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New Challenges in the Composition Classroom:  A Debate on International 
Students’ Writings1 
 
Xuan Zheng, Norah Fahim 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Recently the number of international students in English-speaking universities has 
grown dramatically. According to the Institute of International Education (2010), 
there are the total of 690,923 international students in the U.S., and at the 
University of Washington in particular, international students comprise 19% of its 
incoming Freshman class in the academic year of 2011-2012 (Office of 
Admissions, University of Washington). This diverse student population is 
changing how English Composition instructors approach students’ written works. 
In some cases, instructors tend to perceive these students’ language use as 
problematic as it differs from the expected standards required for academic 
success in the U.S. Specifically, these international students’ writings are seen as 
a challenge in terms of grammar correctness and linguistic appropriateness. On 
the other hand, as observed by many other instructors and argued by Composition 
scholars, these students also bring in rich intercultural knowledge and linguistic 
creativity that contribute to classroom learning in the globalizing society (e.g., 
Matsuda, 2003; Canagarajah, 2006).   
 
Given this changing demographic in students’ population, opening up this debate 
among English writing instructors is currently needed. On the one hand we need 
to understand the challenges we are likely to face if we were to respond to 
students’ “errors.” On the other hand we should value the linguistic and cultural 
diversity the students bring. To illustrate this polemic argument, we chose the 
format of a dialogue aligning with a recent focus on narratives in education 
studies (Nelson, 2011). Narratives of classroom life, as Nelson defines it, are “the 
type that blend analysis with artistry in forms of plays, poems, stories.” 
Experimenting with creative forms such as play scripts and poems to present her 
research, Nelson made a strong case that narratives can “further democratise 
knowledge production and exchange, illuminating subtle yet vital dimensions of 
classroom interactions, and prompting imaginative interpretations and 
revisionings” (p.463). Similarly, to address the central issue in this paper, we also 
found one creative narrative form - dialogue - powerful, as it foregrounds the real 
concerns novice Composition instructors face daily and provides a platform to 
open up the debate with the audience.   
 
The following section will present the debate in the form of a dialogue between 
two characters that embody multiple viewpoints from novice Composition 
instructors, TESOL professionals, and researchers of second language writing. 
Each character will present a view held and supported by previous research and 
based on what they saw in their students’ writings. “Xuan” will mostly represent 
the views reflected by a novice Composition instructor, whereas “Norah” 

                                                 
1 Special Thanks to professor Suthanthie Motha & Priti Sandhu for their generous 
and insightful suggestions to this presentation. 
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represents the views presented by a TESOL professional. Although we use our 
names for the characters, the views they hold may not be our personal 
perspectives.  Through our characters we seek to highlight contrasting responses 
that different Composition instructors may have to a student’s writing. 
 
As Composition instructors, we need to ask ourselves how we should best channel 
our students’ knowledge to better serve their learning process and our teaching 
experience. In presenting the two most dominant views towards these students’ 
writing problems, our dialogue strives to reach a middleground. As Dana Ferris 
(2008) puts it appropriately: “we language professionals may rest in our 
enlightened awareness that language acquisition takes time, and that progress and 
not perfection should be our objective, the realities and expectations of the world 
outside our classrooms often pressure us to reach that unattainable goal” (p. 91-
92). The dialogue also seeks to provide Composition instructors with strategies 
and solutions to help their international students address the gap between 
academic expectations, and what they are currently capable of. 
 
A Debate on International Students’ Writings 
 
Xuan: I’m so overwhelmed with my students’ papers! 
 
Norah: What? Up all night grading? 
 
Xuan: It’s so time consuming this quarter as almost a third of my students are 
international students - I mean their native language isn’t English! Check out this 
paragraph: How do I give feedback here? 

“With experiences growth and expanding range of communication, did 
people never ask themselves whom you are when they talk with different 
people? People all know when you are facing with different groups of 
people there is an identity conversion, which is influenced by your growing 
background and the immediate environment. However, the most obvious 
way shows identities conversions are those languages you are using. At the 
same time, multilingual speakers are a group of people must be the best 
understanding and experience with a strong conflict between the languages 
and identity daily.” 

