 in 2001 (18.2%) (CIC, 2002, August) respectively. 

The University of Alberta also saw a sharp increase in the number of international 

students from China in recent years (1998 - 2002) (see table 2). There were only 14 

Table 2: U of A Full-time Chinese International Students 1998-2002 

Academic # of # of Total # of % of total 

Year undergraduate graduate Chinese international 

students students students students 

1998/99 14 135 147 14 

1999/00 28 120 148 13 

2000/01 on te 184 15 

2001/02 190 Zo 18 

2002/03 248 395 22 
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undergraduate students and 133 graduate students from China in the academic year 

1998/1999 (14% of the total international student population) while in 2002/03, the 

number of undergraduate students jumped to 147 and the number of graduate students 

rose to 248, making Chinese international students a very strong presence on the U of A 

campus (one out of follt international students was from China). (International Centre, 

1999, 2000, 2001, 2002 & 2003). 

There are several factors that have contributed to this sudden increase of 

international students from China: 

e Inthe 1990s, China experienced strong economic growth, which increased the 

possibility of study abroad; 

e There is only one child in a family, which makes it possible for parents to send 

him/her to study abroad; 

e Chinese parents think highly of the quality and reputation of a foreign degree; 

e English language is the language of instruction; 

e There is very limited opportunity for university study in China; 

e Canadian educational institutions initiated marketing strategies to compete 

internationally in attracting international students (e.g. Canada established Canadian 

Education Centres in 17 countries, which included one in Beijing in the mid 1990s); 

e Canada increased staffing levels at the Beijing Mission to deal with a backlog of 

student applications; 

e Some provinces entered into agreements with other countries to attract international 

students. For example, Quebec signed an agreement with China, which allowed a 
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limited number of Chinese students to study in that province without paying foreign 

tuition fees; 

e After 9/11, the United States tightened its immigration policy regarding international 

students so many Chinese students came to Canada to study instead. 

With recent initiatives of the federal government to promote Canada as a 

“destination of choice for international students”, more and more international students 

will continue coming to Canada to further their post-secondary education. Although my 

study focuses on one particular group of international students, i.e. the Chinese students, 

it has much broader implications for international education and immigrant education in 

general because it deals with home and homelessness -- a modern human condition -- and 

seeks to understand and find "ways to belong in the world and thus to become more fully 

ourselves" (Mugerauer, 1994, p. 153) and to have a more meaningful existence. 

Since the open door policy in 1978, hundreds of thousands of students have 

flowed out of China and into the western countries. According to a Survey of the 

Educational Reform and Development in China (Ministry of Education, 2004), between 

1982 and 2002, 450,000 Chinese students have been sent to 103 countries and regions, 

among which 160,000 have returned after completions of their studies and researches. 

Although the return rate of Chinese students is much higher than that of salmon, I 

continue to wonder why the majority of students have decided to remain “in the ocean” 

and to make their homes there... 

4] 
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[like your salmon story. It is a more narrative way of thinking about and understanding 
the students’ experiences (Jean Clandinin, at my Candidacy Exam, November 28, 2002). 

Chapter Three 

Narrative Inquiry as the Research Methodology 

Journal Entry: October 2005, Edmonton 

Why Narrative Inquiry? 

In my master’s thesis, A Narrative Inquiry of Intercultural and Academic 

Transitional Experiences of Four Female Chinese Students (Li, 2001), I used narrative 

inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) to examine the transitional experiences of four 

Chinese students. I explored their experiences moving from a Chinese high school to a 

Canadian high school and later from the Canadian high school to a Canadian university. 

This research allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of my own experience as well 

as that of many others in similar situations. It also led me to think about the experience of 

“culture shock” (Oberg, 1960) in a more narrative way (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). By 

living alongside my research participants, attending to and making sense of their lives as 

lived during their first year as university students, I was able to understand how these 

four international students from China lived out their lives of transition in a foreign 

language, a strange education system and a new place. Through telling and retelling 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 189) our stories to one another over time, we were able 

to see our first year experiences in Canada in a different way. We started to understand — 
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why we had lost our self-confidence and self esteem and had so many negative 

experiences. We also realized that our situations were not unique and that everybody 

might go through a similar process when they moved from China to Canada. This insight 

gave us the courage and perseverance we needed to meet the daily challenges we faced as 

ESL students in a Canadian university. Through this research, I came to see the 

transformative potential of doing narrative inquiry and became more convinced that 

narrative inquiry is the best way to understand and to study experience. 

As time went by, my research participants learned to respond to different 

situations in both their lives and studies with more ease. And they became more and 

more comfortable living in Canada and studying in a Canadian university. Then as 

coincidence would have it, three of them — Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei -- went home for 

a visit. After returning to Canada, the notion of home and homelessness began to surface 

because they realized that they no longer wanted to return to their old homes in China 

and spend the rest of their lives there. Where are their homes, then? What is home for 

them? 

Narrative Inquiry 

In an interview with Dave Bronstetter, the host of CBC Radio Montreal's morning 

show Daybreak, Thomas King (2003) said the following about his 2003 Massey lectures 

entitled The truth about stories: A native narrative: 

Stories are all we are. That's it. Nothing more. Stories. If we don't have the stories 
we told about each other and people told about us, I don't know what would it be. 

I live my life through stories. If you really think about who you are, it's the stories 
your parents tell about you, your friends tell about you, that you tell about the 

world. It is really through stories we share our existence, not just our identity. I 
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can't imagine myself as an entity without running into stories. If someone says 
who are you, I tell him a story (King, 2003). 

“People by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of those lives” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1994, p. 416). Narrative inquirers are interested in people’s lived experiences. 

We seek to understand the storied lives we and our research participants lead on storied 

landscapes (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 4) within a temporal space. “Experience is 

what we study, and we study it narratively because narrative thinking is a key form of 

experience and a key way of writing and thinking about it” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 

p. 18). “Life and narrative are inextricably connected. Life both anticipates telling and 

draws meaning from it. Narrative is both about living and part of it” (Ellis & Bochner, 

2003, p. 220). As narrative researchers, we describe the storied lives both we and our 

participants lead, collect and tell stories of them, and write narratives of these 

experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, p. 416). The purpose of a narrative inquiry is 

to create “a new sense of meaning and significance with respect to the research topic” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 42). 

Stories are powerful research tools. They provided us with a picture of real people 
in real situations, struggling with real problems... They invite us to speculate on 
what might be changed and with what effect.... Most important, they invite us to 

remember that we are in the business of teaching, learning and researching to 

improve the human condition. (Noddings & Witherall, 1991, p. 280) 

As a narrative inquirer, I want a “more personal, collaborative, and interactive 

relationship” (Ellis & Bochner, 2003, p. 217) with my participants. I want Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei to tell their stories in their own terms. I want my research to make a 

difference in their young lives. I want their voices and stories to be heard. 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) research framework, “the three-dimensional 

narrative inquiry space” (p. 49), helps me to think about how to attend to the lives of my 
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participants as a researcher, how to conduct and move my inquiry forward, and how I 

position myself in this inquiry. 

This metaphorical three-dimensional inquiry space is defined by “temporality 

along one dimension, the personal and the social along a second dimension, and place 

along a third” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50) (See Figure 1). The temporal 

dimension refers to the past, present and future. It allowed my research participants and 

myself to travel backward to our lives in China before coming to Canada and forward to 

our future lives that we envision for ourselves while attending to our present lives during 

the research process. The personal and social dimension has inward and outward 

directions. Inward ts related to “the internal conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic 

reactions and moral dispositions and so on” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, p. 417). 

Outward refers to “the existential conditions, that is, the environment” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1994, p. 417). As a researcher, I attended to both the internal and the 

existential conditions of my participants as well as myself within the inquiry. The 

personal and social dimension allowed me to attend to my participants’ internal 

conditions, that is, their feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions, as 

well as to what was happening in their environments (for example, the “going abroad 

fever’) as they moved in time and from place to place. The third dimension of place 

refers to “the specific concrete physical and topological boundaries of inquiry space” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 51). This allowed me to attend to the specific places in 

which my participants lived. Our storied lives, mine and my participants’, are always 

situated in specific places or sequences of places. 
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Situating myself as a researcher with my participants within this metaphorical 

three-dimensional inquiry space allowed me to think about and to attend to all these three 

dimensions all at once and to make meaning in the living, telling and retelling of stories 

during the inquiry. Within this inquiry space, there was the telling of Jasmine, Magnolia 

and Mei’s lived stories of what had happened in their lives, which included all the field 

texts created during the research process. Sometimes there was a living alongside. There 

was also the retelling of their stories I did when I engaged in the inquiry, trying to work 

with all the field texts, the telling of their lived stories. At any moment during the 

inquiry I was there within this inquiry space, allowing me to give the participants and 

myself the space to move backward and forward, inward and outward in our exploration 

of the meanings and experiences of home for us as international students. 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) observe that narrative inquiry is "always strongly 

autobiographical. Our research interests come out of our own narratives of experience 

and shape our narrative inquiry plot lines" (p. 121). For me, it was my English teaching 

and learning background in China, my own experience as a new immigrant to Canada 

and later my experience as a graduate student pursuing advanced degrees in Canadian 

academia that eventually led me to this narrative study. I wanted to understand and make 

sense of my own chaotic and traumatic experiences of moving my home to Canada from 

China. I wanted to know that I was not alone. However, as a narrative researcher, I 

needed to see myself as “in the middle of a nested set of stories” (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 63), and to understand my location as researcher within the narrative inquiry. 

On the one hand, I needed to tell stories of myself as a Chinese graduate student in a 

Canadian university and as a new immigrant looking for a permanent home in Canada. 
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On the other hand, I needed to guard against what I thought I already knew about what 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei would say about the research topic. “Because we are 

uniquely different beings, with different pasts and different fears, our situations are never 

identical, no matter how alike they seem from the outside” (Noddings, 2003, p. 40). I 

worked to listen to their stories on their own terms instead of listening for what they said 

that would fit into what I thought I already knew. I used a more personal, interactive and 

collaborative approach to engage in the research conversations with my participants. I 

attended to the participants’ stories of their lived experiences and ensured that the sharing 

of my stories was in response to their experiences. Thus, I tried not to shape the direction 

of the conversations, but rather, allowed Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei to take the lead. 

Because I was positioned differently on this storied landscape, my experiences were 

different from the research participants’ experiences. It was their experiences and 

understandings of home I sought to understand. 

Conducting Narrative Inquiry with Three Chinese Students 

This doctoral study was a narrative inquiry into the international students’ 

experiences and understandings of home and homelessness. It was a collaborative 

meaning-making process among Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and me — the researcher’. It 

took place in the midst of four lives over a period of three years. I started this inquiry by 

composing my narrative beginnings as a graduate student from China and a new 

® The fact that I am female and share the same Chinese language and culture with my research participants 

enriched the whole research process. 
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immigrant in Canada. Working “within the three-dimensional space, telling stories of 

our past that frame our present standpoint, moving back and forth from the personal to 

the social, and situating it all in place” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 70), I wrote this 

narrative in order to locate myself in the stories I was telling and living when I began my 

research journey. In this way, I became more aware of my place in the inquiry plotline. 

November 2002, Edmonton 

Gaining Entry 

Access and entry are sensitive components in qualitative research, and the 

researcher must establish trust, rapport, and authentic communication patterns 

with participants. By establishing trust and rapport at the beginning of the study, 

the researcher is better able to capture the nuance and meaning of each 

participant’s life from the participant’s point of view. This also ensures that 

participants will be more willing to share everything, warts and all, with the 

researcher. Maintaining trust and rapport continues through the length of the 

study and long after, in fact. 

(Janesick, 1994. p. 211) 

By the time I started this research project in November 2002, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei 

had already started their fourth year, the last year of their undergraduate degree 

programs, in a Canadian university. We had been friends for almost four years. This 

friendship-based research relationship played a very important part in the whole research 

process. We e-mailed one another regularly. Sometimes we went shopping together, for 

example, when they needed a car to help them carry a big bag of rice. At other times we 

cooked and ate together. If we had time we went to the gym to do some exercises 

together. We loved talking in Chinese, sharing stories of our present studies and lives in 

Canada, and our dreams and hopes of a brighter and better future. Thus, we had already 

engaged in living and telling stories of ourselves when I began my research project with 
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my participants. In June 2003, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei graduated from their 

undergraduate programs. Later in September, Jasmine moved to another university in 

another city in western Canada to study for her second degree in Electrical Engineering 

while Magnolia and Mei stayed on to pursue their master’s degrees in finance at the 

University of Alberta. 

Janesick (1994) emphasizes the human and passionate elements of research: 

Becoming immersed in a study requires passion: passion for people, passion for 

communication, and passion for understanding people. This is the contribution of 

qualitative research, and it can only enhance educational and human services 

practice: (p: 217) 

Having been a university English teacher for 10 years in Shanghai, China, I knew this 

age group of students very well. I knew how difficult it was for many of them to leave 

small-town homes for the first time and come to live on their own in the biggest city in 

China. During their two-year study with me at the Foreign Languages Department at 

Tong Ji University in Shanghai, I not only helped them with English, but also with their 

lives. I often visited their dormitories and listened to their stories. Some of them also 

came to me for their puzzles over love and life. Young and single at that time, I knew no 

better than they did. But I had the time and patience, curiosity and desire to listen and to 

understand. 

Coming to Canada to start my graduate programs, I knew how difficult it was for 

me to make the transition into a different linguistic, cultural and educational milieu. I 

could easily imagine how much more difficult it would be for these students when they 

came to Canada. I wanted to help Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei. I wanted to understand 

their journeys between two languages and cultures. I wanted to understand how they 
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came to terms with who they were in the space in-between. I wanted to give them the 

space to tell their stories. I wanted their voices to be heard so that Canadian educational 

institutions could improve their practices when they recruited more and more 

international students. 

However, passion alone could not guarantee my entry into my research site. The 

facts that Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei, and I share the same Chinese language and culture and 

that we all moved from China to Canada for further studies in 1998 and that we were all 

puzzling over where our future homes would be made me an "insider" of their situations. 

This enabled me to see what they saw, to feel what they felt and to understand why they 

did what they did moment by moment when I was in the field, creating field texts (data). 

November 2002 - April 2003, Edmonton 

Creating Field texts - Data Collection 

According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), field texts, the data of narrative 

inquiry, were "created, neither found nor discovered, by participants and researchers in 

order to represent aspects of field experience" Gout p. 92). In my research study, I 

created the following kinds of field texts: autobiographical writing, conversations, journal 

entries and e-mail messages. 

Autobiographical writing as field text. According to Olney (1972), 

... autobiography is the literature that most immediately and deeply engages our 

interest and holds it and that in the end seems to mean the most to us because it 

brings an increased awareness, through an understanding of another life in 

another time and place of the nature of our own selves and our share in the human 

condition. (p. 7) 
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"Autobiographical writing 1s a way to write about the whole context of a life" (Clandinin 

& Connelly, 2000, p. 101). Through reading my stories, even though only selected 

pieces of my life experience are included, readers will learn something about my life as a 

new immigrant, something about my life as a graduate student in Canada and the 

challenges of living a life in between. 

I wrote an autobiography entitled Who is the one who is researching? for Dr. 

David Smith's doctoral student seminar when I started my doctoral program in the fall of 

2000. In that not-so-short piece of writing, I tried to trace the different segments in my 

past that had led me to my current location as a researcher, a teacher educator, an English 

teacher, a graduate student, a mother, a wife, a daughter, a sister and above all as a 

human being. I shared that piece of writing with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei over the 

Christmas holiday of 2002 and invited them to do some autobiographical writing if they 

had the time. Magnolia and Mei did, but Jasmine did not because she went back to China 

and did not have the time. Although I told them that they could write either in Chinese or 

in English or both, Magnolia and Mei ended up writing in English and asked me to 

"correct all the mistakes" in their writings because they wanted to save "all their 

memories of childhood in China written in English for the first time" onto a disc. Thanks 

to computer technology, we were able to do that by sending those documents as email 

attachments back and forth until we were all satisfied with our writing. This writing 

allowed Magnolia, Mei and me to move backward and forward, inward and outward on 

our different storied landscapes of growing up in China and coming to Canada to study 

and experiencing home in different ways. 
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Conversations as field text. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) note that 

"conversations are marked by equality among participants and by flexibility to allow 

participants to establish forms and topics appropriate to their group inquiry" (p. 108). 

Because of the nature of my research questions, on-going conversations with my 

participants played a very significant part in the data collection process. Whether it was a 

one-on-one conversation or a group conversation, I knew where we would start, but I had 

no idea where our conversations would end. I wanted to give that openness to all of our 

conversations so that Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei felt comfortable leading the 

conversations and sharing stories that were most important to them. 

On November 29, 2002, I met Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei for two hours in Kiva 

Room in the Education Building and had our first group conversation. Magnolia and I 

accidentally found this room when we were trying to find a quiet place for lunch and 

conversation a year before. The room was carpeted and small and soundproof. There was 

no furniture in it. We just sat down on the carpet and leaned our backs against the wall 

and shared our stories in Mandarin Chinese. This time the four of us sat in a circle as we 

talked. I told Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei that I wanted to explore what were their 

understandings of home at this particular point in their lives. I used Allen Say’s picture 

storybook Grandfather ’s Journey (Say, 1993) to start our conversation. In Say’s book he 

describes his grandfather’s journey from Japan to America which he later also undertakes 

as a young man, and their feelings of being torn by a love for two different countries. I 

tape-recorded the conversation and later transcribed it in Chinese. I also planned another 

group conversation towards the end of my data collection in April 2003 to see if their 
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understandings had changed over time, but they became really busy and we did not meet 

again for a group conversation. 

In addition to the group conversation, between November 2002 and April 2003, I 

also met with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei one-on-one for 45 minutes to 90 minutes three 

times each. All the conversations were in Mandarin Chinese and were tape-recorded and 

later transcribed in Chinese. 

I used a Chinese word processor Chinese Star 200] to transcribe my first 

conversation with Magnolia on November 8, 2002. It took me about 20 hours to 

transcribe that 90-minute conversation! This was too slow and too time-consuming so I 

decided to get rid of this technology and use my own hand. When I transcribed my first 

45-minute-long conversation with Jasmine in handwritten form, using a 27.5 x 21.6cm 

32-page exercise book, it took me only 6 hours to fill all those 11 pages. I could save 4 

hours without using the computer! In addition, it felt good to write so much Chinese with 

my own hand! I decided to do the rest of the transcribing in the same manner. I did NOT 

translate those Chinese transcriptions into English because I did not want my 

translation/interpretation to interfere with the shape of their stories or responses. Since 

the topic of “home” was so close to our hearts and emotions, I believed it was essential to 

give Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei the opportunity to express their innermost feelings and 

thoughts freely and without effort in their mother tongue. 

Then, I made a photocopy of each transcription and gave them back to Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei for their feedback. I asked them to feel free to add, delete, change or 

comment on the transcription. I then made the necessary changes. I read the Chinese 

transcriptions and their Chinese responses carefully and wrote down some points or 
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questions that I would like to ask them before I met each of them for the next research 

conversation. 

Within these conversations, I explored with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei their 

memories of their experiences of home in China and their reflections of their experiences 

of several temporary homes in Canada. I invited them to describe, in detail, the different 

homes they had as they grew up in China and came to study in Canada, and to explain the 

feelings and emotions different homes evoked in them. I wanted to know how and what 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei felt about their homes in China and Canada and what made 

them feel at home in all those different places. I encouraged them to draw diagrams to 

show me the special places in their stories as they moved inward, outward, forward and 

backward on their storied landscapes, talking about their experiences of homes in both 

China and Canada. 

Journal writing as field text. Cooper (1991) says that keeping a journal makes it 

possible for us "to examine our own experiences, to gain a fresh perspective, and by that 

means begin to transform the experiences themselves" (p. 99). I have kept journals for 

many years as a reflection on my life as a daughter, a student, a teacher, a wife, a mother 

in China, as a landed immigrant, a graduate student, a teacher educator and a researcher 

in Canada. Journalling has helped me to better understand myself as a human being. 

I kept a research journal throughout this study. Whenever I felt the need to write 

about my thoughts, feelings, questions, and reactions after interviewing or talking with 

my participants, I went to my notebook to write them down. This writing served "as a 

form of intense self-reflection" (Cooper, 1991, p. 110). It helped me to clarify my 
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thinking, to gain some insights into my own situation as well as that of my participants 

and to move my research ahead or at times slow it down. 

When I realized, very soon, that the transcribing of the Chinese conversations 

took much longer than I had expected, I decided to slow down my research: 

I just finished my second conversation with Mei today and I feel exhausted. For 

the past two weeks, all I did was to sit in front of a tape-recorder to transcribe our 
first round of conversations. My right hand is really sore now... 

I wonder if I should have bought that Chinese Star 2001. I bought the original 

software for an original price, almost $ 200 Canadian dollars! But it's useless to 

me! It's so slow for me to type these Chinese characters one by one. The first 

transcribing took me 20 hours! I can't afford to do that for the rest of my research. 

I hand wrote my second transcribing. And I can save about 4 hours for each 45- 

minute-long conversation if I write with my own hand. Gee, my hand is faster 

than my computer! 

I told Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei that I wanted to meet with them individually 

once a week for research conversations. They all agreed and we scheduled our 

times for the first two weeks. Maybe I was too eager and too excited about my 

research... 

Now I realize that the transcribing takes more time than I have expected. I feel 

rushed in order to finish the transcriptions before our second meetings. This 1s too 
much for me. I need to slow down. I will take a short break after our first group 

conversation next Friday... Besides, they also need time to concentrate on their 

studies to prepare for their final exams... 
(Lisa, Journal entry, Nov. 20, 2002) 

Recognizing the power of journal writing, I invited Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei 

also to keep a journal during the research process. During my first group conversation 

with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei in November 2002, I gave them each a blank 72-page 

half plain and half lined exercise book. I asked them to write down any experiences, 

ideas, feelings, and thoughts that might come to them during the following six months. I 

also told them that they could write either in English or in Chinese or in both. Jasmine 

wrote 11 journal entries: only one was written in English and the others were all written 
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in Chinese. Magnolia wrote six journal entries: only the first one was written in English 

and the other five pieces were written in Chinese. Mei wrote five journal entries: one in 

Chinese, another half English and half Chinese and the other three in English. 

[also invited Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei to bring their journals back to me if they 

wanted me to respond to any of their writings. Each of them did so only once during the 

six months. I responded to the first seven of Jasmine’s 11 entries, the first one of 

Magnolia’s six entries, and the first three of Mei’s five entries. Within these journal 

entries, Jasmine and Magnolia wrote about their experiences, thoughts and feelings of 

home while Mei chose to write her response to some of the English proverbs on “home” 

and some pieces of my writing that I shared with them during the research. Keeping 

research journals allowed Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and me to record the existential 

conditions of what we were doing, “situating them in a place, at a certain time, with 

details of particular events noted” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 103). It also allowed 

us to turn inward to describe our feelings, hopes, fears, and other inner responses, and at 

times, to puzzle out our experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 103) on the storied 

landscape of home. 

E-mail messages as field text. For me, e-mail messages are letters without 

envelopes or stamps. Jasmine, Magnolia, Mei and I have kept e-mail exchanges with one 

another all the time since we first met more than four years ago. We have used the emails 

to arrange for a meeting place and time, to send documents back and forth, and to give 

one another advice or information or encouragement from time to time. Emailing has 

become a very efficient way of communication among and between us. During the 
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research process, I printed out all the e-mail messages on hard copies, sorted them out 

and put them into Jasmine's, Magnolia's, Mei's and my own e-mail files. 

Composing field texts is one way of telling and living, retelling and reliving a life 

story, which helps the researcher as well as the participants make meaning from those 

stories. As I composed different kinds of field texts and positioned them within the 

three-dimensional space, I began the process of understanding my research puzzle. 

November 2002 — December 2004, Edmonton 

From Field Texts to Research Texts - Data Analysis and Interpretation 

After all field texts were collected/created and sorted by type (Autobiographical 

writing, Personal journal, E-mail messages, Conversation transcripts), I rearranged them 

by person into three piles (Jasmine, Magnolia and Mez). I spent many hours reading and 

rereading them in order to construct interim texts — chronicled accounts — about their 

experiences of home in China and in Canada in English for initial analysis. I used 

headings Homes in China and Homes in Canada and subheadings First Home, Second 

Home... to help me organize the huge number of field texts into meaningful chunks. | 

wrote the narrative account of one participant at a time. Therefore, I had Jasmine hours, 

Magnolia days or Mei weeks depending on the flow of my writing. I finished the three 

natrative accounts at the end of March 2004. These narrative accounts then were shared 

with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei individually first in the form of email attachments to 

make sure that my understandings and representations were respectful of them and 

accurate. This sharing usually generated further field texts. Based on their written 
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response, I revised those accounts and then sent them back again for response. In the 

middle of reading and revising Magnolia’s narrative account, I started to look for “the 

patterns, narrative threads, tensions, and themes” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 132) 

within her stories. I chose what stood out for me the most in each one of her stories and 

gave that story a title. So instead of First Home, Second Home... Magnolia’s stories 

became My first home: A room on a balcony, My second home: I was an alarm clock... | 

did this new layer of analysis and interpretation with Jasmine and Mei’s stories in the 

same way. This process helped to deepen my understanding in the inquiry. I sent these 

newly revised narrative accounts to Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei for further response. 

When they were satisfied with my re-presentation of their individual stories, I sent them 

each an electronic copy of all the stories I co-constructed with each one of them so that 

they had the opportunity to read one another’s stories and respond to them. They each 

read all these stories with great interest because their life experiences had been quite 

different from one another, growing up in China. This “member check” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 314) technique was crucial for establishing the credibility and validity of 

my final research text. More importantly, it allowed me, the researcher, to co-construct 

meaning with my participants from our shared research experience and to honour and 

respect their voices. 

January 2005 - October 2005, Edmonton 

Creating Research Texts 

I struggled for a long time trying to find the “right” format to re-present Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei’s narratives of experiences in my final research text. I remembered 
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the tension I had experienced when I was reconstructing Jasmine’s stories, which did not 

have a sense of flow or completeness as Mei’s or Magnolia’s stories did. Because 

Jasmine did not do her autobiographical writing, there were many gaps in my 

reconstructions of her life experiences. After reading all the three stories as email 

attachments the first time in July 2004, Jasmine, who then lived in another city in another 

province, sent me an email, saying that she felt her story was incomplete and was just 

“bits and pieces put together” compared with Magnolia and Mei’s stories and that she 

wanted to “add more content” to her story to make it complete. However, Jasmine never 

got back to me with additional content to her story. So her story remained as “bits and 

pieces put together”. And I was stuck. I had no idea how I should move my writing 

ahead. 

Then I had a dream on Thursday, February 3, 2005. I could not remember what 

was actually in the dream when I woke up the next morning, but the phrase “bits and 

pieces” stayed in my mind. I wondered what it meant and what it was telling me for the 

next several days. On February 8, at Research Issues at CRTED, I was very excited to 

tell my friends around the big kitchen table that I knew exactly how to structure the rest 

of my dissertation! I would write it in “bits and pieces”, I told them. I would write it in 

journal format because it would allow me to continue my conversations with my 

participants and to remain in relation with them. It would allow me and my participants 

to look backward and forward, inward and outward, and to situate all of our experiences 

within place (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 140) over a period of three years in our 

lives. 
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Once I decided on the journal format, I was able to start my writing again. It took 

me March and April to write Magnolia’s chapter. As soon as I finished one journal entry 

Magnolia and I would meet and read my writing together. She would give me her 

comments and thoughts. I then went back and made the changes. We did this piece by 

piece until all the six pieces in her chapter were done. It took me May to do the same 

thing with Mei’s chapter and June with Jasmine’s chapter. 

In the following three chapters, I used journal entries to retell Magnolia, Mei and 

Jasmine’s stories, interspersing my reflection in between to show how their stories helped 

me to understand my research puzzle. I used different fonts to bring different voices into 

the text: Verdana font for Magnolia’s stories, Arial font for Me/s stories, 

Courier New font for Jasmine’s stories, regular “Times New Roman” 

for what I interpret as having happened and my reflective thoughts, connecting the stories 

with words of other authors. 

In the pages to come, I retell the many of the stories Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei 

shared with me during this inquiry. These stories will take the reader, you, to far-away 

places and distant times in China as well as to their present homes in Canada. These 

stories will tell you what was home for them at this particular point in their lives... 

When I watched the Chinook salmon going home upstream in the water, they 

were constantly moving. Sometimes I could see them; sometimes they were hidden 

behind the rocks or under the white water. At any one moment I could only see a 

glimpse of them, the bits and pieces of the whole fish. 
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As a narrative inquirer, I was “learning to think narratively, to attend to lives as 

lived narratively” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 120) and to position my inquiry at this 

point in time, in this particular context and with this group of students. I knew that our 

stories, theirs and mine, may change over time because “[n]arrative truth seeks to keep 

the past alive in the present. Stories show us that the meanings and significance of 

the past are incomplete, tentative, and revisable according to contingencies of our present 

life circumstances, the present from which we narrate” (Ellis & Bochner, 2003, p. 219). 

Thus, what you are going to read in the following pages is only one of the many tellings 

we do at this moment in our lives, a glimpse of our lives so far... 
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MBE] salmon —#¥, fIAHY. FAB LIAL HYPER. CEM HERKEN 
IKHULE PT, KMBATN, BAER, HIERAG HA. (ABT, AABRAR 
Ors 

AHY-4ELE salmon KikZ. 7KELR KHIR, SE, #SF, RIERKAE 
—FIRF AIDES. He BEARBA—R. * 

(Magnolia, Response to Prologue, January 27, 2004) 

Chapter Four Magnolia 

Where to go next? 

Journal Entry: November 8, 2002, Edmonton 

This afternoon Magnolia and I met in the Kiva Room for our first research 

conversation for one and a half hours. I just finished my last class for the IPT 

(Introductory Professional Term) ESL minors course with a colleague yesterday morning. 

It was the first time I had taught in a Canadian university. I was very nervous and was 

not always sure if I was doing a good job. I found myself with no time to do other things 

» English translation: I think I will return home, just like salmon. I will be only one of 

tens of thousands of returnees. On my journey home from the ocean to the fresh 
water, I will have struggles, hesitations, and perhaps fears. But I won't be afraid 

because I am home. 
People’s lives are much longer than that of salmon. When the time comes, to return 
or to stay, to go or to come, may not be a difficult question. I hope that day will 

come... 
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for the past two months because there was always one more thing to prepare for my 

class! I was REALLY happy that finally I could start my research! 

Earlier this term Magnolia sent me an email message, telling me that she was 

anxious about where to go and what to do next after the completion of her undergraduate 

program: 

I only take four courses this term because I get eight courses 

left this year. Although my schedule is quite flexible this term, I 
feel so much pressure because I am always wondering where I 

can go next year. I am not sure whether I should go to 

graduate school or find a job. Now I am preparing my resume 
and for GMAT, which is really hard I find. 

(Magnolia, e-mail messages, September 23, 2002) 

So I was thrilled when she told me that she had a job interview in Vancouver on 

November 2 with a big international bank. It was a management training position for one 

year in a city in South China. However, her parents did not want her to find work 

immediately. They wanted her to go to graduate school. If she did want to find a job, 

she should work in Canada, not in China, they advised her. Magnolia told me that she 

also wanted to go to graduate school, but she just wanted to experience something 

different this time. She did not expect that she would get this interview when she 

submitted her application. She was just very lucky, she told me. She had no idea what 

was going on! 

Our conversation started with Magnolia recounting her Vancouver interview 

experience and what she learned about herself during the whole process. The fact that 

she landed the job interview was a boost for her self-confidence, she said. At the same 
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time, she also realized that she had a lot to learn in terms of preparing herself for future 

interviews and for future life in general: 

I didn't prepare myself well. I had this attitude of trying it out. 
I had no intention of getting this job. So the interview didn’t go 
well. I won’t Know the result until December, but I don’t feel 
good about it. Although I am not that disappointed, I don’t want 
this job in the first place, I feel that I should take everything I do 
very seriously in the future. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, November 8, 2002, p. 1) 

Knowing that her parents would persuade her out of this interview experience, Magnolia 

did not tell them for three weeks until the night before the interview day. She was going 

away to Vancouver and felt that her parents should know this. She phoned them and 

asked them not to be too upset with her decision. Initially, her father still insisted that 

she should go to graduate school as her first choice. After listening to her reasoning, he 

eventually agreed with her that this would be a great learning experience for her and gave 

her the green light. Magnolia felt happy and grounded when her parents supported her 

decision and gave her their blessings for this trip. And I was surprised to notice how 

much more mature Magnolia had become: 

Lisa: 

Magnolia: 

While I am listening to you, I am thinking... Do you feel that you 

are growing up, you are making your own decisions, especially 

those big decisions in your life? In fact, the reason that you 

phoned your parents was not to ask for their permission, but to tell 

them that you have made such a decision and that you hoped they 

would support it. 

Right! Right! That’s exactly how I felt. I think 
whatever I do, if I have the support and blessings 

from the people who are closest to me and who love 
me the most, I will feel very confident and happy in 
going ahead. I will feel less pressured. 
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Lisa: Everything prospers in a peaceful home, as the saying goes. 

(BATTEN. ) 

Magnolia: Right! In a letter to my paternal grandfather, I told 

him that during my years of studying in Canada, I 
realized how important it was to have a peaceful 
home. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 
Chinese, November 8, 2002, p. 4) 

Although Magnolia is the only child, her father comes from a big family and has three 

brothers and one sister. When she came to Canada to study, her grandfather also gave 

her some financial support, more than he did to the other grandchildren. All her uncles 

and aunts seemed to understand and support her endeavour, not only financially but also 

emotionally. Whenever she returns home in China, she is happy because she knows that 

her family members live their lives in harmonious relationships. When she is away from 

home, she is free of worries. And she always wants to return to such a peaceful home, 

where she belongs and where people care deeply for one another. Magnolia makes 

regular long distance phone calls to her parents and grandparents, asking about how they 

are doing. Since she doesn’t have any brothers or sisters, her cousins become very close 

to her. She cares for them and hopes that they will have a good life too. One of them is 

dating and Magnolia asks her how it is going. Another wants to come to study for his 

master’s degree in Canada and Magnolia advises him to take more math and statistics 

courses now so that he will be better prepared for his overseas studies. For Magnolia, 

everybody knows his or her roles and responsibilities in a peaceful home. And everyone 

flourishes in a peaceful home. 
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Magnolia also told me the reason she decided to go for the interview. During her 

second trip home this summer, she realized she would be on her own if she wanted to 

stay in Canada and to find a job here. Her parents could no longer make decisions for 

her. She had to take full responsibility for her own future. We talked about her trip 

home this summer and I asked her if she noticed any differences between this trip home 

and the previous one two years before. 

Magnolia: 

Lisa: 

Magnolia: 

Lisa: 

Magnolia: 

I returned home in China this June and came back at 
the end of August. I stayed for two and a half 
months. I volunteered in a local bank for a month or 

so, but most of the time I stayed at home. I became 
very lazy. I didn’t know why. It seemed that living 

abroad for two years on my own I was exhausted. I 
had no energy left. As soon as I was home, my 
whole body relaxed completely. I remember before 
returning home, I told my parents that I would cook 
meals for them when I was there. Here I always 
cook my own meals. But I cooked no meals, not 

even once for them. I became very lazy because I 
could depend on my parents again to take care of 
me at home. What’s more, I felt this time I didn’t 

respond to people as emotionally as I did last time. 

Last time when I visited China, I had a very strong 

feeling towards my home, but this time I identified 
with my home less strongly. This time I felt there 

were a lot of responsibilities on my shoulders. 

How come you felt this way? 

I just had this sense. I don’t Know why. 

Responsibility? You didn’t have the sense last time? 

Last time when I returned to China, I had three more 

years to finish my university. It was still too early to 
think about my future. This time it was different. 
Besides, my uncle’s son also wants to go abroad. My 
uncle told me that my cousin would come to me. If 
he didn’t say that, I was a free person. I could go 
wherever I wanted to. If I couldn’t find a job and 
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Disa: 

Magnolia: 

settle down in Canada after graduation, I could 

return to China and find a job there. I was a free 
person. But because of his words, I felt that I had to 
stay here for my cousin’s sake. I just had this 
sense. This time I felt a sense of responsibility. For 
a long time I knew I should be responsible for my 
own future, and now this sense becomes even more 

acute. I realize my parents cannot help me. I am 

on my own. If I were in China, my parents could 
help me find a good job through their connections 

after my graduation. But now, I don’t have that any 
more. 

Right. It’s not possible. 

That’s why I made the decision on my own to go to 

Vancouver for the interview. I feel the time has 
come for me to make my own decisions. I cannot let 
my parents decide everything for me any more. I 

knew they had very good reasons to push me into 

graduate school, but I wanted to try other 
possibilities as well. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, November 8, 2002, p. 3) 

I remember Magnolia’s comments about her being and feeling lazy at home in those two 

trips to China. She wondered why she became very lazy and didn't keep her promise to 

cook meals for her parents, not even once. Her whole body just relaxed and she just 

wanted to be taken care of after two years of living on her own. For Magnolia, home is a 

place where she can return for physical comfort. At the same time, home is also a place 

where she doesn’t need to pretend or explain herself. Her parents know and accept who 

she is. She can just be herself. 

While Magnolia recognized her responsibility towards herself and her family, she 

felt torn between this responsibility and the freedom to become whoever she wanted to be 

and to do whatever her heart desired. After her second trip to China, not only did she feel 
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responsible to support her parents in their old age, she also felt an added responsibility 

towards her uncle, who wanted her to stay put in Canada. Because of her sense of this 

web of relationships that are home, Magnolia felt even more responsibility being placed 

upon her. She realized that she was not free to go anywhere as she wished. 

Knowing that this will probably be their last year together, Magnolia told me, she 

often sits with Jasmine, Mei and Rose in their two-bedroom apartment, talking about 

their future plans and where to make their own homes. At one time, Mei made a 

suggestion that they should all go to the Olympic Games in Beijing in 2008 and have a 

reunion there. She even invited each one of them to make a prediction about their lives: 

By 2008, will they have been married? Will they have children? And whoever made the 

wrong prediction would pay for their reunion meals. In the end, they all said that they 

would be married and have children because they would be in their late twenties and felt 

they should start a family by then. But nobody knew for certain what would happen. 

