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ABSTRACT 

Teacher-student writing conferences are an important component in college 

writing courses. Coming from different cultural and educational backgrounds, many ESL 

students are not familiar with this practice and tend to listen to the instructor passively. 

Their perception of the conference may affect their interaction with the instructor. This 

study investigates how ESL students’ perception affects the teacher-student interaction in 

the writing conferences. The multiple-case study explores: (1) ESL students’ expectations 

of the writing conference and factors contributing to the expectations, (2) participation 

patterns of ESL students in the conferences, and (3) ESL students’ perception of the 

effectiveness of teacher-student conferences 

A questionnaire, distributed to 110 (65 NS and 45ESL) students enrolled in the 

first-year composition classes, examines students’ previous writing experience and 

expectations of the writing conferences. Pre-conference interviews with 19 focus students 

(8 NS and 11 ESL) were conducted to verify the survey results. Students’ participation 

patterns were investigated via the video-recorded writing conferences of the 19 focus 

students. Students’ perceptions of the conference were investigated through the post-

conference interviews with the 19 focus students and follow-up interviews with six 

Chinese students. 

The questionnaire results showed that ESL students and NS students expect to 

receive feedback on their drafts at the writing conference. ESL students, not familiar with 

the dynamic feature of the conference, expected the instructor to directly tell them what 

to do without planning to explain their own thoughts. These student expectations were 
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shaped by factors beyond individual preferences. ESL students’ expectations were 

reflected in the way they participate in the writing conferences. Compared with NS 

students, who knew better how to “buy” the teacher feedback by asking for opinions or 

suggestions and announcing plans of revision, ESL students tended to be good listeners at 

the conference by answering questions. They seldom initiated comments and questions in 

the conferences. Post-conference interviews revealed that ESL students perceived the 

conference as effective as they received directive feedback from the teacher. It was noted 

that their participation was constrained by their preconceived assumption of the teacher-

student relationship. The findings offer implications on how to conduct conferences to 

maximize students’ benefits. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 Overview of the Project 

I first encountered the writing conference as an instructional method when I was 

in the training program for new graduate teaching assistants at the University of Arizona 

in 2004. Coming from a lecture-style teaching background, I had no idea what conference 

meant in the writing classroom. Conferencing was then introduced to me as teacher-

student meetings, which focus on students’ individual concerns in their writing. These 

meetings are usually scheduled in addition to class meeting times, although classes are 

occasionally cancelled to allow for additional time for conferences. Finding it a new 

alternative to classroom instruction, I scheduled one conference in my first semester in 

teaching first-year composition. While talking with each student about his/her draft, I 

found it a good opportunity to better know my students and their writing and to provide 

my feedback to them. It saved me the time to write lengthy comments on their drafts. 

However, I found myself spending three or four times more hours reading students’ drafts 

and talking with students one after another than teaching in the classroom. It exhausted 

me by the end of the semester.  

As my graduate education progressed, I grew more interested in the teacher-

student interaction in conferences. When students’ papers were in process, numerous 

conferences were being held in my office, which I shared with about 200 writing 

instructors. I held my conferences, and sometimes overheard others’ conferences. As a 

nonnative speaker of English myself, I noticed that the dynamics of the conversations 

varied from instructor to instructor and from student to student, especially when the 
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students were learners of English as a second language (hereafter abbreviated as ESL). I 

began to research in this area, but found that limited attention has been paid to the writing 

conferences in ESL writing classes despite the large literature on writing conferences in 

general college writing instruction. Although ESL writers resemble their native-speaking 

counterparts in many ways, they have different needs in writing instruction (Leki, 1992; 

Silva, 1997; Ferris, 2004). Coming from different cultural and educational backgrounds, 

many ESL students are not familiar with this practice and refrain from actively 

participating in the interaction. Their interaction with the teacher in the conference can be 

influenced by their perception of this pedagogical practice. My dissertation study 

examines ESL students’ perception of the writing conference and the meaning of the 

negotiation between the teacher and student in the conferences. 

 

1.2 Key Concepts that Shape the Present Study 

 Several concepts that shape the present study will be introduced in this section. A 

detailed review of literature will be provided in Chapter Two. 

 

1.2.1 First Language (L1) and Second Language (L2) Writers 

The study was conducted at a southwestern university in the United States, which 

enrolled more than two thousand international students each year. According to the 

university fact book, in the fall semester of 2007, when data of the study were collected, 

805 international undergraduate students were enrolled. China, India, Mexico, and Korea 

were the top four origins of the international students. Attracted by a comparatively lower 
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tuition and a wide range of bachelor’s degree programs, these international students came 

to the university to earn a U.S. degree, which may be valued more than the degrees in the 

universities in their home countries.  

Like most other American universities, English composition is a required course 

for all undergraduate students at this university. In this course, academic writing is 

practiced through a variety of writing assignments from one-page summaries to 15-page 

research papers, from literary analysis to public argument. For native-speaking students 

(L1 writers) who received their secondary education in the United States, the English 

courses they have taken in high school prepare them with basic writing skills, as they 

have practiced book reports, poems, narratives, persuasive essays, etc.  

Students enrolled in the ESL writing classes include both permanent-resident 

students who immigrated to the United States at a young age and the international 

students who received most of their education in non-English-speaking countries. These 

two groups of L2 writers tend to differ in their ability to communicate in English (Leki, 

1992). The immigrant and permanent-resident students are quite fluent in speaking but 

less skilled in writing. In contrast, the international students are highly literate in their 

first language. These students have learned English as a foreign language in their home 

countries, where reading and writing are emphasized over listening and speaking. But 

writing is practiced to improve the language skills, not for academic purposes. For 

international students, English composition is the first writing class they have taken. In 

order to enroll in the American universities, they are required to meet the minimum 

requirement of English proficiency, assessed via TOEFL scores. This university requires 
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a TOEFL score of 500 (paper-based test) or 61 (internet-based test); or Official IELTS 

score with a minimum overall band score of 6.5; or by completing the English program at 

the Center for English as a Second Language (CESL) at the university at level 80 

proficiency. It should be noted that no separate requirement is set on the writing skills of 

the international students enrolled in the university. The present study will focus on the 

second group of L2 writers – international students. They are referred as ESL students in 

this dissertation. 

 

1.2.2 Teacher-Student Writing Conferences 

The teacher-student writing conference is a common practice in college writing 

classes. It was first introduced in the 1960s, along with the process approach to teach 

writing. The process approach is characterized with prewriting, drafting, evaluating, 

getting external feedback and revising. Evaluating includes peer review and teacher 

feedback. Peer review is often held in the classroom, while teacher feedback is usually 

provided in two ways. One way is to provide written feedback on students’ drafts and the 

other way is to provide oral feedback in teacher-student conferences which could be an 

individual conference, with the instructor talking with the students one by one, or a group 

conference, with the instructor talking with a group of students. The group conference 

might incorporate both peer review and teacher feedback. Usually one student introduces 

his/her draft, then other students comment on it, and finally the instructor provides 

comments. In either form of the conference, the instructor comments on the students’ 
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drafts and offers suggestions on how students could revise their papers for the final 

version.  