 
Norah: Well…Why do you think this sentence is problematic? Seems pretty good 
to me. 
 
Xuan: Come on! Look at all these grammar errors. And I am an English 
Composition teacher who should tackle grammar issues in my class, but what 
about professors in other departments who are teaching other subjects? How can 
they respond to these kinds of writings? Have a look at my feedback here:  
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“negotiation model” is more accurate, as it allows us to focus more on the process 
of composing in more than one language, the multiple competencies the writer 
obtains, and the changing contexts of communication between languages and 
cultures (2006, p 590). 
 
Xuan: This model reminds me of the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication (CCCC) 1974 resolution declaring “Students’ Right to Their Own 
Language.” Now more than 30 years later, in a recent issue of College English I 
have also read Horner and other scholars proposing a “translingual approach,” 
similar to this “negotiation model.” According to Horner et al., a “translingual 
approach” insists on “viewing language differences and fluidities as resources to 
be preserved, developed, and utilized. Rather than respond to language differences 
only in terms of rights, it sees them as resources” (Horner et al., 2011, p. 304). 
Are you saying here we as teachers should value our students’ linguistic 
differences as assets instead of deficiency? And we should consider more of the 
context they are writing in? 
 
Norah: Yes! 
 
Xuan: I think I get what you’re saying now, but as a teacher what can I practically 
do to help my students with their writing? What should I do if I don’t correct their 
grammar errors? 
 
Norah: Well, there are several options which I find best exemplified in Ferris’s 
(2006) article entitled “Students Must Learn to Correct All Their Writing Errors” 
(as a myth!). Ferris first provides a brief accessible overview on recent research 
related to L2 writing with a focus on instructor feedback. She goes on to provide a 
number of practical suggestions for giving written feedback to L2 writers. Here is 
a list of suggestions from Ferris (2006) that I find particularly useful when 
working with my students on their writing: 
 
Suggestions from Ferris (p. 96): 
 
1- Give students time to do their best work. 
2- Help students understand the importance of taking time to think, write and 
revise. 
3- Teach self-editing strategies, such as reading papers aloud, finding a 
proofreader, and looking for specific error types one at a time. 
4- Hold students accountable for self-editing. 
5- Provide expert feedback that focuses on each student's area of greatest need and 
calls it to their attention and that moves students toward increasing autonomy in 
self-editing. 
6- Understand the limitations of in-class grammar instruction and prioritize self-
editing strategies.  
 
        (Ferris, 2006, p. 96) 
 
Xuan: Can you show me an example of how to teach self-editing strategies? 
 
Norah: An error log, for example, is a good way to learn self-editing strategies. 
Here is an example from one of my students’ error logs. As you can see this 
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Lo’s research (1985) has supported this point of view by studying the composition 
practices Chinese students received in Hong Kong and British Columbia. 
 
Xuan: I see. That is to say, the students’ perceptions of their own writing are 
heavily influenced by the way they were taught in school. If teachers ask them to 
critically examine their learning experience and what has led to the rhetoric 
differences as you suggested earlier, they can be more aware of the reality. For 
instance, this is what my student said after a quarter-long discussion of this issue. 
 

“Morita’s research leads to another question about how U.S. professors 
should grade multilingual students’ writings. In the New York Times article, 
Professor John Webster, director of writing at the university’s College of 
Arts and Science. believes that professors should focus less on trying to 
make their English technically correct and more on making their essays 
understandable and interesting (New York Times). This suggests that when 
professors grade non-native speakers’ writing, they should pay more 
attention on their ideas not their grammars." 
 

Norah: Now that sounds promising! There’s more to talk about but I’ve got to run 
now. See you soon and good luck! 
 