Among those conversations, Magnolia sometimes shared her dreams with them: 

I told them that before the age of 30, I want to be a world 

traveller. I want to see the world. After I come to Canada, I see 

many people live different ways of life. My ESL teacher’s 

daughter has been travelling for the past four years. She said 
that her daughter was going to university soon after one of those 
trips abroad, but that hasn’t happened yet. She is still travelling 

around the world. Thus, I think if I can let go of some things, 

don’t mind too much about them, and find out what I truly want 
to do for my life, there are many life paths ahead of me that I 
can choose from. Right now, the only concern I have is my 

parents. They want me to settle down so much. They want me 
to immigrate to Canada, as if that will give them a sense of 
security during their old age. They tell me that after my 
immigration I can do whatever I want to and they won't say a 
word. But I feel if I want to immigrate and settle down here for 
their sake, I might force myself into doing something that is 
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against my will or personality. If they don’t give me that 
condition, after graduation, I can do whatever I want. I will go 
to many places. I will go wherever I can find a job. I don’t care 
if it is in China, Canada, Singapore or Thailand. I want to work 

and live in one of those Southeast Asian countries for a year or 
two and then move on to another one. Before I turn 30, I want 
to be on the move. I don’t mind where I will land. After I am 
30, I need to settle down because I am not sure this kind of 
migrant life is secure or not in my old age when I no longer have 
as much energy as when I am younger. I need a sense of 
security then. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, 

original in Chinese, November 8, 2002, p. 6) 

When I sensed Magnolia’s internal conflict between the freedom to become who she 

wanted to be and the responsibility she felt towards her parents and her uncle, I asked her 

if she had thought about making a sacrifice or modifying her dreams in order to fulfil her 

responsibility. She said she knows her parents will depend on her in their old age 

because she is their only child. Her father once told her that their future lives would be 

determined by her plan for her life. And she wanted to help her uncle and her cousin 

realize their dreams, too. That’s why she felt a lot of pressure and she was always 

thinking, considering, and hesitating about what to do next in her life. For Magnolia, her 

decisions were interconnected with her relationships with her parents and her extended 

family. 

I wondered if Magnolia’s dilemma and uncertainty about her future was related to 

her sense of alienation in the wider community even though she had lived here for more 

than four years. She told me, 

I still feel that we don’t have enough direct contact with native 
Canadians. I remember you once mentioned that we may not 

notice it ourselves, but our way of thinking may already be 

Canadianized. This change has already taken place in us over 

time. I think if I have more contact with native Canadians, I will 
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have a better sense of their way of thinking and their way of 
living. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, 

original in Chinese, November 8, 2002, p. 2) 

On the one hand, Magnolia realized that she was still outside the mainstream because she 

yearned for more direct contact with native Canadians so that she could have a better 

sense of the Canadian way of doing things; on the other hand, she could not find an entry 

point into the mainstream. When I asked her how she was going to seek out those 

opportunities to increase her direct contact with Canadians, she had no idea. So we 

talked about volunteer opportunities around university campus and other social activities 

that might involve her in direct contact with native Canadians. 

Will Magnolia ever feel that she belongs here? What does she have to do in order 

to feel at home here? 

Can I stay here? 

Journal Entry: January 10, 2003, Edmonton 

Magnolia and I had our second research conversation on November 15 for an 

hour in the Kiva Room. She also brought along her research journal for me to respond to. 

I finished the transcribing of this conversation on November 18. My right wrist was sore 

from writing 10 pages of Chinese characters! I am a little behind with my transcribing 
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schedule. But I am really excited that my research is moving ahead, maybe too much 

work and too fast a pace for my own good! 

When I was reading Magnolia’s first research journal entry, I was surprised when 

I came across the following part: 

I never feel safe on this land though Canada is the safest 

country in the world. Whenever I walk on the street or stand on 
the bus, I feel I am a foreigner; I always fear I could be kicked 

out of bus though Canadians are very nice. However, I don't 
have this feeling in the class or on campus. 

(Magnolia, research journal entry, November 14, 2002) 

I wonder why Magnolia feels so fearful outside the university campus after living in 

Edmonton for four years. Is it because she spends most of her time on campus, attending 

classes, working in labs, studying in libraries and doing her assignments in computer labs 

that she feels she knows this place, which gives her a sense of security? She often 

mentions to me that all her friends are from her ESL classes. Although people are more 

respectful of differences on campus, it is still very difficult to make friends with native 

Canadian students. Nevertheless, that small group of ESL students gives Magnolia a 

sense of community on campus where she feels she belongs. When she is out there, she 

is worried that she will be judged by her skin colour and on being not good enough as an 

English speaker. As she says earlier, she feels she is an outsider, who can be kicked out 

of here at any time. 

Magnolia and I agreed that we wouldn’t meet again until after Christmas because 

she wanted to finish her autobiographical writing and I needed some time to read our 
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second research conversation transcript more carefully and to start making some sense 

out of it. 

On December 23, 2002, Magnolia sent me an email, responding to a piece of 

writing entitled The Experience of Studying in a Foreign Language (Lee, 2002). My 

friend Keun-ho Lee, an international graduate student from South Korea, wrote this for 

one of his courses and gave me a hardcopy. With his approval I then shared it with 

Magnolia, Jasmine and Mei, asking each one of them to respond to it when they had the 

time. I found Magnolia’s response intriguing: 

I really like The Experience of Studying in a Foreign Language 

because many similar things happened to me and I can feel the 

feelings of the author. Do you remember I told you I never feel 
safe in this land? I think the label of “international student” 
makes me think of myself as “strange and alienated”. 

(Magnolia, e-mail messages, December 23, 2002) 

However, Magnolia did not elaborate on what she meant by linking her fear in Canada to 

the label of “international student”, which placed her feeling at the margins. So I asked 

her to clarify this for me in our research conversation today and she said: 

At first I had a sense of pride when I was called an international 
student. But now I no longer want to be called an international 
student because I have lived here for four years. I don’t like to 

be called an international student, but my legal status is still an 

international student. I don't like the label any more. Often 

when we go job hunting employers will say sorry as soon as they 
know we are international students. I think this may not be the 

only reason. But I feel I have been here for more than four 

years and I should not be counted as an international student 

any more. I think if one stays in a place for one year, at most 
two years, and then moves to elsewhere, if one keeps moving on 
like that, then he or she is an international student. We have 
lived here for four years. When a friend asked how long we had 
been here, we said that this was our fifth year here in Edmonton. 
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And he said, "Oh! Old Canadians!" But we are still called 
international students and I don't like this label any more. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, January 10, 2003, p. 1-2) 

Magnolia's discomfort and resistance of being called an international student is related to 

her current desire to settle down and to belong here. There is a temporal shift in who she 

sees herself becoming. She feels that she has been here for more than four years. She 

knows this place and she has friends here. She doesn’t want to keep moving around and 

being called an international student. She feels she is ready to settle down and claim this 

place as hers. However, that label separates her from the native Canadians and reminds 

her that she is a foreigner and that she can only stay here temporarily. On the one hand, 

she wants to leave this place and move on; on the other hand, she is not willing to leave. 

Often when she walks to and from classes on campus, she wants to see more of this 

familiar place because she fears that one day she might not see it again. She looks at 

everything on campus very carefully and tries to remember them so that she can carry _ 

them in her head when she leaves. She wants to stay here, but she has no idea how that is 

going to happen. It is very difficult for her to find a job as an international student. She 

is applying for graduate schools all over Canada, but she doesn’t know if she will be 

accepted. She feels lost and hopeless because she cannot see her road ahead. 

I wonder if Magnolia’s fear stems from the internal emotional turmoil she is 

going through. It seems that she has bought into the responsibility of taking care of her 

cousin if he decides to come to Canada for studies. She feels that she has to stay, but is 

fearful that she cannot. As much as Magnolia understands what her parents want for her 

and what her uncle wants for her, she knows in her heart that she wants to leave and be 
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the free young spirit that she is and go elsewhere. She finds it very difficult to live with 

these conflicting messages inside her. While home, her parents and relatives, want her to 

stay and not to leave Canada, by Canadian rules, she is international and she cannot stay. 

It is difficult for her to get a job or to be accepted into a graduate school. She cannot see 

her road ahead. She cannot live out the story that home is telling her to live out. And yet 

she really wants to go and be a free spirit and do whatever she wants to do. How is 

Magnolia going to live with all these tensions within herself? When will she stop feeling 

fearful in Canada? Will she ever feel that she belongs here? 

Robert Hay (1992) wrote, 

Those who do develop a strong bond to place exhibit territoriality and local 

knowledge, which deepens through both aging and length of residence. Those 

without such bonds normally move on. Others who have lived only part of their 

lives in the place often have a more rational, detached relationship with that place, 

at least for the first few years, as they may yet move on (p. 101). 

Through four years of residence, Magnolia comes to know the University campus and its 

surrounding areas quite well. This place also allows her to develop some meaningful 

relationships, especially her friendships with Jasmine and Mei and their ESL peers. It is 

only when she is confronted with the gloomy possibility of leaving that she realizes she 

has come to love this place. She has developed a strong bond to this place without 

consciously knowing it. However, labeled as an international student, inevitably she has 

this “move on” mentality. Thus, for the first four years in Canada, she felt as if she were 

hovering above. She did not want to touch the ground, to take root or to develop any 

attachment to this place. She was not sure if she belonged here. What’s more, she was 
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going somewhere else to live the rest of her life, what’s the point of investing any time or 

energy to know this place? She did not try to seek out opportunities to know this place or 

to meet the people. Without many meaningful relationships, this place remained a 

foreign land and she was an outsider, fearful of being kicked out of here at any time. 

Homes, Sweet Homes 

Journal Entry: February 8, 2003, Edmonton 

Finally I have the time to sit down and write about what seems to me the threads 

that are coming out of Magnolia’s stories about her homes in China. We had this lively 

research conversation on November 15 last year. Our conversation started with my direct 

question, “What is home for you right now?” And Magnolia’s response was: 

Home, to me, is when I am with my father and my mother. This 
is how I feel about home. I wrote in my journal that I believe 

my home is in China because all my family members and 
relatives are in China. While Iam here, I always wonder where I 

should go after I graduate from university. I don’t think I will 
stay here for long, so I never really tried to make a home here. 

So I always feel homeless here, thinking that my home is in 
China. I think that’s the reason that after so many years, I still 
don’t really immerse myself in this society, this place. I limit my 

definition of home to those that I have blood relationships, to my 
parents. They are all in China, so my home is in China. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, November 15, 2002, p. 1) 

Magnolia sees home as blood relationships right now. Since all her blood relationships 

are in China, her home is in China. However, on the other hand, she also sees home as 

place in the following stories she told me about her experiences of home in China. And I 

wonder if this tension between home as blood relationships and home as place is related 
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to the changed landscapes on which she lived/lives her life. When she lived in China, all 

her blood relationships were there, so they stayed in the background while place moved 

to the foreground in her experiences of home. When she lives in Canada, all her blood 

relationships move to the foreground and place moves to the background when she thinks 

about home. Therefore, home as blood relationships and home as place are intertwined 

in Magnolia's stories. Growing up in China, Magnolia had a very fond memory of all 

those different places that she called home. She remembered a room on a balcony as her 

first home: 

My first home: A room on a balcony 

I was born in Green City, my mother's hometown. It is a 

beautiful seaside city. My mother and I spent my first month in 

my grandmother’s home. (fi 4, Zuo Yue Zi means “make the 
first month”, a Chinese traditional postnatal practice to help a 
new mother learn how to care for a new baby.) Her house was a 
Japanese-styled one-room house, very small. When my mother 
was young, she used to sleep with her three sisters in a bed 
dangling from the ceiling at one corner of the room. The bed 

was quite small, so these four girls were crowded like sardines. 
I also slept on that bed when I was young. 

There was a very big balcony behind my grandmother’s house. 

My grandfather, my father and my uncles built a small room on 
the balcony when I was born in July. So my mother and I spent 

my first month there. Whenever I returned to visit my 

grandmother the following years, I always stayed in that room in 
the summer. It was too cold to live in the winter. 

My grandfather used coal to keep the house warm. So my 

mother used to tell me that wherever I put my hands in that 

house, they would turn black. When I was young, I thought that 

place was dirty. But now I do not feel that way at all. I feel that 

place was.the most comfortable place in the world. I have an 
intimate feeling about that place even though in reality it was old 

and dark. 
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When I came to Canada in 1998, the Green City Municipal 
Planning Department tore down all these added-on 
constructions. The room and the balcony were all gone. When 
heard the news, I was very sad, very sad. In reality, I only 
returned to Green City once or twice a year, but I was still very 
sad when that place was gone. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 15, 2002 in Chinese) 

Located in present-day Edmonton, Magnolia travels back in time to her first home in 

China. She doesn't really remember how that place came into being. It is a family story 

she has been told. It stretches back to her Oke and her grandmother because that was 

a very traditional practice. She tries to recollect how she felt as a young child long ago 

about the black walls and her dirty hands. She thought that place was dirty in that 

moment. And now, looking back, she doesn't feel that any more. Instead she feels that 

was the most comfortable place in the world. It is not the dirty hands or black walls, but 

the feelings of comfort and intimacy that she remembers as an adult. When that place 

was gone, Magnolia was very sad. She could not visit it one last time, being so far away 

in Canada. Now she can only visit and revisit that place in her memory and in her 

imagination. 

Magnolia has no memory of her second home, a one-room house with a yard in 

the Rich Oilfield, where her parents worked until she was two and a half years old. In 

1983, her family moved to Foggy City, a smaller seaside city, where Magnolia grew up. 

This is the city she really loves. 

My third home: A big court yard and a lake 

My home was located in a big courtyard at the foot of a 

mountain, 20 minutes walk from the sea. The courtyard 

belonged to the Rich Oilfield and was a small community on its 
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own. It was situated at the suburb of Foggy City. A stream was 
on the right of the yard; a big farm was on its left. I often saw 

the cows walking to cross the small road in front of the 

courtyard. And I could pick tomatoes or strawberries in the 
summer. 

Within the courtyard, there were five rehabilitation buildings and 
one treatment building. Both my parents and many of their 

colleagues worked there. There were a big square, a fountain, a 
cinema and a very big canteen. There were also a public bathing 

house, a coal supply store and a basketball court. It was a self- 
contained small world. 

We lived on the fourth floor of an apartment building. Our 

apartment had 54 square meters with two bedrooms. I had my 
own bedroom. For a family of three, it was very big. So our living 
condition was much better. 

I went to the nursery in this courtyard and many of my 

playmates were children of my parents' colleagues. We played 
in the big courtyard and often went to one another's houses. 
During suppertime, people could hear our parents’ call our 

names from the apartments. My mother called me through the 
window from the fourth floor and I always arrived home on time 

for dinner. 

I loved the courtyard. It was my heaven. I played with my 
friends around the courtyard. We searched every corner of the 

courtyard. We knew all the trees, flowers, grasses, waters, 

buildings and stones. All the children were safe in the yard. 
There was no stranger, no traffic, no dangerous building. People 
knew one another very well. 

I didn't like it when they filled up the lake. I didn't understand 
why they would do that. It was not a real lake, but rather, a 

reservoir. Whatever it was, it was a very special place within the 
courtyard. It was such a good place with so much water. It was 
a very big reservoir. We used to catch small shrimps and small 
fish there. I lost my small bucket in it. I rushed into the water 
and played with my friends all day long in the summer time. I 
had so many happy memories with this reservoir. Now it was 
gone. I just didn't understand why they needed more land. 
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(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 
transcript of November 15, 2002 in Chinese) 

Home as place and home as relationships are intertwined differently in this story. 

Magnolia remembers this place in vivid details. It is all bound up in a little heaven in her 

memory and in her imagination that is shaping that memory. For her, the big ugly world 

was out there and she was in here with her friends in this beautiful place with water and 

grass and flowers. She was safe and happy in this well-defined place. There were no 

strangers, no traffic, no dangerous buildings. It was also a close-knit community with 

very close relationships among the people who lived there. In this small world, Magnolia 

knew her place and she knew that she belonged. 

Magnolia only moved one more time in China. Within the same courtyard, she 

moved from the fourth floor in one building to the second floor in another. She missed 

her old home on the fourth floor, where she lived between 1983 and 1995, more than 10 

years. 

My fourth home: Same size, same style, but different feelings... 

These two places were the same size, but one was in the east 
side of the building, the other was in the west side. I missed my 
home on the fourth floor very much. My paternal grandmother 

used to love to stay with us, but not any more. Our home on the 

second floor was too dark for her. 

I lived in this home for three years until 1998 when I came to 
Canada to study. The first time I returned home in 2000, this 
home was being renovated. So I stayed at my grandfather's. 

It's a big apartment, about 80 square meters, but I didn’t like it 
there. I couldn’t wait to return to my own home. I was very 
anxious. After about one week, I returned home. I missed this 

familiar place. 

One thing I do not like about this home is outside every wooden 

apartment door there is an extra iron door. People are afraid of 
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break-ins. When my mother phoned to ask me if our home 
should have an extra iron door, I told her not to do it. It would 
feel like staying in a prison. 

I missed those old days when the people in the courtyard would 
go shopping together in Foggy City on a big bus once a week. At 

the end of the day, we met again at a certain time in a certain 
place to take the same bus home. In winter, a bus would send 
the children who went to the schools in Foggy City in the 
morning and take them home in the afternoon because it was 

very cold and the roads were covered with snow. During the 
rest of the year, all the children walked to their schools. They 
cancelled these two services in 1999, one year after I came to 
Canada. After the municipal government moved near the 

courtyard, the business centre also followed. That small road in 
front of the courtyard became a very busy street. There was a 
bus terminal nearby. It was very convenient for people to take 
the public transportation to go to Foggy City. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 15, 2002 in Chinese) 

Magnolia is in the same courtyard, but it has changed dramatically from the old familiar 

place she has known intimately as she grew up. Now there is an iron door outside each 

apartment. The little safe place she remembers is gone forever. Now it is a place of 

danger where people have to put iron doors to protect themselves. Magnolia doesn't want 

that iron door. Her resistance is in part coming from her memory of a safe place, where 

there was no need for iron doors. With the loss of a sense of security within the 

courtyard and the convenience of modern transportation system nearby, the relationships 

among the courtyard residents are changing. The old communal way of life is 

disappearing rapidly. Magnolia misses those old days. She misses her weekly bus tour 

to the city with her family, neighbours and friends and her winter school bus service, 

both of which gave her a sense of community and her place within it. The fact that all 
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those changes took place while she was away in Canada has made it an even sharper 

contrast in her memory of that home place. 

Magnolia also talked about her father’s hometown, Big City, where she returned 

once or twice a year to visit her grandparents. She felt that place was also her home. 

My other home in Big City: the Old is Better Than the New 

During Chinese New Year every year, my parents and I visited 

my grandparents. We stayed in their one-bedroom apartment. 
In the summer or winter holidays, I sometimes stayed there too. 

I had a feeling for that place because I had so many happy 

memories. I remember when I lived there one winter some old 

buildings nearby were being torn down. Those were old wooden 

buildings built by Russians or Japanese a long time ago. In 
winter we needed wood to make a fire for our coal stoves, so 

many children went there to pick up the wood. I remember the 

guy guarding the wood was very serious-looking. As children, we 

could only find a few small pieces of wood, but that adventure 
brought us a lot of fun. Later, whenever I returned to Big City, I 
always told my cousin about that story: how a group of children 
stole wood from that man. 

I remember I raised some chickens in the balcony. In summer, 

my father and I used wet flour dough to catch cicadas to feed 
the chickens. In winter it was very cold outside, so all the 
children stayed inside and played fireworks in the hallway. 

Sometimes the paper boxes in the hallway would catch fire and 
everyone would go and put out the fire. All the children in the 

building knew one another and would visit and say "Happy New 

Year" during the Chinese New Year. 

My father also told me many stories about his life when he grew 
up. It all occurred in this home and the surrounding 
neighbourhood in downtown Big City. There used to be a market 
nearby and I went shopping with my grandmother. My father 
had many stories related to this market. But it was torn down 
many years before. Since this home was very close to the 
busiest street in Big City, we went to the bookstores and food 
stores and many other stores along the street every night. It 

was very convenient and fun. 
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When I returned home in 2000, I also visited my grandparents in 
Big City. They had moved to a new place. I was not very 

comfortable with this new home at first. I still missed that old 
place. Once I went shopping and decided to see that old 

neighbourhood one more time even though it was not on my 
way. The old building was torn down. It was gone forever. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 15, 2002 in Chinese) 

Looking back, Magnolia tries to recollect the stories about her own childhood in her 

father's hometown and how she felt as a young girl long ago. Her sense of adventure and 

excitement is well illustrated in the wood-stealing story she keeps telling her cousin to 

this day. For Magnolia, that home was also a safe place, where she felt comfortable and 

happy because all the children knew one another and played together during the Chinese 

New Year. She probably could tell where all those different stores were in the 

neighbourhood since she went there every night. Through a family story her father told 

her, that home and its neighbouring area were rendered meaningful to Magnolia and gave 

her a sense of history. She also remembers her irresistible desire to visit that old familiar 

place closer to the present time on her first return trip to China in 2000. She made a 

special detour to visit her grandparents’ old apartment and its old building, which were 

all gone by then. Now all her happy memories associated with that home only exist in 

her imagination. 

As I was listening to Magnolia talking about her homes in China and reading the 

conversation transcript, what struck me the most was the fact that she has called so many 

places in different cities her home. For Magnolia, she has all those homes that have been 

her home that now live in her imagination. She sees the first place as home, but not the 

only place she calls home when she thinks about where her home is now. Magnolia helps 
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me to understand that people can have multiple homes and that it is the meaningful and 

significant relationships with people that make a place home. 

Another Home in Canada? 

Journal Entry: March 13, 2003, Edmonton 

I have been working with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei on their resumes and 

application packages for graduate schools for the past several weeks and I sense their 

growing worries and anxieties about their uncertain future. Not knowing what else I 

could do to encourage them at this point in time, yesterday I decided to e-mail them a 

powerpoint presentation entitled The Four Candles. | really liked the story it tells about 

hope when one of my Canadian friends sent it to me a while ago. 

The Four Candles 

The four candles burn slowly. 

The ambiance was so soft you could hear them talking. 

The first one said, “I AM PEACE! However, nobody can keep me lit. I believe I 

will go out.” 

Its flame rapidly diminishes and goes out completely. 

The second one said, “I AM FAITH! Most of all, | am no longer indispensable, 

so it doesn’t make any sense that I stay lit any longer.” 

When it finishes talking, a breeze softly blows on it, putting it out. 

Sadly the third candle spoke in its turn: “I AM LOVE! I haven’t got the strength 

to stay lit. People put me aside and don’t understand my importance. They even 

forget to love those who are nearest to them.” 

And waiting no longer, it goes out. 
Suddenly, a child enters the room and sees three candles not burning. 

“Why are you not burning? You are supposed to stay lit till the end.” 

Saying this, the child begins to cry. 

Then the fourth candle said, “Don’t be afraid! While I am still burning we can re- 

light the other candles. I AM HOPE!” 
With shining eyes, the child took the candle of hope and lit the other candles. 

The flame of HOPE should never go out from your life 
...and that each of us can maintain HOPE, FAITH, PEACE and LOVE!!!! 
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When I opened my email account this evening I found the following message from 

Magnolia: 

Hi Lisa, 

Thanks a lot. These tips you sent me comfort my heart. I am 
really upset these days because I got news that the competition 
of getting in the master’s program is extremely intense: 300 

applicants compete for only 4 positions! Many friends told me it 
is impossible to get in. This result is really out of my expectation 

and I don’t keep much confidence of getting into the program 
now. I talked with my Dad last night. He suggested me to work 
for one year and then apply for graduate school next year. He 

said the road of life is not always straight or flat; this is only the 
first difficulty in my life. When I knew the last candle is hope, 
my eyes were full of tears. I hope I can be the person, who 
never loses my hope. Thank you. 
Magnolia 

(Magnolia, email messages, March 13, 2003) 

My eyes are also full of tears when I read Magnolia’s message. If the door to graduate 

school is closed, now she has to find employment in Canada, which is next to impossible. 

Things seem to be out of her control at the moment. I feel very sad for her. I know she 

comes to like this place and does not want to leave here if she has a choice. During our 

research group conversation on November 29, 2002, after [ shared with Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei Allen Say’s (1993) picture book, Grandfather ’s Journey, Magnolia 

told us about that turning point in her life when she realized for the first time in three 

years that she wanted to stay in Canada, at least for a while: 

When I listen to the story and see the pictures, I remember this 
April we went to Drumheller. For the first three years in Canada, 
I missed my home very much. I felt my life in Canada was really 
boring and meaningless. We were driving on our way to 
Drumheller, it was about four or five o'clock in the afternoon. 

The sun was setting. I was struck by the vast space of the 

Canadian prairie and its color and its mountains and I thought, 
“Wow, there are beautiful places like this in Canada!” Its beauty 
is different from the beauty in Jasper or Banff. It's another kind, 
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very grand. At that moment, it occurred to me that I should 
stay in Canada for a longer while, at least I should visit those 
places before I return home. I feel the same as the grandfather 
in the story felt. When you go to many different places, different 
things will attract you and move you. 

(Magnolia, Research group conversation transcript, original 

in Chinese, November 29, 2002, p. 5) 

That awakening moment has stayed in Magnolia’s heart and mind for more than half a 

year now. It is the first time that she starts to place herself on the landscape and to 

recognize the landscape as the possibility of home, a possibility that she hadn’t seen there 

before. The beauty of the natural physical landscape of the Canadian prairie draws her 

in. She wants to see more of Canada to appreciate different things in different places. 

Canada is a beautiful country and she wants to stay, Magnolia decided. However, while 

Magnolia feels embraced by the natural world, she has difficulty meeting more Canadian 

people in order to feel welcomed by the human world. It seems that she cannot enlarge 

her social circle beyond her ESL friends. So when Michael'”, a Canadian student who 

was taking a Mandarin course in the Department of East Asian Studies, approached me 

before Christmas for a Mandarin-speaking tutor, | recommended Magnolia to him and 

suggested that they should do a language exchange. 

On December 22, 2002, Magnolia sent me an email, telling me that she and 

Michael emailed each other every day, that they talked about both funny and serious 

questions and that she learned a lot from him. Later she told me that they met in person 

several times before and after Christmas break, during which Michael went up to the 

north to work in an oilfield to earn some money and they maintained email contact. 

'° A pseudonym. 
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When he returned to Edmonton, he showed Magnolia some pictures he took of that 

oilfield. Since Magnolia’s parents also worked in an oilfield in China, they had a lot to 

talk about. When he and his family went on vacation in Cuba over the summer, Michael 

brought Magnolia an interesting gift - a small Cuban box with Magnolia’s name carved 

on it! Michael even organized a Chinese-English language exchange program. 

However, there were far more Mandarin-speakers than English-speakers. With only two 

English-speakers and 10 Mandarin-speakers, Magnolia also turned into an English- 

speaker! 

When Michael was away, they chatted on MSN about a variety of topics. 

Through all those interactions, Magnolia came to know how Michael lives his life and 

what is important to him. She no longer felt as isolated as before. Michael was the first 

Canadian university student that Magnolia had real and meaningful conversations with in 

all these four years! In addition to language exchange, Magnolia also changed her 

previous perceptions about local Canadian students. She used to think that they were 

lazy because they did not study as hard as many international students. But Michael did 

not fit into that category at all. He was very self-confident and strived to succeed in 

whatever he was doing. He dared to dream. He wanted to learn Mandarin very well so 

that one day he could work in the Department of Foreign Affairs and become the 

Canadian ambassador to China. He told Magnolia how challenging it was to study 

Mandarin with a class full of Canadian-born Chinese students. But he did not give up 

because he had a dream to follow. Through Michael, Magnolia realized that her 

assumptions about her Canadian peers were biased and not true. 
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Magnolia also took part in the Celebrating Christmas Day with a Canadian 

Family organized by the International Centre on campus. Magnolia as well as three other 

international students from China were paired up with a Canadian family, who live on a 

farm one hour drive from the city of Edmonton. There are five people in the family: a 

couple and their two sons and one daughter. The mother immigrated from Switzerland to 

Canada when she was 18. The father inherited the farm from his family. He probably 

renamed his farm after his wife’s name to give her a sense of ownership and belonging. 

Their daughter was 10 years old, 12 years younger than Magnolia. The elder son was 15. 

They were home-schooling their children on the farm, an unknown concept for Magnolia. 

It was interesting for Magnolia to see so many farm animals. One of the baby lambs lost 

its mother at birth and they showed Magnolia how to feed the baby lamb with bottled 

milk. The farm is a self-contained small world, Magnolia observed. During summer 

time, they work very hard and plant a variety of vegetables. At harvest, they put them 

into air-tight bags and save them for their winter food. They don’t need to do much 

grocery shopping in winter. They invest most of their money on the land and they have 

little cash at hand. So they live a frugal life. The mother is worried that their two sons 

might not inherit the farm. They may choose to leave home and live a different way of 

life after college. 

On Christmas Day, this family also invited another couple from a nearby farm. 

So they had a table of 12 people for Christmas dinner. During the day, they all went 

skating on a frozen lake except the hostess, who was preparing the dinner. The daughter 

was very good at playing hockey. Later, they returned to the house, eating, drinking and 

chatting away. What struck Magnolia the most was their guest book. Every year this 
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family invites guests to their farm regularly, not just on Christmas Day. Each guest 

would write a sentence or two in the guest book. Over the years they have accumulated a 

long list of guests and many photo albums to record those memories of people from 

around the world. Magnolia felt that life on a farm was quite isolated and that they had 

fewer friends. So they were also happy to receive visitors, especially the mother, who 

thought it was important for her children to interact with people from different places. 

Being home-schooled, the children had few opportunities to interact with people from 

outside the family. On weekends, they also drive their children to Edmonton to play 

soccer or learn German, but their interaction with others is still limited. Magnolia felt the 

mother is a very intelligent woman because she has created opportunities for her children 

to learn from and to interact with people from all four corners of the globe by inviting 

them to her home! In fact, Magnolia had so much fun on the farm that she stayed there 

until after midnight! On January 11, just before the new term started, she was invited 

back along with the other three Chinese international students for a sleepover on the 

farm. When reflecting on this Christmas break, she wrote: 

During this Christmas holiday, I met many local Canadians: a 

Canadian family, Michael, and some of the Canadian classmates 
I know, but do not have regular contact. I realize that the 
quality of life here is very good too. I like it here as well. Now I 

don't know if I can stay here to make a home myself. 

(Magnolia, original written in Chinese, response to 

research conversation transcripts of November 15, 2002) 

Meeting native Canadians and spending time with them opens a window for Magnolia to 

look inside the Canadian way of life, to see how local Canadians spend their leisure time 

and to understand why they live their lives the way they do. She is happy that she has 

had some first-hand experiences and realizes that she likes it here and wants to stay and 
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make a home if she can. As she prolongs her stay here and gets to know more and more 

Canadians and develop a web of meaningful relationships, Magnolia feels that she might 

make a home here in Canada. 

In the same response, Magnolia also wrote: 

I regret that I didn't immerse myself in the Canadian society for 
the past four years. You are right in saying that wherever I go, I 
should suppose that I will stay there for a long time. In this way 
I will try very hard to adapt to the new environment instead of 
hovering above in the air. 

(Magnolia, original written in Chinese, response to 

research conversation transcripts of November 15, 2002) 

Hovering above in the air, Magnolia has a bird’s eye view and looks down at the 

Canadian landscape, but she is not part of it. She is not grounded. She can see the big 

picture of the landscape, but everything inside seems small, strange and distant. She has 

no idea where to land or how to ground herself. So she stays hovering in the air, 

watching and waiting for the right moment to come down. Her encounters with Michael 

and the Canadian family during this Christmas break are those right moments when 

Magnolia feels welcomed onto this landscape and starts to see the possibility of herself as 

becoming part of it. 

Magnolia’s regret of not immersing herself in the local community and becoming 

part of it sooner reminds me of my own experience as a graduate student and as a new 

immigrant in Canada. For the first three years of my stay in Canada, I also felt like 

hovering above in the air and unwilling to touch down. As a graduate student, I watched, 

from a distance, my professors and fellow Canadian graduate students carry out their 

work and studies both in and outside of classrooms. And I waited in silence, patiently, 

for that magical moment when I would feel comfortable joining in their discussions and 

90 



idury bare. oveuth von a 

sigive ihe, rds ava? so tai fiitgnincun to aoe 

. i yet 
+e - sei = a 

‘ginny ala (itera iaeame al 

io) Wawoe netbensosAg/ al aay saersene Sabb I Jers Jovgst: ts 

| Ac PSs bei ‘Jet ont i Tian sve ubyY ~ewey wot Jesq a 

yon ai al .aAw Poot 6 iGhsietexst iiw 1 Ser s2oqque bivorte’ 

ic bawier # 1 ICHMT WSS? 10606.a) bisr yew ys iw 
Ue-srt) of svode pninsvor 

ab Satroryes! rant? ne ae Se Ho ,milgarantt) 

(COOL 2] abeigisveHt ic eaghr sana) nAuidetavn ta yisent 

id yoni &don\ inaw sie ee Shite aca she A tin ofthe ovods grit 

ud oft syeuIen cue. DONT One 162 tony Wo aa Oe ead aye 

a 

mitt Sie rulty- hry one Laren otinee alpen san vies peel suebnel adi le: Liat 

7 

ih 3) arganeendl pyete Ode OF es ord bt wry, n iy shonil a) panne yb on 

ghalt (sw aie rt: ocr Uh aSinon wien wl 1! str; sv bra 

sothy etpscacnd beg? opt sity ew! aay > “ia opiul vines’ asibens 

ft) a i 

p. Yoel lo vibidiacbe oat o30 00 S0ials th: andoabaubauit ante Lecnesiew zlod) etlons 

: i | 
“% , ) , Batt trac de 

: a : : a — : 

SNE DRE THeniOS eine a NT To He TESTS B 

oa 

OPotl aE art “iiste ita VIG 420 Iran ohne we % i" me 2°10 Lie 

| os | 
541 Potcniad tidal rapes (ie eh oie yp peru devit ost of anes 

igh aviliwins uuik — hattitue 1 atshute sabe oa te 

ae = 7 rs 

Haak fae yy oat 

Lauer 
te | i . 

aint ona _ 



conversations. Not until I received an invitation to sit on the selection committee as a 

graduate student representative for our Department’s Second Language Education 

position and experienced the academic hiring process at the other end of the table, did I 

come to understand how the Canadian academic world functions and start to see a 

possibility of my finding an academic position on this landscape. As a new immigrant, I 

did not have a sense of settling down in Canada because Guoji worked in Jasper and Yan- 

Yan was still in Shanghai with my parents-in-law. I didn’t have any significant 

relationships here. I lived in two different students’ residences on campus instead of 

buying a house and making a home here. I didn’t think it possible for me to get a job I 

love in Canada. I wanted to live the rest of my life somewhere else. I was not interested 

in making friends with local Canadians. Most of my friends were international graduate 

students within my department. However, it was very exhausting to stay hovering above 

in the air for such a long period. I ran out of my energy. I felt a need to come down and 

take a rest... 

In The Other Way to Listen (Baylor & Parnall, 1978), Byrd Baylor (1978) 

suggests that we need to become part of the landscape before we can really understand 

and appreciate it. The landscape is not out there; we are on the landscape. In a similar 

vein, Leslie Marmon Silko (1996) also talks about the viewer of a landscape is not 

“outside or separate from the territory she or he surveys. Viewers are as much a part of 

the landscape as the boulders they stand on” (Silko, 1996, p. 27). But when we behave 

like tourists, we often don’t see that because the landscape is there and we are looking at 
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it, we are not in it. As strangers to a new place, we want to figure out when, where and 

whether we can step onto the landscape. However, until we are really part of the 

landscape, we don’t feel comfortable stepping in because it is always someone else’s 

landscape. 

Towards the end of his article, Keun-ho Lee (2002) realized that the differences 

he had as a newcomer could contribute to make the Canadian landscape rich and diverse, 

and that it was possible for him to become part of this landscape, no longer a strange 

world of others. However, “[i]t takes a lot of practice. You can’t be in a hurry” (Baylor 

& Parnall, 1978) in order to really become part of a landscape. 

My Temporary Homes in Canada 

Journal Entry: May 8, 2003, Edmonton 

After a hectic month of April, I finally find some time to sit down and read 

through the research journals Magnolia has kept for the past six months. The following 

part draws my attention: 

I find a very interesting phenomenon. This month, I don't buy a 
bus pass. I walk to and from university. Whenever I go to the 
university, I don't want to walk. I want to take a bus. But every 
day after school, no matter how bad the weather is, I always 

have the energy to walk home. My steps are very brisk and my 

heart is like a shooting arrow, already at home. I think in my 

heart, home is a very definite target, a very clear concept. Itis 
a place where I belong. I can wear whatever clothes I love to 
wear, eat whatever, whenever and wherever I want to, scream 

and talk loudly. I can cry whenever I want to, and laugh 
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whenever I want to. Home is a place where I can relax my body 
and release my soul. 

(Magnolia, journal entry, original in Chinese, March 23, 2003) 

This home Magnolia refers to is a two-bedroom apartment 20 minutes walk from the 

university campus. She moved into this place with her three Chinese friends Jasmine, 

Mei and Rose in June 2000 and has lived there for almost three years now. Jasmine has 

her own bedroom while Magnolia and Mei share one bedroom and Rose takes up one part 

of the living room as her space. To Magnolia, this is the first place that she would call 

her “home” during her four and a half years of stay in Canada. It is a place that provides 

her with both the physical comfort and emotional support. She is clear that it is a place 

where she belongs. She feels that she can just be herself without worrying about being 

judged by her friends just like she is at home with her own parents. It is a place where 

she is free to wear, to eat, to scream, to talk, to cry, and to laugh. It is a place for her 

soul. Knowing that they will probably go separate ways after graduation, Magnolia 

wants to spend more time with them. So every day after school she is eager to go home. 

While Magnolia was very willing and eager to talk about her experiences of home 

in China and her current home in Canada, she avoided talking about her first year 

experiences of home in Canada completely during our research conversations. I knew 

bits and pieces from our conversations that she had had some very negative and painful 

experiences during that year. I did not want to push her into a place she was not willing 

to go. So I waited... Magnolia finally decided to write about her first year in Canada in 

Chinese and I translated it below: 

Five years ago when I first stepped onto this land, my heart was 
filled with anxiety and helplessness, perhaps with fear too. This 

sense may have lessened a great deal over the years, but the 
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uncertainty caused by migration makes me feel homeless more 
or less all the time. My horoscope is Cancer. I long to have a 
warm home. 

In September 1998, we, ten students from China, lived in our 

guardian’s house. Jasmine and I stayed in one bedroom. At 

that time, I treated each one of them as my family members. I 

think they felt the same way. We were very happy. There was 
no academic pressure because we did not know that we had to 
pass TOEFL test yet. Everything was so fresh and new and 

exciting. We did not have the time to worry about what would 
happen one year later. I believed in our guardian. I believed 
that she would take care of us till the end of our overseas 
Studies. After dinner, I would go out for a walk with Jasmine. 
Sometimes I was alone. I did not worry about anything. I was 
so relaxed that I felt light, light as if I would float away by the 
slightest breeze. 

The only thing that made me unhappy was not because of 

homesickness, but because of one annoying boy, who opened 
our bedroom door in the middle of the night or broke into the 
bathroom. Even now when I think of him, I feel annoyed. 
Jasmine used her big suitcase to block the door; I used mine to 
add and strengthen the blockage. All of a sudden I felt very 
safe. After all, we were two together. When one of us went to 
the bathroom, the other guarded the door. Unfortunately, this 

was only the beginning of a nightmare. 

Two two-bedroom apartments close by each other were rented. 
Five students shared one apartment. On the last night in our 
guardian’s house, Jasmine, Me/ and I, as well as three or four 

good boys got together in our bedroom. We sang many songs 
together. Usually I don’t sing, but that night I sang so many 
songs. We sang together, and laughed together. It was the 
happiest time for us during that year. It was gone forever. 