In this sense, the writing conference is a form of academic advice giving session, 

similar to academic counseling sessions and writing tutorials. But it differs from other 

academic advice giving sessions in the power relations between the two interlocutors. 

Studies on the writing conferences have examined the effects of the conference, factors 

that contribute to successful conferences, and interaction patterns.  Most of the studies 

investigate the conference from the perspective of one interlocutor – the teacher. Very 

little is known about the other interlocutors – the students and their participation in the 

conferences. 

 

1.2.3 Ethnography of Communication 

The teacher-student interaction at the writing conferences is a communicative 

event that is influenced by various sociocultural factors, such as politeness, the teacher-

student power relationship, and cultural norms. In order to assess the communication 

style of the writing conference, we need to firstly find out the nature of the interaction. 

The individual conferences differ from the classroom interaction in which the teacher 

addresses the students as a whole. Moreover, the different status of the two interlocutors 

can have an effect on the writing conference. The communication patterns are easier to 

predict when the two interlocutors share the same linguistic and cultural background. The 

communication is more complex when the participants do not share the same background.  
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To understand students’ perception and participation patterns, the ethnography of 

communication is the best approach to the study. It focuses on the patterns of 

communicative behavior within a particular speech community (Saville-Troike, 2003). A 

primary aim is to provide a framework for the collection and analysis of descriptive data 

about the ways in which social meaning is conveyed, constructed, and negotiated. The 

basic concerns in the ethnography of communication include relationship of language 

form and use to patterns and functions of communication, to world view and social 

universals and inequalities. This project employs ethnographic methods which include 

observing, interviewing, participating in group activities, and testing the validity of one’s 

own perceptions against the intuitions of natives (Saville-Troike, 1996). As an ESL 

student myself, I can shift from inside (emic) to outside (etic).  

 

1.3 Statement of the Problem 

Conferences are primarily an important way of providing feedback, which is one 

of the main tasks for an ESL writing teacher. Teacher feedback can offer individual 

attention to students’ writing, which can hardly be realized in regular classroom activities. 

Moreover, second language writers appreciate teacher feedback (Enginarlar, 1993; Ferris, 

1995; Radecki & Swales, 1988) and they regard it as more valuable than feedback from 

peers (Zhang, 1995). Most previous research on the teacher feedback has examined the 

written feedback. It is possible that some students may have trouble fully comprehending 

written feedback. Ferris (1995) reported that 50% of the students surveyed answered that 

they had problems understanding written teacher feedback, and that half of them did not 
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go to the teacher to have it explained. It is thus necessary to have some kind of dialogue 

between the teacher and students. Another important means of providing feedback is 

through teacher-student conferences. One advantage of writing conferences is that it 

saves time on writing lengthy comments to get the meaning across to the students. It also 

allows for negotiation between teacher and students and clarification of difficult issues 

which can hardly be solved by providing written comments (Conrad and Goldstein, 1999). 

Writing conferences can take different forms: one-to-one conferences, group conferences, 

regular office hours when students drop in at their own wish. No matter which form the 

teacher chooses, the important issue is that students should be given opportunities to 

discuss their writing with their teacher. 

Teacher-student conferences have been an important component in many college 

composition courses. Previous research has focused on conferences in the setting of 

English as the first language. A number of researchers and teachers have noted the 

effectiveness of conferences in teaching writing (Fritts, 1976; Jacobs & Karliner, 1977; 

Gitzen, 2002) and the discourse of the interaction (Freedman & Katz, 1987; Freedman & 

Sperling 1985; Walker & Elias, 1987, Newkirk 1995; Sperling, 1990, 1991). A review of 

literature reveals conflicting views on the roles of the participants and the foci of the 

conferences. Moreover, the existing research examines the conference as an independent 

discourse without extending the investigation to the context of the interaction (such as 

participants’ expectations and perceptions). 

Much less attention has been paid to the practice of instructor-student conferences 

in on ESL writing instruction.  What do ESL students expect from the writing 
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conferences? How do they interact with their instructors? Do they find conference helpful 

in improving their writing? The answers to these questions are not readily available from 

the existing research on writing conferences. Previous studies have focused on the 

teacher (such as teacher talk) or have been conducted from the teacher’s perspective. The 

main purpose of this study is to understand the interactive process of the teacher-student 

conference by exploring students’ perceptions of the writing conference from the 

students’ perspective and studying the conference interactions. With this purpose, this 

study sets out to examine, with a breadth and a depth that have seldom been applied in 

previous studies, the writing conferences of three instructors and 19 students in a 

naturalistic university classroom setting in a southwestern university in the United States. 

 

1.4 Purpose of the Study 

The main purpose of this study is to understand the interactive process of the 

teacher-student conference by exploring students’ perceptions of the writing conference 

from the students’ perspective and studying the conference interactions. Understanding 

students’ needs and perceptions could help teachers better construct writing conferences 

and maximize the benefits to the students. In this study, the following research questions 

will be addressed: 

1. What are ESL students’ expectations towards the teacher-student writing 

conferences? Are they different from expectations held by their native-speaking 

counterparts? If yes, what factors contribute to the difference?  

2. How do ESL students interact with the teacher at the writing conferences? 



 

 

22

3. How do students perceive the effectiveness of teacher-student conferences? Is this 

perception related to the interaction between the teacher and student? 

 

1.5 Outline of the Remainder of the Dissertation 

In what follows, I first review the literature on writing conferences and interaction 

in institutional talk (Chapter Two). After a discussion of data and methodology (Chapter 

Three), I compare expectations of writing conferences by NS students and ESL students 

(Chapter Four). Then I examine the patterns of interaction in the conferences (Chapter 

Five). Finally, I investigate how ESL students perceive the effectiveness of the 

conferences (Chapter Six) and then conclude my study by discussing its achievements 

and limitations and making suggestions for future research (Chapter Seven). 
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CHAPTER 2:  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2.1 Overview of the Chapter 

With the widespread use of process approach, writing conferences have become a 

feature of the teaching of writing in schools of all levels in North America. Conference 

interaction is a kind of institutional talk. It resembles academic advising or counseling 

sessions and writing tutorials, but it differs from them because of the relationship 

between the interlocutors. This chapter will review the related literature in four categories: 

(a) studies of interaction in academic advice giving, (b) studies of the student-teacher 

conferences, (c) studies of student perceptions of the student-teacher writing conference, 

(d) Chinese students in the cross-cultural academic contexts. 

 

2.2 Interaction in Academic Advice Giving 

The interaction between the teacher and student in the institutional setting is one 

with unequal status of the interlocutors. The teacher is the institutional representative 

who claims the authority and power. This unequal relationship may influence the way the 

interlocutors talk. In the university setting, writing conferences resemble academic 

advising sessions (Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 1990, 1993, 1996; Hartford and Bardovi-

Harlig, 1992) and academic counseling interviews (He, 1993, 1994, 1995). In academic 

advising sessions, students discuss with professors about course selection and learn 

institutional rules. Similarly, Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1990) observe that in the 

advising sessions graduate students tend to minimize speech acts such as making 

suggestions, correcting advisors, offering evaluations/compliments, and rejecting advice, 
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which are incongruent with their status. When they had to conduct these speech acts, they 

tried to mitigate the non-congruence with status-preserving strategies, such as using 

downgraders (e.g. I was thinking), choosing the right time for the non-congruent 

contribution, avoiding frequent non-congruent turns, being brief, and using appropriate 

content. The study also found that native speakers employed linguistic status-preserving 

strategies with initiated suggestions 100% of the time while NNS only used them 58% of 

the time. Below are two examples of suggestions initiated by a NS and a NNS student: 

• Oh, it’s not a problem? Otherwise, I’s thinking I, you know, could I just use that, 

uh, her, and then, you know, not plan on using it over there (NS example). 