Xuan: Yes, we’ll see what happens the rest of this quarter with these new ideas in 
mind. Bye for now! 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
By adopting some of the suggestions discussed in the dialogue, we as 
Composition instructors were delighted to see our international students became 
more outspoken and fluent writers by the end of a ten-week-long course. As they 
wrote in their final reflection for the course: “... these writing skills I learned from 
this class will make me a better-qualified writer in the future.” “...I am able to 
revise, edit and proofread my article on my own.” “Not only the minor 
grammatical mistakes have been corrected, but more importantly, I was able to 
expand my thinking even further when doing the revision.” Further research is 
needed here to measure how our methods of responding to students’ writings are 
improving their confidence and writing ability. Moreover we need to investigate 
whether our students find our method of feedback effective or not. We are 
contemplating a classroom discussion where students compare different feedback 
methods they have received generally and which of these methods suit their 
learning best. Granted this discussion presents only the beginning of a 
conversation on how to best address all questions and concerns expressed by 
many Composition instructors when working with international students. We 
understand that each university setting has unique circumstances and that our 
suggestions worked best for our university context. We do however believe that 
similar discussions should take place across English Composition departments. 
There is a need to break the often ‘silent’ concern that many novice and 
experienced English Composition instructors grapple with when deciding on how 
to best give feedback to their international students’ writings.  
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Appendix One: Resources for multilingual students 
  
Where can students find outside support? 
·         Writing Centers (OWRC, CLUE) 
·         Outside support courses 
·         Online resources 
  
Writing Centers 
·         Up to 80/90% of writing center users are multilingual students. 
·         Writing centers can be a valuable resource for students to receive one-
on-one feedback. 
·         Students will receive rhetorical instruction similar to what we provide: 
a focus on organization, argument, tone, style. 
·         Proofreading is NOT provided—but in some cases, students can get 
grammatical feedback. 
·         OWRC is a good resource during the day, my students have had great 
success with CLUE’s evening sessions. 
·         It’s useful to offer “extra credit” to encourage students to visit the 
writing center.  It is a great opportunity for shy students to improve their 
participation grade and for you, as the instructor, to get feedback on how the 
students are using the writing centers. 
  
Outside Support Courses: 
·         Studio Courses: offer reading and writing support for multilingual 
students. 
o   2-credit (C/NC) workshops. 
o   General Studies 391; meets 2 days/week for 50 minutes. 
·         OWRC Targeted Tutoring: offer group sessions for 4-5 multilingual 
students on a regular basis with a writing tutor. 
o   1-credit (C/NC) session. 
o   General Studies credit; meets 1 day/wk. 
·         Academic English Program (AEP) courses: many immigrant and 
international students already pass through AEP classes (Engl 101-4). 
  
Online Resources: 
  
·         OWRC website: Writing Resources 
o   http://depts.washington.edu/owrc/WritingResources.html. This page includes 
many handouts and writing resources for writing instructors. It also includes a 
handout for ESL students with information and links to online resources. 
·         Ask Betty – Grammar for College Writers 
o   http://depts.washington.edu/engl/askbetty/index.php This useful website 
(based in the English department) allows students to submit questions, learn how 
to resolve common grammatical mistakes, and how to decipher instructor 
feedback. 
·         Purdue OWL: English as a Second Language 
o   http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/5/Provides a number of resources 
for ESL teachers and tutors as well as grammar and writing exercises. 
·         University of North Carolina Writing Center: Academic Writing 
resources: 
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o   http://writingcenter.unc.edu/ -Contains a useful section for ELLs (English 
Language learners) 
·         Dave’s ESL Café 
o   http://www.eslcafe.com/students/Provides grammar exercises and quizzes, 
vocabulary, and a student forum. It can be a good resource for students to use to 
continue learning once their errors are identified (i.e. thru the Error Log). 
·         Brief Introduction to Resources for UW ELL/international 
students and their teachers Catalyst page (a developing online resource 
developed by Elizabeth Simmons, Assistant Director, Expository Writing) 
o   https://catalyst.uw.edu/workspace/esoneill/21763/133719 
·         Coming soon: an online resource from the Expository Writing 
Program (EWP) with in-class materials and resources to help teachers working 
with ELLs. For more up to date information on this resource please contact 
nfahim@uw.edu or xuanzh@uw.edu 
 
2 
 
 

                                                 
2 Special Thanks to Jennifer Zinchuk for her generously providing the above list 
of resources. 
 