On the day of moving-out, September 30, 1998, conflicts 
exploded among students and between students and the 
guardian. Mei and I were staying behind in the house to keep an 
eye on our belongings. We did not see the quarrelling scene 

with our own eyes. But I knew from that moment that our lives 
would never be peaceful again. 

(Magnolia, written piece in Chinese, March 28, 2003) 
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Unlike Jasmine and Mei, who were eager to come to Canada to start their overseas 

studies, Magnolia did not choose to come herself. She was not sure whether it was a 

good idea or not. Her parents sent her here in the hope that she would have a better 

future. Leaving home so far away for the first time, Magnolia felt anxious, helpless and 

fearful. She was happy to meet nine fellow students from China and treated them as her 

own family members. She spent her first 15 days in Canada, living with them in a three- 

bedroom single house with a basement. It was in this house that she first met Jasmine 

and Mei and started their long-term friendship. However, this was not a place that 

Magnolia would call “home” because she and Jasmine were always on alert during their 

sleep and they had to guard for each other to go to the bathroom. There was no sense of 

security for them with the presence of seven strange young men, particularly the 

mischievous one, in a strange house. Things did not improve much when five of them 

moved into a two-bedroom apartment. 

In our new apartment, Jasmine and I shared one bedroom. Me/ 
had her own room. Two boys lived in the living-room. Nobody 
would break into our rooms in the middle of the night any more. 
This new place was quite close to the high school we went to. 
Our guardian’s husband delivered our dinner every evening. 
Waiting for him to bring our dinner and waiting for the doorbell 
ringing seemed to become my most expected moment in a day. 

What’s for dinner tonight was the question that preoccupied me. 
I had a glass of milk, an egg and a small snack for breakfast. 
Before I came to Canada, I never drank milk, or ate boiled eggs, 

or touched any snacks. To me such a breakfast was torture. 
But I had to eat it because I did not want to go to school feeling 
hungry. (Now I live on my own and I still have the same 
breakfast!) I had sandwiches or rice with green beans for lunch. 

At first I felt it was okay to eat this kind of food. But later I was 
only able to swallow the food mechanically, just to fill my 
stomach. Therefore, dinner was very important to me. But I 

had to eat fast; otherwise I would leave the dinner table still 
hungry because there was not enough food. We were all 
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eighteen or nineteen years old, an age that we could eat and 
drink a lot! Even now, I cannot change the habit of eating my 

food too quickly. In the past, I was very picky about my food. I 
did not touch many kinds of vegetables or meat. But now I eat 
everything. 

I am thankful for this time period when I had no choice but to 
eat whatever was there on the table. Hardships make people 
grow. 

When the Spring Festival in 1999, the first Chinese New Year 

that we spent without our families, was around the corner, I had 

a sense of loss. The other four roommates in my apartment all 
applied for visitor’s visas to invite their parents to come to 
Canada to celebrate this Chinese New Year with us. I was both 
sad and happy. I was sad because other students’ parents could 
come, but mine could not; I was happy because meeting other 
students’ parents made me feel as if I was meeting my own. In 
the end, three mothers and one father came. Both Jasmine and 

Mei’s mothers visited us. At that time, many were worried about 
me. They were afraid that I could not endure this emotional 
turmoil. To everyone’s surprise, I was doing okay. I felt really 
intimate and close towards these aunts and uncle. As a matter 
of fact, only two years later did I know about the truth: my 
maternal grandmother passed away on December 26 on the 
Chinese lunar calendar, four days before the Chinese New Year. 
At that time, both my parents were in my grandparents’ home in 
Green City. They had no time to visit me. At that time, only I 
was kept in the dark. Everybody else knew about this, but they 
did not tell me. I was too young then. I did not even notice 

anything strange. 

Mei often came to our bedroom to sleep at night because the 
boys in the other apartment often came to ours. Three of us 
chatted until late at night. We talked about everything, just like 
the university dormitories in China. Me/ and I became closer and 
closer. After school, Jasmine often stayed behind in the school 
to practice playing the piano; Mei and I went to the library, did 
our homework and went home together. Jasmine had a 
boyfriend then and spent a lot of time with him. We all 
supported her. Even though her mother opposed this 
relationship firmly, Jasmine and that boy still came together. 
For the first time in my life I asked myself: would I have the 
same courage if I were Jasmine? 
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The conflicts between boys were always present. I often felt 
anxious when I was living aS a group member in that apartment. 
The two boys in our apartment had a fight one night. One of 
them broke into my bedroom in the middle of the night and 
dialed 911 to call the police. I hid myself under the quilt and 
cried out of fear. The storm was over eventually. But living with 
two grumpy boys in that apartment, I had this sense of fear and 
anxiety all the time. As soon as I arrived in that apartment, I 

was on my tiptoes for fear that I might trigger someone’s bad 
temper. That was the period of time that I could hardly breathe 
normally. Everything looked gray and I had to suppress every 
emotion I had. That was my first winter in Canada, a winter 
filled with bitterness and heartaches. In my memory, not one 
single day in that winter was bright and sunny. It seemed to me 
that we had wind and snow everyday. 

My mother wrote to me in her letter, asking why I looked so thin 
and pale on the photos. She said that I looked sick. I did not 
notice it myself until she mentioned this in her letter. I looked at 
myself carefully in the mirror. I looked really awful. During that 
year, my soul was burdened. I had to accept all the pressures 
from different aspects of my life. Home was far far away in 

China. If I returned home, and that meant one year of failure; if 

I stayed here, my heart was wandering away. Fortunately I had 
Mei. When we were together, we could share so much, both the 

joy and the sadness in our lives. 

Spring has come to us finally... 

(Magnolia, written piece in Chinese, March 28, 2003) 

Tears are welling up in my eyes as I am reading Magnolia’s story about her first year in 

Canada. No wonder she did NOT want to talk about it with me... That apartment was 

certainly not a homelike place for her. In fact, it was just the opposite of what she had 

experienced as home in China. There was no sense of comfort, security or warmth of a 

home for her, only anxiety, worry, and fear. She could not be herself. The only comfort 

and emotional support she had was the companionship and friendship Mei provided. 

What a great relief it must have been for her when she as well as Jasmine and Mei was 
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admitted into their undergraduate programs at the U of A and moved out of that 

apartment on the last day of July 1999! 

What stands out for me in Magnolia’s two writings about her experiences of home 

in Canada is how she links her heart to her sense of home. In her long writing when she 

described her first year in Canada (1998-1999), Magnolia talked about her heart 

wandering away in those two places where she did not feel at home at all. That is such a 

different view from how she wrote in her journal entry of March 23, 2003 about her heart 

like a shooting arrow, which has a very clear target — her current home. She is eager to 

return to this home because it is a place where she feels she belongs. 

Over the years, Magnolia experienced a drastic shift in her sense of belonging. 

When she first came to Canada, she was feeling happy and belonging. She expected that 

her guardian would take care of her till the end of her overseas studies. She treated her 

fellow Chinese students as her family members. Very soon, however, she found out that 

there was no sense of belonging for her in the guardian’s home or the two-bedroom 

apartment. She could not even relax her body when they had to guard the door of the 

bathroom and move the suitcases to block their bedroom door. There was no relaxing 

when the grumpy boys were around. She had to be on tiptoes for fear that she might 

trigger someone’s bad temper. In comparison, by 2003, she was living in a place where 

she feels she belongs, where she can relax her body and release her soul, where she can 

wear whatever she wants to, eat whatever, whenever and wherever she wants to, scream, 

cry and laugh. This has been Magnolia’s home for the past three years. Before settling 

into this home, Magnolia, Jasmine and Mei lived in another place for almost a year. 
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With the help from their ESL teacher and guardian, the three young women 

rented a one-bedroom apartment close to the university and were on their own for the 

first time in their lives. On Saturday, September 25, 1999, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei 

invited me over to their place for dinner to celebrate the Mid-Autumn Festival -- a 

traditional Chinese holiday for family reunion. Now I know they had more than one good 

reason to mark the occasion in their new place! 

At 4:30 p.m., Magnolia and Mei met me at my office and then we walked to the 

Chinese Supermarket on the southside, not far away from where they lived. We bought 

green onion, ginger, celery, ground pork and some Chinese dumpling wrappings and 

walked to their place. They told me that Jasmine would join us later because she had 

another dinner party to attend. She had bought several moon-cakes and put them on the 

table. 

While Magnolia and Mei were washing the green onion, ginger, and celery in the 

kitchen, I looked around their new place. It was a basement unit with two big glass 

windows in the living room facing south. Three desks occupied each one of its three 

corners. Jasmine had just bought a new computer, so it was easier for me to tell which 

desk was hers. In the bedroom, there were three single mattresses lined up on the floor 

with a pillow and a quilt folded neatly on each one of them. In the kitchen, there was a 

small square table with three chairs of different sizes and shapes around it. 

Since there were only two cutting boards in the kitchen, Magnolia, Mei and I took 

turns to chop the green onion, ginger, and celery into small pieces. We then put them into 

a big bowl, mixed them with ground pork and added salt and cooking oil. The fillings of 

the dumplings were ready. We sat down around the table and wrapped the dumplings 
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together. I knew how to wrap wonton, a southern Chinese snack; but I had no idea how to 

wrap Jiaozi, a northern equivalent. Both Magnolia and Mei showed me, very patiently, 

how to do it properly. I followed their instructions step by step. However, my Jiaozi still 

looked very different from theirs. And we had a good laugh. By then we had already 

started sharing our stories of when, why and how each of us came to Edmonton. 

Because none of us were good at cooking, and making Jiaozi had several steps, it 

took us almost two hours to put our dinner onto the table. Around 7:30 p.m. when we 

were about to eat, Rose phoned to ask if she could join us. She lived with her cousin’s 

family at that time. We waited until she came and started our dinner at 8 p.m. 

We decided that we would wait for Jasmine to share the moon-cakes together. It 

was not until 9 o’clock that Jasmine finally returned. We cut the moon-cakes into four 

pieces so that we could taste each of the three different flavours. They were delicious. 

Meanwhile, our conversations continued until I realized that it was too late for me to 

walk back to my place. I had to stay overnight. 

Five of us crammed into the bedroom, three on mattresses and two on the floor. 

And our conversation marathon continued. They were very curious about my life and 

work. In a sense I was interviewed by four of them about the history of my education, my 

family, in particular, my love story. I understood their curiosity and wonderment. Back in 

Shanghai, I had taught students of the same age for 10 years! 

I finally went to sleep at 5 a.m. the following morning when Rose exhausted her 

questions. We got up around 10 o’clock in the morning, had our leftover Jiaozi for 

brunch, and chatted again until 4:30 p.m. Before I left, Jasmine gave me her diary and 
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asked me to respond to it. I declined at first, but she insisted. I put her diary into my 

backpack, feeling overwhelmed by the absolute trust from a young heart. 

Left on their own, Magnolia, Jasmine and Mei set up a very different space in 

their one-bedroom basement apartment. They have three mattresses on the floor in the 

bedroom. They share the living room space for their individual desks. They try to 

recreate a place of belonging where they feel safe with each other and where everyone 

can belong. Although it is a basement suite, this place is in sharp contrast to the previous 

two places where they did not feel safe or have a sense of belonging. 

On January 15, 2000, Rose moved into Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei’s apartment 

and put her single mattress on the floor in the living room. She had not been happy living 

in her cousin’s house because of numerous incidents of miscommunication and 

misunderstanding since she first came to Edmonton in September 1998. She had nowhere 

to go, so she turned to her three friends for help. They took her in even though it was 

already very crowded in their place. Magnolia, Jasmine, Mei and Rose spent most of 

their time on university campus, attending courses in classrooms, reading textbooks in 

libraries, and doing assignments in computer labs. They only returned to their place for 

sleep and dinner. In the morning when they left for university, they would pack their 

lunches. These four young women moved into a two-bedroom unit on the third floor in 

another apartment building on June 1, 2000 and have lived there for almost three years 

now. This is the home Magnolia talks about in her research journal entry on March 23, 

2003. It is the place where she belongs and where she can relax. When reflecting on 

these three moves, Magnolia said, 

I feel it is very normal. This is a necessary process. During the 
first year, we finished our language study. When we entered the 
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university, we needed to find a place close to the university. The 
student residences in Hub Mall and Newton Place were too 
expensive. We felt that it was better for the three of us to stay 
together. So we found a one-bedroom apartment. Later because 
of Rose’s move-in, that place became too small and we had to 
move again. 

(Magnolia, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, November 15, 2002, p. 10) 

For Magnolia, not all the places that she has lived in since she first came to Canada in 

1998 she would call home. She only considers her current two-bedroom apartment as her 

temporary home in Canada. She has lived there for three years. She has three friends to 

share her life with. Living under the same roof with Jasmine and Mei for several years, 

Magnolia shares her happiness and sorrow, successes and failures, dreams and fears with 

them. They come to know one another very well. They are the most significant 

relationships she has in Canada. She cares about them deeply. When she doesn’t see 

Jasmine for a couple of days because of different class schedules, Magnolia finds ways to 

meet and talk with her to make sure that she is doing well. She also spends much more 

time at home now, doing homework on the laptop computer she just bought recently. 

Before that, she had to go to computer labs on campus, and thus spent most of her waking 

hours around the university. Whenever they have some free time this year, Magnolia 

would sit with her three friends and just talk. In her heart, she knows that this will 

probably be their last year together. She cherishes every minute that she can be together 

with them because they are her home in Canada, a place where she can relax her body 

and release her soul and where she knows she belongs. 
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My Two Worlds 

Journal Entry: June 2, 2003, Edmonton 

This afternoon I went to Magnolia and Mei’s convocation ceremony at the Jubilee 

Auditorium. I was happy to meet their guardian, two handsome young men and a couple 

from Calgary. We were all there to celebrate their great achievement. Because of SARS, 

Magnolia and Mei’s parents did not apply for visas to come to Edmonton to attend this 

important event in their young lives. As I sat in my seat, watching and trying to capture 

Magnolia and later Mei walking across the podium in their graduating gowns and hats on 

my video-camera, I wondered what their parents might have seen in their daughters if 

they had been there. Will they see two familiar young faces, and yet they talk, walk and 

behave in strangely different ways? They will certainly feel proud that Magnolia and 

Mei obtained their first university degree in a foreign language, but will they see the 

) deeper changes that have occurred inside these two young women? When they left China 

for Canada five years ago, they were two naive Chinese “little princesses” of their 

respective families. Now they are two confident and mature young adults, two global 

citizens of the world. They have grown and developed so much within these five years! 

As a matter of fact, Magnolia is keenly aware of the fact that she has become a 

different being because of her life experiences in Canada, that she now lives in two 

different worlds, that sometimes these two worlds will merge without her consciously 

knowing it and that sometimes it is better to keep them separate. During our group 

conversation on November 29, 2002, Magnolia shared with Jasmine, Mei and me how 

she really felt about herself: 

When I finished reading my own story for the first time, I told 

you that I felt guilty at some parts of the writing, feeling that I 
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had changed so much. But now as I reread it again, I know my 
thinking may sound awful, but I no longer feel guilty any more. 
I feel that was how I really felt at that time and I don't need to 
hide that feeling any more. I know in other people's eyes, it is 
not so good. It seems that I have forgotten my past. I know 
some people will still say that, but I don't care any more. That 
was how I felt. Even if I felt guilty, shameful, that was how I 

felt. I don't care what other people think about it any more. 

(Group research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 29, 2002, p. 8) 

Being honest with her own feelings requires courage, the courage to tell the wider world 

who she really is and to feel comfortable about it. It is certainly not her Chinese 

upbringing! Magnolia accepts the fact that she has changed a lot since she came to 

Canada and that she is now a different being, for better or for worse! She is no longer 

afraid of being and becoming who she is: a Canadianized Chinese, a mixed being of some 

sort. This is also manifested in her comfort of using both her Chinese name “Kk ~, Yu- 

Lan"’ and her English name Magnolia: 

I am used to Yu-Lan as my name and feel very normal about it; 
while I also feel comfortable to be called Magnolia. But I seldom 

combine these two names. However, when filling out a form if I 
am asked whether I have a middle name, I usually put Magnolia 

on it. 

(Magnolia, email messages, January 6, 2003) 

Magnolia seldom combines her Chinese name with her English name because she knows 

very well that sometimes it is better to keep her two worlds separate and as they are. In 

one of the email messages, she reflected on her experience with the Canadian family over 

the Christmas holiday and wrote: 

Another interesting thing is the change that happened to me, but 

'' Yu-Lan, a pseudonym, is the Chinese equivalent for Magnolia. 
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I did not realize it myself. In my father’s family, men usually eat 
first and women cook in the kitchen. If there are not enough 
spots in the dining room women have to wait even after they 
finish cooking. I never feel anything strange about this rule. 
But this time when I went back, I could tell how unfair I felt 

about it. But I won’t change this rule in my family because 
that’s the way it is. 

(Magnolia, email messages, January 6, 2003) 

Magnolia becomes very aware of how women are treated differently in this Canadian 

family from her father’s family. But she is very cautious about using her Canadian 

standards to judge her family members in China. Later, she told me that she had a very 

strong emotional reaction the moment she realized how unfair it was to treat her mother 

and her aunts in this way. But she remained silent because she was still in China. After a 

while, she no longer felt as indignant as she did at that first moment. That was just the 

way it was/had been. Who was she to tell her family to behave otherwise at home in 

China? 

Living in between these two worlds, Magnolia realizes the changes that are taking 

place inside her. When responding to our conversation transcript of November 15, 2002, 

she wrote the following in Chinese and I translated it into English paragraph by 

paragraph: 

Fei FEE Foggy City, Green City sé Big City, FRAN ACREHEL ADA 

iE—-+. (ANRMS, ERB, ikReM, hk OMA AA “SE” 

RK, MEA AMB CEN MS HTT, MAREK, SERCH TSR 

Wherever it.is in Foggy City, Green City or Big City, I have 

more than one address. But to me, the homes that I think 

about, I care about and I miss are those "old" homes which are 
filled with my and my parents’ stories, not the bigger and more 

spacious new homes. 
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PRU AA Me Mi ESE ET, TE A AEA. ZE 
Dee hm STI, BOA TA AB “AOE” Be. PABA RL 
Te SSO SHAE TT, OSH IB EHR 

Therefore, home is not just a material or physical place. Home 
is more of a spiritual place. When I was reading this 

conversation transcript, my mind was filled with the images of 

my “old” homes. Therefore, I believe home is a feeling, an 
emotion. When I have a feeling for a place, I will consider it to 
be my home. 

Se RA a, EAP eeu, BUR, YER. ERAT 
Aveo, ASCH CHARIS, TOAST, PERNA. 

Chinese world is my first emotional world. I use Chinese to 
express and to describe all my emotions and my life. Without 
any doubt, China is my home. 

(ABR ee SC ERAT NK, RARE AR, OE 
Fe, (RMR, ASA BEAN EE ERE SS PARE? FOREN. RS 
WRIX AL, MP aM, TAR TEBE, FKL SERIE. A IN BY Be it 
ANBAR, DU AT er ER, (ARE SESE ETE, PAR 
Waste ibseted K. 

However, as the English world expands in my life, I find English 
is a very simple, beautiful and humorous language. Am I 
accepting my second home? I think Iam. I like it here. I 
have a feeling for this place too. So I am changing. I like this 
change. Sometimes I may not sense this change because it 
takes place subconsciously. Nevertheless, the change is there. 
My definition of home also expands and changes. 

(Magnolia, written response to research conversation 

transcripts of November 15, 2002) 

Magnolia considers those old homes that are filled with stories about her and her parents 

as her homes in China, not the bigger and more spacious new homes. To her, home ts 

more of an emotional and spiritual place than a physical one. And her feeling of an 

emotional and spiritual place is intricately tied to the languages that are spoken. When 

she develops a feeling for a place, she considers it to be her home. And part of that 
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feeling comes from the language that is being spoken. As the Chinese world is her first 

emotional world, China is definitely her home. In one of the journal entries, she wrote: 

These days, I often dream that I have returned home and that I 
am with all my families and friends. I can't help phoning home 
all the time. I really miss my home. After so many years, I still 
miss my home very much even though sometimes I don't. 
Home is where all my loved ones are. We keep one another 
warm, and support and care for one another. It feels more like a 
home especially when there is an older generation in the home. 
That is the reason that I love to return to my homes in Big City 

and Green City: so many people I know and love. I feel the joy 

of the crowd and the happiness of letting them take care of me. 

(Magnolia, research journal entry, original in Chinese, 

February 16, 2003) 

After five years of living abroad, Magnolia still misses her homes in China, where all her 

loved ones are. These are homes full of warmth, support and caring people. She loves 

going back to visit her parents’ hometowns because her grandparents, uncles, aunts and 

cousins all live there. She enjoys the crowd and is happy to be taken care of. She 

appreciates that part of the feeling that she has there comes from this inter-generational 

sense of time stretching back and her relatedness in this temporal web of family 

relationships. They are both her emotional and social ties to these places. 

However, as Magnolia prolongs her stay in Canada, the English part of her life 

expands. Now she finds that English is a simple, beautiful and humourous language. 

She once told me that it is easier and faster for her to read in English than in Chinese 

nowadays. The first time she received my typed Chinese transcription, she showed Mei 

and they giggled over the crowded page full of Chinese characters. They both felt it 

strange to look at such a page. Their eyes were more accustomed to the English text. As 

Magnolia’s English gets better, her thoughts in English are faster, but not as fast as when 
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she speaks in Chinese. So in class discussions, she is more a listener than a speaker. It 

takes her longer to think in English and she has no confidence to talk in English with her 

native Canadian peers. She often feels exhausted at the end of each term because she has 

to study both the English language and the subject matter at the same time. Unlike some 

of her friends who think it not fair for them to compete with Canadian students, Magnolia 

acknowledges this big disadvantage and accepts the responsibility that it is their choice to 

come here and study in Canada. She does not complain at all about her situation. And 

encouragement from others always makes her feel better. In her English 101 course, the 

professor really appreciated her writing and her thoughts. He even suggested that she 

should major in English! To this day, Magnolia is still encouraged by his words even 

though it seems impossible for her to become an English major. 

As Magnolia feels more and more comfortable with the English language, she thinks 

she is accepting her second home in this second language. She likes Edmonton. She has 

a feeling for this place too. She is changing and her definition of home also changes and 

expands. Home is no longer limited to her families and friends in China. Whenever she 

has a feeling for a place, she will consider it to be her home. 

While Magnolia recognizes the possibility of making a home in Canada, she also 

knows in her heart that this home will be quite different from all her previous homes in 

China: 

In my life in Canada, loneliness is the predominant emotion. It 
is like a vine, reaching out to every corner of the soul. Although 
nobody talks about it, I can tell. Sometimes I don't know that's 
called loneliness. Sometimes I am too busy to remember it. 
Sometimes I cook "phone porridge" with my friends for hours in 
order to get rid of this loneliness. Everybody is living a hard life. 

Those who have decided to work, study and live here on a long- 

term basis are stronger than Iam. They overcome their 
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emotional impulses and persuade themselves with reasons to 

stay and live here. Many of my friends tell me that they want to 

return home very much, but they still live here. Everyone has a 

reason. All the reasons are not for oneself. Day by day I 
become one of them and I often think of the farmers who live all 

their lives on the yellow earth back in China. Actually they are 
no less happy than we are. They have a life of simplicity that is 
brought to them by the simple and modest land. 

(Magnolia, research journal entry, original in Chinese, 
February 16, 2003) 

In sharp contrast to the crowd she enjoys in her previous homes in China, Magnolia 

experiences the emotional and social loneliness that reaches out to every corner of her 

soul in Canada. In order to get rid of it, she either keeps herself very busy or phones her 

friends for hours on end. She admires those people who have decided to work, study and 

live in Canada for a long time because they can overcome their emotional impulses to 

return home in China and find various reasons to convince themselves to stay here. As 

she slowly becomes one of those people, Magnolia often thinks about those farmers who 

stay put in one place all their lives in China. For Magnolia, who is looking at their lives 

from the outside, she assumes that they are blessed with a simple way of life. She 

assumes that they do not have choices. She assumes that they do not have struggles, 

either. 

Magnolia knows that deep inside she has changed. She becomes conscious that 

she lives in two different worlds and that she should think and behave differently 

according to the context she finds herself in. In the last research journal entry, Magnolia 

wrote: 

I brought my Canadian habits back to home. My parents 

accepted some of them, but did not quite understand others. 
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A glass of milk for breakfast. My mother thought that I lived in 
Canada for four years and everyday I had egg and milk for 
breakfast and that I must have been tired of eating them. So 
she prepared a variety of Chinese breakfast for me. But I told 
her that I missed my daily milk. So my breakfast became 
vegetarian buns and milk or preserved vegetables, steamed 
buns and milk. She could not make sense of what I was eating! 

Usually we eat salty food with porridge and sweet snacks with 
milk. 

Change clothes daily. In Canada, I have acquired the habit of 
changing my clothes daily. My parents could not stand it. Once 
it was taken off, it needed washing. What was this habit of 
wearing one set of clothes only to take a walk one day and 
putting on another set the next day? My mother scolded me. 
She even complained to our neighbours, which both 
embarrassed me and made me feel funny. 

Say thank-you to everybody. Whoever it was, a waiter in a 

restaurant, a farmer in the market, or a friend, I always said 
thank-you. I felt awkward too. Later I did not say it any more. 
And nobody criticized me for being impolite! 

I was tired of seafood, my favorite food in the past. Once I 

vowed that during this lifetime I would never have enough of 
seafood. But this time when I returned home, I was not as 

much interested in seafood as I was in meat and vegetables, two 

kinds of food that I ate the most while I was in Canada. 

Environment can really change a person. When I returned home 
I realized that I have changed, bit by bit. I had nothing to chat 

about with my friends. When I saw beggars on the streets, I 
had a feeling that was beyond words. I wished that one day 
everyone would have a home and that nobody would sleep in the 

streets. To some people, what they want for a home is not 

much, just a place where they can shelter their bodies, but they 
can't get it. To others, home is not only a place to shelter them 
from wind and rain, but also a place to rest the soul. 

I often daydream. If I have a house of my own, how will I 

decorate it? Whatever I imagine, the sense of security comes on 
the top of my list. The second will be brightness. The third is 
many books. Therefore, home to me is a place of security, a 
place of comfort and a place for my soul. 
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(Magnolia, research journal entry, original in 

Chinese, April 27, 2003) 

Magnolia is very aware of the tensions that exist between her newly-acquired Canadian 

ways of doing things and the old Chinese ways that she is expected to follow when she 

returns home in China. She uses her creativity to solve her problems. She combines 

salty Chinese buns with her daily Canadian milk for breakfast. She ignores her mother’s 

complaining about her strange habit of changing her clothes daily. She reminds herself 

not to say thank-you to everybody automatically because she is in a different place. She 

eats more meat and vegetables than seafood, her past favourite. Magnolia realizes that 

she has changed, bit by bit. She has nothing to talk about with her friends in China 

because of her different life experiences in Canada. She is more compassionate towards 

homeless people and wishes that they could at least have a place to shelter their bodies 

from wind or rain. Magnolia starts to imagine a house of her own and how she might 

decorate it. Then she slides to her definition of home. She is still moving back and forth 

between a house, the physical aspect of a home, and the emotional part of home. She is 

still trying to figure out what is home after her house is set up brightly and decorated with 

many books. For her, a house does not automatically become a home if it does not have 

the feeling, the language, the comfort and the security of a home. And Magnolia wants 

her future home to be both a place of brightness and full of books and a place of security, 

a place for her physical comfort and a place for her soul. 

Will Magnolia make her future home in Canada, in China, or somewhere else? I 

have no idea. But I know she will stay in Edmonton for a longer while. Two weeks ago, 

Magnolia and Mei were both provisionally admitted into their master’s programs at the U 

of A on the condition that they would take some pre-requisite courses to qualify 
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themselves for the programs during the first year. Depending on their grades and 

performances, the department would then make a final decision to accept them or not. 

Before the family and friends and the new graduates crowded into the auditorium 

lobby, I took some pictures for/with Magnolia and Mei alongside two young men, their 

guardian and a couple from Calgary. I was happy to be one of the eye witnesses of their 

great accomplishment, not just today, but all these past five years! 
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This salmon story is like what Lisa says about foreign students’ situations. It is 
not easy going back home because of the unfamiliarity with the changes that 
have taken place in China when we are away. However, there are also a lot of 
difficulties staying in Canada because | am a foreigner. AHL AIZEN, Ill 
ANE AAA TCLS EAR EA RASA APE A URGE A 
BAAR, RA -HARENKZETR, EMBGKEGLET, BIFRELKT 
EB? AEB, HARE, ARTEL, BYE LE LEY RAT, EAS 
“WIRM as EBA DAM BARE a, 14 Exe ACN, FAKE 
HOLT, TERSPUL ARAB. 

(Mei, Response to Prologue, February 16, 2003) 

Chapter Five Mei 

It’s Time to Make My Own Home? 

Journal Entry: November 13, 2002, Edmonton 

I met Mei for our first research conversation in the Kiva Room this afternoon for 

two hours. I have been wondering about what she has to say on the topic of home since 

she wrote me an email two weeks ago: 

| am happy to join with you on your research journey. When you mention 
the word “home’, | think | only have a narrow thought on it. Maybe it’s the 
time for me to think about it and talk with you. 

(Mei, E-mail messages, October 28, 2002) 

'? English translation: Discrimination will always exist. Otherwise, why are black-haired and 

brown-skinned Asian employees fired first every time when there is an economic recession? In 
Canada, | always have a sense that | am a second-class person. | do not have a sense of this 

place and a sense of security. | have been in Canada for five years, it is not easy for me to return 
to China and start my career there, either. People in China are changing. The society is 
developing and the country is progressing. If | want to return, it will take me quite a while to 
readjust to the Chinese way of life. For example, | should be prepared for the severe air pollution 

in China. But after all, China is my own country. All my loved ones and friends are there. | will 
feel happy and content there. 
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So TL asked Mei what she meant by having a narrow thought on home. She responded: 

Whenever you mentioned the word "home" in the past, | used to relate it to 

my home in Foggy City, where my parents live. Now my definition of 

home is broadening. | ask myself, what is home? Home is when you 
need help or when you encounter difficulties and need someone to talk 
to... | feel parents can give you more support. | feel when | grow up... | 
am in my 20s now... during those four years in Canada, | may have 

changed a great deal psychologically, a big range... so that my parents 
may find me a stranger to them because | do not communicate with them 
as much or as often as | did in the past because it is expensive to make 
overseas phone calls. As | grow older, | leave my parents. And they will 
know and understand me less and less. They will understand me less 
rather than more. So as | am getting older, | should look for a boyfriend 
and get married. The older | become, the more | will share with him my 
feelings, thoughts, hurt and unhappiness. | won't tell my parents because 
they are growing old. They have taken care of me for almost 20 years. 
Now | should share only my happiness, not my worries, with them. 
Therefore, as | grow older, | will find a boyfriend and make a home of my 
own. This is another home for me. 

(Mei, Research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 13, 2002, p. 3) 

For Mei, home is a relationship. She defines home as when one needs help or encounters 

difficulty and needs someone to talk to. Mei used to think of home as blood relationship. 

Home was where her parents were. For her, home was a place where she could always 

return for support. However, leaving her first home and being on her own for the past 

four years in Canada, Mei realizes that she has changed psychologically to such an extent 

that her parents may find her a stranger in their own home. Living her life in a 

linguistically and culturally different world from her parents’, Mei knows that her parents 

will understand her less and less as time goes by. She worries about the relationship and 

who she is in the relationship. Now Mei considers home as a relationship with this 

wonderful young man she is yet to meet. She wants to find a boyfriend, whom she can 

share her feelings, thoughts, hurt and unhappiness with, and start her own home, her 

114 



Sven ver’. 
SHER YT senbou.: 

mar iw Steauinhe ~ 

aver of ovienatze ci] 

thw york nA siner8t UE 7 sae . 
aast ein bneimabny aie -bnetersbnu 
brabtyad & wa Ao} bnidda ; eat 6 hese pment) 
yin mic diy Serta lites fe , ae oct Sto af) beim a 

Seem ZINE ym Ver rae ie 226K ‘Hac hut. <dtiquort - : 

ZiIBboy WS tanmis ui on te iB Sat ve er : qT bln pniwenp sie yor. 7 

mer fly 2anmiow yin toa ae Tee e K i iris rar popenriton- 3 _ ; 
unio amet $ easel Brie anaalyed & Hint ys zetio wing! 2B, tT 

2c Tor amor yaltone ei aidT wo. 
7 

— : , 
o latins Jqhualey Doge enaa anaes Akl ) > 

ous Ff Teouhho ene seni) 

riemingoiy 10 git We babe 4! 0 al gars ctgh eontieh AZ afdihupionlen » wi arnodd ion 

| 

qhilenetietas (old an ree Tian bee vib at Ahad od capa ehoan be lvoiftib: 

mute blo ale Ge sala a stil) vo | eo 9944 aw anitvmg ved noilw cnet) 

gq Hol nary rot wo ited hae enor rut on give’! savewoH ican an a 

won ram n ee dag il bail if sgbhs aeniersa veh bane ese wt 

d1t chlapd given ae ore Teil Ae oyna, 4-2 bit sag al 

caer wil ipl evrond iA “ainguse ase oo hhicry tres Thab a 7 

Loris cittemoniaiet wit ita —— ‘et eaog ROI +6 veal baw athena se 

GIA walt ne 
. 2 

die ade seit 0) cee et oh odie Bf 

anti ttre qufsusiiely 

nko “dy sod y nih enh! Ke jut . 
. an 

77 riko so ae i ine 7 was Pash Naat att 



second home. As the only child, Mei now wants to share only her happiness, not her 

worries with her parents because they are getting older and they have taken care of her 

for almost 20 years. It is time for them to enjoy their life in peace and free of worries as 

she is now ready to take care of herself and move on with her own life. 

Mei left her home in China for Canada in September 1998. When she returned to 

visit in 2000, her parents had moved from their old home into a new place, a place she 

could not readily call her home. It did not feel like home to her, Mei told me. Sometimes 

she still misses her old home where she had lived for about 10 years before coming to 

Canada. During her second trip to China this summer, she realized that her parents' home 

is no longer her home: 

Now | feel that home is no longer my home. That home no longer belongs 

to me. In the future | will make my own home either here or in China if | 
return. After all, | am a grown-up now. | can not always live with my 

parents. What's more, during this most recent trip home, | had a sense 
that | am now only a visitor in my parents' home. Because | didn't live at 
home for several years, my mother's wardrobe was full of her clothes. 
When | went home this summer, there was no space left for my trunk. So 
| put it in the basement and scattered my clothes all over there. (She 

laughed while talking.) My mother came down and said, "Oh, no! You will 
stay at home for two and a half months. | will make some room for you." 
So now | feel as if | were a visitor in my parents' home. That home no 

longer belongs to me. 

(Mei, Research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 13, 2002, p. 7) 

Mei's parents moved into this new home when she was away in Canada. In their minds, 

she was going to finish her degrees, find a job, settle down and start her own life in 

Canada. So they set up their life in this new home without planning for her return. 

Although Mei still has her own bedroom in this new house, she does not feel as 

comfortable there as she did in her old home. Everything is new to her. She needs time 
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to get used to it, she told me. She still misses her old home, a familiar place where she 

knew that she belonged. For Mei, home is also a place. With the loss of a familiar 

physical space in this new home, Mei's sense of belonging also changes. She no longer 

feels that home belongs to her. She is now merely a visitor rather than a person who 

really lives in her parents' home. She only stays there for a few weeks whenever she goes 

back to China to visit her parents. As a matter of fact, her mother had to make special 

efforts to find some space in order to accommodate her into their life again: 

Sometimes | feel they are not used to my presence when | return. | break 
some of their daily routines. My mother takes daily walks. But because | 
was home visiting them, she wanted to spend more time with me. So she 
didn't go out for her walks. And she joked, “Ah! You'd better leave soon. 
After you return, | no longer follow my daily routines and | gain weight." 
So sometimes | think that home is not my home any more. 

(Mei, Research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 13, 2002, p. 7) 

Feeling like an intruder into her parents' current life, Mei was not comfortable returning 

to her parents’ new home at first. A little confused, she is trying to sort out what home 

means to her now. Although deep inside she knows that her parents will always be her 

home, she realizes that it is time for her to start a new relationship with the man she is 

looking for, which will be her new home. Mei told me about the moment when both 

Magnolia and she became acutely aware of the need to look for their boyfriends in order 

to make their own homes: 

| went to the Edmonton International Airport to pick up Magnolia after her 

job interview in Vancouver. That night we both felt the same thing - it is 
time for us to find boyfriends. Because sometimes we have some 
thoughts, which are not safe to share with others, we can share them with 
our boyfriends. That night when Magnolia mentioned this, | told her | felt 
the same way. But the problem we face right now is that our life doesn't 

have a sense of permanence. It is not possible. And we haven't met the 
right one yet. So it is not possible at all. 
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(Mei, Research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 13, 2002, p. 9) 

Both Mei and Magnolia felt that it would have been better if Magnolia had had a 

boyfriend who had gone to the airport to pick her up. They realized that it was time for 

them to consider finding boyfriends. However, being international students, they live in 

a state of uncertainty. Not knowing for sure if they will go to a graduate school in the 

United States or in other cities in Canada or find a job here in Edmonton or return to 

China after their graduation next year, they feel it a waste of their time and emotion to 

find boyfriends here. Besides, they don’t want to hurt anyone or leave Edmonton with a 

broken heart themselves, they both told me. So they have concentrated all their time and 

energy on their university studies and have not spent any extra time in socializing or 

meeting more young men. Their social world is limited to their ESL classmates, most of 

whom are international students and are here in Edmonton temporarily for their 

university education. 

I wonder how Mei is going to find her boyfriend here in Edmonton if she decides 

to stay? Will she return to China to find one? Where will she make her own future 

home, in China or in Canada? 

Home is where my heart (and soul) is 

Journal Entry: December 16, 2002, Edmonton 

Mei and I had our second research conversation, which lasted about one hour and 

15 minutes on November 20, 2002. I spent the next three days transcribing the tape in 

handwritten Chinese for about 10 hours. As much as I want her to read the transcript and 
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respond to it so that I can move ahead with this exciting research I am doing, I know it is 

better for me to wait. Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei have been busy with their final exams, 

and assignments. They won’t have enough time to sleep, let alone for reading my 

transcripts! So when Magnolia finished her last exam this morning, I asked her to come 

by my office to pick up the transcripts, one for her and the other for Mei. I also told her 

that they could return the transcripts to me after the Christmas break. Since Jasmine is 

leaving for China in two days, I decide to give her the transcript when she returns to 

Edmonton in two weeks. 