• I want to take another course which is elective. Uh, I want to choose a course 

which teaches me now to use the library well (NNS example). 

Clearly, coming from different cultural backgrounds, NNS students may not be 

familiar with the setting and lack the pragmatic competence in preserving their 

institutional identities. A few years later, Bardovi-Harlig and Hardford (1993) again 

analyzed suggestions made by 6 NS and 10 NNS advisees in the same context and noted 

an increase in the use of speech acts favored by NSs in the academic context and a 

decrease in the speech acts not used by NSs. There was also an increase of the use of 

status-preserving strategies.  

Similar to academic advising sessions, academic counseling sessions pair 

undergraduate students with full-time counselors or half-time counseling assistants who 

are graduate students from various academic disciplines. The primary duty of the 

counselors is two-fold: to provide information regarding university rules and regulations 
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and to inform students of the consequences of their choices. Although counselors do 

provide students with advice on scholarly matters such as choosing a major and preparing 

for graduate school, they were found to withhold advice on matters concerning their 

personal opinions and judgment (He, 1994). He argues that counselors use withholding as 

“an institutional discursive strategy” to maintain their institutional roles. As counselors 

are not supposed to provide personal opinions on students’ choice of courses or majors, 

they choose to avoid answering certain questions and lead students to make decisions on 

their own. This sometimes conflicts with expectations of students who want definite 

answers to questions and solutions to problems. 

The teacher-student writing conferences also resemble the writing tutorial, in 

which students seek advice on their writing from trained tutors. Tutors are forbidden to 

evaluate tutees assignments posed by the instructors and they only provide advice on a 

particular piece of writing. Although writing centers emphasize the notion of “peer 

tutoring” or the equal relationship between the tutor and tutee, dominance is still obvious 

in this encounter because tutors are motivated, trained, and paid by the institution to 

improve student writing (Thonus, 1999). Analysis of the writing tutoring sessions 

indicates that institutional context outweighed gender and language proficiency in the 

definition of participant roles and the dominance of the writing tutors. Tutors were found 

to use “You + modal” and imperatives most frequently in their suggestions and that they 

mitigated most of their suggestions with subjectivizers such as “I think”. These results 

indicate that realization of suggestions, whether made by L1 or L2 speakers, is related to 

the general context of the particular interaction. 
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Teacher-student writing conferences differ from these institutional encounters in 

two fundamental ways. First and most importantly, teachers are the evaluators of student 

papers and they assign the final grade that students receive for the course. In contrast to 

writing tutors who “concentrate on broadly constituted principles such as ‘good writing’” 

(Thonus, 1998, p.32), writing instructors stick to the course-specific rules or even 

assignment-specific requirements. This role of the teacher inevitably determines the 

power relationship between the teacher and student. As Black (1998) claimed, “power 

relations play a significant role in the structure of the conference and larger social 

structures [class, language difference, race, gender] which disadvantage particular groups 

of people are reconstructed and reinforced in the structure of the conference.” (p.57). 

Dominance in their interaction is therefore predictable in some conferences and this issue 

will be addressed in the following sections. Secondly, unlike tutors, advisors, and 

counselor who encounter students only at tutoring or advising sessions, writing 

instructors spend more time with students in the classroom. It would not be surprising 

that writing conferences carry some characteristics of classroom discourse such as 

“initiation – response – feedback” (I-R-F) pattern. Since conferences are usually 

conducted individually out of the classroom, the interaction is less formal and may be 

similar to casual conversation. As Black (1998) defines, “conferencing is an 

asymmetrical language interaction, drawing its rules from both the discourse of the 

classroom and from casual conversation.” (p.12) These two features of the writing 

conference are important in analyzing writing conference interactions.  
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2.3 Studies of the Student-teacher Conference 

In contrast with the widespread use of the writing conferences, research into this 

practice mostly has been limited to L1 writing instruction. Early studies relied on 

personal narratives and identified the significance of conferences in teaching writing. 

 

2.3.1 Emergence of Teacher-student Writing Conferences in Teaching Writing  

In the 1970s, the teaching of writing in North America experienced a paradigm 

shift from a traditional product-centered approach to the process-approach, which 

emphasizes the writing process. Teacher-student conferences came along with this 

approach. Donald Murray first offered his experience of using conferencing in writing 

classes in his 1968 book, A Writer Teaches Writing.  Early studies relied on personal 

narratives and identified the significance of conferences in teaching writing. Murray 

reflected his twelve years of teaching writing by conferencing in “The Listening Eye: 

Reflections on the Writing Conferences” (1979).  In this essay, he vividly described how 

he reduced his own teaching and listened to students’ intents, their needs and problems. 

He ended the essay with an anecdote which describes his student Andrea. 

Andrea bustles in, late, confused, appearing disorganized. Her hair is totally 
undecided; she wears a dress skirt, lumberjack boots, a fur coat, a military cap. She 
carries no handbag, but a canvas bag bulging with paper as well as a lawyer’s briefcase 
which probably holds cheese and bread. 

Out comes the clipboard when I pass her paper back to her. She tells me exactly 
what she attempted to do, precisely where she succeeded and how, then informs me 
what she intends to do next. She will not work on this draft; she is bored with it. She 
will go back to an earlier piece, the one I liked and she didn’t like. Now she knows 
what to do with it. She starts to pack up and leave. 

I smile and feel silly; I ought to do something. She’s paying her own way through 
school. I have to say something. 

“I’m sorry you had to come all the way over here this late.” 
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Andrea looks up surprised. “Why?” 
“I haven’t taught you anything.” 
“The hell you haven’t. I’m learning in this course, really learning.” 
I start to ask Andrea what she’s learning but she’s out the door and gone. I laugh, 

pack up my papers, and walk home. (18) 

Many writing teachers can easily relate to this anecdote: the feeling of 

achievement from both the student and the instructor. More than twenty years later, 

Leaner (2005) commented that conference meets students’ desire for intimacy. Students 

usually come to the conference with insecure feelings about their writing. With the 

instructor’s encouragement, they speak out their intentions, plans and difficulties. To 

Murray, students learn more when the teacher’s role is minimized.  

What is the power of the conference method in teaching writing? Carnicelli (1980) 

examined approximately 1800 student responses to conference teaching at the University 

of New Hampshire and concluded five main reasons for using the conference method 

(105-110): 

• Individualized instruction in writing is more effective than group instruction. 

• The teacher can make a more effective response to the paper in an oral conference 

than in written comments. 

• The student can learn more from an oral response than from written comments. 

• The conference can promote self-learning. 

• The conference method is the most efficient use of the teacher’s time. 

After Murray made his confession regarding using conferences in the writing 

classes, more writing teachers joined him in sharing their stories about the conferences. 

Obviously, they have tasted the sweetness of this new pedagogy. Murray praised 
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conference teaching as “the most effective – and the most practical – method of teaching 

composition” (1985, p. 147). In practice, conferences can establish rapport between the 

teacher and students and provide students with encouragement and support (Silver, 1989). 

Madigan (1988) identifies more benefits of conferences to the teacher. He could enjoy a 

“greater range of response” and have “more immediate access to my students’ composing 

processes” (p. 77). Kuriloff (1991) also notes that the conversation in the conferences 

“offers a suitable context in which to probe a student’s thinking” (p. 47). With a better 

understanding of students’ thinking and writing processes, the teacher can save time 

spent on figuring out meaning by reading students’ drafts only and writing comments on 

them. These benefits may not, however, be realized without the instructor taking an 

appropriate role in the conference. Carnicelli (1980) outlined the teacher’s tasks in the 

conference as follows (111-119): 

• The teacher should read the paper carefully. 

• The teacher should offer encouragement. 

• The teacher should ask right questions. 

• The teacher should evaluate the paper. 

• The teacher should make specific suggestions for revising the paper. 

• The teacher must listen to the student. 

Performing these tasks requires skills and strategies. Carnicelli further compared 

one successful conference and one that failed. In the conference that failed, the teacher 

was highly directive without listening to the student. As the institutional representative, 
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the teacher assumes the power, which influenced the dynamics of the interaction. Studies 

on interaction in academic advice giving have shed light on the conference interaction. 

 

2.3.2 Studies of the Writing Conference in the Teaching of L1 writing 

As writing conferences were practiced more and more at various levels of 

instruction, personal accounts about effectiveness or ineffectiveness of conferences could 

not satisfy the need for empirical research on conferences. In the late 1980s and 1990s, 

writing conferences received more attention and have been systematically examined. One 

early study examined the effects of writing conferences on two students’ subsequent 

writing (Jacobs and Karliner, 1977). It was found that the student who took an active role 

in the conference, made more substantial revisions in the analysis of the subject with 

better presentation of ideas. In her conference, the student initiated most of the topics, set 

the agenda, and contributed much input in the interaction. In contrast, the student who 

remained passive in the conference tended to make revisions on the surface level. His 

conference was dominated by the teacher’s directive talk and the revised paper suggested 

that he was satisfied with the teacher’s comments in the conference. So he made changes 

based on the teacher’s suggestions and did little further thinking about the subject. Jacobs 

and Karliner suggested that teachers listen to students’ voices and be sensitive to 

students’ needs. The results of the study opened the debate as to whether the conference 

talk needs to follow certain interaction patterns and whether the teacher should avoid 

dominating the interaction. 
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Student-teacher interaction at writing conferences became one of the interests of 

writing teachers and researchers. Most studies on conferencing analyzed the spoken 

discourse of the conference (Freedman & Katz, 1987; Walker & Elias, 1987; Ulichny & 

Watson-Gegeo, 1989; Sperling, 1990, 1991; Walker, 1992; Newkirk, 1995). For example, 

Freedman & Katz (1987) analyzed a number of L1 writing conferences and identified a 

typical structure of the conferences, which includes five moves: opening, student-initiated 

comments and questions, teacher-initiated comments and questions, reading of parts of 

the paper, and closing. They concluded that the writing conference is “a structured speech 

event with a predictable nature” (77). Therefore, the participants need to know the 

“conference-discourse” rules for successful communication.  

Despite the commonalities in the conference talk, there are also variances among 

students. Sperling (1990) finds individual variation among six ninth-grade students in the 

degree of collaboration with the same male English teacher. Even for the same student, 

the collaborative relationship with the teacher can vary at different times. She commented, 

“interaction patterns often vary not only for different students, but also for groups of 

students as the place in the sequence of tasks in which conferences occur varies, as the 

type of conference varies, or as the purpose of the conference varies” (306). In a follow-

up study (1991), she notices this variation reflected different strategies and skills with 

which students approach the writing processes. These strategies and skills, in turn, are 

largely shaped by the social settings of instruction. For example, students can sometimes 

“buy” teacher advice with silence. Donald, a student in Sperling’s study, did not say 

much in his conference. However, this does not mean that he did not participate or that he 
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did not learn. Rather, he utilized the conference to “rehearse the information that he 

received from Mr. Peterson and, finally, to master the correct way to turn his sentence 

around” (149). This is to say, Donald participated in the interaction in a rather quiet 

manner. The analysis of different patterns of student participation implies that there is no 

need to homogenize institutional talk with “preferred patterns”.  

While students can choose to participate in the conference in different manners, 

there was disagreement regarding on how the teacher should direct the talk. Teacher 

dominance was a controversial issue in the studies of writing conferences in 1980s and 

1990s. Early practictitioners of writing conferences have long argued against teacher 

dominance. According to Carnicelli (1980), making judgments and suggestions are the 

teacher’s obligations as students expect them. However, “if the teacher does most or all 

of the talking, the student may simply sit there, politely confused” (p. 117). Murray also 

(1985) feared that such a conference “does not allow the students to develop as a reader 

of their own drafts”, and becomes more like a “mini-lecture” (p. 148). Students would 

then become more dependent on the teacher for identifying the problems and making 

suggestions on revisions. Also, it is possible that the teacher appropriates students’ 

thoughts and students lose their own voice in their writing. 

However, in practice, obvious teacher dominance has been identified in many 

conferences.  Jacob (1982) identified three models of writing conferences in his study of 

32 writing conferences at a community college: fourteen out of 32 writing conferences fit 

into the prescriptive model, which is characterized by strong teacher dominance and 

student passivity; ten conferences belong to the “articulated model”, in which the teacher 
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determined the moves, but did not define the model of good writing he/she had in mind; 

eight conferences were grouped in the “open-ended model”, where the teacher listened to 

the student and involved the student in the decision making. It is the third model that 

Donald Murray and other practitioners have been promoting. However, in real life, more 

writing conferences end up being dominated by the teacher. Jacob attributed this 

dominance to the institutional factors such as the heavy teaching load and location of the 

conferences (classroom). He suggested the instructors “frame the conference so they 

don’t end up, in effect, writing the student’s paper” (p. 70). Wong (1988) also noted that 

teachers tended to adopt an overly authoritative role, even when students are expert in the 

particular knowledge domain at issue. It was also found that conferences characterized by 

a focus on the students’ work or by mutual distribution of knowledge and input were 

rated as more successful by the students than more teacher dominated conferences. 

Moreover, Ulichny and Watson-Gegeo (1989) notices that teachers impose a “dominant 

interpretive framework” with an exclusive focus on error correction, ignoring the 

opinions and points of view that the students express. They attribute this correction-

oriented conference to the institutional pressure and familiar habits of schooling. 