Unlike Magnolia, who feels that she has several homes in three different cities in 

China, Mei thinks that her home is in Foggy City, where she grew up and lived until she 

came to Canada to study in September 1998. Mei was born in her mother’s hometown 

Lai County, which belongs to Green City right now. Her aunt, her father’s younger 

sister, came and took care of her for about one year after her mother had ended her 

maternity leave and returned to work in the county’s health clinic. Her father was 

working in Foggy City, where he was waiting for his work unit to assign an apartment to 

him so that his wife and child could live with him. When Mei was one and a half years 

old, her mother took her to Foggy City to join her father. And this is the first home she 

remembers: 

My first home: The balcony and foreign visitors 

| remember my first home was on Nan Xia Road. | stayed in this home 
until | went to grade two. It was on the fifth floor. But somehow, my 
overall impression of this home was that it was dark. Maybe because of 
the poor lighting it felt dark. Upon entering the door, there was a hallway 
without windows. So it felt dark. There was a big bed and a black-and- 
white small TV on a chest of drawers in the room. The bathroom did not 

have a toilet that we could sit on. We had to squat down in order to use it. 
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My mother told me that when | was small, | was beaten on many 
occasions because of my stubborn character. | remember very clearly 
there was a balcony outside the living room. My father once wanted to 
teach me a lesson. | forget what | did that made him angry. My father 
said that | was too stubborn and he wanted to discipline me. So he locked 
me in the balcony. It was winter and quite cold. | cannot remember it 

clearly, but my mother told me later that | cried so loudly and so often that 
everyone in the apartment building knew that | could really cry. | was very 
mischievous at that time. While crying, | dirtied my two hands by touching 
the dusty floor of the balcony and then rubbed the dirt onto my face. | did 
that on purpose. | wanted to show them how pitiful | was, thinking that | 
was their child and they would do something to save me. But my father 
turned a deaf ear to my crying. My mother scolded him for treating me so 
badly and let me in. My father gave up. He said that he was no match for 
me. 

On another occasion, | was crying all evening for some reason and my 
father could not go to sleep. So he took me out of the bed and locked me 
outside the main door. | did not wear any clothes then. | had a high fever 

for several days. | was usually a healthy baby. That was the only time | 
had a fever. My mother asked my father to stop disciplining me because 
whenever he tried | became sick. 

When my father gave up his attempt to discipline me, my mother wanted 

to try. If | made a mistake, my mother would beat me. | would just cry 

without saying anything. My mother said, "If you promise you won't do it 
again next time, | will stop." But | said nothing. To upset her even more, | 
would move to the side of the bed and let her beat me again after the first 
round. She was furious. And | was really stubborn. But somehow, she 
managed to discipline me. After that, whenever | made a mistake and my 

mother wanted to beat me, | would say, "Mom, | will not do it again". Then 

she did not beat me. 

This home was located in quite a big residential neighbourhood. There 

were many apartment buildings and many households. So there were a 
lot of children around my age. We always went to the kindergarten and 
played together after school. There was a certain committee, which 
organized foreigners to visit the neighbourhood every week. They came 

over the weekend and gave balloons, candies and a variety of foreign gifts 
to children. They went to the committee first and then visited each unit 
(every unit had several 5-storied apartment buildings) one group after 
another, bringing a lot of gifts to children because there were so many of 
us. They even took Polaroid photos with us. | think those were probably 
foreign tourists. They came in big buses. | was too young to care about 
who they were then. The only thing that mattered to me was to get those 
gifts. We would stand in a circle and they would give something to each 
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one of us. | remember clearly that we took pictures with foreigners. We 
had an extremely happy time then. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

Situating herself in present-day Canada, Mei looks back in time to her first home in 

China. She is not sure why her first home felt dark as a young child even though it was 

on the fifth floor. She doesn’t really remember what happened to her when she was 

small. It is a family story her mother told her. But she does remember one particular 

place — the balcony outside the living room, where she was locked one cold winter day 

by her father to learn a lesson and where she often stayed and cried because of her 

mischievous behaviours as a young girl and her stubborn refusal to promise that she 

would not do it again. As a strong-willed child, eventually Mei did learn how to avoid 

being beaten by her mother and being locked out by her father. 

Mei’s happy memory of this home seems to be associated with the big 

neighbourhood she lived in. She had many friends around her age. They went to the 

same kindergarten and played together after school. She and her friends particularly 

enjoyed the foreign tourists’ weekly visit in the neighbourhood because they brought a 

lot of balloons, candies and other foreign gifts to the children. She remembers that she 

and her friends also took pictures with those foreigners. Mei’s excitement and happiness 

about that time period were very obvious in her voice and facial expressions when she 

told me about the experience in our research conversation. And I wonder if that early 

experience with English-speaking foreigners and her comfort of receiving their presents 

had stayed and come with her when she came to Canada 10 years later. Clearly, to a little 

girl in China then, foreigners had a lot of money because they came with balloons, 
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candies and presents. I wonder if this experience started to build up an image in Mei’s 

mind that foreigners were wealthy people and that foreign countries were lovely places 

filled with milk and honey. 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei were born around 1980 when China was still a 

relatively poor country. The Chinese government had just adopted the open door policy 

and foreigners were welcomed again into China. Since Foggy City is along the east coast 

of China, it became one of those cities that saw a flood of foreign tourists, eager to 

experience the China they knew so little about at that time. 

When Mei was about four years old, her mother went to Ji City to attend a school 

for professional development. Since her father was also busy with his work, they decided 

to send her to the countryside, where her grandparents lived. However, Mei didn’t stay 

there long. Her mother cried when she saw the really dark and skinny country girl Mei 

had become after about one month living in the countryside. So she took Mei with her to 

Ji City, where they stayed for half a year before returning home in Foggy City. 

When Mei was in grade three, they moved into her second home in Foggy City. 

This was the home Mei had until she came to Canada to study in September 1998. 

My second home: A place of changes 

When | was in grade three we moved to our second home. This place 
was near where my father worked. There were many government offices, 

police, municipal government offices and others, all in the same area. My 
kindergarten, elementary school, junior high and senior high school were 
all in the same neighbourhood. It usually took me 20 minutes to walk to 
school. In senior high school, | started riding my bike. 

Our home was on the first floor in a five-story apartment building. The 

ground floor was the storage space for all the households in the building. 
Each household had its own small room with a light, but no windows. 

People could put their bikes in those storage rooms. Some put juice cans, 

bottles and other things in it. 
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There was a staircase leading to our first floor. We did not have a yard. 
There were three households on one floor. Ours was in the middle. 
Usually older people lived on the first floor. | do not know why we chose 
to live on that floor. Maybe my father thought that my grandparents would 
come and live with us. 

This home was about 80 square meters and very bright and spacious. It 
had two bedrooms and a living room. | lived in a smaller bedroom. There 
were two dining tables. We used a smaller one. When my grandparents 
joined us, we used the bigger one. 

| have a lot of friends, who lived upstairs or in the nearby apartment 
buildings. | preferred to play with boys instead of girls, whom were difficult 
to get along with. | ran with them everywhere and really enjoyed 
myself...When | grew older, | had more girl friends. 

When | was in grade seven, my grandparents came to live with us. They 
lived in the countryside to wait on my great grandmother until she died. 
They stayed in my bedroom and | moved to the living room and slept 
there. There was a TV set. My parents bought another TV set for my 
grandparents. It was quite crowded, but still comfortable. 

When | was in grade eight, my father went to Beijing and worked there for 
three years. So | moved and slept with my mother. When my father 

returned to Foggy City, my cousin, my aunt's daughter, also came to join 

us. She was from the countryside and she did not study well. She wanted 
my father to help her find a job in the city. Our home was really crowded 
after she came. She used to live with my grandparents in the countryside 

because her mother, my aunt, married and lived in a neighbouring village. 
She was closer to my grandparents than | was because | only lived with 
my grandparents for about a month when | was four years old. In the end, 
| moved back to my smaller bedroom and my cousin and my grandparents 
lived in the living room because it was bigger. It was still too crowded. So 
my mother found another place with three bedrooms and a small living 
room near our home. My cousin and my grandparents moved there later. 

We visited them every weekend. 

When | was young, | often asked my mother why we did not visit my 

grandparents on weekends. In kindergarten and elementary school, all 
my classmates would ask one another where to go over the weekend. 
They all replied that they would go to their grandparents’. | was curious. 
Why did all of them visit their grandparents and we did not? My mother 
told me that my grandparents lived in another city, very far away. There 
were a lot of changes in this home because of moving in and out several 

times. 
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| stayed in that home until 1998 when | came to Canada. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

Mei lived in this second home during her formative years. This is the home she still 

misses from time to time while in Canada. Mei remembers this home as a bright and 

spacious place. She had her own bedroom initially. She had many friends, who lived 

nearby and probably went to the same schools. 

Home as place and home as relationship are intricately intertwined in Mei’s 

experience of this home. Because of the changes among family relationships, Mei moved 

in and out of her bedroom, the living room and her parents’ bedroom several times. In 

the process, her sense of this home also changed from feeling bright and spacious to 

feeling crowded but comfortable to feeling too crowded to accommodate her cousin. 

After her grandparents moved from the countryside to live with them, this home became 

quite crowded, but it was still comfortable. Mei moved out of her own bedroom and 

stayed in the living room while her grandparents moved into her bedroom. When her 

father went away and worked in Beijing for three years, Mei moved again, this time into 

her parents’ bedroom and stayed with her mother. This place became really crowded 

after her father returned home and her cousin joined them. Mei moved back to her own 

smaller bedroom so that her grandparents and cousin could stay in the living room with a 

bigger space. But it was still too crowded. So her mother found another apartment near 

where they lived for her grandparents and cousin. It is interesting to notice that Mei 

emphasizes relationship more than place when she talks about her sense of this home - 

how her feelings about it changed as people came and went. 
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Mei lived with her parents in this home until she came to Canada in 1998. When 

she returned to China for a visit in the summer of 2000, her parents had already moved 

into a new home, where she felt like a stranger inside. It was a specially designed home, 

very bright and spacious with many windows. But it did not feel like a home to her, Mei 

told me. Sometimes she still misses her old second home. 

Feeling homeless in this third home in China, Mei has been wondering where her 

own future home will be. 

My Dormitory Life in Canada 

Journal Entry: March 21, 2003, Edmonton 

I chuckled when I read this part of Mei’s email message on January 2, 2003: 

Happy New Year to you! How are you doing? We are pretty busy on any 
kinds of party in these days. | don’t know why we are really busy during 
this Christmas break. | didn’t finish what | planned to do during the break. 
Maybe | am kind of busy and lazy, and | just started a little autobiography. 

(Mei, email messages, January 2, 2003) 

I know for the past four years at the end of each term when they finish all their final 

exams and assignments, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei are usually so exhausted that they 

don’t want to do anything except sleep and relax to catch up their breath. So I was a little 

surprised when I learned that every single day of this Christmas break was filled with 

activities for them. Both Magnolia and Mei told me that they have been busy with parties 

since the beginning of this Christmas break. And I wondered if this partying every day 

with their friends was related to their sense that this might be the last Christmas break 

they would have in Canada, not knowing where they would end up after graduation this 
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spring. They just wanted to spend more time with their friends here in Edmonton. So I 

started our third research conversation on January 9, 2003 by asking Mei why she felt 

busy and lazy both at the same time. Mei responded: 

| didn’t know why | had a party with friends every day. Too many parties. 
Sometimes | had to say no to my friends because my schedule was 
already full even before the new week started. | felt extremely busy. | felt 
lazy too because | stayed up late and couldn’t get up in the morning. | 
usually slept until mid-afternoon. 

(Mei, research conversation transcripts, original in 

Chinese, January 9, 2003) 

Even after 11 hours of sleep, Mez was still too exhausted to get out of bed, she told me. 

Now as the new term begins, she finds it difficult to readjust to her normal student’s life. 

She can’t go to sleep at midnight. When she finally falls asleep around | a.m. she can’t 

get up in the morning now. It was an exhausting break for Mei. 

In her written response to our research conversation transcript of November 20, 

2002, Mei defines home in this way: 

R, TEBURIG LTP ay AA, BT DOBRA “SEE TERR, RAE 
45, FEMS NAC, TOA CAIN, WHA CAA, AALS, 
AGERE, ARREARS PK, AR TEDKAT EDINA, fe 2s 
FOS, FREER. Tete Be AE BIN, Mes NE Bs. PKA it 
(PIRATE PER, 76 Foggy City, AME ARAN A, BORER 
[4] « 

Home, to me, is a place where | can vent my feelings, a place where | can 
relax. It is a shelter from the storms. When at home, one does not need 

to disguise, one can be one's true self. At home, one can do whatever 
one wants to, say whatever is on one's mind. One does not need to 

contemplate or consider too much because family members will 

understand you and protect you. When you are not happy, they will care 
for you and advise you. When you need help, they will help you by all 

means. | also feel that my home is in China, in Foggy City, where all my 

relatives and friends are. My root is in China. 
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KA PILE ARIE, (1S, GIBSE AM Sid. AMR RULE ThA AB 
fH, ARAM, Fee RR, Teh ASR ASS A Ei, HEE 
RRA SCRE, CE AIS FBC fie Jae Se BIR Vila BE 

Up until now, | still want to go back to China. | still want to go home, to be 
near my loved ones. Sometimes my mother says that when she grows 
old, she can not expect much from me because | live so far away. My 
heart aches. | still wish that | can live with my loved ones. We can 
understand and support each other. There | can feel the comfort, warmth 
and fragrance of home. 

(Mei, written response on research conversation transcript of November 20, 2002) 

For Mei, home is a place where she can release her negative emotions and seek for 

relaxation and protection, comfort and warmth. At home, she is free to be herself, to do 

what her heart desires, and to say what’s on her mind without worrying about being 

judged. Home is also a relationship where all her family members are. Their 

understanding, protection, caring, advice, help and support give Mei a sense of home. 

Since all her family members, relatives and friends are in China, Mei thinks her home is 

in China and she yearns to go home and stay close to her loved ones. 

Like Magnolia, who thinks that she can have many homes in different places, but 

only one root in China, Mei also refers to her root being in China. I wonder how this 

connects with the notion of “root” and “route” (McLeod, 2000, p. 215) in the complex 

process of composing of our identities. Mei seems to think that her root is and will 

always be the important source of her identities. I wonder if her route, from where she 

was in China to where she is in Canada, also plays an important role in defining her 

identities. 

Unlike Magnolia, who calls their current two-bedroom apartment her temporary 

home in Canada, Mei refers to it as a dormitory. According to the Oxford English 

Dictionary Online (Simpson, 1989), the word dormitory comes from Latin dormitori-um 
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sleeping-place. It is a sleeping-chamber; more specifically, it is a room containing a 

number of beds, or a gallery or building divided into cells or chambers each having a bed 

or beds in it, for the inmates of a monastery, school, or other institution. For Mei, all 

those places she has lived in Canada since she first came in 1998 were dormitory, 

sleeping-place, not home. She described the first place she stayed in Canada as follows: 

When two boys and | first arrived in Edmonton on September 8, 1998, we 
stayed in our guardian’s house. | was fearful. | lived in her daughter’s 
room while they stayed in the basement. Later the rest of the group joined 
us On September 16. However, the guardian could only find one 
apartment, so her family moved into that rented apartment while the 10 of 

us filled her house. Magnolia and Jasmine shared her son’s room, a 

bigger room next to mine. Four boys lived in the main bedroom and the 
other three stayed in the basement. 

| Knew several of them. One was my grade 10 classmate and another was 
my junior high classmate. Jasmine and | actually lived in the same 
neighbourhood. | used to see her quite often. We went to the same 
elementary school and same junior high school, but different classes. | 
often met her on our way to school, but we never talked to each other. 
When she first arrived, | did not recognize her. Later when | saw her old 

pictures, | asked her, “Aren’t you that little girl who...” She used to have 
long hair and had a nice hairdo. Her mother always made the hairdo. It 

was quite complicated. When | saw her again, she seemed to have 
changed so much, so different. | could hardly recognize her. The fourth 
person | knew was a boy | met when | studied English at Foggy University. 

He is the son of my father’s friend. 

| was fearful of those boys’ mischief and pranks. Our guardian’s bathroom 
door could not be properly locked. So when Jasmine or Magnolia wanted 

to go to the bathroom, either of them would guard outside. When we went 
to sleep, we used our heavy suitcases to block the door. 

Sometimes at night | was disturbed from my sleep by someone, who 
broke into my room and used a long weed to wake me up. | was so 
frightened! They had nothing to do. There were only three girls. 
Sometimes the boys liked to play tricks on us. Magnolia and Jasmine felt 
better because they were together. But they blocked their bedroom door 
as well. Before that happened, we were in our pyjamas when we went to 

bed. After that, we all slept in our outfits because we were afraid. 
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Some other boys were upright and honest. We chatted and got along 
quite well. It was a very interesting period of our lives. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

Like Magnolia, Mei was also fearful when she lived in this place. Being so far away 

from her parents in a foreign country for the first time in her young life and staying in a 

house full of strangers, Mei was often alarmed and anxious (Tuan, 1979, p. 5). Even 

though she was in a better situation than Magnolia was because she recognized four 

familiar faces among the 10 students, she could not escape the boys’ pranks either. There 

was no sense of relaxation or comfort for her in this house. When she went to the 

bathroom, she was worried that the door might be burst open because nobody guarded 

outside for her. She was frightened when she was woken up in the middle of her sleep by 

one boy breaking into her bedroom. Later, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei all used their 

heavy suitcases to block their bedroom doors and went to sleep with their clothes on. 

On September 30, 1998, Mei, Jasmine, Magnolia and two boys moved into a two- 

bedroom apartment near the high school they went to. Mei stayed in a smaller bedroom 

while Jasmine and Magnolia shared a bigger one. The two boys slept in the living room. 

Mei felt less fearful in this place because the two boys were not as mischievous as the 

others. And her sleep was no longer disrupted. However, the tension and conflict 

between these two boys often resulted in yelling and fist fights, which frightened 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei from time to time. On two occasions, police officers were 

called in. 

Mei also told me with some amusement in hindsight about their present fast eating 

habit: 
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Why we eat our food very fast nowadays is related to our first year 
experience living in that place. Since we all paid for our room and board 
for that year, our guardian delivered daily meals to our place. Sometimes 
we were not there when the meal arrived. When we returned, all the food 
was gone. The two boys finished the food. So we had to be at the table 
on time for our meals everyday. We three girls had to be quick to take our 
shares of the food. We would leave their shares for them. But if we didn’t 
return on time, sometimes the other five boys in another two-bedroom 
apartment would come and finish our food if they were still hungry. So we 
had to eat really fast; otherwise, we would go hungry because we didn’t go 
shopping or cook at that time. It was all included in our fees. 

The quality of the food was not that great, either. We would have a muffin 
or a square and milk for breakfast. It was OK for our girls, but the boys 
were still hungry. We had fried rice with green beans and eggs for lunch. 
We understood it was difficult to cook three meals for 10 students every 
day, but the food quality was not good. We girls could fill our stomach, but 

the boys were often hungry. So they were really angry and upset with our 
guardian because of this appalling living condition, which did not match at 
all with what they had imagined their life would be in Canada prior to their 

departure from China. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

That place was also very dirty in Mei’s memory. At first, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei 

often cleaned the place, but the two boys did not care and dirtied the place very soon. 

After several cycles, they realized that there was no point cleaning it any more and they 

stopped doing it. When their guardian’s sister visited them, these three girls were 

criticized for not keeping the place clean. On one occasion, their toilet was blocked. 

They tried everything they could to fix the problem, but in vain. Magnolia cried when 

they were blamed for causing the problem. 

No wonder Mei felt this place was only a dormitory, not her home. With two 

angry, and often hungry, boys living amongst these three girls, there was no sense of 

relaxation or security for Mei, only anxiety and worry. She didn’t know when a fist fight 

between these two boys would take place. She was worried that she would be hungry if 
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she did not eat fast enough. She did not like the dirty place she was in, but had to live 

with it. It came to me as no surprise when she told me how happy she was when her 

mother and other three parents came to Edmonton to visit them during the Chinese New 

Year in 1999; 

My mother, Jasmine’s mother, the mother and the father of the two boys in 
our apartment all came here to visit us. They cooked meals and made 
breakfast for us. When they tasted the breakfast prepared by our 
guardian, they asked, “What is this food?” They felt sad. My mother 
brought two big packages of apples and other goods. The other parents 
brought smoked fish, sausages and many different kinds of our favourite 
food. We ate much better food during their stay here. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

All 10 students’ parents paid the very expensive fees for their first year in the hope that 

their children could eat well and study well in a far-away country without worrying about 

meeting their daily basic survival needs. They were very sad when they saw the poor 

living conditions of their children with their own eyes. Since they were the first student 

group under their guardian’s care, they did not know that they needed to pass TOEFL test 

in order to go to university until just before the Chinese New Year. Therefore, in 

addition to food, their parents also brought them many TOEFL preparation materials 

from China. They had never heard of TOEFL and had no idea how to prepare for it. 

Neither did their ESL teachers in that high school. They struggled a lot with their 

English studies during that time period. Because there were too many people in the 

apartment, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei usually went to a nearby Edmonton Public 

Library to study. Their place was too noisy when the other five boys came for a visit. 

When I asked Mei about what stood out in her mind when remembering that 

apartment, her second dormitory in Canada, she said: 
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| think it was the relationships among us, the students. Jasmine and one 
of the boys in our apartment used to have a very good family relationship. 
They even went to Beijing to study English together before coming to 

Canada. However, during that year, somehow their relationship 
deteriorated. They sometimes argued because of some misunderstanding 
and miscommunication. All the relationships among us were in a big 
mess at that time. They were very negative and tension-filled 
relationships. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

Mei, Jasmine and Magnolia moved out of that apartment two months earlier before their 

first year’s contract expired. They would rather pay for their rent and food for two extra 

months than stay in that uncomfortable place because the relationships were bad and the 

tension was unbearable. Due to fear, Mei sometimes moved her mattress into Jasmine 

and Magnolia’s bedroom and the three girls stayed together. They were too young to 

know how to deal with two angry boys, who had no idea how to control their temper or 

deal with interpersonal relationships. 

At that time, Jasmine, Magnolia and | were not that close. Our 

relationship developed gradually over time. During that first year, 
Magnolia missed home very much. | knew she often cried. | felt O.K. at 
that time. | was very sad only when my mother was leaving Edmonton for 
home. When she came, | felt | was on the top of the world. | was very 

happy. | was full of sorrow when she left. | think it was a very hard year 
for Magnolia particularly because only her parents did not come for a visit 

in our apartment. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

Like Magnolia, Mei also couldn’t remember any happy days or events except when her 

mother was here during that first year. Most of the time she was anxious and worried, 

living in a tension-filled environment and wondering if she could pass the TOEFL test 

and go to university. Mei remembers clearly to this day how hard she and Magnolia 
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cried when they both struggled to make a choice between college and university because 

of the enormous financial implications for their families. At that time, they did not know 

or understand the difference between college and university. They thought that it might 

be easier to find a job if they had a university degree. So they chose to go directly to the 

university. In retrospect, they could have gone to a college for two years and then a two- 

year university transfer would have been less expensive. 

On the last day of July 1999, Mei, Jasmine and Magnolia moved into a one- 

bedroom basement apartment, the third dormitory in Canada. At first, each of them did 

their own shopping and cooked their own meals. Day by day, Magnolia and Mei came 

together for their meals while Jasmine still cooked and ate on her own. Mei found it 

difficult to balance her relationship with Magnolia and Jasmine, who sometimes did not 

get along well with each other. Mei and Magnolia spent a lot of time together at that time 

because Jasmine had a boyfriend and she needed a lot of her own space and time to be 

with him. 

In September 1999, Mei, Jasmine and Magnolia started their university life. In 

addition to taking courses in their respective interest areas — computer sciences, 

engineering and biology, they took an intensive ESL course together. So every day 

including Saturday they went to this class together. 

Mei, Jasmine and Magnolia lived a relatively peaceful life in this apartment until 

their friend Rose moved in and joined them in January 2000. The place became 

overcrowded and dirty when Rose moved her desk next to the big window in the living 

room and put her mattress along the wall of the living room beside her luggage. It was 
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no longer comfortable living in that place. Mei felt it was not convenient because each 

had to wait longer to use the bathroom or to cook meals. 

On June 1, 2000, they moved to a two-bedroom apartment on the third floor in 

another apartment building just opposite to their old place and have stayed there ever 

since. Jasmine has a smaller bedroom. Mei and Magnolia share a bigger bedroom. Rose 

makes a corner of the living room her place. They feel less crowded in this apartment. 

Since they live in separate bedrooms, the relationship between Jasmine and Mei and 

Magnolia is no longer that close. Mei feels reluctant to ask Jasmine too many questions 

for fear that she will be considered too nosey. Because of different class schedules, Mei 

and Magnolia sometimes have no idea if Jasmine is in her bedroom or not. She comes 

and goes so quietly that if they don’t pay attention they don’t know where Jasmine is! 

Mei feels uncomfortable not knowing how to communicate with Jasmine because she and 

Magnolia really want to help her. They know she is under a great deal of pressure from 

her mother to succeed in whatever she is trying to do. 

Sharing a bedroom with Magnolia for two and a half years gives Mei a lot of 

opportunities to communicate with Magnolia and to know her better. In the process, their 

friendship develops and grows: 

At first, we were two strangers and didn’t know how to live with each other. 
We often fought over trivial things. But as time goes by, we come to know 
each other better and now we really get along well. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 20, 2002 in Chinese) 

With four students living together in this dormitory, Mei feels it difficult to 

maintain a clean and tidy place. Sometimes they clean the rooms, but very soon it 
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becomes dirty and messy again. Gradually they get accustomed to it and now they no 

longer care. 

Mei also told me, over time, this two-bedroom dormitory has become a gathering 

place for her ESL classmates and other friends. Since four of them live together, it is 

much easier to invite their friends over to have parties and conversations in their spare 

time. Most of their friends are Chinese international students from Malaysia, Taiwan and 

Hong Kong. She feels really close to them. 

In her last journal entry, Mei reflected about her life in Canada in the past five 

years and wrote: 

CEEDMONTONEY Ath 4a , (FRA R AA ein, ARN SAP HE 
LE (IRAE ERY GRRE FPL, BRS, lat MERA EA 

MELRERMS, DEERE, RS RABEL. 

My time in Edmonton is not short, but | never feel at home here. The dry 

and cold climate seems to force me to leave here as soon as | graduate. 

| want to go back to China very badly. | want to spend the Chinese New 

Year at home because for the past five years | was never able to do so. 

My heart is still in China even though it is a dirty and chaotic place. 

IXth A] RE ETE Ph, AI TRAE SC RED AYAE YE, SAAR ee — Be 
PTB), {Ae RAR ANIME A JL ANE ANI ZA ate). ASC BEE — 
HIRE RIT, BR AINA, AACE ie AE Ee AE 

This might be the disadvantage of being an only child. Sometimes | 

think about my parents’ future life. Although they are not old yet, | -- 

their only child -- cannot stop missing them all the time. The time when | 

am with my parents is the happiest, warmest and most comfortable. 

When | am with them | feel that | am home. 

FIX BUH REKSN RAE, KRMGE-TA, BSS SHEMEA 
SAZMMNKA, BAAD GRR, (AERA OC LE, POUR 
WOLZE SOREN OB LOBE BB GE i tS, ALA A ibe BE, FBT AR 
ARDY AEE A, BOATRE AAAI A ra, TERA 2 A LAY AP Eee HA 
D2MD. RARER HIRAG INK, MOCELG EEA, Bee 
AE CEA AH LAS ASCH, BANE AAT ot A i aC TEES Ie BEE 
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BY Ah Bea) 4 ih He EY Fea, fs PEA HE Jeg AD ZS BB A RS A 
SEK AE TA 

The life | live here is a collective university student life. We are all alone 

and we need to learn how to deal with interpersonal relationships, how 

to care for and take care of one another. To some extent, this kind of 

care seems miserly compared with the care from one's parents because 

one is selfish. But we should try to understand one another. There are 

so many Chinese students coming here to study, but very few like us 

who can get along so well for so many years. | am very happy that | 

have the good fortune to have such good roommates. We not only take 

care of one another in our lives, but also support one another 

emotionally. Although it is not a so-called warm and comfortable home, 

to some degree, we can say that we have a warm dormitory. | believe 

after graduation we will all miss this not so short collective life. 

(Mei, research journal entry, March 19, 2003) 

Mei never feels at home in Edmonton in all these years. Her heart is in China, where her 

parents are. Although she feels fortunate to live with three nice roommates, who can help 

one another whenever one of them has difficulties, the places they have lived do not give 

her a sense of home. For Mei, it is the reciprocal caring and supportive relationships that 

make a place home. She appreciates the feeling of warmth in her current dormitory, but 

it is not her home. 

Mei is still in search for that new relationship with a wonderful young man she 

is going to meet and start her own home. But where will she make her home, in China or 

in Canada? 
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I want to return home in China 

Journal Entry: June 5, 2003, Edmonton 

Mei sent me an email message this afternoon: 

Hi, Lisa 
How are you doing? Thank you for coming to our convocation and 
sharing our happiness. In these four years, you encouraged us and 
helped us. | really appreciated your help. Thank you again. 
Regards, 
Mei 

(Mei, email messages, June 5, 2003) 

I am glad that I went to Magnolia and Mei's convocation ceremony three days ago. 

Because of the fear of spreading SARS in Canada, people in China have been 

discouraged from travelling to Canada for the past several months. And both their 

parents made the decision not to come to their convocation ceremony although their 

parents knew that this was a great achievement in the young lives of their children and 

wished that they could have come to witness the occasion with their own eyes. In my 

heart I am sure that their parents would feel very proud of these two young women. And 

I am proud of them, too. Despite all the obstacles, they have realized their first dream in 

Canada: to obtain a university degree. For the past five years, they have endured much 

more than they had ever imagined before coming to Canada. And in the process, they 

have grown and changed from two naive teenage girls to two more mature young adults. 

Like Magnolia, Mei is also very aware of the changes that have taken place inside 

her. But she wishes that she had changed more and at a deeper level. During our group 

research conversation on November 29, 2002, when Magnolia talked about the fact that 

she no longer felt guilty about who she was and who she was becoming, Mei responded: 

Mei: In fact, | feel this kind of change is pretty good, not 
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Magnolia: 

Mei: 

Magnolia: 

Mei: 

Magnolia: 

Mer. 

Lisa: 

necessarily a bad thing. On the contrary, sometimes | feel | 
haven't changed as much. | think maybe | don’t adjust to the 
wider society here or to some aspect of it. | feel this way 
because many people tell me that | have been here for so 

long and yet | am only a little bit westernized. | think if | had 
come here at a younger age, 14 or 15 years old, | would 

have changed my way of thinking and dressing. And many 
aspects of my life, even my sub-consciousness, would have 
been westernized. But now | don’t think | have changed a 
lot, which | feel is not necessarily a good thing. | think 
Magnolia is more ready to accept the western culture. 
(Magnolia’s laughter.) | think you are beginning to accept it. 
| am not saying that you have already accepted it! 

I am beginning to accept it? 

Because you are starting to change slowly | think perhaps 

you are Starting to accept this western culture. | think 

perhaps | am still rejecting it. | am still resisting against this 
western world. | think this might be the case. 

Do you think that I have changed? 

No, but | think every time, no matter what, you always say 
how the Canadians will think or do it. It seems that you 

always use their standards to evaluate and to judge. 

Really? I don’t feel it this way myself. Perhaps it is 

true. Perhaps. 

Hmmm. 

Many people, no, many changes, you don’t notice them yourself. 

(Group research conversation transcript, original in Chinese, Nov. 29, 2002, p. 8) 

Juxtaposing herself alongside Magnolia, Mei realizes that she hasn’t changed as much as 

she would like herself to. As she contributes her rejection and resistance against the 

western world to her older age of coming to Canada and her unwillingness to accept the 

western culture, Mei notices the differences between herself and Magnolia and concludes 

that Magnolia is starting to think and do things the Canadian way, which Magnolia 
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agrees to somewhat reluctantly, while she is still clinging onto her Chinese way. I 

wonder if this is related to her experiences in Canada for the past five years. 

Unlike Magnolia, who came to Canada with some ambivalence because her 

parents made the decision for her, Mei chose this opportunity herself to study overseas 

when her father asked for her thoughts on this matter. In her mind, western countries 

were very interesting. She dreamed to come overseas to see the wonderful outside world, 

a world she had been wondering about since her childhood encounters with those foreign 

visitors in the neighbourhood where she lived. She was very happy that her parents 

helped her to realize her dream. However, Mei remembered her father had warned her, 

"It won't be a chance for you to live in ease and comfort. You should try your best to go 

to university and learn something useful for your future life." It did not take too long for 

Mei to realize that her father's warning was very reasonable. During periods of 

difficulties, she sometimes regretted that she had come here for her studies. Her long- 

held romantic image of the western world slowly began to change. She still remembered 

the anxiety, the pressure and the nervousness she experienced when all her three friends - 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Rose - passed the TOEFL test and she was still taking it towards 

the end of her first year in Canada. She passed the test and was really happy for herself 

because she knew that was a very important step to realize her dreams in Canada. 

Mei started to sense a big change in her life after her first trip to China in the 

summer of 2000. Two years felt like a long time, she told me, because so many changes 

could take place at home during her absence. At that time, she did not know why she 

was still homesick after just visiting her parents. She was puzzled by her feelings of 

pain. She knew her grandmother was very sick and her father was very worried, but she 
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did not expect that her grandmother would die of cancer in November, three months after 

she returned to Edmonton. To make matters worse, she got a very low mark for the first 

Physics midterm exam. She was very disappointed and worried that she might not get a 

high enough GPA to enter the Faculty of Business. She cried and cried, feeling very 

lonely. "If I were in China," Mei told me, "my parents would comfort me and my friends 

would help me." However, she couldn't tell them for fear that they would worry about 

her. Home, her family, was too far away. 

One year later, Mei's uncle died at the age of 50. Her decision to visit her mother 

during the Christmas break came to me as no surprise. She wanted to stay close to her 

mother and comfort her, as she had just lost her brother. Like her previous trip home, 

Mei filled her 21 days in China with many visits to her relatives and get-togethers with 

her friends and classmates. For Mei, home was more about the relationships she had with 

family and friends. These two sudden tragic deaths in her family made her more aware 

of the centrality of relationships in her life. Unlike Magnolia, who limited her regular 

contact with her parents, and occasionally her cousin, Mei maintained her web of 

relationships with her immediate family and close relatives through frequent long- 

distance telephone calls and with her friends in China via MSN chat rooms. She felt that 

she could communicate more readily and more easily with her mother than before 

because of those trips home and many hour-long conversations over the phone. She told 

me > 

Whenever | returned home, my mother said that | became more mature 
than before and that | was no longer a child and that my thinking also 
matured. 

(Mei, research conversation transcript, original in 
Chinese, November 13, 2002, p. 4) 
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Her mother treated her the way she would like to be treated as a young adult. Their 

conversation topics ranged from dating to her studies and her life. She felt free to share 

everything on her mind with her mother because her mother talked to her as if she were 

her friend. Mei felt happy and fortunate to have such a non-traditional and understanding 

mother because she knew that not every Chinese mother treated her child in this way. 

Mei felt much closer to her mother. Mei often went to MSN chat rooms to meet her 

friends, her former classmates in high school in China. And one of her close friends 

urged her to return to China after graduation so that they could work and live in the same 

city of Beijing. Because of this web of relationships, Mei experienced a much stronger 

pull from her home in China than Magnolia did. 

Mei's closer relationships with her home in China also gave her a stronger sense 

of her Chinese identity, which was manifested in the Chinese name she preferred to call 

herself and in the difficulties she encountered trying to find a suitable English name. In 

early January 2003, I wrote Mei an email and asked her if she wanted to change her name 

Mei in my stories to a more English name May. I remembered when we were choosing 

those flower names for her, Jasmine, Magnolia and Rose for my master's thesis, Mei 

wanted it in Chinese because at that time she preferred her Chinese name. Lillian Blakey 

(2001) writes, “One’s name is intimate, a cocoon that gives comfort, familiarity, and 

security in a world that can be hostile. It is with you all of your life...(p. 122)”. Mei 

wanted to keep her Chinese name for that comfort, familiarity and security. But after her 

first trip to China and back here in Edmonton in the summer of 2000, she decided to use 
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Plum Blossom” as her English name and identified herself as such in most of the email 

messages she sent to me. So I was a bit surprised when Mei told me, 

| still prefer to use my Chinese name. | feel my Chinese name was given 
by my parents at my birth. It has been with me for so long. My English 
name is just a sign, representing me. But deep down in the root, | am still 
not Plum Blossom. | am still Mei. Why do | always change my name back 
and forth? Usually people do not change their names that often, do they? 

(Mei, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, January 9, 2003, p. 3) 

Mei still prefers to use her Chinese name. She told me that most of the time she couldn't 

remember if her first name or her last name should come first according to the Canadian 

custom when she first came to Canada and that the way the Canadians pronounced her 

Chinese name sounded so strange that it made her feel weird. That's not who she was, 

she said. And her confusion over her frequent name changes over the past five years 

indicates the difficulty she has experienced in defining who she was/is in Canada. She 

had a long story to tell about her names: 

When | came to Canada, | did not have an English name. My first ESL 
teacher did not know how to pronounce my first name because she 
couldn't make sense of the spelling. One day, however, | did not know 
why she called me a strange name. All my classmates thought it was 

really funny. Later | used only the second part of my first name. But my 
Canadian teachers could not pronounce that word, either. They sounded 
like a different Chinese character, similar to one of my classmates' name. 

My Canadian teachers could not tell the difference. It was really 
confusing. So my ESL teacher gave me my first English name M__.. 
When | went to a senior's club in Chinatown, they asked me what was my 
name. | told them my name was M____.. After several attempts, they still 
did not understand what | was saying. | felt really awkward. Then | 

decided to change my English name. But | did not know which one was a 
better English name. At first, | wanted Christine, but too many girls used 
that name. | did not like that. Then | decided to return to my Chinese 
name. So when | started university, | used the second part of my first 
name directly. In my university ESL class, most of my classmates were 

'5 Plum Blossom, a pseudonym, is the English equivalent for Mei. 
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from Hong Kong and they could pronounce my name fairly well. So it was 
not necessary to have an English name. Later, | wanted one. So | looked 
it up in a dictionary. After several hours, | decided on M___, very similar 
to the second part of my first name, but many people have this name. | 
forget how | decided on Plum Blossom. Oh, right, there were several 

names, e.g. Christine, Plum Blossom, etc. for me to choose from. My 

friends asked me to draw one and | picked Plum Blossom. At first | 

thought nobody used Plum Blossom, but later | found out that one of my 
friend's sister's name was the same! | still prefer to use my Chinese 
name. Many people do not know me as Plum Blossom. At first | only told 
them my Chinese name. 

(Mei, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, January 9, 2003, p. 2-3) 

However, Mei's insistence on using her Chinese name sometimes came with a cost she 

was not willing to pay and she did not know how to deal with it yet. She felt distanced 

from her professors because they could not and did not try to address her by her Chinese 

name. She often experienced an awkward silence when greeted by her professors during 

office hours: 

Most of the professors here, like those who teach 400 level courses, will 

remember your name. But they seldom remember our Chinese names. 
When Magnolia and | went to ask our professor during office hours, we 

heard the professor call the Canadian student by his first name. When it 
was our turn, he did not say anything. He could not say our Chinese 

names or remember what our names were. 