On the other side of this view, some scholars argue that teacher dominance may 

not necessarily harm the conferences. There are other factors which lead to successful 

conferences. Freedman and Sperling (1985) notice the importance of the agenda in the 

conferences. They defined a successful or high-quality conference as one during which 

the teacher and student share a focal concern. They also found that high-achieving 

students focused more on global issues while low-achieving students focused more on 
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grammar and local issues. They concluded that failure to negotiate the agenda at the 

beginning of a conference can lead to role ambiguity, which influences effective 

communication between the teacher and student.  

To further explore factors associated with successful and unsuccessful 

conferences, Walker and Elias (1987) conducted a study at Stanford University and 

California State University. A total of seventeen conferences were analyzed, including 

three L2 writing conferences. For the first time in the research on writing conferences, 

both the teachers and students were asked to evaluate the conferences that they 

participated in. Participants were asked to rate the success of the conference on a scale of 

1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). Final analysis was conducted with five conferences which both 

the student and teacher rated excellent and five both rated poor. They found the amount 

of teacher talk was an unimportant factor in the successfulness of conferences. Rather, 

successful conferences were associated with the evaluation of the students’ work as the 

agenda while unsuccessful conferences contained more requests for information and the 

teacher’s expertise as the agenda. This indicates that as long as the agenda of the 

conferences engages students in the evaluation process, it does not matter whether the 

teacher or the student takes control of the conversation. Walker (1992) then suggested 

“once the agenda is set, the teacher should not hesitate to rely on their own greater 

knowledge and expertise to address the problems that confront their students” (p.81).   

In these studies, the success of conferences was either evaluated by the 

researchers themselves or measured by students’ and/or teachers’ ratings after the 

conferences. No follow-up interviews were conducted to determine what students had 
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learned from the conferences. To gain more insight from the students, a few researchers 

employed ethnographic techniques in examining the conferences (Sperling, 1990, 1991; 

Newkirk, 1995). In Newkirk (1995), Simultaneous recall and interviews with the teacher 

and/or students were conducted after the conferences. Based on Erving Goffman’s 

performative theory, Newkirk analyzed five categories of miscommunication in the 

conference: confusion about terminology, the nature of the questions, concerns about 

audience, concern about specific expectations or rules, and responsibility for sustaining 

the conversation. He notes that some students had difficulty with the conversational 

norms as well as the terminology used in the writing conferences, which led to students’ 

limited participation in the interaction. The teacher sometimes reverted to monologues to 

reduce stress from the students and to avoid breakdown of the conversation. This finding 

supports Freedman & Katz’s (1987) claim that knowledge of the discourse rules is 

important to successful communication. Some conferences involved much role-shifting – 

the participants switched the mode of interaction to negotiate the roles. These 

conferences were usually filled with silence and hesitations, which are marked as less 

successful in much of the literature. But, as Sperling (1991) pointed out earlier, these 

conferences may indicate signs of learning. Newkirk then questioned the emphasis on 

empowering students and the avoidance of teacher dominance in writing conferences 

promoted in previous literature. He concluded that fluidity in the role of teacher and 

student in the writing conference is necessary to maximum the benefits of the interaction. 

This echoes Sperling’s (1991) assertion that “there is no pedagogical point to packaging 
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and promoting ‘preferred patterns’ of interaction” (p.156). These claims best conclude 

the debate on teacher dominance in the writing conference. 

More recent research on writing conferences focuses more on the dynamics of the 

interaction itself, examining both verbal and nonverbal communication with the 

conversational analysis approach. Artman (2005) examined the relationship between 

verbal and nonverbal communication in conferences and noted that nonverbal behavior 

played a role in increasing and decreasing the directness of verbal directives, 

information-seeking acts, and opinion/news expression acts. Also, the amount of the talk 

by the student in the conference is not indicative of student revisions, which challenges 

previous assumptions on the relationship between student participation and subsequent 

revisions. Demott (2006) studied scaffolding in the conference, “the most frequently used 

theoretical construct for examining writing conferences” (Newkirk, 1995, p.195). 

Contrary to what the literature suggests (Sperling, 1990, 1991), it was noted that 

scaffolding was not a pervasive type of interaction during the conferences. Students 

preferred directive instruction, recognized the teacher’s authority and hesitated to 

question that authority. These findings support Newkirk’s claim on the limitation of 

scaffolding that “scaffolding cannot illuminate the cross purposes, the resistances, the 

concealed feelings and attitudes – the unsaid and unsayable – that are surely a part of 

writing conferences” (Newkirk, 1995, p.195). The study suggests that dynamics of the 

conference interaction is influenced by the participants’ perception of the role in the 

conference, especially students’ perception. 
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Studies on writing conferences in L1 settings have been conducted at different 

levels: elementary (Ulichny & Watson-Gegeo, 1989), secondary (Sperling, 1990, 1991), 

and college (Walker & Elias, 1987; Walker, 1992; Newkirk, 1995; Artman, 2005; Demott, 

2006). Although with some disagreement, consensus has been reached that the power 

difference between the teacher and student influenced the interaction and roles of the 

participants. Besides, great variation has been found among students in the ways they 

interact with the teachers. Therefore, no prescriptive model can apply to all conferences 

and fluidity should be allowed. 

 

2.3.3 Conferences in ESL Writing 

Compared with studies in L1 settings, research with ESL writers is limited. Some 

second language writers who do not feel confident might be intimidated by facing the 

teacher directly with their writing. Little research has been conducted to look at the 

interaction between the teacher and ESL students at the conference. Existing studies seek 

to investigate the effect of writing conferences on students’ subsequent revisions. One 

early study by Goldstein and Conrad (1990) investigated the student input and 

negotiation of meaning in writing conferences between one teacher and three students 

enrolled in an advanced ESL composition course. They found that students who 

negotiated the meaning in the conferences made revisions in the following draft that 

improved the text. In contrast, when students did not negotiate meaning, they tended 

either not to make revisions or only make some surface-level changes that did not lead to 

significant improvement over the previous drafts. Goldstein and Conrod thus emphasized 
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that students need to be taught the purposes of the conference and that the conference 

discourse and the teacher-student relationship are different from those in the classroom. 

Patthey-Chavez and Ferris (1997) also note the different effects of conferences on 

stronger students and weaker students. While the conferences helped improve the quality 

of the texts by both groups, stronger students seemed to benefit more from the 

conferences. In conferences with stronger students, teachers were less directive and 

students were more assertive. Moreover, unlike weaker students who simply revised their 

drafts following the teacher’s suggestions in the conferences, stronger students produced 

more substantial revisions. This showed the systematic relationship between the 

conference interaction and students’ characteristics. Results of both studies suggest that 

conferences between NS teachers and ESL students can be different from those between 

NS teachers and NS students. The diverse culture and languages of the ESL students 

might influence how they conference and how their teachers respond to them. However, 

no evidence was found in these studies showing the effects of the cultural differences on 

the conferences or the written texts. 

Two previous studies investigated ESL students in American colleges. Shi (1998) 

focused on a group of Chinese students at the University of Hong Kong and examined the 

effects of writing conferences on student revisions. She found that the students who had 

conferences incorporated most of the comments in their revisions while those without 

having conferences mishandled the teacher’s written comments or left some comments 

unattended. It showed that the writing conference provided students an opportunity to 

clarify written comments and negotiate revisions with the teacher. On the other hand, 
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individual students addressed teacher comments in various ways, such as deleting 

problematic texts, rewriting the text integrating the teacher’s perspectives, and keeping 

one’s own text to claim ownership. This shows that students’ perceptions towards 

conferences and teacher feedback are different. 

All these studies on L2 conferences seem to draw similar conclusion to those on 

L1 conferences; namely, that students’ active participation (rather than passive listening 

to the teacher’s criticism and advice) contributes to the successful teacher-student 

conferences and following revisions. Thus, Ferris (2004) suggests that the teachers 

should reduce directives in the conference setting to encourage students to voice their 

ideas on the writing. Moreover, conferences cannot completely replace written feedback 

as they cannot address text-specific issues as written comments. Global issues like 

organization, analysis, and support in students’ writing are usually addressed in the 

conferences. Written feedback should be coordinated with teacher-student conferences to 

achieve best results. However, student revision could be influenced by other variables 

such as peer feedback and self revision. It is difficult to establish a connection between 

the writing conference and subsequent draft quality. 

Besides the effects of writing conferences, benefits of conferences and factors that 

influence the successfulness of conferences have also been examined. Gitzen (2002) 

observes that conferences resulted in increased motivation, increased student input and 

control of the instructional agenda, and enhanced higher order thinking. This shows that 

ESL students may benefit more from the writing conferences than just individualized 

instruction. This novice-expert interaction resulted in observable behavioral outcomes. In 
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the study, participants’ final course papers indicated their independent learning and 

thinking. There was clear evidence of students’ building on the skills and strategies 

discussed in the conferences. The findings were encouraging to writing instructors, 

especially to those of L2 writers. Different from previous studies, which only focused on 

verbal communication, Chen (2005) examined both verbal and nonverbal interactions in 

the conferences. She used the term “healthy writing conferences” rather than “successful” 

or “effective” writing conferences because it is difficult to measure the effects of writing 

conferences on future revision. Students would always revise for a better grade no matter 

whether they agreed with the teacher’s comments or whether they liked the conference. 

As promoted in early studies on L1 writing conferences (Freedman and Sperling, 1985; 

Walker and Elias, 1987), a healthy conference “sees the student taking a bigger role in 

determining the agenda of the meeting and the direction of the conversation” (p.291). Her 

study identifies six interactional influences on healthy writing conferences: pre-

conference preparation, IRF (initiation-response-feedback) conversation sequence, the 

teacher’s communication style, the overcoming of language-induced communication 

difficulties, the social correctness of verbal and nonverbal behavior, and focusing on the 

student. Although the findings of the study may point to clear pedagogical instructions to 

the writing teachers, Chen suggested that healthy conferences could be achieved in 

different ways based on the triangular relationship of the teacher, the student, and the 

context. 

To explore the nature of the writing conferences, teacher’s talk in the conference 

has been examined with a conversation analysis approach. Koshik (2002a) studies yes/no 
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questions which convey reversed polarity assertions (reversed polarity questions: RPQs) 

used by teachers in one-to-one conferences. The analysis showed that RPQs prefer “no” 

answers because they convey negative assertions, which suggests the portion of student 

text is problematic. For example: 

Teacher: Are you gonna talk about it? In relation to…de Gaulle? 

Student: Nuh uh. Heh. 

Teacher: Not right here, right? 

Student: Uh uh. 

Teacher: Yeah. 

(Koshik, 2002a, p.1860) 

RPQs in the study are found to criticize portions of student text, diagnose 

problems and suggest solutions. Koshik (2002b) also noticed that the teachers tended to 

use “designed incomplete utterances” to elicit students’ self-correction in the conference. 

Koshik claimes that these strategies fit the professional culture in North America where 

“teachers are expected to elicit student performance, and to assist students by means of 

scaffolding” (p.1871). This is also a way of mitigating criticism as direct statements 

would be inappropriate in this situation. As mentioned before, the conference interaction 

is dynamic, thus there is no fixed pattern for the preferred conferences.  

The development of the conference discourse has been investigated to have a 

better understanding of the nature of the conference. As teacher dominance and student 

participation can be too vague to define, agency is employed to refer to “the following 

behavioral and metalinguistic characteristics: an awareness of the task at hand; an 
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understanding of the demands of that task; the ability to envision possible steps of 

varying complexity leading toward goal accomplishment; the ability to recursively 

strategize, monitor, and evaluate problems and discover ways of solving them; and the 

ability to execute those strategies in accomplishing the goal.” (Strauss and Xiang, 2006, 

p.356-357). Haneda (2004) contended that meaning is jointly constructed in the discourse 

of writing conferences. She segmented conferences in a JFL (Japanese as a foreign 

language) class into meaningful sequences, exchanges, and moves and found that the 

conferences analyzed moved from dialogic to monologic instructional sequences back 

and forth. The teacher was found to use the IRF pattern in various ways to achieve her 

pedagogical goals – negotiation and clarification of student’s intended meaning; and 

increased accuracy in student realization of his/her intended meaning. While the teacher 

initiated most of the sequences, the students exercised their own agency by making 

substantial contribution as the role of primary knower in the exchanges they initiated. The 

joint construction of meaning in the conference was influenced by topics of the 

discussion, the students’ characteristics, and the quality of the students’ first drafts. This 

microanalysis of the segments of the discourse provides a zoom-in view of the 

conference. With a similar approach, Strauss and Xiang (2006) observed a gradual 

display of “emergent agency” by the ESL students in the study. Tang, the focus student in 

the study, was resistant to the assignments he was working on and this negative attitude 

was obvious in his first conference. In his second conference, he showed agentive stance 

by involving in the assignment and taking full responsibility as a writer. Moreover, in a 

single conference interaction, students tended to show signs of nonagency at the 
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beginning of the conference and displayed more agentive attitudes towards their writing. 

The two studies illustrate how teachers’ strategies and students’ attitudes influence the 

dynamics of the conference discourse. For most ESL writers, the writing conference is a 

new experience as they come from countries and areas where the product approach of 

teaching writing still dominates. They are not sure of their expected role in the 

conference, which hinders their participation in the interaction. 

Young and Miller (2004) looked at the learner’s acquisition of an unfamiliar 

discursive practice, writing conference, by an adult Vietnamese learner of English. It was 

found that the learner developed from peripheral to fuller participation and performed 

many acts that were initially performed by the instructor. Together with findings of other 

studies, the acquisition process of the practice suggests that it may not be wise for the 

teachers to put ESL students right on the spot in the conference and expect their active 

participation at the beginning, particularly when the students are not familiar with this 

practice. It is thus necessary to find out ESL students’ perceptions to find out how they 

view their roles in this interaction situated in the institutional context. 