(Mei, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, January 9, 2003, p. 3) 

"In our names are our selves," writes Deborah Tannen, (2001, p. 203) an American 

linguist. Our Chinese names are part of who we are. When naming us, our parents put 

their dreams, hopes and aspirations for us in our names. They are personally meaningful 

and significant. I understand Mei's internal struggle between keeping her Chinese name 

and choosing an English name, a new identity for herself. It is an on-going struggle for 

us to come to terms with who we are and who we want to be in different contexts and 
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situations on this different landscape of Canada. I wonder how long it will take Mei to 

feel comfortable and confident enough to teach Canadians her Chinese name. It has 

taken me five years to reclaim my Chinese name and to have the courage (or rather, 

nerve) to teach people here how to say my Chinese name properly. 

While Mei still cannot accept that Plum Blossom is her real name but that Mei is, 

she recognizes that there are some changes that are inevitable and beyond her control 

after having lived in Canada for five years: 

Having both Canadian citizenship and Chinese citizenship is not possible. 
From our deep heart, maybe we say we are Chinese; however, 
sometimes, we are not really Chinese, but have some feeling of Canadian. 
It's really hard to say. 

(Mei, email messages, January 6, 2003) 

Legally, the Chinese government does not allow for dual citizenships. For Mei, 

emotionally and psychologically we are and will always be Chinese although we are 

slowly becoming Canadian too. Mei’s ambivalence about her identity is not only 

manifested in the struggle with her names, but also in her comfort and/or discomfort with 

both the English and Chinese languages. In our research group conversation, she talked 

about her puzzled feelings of discomfort when she looked at my typed Chinese transcript 

the first time: 

Mei: | don't know why. | feel it awkward to read the Chinese 
characters. 

Lisa: When you see the Chinese characters, you feel awkward? 

Mei: Right. It's the feeling that | can't really express. But when | 
read English, | feel more comfortable. As for Chinese, | don't 

know why | feel a little bit awkward. 

Magnolia: Right. I remember the first time you gave me the 
typed transcript in Chinese and I showed it to Mei. 
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We were both laughing while looking at it. Do you 

remember? It looked... It felt... strange. 

Mei: Right. 

Magnolia: What I meant to say was not that it felt strange 

when I read it. It was just that first glance. There 
were so many Chinese characters crowding the 

whole page. Gee! It felt strange. But as for me, 
when I read I responded faster to Chinese. As soon 

as I read it, I could picture in my mind right away 
what was happening then and there and enter that 

world. As for English, I felt it easier for me to read. 
But I needed some time to think, to remember and 

to re-enter that world. I feel I read English more 
fluently and with more ease. 

Mei: Right. Right. 

(Group research conversation transcript, original in Chinese, Nov. 29, 2002, p. 7) 

Having immersed themselves in the English language environment for the past five years, 

both Magnolia’s and Mei’s eyes become more accustomed to the English alphabet than to 

the Chinese characters. They feel more comfortable with English than with Chinese, 

which has surprised them both. However, after the initial discomfort and strangeness of 

looking at the Chinese pages, they feel that their mother tongue Chinese still speaks to 

them more directly and faster than English. They can make sense of the Chinese pages 

without much effort whereas they need some time to think and to reconstruct meaning 

out of the English texts. 

If “language is the home of our being” (Max van Manen, 1999, October, personal 

conversation), I wonder whether Magnolia and Mei will have a second home for their 

being when they master a second language - English. In Anne Winning’s (1991) 

dissertation The Language of Home and the Home of Language: Pedagogical 
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Considerations for ESL Practice, she wrote, 

The home of the first language is what lends the foundation of the second 
language, just as the home of the first country informs the activity of home- 

making in the second country. Learners must come to feel at ease with the extent 

to which they can appropriate the language, yet they should also be open to the 

way in which the new language may nurture their becoming. A person cannot 

remain the same after learning another language (p. 87). 

Thus, mastering a second language will allow Magnolia and Mei to become a different 

being... a new being that can mediate between their first country and second country, 

first language and second language. 

For Mei, the English language continues to be a challenge. When responding to 

Keun-ho's article The Experience of Studying in a Foreign Language in her research 

journal, Mei wrote, 

The essay “The Experience of studying in a foreign language’ is really 
critical and interesting. 

| strongly agree with Keun-ho’s opinion. Studying at the U of A is not only 
a study of my major subjects but also a study of English. From my 
experience, if | want to take some biology, history or other courses, | need 
to spend twice or even three times as much time as my native-speaking 

Canadian peers in order to get a good grade. Thus, | will be exhausted if | 
take these courses. Consequently | prefer to take some physics, math 
courses instead of some interesting courses. It is kind of a pain. Study is 
really painful. | feel quite stressful when mid-term or finals come. It 

happened in China also. But it's kind of K7\ (numb) because there were 
too many exams. 

| have the similar experience with Keun-ho about being on the margin. 
Last year, | took one required course. This class format was mainly group 

discussions. In my group, there were three Canadians and me. They 
always talked among themselves and | could not join them. | talked, but 
only about the subject that the professor gave us. | was afraid that they 
would not understand me. Sometimes | could feel that they even 
pretended that they understood me, which made me even more afraid of 

speaking. 

(Mei, research journal entry, January 5, 2003) 
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Mei was worried that she would have to spend three times as much time to study those 

more interesting courses with a high language demand and no prior knowledge. So she 

avoided them. Instead, she only selected those physics and math courses, which she was 

not really interested in. It has been a pain to force herself to study these boring subjects 

and to pass all the exams was also very stressful. Because of her lack of confidence in 

expressing her ideas in English, she remained silent and felt excluded from most of her 

class discussions with her Canadian peers. 

Mei's sense of being on the margin is not just limited to the classroom setting. 

She feels that it is difficult to belong to a new country, a new society, or even a new 

classroom: 

When | came to Canada in 1998, | was curious about everything that 
happened here. | did not feel fearful before | came and even after | came 
to Canada because going abroad was my dream. But when | went to that 
Canadian high school, | was afraid of the study environment. There were 
some students wearing absurd clothes and they were not nice to us 
Chinese students. Sometimes they even stared at us impolitely. | felt 
scared and in my memory | only spoke very few words to the white 
Canadian students in this high school. However, the three ESL (TOEFL) 
teachers treated us really well and made us feel their warmth. Even right 
now, | do not have any white Canadian friends and | can feel the cultural 

gap between them and me. | like to talk with Chinese students and make 
friends with them because | think we have the same experience and can 

understand each other better. The blue sky, the fresh air and the 
comfortable living condition cannot prevent me from thinking about going 
back to China because there | have my family, my friends and my soul. 

(Mei, research journal entry, February 16, 2003) 

Looking back, Mei recollected her first year in Canada. Initially she wanted to know 

everything about Canada and was not afraid of this foreign environment. She had 

dreamed about going to the western world for a long time. This was her dream come 

true. However, the negative interactions she experienced with some white Canadian 
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students in that local high school made her feel scared and not welcomed. Despite the 

warmth she felt towards her ESL teachers, Mei seems to have carried this fear with her 

until now. She still prefers to talk to her Chinese friends, among whom she feels that she 

belongs. For Mei home is the web of relationships she has with her family and friends in 

China. The external material and physical comfort of living in Canada will not satisfy 

her deeper spiritual and emotional need to belong. She longs to return to her home in 

China, a place for her soul. 

Like Magnolia, Mei also had a language exchange experience with a Canadian 

student and spent the last Christmas Day with a Canadian family. However, it seems that 

these experiences do not have as strong an impact on Mei as it does on Magnolia. In 

mid-January 2002 when Dan", one of my fellow graduate students, wanted to find a 

language partner to practice speaking Mandarin, I introduced Mei to him. They met in 

one of the classrooms in the Humanities Centre for five or six weeks for conversations, 

once a week for an hour depending on how busy they each were with their courses and 

assignments. Mei remembered that Dan was very interested in communism and they 

talked a lot about that topic in English. Other topics were quite superficial, Mei later told 

me. When they both became very busy, their language exchange stopped. And I wonder 

how many meaningful and real conversations they actually had during this brief language 

exchange experience because Dan's Mandarin proficiency was quite limited. 

On Christmas Day, Mei along with two other international students was invited to 

have a Christmas dinner with a young Canadian couple, who lived just one block away 

from her current apartment. Mei, another Chinese girl and a boy with darker skin colour 

'* A pseudonym. 
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whose origin Mei could not tell, arrived at 5 o'clock in the afternoon. The couple were in 

their 20s and were just married, Mei told me. They showed them their wedding pictures. 

The husband was a graduate student at the U of A and the wife had a part time job. They 

were planning to go to South Korea to teach English for a year and then return to 

Edmonton. Mei learned to play a game of juggling three bottles with her two hands just 

before dinner. She chatted with the other Chinese girl more during the conversations. 

After the traditional turkey dinner, they played some more games and the three guests left 

around 10 p.m. Mei and that Chinese girl became good friends and they still keep contact 

with each other through MSN chat rooms. I wonder how long it will take Mei to leave 

her comfort zone with her Chinese friends and venture out into the wider world to meet 

more Canadians and to start some meaningful relationships. 

While Magnolia calls their current apartment her temporary home, Mei considers 

it as a dormitory: 

After classes, a classmate asked me, "Where are you going?" My answer 
was, "I'm going back home." Here, home is referred to the place where | 
live, but not my "real" home. | lived with other three Chinese girls about 
four years and a half. Can this apartment be my home? Actually | tried to 

think about it as a home, but | failed and it was not my home. Home is 

built and based on the contributions of everyone's love and care. If no one 
cares about this apartment, then it is just a dorm, a place | can rest and 

sleep, and nothing else. However, if one cares about you and loves you in 

this apartment, then it is your home. My home is in Foggy City, China. 
There | have my family who love me and care for me. My soul is located 
there. 

(Mei, research journal entry, March 16, 2003) 

For Mei, this apartment is not her “real” home. It is just a dormitory where she lives, a 

place she can rest and sleep. Home is a special place in Mei’s heart and mind. It is the 

loving and caring relationships that give her a sense of home. Since all her meaningful 
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and significant relationships are in China, her home is in China and she wants to make 

her own home there: 

Now | start to feel that | want to make my own home. But at the same 
time, | want to be with my parents. Sometimes my mother jokes that if she 

is sick, she cannot expect me to do anything because | live oceans away 
and | am their only child. | was really sad when | heard this. She brought 
me up and sent me overseas to study, but | can not do very much in 
return. There is not much that | can do. So | want to graduate as soon as 
possible, get a job and establish myself financially so that | can do 
something for my parents. | want to spend as much time as | can with 
them. 

Sometimes, | still want to return to China. After all, if | am in China, | am 

closer to my parents. Last year, my mother was hospitalized because of 
her waist problems. My aunt went to the hospital and waited on her. So 
having brothers and sisters will help, but | don't have either. Who can take 
care of my mother when she is sick? My father is so busy. My mother 
had to lie on the bed. She could not get up to use the bathroom. It had to 
be done on the bed. So | want to return home. 

If | want to settle down here, they can come overseas. But it will be 
difficult for them to adjust to the life here. They cannot learn the English 
language all over again. What's more, all their friends are in China. And 

they are really good friends. They can spend time together. They won't 
feel lonely. If they come here, | work during the day and | will not have as 
much time to keep them company. 

(Mei, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, January 9, 2003, p. 4-5) 

To return to China or to stay in Canada, this is a question that 1s on many international 

students’ mind. Because of her close relationship with her mother, Mez feels torn 

between making her own home in Canada and staying near her mother in China. As the 

only child, she wants to take care of her parents in their old age. If she settles down in 

Canada and her parents come to join her here, Mei foresees the loneliness that her parents 

will experience because of the language barrier and the web of relationships they will 

leave behind in China. Ultimately, Mei will probably return to China and make a 
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physical place to live there since her home is clearly already in China. She will just enter 

back into that web of relationships that is already her home. 

But right now, she can push this nagging question aside for a while because she 

will stay in Canada for another two or three years. Two weeks ago, both Magnolia and 

Mei were admitted into their master's program at the U of A. So they are on their way to 

realize their second dream: to obtain their master’s degree. Mei’s new goal now is to 

finish her master’s program as soon as possible. She may apply for landed immigrant 

status or return to China to work and to live near her parents. 
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Salmon HVA FALE N TEA BALA MIEA MLL, TILFEN IFEX salmon 
ATED ti TCG ELAN EDL, BLDREERA WG Lisafe ef ME 
WAY SIS, Me AE PLATE LEA EPR PALIE SS AEA TE [. 
SE, BEAK, AGH LAEA AR EE, (AMHR ERRAEIN. ASUEE 
FE PVE IESE EDR, (AE PL SEEEAKAK To DECIR ARG 
a, (he A UDG BAN Be, BERG EAI OK Fak EK EET i. TUK 
IVE, BRAILES AA UIT EL FHG 06 EFC HYT EHS (AB AAPA 
FUIEMIRIK. Tekh at AUB, FOAL ARB AF RAVER PA. WE, 
MERLE FAS AEETAT Ele» FEAAECHY Ab ET, FE EEE LFA 
Ree Ra, wit, fet, ta, AR Ra ACE EM AIAAIED, HAP 
Fy, "PLATE Ch LE EMD AERIAL, ECB T ARE, 3 GATE 
ay, fF YEA AE MARE 

(Jasmine, Response to Prologue, January 11, 2003) 

Chapter Six Jasmine 

I am homeless here! 

Journal Entry: November 30, 2002, Edmonton 

Early this term, Jasmine wrote me an email, telling me that she is job hunting. 

She wants to find a job after her graduation from the U of A to gain some work 

'° English translation: The salmon story is very similar to our experiences as a group of young overseas 

students. But we don't have salmon's determination or drive to go home at all costs, at least not everyone 

has them. Lisa also realizes this point in the story. She thinks that it is the lower living and working 

conditions in China that have caused many overseas students to be unwilling to return to China. In fact, as 

far as | am concerned, the living and working conditions are important, but they are not what I care the 

most. Although the economic development in China has sped up in recent years, China is such a big 

country that only the few coastal areas have developed strong economy. The inland provinces and western 

part of China still lag behind. It will take a very long time to raise the overall level of development 

nationwide. During this trip to China, I travelled with my parents from Guang-Dong Province to Guang- 

Xi Province. On the way I was shocked to witness the huge gap between the rich areas and the poor areas 

with my own eyes. It touched me deeply. I feel as if my blood were boiling. I really want to plunge 

myself into the development and construction right away. However, with the little knowledge I have 

learned so far, there is not much that I can do. I think my goal becomes more clear: I want to study further 

in the engineering field. I want to finish my master's, my Ph. D and my postdoctoral work. When I feel 

that I have enough knowledge and ability I will return to China. The Chinese political system is another 

factor that prevents overseas students from returning to China. If the political system is not stable and if 

another political campaign comes, nobody will dare to return to China to join the economic construction. 
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experience and at the same time to find out what will interest her the most. Right now, 

she does not have a clue what her real academic area of interest is. So she wants to work 

for a year or two and then go to graduate school. I have helped her with her resume 

through emailing attachments back and forth. She brought a cover letter to our first 

research conversation in the Kiva Room on November 12, 2002. We read it through and 

made some changes. Knowing that it is very difficult for international students to find a 

job in Canada, Jasmine is also applying for graduate schools in Canada. She wants to 

stay in Canada after her graduation because ultimately she intends to immigrate to 

Canada. I assumed she would make her future home in Canada. I was greatly surprised 

when she told me otherwise: 

imcactwimytather awantes me: to moxrk ambsouticiny 4 

where he has worked and lived for the past ten years. 

Mynmotherthasemreta red from her. jobeanlFogqgqyrGsztyiand a 

eComoany if South Caty is haning her to. bexuneis 

accountant —in-chier «6 So.my, parents, are. thankinggabour 

the possibility of moving our home €o South City. My 

father misses mea Jot. He wants me to return To Souch 

Gity and work there an° the fucure. My mothermaa lsc 

mentions ths to me. She wants me to cét my masters 

or doctoral degree and have some work experience here 

iMmrsi soerore ceLuUmning. ©O Chahas "1 thasewa eel awie! 

Havevta more favourable career’ prospect an’ Chine. VSMy 

Owieplan 2s that Ll weil return to China aleer tam a0 

yeats olduw Before thesager of 40,1 wantiire werietul) 

time and study part time, here 1n Canada. i want to 

work in a company. After 40, I want to become a 

University prokessor in China. I want §o teach amy 

Chinese students whatever I have learned from both my 

Studies and practical work experiencés here in Canada. 

(Jasmine, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 12, 2002) 

'° A pseudonym. 
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It is no wonder that Jasmine feels homeless right now. Her parents plans to relocate their 

home from Foggy City, where Jasmine was born and grew up and lived until she came to 

Canada in 1998, to South City, where her father has lived since 1991. For Jasmine, she 

used to have a home in Foggy City. However, when she returned in the summer of 2001 

to visit, her parents had moved into a new house, where she only stayed for a week before 

Edmonton. It was a very comfortable place and she liked it, she told me, but she felt 

strange in that new home. It was no longer her home, she thought, it was her parents' 

home. South City has been her father's home for more than 10 years, but it is not 

Jasmine's home, either. She visited South City in 1992 when she was only twelve years 

old. South City was one of the Special Economic Development Zones designated by the 

Chinese government to test and experiment with the idea of market economy in China in 

the early 1990s, which attracted a huge influx of people from all over China and 

transformed it from a small fishing village into a modern medium-sized city within 

several years. In her memory, South City was a very open city compared with Foggy 

City in terms of its architecture and people. There were all sorts of people from every 

corer of China. The culture in South City was dynamic and complex because the 

majority of its new residents were migrants from other parts of China at that time. 

Jasmine feels that she no longer wants to return to Foggy City to spend the rest of 

her life there. "It will be only a place for me to visit my family and relatives and friends," 

she said. And South City seems too strange a place for her to consider it as her home 

right now. She feels homeless in China. Since she has no idea if she can stay in Canada 

or not after graduation, she feels homeless in Canada as well. In her first research journal 

entry, Jasmine wrote: 
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HIM ALisate TAKAO aL, Fe OASIS T PEAR BUC EMBL, HL 
Sk RRA. RAMEIMEN A, FEMME HERR IS OR, HSK Ast 
At, WEST EL, CARMA. RUGIZE PEPE EMA, FRM ATAY 
Fe» PERSCEEAI AR, WARE A. IE, RESETS, A 
AVG eh EE. BOR ATTEN, RRS, RORRANEE IN, AN BE 
ME? PN, WN AR AS BUT AT cE AEN qe, BY ESS BE 779 SA HT, 
(AAA LATS, FEB, Att BER? 

Dog PSone trans larven-s 1 just talked with Uuse se bomerci. 
topic of home. I am thinking again where on earth my 
home 15. in fact, 1 don’t have a home right now. The 
eparniment | lave insnow iseonly.sa place,tor me .tousac 
and to sleep. Emotionally speaking, it is not my home. 
Thevapartment where. I lived in (hina in the past wwas my 
Previous home. [tT is my parents” home.” It ve nor my 

present Nome ei ticr ll think Lo select home: becamce 

DOMeets=a sielver from tiewstorm. fam anver) 

dependent person. 1 will depend on it for everything, 
Hivcials. NOL GOOd,9is “te Of course, when one 

experrences setbacks and dititculties 1n lite, cnesmay 

needsa place to ger comtorr, thbuv@lone’ s friends *mayea so 

listen to you and help you. Why does one need a home? 

(Jasmine, Research journal entry, November 12, 2002) 

Jasmine considers her current two-bedroom apartment as a place just to eat and to sleep. 

Although she has lived there with her three Chinese friends for more than two and a half 

years, it is not her home because she is not emotionally attached to it. The old apartment 

she had known as her home in China was gone when her parents moved into their current 

new home last summer. Jasmine cannot readily call this new place as her home because 

she only stayed there for a week. Feeling homeless both in Canada and in China, 

Jasmine questions whether she needs a home or not. For her, home is a shelter from the 

storm. The protection, comfort and security of a home may prevent her from becoming 

an independent person. She prefers to go to her friends for comfort and help when she 

experiences setbacks or difficulties in life. I wonder why Jasmine feels that she rejects 

home. I wonder why she thinks that her friends can replace her home. 
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Unable to see her immediate future road ahead, Jasmine tells herself that she will 

return to China and become a university professor after the age of 40 and before that she 

will work and study to learn as much as possible to prepare herself for what she considers 

a noble career: teaching. Like Magnolia, Jasmine also wants to travel to different places 

and to experience different things in North America. She does not want to stay in one 

place for too long. Even for her future work and studies, she wants to stay in one place 

for a while and then move on to another one. She thinks that her freedom to go wherever 

she wants is related to her being a student, being single and having no sense of direction 

right now. When I mentioned their 2008 Olympic reunion in Beijing, she laughed and 

said: 

In five or six years' time, I hope I will be working 

and studying at the same time. I hope I will have had 

a boyfriend by then. Whether I will be married or not 

teow Chae 2mportant, but DE hope 1 wall nave va 

bevyirnend. (1 hope Lf will be: still wn North sAmericay 

nee. 

(Jasmine, research conversation transcript, original in 

Chinese, November 12, 2002, p. 7) 

Jasmine, Magnolia, and Mei all predicted that by 2008 each one of them would have been 

married and have had one child. They agreed that whoever cannot reach this goal when 

they meet again in Beijing will pay for their reunion dinners. Knowing that none of them 

had a boyfriend yet, I chuckled and asked Jasmine how she was going to find hers. 

Although in her fourth year, she had many projects that required two or four students to 

work together to complete and thus had more contact with Canadian students, she said, it 

was not possible for her to find one among her peers. She wanted to find someone older, 

someone she would admire and someone she could learn from to improve herself. She 
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hoped that she would meet him, preferably a Canadian-born Chinese, after she started 

working. She assumed that her future social circle would be larger than when she was a 

student. She admitted that she had been quite passive and reluctant to take part in all 

kinds of parties and activities around campus to meet new people for the past four years. 

I wonder how long it will take Jasmine to find her boyfriend in Canada. When 

she finds him, will she have a home? Will her boyfriend replace her need for a home? 

My homes in Foggy City 

Journal Entry: December 30, 2002, Edmonton 

Jasmine is coming back to Edmonton tomorrow. She left for South City, China 

on December 18 to meet her parents there. According to their plan, her mother would fly 

from Green City to South City on the same day to join her at the airport and her father 

would go there to meet them both. Jasmine was very excited about this trip, her second 

one back to China, although she would only spend 10 days with her parents. They would 

travel together in the southern part of China. In her memory, the three of them have 

seldom done that before. I am sure Jasmine will have many stories to tell about this trip 

when she comes back. I had better concentrate on the research conversation transcript of 

November 19, 2002 and start to make some sense of what she was telling me about her 

homes in China. 

Jasmine was born and grew up in Foggy City, her parents’ hometown. She 

remembered she was happy when she lived in her first home. 

My first home: the piano and the smell 

Our home, my first home, was located near a railway 
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Station handSa seaport Vintthe weéstuside dé Foogy"City: 
Across the street from our home was a fish-drying 
place, a'part"of a factory that manufacttred®dried fish 
pecducts. WSO Cftenithere was a‘strongysmelt-offifisndin 
my home. 

This home was on the second floor in a five-storied 
apartment = burlding in the mrdst of rows and rows of 
Simvlar apartment buvidingsy “lt"was abour SO=saquare 
meters.” There was a kitchen, a balcony and™two 

bedrooms. “There was a-da kangy a big bed’ (a special 

bed Made “of “bricks and connected to the stove toe neep 

people warm during the night in winter), in the bigger 

bedroom, where I slept with my parents during cold 

winter months. When i °was’ four or five years old, my 

Macernal Grandparents Came to our*home’ to stay for a 

while because their house was torn down and was to be 

rebuilt. When they came, I slept with them on this 

special bed. And my parents slept in the smaller 

bedroom. At that time, Japanese comedy was very popular 

in China, and my hair was even cut the same style as a 

Japanese actress. My maternal grandfather pickéed’me up 

from the kindergarten every afternoon. He was very 

proud of me since I looked like a cute Japanese girl. 

We“did' mot have a toilet rn our”"home. On*“GachYZriloor, 

all the toilets were outside in a special hallway, 

where there was a public water tap and sink and each 

household had access to a door and inside the door was 

their designated toilet. The number on the toilet door 

was the same as the number on our apartment door. In 

the middle of “the night; wevhad to goseutsidetot our 

home to use the bathroom. 

I‘did not play with thevchildren in-myvneighscumood. 

My parents were worried that I might lose my way if I 

went outside because the neighbourhood was not very 
gate for a child. It was near the railway station and 

the “seaports “A lot «of strange people camevand went. My 

parents preferred to lock me up in my home. However, I 

could watch cartoons ‘and read children’s b6oks*as many 

as (lewanteda My tfather ‘usually “tockime tépatmovee every 

Sunday afternoon while my mother was cooking at home. I 

Gan “sbill vemembermone particular movié, Sa -svoryeabour 

a boxer because both my father and L®enjoyed “ithvery 

much. Those were the happiest memories I have shared 

with my father, who always bought me ice-cream. When 

looking back at that time period, I can always think of 

ice-cream. When I was seven, my parents bought me a 
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piano. I practised playing piano every day. My mother 
did not allow me to watch too much TV any more. She 
Satd that it wae bad for my eves and that these 
Carloouns were Too childish to do mé any good. Instead, 
she asked me to’ practice my piano a Tot. 

Every weekend my family and my younger aunt’s family 

started to Visit my paternal grandparents and it became 

aw rule) My*uncie ‘and my" older) aunt "stayed wrthemy 

grandparents until 1996. ~So it was our weekly tamily 

reunion. My piano teacher happened to live near my 

Grandparents avery weekend, atter I took my pi ane 

lessons from. my teacher, I went to my grandparents’ 

home and played with my cousins. I played badminton, 

rodeva Dake, and climbed mountains with them. Looking 

back, I miss that time period very much because the 

time I spent in my grandparent’s home over the many 

weekends was the happiest in my memory. 

I lived in this’ home from when I was born tili grade 

three. I was very happy because there was no academic 

pressure in that elementary school, which was very 

close to my home. There were a lot of good memories 

between me and my family. I got along very well with 

people and I was popular at school. I was an extrovert 

then and I joined many activities and always got good 

results. I was even selected as a student leader in my 

elass: 

When I was in grade three, I transferred to another 

elementary school near where my father worked. This 

school wes piam,away. from jour ,farst,home.,~ but folosewie 

our second home, where we moved in when I was in grade 
five. Soeduring my three years from.g#ede three bo 

grade five in that elementary school, everyday my 

father took me,to and from school on his bike before 

ana after his work. There was a loéng uphill road from 

my Home to iy School. Every morning, I would scheer Tor 

iy ‘racner sO traceher: could ride me LO Schoo! waliouT 

any stops in between. In that school, I was no longer a 

spudent leaders Wastsiinil popular, Spurr ratsi ohaiy 

dzEfercnit wayeelewas always one of Che top iinee 

stucdentsmanhwmystclass and all my teachers liked me. 1 

took A2CLIVG Datum many School AcCUiVities. PF remember 
because of my good handwriting, my teacher often asked 

me to write on/the blackboard using a whzte chalk. She 

askedyme to copy Gne-questions for her jon the board. My 

grades were very good at that time. My math and Chinese 

composition were both good. I was happy then. 
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(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Situating herself in present-day Edmonton, Jasmine travels back in time to her first home 

in China. The first thing she remembers of this home is the strong fishy smell from a 

nearby factory and her sense of a crowded and busy place with rows of apartment 

buildings. It was also a dangerous place for her as a young child as travellers passed 

through the neighbourhood to catch their trains or ships. As a consequence, Jasmine 

spent most of her after-school time at home alone and practiced playing the piano. Her 

happy memories of this home are associated with those weekend visits to her 

grandparents when she could play with her cousins. Because the second elementary 

school she attended was far away from her first home, every day her father took her to 

school on his bike before work and picked her up after work. I can only imagine how 

happy Jasmine must have been sitting at the back of her father’s bike, travelling to and 

from school and chatting with him along the way for three years. She was happy at 

school too because she was doing very well academically and getting along with her 

classmates. Although this home was located in a neighbourhood not safe for a child to 

play outside, Jasmine’s positive relationships with her family and relatives, especially her 

cousins, and her teachers and classmates in the two elementary schools have turned this 

sometimes lonely home into a happy place in her memory. Jasmine was happy with who 

she was. However, things started to change drastically when she moved into her second 

home in a nicer neighbourhood. 

My second home: the big change 

When I was in grade five, the last year in an 

elementary school in Foggy City, we moved into our 

second home in the south side of Foggy City. There was 
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a mountain covered with green trees nearby. This home 
was in a newly-developed residential area with a much 
iicer living environment. The air was fresh. There was 

aDigq Garden Witheas variety of flowers an front of each 

of the apartment buildings and there was quite a 

distance between two apartment buildings. 

This home was also on the second floor ina five- 

Storied aepartment building. There were three households 

enmonerovoom, Thaseshome was bigger, about S0"scquare 

Nevers VereOeWaowdekiecien, a balcony, ao taping. room, 

and two bedrooms. The piano was placed right at the 

enirence. 

ihadtear toon, ob mysown.and IL lived in this) home until 1 

Waseaivedhacesten. Ishadamuch more contact with my 

neugnbours. AlLetharetame, all whe 15 houscholdssin our 

apartment building shared one meter for water and 

anouhner for electricity. Bach household took turns’ to 

calculate and collect the monthly fees. When it was our 

turn, I would go to each household to read the meters 

andsthen come back home to do the calculations. After TI 

came up with the right amount for each household, I 

would knock eon their doors and colléct the money... in 

Ens) way, l came. tom know 2aliemy neagnbours=2n ths 

apartment building. 

I had many friends, who went to the same grade five 

class in the same elementary school with me in the 

neighbourhood. After school we often played badminton 

ama went tibike-riding together. I was no Longer lonely. 

There was one boy, who lived upstairs on the fifth 

MisGe iiemysaparimenit bDualding. We wentr Lo scoot 

pogetiier W We plaved Logerher. He even Caught yme wiow co 

Eide mysbike. He often ‘came to my home to listen’ Toymy 

Playariq the prano. & was happy to spend my time with 

Himt. When) 2 was) iis birthday, 1 made a birthday ecard 

for him. I used green threads to weave a heart shape 

Sandestirl Chnedmucronto. the card. 1 putlttinhis card) wan my 

piano song book and my mother saw it. She was not 

pleased. She thought that I started my puppy love too 

early, but she never told me so until many years later. 

Just ibefore Lb returned to Edmonton in the summer of 

2001, We stayed am Beijing and she told me the truth. 

N@ethat Sime wshe enevght that 1 liked the boy and “that 

Tishouldn se avkermnam at such a young ages She" Said thac 

she was very angry with me, but she never said anything 

to me. 1 had no idea that my mother was upset with me 

because of this boy. He was just a friend to me! He was 
thevonly sie endeaehiad at that time and ohe, happened Lo 
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betenboy Apter: faaty, ibawasivery: dif€icudtetor merto 

pleasckmysmotherveshewottenm found faudtywhth whatever I 

was doing and lost her temper with me. My cousin (my 

eldéereaunt’ sudaughter)tiused:to liversinsour: Home fora 

while during every winter and summer holiday. Often I 

wasmscoldedsbetauserotothe: bad) tasting dinner! Lhcooked 

OP Ehsonotgsc cleanerocmsyL dids Sometimes my cousin 

was scolded as well. We shared some of those bitter 

experiences. My mother’s temper was extremely bad at 

that time and I did not know how to please her. Every 

night after she came back from work, my cousin and I 

wouldt holdvoumibseath, andatandran) excusestorgqoueut 

after dinner. The only happy time for me then was those 

weekend visits to my grandparents' home, where I could 

playowithimy cousinss 

eewenl tora keyy¥ junvor high school, which was’ thet best 

in the city. 1 did not prepare myself or respond well 

toethis bagechangenan myfiatiehand things got worsepand 

Worse Siesuddently Teltivery yuncomieortabl emmoverdsimy 

classmates. Only a few of my elementary classmates went 

to the same junior high school. I was not elected as a 

suncenttteadervandimy grades started to drop and lag 

behind. I was not a-STAR any more. The popular girls at 

that school were either academically strong or tall and 

pretty. I was none..of them and I lost my confidence 

completely. 1 did not know how to talk to, people and 

Nowody | ecaciers sand SLUGENtS) foliced Meweisiaa Very 

few friends and I became very quiet. My mother was 

busy with her work all day long. She was Upseu when 

sneVsaw my grades ‘dropping, "but she’ didnot nmave the 

time to help me analyse the situation, which became 

worse and worse. At that time, I did not like my 

mother very much siamce she was very rude to me whenever 

I. got bad marks)on my exams. The school, teachers always 

asked the parents to sign on test papers and 1 hated it 

wery much. ~l.preferred to ask, my, tather,top,d0. chi sago); 

however, he was never at home. With no choice, I had to 

show my moeter tiem bad mark. Sometimes) leasked view 6 

sign my exam paper in the morning since she would not 

have much time) Co scold mé. Only recently, my mother 

told me that there were some major changes in her 

career at that time. Although it get better and better 

after that, she *was' not always in a good meod then. And 

she brought her bad mood from her job to our home and 

to me.) I wasivermy unhappy during those’ four junior high 

school years.) Although it was a key school an Foggy 
City, thene) were still, bad aspects: Bad: students would 

Pun ALTE one another and fight in school. Tney would 

even threaten student leaders. Teachers did not pay 
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acttentvony towstbweance stheynthought:thecstiudent swere 
still kids. However, we were not. A very bad male 
student hit a female student leader on the face when we 

studied by ourselves at school. I was scared to death. 

PLOLO Im par onc eeabreorascnoo! and they didi nem, listen 

LO Me JUSt AS tenewsciool teachers. I did’ not Jike 16. go 

to school and it was a nightmare to me. 

I did not reach the minimum requirement score in my 

Junior highschool leaving ‘exam™in™“order to stay am tne 

same high school for my senior years. Fortunately, the 

fact that I could play the piano helped me to get 

additional marks Ssoxthat Lo could continue #n this, key 

high school. Because of that, my mother was even more 

disappointed about me and I thought that she even felt 

ashamed of me. I was no longer a beautiful white swan, 

bue 2a small ugly duckling anv my junior highschool: 

Te only stayed in thet senior high school, for two: montis 

and I was unhappy. Later my mother told me that there 

was am Opportunity to “send me to a boarding school, I 

was very happy then because I wanted desperately to get 

Clr OlauNak si tta eon. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Compared with her first home, Jasmine seems to have liked this second home much 

better because of its fresh air and beautiful and spacious surroundings. More 

importantly, she had come to know all her neighbours through the monthly collection of 

utilities bill payment. It was not a dangerous place, but a safe, clean and beautiful 

neighbourhood, where she had many friends. They went to the same elementary school 

and played together after school. She was so happy that finally she had a friend after all 

those lonely years that she made him a heart-shaped card for his birthday. Unfortunately, 

her mother misinterpreted her action and was really upset with her. In China, dating was 

discouraged even at the university level at that time, let alone at the primary level! It was 

forbidden. Parents in China believed that dating would distract their children from 
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concentrating on their school work and as a result, their grades would drop. However, 

Jasmine’s mother never talked about her anger with her until 10 years later. To make 

matters worse, her grades started to drop when she entered that key junior high school. 

Among a class full of academically strong students, Jasmine did not feel comfortable and 

she lost her self-confidence when she was not elected as a student leader. Up until grade 

five, she had been successful at school. She called herself an extrovert then. But slowly 

Jasmine turned into an introvert with very few friends at this junior high school. At 

home, she was not happy, either, because her mother was very rude to her whenever she 

got bad marks on her exams. Although this second home was bigger and in a nicer 

neighbourhood, the tensions Jasmine experienced with her classmates at school and with 

her mother at home made this place almost unbearable. To some extent, Jasmine has not 

had a home since she entered her junior high school. Not happy with who she was at 

home or school, Jasmine was greatly relieved when her mother sent her to a boarding 

school in the countryside after the first two months in her senior high school. 

My dormitory in a boarding school: I am free 

Wher |. Was lo f went to a publLiIC boarding high scnoole 

This school was located in the countryside, one hour 

bus drive £rom Foggy City, It was a vary Strick schoci, 

Our daily schedule was very tight. Every morning we got 

Horan so3 0 hart ero co some jogging. "We did Msomemsei Ta 

study before having our breakfast in the big school 

Canceen at eo SU easme  Aiver breakrasvl we, wenU te -eur 

elbassrooms@vaned our morning Classes “started "al FV s0raem. 

We had lunch avpelles0=arm: “and went back to our 

dormitories for -a’nap. Our afternoon classes started at 

30 pms and vended ®ay 5:30 p.m. After dinner we nadie 

staygnin” cupNelacerooms on gselLi-studyepetween 6h aride? 

p.m. We went to bed around 9:30 p.m. 

We were required to live and stay in the school all 

year round except the winter and summer holidays, when 

we could live at home. Every Sunday we had only four 
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hours available to ourselves because we had school 

Monday through Saturday. Even on Sundays we had self- 

shudy inucursewniclassrooms! TL coulbdseitherego@home and 

Stay there formewe shoucs orimy iparentsscouldevisit me 

abrachooldfoummiour Rours>eThatewas*partcofmthe Loftevot 

Ssbayingringesboardingtschoole rl adidiinstehave tooénuch 

sense) Ofeanhome@a: thaw time because: 1 stayed timrthe 

school all the time. Besides, every week I could see 

mytperentss. I[iwas Mappy “to chiveeat the boarding 

schools) ithaca, for sor freedom. 

Wetlavedfine@aidarmitory like a big*chassroome. As soon 

as yousenteredmene groom, #therevwas sone “single sbunk bed, 

one upper bed and one lower bed. Along two walls there 

were ten bunk ybedsPrredntogether) “Threetofoeus slept oon 

two beds. There were: 40-50 students in one room. It 

was very noisy during the night, but there were 

teachers who came and supervised us. Women teachers 

BOOKeCaALeE LOD UReVgONENSs rooms sand snobodyadaned to speak 

boudiys 

We'took turns=to sleep en*this “srngle-“bunk bed: 

SOMmelimes Lh was assigned" to Lwo ‘of us iby “our teacher. 

There were many dormitories like this one. We often 

had to change dormitories. One year we slept in this 

dormitory, another year we moved to another one. I 

remember one year was particularly miserable because 

there were only three windows alongside one wall. The 

other wall was along the hallway with no windows. And 

there was another dormitory across the hallway, where 

another 40-50 students slept. The ventilation was very 

bad and in summer it was really hot. The most 

unbearable thing was that we only could take showers 

twice a week in the hot summer months. 

1 dived in a two-svoriec building. “There were aso 

oné-storied buildings. ~The design and furniture 

arrangement were the same in every dormitory. When we 

graduated in 1599S, new dormitories were being burle. 

l@ was ‘Said that eight students would share cone Eocom, 

But we never had the opportunity to see them with our 

own eyes because we had already graduated. 