 

2.3.4 Student Perception of the Student-teacher Writing Conference 

Besides the setting of the encounter, participants’ perceptions also affect the 

interaction. Speakers from different linguistic or cultural backgrounds may have different 

expectations regarding to the social status and participant role in academic settings. For 

example, speakers from a Chinese educational context would have perceptions on the 

teacher-student relationship different from that in the North American context. Influenced 
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by Confucianism, the interpersonal relationship in social interaction in China is 

hierarchical. As Scollon and Scollon (1995) argued, “most Asians are quite conscious in 

an interaction who is older and who is younger, who has a higher level of education, who 

has lower level, who is in a higher institutional or economic position and who is lower, or 

who is teacher and who is student.” (p. 81) The speaker in the higher position has the 

control of the interaction. Thus it would be inappropriate for a student to introduce a topic 

of his or her own in a communication with a teacher. In the North American context, the 

teacher-student relationship is related to “a socialized pattern for learning through 

performance rather than observation” (Koshik, 2002, p.1870). In this pattern, students are 

expected to display their abilities to the teacher rather than by observing teachers while 

teachers are expected to elicit students’ performance, and assist students. The perceptions 

of the teacher’s role in the communication may influence the dynamics of the interaction. 

 Han (1996) investigated ESL students’ perceptions of the conference. He found 

that students’ perceptions were centered around their essays, the teacher and themselves. 

After the conference they did not care as much about what happened at the conference as 

about the revisions they needed to make. There were misconceptions of the teachers’ 

comments and suggestions. These perceptions of the writing conference were attributed 

to various factors, such as students’ prior learning experience, preconceived notions of 

the proper teaching approach, social and cultural factors, and their perceived self-efficacy. 

In her study on interactional influences on L2 writing conferences, Chen (2005) 

interviewed both the ESL students and teachers on their beliefs and expectations about 

the writing conference. Although all of the students had the expectation that the 
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conferences would be helpful, some students had anxieties about the interaction. For 

example, some students felt nervous about talking with the teacher in English; others 

thought they had to ask questions to sustain the conference. Teachers’ expectations varied 

as well. Some expected to lead the conversation themselves while others expected the 

students to lead the conversation. Analysis of the conference indicates that the progress of 

the conference mirrored these expectations.  

 

2.4 Chinese Students in the Cross-cultural Academic Contexts 

 Chinese students form the second largest ethnic group (next to Indian students) 

among the international students enrolled in American universities, with the total of 

81,127 in the academic year 2007-2008 (Open Doors, 2008). Because of the distinct 

education system in China and cultural background, Chinese students in the American 

classroom have been studied. One of the most influential and thorough studies was 

conducted by Liu (2001), who investigated Asian students’ classroom communication 

patterns. He noted the concern of face as a leading factor in Chinese students’ 

participation patterns in the American classroom. Different from Brown and Levinson’s 

positive/negative face (1987), Chinese face “identifies a hope or desire to gain prestige or 

reputation through public acknowledgement” (Liu, 2001, p.205). Chinese students refrain 

from participating in the classroom discussion as they are afraid of losing “face” – which 

is perceived as public image in Chinese culture. Moreover, they tend to be quiet in the 

classroom to be polite, by not disrupting the teacher, not taking up too much class time, 

and by giving opportunities to other students. 
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 This concern of face also influences Chinese students’ participation in other 

institutional contexts. Nelson and Carson (1998) have noted that compared with the 

Spanish-speaking students, the Chinese students in their study were reluctant to identify 

problems in peer drafts in the peer review session. To them, making negative comments 

on peer writing would harm a peer’s “face”. 

 

2.5 Review of Research Methods 

Various methods have been applied in the studies of the writing conferences, 

which include both qualitative description and experimental methods. Qualitative 

methods used include discourse analysis, conversation analysis, interactional 

sociolinguistics and ethnography of communication. Experiments were conducted to 

examine the effects of the writing conference. 

 Discourse analysis was applied in most of the early studies on writing conferences 

(Jacobs and Karliner, 1977; Freedman & Katz, 1987; Walker & Elias, 1987; Ulichny & 

Watson-Gegeo, 1989; Sperling, 1990, 1991; Goldstein and Conrald, 1990; Walker, 1992). 

The purpose of these studies was to identify the discourse structure of the conference 

interaction, which includes the opening, turn-taking, and the closing. Moreover, factors 

that contributed to the successful and unsuccessful conferences were revealed through the 

analysis of the discourse structure.  

More recent studies explore the conference discourse at the microlevel. Haneda 

(2004) went a step further than the earlier studies and analyzed the conference at three 

levels of the discourse: conference as whole, sequence, and exchange. This analysis 
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revealed the complexity of teacher-student interaction in writing conferences. At the level 

of conference, the teacher’s pedagogical goals determined the overall flow of the 

conference. The teacher also took the initiative in starting each sequence and selected the 

topic at the level of sequence. It is at the exchange level that students exercised their own 

agency. Young and Miller (2004) found out how the student developed from peripheral to 

fuller participation by analyzing the act sequence and turn management. Similarly, 

Strauss & Xiang (2006) examined the conference talk at the microlevel and showed 

progressive advancement of students’ understanding of the tasks at the conference by 

analyzing nonagentive and agentive stance markers. Their study combined both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis.  

 Other studies took the conversation analysis approach to examine the dynamics of 

the conference interaction (Koshik, 2002a, 2002b; Artman, 2005, Demott, 2006). Koshik 

(2002a, 2002b) identified the teacher’s strategies in the conference, such as “reverse 

polarity questions” and “designed incomplete utterances”. Artman (2005) and Demott 

(2006) examined the conference interaction through the ethnography of communication. 

They collected from multiple data sources, such as audio and video recording of the 

writing conferences, observation field notes of the conference, pre- and post-conference 

interviews with students, students’ drafts before and after the conference. Analysis of 

these multiple sources of data reveals the source of miscommunication in the conference, 

students’ perception of the conference and the relationship between student participation 

and subsequent revisions.   
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2.6 Summary of Chapter 2 

In this chapter, literature in the fields that are relevant to the present study is reviewed. 

These fields include interactions in academic advice-giving, conferences in L1 and L2 

writing classes, and cross-cultural communication. While each of these fields contributes 

to the issue of the dissertation research, there is an area that has not yet been explored. 

The purpose of the study is to fill the gap and compare ESL students’ perception of the 

conferences as opposed to NS students and the characteristics of the actual student-

teacher interaction at the conferences in English composition classes. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview of the Chapter 

This chapter explains the design of the study – instrument and procedure in the 

data collection. Research questions will be presented first. Then the setting of the study 

will be described. Then, the participants in the study will be described and the instrument 

designed and procedure of the data collection will be explained. 

 

3.2 Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to examine ESL students’ perceptions of the 

conference and analyze the interaction between the teacher and the student in the 

conferences. Below are the research questions: 

1. What are ESL students’ expectations towards the teacher-student writing 

conferences? Are they different from expectations held by their native-speaking 

counterparts? If yes, what factors contribute to the difference?  

2. How do ESL students interact with the teacher at the writing conferences? 

3. How do students perceive the effectiveness of teacher-student conferences? Is this 

perception related to the interaction between the teacher and student? 

To properly address the research questions posed for this research, I took the 

approach of multiple-case study as the basic design and incorporated survey, interview, 

ethnography and observation throughout the whole process.  
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3.3 Setting 

3.3.1 The University 

This multiple-case study was conducted in the writing program at a southwestern 

university in the United States. In the year 2007 when the data was collected, the 

university had a total enrollment of 37,217 students with a fairly large body of 

international students. In the fall semester of 2007, there were 2297 international students 

enrolled, out of which 784 were undergraduates. Among these students who came from 

122 countries and areas in the world, the largest number came from China. 