Ivwentouite vine! boarding high ischooinperause Ws rave ict 

going to University was very high. I liked ‘the school 

atmosphere since no students dared to fight at school. 

instead, teachers could beat students here. I heard a 

joke about, this practice: “The school headmaster. can 

beat teachers "and teachers can beat students.” 1 never 
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Saw keheniimety vaneyoret hesmioke jo butubesawwther: second 

part everywhere. Fortunately, I was a female student 

and sl icouldssatelaganassomva time, there. There. werey ay Lor 

Of Setange TUles Iie then school. For exanple, in 

Spring and summer, we were asked to catch mice in our 

dormitories and to catch a certain number of flies to 

hand in every week. They made this rule in order to 

keep the whole school clean. We had mice in our 

dormitories. They came to our beds and ate our food. 

Although I did not like some aspects of that school, 1 

really appreciated the time I had spent there. I began 

to understand my mother and found out that.she really 

cared for me and loved me. At that time, her career 

was relatively stable and she could spend more time in 

Caring about me and understanding me. She no longer 

Caled too Much abouLpmy marks in that high ischoot 

because the majority of the students there were 

academically very strong. Instead, she always 

encouraged me to try my best. She came to visit me 

every weekend’  Pernaps Ssne was Nappy that IT could 

Survive or even enjoy my life under such unbearable 

ET VEN COndLc1Tons and Strrer -schioe! regulations and 

rules there, which might help me to win some marks in 

my mouvnenwsaheartan 1 owas happy, (too .) Demadel many siemale 

Ecvends= The Maxcrity or 'thevqiris in that, ecno0ol were 

Ghromethe teountrnysides. dyhound teheyswWere weryjeasy fo 

get along with. I had some freedom to deal with my own 

Pee Lingssjand suhougnes. wi Lhioun ner Controiy, 

Because I did not feel pressured and I studied very 
hard every day, my marks on the exams became better and 

better. As a resule, 1 galned my contidences back. 

Actually. - Ara mek Care Very much about, tae. vamG 

COndi tions ang Strict rules in that school, booking 

back; Lf think* that was a good "experience Tor me. 

Besides we did have the chance to watch some movies 

every two weeks in that school, which I enjoyed very 

MUO. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Located in the countryside, the living conditions in that boarding school were awful. The 

students had to follow a very rigid and tight daily schedule with little free time to 

themselves. There were 40-50 students sleeping on bunk beds tied together in one huge 
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classroom-like dormitory with only three windows. In the summer months, it was really 

hot, but the students could only take showers twice a week. There were mice and flies in 

their dormitories. Although Jasmine did not like this crowded and dirty place and many 

of the strange and strict rules of that school and the teachers in that school, she really 

appreciated her time there. She was able to sort out things and feelings on her own. She 

started to understand her mother and to see her in a different way. Their relationship had 

a positive turn. She knew then and there that her mother really cared for her and loved 

her. She went to the school every weekend to visit Jasmine and always encouraged her 

to try her best. Not feeling pressured, Jasmine studied really hard every day. Gradually 

her grades improved and she regained her self-confidence. Because she was happy in 

that boarding school, Jasmine did not mind the poor living conditions or the strict rules 

there. Home, for Jasmine, is defined by how she is allowed to be, which is quite different 

from Magnolia and Mei’s definitions of home. For her, the dormitory could be the home 

because she was free to be and to figure things out by herself. For Mei, a dormitory had 

nothing to do with home because there were no relationships. In fact, that boarding 

school dormitory experience prepared her well for her student life in Canada, Jasmine 

told me. She came to Canada in September 1998 and has lived in several apartments 

with her friends ever since. When she returned to Foggy City in 2001, after three years 

in Canada, her parents had moved into this new apartment, her third home in China. 

My "tharaviome: 1" like it; but... 

My parents moved into this new home in the north side 

Of Foooy City eiieee, summer of 2Z00T,, Just betore 2 

Teturned Nome worm, trrst Visit, “I knows thus 

neighbourhood quite well because of those weekend 

visits at my grandparents’: My parents want to live 
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Nearby »Loltaketcarechozamy grandparents. Lites a 

Deautiiul residential area, originally designated by 

the municipal government to build single houses for 

Overseas eC Chinese Beta miIng and living in Fogey ity 

some 90" yeate ado. secre. |S a mountain nearby, only 

five minutes walk from the neighbourhood. In front of 

each house, there is a garden with very tall evergreen 

Crees Surrounctng 2 as tts rences. 

My grandparents’ home used to be in one of those old 

uhnree-storied espartmenk buildings at the heart or this 

neighbourhood. Those old buildings were torn down 

recently and in their place now stand six new 10- 

StoOrled-hvGgheaparimeno buLidings. Ouxn new home 1s on 

Lhe -fouccn tloor sin sone of these mew hagh-rises.,1t is 

about 100 square meters. There is a kitchen, a 

balcony, two Dachrooms, one living room and three 

bedrooms. We cook in the balcony because the gas stove 

is there. My grandmother’s new home is just across from 

ours. When her old home was torn down and before her 

new home was ready, she lived with my mother in our 

second home. My mother lives alone now in our new home 

because my father works in South City. My aunt and her 

family have moved into my grandmother’s new home 

because my grandfather passed away and they want to 

take care of her. 

I like this new home. It is bigger than the previous 

two. homes), There as a tatami in my ‘room, ai Vapanese- 

styled small bed. (i Like it very muchs Bupeaeonly 

iveds theres brietly...~~ketraveLled 1nsashanghads and 

Hangznou Por wes reste ten days.” “When arevurmed:.co 

FOCGVe Cy me acd. tO Stay iti my cous h Senome moo. 

several days because this new home was being decorated. 

Only Stayed 1m this new liome for a week -and siben es 

came back "to Canada. I “relt this home was my parents ' 

home, not mine any more. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Jasmine likes this new home because it is located in a very beautiful neighbourhood in 

Foggy City. It is much bigger than the previous two homes. It has two bathrooms and 

three bedrooms. She likes the Japanese-styled small bed in her bedroom. However, she 

only stayed there for a week during her first trip to China in 2001. She no longer feels 
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that this home is her home. She feels more like a visitor in this new home. 

When I asked Jasmine which home would come to her mind the minute she heard 

the word home, she said that it was Foggy City. Her answer surprised me. I wonder why 

she considers Foggy City as her home in China instead of the first two homes where she 

spent her formative years. Will the city of Edmonton become her home in Canada now 

that she has lived here for four and a half years? 

My dormitories in Edmonton 

Journal Entry: January 14, 2003, Edmonton 

Earlier this month, Jasmine emailed me that she caught a bad cold during the 

second half of her travel in China, that she still felt sick when she returned to Edmonton 

and that she would meet me as soon as she finished her registration for this term. I 

emailed back, telling her to take her time. I am meeting her tomorrow afternoon and I 

haven't finished my writing of her experiences of the several dormitories she has lived in 

since she first came to Edmonton. 

I find it interesting that both Mei and Jasmine refer to the apartments where they 

have lived in Edmonton as their dormitories, not their homes. Since Jasmine has had 

some boarding school experiences in China, I wonder how similar and/or different her 

experiences of those dormitories in Canada might be for her compared with Mei’s. Right 

at the beginning of their life in Canada, Jasmine seems to have had a very different sense 

of their first place - their guardian's home from both Magnolia and Mei: 

When we first came, we lived in our guardian’s home for 

Ewowee KS (el Gewastamhnouse! with two Pevevs andsa 
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basement. There were three bedrooms. Magnolia and I 
snared a rocm., Wess epi) on a bunk bed. Mé? Vived an 2 
smaller room. There were two bunk beds in the master’s 

bedroom and four boys slept there. The other three 

boys lived in the room in the basement with two bunk 
beds, 

I know one of the boys. Mei's face also looked 

familtar., Le turnedyout that we lived in, the same 

neighbourhood and we met each other regularly on our 

Way to and from school, but we never said hello to each 

other. 

I found it easier for me to live with them because of 

my boarding school experience. No one else had the 

boarding school experience and they had a hard time 

adjusting to it, especially those boys. Perhaps 

because they are each the ‘only’ child oftheir familzes 

they were spoiled at home in China. They had frequent 

frictions between one another. I remember after we 

moved in several days, two boys had a quarrel and were 

ready cto fight. They did jnot damage any of. the 

furniture in our guardian's home, but both of them were 

bruised on the nose or on the face. 

I jiked staying in my gquardian’s home. That place. gave 

me a sense of home. There were sofas and TV. It was 

decorated with warmth and fragrance of a home. It was 

in autumn when I lived there. At every sunset, I could 

see the wonderful colours in the sky: purple, red, dark 

blue and light blue. It was really amazing because I 

never saw that in China. I even took many pictures of 

the sunset. However, after I left my guardian's house, 

I hardly saw that amazing autumn twilight again. Maybe 

Il °was just not paying much attention any more. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Although Jasmine only knew two of the ten students when they lived in their guardian’s 

home for the first two weeks in Edmonton in September 1998, she did not feel as fearful 

as Magnolia or Mei. In fact, because of her three-year dormitory experiences in that 

boarding high school in China, she was the only one, who adjusted well into this very 

crowded place. The fights and frictions among the boys did not bother her as much. In 
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her memory, their guardian’s house was the only place that gave her a sense of home, she 

told me. The furniture and the decorations reminded her of the warmth and fragrance of 

a home. How she felt about the city of Edmonton at that time was gone forever after they 

moved out of their guardian's home, she also told me. She felt as if she had lived in two 

totally different worlds. Her guardian’s home was located in the southside of Edmonton 

in a residential area with many single houses. The streets around and the whole 

neighbourhood gave her a different feel for the city. It was a very clean and quiet area. 

In addition to the strong sense of warmth and fragrance of home when she lived in that 

area, the amazing colours in the autumn sky at sunset impressed and moved her so much 

that she took many pictures of them. I could sense that Jasmine really missed those two 

weeks. After they moved out and lived on their own, there was no sense of home at all in 

those apartments, Jasmine said. They were/are all dormitories to her. Those apartments 

were near busy streets or shopping centres. They were very noisy and crowded with some 

very basic furniture in them. Jasmine moved into her first dormitory in Canada on 

September 30, 1998 with Magnolia, Mei and two boys. 

When we moved into this two-bedroom apartment, Magnolia 

and I lived in one bedroom with a bunk bed. Mei stayed 

in another bedroom and two boys slept in two beds in 

thie, livings Loom. 

The two boys wha dived with us often had conflicts. 

There were many occasions that they did not like one 

another thac much and wanted a fight. Once Magnolia 

cried because they had a fight around midnight when the 

PestOr us alrenuy tell asiléep. “One of then diated 

911 and the police came. We were asked to be the 

witnesses. 'Therpolice asked us if we had seen’ one of 

them hit the other. We did not know because we were 

ash »sléepingmaine ourticooms:. |,Whenhthe: police mosw 

nothingserious, nad) Nappened they left. But ™.on the 

wall of that apartment there was a big hole. One of 

the bovs Used wanchiairt CO hit the other When the police 
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Camere Meg sstooderunw cont oth the big hole and blocked 
their view. 

Despite those Unpleasant things, there were a Jot of 

Good Menorie>s sistieteapartment as; well. There was 4 

health and fitness club in the neighbourhood. It had a 

Swimming pool, 2. becdminton court and) a, tennis court. 

Since we lived in the neighbourhood, we could go to 

that Clubs one montis tor frees. Therefore, all of us (ren 

people) went there quite often. We tried every game. 

After we moved out of that apartment, I hardly had any 

Opporbunity tosdostiesse physicalactivatiesirany anore: 

Asv aimatter Ober actyre Miss thattperiodivery much not 

only because I can hardly see any of ‘the boys (some of 

them went back to China, and some of them may still 

live in Canada) after we three girls went to 

University, but also because my friendship with 

Magnolia and Mei is not as close as it was then. 

I still remember clearly that we three girls went to 

the Legislature Buiiding in downtown in early May in 

1099. AL thetwetime we were SLUdVing in that focal high 

school and there were no windows in our classroom. 

Atter a long winter, cur fFarst one in Canada, we could 

not wait to enjoy the sunshine when the weather turned 

Walilein cle=spring. Magnolia, Mer ang “Ie aey on tiie 

Grass, ate the snacks we brought, watched the sky, took 

DUCtnres ior teael ‘other, talked and iaughedy TiHeven 

Weber ea GhOLDe Skirt On that day, 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research conversation 

transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Looking back, like Magnolia and Mei, Jasmine also remembers the tensions and conflicts 

between the two boys and the troubles they caused in these three girls’ lives. Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei must have been very scared when the police were called in and they 

were woken up during their sleep to deal with another fight between the two boys. While 

acknowledging these were unpleasant experiences, Jasmine does not seem to have been 

bothered as much as Magnolia and Mei were. In fact, she has very fond memories of this 

time period because of her close relationship with Magnolia and Mei and many of the 
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group activities they participated together with the seven boys in a nearby recreation and 

leisure centre. She still misses the boys. She also remembers that warm spring day when 

she went to the Legislature Building with Magnolia and Mei. They enjoyed themselves 

there. Compared with their undergraduate studies later, they had much less pressure and 

worries during that first year, Jasmine told me. Their main goal was to pass the TOEFL 

test to go to the university. Although there were some conflicts among the 10 of them, 

they stayed together as a group and took part in many activities together. Jasmine felt 

that she belonged. 

On July 31, 1999, Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei moved into a one-bedroom 

basement unit in an apartment building. They put three mattresses on the floor in the 

bedroom and found themselves each a desk and a chair for study in the three corners of 

the living-room. Jasmine remembers that they went to ESL and some math classes 

together. They were close, but there was also some competition among them because 

they took the same courses, especially those math courses, and everybody wanted to get a 

higher score. They did homework together and prepared for the exams together. They 

helped one another, but still there was this sense of competition, Jasmine told me. At that 

time, they also shared a circle of ESL friends from their ESL course. Many of them were 

Chinese descendents from Hong Kong and Malaysia. They often got together and kept 

regular contact with one another. Jasmine misses that five and a half months sharing one 

bedroom with Magnolia and Mei because their relationship was very close then. Shared 

living and sleeping spaces obviously allowed them the opportunity to build and develop 

their relationships with one another. 
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After Rose moved into this one-bedroom apartment in mid-January 2000, it 

became really crowded. So in June 2000, the four of them moved into a two-bedroom 

unit on the third floor in another apartment building nearby and have lived there for more 

than two and a half years now. Magnolia and Mei share the bigger bedroom; Jasmine has 

the smaller bedroom while Rose puts her mattress at one corner of the living-room. 

Jasmine seems quite puzzled by the fact that Magnolia and Mei are no longer close to her 

in this apartment. She often wonders why: 

Tt have lived in this apartment for more than two and a 

halt years now. “This’is quite a long time. However, 1 

can hardly find any valuable memory of it as my home 

there. “Most OL™ tier ctime, =1 stay in” the universicy and 

tibrary. Even when 2 go home at night, IT often stay in 

my LOom, Ssurt che anternect, ‘or go to beds. Lf 1 do meor 

go to Magnolia and Mei’s bedroom on purpose, I cannot 

even see them for the whole week although we live 

together. 

Il wonder many times myself why I am not as close to Mei 

and Magnolia as before, but it is very hard to find the 

exact reason: maybe because we study in two different 

faculties in the university, maybe because I have my 

own room, or maybe we have to spend most of the time 

studying in the university. 

Magnoli avand) Mex are in the same: Taculty. (i ame iniea 

different faculty. I have my own bedroom. Magnolia 

and Mei share one bedroom. They have more contact and 

ghey have more,conflicts. asawells1,,Bute ever time they 

get used to Gach other. « Whenever they have a) contlice 

Of edéas, Or opinions, Lhey would sort 10, oul wigni away 

and achieve peace between them. Because they share one 

bedroom they have more opportunities to communicate 

Wii Cac “O Ullenns 

feaon tt Communi cacesurti tiem that much. 'Secduse OF 

the heavy course load, I am extremely busy day and 

night. I also feel I always have more worries than 

Magnolia and Mei, 4f they don't have those same 
worries as 1 do, how can they understand me if I want 
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to communicate with them? I met Cari!’ in that local 
high School (dumimgemy first year in Edmonton. 2 

depended .obanlim ton emotional ssupport fox, thesfixrcsit 

Vear. He is more a Ororher than a boyfriend =o me: 

Whenever something, occurs in my life, the first person 

TSChink abovurrcoingere ask Lor advice 1s fim; not 

Magnolia or Mei. 1 am very worried that if I tell them 

my feelings and thoughts how will they feel and react? 

Will they really care about me? Will they really want 

Corneil p me selvermy problems "Ori will Theys iustYrrear my 

SLORY (aS wanjOkKenenor Deus 1t aside or Laugh at, at? 

Becauserorethoserworkies ;> IMrejyect) therfrmiendshipiwith 

My gurl fraends* 41) reel whoever I can trust and tel 

what is really on my mind are my boy friends. 

Sometimes I cannot trust Magnolia and Mei completely 

and tell them what is on my mind because I am afraid 

that they will judge me. I feel it safer and more 

Comiorntable £o tell my feelings and thoughts to «hose 

boy friends. I can tell them everything. But I keep 

everything to myself when ~T am with my girl friends. 

(Lisa’s reconstruction in English, based on research 

conversation transcript of November 19, 2002 in Chinese) 

Feeling isolated, Jasmine has hardly any valuable memories of their current apartment as 

her home. In her mind, it is clearly not her home. Because of the heavy course load in a 

different faculty, she spends most of her time, alone or with her classmates, on campus 

and in the library doing assignments and working on projects. She only returns to the 

apartment at night. However, when she is at the apartment, she stays in her own bedroom 

and surfs the internet, applying for graduate schools and looking for jobs. She seldom 

sees Magnolia or Mei during a whole week even though they live in the same apartment. 

She wonders many times why her relationships with Magnolia and Mei are not as close 

as before, but finds it difficult to pinpoint the reason. She thinks that part of the reason 

might be related to their studying in different faculties and following different class 

'7 A pseudonym. 
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schedules and thus makes it difficult to be at the apartment at the same time. And part of 

the reason is that they are busy all the time. Since they live in separate bedrooms they 

spend less and less time together if they do not make some extra efforts to meet and talk 

with one another. I wonder if their relationships with one another have changed because 

their shared physical living space has changed. The open and trusting relationship among 

them in that one-bedroom apartment seems to have been lost after they moved into 

separate bedrooms in this current apartment. Jasmine worries that she will be judged by 

Magnolia and Mei if she tells them everything on her mind. She keeps all her thoughts, 

feelings and problems to herself when she is with Magnolia and Mei. I remember 

Magnolia once sent me an email, asking me to help Jasmine in whatever way I can 

because she believes that Jasmine trusts me. I feel sad that the invisible wall Jasmine has 

built between herself and Magnolia and Mei has made it very difficult for her to feel safe 

and comfortable in this current apartment. It is not her home, but just a place for her to 

eat and to sleep. She goes to her boy friends for emotional support. Because she met 

them in Edmonton, she feels that she is free to be her self and that they accept who she is 

without judgment. She feels more comfortable and safer with them. And I wonder if she 

is more at home with them. 

It is no wonder that Jasmine feels all those apartments in Edmonton are 

dormitories, not her homes. Home, for her, is the freedom to be no matter where she 

lives. 
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Can [ return to China? 

Journal Entry: February 20, 2003, Edmonton 

In mid-January, I helped Magnolia and Mei with their personal statement for their 

graduate school application, but I did not hear anything from Jasmine. I wondered if she 

needed any help. So I sent her an email, asking about her application for graduate 

schools. Jasmine replied: 

Dear Lisa: 

Thank you.fOr VOur Care about my application tor oqrad 

Senool, Right mow, E have two choices atter graduating 

ron) or AT Primary chiervce, Vl want” to tind a permanent 

job (anywhere in Canada) and get immigrated. (However, 

this tastnotweasy” forme "since Ticdocnot™havemany work 

experience.) After two years" working, I will go to 

graduate school (U of T) and update my knowledge. 

second choice; 1 can go to graduate school (Electrical 

Engineering) directly, obtain a master's degree as 

qusckly asi possibie, and Get Ammigrated in Canada. W2tn 

a master's degree and immigration status, I will finda 

job in Ontario. However, since my undergraduate study 

1S nolL Electrical Engineering, I have to take third and 

fourth year undergraduate Electrical Engineering 

GOuULrSeS = Tk Lap piy Foregraduare Ssiudy atu oie aa. 

can take the least courses compared with other 

universities since my undergrad study is in Engineering 

ae Che lor hy fitrealiy want “cor gorrtosontarie S7ou tt ie 

will take me longer time and more money (higher tuition 

and slaving», Lees)y Go .wet  apmasten secequee) theres 

Thererore, “Il decide to apply ior the Graduate Sciootwmn 

Ul of A, only. wo weeksrago,) 1) Sent, aeprelaminary 

Applicaton. 2O cies OL A BE department. the yeaccerc 

me, they will allow me to send the formal application. 

Rigntw now, Ll am walling tor their reply, wach will 

take four to Six weeks. 

I also have applied for some summer jobs related to 

engineering. On Engineering Career Day (the week before 

last week), 1 asked two companies whether or: not they 

would employ intermational students. They said ,that the 

Ghance for a permanent job was, probably no", -bue it 

seems "ok" for a summer job since international student 

could get one year working Visa after graduation. 
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Approaching graduation, I feel’ a little bit losing my 
direction. I believe the future is bright, but there 
ete LOO Manysuneereainties raghtenow, 8 think ®thetmost 
important thing in the present is to do my best, be 
Patient, and«wait ™ fer theyresult? 

I will inform you immediately if my preliminary 

application is passed, and we can work together on the 

Eormal one: 

Thank you very much for all the help you give us and 

have a nice day! 

Jasmine 

(Jasmine, email messages, January 26, 2003) 

I was greatly relieved to know that Jasmine already had a well-defined plan for her 

future. I was worried because she was so busy that she might lose her sense of direction. 

I was happy that I had been wrong! It seemed that she would rather find a job and 

immigrate to Canada first than start her graduate school right after her first university 

degree. I agreed with her that everything would work out in the end and that it was just 

the process of living with so many uncertainties that was challenging. 

Last Friday, February 14, Jasmine sent me an email, telling me that her 

preliminary application for graduate study in EE has passed, that she could send in the 

formal application now and that she would bring the application form to our research 

conversation this afternoon. She did and we talked about it first. She looked exhausted. 

When I asked her how was everything else in her life, she told me: 

I feel empty in my heart. I don't know where my future 

will be. 1 become fretiul recently: During the day 1 co 

> Glasses, PenGaco pro ects... don bt wevuEn bone sun ti | 

8 or 9 o'¢lock in the evemaing. I.go to, Ghe internet to 

look for jobs mpd ofadnate schools. My cpigingel plan is 

io Lice /ObMA we Cleas ipo laude wie ler Coy ear wor 

(vo, Laws Ae Sia yecoreMy, NMaSler’ Ss. NOWeVer y= Loewe OL 

easy tO find a job here. I have applied for many, but 

only received the same email reply: "Thank you very 
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much for your application. We will contact: you if you 
apetséehected fou auminterview."\ As ston mypunasterite-r ,1I 
didn't hear anything from the Electrical Engineering 

departmene Eorhalmost ‘aimonths'’They didn'teeventsend an 

email to tell me that they had received my application. 

Deeverridoubted Biimy computer hadsdn errorese that my 

prebiminary applicabilon was mom sent eu! 

(Jasmine, research conversation, original in 

Chinese, February 20, 2003, p. 1) 

Feeling empty inside, Jasmine is not sure where she should go next. She feels that her 

life is out of her control right now. There is a lot of stress, anxiety and worry in her life. 

She is busy all day with her course assignments and projects. At night, she is busy 

searching the internet for jobs and graduate schools. It is no wonder that Magnolia and 

Mei cannot see her around their apartment! Realizing that it is very difficult to find a job 

as an international student in Canada and to be admitted into a master's program in 

Electrical Engineering at the U of A, Jasmine is very worried about her future and 

wonders if she can return to China when these two doors — finding a job or going to a 

graduate school in Canada - are both closed to her. She told me, 

I phoned my mother on Chinese Néw Years’ Day, February 

ant Ouse) aapoy, Newovear. slater that day. bapnonea ler 

again, ‘its time Gory to Send my .greetings, bum movack 

Her 2. sb can. retucn to Chana oO. WOrKg 4 i) Deca cic 

Job Or go tO graduate school here. 1 want 16 work in 

China, fOr a year or two and then return to %Ganada odo 

My Master S degrees. (Because with a bachelor's degree 

plus some work experience, I can apply for landed 

immigrant status and my work experience “does not have 

to be in Canada.) I want to become an immigrant as 

soon as possible. 

My mother misunderstood me and said, "If you no longer 

wanttomstudy, iWwermtertainiy welcome Wot backn” © 

reassured her that 1 would study for my master's degree 

Even luculy,s OleenoteloOW.) che NES Lialed elon a wNwiielen aid 

asked me to Call mer back in halt an hour. 
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iy cabled back andusher said; 1 shave «discussed thisewith 

your Dac. Tf you want co continue with your studies, 

yOu Nad better nor return to work here in eChina right 

away. Many high-tech joint-ventures require higher 

degrees. With your bachelor's degree, you can not 

Delticipate tm) dOlngepLOojects at all. You can cn 

become a worker Ana factory, Do you Want to. be 2 

worker?" 

"Of course not!" I answered. 

‘How about this, you study for your master‘s for a year 

and I will look for Opportunities in those jyoint— 

ventures for you to gain some work experience. In this 

way, you will have work experience and you can apply 

for immigration. How does that sound?" My mother asked 

Mowe Lele the heavy stone 1m my heart *rinably cropoea 

to the ground (a Chinese idiom, meaning I felt greatly 

relieved). I realized that I am not alone, that I am 

not without anything and that there is always one 

eorner tha ) can Cepend On in enas world. 

(Jasmine, research conversation, original in 

Chinese, February 20, 2003, p. 1) 

Feeling very anxious, Jasmine could not help phoning her mother twice on Chinese New 

Year's Day to discuss her future plans. What a sense of relief she must have felt the 

moment she realized that there is always one corner of the world that she can depend on 

no matter what happens, that she is not alone after all, and that she will always have the 

support from her parents when she needs it. Although Jasmine understands that her 

mother wants her to stay in Canada, to find a job or go to graduate school, she is 

comforted by the thought that she does have the third option of returning back to China if 

nothing else works out and that that door will always be open to her. Home, her parents, 

is there for her when she needs it. She said, 

i<7sChristmasFkll PER, AISCRESIAbA travel, SIN Few at Ei Se AN 
EWR AMC FSC BEE Ek, BAA Heiae . FLAKING, JA BAA SO BE 
fe— ite, URES (AMA eBay ASE SF . FEM ESouth CityHVATtK, Fk 

is TPE WE Te RR WT Bee, A Be AE 7] EY Ae A= J YS 5 CE He I FOC A Ti 
eG, Pear. FESc, DIVER A, eS AKAD a aR PSE, 
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USA FY HERE TE SCRE I, SR, BOE AO FRR th... HU FRAN TEA 

mEng Push Crans laulomermeturned | ito Chiat ore Aauviied: 

during this Christmas. I went traveling with my 
paventes Atithetamame Heit edie the: warmtheandi&he 

fragrance of a home because I had not been with both my 

Parenls,,or traveled, together with them. for,a,.veny dong 

Lime. SAC Lietarige ri stelt as 10ng. as Vouvere wath your 

Parents, wherever syou are can be counted as your home. 

What's more, I became sick when we were in South City. 

My Mom took very good care of me, which reminded me of 

how she took caré of mé right at my bedside when I was 

Sick as a young child. i felt the warmth:) As a matter 

of Pacw, it 2 thimkwabout it now, everybody will) leave 

their parents when they grow up. It is not possible for 

you'to always Sstey withvour parents. Ihnen, PP thank 

home “to me is..- I Have “no ~idea. 

(Jasmine, research conversation, original in 

Chinese, February 20, 2003, p. 1) 

During her most recent trip back to China, Jasmine realized that as long as she is with her 

parents, wherever she is can be counted as her home. She felt the warmth and fragrance 

of home when she was travelling with both her parents, especially when she became sick 

and her mother took very good care of her. Her mother would wake up in the middle of 

the night, come to her bedside and touch her forehead to see if the fever had gone, 

Jasmine told me, just like when she was a young child. Jasmine seems to be yearning for 

the warmth, nurturance and caring of her home; on the other hand, she tells herself that 

she cannot stay with her parents forever because “everybody will leave their parents 

when they grow up”. I wonder if this internal conflict within herself makes it very 

difficult for Jasmine to pinpoint what home is for her at the moment and in the future. I 

wonder if she has lived with this tension since she was in junior high school in China and 

if she will continue to live with it until she figures out what home is for her. 

Right now, Jasmine prefers to stay in Canada. She is worried that she might have 
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to leave. She thinks she is not ready to go back to China yet. She still has a long way to 

go before she feels that she has learned enough theoretical knowledge and gained enough 

practical experience in the engineering field. She wants to become a well-informed 

professor and to teach in a Chinese university eventually. On several occasions, she also 

tells me about the main concern she has that might prevent her from returning to China in 

the future. During our last research conversation on January 15, 2003, we talked about 

her Christmas trip to China and she told me, 

Wherihitetin pst feameibonCenadaych Git: notin sacninar 

Because 1 went tor clave DOarding *SenitGr mis gh school, i 

fete my home eand-my parents. I learned to deal with 

things myself. On ghe one hand, it was a good 

SpPOLeUnily Lorsme lo learniand LO Orow lips on the 

other hand, I think I had more freedom because my 

mother interfered with my life too much (laughing while 

Savyang this). Now Ll Stitt chank the same way... Aliiougi 

T.mignle return to work 2s a University professor in 

China Tn othe fucure,, righ now 2 don" want tomgo mack: 

ihaws Shou sure. Even attersgl gen my Greens cCardsierc | 

Want to study #Uruneér Yor tet mairndvavgob to increase my 

knowledge and ability from different aspects and/or 

ELeLdsmsWiwwll) waaGjuntil the time when 1 teed 

surticiently competent. Even if LT am ready to Geuura to 

Chine, owl assess the political system sander uation 

first and then make the final decision to return or 

Note wouLAnO scaVs Crip Tome, my mother soleo esa br 

Vou CTetutn, 2. tne POlitical Situation, we Cidsia chang<=> 

Suddenly sand ene poOlLutical Campaigns Arewonet jemi cc 

again and become the main focus of people's lives, 

there will bé no need for you to return at all.” 

(Jasmine, research conversation, original in 

Chinese, January 15, 2003, p. 1) 

Jasmine did not miss China when she first came to Canada. To some extent, she said 

goodbye to her home psychologically when she left her home and her parents for that 

boarding high school at the age of 15. As she learned to deal with things on her own 

there, she became more mature and more independent. Coming to Canada seems to be 
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another opportunity for her to learn and to grow up and to be away from her mother's 

influence on her life. She really enjoys her freedom here. When she feels that she is 

ready to return, she will make her final decision based on her assessment of the political 

climate in China then. I know what Jasmine is talking about. I know what her mother 

was talking about. In fact, her mother's generation went through so many political 

upheavals in their lifetime that I cannot help wondering if that fear of political instability 

in China was one of the reasons that they sent their children abroad for studies in the first 

place. They thought that their children would have a better life and a better future in 

Canada. 

Can Jasmine return to China one day? Will she want to return then? I wonder... 

I want to stay here for a while 

Journal Entry: June 10, 2003, Edmonton 

I wonder why Jasmine has decided not to attend her convocation ceremony 

tomorrow. Is it because her parents cannot come here to celebrate this achievement with 

her due to the SARS alert in Canada? Is it because she is still so busy looking for jobs or 

graduate schools that she is not in a good mood to mark the occasion? Her formal 

application to study for her master's in the Electrical Engineering Department was 

rejected last month since her undergraduate studies were in Chemical Engineering. Now 

she is the only one whose near future is still not determined. Both Magnolia and Mei 

have been admitted into their master’s programs at the University of Alberta. 

I believe that Jasmine has good enough reasons to decide not to attend her 
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convocation ceremony, but I still want to give her a graduation gift as I did with 

Magnolia and Mei. In order to congratulate Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei on their 

praduatien from the university, Guoji and I bought three photo albums, which Yan-Yan 

helped us pick, as this is a graduation gift from our family to each one of them. I copied 

three different poems onto three pieces of paper of different colours. I cut each into a 

heart-shape and asked Yan-Yan to glue it onto the first page inside each album. We then 

wrapped them up so that it would be a surprise! All my friends know that I love taking 

photos. To me, photos are memory holders that tell stories of ourselves, family, friends 

and events in different places and at different times in our lives. I hope that Jasmine will 

like this gift too. 

As I am waiting for Jasmine to drop by my office to pick it up, I scan through the 

name lists of graduates in the Faculty of Business and Faculty of Engineering for Spring 

Convocation 2003. 1 find Magnolia and Mei’s Chinese name only. To my surprise, I see 

Jasmine’s English name appeared as her middle name! How has that happened? I know 

she has not had a legal name change. The only logical explanation is that she put in her 

English name as her middle name on the initial application form when she first applied to 

study at the University of Alberta and it has been on official record ever since. I 

remember Jasmine has put her English name as her first name and her Chinese first name 

in brackets on her most recent resume. I wonder why she has made that switch from her 

Chinese first name to her English one. Is it because it is much easier for Canadian 

employers to say her English name? Is it because she is now more comfortable with her 

English identity in Canada than when she first came? Unlike Mei, who has changed her 

English name several times and is still not happy with her current one, Jasmine has had 
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no difficulty at all with her English name. She told me, 

Myemothéerechéseslily fase my English name. She felt 

this inamen fits) met OL) course, | there wasvnoeschentific 

explanation for her choice. Our Chinese names usually 

have special meanings. Parents would consider how many 

SELOKSSrOurevEurseenameychoulldthave! in order! toedenus 

good sforsour Dubureslivesvel onilymhad one Chinese 

character as my first name before grade three. In grade 

three I had a classmate whose name was exactly the same 

as mine. Since he was a boy he was called nan (male 

eicandet waetcalledsnusl so (tenate SP yaelly, mother 

thought that they had changed my family name in this 

waver So she decided to add another Chinese character 

to my first name. This has been my Chinese name ever 

Since. When I came to Canada, my mother told me that 

Lily would be my English name. She found this name for 

me. There might be similar thinking behind English 

Names) houelL diaenoloknows el f£eeviis as moreenat@ral to 

useimy -Chinese inamerianm Chinalandimy Engiishonamelin 

Canada. 

(Jasmine, research conversation transcript, 

original in Chinese, February 20, 2003, p. 1) 

Jasmine thinks that it is very natural to use her English name in Canada and to use her 

Chinese name in China. Interestingly, however, Jasmine did not pick her English name 

Lily herself. Her mother chose it for her while she was still in China whereas both 

Magnolia and Mei picked their own English names after they came to Canada. Jasmine 

simply accepted her mother’s naming decision and called herself Lily in English. She 

was used to following whatever her mother told her to do, she says. She also remembers 

when she was in grade three, it was again her mother who decided to add another Chinese 

character to her first name so that her name was not exactly the same as that of a boy in 

her class. Her mother’s strong presence in her life is evidenced throughout the stories she 

has told me. I remember once she wrote, 

'§ A pseudonym. 

'? Tn a Chinese name, family name always comes first and is followed by given names. 
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Myumothen asmthemesthamportant personvin my dated! iI 

would do whatever I can to impress her and make her 

feel. pueud of amen. Becase).oL.the.Grand Cultural 

Revolution (1966-1976), my mother always regrets that 

she did not have the chance to Go; to university 

although she was very smart and hardworking. 

Therefore, she has very high expectations of me.angd 

hopes that I can realize her dream. 

My*reurly is *nelm ncn, but my Motier= 1s Good at saving 

money. She has spent a lot of money on me and my 

education without the slightest hesitancy. She bought 

me a piano when I was only six years old. She found a 

Lutem touteach- meshowete play itheseplanc: forrtensyeans . 

one Sent Me™ co Canadas eondo My Lies ulivyersiey caqrec. 

Tres only Thang WI doenot, dike about my mother aestaa: 

she always does everything for me, which has made me 

lack the abilities to socialize with other people. 

Uieretore, Liwas Nappy, taact Gocould oo abroad “ands srucy 

and leave her for a while. I am a person who does not 

care what others think of me, but I do care what my 

mother"s Opinion is about me. ~ In a’ sense, my mother 

controls my happiness and sadness. 

(Jasmine, email messages, November 21, 2002) 

For Jasmine, her mother is the centre of her world, the most important person in her life. 

As a daughter, she wants to do anything that she can to make her mother feel proud of 

her. Through a family story that her mother told her, she knows about her mother's 

regrets of not going to university during the Cultural Revolution and hopes that she can 

realize her mother’s dream. She appreciates her mother's sacrifice and investment in her 

education. She understands that her mother has very high expectations of her. She tries 

very hard to live up to them. Sometimes she succeeds; sometimes she fails. Over the 

years, her relationship with her mother fluctuates as her academic performance at school 

goes up and down. It seems that the quality of the relationship with her mother has 

determined whether Jasmine has a sense of home in those different apartments she has 

lived in China. In her memory, when she succeeded academically in elementary school, 
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she was a happy child at home even though her first home had some fishy smell all day 

long and most of the time she was locked up in her home to play the piano. When she 

failed to become a top student in junior high school, she felt that she had disappointed her 

mother, who was very rude to her whenever she got bad marks then. Jasmine felt that she 

was not a beautiful white swan any more, but an ugly duckling in her mother's eye. This 

tension-filled relationship made her second home an unbearable place to live in even 

though it was in a much nicer neighbourhood and with fresh mountain air. She was so 

happy and relieved when her mother decided to send her to a boarding high school. It 

was there that she began to understand her mother and realized that her mother really 

loves her. Their relationship had a positive turn. With her mother's weekend visits and 

constant encouragement, Jasmine worked really hard every day. Eventually her marks 

improved and she gained her confidence back. Jasmine did not care very much about the 

poor living conditions and strict rules in that boarding school. She was very happy that 

she had some freedom to deal with her own things without her mother's control there. 

Jasmine has been well aware of her mother's influence and control over her life. In fact, 

one of the two reasons that she came to Canada to study was to leave her mother “since 

she always controlled my life”. Home, for Jasmine then and now, seems to be quite 

complex and conflicting. To some extent, her mother is her home; and yet she rejects 

this home from time to time because she needs the freedom to be and to become who she 

is on her own terms. Jasmine is homeless in China. 

The other reason that Jasmine decided to come to Canada was that she wanted to 

“set a better opportunity to reach my goals in life”. There were so many outstanding 

students in China that she did not think that she would be able to go to top universities or 
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get a good job after graduation there. Now that she has reached her first goal of 

obtaining a university degree in Canada, Jasmine is ready to move on to her next goal in 

life. She wants to stay in Canada longer because she likes it here, especially the people 

here. In her second journal entry, she wrote in English: 

Mmeemeguacdigti Ole! Walt <O Stay in Canada ei1cher Lo 

find employmene Of Golo Graduate School, Pere ace lwo 

reasons fon me wo make this, decisions One, 1s, tai! 

want to immigrate to Canada. Another more important 

teason is, that I find the people here are nice ,and 

simple. They are nice because most of the people 

(professors and classmates) are willing to help you. 

They are simple because they give their true opinion. 

ietook a foUrtn year presentation course this verim: We 

ave’ required torgive one minute, threes minutes and 

seven minuwtesttalke Un &roncvor an audience. Our 

Proréessor and three critics chosen from the Classmates 

will evaluate your seven-minute presentation. One of 

the evaluation criteria is pronunciation and Certs yee 

iO) eaccuciil yo. daesceu PLessiceqwhen,do2ng.my 

Dresentarionm simce all the classmates, exCepe ewe 

students from Germany and me, are native speakers or 

EnG@ism.) One critic from Germany gives me LO MOF Or VE 

6 Co w?theblbsecond Geitic, a Canadian, gives me, °/7 10.) The 

third one, another Canadian, Gives me 5/102 And the 

professor gives me 6 out of 10: At first, Teen very 

Upsemeaboun the Marks, especially the one from the 

professor. However, if that is what Canadians evaluate 

my pronincratron, "Ihave Coework *havder “end DM POVve ise: 

Trecontrast, if they all give me good marks; PF may or 

be aware -of my pronunciation problem. No” finding, no 

improvement, right? 

(Jasmine, research journal entry, November 14, 2002) 

Spending most of her time on campus, Jasmine’s main social relationships outside her 

apartment are with her professors and classmates. She finds them nice and simple. They 

are willing to help her and they give her their true opinions. Initially upset about the low 

mark her professor gave her on her pronunciation and clarity for her presentation, 

Jasmine later persuades herself to accept the Canadian standard and to work harder in 
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order to improve her pronunciation. I can only imagine the heavy blow this low mark has 

caused to Jasmine’s self image as a competent English language learner. I feel saddened 

by the fact that after five years of studying in English in Canada, Jasmine’s spoken 

English is still considered by some native English speakers as “not good enough”. I 

decided to write a response to her: 

Did you get a chance to talk to those critics and ask why they gave you those 
marks? 

The issue of “perfect native-like pronunciation” has been on my mind for quite a 

while. As English becomes an international language, there will be more and 

more people speaking English with an accent. Of course, we should try to speak 

better and more correct English, but I have come to believe that as long as your 

audience can understand you, you can speak it with an accent because that’s part 

of your identity, part of who you are and where you come from. 

(Lisa, Response to Jasmine’ journal entry of November 14, 2002) 

Although Jasmine agreed to my comment, she cannot overcome her sense of inferiority 

as a non-native English speaker. She still wants to practice harder for “the native-like 

pronunciation”. In her response to Keun-ho’s article The Experience of Studying in a 

Foreign Language, Jasmine wrote in her journal: 

Berore iy rourcn year at the U OLA, 2 "domor fave cis 

sense of inferiority very strongly because 1 Valweys,do 

my homework with several of my Asian friends, who speak 

6éither Mandarin or Cantonese. I do not speak with local 

Ganadienwstudensew: Indore wank to. Seenuierr 

surprised or even scornful facial expressions when I 

cannot speak fluent and perfect English. What’s more, 

my Drain) is often tilled with so many rdeag nan there 

1S. no space lett forme to figure, cul low von express 

them properly dGneknglish. To,make mMatklers worse 1 

speak worse English an front of native speakers of 

PuGlist, thatlel 1obMally do. One ror my Tracnds as irom 

Malaysia. Atthouch His English 1S not’ Char great, he 

does not mind. He likes communicating with people and 

heshas many friends. Another friend as trom Vietnam: 

She’ came’ here’when She was 11 or 12 years old: "she’ can 

be Counted as Hal’ Canadian. In my fourth year, there 

are many presentations and group work. I have to break 
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the barrier and to communicate with people. I find 
myself often. speak) English like a fool: Of course T 

also experience the pitiful or sneering stare from 

oLneérs. In fact, 20 ts not Just me. Sometimes even a 

Protessou 1Ssslancgned araor madeatun of ih public. In my 

Second year, we fad several classes of students doing 

the same final math exam. When a Chinese professor 

Steocd if ©romt of the Class and” trred to make come 

corrections on, the exam paper, four or five Canadian 

Students CcComplarmneca Lovdly that they *coumld@nor 

understand him. Perhaps they were this professor’s 

students and! etwas "quite! strice with themtanehis 

Chass. ney prebebly did not get along. In =the end, 4 

Canadian professor went to the front and made the 

eorrections. At that moment, I decided that I wanted to 

Speak perfect mative-liakesknglisheone day, .b woukd not 

Give others the chance to Laugh at me. 

(Jasmine, research journal entry, January 25, 2003) 

Feeling insecure and anxious about her English proficiency, Jasmine avoided her 

Canadian peers and limited her direct contact with several of her Asian friends for the 

first three years of her university studies. During her fourth year, she is forced to leave 

her comfort zone and interact with her Canadian peers because of many presentations and 

group work. However, she often finds herself “speaking like a fool” during those 

interactions because she can think far more and faster than she can express her ideas in 

English. Having witnessed what she sensed was a Chinese math professor being 

humiliated by his Canadian students, Jasmine was determined to perfect her English 

pronunciation so that she would not be laughed at in the future. Jill Bell (1997) wrote, 

A large part of how we see ourselves is in the reflections of the ways others see 
us, so our ability to express ourselves to others, to use language and literacy, is 

perhaps particularly relevant to our sense of self (p. 200). 

Jasmine is worried that she will be judged solely on her language and on being not good 

enough as an English speaker. She has a feeling that if she comes to speak English 

better, she is going to belong and feel more at home in Canada. I wonder how much 
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longer it will take Jasmine to reach that native-like English pronunciation. Will it be 

necessary? Will she ever feel comfortable and confident enough to speak English with 

an accent in Canada? And how long will that take her? 

While Jasmine’s lack of confidence in speaking English with her Canadian peers 

has continued over the past four years, her discomfort of interacting with her Canadian 

professors has diminished as time goes by. In the second term during her second year, 

she wrote to me: 

From the bottom of my heart, I prefer the professors 

whose first languages are not English. As my first 

language. is not English, either,,,I feel those 

Protessors treat me with respect and Ehey can 

understand my dittiiculties in English. 7 like them very 

much and when I see them I feel very warm. I always ask 

Ghiem Questions and do, well in ‘ctheir courses. TL cannot 

Say cliat Cdladian DProressors ate Dad, Out Toran @ tee 

very, Ccommortablesto.go to their classes. “il Know thts. as 

roe good.” Since *! am iin Canada, =f need TOTEM tne 

Canadian society. I should not always consider myself 

asian foneroner;s a Chinesery vihist term; \inhavetmany 

Caneadtan  Loressors and 1athink 2 witli edo welllmonmwicse 

courses vance tEryeitol)cet/alongiwzthmithe professors: 

Jasmine prefers those professors whose first languages are not English. She feels that 

they are more respectful and more understanding of her as a non-native English speaker. 

She is comfortable and confident in speaking English with them. She asks them 

questions and does well in their courses. Noticing her own preferences, Jasmine makes a 

conscious effort to deal with her discomfort with her Canadian professors. She tells 

herself that she is now in Canada and that she needs to fit in the Canadian society. She 

should not always see herself as a foreigner, a Chinese. She should follow the Canadian 

ways of doing things around the university, going to her professors and asking them 

questions if she needs any help. So she does. Now she no longer feels uncomfortable 

190 



Bee ANNA - 
aeibens! >vsih itive senianect tiie 
inom nee vel epng seni en be 

_ 

ny . 

‘ ome a ee an Des 

sett Of = 
ee, 

se tary sft Ys -2 yt 76 nesses 

rh? Ya Ge 6% Pee pa tomes 
sdorts Sunt « Bid ‘ ere’ oa af 2pALpL 
aco vod bis Soagésri ote om Seay eyoeesie 

av mano saul I ‘autloes ni ogg 3.34533 Ub vm basjersbn 

tvs syevis 1 .itaw. yaar fte2 t- soe ! pedion bytt fo im 

forri> i .€eecrees 1 lait it}? FS of Grn anoisesup 

last z'abit I sted gbed Sie smopegant antheaeh 44a) 
itt wee ©. eaegel= virads a} ap 62 sidesz0%moD a 

sit mi. 323 Gorham 2 Sibinies ia -m@ 1 satic - boop 400 
tlosym 108 ects euewle sor Sigede 7 .qdersoe ns a6 

uneb oven I \ezig! e2Ay at vaampiert ; 
saeh! ad& J isw ab et tind “ed cpeetorl ‘nite 

2104753679) SAR eiW poske Jap O2 y4Is boe me 
2 a4 hs 

ted) weit oid stele otis tous an ten Sendo a avozaifhong neoalt writong 

vaca: ietligedd hea 9on 238 9 wubb fw hdres a odd 

ryt aden opt ene ih jamin ti a idenotena: 
: sco te Ppt 

¢. egdam saievegt 2 oameettonep are vant havishtoA ewes vs ow 2 ba i 

alist al! ro<evlony amie wot iier Paltarooeih sod div feeb on 

si2 \suive? nitions 

_ 

: 
ar 
aq” 

asibenc’? sah wallet hot Sy 



going to her Canadian professors’ classes. I wonder why she feels differently towards 

her Canadian professors from her Canadian peers. Is it because the professors are more 

willing and more patient in trying to listen and to understand her than her peers since she 

pays the tuition? Without the comfort of living in a language being spoken around her 

and of being accepted as who she is, how can Jasmine ever feel at home in Canada? 

After living in Edmonton for almost five years, Jasmine realizes that she has 

changed. She does not think that she is a mature person yet, but she believes that she is 

more mature than many of the persons at her age. She thinks that she is sensitive. She 

likes to observe what is happening to her and learn from them. She says that she has 

learned a lot since she came to Canada because so many things have happened in her life. 

She thinks that she is becoming more and more independent. She used to depend on her 

mother a lot since she always did everything for her. She is very happy to have the 

opportunity to do what she wants after she comes overseas. Although Jasmine likes these 

aspects of change within herself, she feels puzzled over others. She wonders whether her 

mind will become simpler if she stays in Canada longer: 

Last Summer when I visited China, 2 went to) Hangzhou 

wath myaiathervandumprcousin: fopnca tour mm dissammapcouple 
of beqgars around 60 years old asking some tourists for 

money. They seemed able-bodied and healthy. One of them 

walked toward me and 1 did not Have any money cm me. 

My cousin ignored him and walked away. I was 

embarrassea ana 1 called out, “Dac!” My father Gqilancea 

at the man and gave him some (I did not know the sum) 

Out Of Nis Wallet. instantly more beggars circled 

around us. My father was annoyed and he seid mn a Sscern 

voice, “With hands and feet, you choose to earn money 

not from doing physical labour but to wearn. a davendg in 

thie way. “Wit esta weal “shame!” “Alderthe tbegqgars walked 

away after his words. My father was right. We should 

not have given them the money. Why could he hold his 

ground firmly and refuse them while I could only stand 

there,. feelingslikesa fool? 1. feltsashamed, oh myseit. 
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Have I become a fool? 

(Jasmine, research journal entry, original in 

Chinese, November 16, 2002) 

Being away from China for three years, Jasmine was shocked to realize that she no 

longer knew how to do things properly the Chinese way. She felt like a fool not knowing 

how to respond appropriately when some beggars asked her for money at a tourist site 

during her first trip back to China. She found out that she could not just ignore the 

beggar and walk away as her cousin did. Nor could she act like her father. Feeling 

ashamed that she could not even handle such a trivial thing with confidence, she 

questioned herself if she had become “a fool” after living in Canada for three years. She 

wondered whether she could return to China and fit back into a changed and still 

changing world if she stayed in Canada longer and changed more within herself. 

Right now Jasmine seems to be in a liminal space (Heilbrun, 1999, p. 90), a kind 

of space on the threshold filled with anxiety and uncertainty because she has no idea 

where her home is, what she is going to do next, and where her place is in either China or 

Canada. She is worried that she might be a fool if she tries to go back to China because 

she might not belong there. She wonders if she might belong in Canada because her 

application for graduate school has just been rejected. Hovering on the threshold, 

Jasmine will probably remain homeless for a while until she figures out where her home 

is, what home is for her and who she wants to be. 

I hear a knock on my office door. It is Jasmine with a big backpack and it is not 

even 11 o’clock yet! She always arrives early for our meetings. I give her the graduation 

gift and she puts it into her backpack without opening it in front of me, which is a very 

Chinese way of giving and taking gifts. Jasmine says that she has been busy studying 
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French since the end of April because she wants to gain some extra language points for 

her immigration application. She also says that she will move to a friend's house at the 

end of this month when Magnolia and Mei, who have been admitted into their master's 

programs at the U of A, move to Newton Place, an on-campus residence for single 

students. They will share a two-bedroom apartment with another friend. Jasmine might 

be leaving Alberta at the end of August. She is applying for other programs in other 

Canadian universities while still looking for job opportunities. 

I take Jasmine downstairs to the Coutts Education library and sign out some 

French learning resources on my library card for her to study. As I say goodbye to her 

and watch her leaving, I sincerely hope that she can stay in Canada for a longer while and 

realize all her dreams. 
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As I sit at the Coronado Beach on Coronado Island, San Diego, California, watching 
white waves upon waves rush to the shore and the deep blue Pacific Ocean in the 
background, I wonder if any of the Chinook salmon from the Fraser River will ever reach 
this part of the Pacific Ocean. If some do, will they prefer the warm Californian 
sunshine so much that they want to stay here for the rest of their lives? Will they want to 
be buried here when they die? Is this home-making in the ocean less a struggle for them 
than their home-coming journey upstream in the river? Or is there always the struggle 
no matter where their home is... 

(Lisa, Journal entry, September 2, 2005) 

Chapter Seven 

Where is Home? 

I still feel homeless here! 

Journal Entry: August 22, 2005, Edmonton 

Loss of sleep. Loss of appetite. No energy left to do anything. Feeling sad for no 

obvious reason. Four L-O-N-G days of gray sky and rain last week and several more to 

come this week. No sun or blue sky in August in Edmonton?! A gloomy picture indeed. 

I did not realize how exhausted I had been until my body yelled at me, “YOU 

NEED A BREAK OR YOU WILL BREAK!” I somehow strained my muscles in the 

right leg during my daily morning run on August 6 and I had to stop. Last Tuesday when 

I tried to resume my yoga practice, my lower back hurt so much that I came to realize 

that my bones might be getting old at a faster speed than I would have liked them to. 

Last Friday my neck became stiff. All the while I forced myself to sit in front of the 

computer, trying to write this last chapter with a muddled head... In vain... I did not 

write one single word as the weeks flew by... 
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I can see the mountain top so clearly now because it is only several steps away... 

But I have no energy left inside me... In tears, I just stand there and watch with a 

strained leg, an aching back, a stiff neck and a broken heart... 

I wonder why I feel depressed at the thought of writing this last chapter. I have 

all my three big ideas planned out: home as place, home as relationship and home as life. 

I even know which one of my stories should go to which piece and in what order. But 

my attempt to construct the first journal entry dated December 15, 2003 does not lead me 

to where I want it to go. I get stuck. 

The weekly Research Issues Conversations at the CRTED is taking an August 

break. This place, my academic home place, feels so quiet with only Cherie Geering and 

me. Yi-Fu Tuan (1991) wrote, 

Homes are “cold” without people, and come alive with them... [I]t is the human 

presence, human feelings, and human communication that add to the warmth and 

aliveness of a place... or drain the place of warmth and meaning... [T]he quality 
of human communication, including (pre-eminently) the kinds of words and the 

tone of voice used, seems to infect the material environment, as though a light — 

tender, bright, or sinister — has been cast over it (p. 690). 

I realize now how much I miss the people around the table, who have helped me to think 

and talk through my writing ideas by asking me questions and/or giving me suggestions. 

I miss their research and/or life stories too. They have become such an integral part of 

my doctoral journey as I am aiming for the finish line. I know in my heart that they will 

cheer me on. And I will continue... 

I remember a year ago today, I wrote a poem for my friend Leslie Crawford, who 

was also contemplating about where her home would be at that time. She was thinking 

about leaving Japan, where she had been working for five years, but she was not sure 

where she wanted to go next either. We just finished working on the Korean Teacher 
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Education Project and decided to meet at Second Cup to catch up with our lives the day 

before. When I saw her in front of the Education Building she was waiting for her friend 

to pick up a blow-up copy of a photograph she had taken in Hangzhou, a city near my 

hometown Shanghai, during her trip to China in May last year. That image of a path ina 

foggy forest stuck in my head. I knew it would not go away until I did something about 

it. So I wrote the following poem. 

A Path in a Foggy Forest 

-- To my friend Leslie Crawford 

by Yi Li, August 22, 2004 

Where is your destination? 

I ask you 

This is my destination 

You show me a picture 

What do you see? 

You ask me 

a certain path that leads to somewhere 

I answer 

My friend burst into tears 

when she saw the picture 

you tell me 

I don't know where I am going 

I didn't know where I was going, either 

I tell you 

not until two years ago 

I was in this picture, too 

Canada -- 

a strange place 
I couldn't see my road ahead 

but look back to a path behind 

It has taken me -- 

six LONG years 

and three DARK episodes of depression 

to see where | want to go 
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Even though it is still foggy 
far ahead 

I have come to believe 

I will walk my own path, step by step 

I decide to put down my roots 

for my own sanity and health 

I am tired 

hovering above the Pacific Ocean in between 

I need to touch down 

and face my reality 

I need to find a home 

for my wondering/wandering heart 

Where is my destination? 

I ask myself 

That same final resting place for everyone 

How I CHOOSE to walk my path will make all the difference 

A year has gone by and I find myself still in the midst of a foggy forest, not sure 

where I want to go next... or rather, I know where I don't want to go... "This place hurts 

my spirit!" I can't remember where I read this sentence, but it jumps out to me as | think 

about the possibility and prospect of staying inside the ivory tower for the rest of my life. 

The tensions that have been building up within and without myself since my graduate 

school started in 1998 are too heightened to be pushed aside any more. Where is my 

place in Canada? Who am I in my research and teaching? Why do I want to work ina 

university, where the dominant narrative is competitive and individual, which goes 

against everything that I believe in how to work in a place and how to live a life? Am I 

going to be who the university wants me to be or am I going to be who I want to be? 

While I am pondering about the direction of my future professional life, | am also 

experiencing some unavoidable tensions accumulated over the past seven years of 

graduate school in my personal life. Although I have been happier since Yan-Yan came 
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to Edmonton and joined me in May 2000, I feel torn between wanting Guoji to stay with 

us in Edmonton and encouraging him to do what he loves in Jasper, where he has lived 

and worked since the summer of 1990. I often wonder if Guoji feels more at home in 

Jasper than in Edmonton and what home means to him and to those Chinese young men 

who came with Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei to study in Canada several years ago. 

Guoji has friends and a job he loves in Jasper. He is happy and comfortable there 

because he knows his place there. It has been painful for me to witness his struggle 

between his obligation as a husband and a father in Edmonton and his freedom to do 

what he wants in Jasper. I did not want to force him to make a choice, so I waited. After 

traveling back and forth for more than a year, he decided to give up Jasper and to stay in 

Edmonton with Yan-Yan and me in the fall of 2001. What should he do then? As it was 

fairly easy to find a job in the computer industry at that time, he chose to upgrade himself 

in order to become a computer technician. However, he was angry and frustrated during 

the whole process, from the initial application to the whole learning experience. 

Although he survived the 10-month certification program in 2002, he did not like the idea 

of spending the rest of his life fixing computers. He returned to Jasper in the spring of 

2003 only to find that the place he had worked for more than 12 years would be sold at 

the end of July. Not willing to work anywhere else in Jasper, he came back to Edmonton 

with a big empty space in his life. Two jobless people under one roof, not a very good 

combination. As the tensions built up, I found myself often napping in the student 

lounges on campus instead of going back to our apartment to take a rest. I did not have 

any energy left to write my dissertation. I needed to find a job first so that we could 

settle down. I could no longer put Guoji up in the air for too long. 
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Maybe doing a Ph. D. is a luxury that new immigrants cannot afford. But I have 

gone too far to give it all up now. I have to continue. I will continue. 

I can’t remember how many times I have had this internal dialogue with myself 

for the past two years. As I look back at my own life, I see all the resonances with 

Magnolia, Mei and Jasmine’s stories: home as place, home as relationship and home as 

life. Only this time I feel it differently because I am living it... and it is difficult for me to 

think/write about home when I myself live in the midst of being/feeling homeless... 

It is no wonder that my writing has come to a stop... 

What is home? 

Journal Entry: September 19, 2005, Edmonton 

Thanks to my sister’s insistence that Yan-Yan and I should go and visit her in 

California, we left the rainy and cold Edmonton for the dry and hot San Diego on August 

27. We stayed there for a week and I only brought a CD with my dissertation draft on it 

just in case. I did not open the CD, not even once. I was busy watching Shamu Shows in 

the Sea World and screaming on roller-coasters at the top of my lung in Disneyland with 

Yan-Yan. In between, my sister took care of Yan-Yan so that I could have some free time 

on my own. I took long walks around a lagoon near where she lives. She also drove us 

to the beaches every other day. I could just sit and watch the Pacific Ocean while she 

and Yan-Yan picked and washed the seashells together. Towards the end of that week, I 

felt relaxed and happy again. My neck and shoulders were less stiff and my lower back 

pain was not as bad as when it first started. I knew that these physical ailments were 
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probably related to the overwhelmingly high stress level I was experiencing, trying to 

write this last chapter and sorting my life out at the same time. 

I am so happy that Research Issues Conversations started again two weeks ago. 

While I was sharing with the people around the table how I got stuck with my writing of 

the first piece in this chapter, I came to realize that I needed to fast forward my journal 

entry dated December 15, 2003 to the present because I did not know then what I know 

now and it made no sense to write from that point in time any more. I wonder why I 

decided on that particular date in the first place. 

As I re-read the previous three chapters and think about the many stories Jasmine, 

Magnolia and Mei have told me, I look back and start to see my own life again. I can see 

all these three threads in my life, in my story around home, as I can in theirs: home as 

place, home as relationship, and home as life. There are such remarkable parallels in our 

stories. 

Home as place 

One of the three ways of thinking about home that comes out of Jasmine, 

Magnolia, and Mei’s stories is home as place. The thread of place is most clearly 

manifested in Magnolia’s stories of home. Since neither of her parents are natives of 

Foggy City, Magnolia grew up, traveling back and forth between Foggy City, her 

hometown, and Big City, her father’s hometown or Green City, her mother’s hometown. 

For Magnolia, her own home and both her maternal and paternal grandparents’ homes are 

all her homes because these are significant places in her life. They are filled with stories 

and memories of her, her parents and her grandparents. 
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She remembers her birthplace, Green City, and that small added-on room on the 

balcony, where she spent the first month of her life there with her mother. During her 

subsequent visits in later years, she always stayed in that room in the summer time. 

Although this room was attached to her grandparents’ home which was “old and dark” in 

reality, Magnolia now has “an intimate feeling about it” and thinks that it was “the most 

comfortable place in the world”. She felt emotionally attached to this place. She was 

very sad when that room was torn down because she lost a meaningful home place in her 

life. 

Magnolia thinks that she has another home in her father’s hometown, Big City, 

where she spent every Chinese New Year in the winter. She has so many happy 

memories of that place. She played with the neighbourhood children, stealing wood from 

a nearby torn-down building, playing fireworks in the hallway and visiting one another 

during the holidays. She remembers the balcony where she raised some chickens, the 

market she went shopping with her grandmother and the different stores she visited every 

night in the area. It was also a place filled with her father’s stories of growing up. 

However, when her grandparents moved to their current home, that old building was torn 

down. During her first visit back in China in 2000, she also went to Big City to see her 

grandparents. She missed that old place so much that she took a detour and stopped by 

the old neighbourhood one more time. 

As Yi-fu Tuan (1974) wrote, “...a person in the process of time invests bits of his 

emotional life in his home, and beyond the home in his neighbourhood” (p. 99), 

Magnolia’s happiest memories are associated with her own home in Foggy City, where 

she grew up in a self-contained small world, the courtyard. She told me once that every 
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time when she thinks about the courtyard, the following image will come into her mind: 

at every sunset, a group of young children playing happily, chasing and laughing all the 

way to their hearts’ content. This neighbourhood used to be a safe and beautiful place 

with “trees, flowers, grass, water, buildings and stones”. “There was no stranger, no 

traffic, no dangerous building. People knew one another very well”. Magnolia loved this 

place and she resented the dramatic changes that occurred during her absence. The 

courtyard is no longer a safe place. Now there is an iron door outside each apartment. 

The lake, her favourite summer place, was filled up to make room for a parking lot as 

more and more people own cars nowadays, Magnolia told me. I could hear the sadness 

in her voice. She lost another significant home place in her life. 

ir 74 For Magnolia, homes are those “‘old’ homes which are filled with my and my 

parents’ stories, not the bigger and more spacious new homes.” These stories and 

memories give meaning and significance to the special places in her life. Even when the 

physical places are gone, she can visit and revisit them in her memory and in her 

imagination whenever she wants to. For her, home is not only a material or physical 

place. Home is more of a spiritual and emotional place. She believes that “home is a 

feeling, an emotion”. When she has a feeling for a place, she will consider it to be her 

home. 

Home as place is also woven through Mei’s stories. In her case, her home is in 

Foggy City, where her parents live and where she grew up. She remembers all these 

special places in her life: the balcony where she cried a lot as a young girl, the 

neighbourhood playground where she and her friends received gifts from foreign tourists 

and the frequent moves inside her home because of relatives coming and going. 

202 



oft Hla ghitigua! bre yoiewits yytiqaned yatyla mbtisto gray Wn 

sosi” tetieasd baw Stee od oF boat boudwodiision adT Jas 

on vognrth on anw! swadT™ \“zsaone bes xgnibliud otew eee Wo! 

au bevel miongetA “leat yioy wlens sam word sino gaibliud 2001 

ottT .someds rit nib Seniiseo seit eonaed sama oe bate 

imornhnes does shsoTue 106k Neth an a rut wot .ooalq Stee evegnol on ai bi sit 

zt to) yuichan 6 Tl moc adkere of guubailt new aoaln eenmnwea dnuovedl ref 

22onee at wed bho lta blot siloraa oepehawon aus ovo olqosg ee, 

Dit Pa ni oealep oni iuealiingie roosts seo! 92st Tad Mk 

gr bens yee dive Belli os dont? tented “blo edt wae 2omod eilongeM ed 

ew ssiade aestT “gormed oun coomep Dod hie wagid at on an 

alt tatrese 4 salto rheeaulq laooge silt 0) osnecitingiz baw goinom svig estos 

vit. Sar greats salad peed) teirs7 bow lieiy and ode sows el 

loarvrie rer evens 6 ne ink a eed See T ee ey 

_ 

(1 erort” wh) ¢oveilod at@ contig lenotingss bas Isutinige 5 Yo sonny 2t SmOH weakly 

ry od ot Wrbintiey Hw oil soiitpe dt gales) 4: emu! ola not “nottonis an gnilsd 

nis) oped tat cen cl at apate aA daponl epvow oaks i onesies . = 

ountit te oeleioiee gd@ ye wengode-mibadw has ovil ance ee | 7 

on ig granre Gan dob eles ade seatiiy yeooied of ool ne : 

aii quo melt ey bavinows dimwell yd tne ote srodw ave sven 

‘i enigele feu ie, 
7 

aur =~) i tt, 



However, she was surprised to notice that she did not feel as comfortable in her parents’ 

new house as in their old home during her first return trip to China in 2000. She felt that 

she was a visitor rather than a person who really lived there. She only stayed there for a 

few weeks before coming back to Canada. She needed more time to get used to this new 

house, Mei told me. “Knowing a place,” wrote Yi-Fu Tuan (1977), 

takes time. It is a subconscious kind of knowing. In time we become familiar with 

a place, which means that we can take more and more of it for granted. In time a 

new house ceases to make little demands on our attention; it is as comfortable and 

unobtrusive as an old pair of slippers (p. 184). 

It will take time for Mei to know her parents’ new house and to feel at home again in it. 

As Edward Relph (1976) wrote, “[a] deep human need exists for associations with 

significant places” (p. 147), Jasmine’s happiest memories are associated with her first 

home, the only home place in her young life in China. She was born and grew up in 

Foggy City, where all her four grandparents live. She still remembers clearly the piano 

she practiced playing everyday, the strong fishy smell from a nearby factory and the 

inconvenience of having an outside toilet. She remembers the weekend visits to her 

paternal grandparents’ home and the time she spent there playing with her cousins. Asa 

young child, Jasmine was often locked up in this home because the neighbourhood was 

too dangerous for her to play outside alone or with her friends. It was near a railway 

station and a seaport. There were a lot of strangers passing through every day. Jasmine 

stayed at home, reading as many children’s books as she wanted and watching cartoons 

on TV. She was very happy then, she told me. She “got along very well with people” 

and “was popular at school”. She was “a star” among her classmates and “a beautiful 

white swan” in her mother’s eye. She had a place and she knew her place. Things had a 

downward turn when Jasmine started her junior high school. She lost this home place 

203 



‘ganesiney vail i videnadine 

eA ate es ioe 

wh ord? bayete vino of 

ven aul) baat Ya OF Site 

(hin cullignm) omosed auf cnt 
Ona ie! eatnnteret nigs ic 

bas stlunedmod ei 4b. jeri 
by ee 29 oo 

ti cn ots onend tec 1501 i Senn yan “getned sd word of Wh yet oni) aided iwi 

Aiw cnipigionee TH a2 aan fayisti fi wah lay .viewr (over) igiod bumwbal 2A. - 

neat) 7a Mii: beneoven dag apoio seaiqand 2'snieneel (TEI .@) “goonkq in . 7 

uh won bine, peered he si ehiti Var OM annoy 10d at sasiqamoll vino sdt_omoul 

mp sel vbeglo-eneioeines Tits ode vei! eieewerbasty wot vad tle caster ies) : 

wh hweviolo® Yebume treet see yall goon od! obeys gaivelq beoitona se 

adad shely bhessewr Sat eredinancn af Jolhor obrzive mi grid Yo soninsonoal 

eed, eiisun to rie qh de Sed Morte ode aink otis anor "onmneqhnong lnmsteg \ 

xiv boowortikasu od aelkgdheed zit ab qu bistool nefio ew snimast blido'ga00y - 

ewe nomnael eat ssaaeil sph wnle es dosstn shiziun vai Of wd t0t avoregii oof 7 

snineol whee igen giieempateiiinte io wl 5 sow grotT age te 
iv\s 

onAiTRO witht tah, a ee 2 modhlirlo ‘gremt 46 ADEs. saa iaee - i 

“ghannes dtltge arn poy nti Toy ont ane Lilet ad2 cod ve 

Siftatugyd wbx unt oleate wow ot “loodae te sue *b nal 

wbnth ognidt oat vast Weait 2 Y pe bot oz meer ni “awe slihw - 

ie Papers 
outqemonenlt wobede’ uy baswrwe 



and has been “homeless” in this way ever since. 

Home as relationship 

Another way of thinking about home that comes out of Jasmine, Magnolia, and 

Mei's stories is home as relationships. This deep thread of relationships with people is 

most clearly seen in Mei and Jasmine’s stories of home. Mei used to think of home as 

blood relationship. Since both her parents live in Foggy City, her home is there. For her, 

“[{h]Jome is when you need help or when you encounter difficulties and need someone to 

talk to... I feel parents can give you more support.” As a self-described stubborn and 

mischievous little girl, Mei was often disciplined by her parents. Over the years, 

however, their relationship evolved to become more of a friend-to-friend relationship 

than of a parent-to-child one in a more traditional sense. She felt that her parents seldom 

pushed her to do something that she did not want to. When her father knew of an 

opportunity for her to come to Canada to study, he asked her to think about it and then 

decide, Mei told me. She chose to come herself. Mei was very close to her mother. She 

felt free to share everything on her mind with her mother, who talked to her as if she were 

her friend. For Mei, “[t]he time when I am with my parents is the happiest, warmest and 

most comfortable. When I am with them I feel that |am home.” And a place becomes a 

home when “‘there is one who cares about you and loves you”. While in Canada, Mei 

kept regular contact with her parents through long-distance telephone calls and with her 

friends in China via MSN chat rooms. Her positive relationships with her parents and her 

friends made her feel that her heart and soul are still in China “even though it is a dirty 

and chaotic place” in reality. Now Mei’s definition of home is broadening. She considers 
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home as a relationship with this wonderful young man she is yet to meet to start a new 

home for herself. 

The thread of home as relationship is woven through Jasmine’s stories in a 

different way. Although the physical location of her first home was less than ideal and 

she had to be locked up for safety reasons, Jasmine was happy in this home place largely 

due to her very positive relationships with other people both inside and outside her home. 

She remembers going to Sunday movies with her father, who “always bought me ice- 

cream”. She remembers the daily bike-riding experience with her father to and from her 

school and those weekend visits to her ia tabarentsel where she played with her cousins. 

“There were a lot of good memories between me and my family. I got along very well 

with people and I was popular at school.” She was always one of the top three students 

in her class and all her teachers liked her. Jasmine was confident and content with 

herself then. She had a place and she knew her place both at home and in school. 

However, things had an unexpected turn when Jasmine started junior high school, 

“which was the best in the city.” By that time, she had already moved into her second 

home. Although this home was bigger and in a much nicer neighbourhood with fresh 

mountain air, Jasmine was not happy there. Among a class full of academically strong 

students, she was no longer “a star”. She had very few friends at school. Her grades 

dropped dramatically, so did her self-confidence. “I did not know how to talk to people 

and nobody (teachers and students) noticed me”. The school was not a safe place for her. 

She once saw “a very bad male student hit a female student leader on the face” and she 

was “scared to death.” She did not like to go to school and it was “a nightmare” to her. 

While she felt invisible and fearful in school, she was very anxious at home. At that 
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time, “I did not like my mother very much since she was very rude to me whenever I got 

bad marks on my exams.” How she wished that her father had been home so that he 

could have signed those exam papers! But he had already moved to South City. 

Sometimes Jasmine waited until the following morning and asked her mother to sign so 

that “she would not have much time to scold me” before going to work. The tensions 

Jasmine experienced with her classmates and teachers at school and with her mother at 

home made this second home almost unlivable. She could not wait to leave this home 

and this school. 

Jasmine was greatly relieved when her mother decided to send her to a boarding 

school in the countryside. Although the living conditions were very poor and school 

rules were very strict, Jasmine really appreciated her time there. She was able to sort out 

things and feelings on her own. She started to understand her mother and realized that 

her mother really cared for her and loved her. For Jasmine, to a larger extent, her mother 

is her home because “[m]y mother is the most important person in my life. I would do 

whatever I can to impress her and make her feel proud of me”. Depending on the quality 

of her relationship with her mother, Jasmine either had a home (till the end of elementary 

school) or did not have a home (since junior high school). 

I was puzzled by her rejection of home during the early days of this research 

journey. I wondered why she thought that her friends could replace her need for a home. 

I wondered why she yearned for freedom and independence so much so that she was not 

homesick during the first two years in Canada. She started to feel a bit homesick only 

when Magnolia and Mei had left for China in the summer of 2000, Jasmine told me. She 

missed her parents and relatives then. One year later, she returned to China for a visit. In 
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December 2002, Jasmine went back again, traveling with her parents in the southern part 

of China this time. During the trip, she became sick and relived the experience of being 

taken care of by her mother as a young child. At that time, Jasmine realized that “as long 

as you are with your parents, wherever you are can be counted as your home”. Jasmine’s 

ambivalence toward her home reminds me of Yi-fu Tuan (1996), who wrote, “[h]earth, 

though nurturing, can be too confining; cosmos, though liberating, can be bewildering 

and threatening.... [M]any human beings may well feel a certain ambivalence toward 

both ends of the geographic scale” (p. 2). Using Tuan’s words, I might say that Jasmine 

enjoys her freedom in the cosmos (Canada), but from time to time, she also needs to 

“return to the hearth (her parents) for nurturance and renewal” (Tuan, 1996, p. 2). 

Jasmine gained another insight of home as relationship with people when she was 

reading and responding to my chronicled reconstruction of her life stories. She sent me 

the following via email on March 20, 2004: 

Apter al vepmeshere,ryoltentthink* om thee things (did. 

before in Edmonton. When the happiness was around me, I 

seldom noticed it. When I stayed with my friends, I 

never Chougne that 2 would leave then somesday. 

Therefore, sometimes I was away from them because I was 

busy or because of the bad mood or because of the 

little conflicts between us. However, after I left them 

and came to Winnipeg, I realized how much I missed them 

and how stupid I was not to share my every moment with 

them as much as I could. Those days will never come 

back again. When I was thinking back, I was very 

thankful to have them (Magnolia, Mei, and my other 

friends) in my past five years in Edmonton. They 

enriched my life with happiness, sadness, laughs, and 

tears. It was they who gave me all those memories. 

Actuald yenigisa sa best) wea laced, the sieehrung woiyhomenis 

also a feeling of people (Triends and the one close to 

you). The,warm-feclaing of home, also,comes| from, the good 

feeling of Stavyingevitn friends and family. Phe 

furniture does not matter, the location does not 

matter, tne Lood does mot matter, the people to live 
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with do matter. 

(Jasmine, e-mail messages, March 20, 2004) 

Jasmine came to realize that “the warm feeling of home is also a feeling of people” and 

that it “comes from the good feeling of staying with friends and family”. Right now, she 

is yearning for a new relationship, her boyfriend. She needs to find somebody who she 

can trust and mentally depend on, she told me. When she finds him, she will have a 

home, she said. 

In Magnolia’s stories, the thread of home as relationship is also evident 

throughout, but it shifted from the background to the foreground after she moved from 

China to Canada. When she lived in China, all her relationships were there, so they 

stayed in the background while home as place moved to the foreground in her stories 

around home. When she lives in Canada, home as relationship moves to the foreground 

while home as place stays in the background. 

Earlier on our research journey, Magnolia thinks that home is “when I am with 

my father and mother’. She believes that her home is in China “because all my family 

members and relatives are in China’. In a letter to her paternal grandfather, Magnolia 

told him that “during my years of studying in Canada, I realize how important it is to 

have a peaceful home.” For Magnolia, everything prospers and everyone flourishes in a 

peaceful home. Knowing that in her stories all her extended family members live their 

lives in harmonious relationships in China, Magnolia always wants to return to such a 

home, where she knows that she belongs and “where people care deeply for one another”. 

Because of this web of relationships that are her home, Magnolia feels responsible to 

make careful decisions about her future life. She knows that her life choices are 
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interconnected with her parents and her cousin who might decide to come to study in 

Canada. 

While struggling to figure out where to go next, Magnolia had some direct contact 

with many local Canadians during the Christmas holidays. She had some “real and 

meaningful” conversations with Michael. She stayed with a Canadian family living ona 

farm on Christmas Day and came to know their different way of life. She also met some 

of her Canadian classmates whom she did not have regular contact with. Robert Hay 

(1992) wrote, “even the most limited relationships aid in the development of being-in- 

place, and thus the feeling of belonging and security” (p. 100). As her relationships with 

Canadians expand and develop, Magnolia realizes that “the quality of life here is very 

good too. I like it here as well. Now I don’t know if I can stay here to make a home 

myself’. For Magnolia, Edmonton/Canada feels like a more possible home place now. 

Home as life 

The third way of thinking about home that comes out of Jasmine, Magnolia and 

Mei’s stories is home as life. Home is so much intertwined with their life experiences 

that each of them has lived out their own definitions of home differently. For Magnolia, 

“When I have a feeling for a place, I will consider it to be my home”; for Mei, home is 

where her heart and soul is; and for Jasmine, home is where she can be and become who 

she is. Home is not the neat place, I have come to realize. It is full of the complexities 

and messiness of human life, which is unfolding and always changing. It is a life 

construction that each one of us will live out in our own ways moment by moment, day 

by day. This sense of composing a life as we go along (Bateson, 1989) has become 
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stronger and stronger since we left our homes in China and came to Canada seven years 

ago. When we lived in China, we all knew where we were going, or so we thought. 

Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei would finish their university degree, find a job here in 

Canada, get married, have a family and life goes on. I would finish my master’s degree, 

find a job here in Alberta, bring Yan-Yan over and settle down as a new immigrant 

should. To a larger extent, we had scripts to follow and structures to rely on in order to 

live our lives as a woman in China. Carolyn Heilbrun (1999) wrote, 

In my view, the reason why these old structures so appeal to some people is 

precisely that they can, in following them, avoid liminality, avoid hovering on the 

threshold, avoid having to take brave decisions and then having to live with the 

anxiety and uncertainty those decisions inevitably produce. It is easier to do what 

is expected of you than to live in “intensity and suspense” (p. 90). 

When we chose to come to Canada, voluntary or not (Mei made the choice herself while 

Magnolia and Jasmine’s parents sent them here and Guoji applied for my immigration.), 

we did not know what we were choosing. We thought we could continue to live by the 

old and familiar stories of how to be a good daughter, a good student, a good wife, a good 

mother and a good human being. We never imagined that we had to change “not only the 

self, but the story of self’ (Bell, p. 221) in order to live in a strangely new world filled 

with “anxiety and uncertainty” and “intensity and suspense”. We did not always know 

where we were going. It was so clear in Jasmine’s stories. When she finished her first 

university degree, she did not know what was next. She was not sure who she was, 

where she was going and what it was that she wanted for her life. It was so difficult for 

her to live in that liminal space (Heilbrun, 1999). 

There is an exhaustion about living in that liminal space in Magnolia’s stories. 

On several occasions in her stories, Magnolia mentioned how exhausted she was living 
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and studying in Canada on her own and trying to figure out where to go next. She did not 

know. She, as well as Jasmine and Mei, was at the forefront of making a new world, a 

world where the old familiar stories failed them and the new stories were yet to emerge. 

They had no idea what was ahead in this storyless space. They were on the threshold. 

Heilbrun (1999) also wrote, 

The threshold was never designed for permanent occupation, however, and those 

of us who occupy thresholds, hover in doorways, and knock upon doors, know 

that we are in between destinies. But this is where we choose to be, and must be, 

at this time, among the alternatives that present themselves (p. 101 — 102). 

As we can’t live on the threshold space forever, we struggle to construct that new story, 

which will allow us to know where we are going. It is exhausting to figure out something 

that we can’t really know in the context of our ongoing lives. Not only is the path 

uncertain, but also the construction of the stories about home is uncertain. They both 

might change as our lives unfold. 

In a rapidly changing world, more unpredictable than ever before, what we need 

is probably “a readiness to learn, to enter a new and strange relationship and move 

quickly to the certainty, This is where I belong, for this I was created” (Bateson, 1994, p. 

200) instead of hovering above as an outsider looking in and wondering if we will ever 

belong. 

As I think more about Jasmine, Magnolia, and Mei, who were at the forefront of 

this whole younger group of international students who are coming now, I realize how 

difficult it was/has been for them to be at the front edge and to live in the midst of such 

uncertainty because there are no trodden paths or signposts to lead them the way. There 

are no available stories for them to live by. They have to make up their lives as they go 

along. And they are making them up so differently. 
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Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei all indicated that this research journey has made a 

difference in their young lives. After they each finished reading their individual chapter, 

Jasmine and Magnolia chose to write me a letter and Mei wanted to talk with me about 

what they had learned on this research journey. On June 6, 2005, Magnolia wrote me the 

following letter in Chinese and I translated it into English paragraph by paragraph: 

Lisa, 

M56 SRP ROI MS ZI, BRO INL A aT! UR 
FOU — AS AS VEE DAR A ide “SA SR, BB A LS 
AMMA. FETR, EMBASE MATERUEC, Balad, ix 
AON. MNS TRiLKA SNIZACHILSA, ikkA SA A OMIA. 

After reading about my own stories, what I want to tell you the 
most is “THANK YOU”. Thank you for listening to my stories 
with your heart. Thank you for recording my development and 
growth with your heart. Thank you for observing my 
metamorphoses with your heart. As for me, I won't have the 
wisdom and courage to discover myself, to probe myself, and 

to write myself. Your writing has given me the opportunity to 
remember myself and the time to understand myself. 

SRAALBaWSE, Wie, WP RE ROARS SS. BkiteA 
FVEMIA HERE, {ELIE ere HEN BEY Zp PS A FR ET ROR AO oY 

Looking back, reading back, it seems that many things have 
faded from my memory, perhaps because they are not 
important. However, it was these unimportant things that 
brought my life happiness and sorrow. Thank you for your 
writing. It has allowed me to see myself again through those 

bits and pieces of my life. 

monk, CAPA ACHKRe 5. AAKHWA TEAR CMa: 7 
BAR, BREARA. RAB CMBIDS, RIERRNATSH bd 
o AN MMAS, RMA ER, ERO. WT ROR Be HE, if 
KDR A CASE ABI AST. MACHA AY a Jy, PB SER PES 
AAPA eA ON: Rela, A, Meta ietay 
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Now I no longer force myself to think too much because I have 
come to understand that I live for myself, not for my parents, 
let alone for others. Only when I live my life happily will the 

people who love me truly become happy. Sometimes if people 
think too much, they will live a more burdensome life with 

more constraints. Therefore, whether I will stay in Canada or 
return to China in the future will depend on my attitude and 
the situation I find myself in then. No matter what the decision 
might be, I will accept it with joy because I believe I live my 
own life. As long as I have confidence and work hard, I will live 
my life to its fullest potential. 

AR ENS KEE, CFYRGNIK, Kae. (ARR IERMMAT 
BPH G HS MERE AT or. ABAD, PNM ARRAR SE, RAZ, 2 
AE es 5 EAE 

As I think back about my life in Canada for the past seven 
years, it has been mundane, and boring at times, without too 

much happening. But I also discover the preciousness of living 
a life in peace and tranquility. As long as we put our heart into 
it, we can gain wisdom from a mundane life. As long as we 
have love, we have a whole lifetime of treasure waiting for us 

to cherish. 

WK, Lisa, FEMS LaET-ToAWM ES. 

Thank you, Lisa. I see in you the concept of a woman. 

k= 

Yu-Lan 

For Magnolia, my writing has given her the opportunity to remember herself and the time 

to understand herself. It has allowed her to see herself again through those bits and 

pieces of her life, which at the time seemed mundane and unimportant. Nevertheless, 

looking back, she realized that it was those small things that brought happiness and 

sorrow to her life. Magnolia has come to understand that she lives for herself, not for her 

parents, let alone for others. Now that her cousin is in a university program which will 

allow him to go to Australia for further studies, Magnolia does not consider him as one 
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reason that she has to stay in Canada. “Now I think I can only help others to realize their 

dreams, but I’m not obligated.” She wrote on the margin. Magnolia is moving away from 

what her extended family expect her to do. She wants to be the author of her own life. I 

wonder how she is going to maintain her harmonious relationship with her home if she no 

longer wants to follow the script that has been written for her (Heilbrun, 1999, p. 102). 

Will they accept this new Magnolia as who she is? What stories around home Magnolia 

is going to compose in the future? 

On July 22, 2005, Mei came to my office to share her thoughts with me after 

reading her chapter. We talked in Chinese and I reconstructed what she said in English: 

After reading my own chapter, | can see what | was thinking several years 
ago. Without this research, this could not have been possible. This 
chapter is a record of my development and growth in these few years of 
my life. It gives me an opportunity to reflect on my past experiences. 
Looking back, | find some of my thoughts were quite naive. But that was 

how | thought at that time. | find it very interesting to read back. It is very 
helpful for me to see the choices | made and the struggles | went through 
at different points of time in my life. | will face similar choices and struggles 
in my future life. Now | know what | think right now might change in the 

future and that the decisions | made two years ago were the most 
reasonable at that time. 

After all, we were the first group of Chinese high school students coming 
here. We did not dare to take what we thought was a risky step of going 
back. We wanted to stay here. Later, some of those who came after us 
returned to China and found good jobs. Gradually we also change our 
mind. Going back to China does not seem like such a bad idea now. If we 
can find a good job in Canada, it’s better to live here; if we can't find a 
satisfying job here, we might as well return to China. 

We were in schools in China before coming to Canada. We didn’t know or 
experience much the dark side of the Chinese society. So we long to 
return to China. But our parents know their places well and they don't like 
some ugly aspects there. So they don’t want us to return. But they don’t 
know how hard and stressful it is to live in country not our own and to 

speak a language not our own. We are caught in between. 
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Every piece you wrote made me stop and think, what actually happened at 
that time. If we don't think about them now, after a while we won't 
remember these happenings. It was interesting to read these stories. 
There were moments when | stopped reading and wondered: Is going 

abroad the best choice for us or not? As for me, it is worthwhile. But for 
others, is it a good choice? Up till now, going abroad has allowed me to go 
to graduate school. If | had stayed in China, | wouldn't have been admitted 
to a graduate school. | would have found a job after university. | would 
have gone to work day in and day out, just like everyone else. It would 
have been boring. Going abroad has allowed me to experience different 
things and to broaden my horizon. Many young people in China still dream 
of going abroad. If | hadn't come then, | would probably still want to come 
now. At least | have realized this dream. So it is worthwhile for me. Our 
peers in China have not experienced what we have gone through in 
Canada for the past several years. We have much more life experiences 
than they do because their parents take care of everything for them in 
China. We have learned to take care of ourselves even though we each 
are the only child of our family just like them. 

For Mei, this research has given her an opportunity to reflect on her past experiences and 

to understand why she made the choice to stay in Canada two years ago. Looking back, 

she realizes that her thinking is always changing as she experiences new things in her 

life. She is slowly letting go of her staying-in-Canada story. Going-back-to-China does 

not seem like a bad idea to Mei any more. As much as she understands why her parents 

want her to stay in Canada, Mei realizes that it is she who knows what is best for her own 

life. On the margin, Mei wrote, 

Now | know where to go. The place where | belong is China. In the past | 
always struggled with where to stay. | Know now! Even though | have 
already stayed here for seven years and | know it’s a good place to live, | 

choose to go back. | will stay with my families, my relatives and my 
friends. 

Mei thinks that it is worthwhile for her to come to Canada and finish two degrees. In 

addition, she has gained a lot of life experiences and broadened her horizon in Canada, 

which would not be possible had she stayed in China. She is happy that at least her 
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dream of going abroad came true. She is looking forward to finishing her master’s 

degree and going home next year. 

On July 29", 2005, Jasmine wrote me the following letter in English: 

Dea twedst Sa. 

1 ead. Ghroughymy (chapter and TI would like to show my 

deep appreciation toward your hard work! Your chapter 

Provides me withean opportunity tor look back at Imy oacu 

25 years because it summarizes all my major life 

experiences, Before Avwraduated from U ‘of A in 2008742 

Wes TOL Mentally prepared to De am adule or my age. 

After several failure experiences, I began to learn to 

open mysel ito tothers Mand “co ‘communicate with’ people: 

And still, there are a lot or things to do to improve 

myself in my life. I did not give my feedback on every 

page of my chapter. I only wrote where it moved me the 

mosi. J) didenot makevany, Change, for the, ending since, at 

Was ,OWl Yea ISLOp Mark Tor Agparw OL my Mite.) aoe ss 10. 

Matter iaf-ab was a.very cheerful one, or a little bit 

disappointing one since I will keep on going and 

learning. I believe that things will get better and 

Dbeeter. 

Jasmine 

For Jasmine, my writing has provided her with an opportunity to look back at her life 

over the past 25 years because it describes all her major life experiences. She recognizes 

now that she was not as mature as she had thought she was two years ago. She is 

learning to open herself to others and to communicate with people. She knows that there 

are still a lot of things she needs to do in order to improve herself in her life. Although 

the ending of her chapter is not a cheerful one, Jasmine realizes that it is only a stop mark 

in her life and that she will keep on going and learning as she expects things will get 

better and better in her life. 
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Jasmine is leaving for Foggy City next Monday, September 26, 2005. After four 

months of job-hunting in Edmonton without any concrete result, she has decided to take a 

year off from her second degree program and go back to China to gain some practical 

work experience. Her parents will help her find a job there. She will return to Winnipeg 

next year to finish her second degree. With some work experience, she hopes that she 

will be able to find a job relevant to her area of studies in Alberta eventually. She still 

wants to immigrate to Canada some day. 

While I was in San Diego, Mei sent me an email, asking for some help with her 

resume, which was in both Chinese and English this time. She is going to apply for jobs 

in China, Mei told me. She is going back to China this coming Christmas to try her luck 

there. She wants to finish her master’s degree next spring and move back to China. 

Magnolia also plans to finish her master’s degree next spring, but she has no idea 

where to go next. Her parents want her to stay in Canada, but she wants to return to 

China. Unlike two years ago, “this time I can’t wait to go back,” she said. “After several 

years of floating alone in a foreign country, Iam exhausted. I believe my home is in 

China, where I will live my life happily and meaningfully.” I wonder if Magnolia will 

follow her own heart to return to China or if she will do what her parents expect her to 

do. 

I don’t know where I will be next year, either. Even as I get this doctoral degree, 

it is still foggy far ahead. I am still wondering who I am, where I am going, and what it 

is that I want for my life. Like Jasmine, Magnolia and Mei, I will have to make up my 

life as I go along. 

Where will be our home then? 

21% 



4 =:ber 01 banat el als Saati ebeciae ee 

Inoisaney setae ning of crit nt sone oy bit mengorg soya
b by 4 mai 

yoninni' o: suites ive ol elt doje bell sed qlod Iiw toss eH nay 24 . 

othe te ayant ode nein are eine IW aoryeb baogoe ad eae e 

Fite ad .ritaenactr a eral Apne ene ne ee. pitetin f 

ee: 

send Aly qlod wena sok geen Horo os aoe e onsite ai - 

iy ul sigge cf aig ai ore. Beet sidetedigp 2 hig szomit> died nize thoi 
- 

ma 

Lan 

Jou! vet v1) oF covets ret! fDi, —— Ghadond yrvicgy et ale saa 

wil? 0}. cond oy ota dre sgothe-eden setiel e"yolawen 1901 fain’ of AE, 

nob: nar anebwhe tid) dik ron eeigul «rome cod aoe 0 enale ole sitongakt : 

(ti of sake sdetted ,abeasl of yore of 134 nee etesieq 78H sro at oad a 

le7e¥on sail! bos oft aie gel ew 1 veo) senit et” o&e ties Ov) ee 

row und fet seme | orawtazs sort {rin minted a ni obole poisent) a asians 

fly silent tr hot binge Gow. thet stil yn vil tliye 1 saute ght? a 

ut tail jong etme al gee Ot Mw ays so nnd? 0) ousisr o} nesd ao vod welt 

i ab 

sotmeb Lnohel ening bamaeve yagi fiery tunn od iw f odw worht*onb 7 ao 

ii tide bres .yttiow ony boned Oe Pediegatsalaoyy Lire oe I ae 

it yoga of cent Hive! Re aotgeM oniranel ait ae iti. 

ae es - ai 

ee 

°noilt oned wed 



Epilogue 

Journal Entry: October 16, 2005, Edmonton 

I am sitting in front of the computer in my office, trying to start this last piece of 

my dissertation. My neck and shoulders are no longer stiff and the pain in my lower back 

is also gone. I knew quite a while ago that I wanted to write this story about the salmon. 

But where do I start? Maybe I will start from this summer. 

I did not go to the Canadian Rocky Mountains to see the Chinook salmon this 

summer. I was exhausted towards the end of August as I had been trying so hard to 

finish this writing. I did not want to go anywhere. I did not want to see the salmon 

struggling upstream in order to go home. They know where home is. They can keep on 

going because they are almost there when I see them in the Rocky Mountains. They are 

back. They are home. And they are going to die. In a way, the salmon know what they 

are doing their whole lives. But I don’t always know what is next. It is exhausting to 

live in this liminal space. 

My family seems to have started this new tradition of visiting the salmon - my 

salmon, Guoji and Yan-Yan remind me because of the story I told them — every time we 

go to the Canadian Rockies in August. We know that these salmon are going home and 

we want to cheer them on their journey home. 

August, 2003 

On August 28, 2003, after a difficult and exhausting summer, working on a 

summer project full time and sorting out a very negative personal experience, I finally 
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joined Guoji and Yan-Yan to go to the mountains and visit the Chinook salmon again. I 

wanted to leave the university campus for a while. I needed a break to think some things 

through. I had been too busy and too tired to do that. 

"Mom, you are going to see lots of them this time." Yan-Yan told me on our way 

to Calgary. There was obvious excitement in her voice. Guo-Ji had already taken her to 

see those salmon two weeks before when I was too busy working and couldn’t go. 

Guoji's business partner had sold the business in late July and he found himself suddenly 

have a lot of free time at his disposal. 

I love hiking, so we planned a lot of hiking for this mountain trip. However, 

when we arrived in Kananaskis Country, our first stop, we were disappointed to find out 

that all the hiking trails had been closed since August 15 because of the forest fires in 

BC. It had been a very dry summer and the trees had already turned yellow. And I 

started to worry about the water level in Swift Creek and how that would affect those 

salmon, who were eager to go home. I couldn’t wait to see them. 

On the morning of August 30, Guoji drove me and Yan-Yan from Jasper to Mount 

Robson Provincial Park to visit the salmon. It was a bright sunny day with a beautiful 

Albertan clear blue sky I came to love so much. As we knew our route already, we did 

not plan to stop at the Park’s Information Centre. However, we changed our mind the 

moment we saw the snow-covered top of Mount Robson. Right behind the Information 

Centre stood this magnificent mountain in the distance that took my breath away. This 

was the first time in all these mountain trips during the past five years that she did not 

hide herself away from me behind a veil of clouds. I found it very difficult to leave her 

right away. I felt a need to stay closer and to look at her more carefully. A few minutes 
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later, Guoji, Yan-Yan and I were on the hiking trail along the Mount Robson River. We 

stopped here and there to look up at the beautiful mountain from different viewpoints. It 

took us two hours to reach Kidney Lake, which was located at the foot of Mount Robson. 

On our way back, Yan-Yan was so tired that Guoji had to carry her on his back from time 

to time. 

When we arrived at the Rearguard Falls, it was already 2:45 p.m. As I focused 

my attention on the two usual spots where the salmon would jump upstream, I noticed 

that there seemed to be more rocks in the white water this year. Then I realized that it 

was probably due to the lower water level. After waiting for about 10 minutes, I spotted 

only one salmon jump out of the white water at the other side of the river. It disappeared 

seconds later. I waited for another five minutes, hoping that it would make a second 

attempt. But Yan-Yan urged me to leave because “there are no salmon to be seen here.” 

She was running up and down the stone stairs, complaining that she hadn’t seen one 

salmon yet this time. 

“There are far fewer salmon now than two weeks ago. How long do you want to 

stay here and watch them?” Guoji asked me. 

I could stay here forever, I thought to myself. I knew they were coming back to 

the river that they left. Even though it was a bad year with very dry weather and fewer 

salmon would make it, but they were coming home. And I wanted to watch them. I did 

not want to leave yet, so I said, “Maybe until both you and Yan-Yan see one salmon.” 

Yan-Yan stopped running around and stood beside me and Guoji to watch the 

Falls. 
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“Ts this just one salmon?” she asked. Hearing no response from us, she continued, 

“Maybe that’s the only one, but it can’t make it over the Falls. Mommy, I think I know a 

reason. Maybe it doesn’t like the water...Oh, Mommy! I see one!” 

Yes, indeed, we saw one big salmon jump out of the white water, but it slid back 

right downstream under the water and disappeared. Oh, no, we all sighed, feeling sorry 

that it did not succeed. 

“salmon fa thik, erik Plaka BE). ”” Yan-Yan started chanting in Chinese. 

“Oh, Mom, it rhymes!" she switched to English and then switched back to continue her 

Chinese chanting. She was trying everything she could to help the salmon go home. 

“Only the strongest salmon can swim this far from the Pacific Ocean,” I said, 

starting to walk up the stairs slowly on our way out. I turned my head several times, 

hoping to see one more salmon jump upstream. None did. 

As we drove towards the Swift Creek, it was getting hotter and hotter inside the 

car. So Guoji turned the air-conditioning on to cool us off. 

“The current temperature is 30 °C,” the radio announcer said. No wonder we 

were sweating. 

We arrived at the Swift Creek at four o’clock. As soon as Guoji stopped the car, I 

jumped out and walked quickly to the spot, where I could watch the salmon most closely. 

The water level was 10 cm lower than usual, I noticed the mark on a wooden stick 

nearby. The creek seemed narrower with a lot of pebbles on the other side. There were 

no salmon in sight. As I looked farther, I saw one salmon being caught between the 

2° Salmon, salmon, hurry up! Let us see you jump! 
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pebbles because of the shallow water. It twisted its tail and managed to move to the 

deeper water to continue its journey upstream. I ieee loudly with the other tourists. 

Guoji brought the video-camera to me. He knew that I would want to video-tape 

these wonderful creatures every time I visited them. But this time I stopped shortly when 

I noticed that one salmon was not moving in my viewfinder. I looked up from my video- 

camera and saw another salmon lying on the pebbles, motionless. My heart sank as I 

spotted several more dead salmon. My video-camera suddenly felt so heavy that I had to 

sit down and stop the video-taping. I closed my eyes for a while, trying to recover from 

the shock. 

“Look, Mommy, there are two salmon swimming towards us,” Yan-Yan 

exclaimed. I opened my eyes and saw a bigger and a smaller salmon swimming together. 

‘“Aren’t you happy that there are two alive, not all died?” Yan-Yan tried to 

comfort me. 

‘Perhaps, this year there are fewer salmon coming home,” Guwoji joined in. “It 

has been so dry. With such a low water level, it is difficult for them to swim home.” 

Obviously, neither Guoji nor Yan-Yan was prepared to see this sight, either. 

With two other tourists, the five of us followed these two salmon along the bank, 

moving back and forth as the salmon did in the water. We cheered when they swam 

upstream; we called out, “Oh, no, come back!” when they were swept downstream. It 

was so difficult for them to even move a short distance ahead. 

“They surely need a lot of determination to go home,” I said. 

As we walked farther and farther upstream, we saw more and more dead salmon 

floating down the creek with their white bellies towards the sky. 
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“We should have a scarecrow in the water,” Yan-Yan said when we saw a crow 

eating a dead salmon. “Mommy, did you video-tape the dead salmon?” she asked. 

“No, I prefer not to. It’s hard enough for me to watch them.” I told her. 

Just then I saw a big salmon floating by down the stream. I could tell it was still 

alive, but it did not swim. It just went with the water flow. I wondered if it had used up 

all its energy and had given up. 

When we saw a local young man walking towards us, Guoji stopped him and 

asked, “Why are so many salmon dead this year?” 

“Oh, their spawning ground is not far from here. They all die after spawning. 

And it’s the end of August already.” He told us matter-of-factly and walked away. 

“They are dead fish now, but there’s going to be lots of baby salmon next year, 

Mommy, maybe triplets or... I don’t want to see them dead. Bye-bye!” Yan-Yan turned 

around and started walking back. Guoji and I just followed her. We had no idea when 

and where the other two tourists had left us. 

We stayed at the Swift Creek for about 40 minutes. On our way back, Yan- Yan 

was so tired from all the walking that she fell asleep on the backseat very soon. Guoji 

knew that I probably needed some quiet time, so he just drove the car without saying a 

word. 

I felt like crying, but I couldn’t. I knew that in their death, and in what they are 

trying to do, is the genesis of the next generation. I knew that it is the way and it is the 

circle of life. But it was still so hard for me to watch them struggling upstream in order 

to go home. I wondered what drives them to come all this way from the ocean... 
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September, 2004 

One year later, on September 5, 2004, we visited the Swift Creek again when 

Guoji’s brother flew in from New York City to have a holiday with us. The Creek was 

very quiet and after a long while, we spotted only one dead salmon at the bottom of the 

Creek. It was about 2.5 feet long, lying between the pebbles with its white belly facing 

upward. I wondered if it was happy that it came home and fulfilled its responsibility 

towards the next generation. I wondered if it ever regretted its choice of coming home 

instead of staying in the ocean... I wondered if it ever regretted leaving home some years 

earlier... 

October 16, 2005 

As Lam sitting in front of the computer in my office, trying to finish this writing, I 

wonder what life choices I am going to make in the near future. Will I make a home in 

the ocean or will I go back or will I float somewhere in between? What story will I 

compose around home in my life as I yearn to leave this liminal space? 

I think I will take it one day at a time... 

224 



sn dp onT ay iii yahilod ovaries BID doy wilt mor 

ott Jo meted otis nomlas hashano vlae bettoge- sw slidw gas anh 

grout Yiled oie an etre zoltidenpadi aeowiod umes! anal jsal 2. S wads on 

oilicignoqeer wi boil ie smo Satta ster eceucd seve 31% bembaow E 

af ‘ 

oot grime To svinds att betenages eed li beboow | none nog Ise alle 

2 

_ 

~ elias 

7 
Noy ottos Beto araveol botiages rave A bepsbumi 1.22990 onbal 

i autre act! deusdt of geigt ooifia yin oi totoqewn ait lo land a: gonttlemal eA, , 7 

hanced o gaara 1) PY awudl ween ad ni. olen oF aniog inf I 2spiods Stil sade 1 at = [ : 

Viiv ete jad Seaerted mp eyeiwamoe tof | Hew 10 dosd og T lliw 10 aesoo sd - 

“soaps dunia 2a wree! ob reinsy | as Ji yen oh omed bro SeoqnaD: : a 

. 8! 6 in gab sao tke iw baa 7 



Further Thoughts 

Homemaking and Homecoming in a New Place 

Journal Entry: December 6, 2005, Edmonton 

I have been thinking about the story Yan-Yan told me on her first day at school 

this year for three months now. I wonder why it still bothers me since this time I did 

something about it soon after the incident happened. 

On September 6, after a long summer break, Yan-Yan was eager to go back to her 

school. She said that she missed her school friends and teachers and that she could not 

wait to see them again. She insisted on going to the bus-stop 10 minutes earlier so that 

she would not miss her school bus in the morning. However, when she returned in the 

afternoon, she looked really annoyed and upset. What had happened? I wanted to know. 

“Madame doesn’t know how to say my Chinese name!” she told me angrily in 

English. “But she called out my Chinese name at the bus stop in such a weird way that I 

didn’t hear it at first. When my friends told me that she might be saying my name, I 

listened because I am the only Chinese girl on that school bus. But it still didn’t sound 

like my name!” 

Yan-Yan felt so embarrassed that she did not want to talk to any of her friends on 

the bus when they all suddenly became interested and asked her how to say her Chinese 

name. 

“They were really annoying, but I didn’t say a word to them.” She told me. 

“Mommy, | just want to forget about this whole thing. Iam going to my room and play 

with my Lego now.” 
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Yan- Yan went upstairs and closed her bedroom door while I remained in my seat 

at the kitchen table, not sure how to respond to this situation. For a moment, I regretted 

that I had chosen an English name for her. If only she had kept her Chinese name, she 

might not have had to go through this experience. I remembered vividly her stubborn 

refusal to accept Grace as her new name when she first came to Edmonton in May 2000, 

four months before her fourth birthday. 

“My name is Yan- Yan.” She told me then in Chinese. “I don’t want any other 

name.” 

So I put aside Grace and let her be Yan-Yan when she went to her first daycare 

centre near Michener Park. However, very soon she noticed that Yan-Yan was 

mispronounced by her teachers and her peers in that daycare centre. It sounded more like 

a different Chinese character Yang-Yang. But Yan-Yan got used to it and thought that it 

was still close enough as her Chinese name. 

In April 2001, she moved to her second daycare centre on the university campus 

because she wanted to be with her best friend, a Chinese girl whom Yan- Yan met in the 

first daycare centre and who also lived in Michener Park. When I asked her if she would 

like to have her English name for her new teachers and friends, she said that she still 

preferred Yan-Yan. So I put aside Grace again and let her be Yan-Yan throughout the 

four months she was there. Even though Yan- Yan came to sound more like Yang- Yang 

again when her teachers and peers called her, she was happy there. 

Yan-Yan finally accepted Grace as her English name when she moved to her third 

daycare centre attached to an elementary school in August 2001. She was starting her 

kindergarten soon. When I asked her if she wanted Jia-Yan or Grace for her school 
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name7!, she chose Grace because she said, “my teachers and friends will never learn how 

to say Jia- Yan the right way”. So on the daycare/school application form, I put down 

Grace Zhou as her preferred name and Jia-Yan Zhou as her legal name. When her 

kindergarten started one month later in September, Yan-Yan was quite comfortable with 

being called Grace, her new identity at school in Canada. 

As much as I believed then that it was important for Yan- Yan to have her new 

Canadian identity, I also knew that it was more important for her to maintain her Chinese 

heritage. Hearing stories of my Chinese friends whose children could no longer speak 

Chinese to their parents after several years in Canada, I was very careful when looking 

for a school for Yan-Yan. I wanted to keep the Chinese language alive in her young life, 

but I was reluctant to send her into a Chinese-English bilingual program. Comparing two 

languages “leads all too readily to regarding one as superior” (Bateson, 1994, p. 24), so I 

needed to bring in a third language in Yan-Yan’s life in order to counter-balance the over- 

dominant presence of English. After the first progress report and the teacher-parent 

interview, it was obvious to Guoji and me that Yan-Yan was way ahead of her peers in 

her regular English kindergarten program and that she needed more academic challenges 

to grow intellectually. Before the Christmas break in 2001, we had decided to transfer 

Yan-Yan to a French immersion kindergarten program in another school. If nothing else, 

Yan-Yan would at least learn a third language because all the school subjects except 

English Language Arts would be taught in French. 

Yan-Yan moved to this new school in January 2002 and has remained in the 

*1 In China, a child has his/her pet name at home and in daycare centre. When she/he starts school, she/he 

usually uses the legal name. 
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French immersion program since then. She had been quite happy with her school until 

last September. In our eagerness to challenge her more academically, Guoji and I made a 

request to the school that Yan- Yan be transferred to a grade 3/4 split class instead of 

staying in her grade 3 class. The school principal agreed and on the third day of school 

Yan-Yan moved from her grade 3 class to the grade 3/4 split class, which consisted of 18 

boys and 5 girls. 

However, throughout the first six months of the school year, Yan-Yan often came 

back in tears, telling me how she was excluded by these five girls who did not want to 

play with her at recess. When I asked her if she wanted me to talk to her teacher about it, 

she said, “Mommy, it’s my problem. I don’t want you to talk to Madame about it.” So I 

didn’t. But I started to wonder if Guoji and I had made the right choice moving her up. I 

started to wonder what was more important for Yan- Yan as a Chinese child growing up in 

Canada. As new immigrant parents, it was/is so hard for us to make intelligent decisions 

about schooling for Yan-Yan in an unfamiliar environment (Bateson, 1994, p. 195). 

One day in March this year, Yan-Yan came back with a happy and smiling face. 

“Mommy, I know how to solve my problem now.” She told me excitedly. “I went to the 

other side of the school playground to visit my friends in the other class at recess today. I 

was so happy to see them and play with them. They were happy to see me, too. So lam 

going to visit them at every recess and forget all about these mean girls.” So she did. 

For the remaining four months, she traveled frequently between the two sides of her 

school in order to be with her friends. She was a happy little girl again. 

Towards the end of June, I asked Yan-Yan if she wanted me to write a letter to her 

teacher about putting her back with her best school friend in the other class for her grade 
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4. She agreed. I wrote and then read the letter to her. She listened and told me again 

that was what she wanted. She took the letter to her teacher the following day. 

Now Yan-Yan is with her friends and her grade 3/4 split class teacher continues to 

be her grade 4 teacher. She should be happy at school now, but obviously she isn’t yet. 

What can I do as a parent and as an educator to make school a happy place for her and all 

the other children in similar situations? I feel a need to do something about it this time. 

But what should I do? 

My dissertation writing stopped for three days as I tried to figure out what action 

would be appropriate in this situation. My last chapter could wait, I decided. On the 

morning of Friday, September 9, I drafted the following letter: 

Dear Mme Principal, 

After a lot of hesitation, I decide to write you this letter regarding my daughter’s 

Chinese name. Her legal name is Jia-Yan Zhou, but she prefers to be called Grace 

Zhou at school at the moment. 

On Tuesday, September 6, her first day at school this term, Yan- Yan, my 9-year- 

old daughter came back, looking upset and annoyed. When I asked her about it, 

she said that after school, at the bus stop, you did a roll call to make sure that 

everybody on the list was there. But you called out her Chinese name in such a 

weird way that even she could not understand. Consequently she did not hear 

you. She felt embarrassed and annoyed on the bus when everybody asked what 

her Chinese name was. She did not talk at all until she reached her bus stop and 

got off. 

Yan-Yan is not yet comfortable teaching her Canadian teachers and peers how to 

say her Chinese name properly. She wants so much to fit in. I understand as a 

new-immigrant parent and as an educator. But I also understand that in order to 

be successful at school, she needs to be happy with who she is — a Chinese- 

Canadian. Her Chinese heritage will always be a part of who she is and who she 

is becoming. And I do hope that you and your school will be a strong support for 

that fragile part of her identity. 

In fact, some of Yan-Yan’s school experiences with her Chinese heritage have 

been quite positive. I remember when she was in grade 2, on Valentine’s day, she 

showed me very proudly her Valentine’s card, using English, German, French, 
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Spanish, Chinese, Persian and American Sign Language to say “I love you”. 

When one of her classmates discovered that she was adding “fk 3 (/K” to her card, 

she begged Yan-Yan to write these three Chinese characters in her card as well. 

Very soon, there was a long line in front of her desk. She ended up with a very 
sore wrist that day, but she was so happy! 

Yan-Yan also told me that last year in her grade 3 class, her teacher actually asked 

her to repeat her family name Zhou three times in front of the whole class in order 

to learn it. Later, when she transferred to the grade 3/4 split class, her teacher 

again asked her how to say her Chinese name several times. Unfortunately, Yan- 

Yan was not comfortable and confident enough to teach her the proper way of 

saying her Chinese name. She just assumes that Canadians will never learn how 

to say Chinese names properly because the majority of her Chinese friends have 

English names. As for the very few who keep their Chinese names, their names 

no longer sound like Chinese to a Chinese person after they go to school or 

daycare centre. What has happened inside the walls of school and daycare 

centre? 

When Chinese parents name their child, they put their dreams, hopes and 

aspirations for that child in that name. That name is full of personal meaning and 

significance. For example, Jia means good and Yan means beautiful in Chinese. | 

know how difficult and challenging it is to pronounce correctly some strange 

combinations of the alphabet in a different language. But please do ask Yan-Yan 

how to say her Chinese name properly before you call out her name the next time. 

I know it is a small thing, but it will mean a lot in her young life as she is trying to 

figure out who she is and who she is becoming. 

Thank you very much for your consideration. 

Sincerely yours, 

els 

p.s. Yan-Yan told me that she likes some of the new changes at school this year. 

For example, the students are allowed to enter the school as soon as the bell rings. 

They no longer have to form a line first and then go in. The students can eat 
lunch in their own classrooms. I think you are trying to make this school a better 

place for all the students. 

Not sure if I should send this letter to the school, I emailed it in the afternoon to one of 

my most trusted Canadian friends Janice Huber, who is now a professor at the School of 

Education in St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. Janice used to be 
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an elementary school teacher in Edmonton. She would know better than I do about what 

I should do in order to help Yan-Yan in this situation. 

Janice responded very positively to my email in the evening, saying that I should 

send this letter to school. On Sunday, September 11, I read the letter to Yan-Yan and told 

her that I would email this letter to her school principal the following day. She nodded 

her head in agreement. 

I got a reply from the school principal before noon on Monday. In her email, she 

sincerely apologized for the “weird” way she said Grace’s Chinese name. She wrote that 

the very last thing she would want to do was hurt her feelings. I was surprised when I 

read that Yan- Yan actually took the initiative the next day and told her she could call her 

Grace! This little girl of mine surely loves solving her own problems in her own way! 

The principal also promised that she would quietly meet with Yan- Yan that day, 

share her apologies with her and ask her how to say her Chinese name. She appreciated 

my positive comments about the changes she had made to the school. 

I felt a great sense of relief after reading her reply. I wanted to be positive. I 

wanted to encourage the principal in her efforts to make the school a better place for all 

children. I wanted to encourage the teachers, who were hardworking and loving, but 

might not have the new skills or information yet to support their transition from teaching 

in a traditionally white classroom to teaching in an increasingly diverse classroom with 

children from all four corners of the world. I wanted them to start thinking about what 

were some of the other ways that might bring comfort to children in the school, not just 

the often visible things. I wanted them to start thinking about how to make this school a 
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happy place since “children (and adults, too) learn best when they are happy” (Noddings, 

2003807 2); 

Yan-Yan came back in the afternoon with a big grin on her face. “Madame 

apologized to me today.” She said, “She even asked me to teach her how to say my 

Chinese name. I taught her five times, but she still didn’t get it!” 

“Yeah, sometimes it is hard for grown-ups to learn new things.” I said. “Will you 

teach her again if she asks you the next time?” 

“Yes, I will.” She answered and went upstairs to her room to play with her Lego. 

On the evening of September 15, I went to Yan-Yan’s school for “Meet the Staff 

& Curriculum Night”. Before her opening remarks, the principal introduced her staff one 

by one to the parents, who gathered in the school gym. She called out each of her staff 

by their full name and told us who they were and/or which grade/subject area she/he 

taught. I could not help but smile to myself when she stopped and took the time to ask a 

new teacher how to say her Slavic family name properly in front of the whole crowd. 

She repeated after her several times, but still shook her head and said that she needed 

more practice. I would like to think that my letter had made a difference! Ifnot a big 

one, at least it helped this principal become more aware that it was important to affirm 

and accept the teacher as who she was in her school as well! To use Noddings’ words, 

teachers teach best when they are happy, too. 

I told this story of my letter to the principal to my friends at Research Issues 

Conversations at CRTED when it happened. They all agreed with Janice that I should 

send it to the principal. As I retell the story in this writing now, I come to realize why it 

still bothers me. I am starting to live a new story, a story of active participation in 
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matters that are most important to me and my child in this new place. I am starting to 

feel that it is possible to come home and to make a home in Canada as Bateson (1994) 

wrote, “Learning to know a community or a landscape is a homecoming. Creating a 

vision of that community or landscape is homemaking” (p. 213). 
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