The first-year composition class, a required course for all undergraduate students 

at the university, is housed in the English department. The writing program in the 

department manages all the writing classes. In this program, instructors include faculty 

and staff with experience and Ph.D degrees, as well as a large number of teaching 

associates who are enrolled in the graduate programs in the English Department. Of the 

171 teaching associates and adjunct instructors in the writing program, eight were 

nonnative speakers of English. 

Also relevant in the environment of the university is the Center for English as a 

Second Language (CESL). CESL offers intensive English programs to international 

students, and other local ESL populations. International students who do not meet the 

minimum TOEFL requirement can apply to the university for conditional admission, 

which requires English language endorsement from the Center. According to the CESL 

proficiency rubric, “for endorsement, undergraduate students need all 7s and graduate 

students need all 8s.” Students take a placement test upon arrival and are placed at 
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different levels (beginning, intermediate, high intermediate, advanced and university 

bridge), marked as Level 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. The program of each level includes training in 

four basic skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing). The eight-week curriculum at 

CESL includes a daily schedule  and requires 20-22 hours of instruction each week.   The 

rubric for the writing at Level 7 states, “students can produce a short paper incorporating 

multiple sources. The paper demonstrates ability to research and cite multiple sources, 

using a variety of citation techniques. It also demonstrates a good grasp of expository or 

persuasive formats. Students demonstrate very good control of English grammar. They 

are able to self-correct and recognize the relationship between grammar and register.” 

(CESL website). This rubric can indicate the writing skills of some ESL students enrolled 

in ENGL107 classes. 

 Many ESL students have been through the programs at the Center before taking 

English 107. Some of the ESL students had their first English writing class in CESL, 

which has very close ties with the English Department. Some of the instructors in the 

writing program, also experienced language teachers, teach half-time in the Center. The 

majority of teachers at the Center are full-time instructors with a master’s degree in 

teaching English as a second language. Therefore, the teaching is highly professional and 

the impact on the some of the participants in this study cannot be ignored.  

Two writing centers on campus offer assistance in writing to ESL students. The 

Writing Skills Improvement Program provides individual tutoring to minority students on 

campus and weekly writing workshops. The staff is comprised of professional tutors and 

teachers with master’s or Ph.D degrees in English as a second language. In contrast, the 
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university writing center is affiliated with the English Department, offering free 

individualized peer tutoring to all members of the university community. The program is 

directed by an experienced instructor in the writing program, and tutors are trained 

students who have taken the first-year composition classes. The two centers are 

mentioned here because ESL students are encouraged to visit these two centers and some 

of the participants in the study frequented these two centers for their writing assignments. 

 

3.3.2 English 101 and 107 

English 101 and 107 were selected for data collation because they are the first 

college writing classes for most students. Students enrolled in these sessions are more 

homogenous than other sessions. First-year composition, English 101 and 102 (English 

107 and 108 for ESL students), are required for all undergraduates enrolled in the 

university. All entering international students must take a placement examination at the 

beginning of each semester. The results of this exam place them in ENGL106, 107, or 

108. English 106 is the lowest one for ESL students who need additional help to meet the 

writing requirement at the college level. So, for many ESL students, English 107 is their 

first writing class at college. The regular enrollment of these sections is 25. There are also 

combined sections with about 12 ESL students and 12 NS students. Each year, especially 

in the fall semester, the writing program needs to accommodate the increasing number of 

freshmen enrolled in English 101 or 107. In the fall of 2007 when the data was collected, 

there were 171 sections for English 101 and 5 sections for English 107. Two of the 5 

English 107 sections were combined with English 102 sections. 
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 The goal of the first-year composition course is to prepare students with 

academic writing skills. According to the Writing Program philosophy, students should 

complete their composition courses with the abilities to do the following: 

1. Assess the rhetorical strategies writers use to achieve their purposes with varied 
audiences, situations and purposes. 

2.  Use evidence and persuasive appeals that are effective with various audiences, 
situations, and purposes. 

3. Develop critical analyses of public, scholarly and personal issues based on 
research, observations and reflections from their own experiences. 

4. Revise in response to feedback from readers to improve drafts, and offer useful 
feedback to other writers on how to revise their writing. 

5. Use the appropriate conventions of research and analysis, including the stylistic 
conventions of clear and convincing academic writing. 

(Quoted from website of the Writing Program) 

Unlike English 102 and 108 which focus more on research and argument skills, 

English 101 and 107 expect students to develop their critical thinking and writing skills 

through analyzing a variety of literary texts, such as poetry, fiction, and films. Writing 

assignments include three major essays and a final exam essay: a textual analysis of a 

text, a cultural analysis of a text, a contextual analysis of a text(s), and a reflective essay. 

Each of these papers involves multiple drafts and writing workshops because the writing 

process is a major emphasis in the writing class. 

With this emphasis, the process-oriented approach is adopted in the writing 

program characterized with prewriting, drafting, evaluating, getting external feedback 

and revising. Evaluating and getting external feedback includes peer reviews and teacher 

feedback. Peer reviews are held in the classroom after the students completed a rough 

draft, in which students read each others’ drafts and provide feedback following 

guidelines set by the teacher. These are also called writing workshops. The teacher 
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feedback is usually provided in two ways. One way is to provide written feedback on 

students’ drafts and the other way is to provide oral feedback in teacher-student 

conferences which could be an individual conference, with the instructor talking with the 

students one on one, or a group conference, with the instructor talking with a group of 

students. The group conference might incorporate both peer review and teacher feedback. 

Usually, one student introduces his/her draft, then other students comment on it, and 

finally the instructor provides comments. In either form of conference, the instructor 

comments on the students’ drafts and offers suggestions on how the students could revise 

their papers for the final version.  

 

3.4 Participants 

3.4.1 Participating Sections 

In this study, there were six participating composition classes, all of which were 

English 101 or 107 sections. These sections were selected as English 101/107 is the first 

composition class at college for most students and students are more homogenous than 

those in enrolled in English 102/108. Two of the six sections were composed of both ESL 

students and NS students. Two sections were composed of ESL students only and the 

other two are for NS students only, both of which were taught by the same instructor. 
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Table 1: Participating Sections and Instructors 
 
Instructors Sections 

One NS section Ms. Ling 
One ESL section 
One NS section Ms. Mills 
One ESL section 
One NS section Mr. White 
One NS/ESL combination section 

 

3.4.2 Participating Instructors 

As mentioned before, there were five ESL sections at the semester, taught by five 

different instructors. Three instructors participated the study: Ms. Ling, Ms. Mills, and 

Mr. White (all pseudonyms). Ms. Ling is a nonnative speaker of English and Ms. Mills 

and Mr. White are native speakers. All of them are experienced composition instructors: 

Ms. Ling had taught composition classes for three years at the time of data collection, Ms. 

Mills for one year, and Mr. White for two years. All of them are graduate students in the 

field of applied linguistics, with Ms. Ling enrolled in a Ph.D program and Ms. Mills and 

Mr. White enrolled in a master’s program. All of the instructors received the same 

training when they started teaching composition in that university. They have taken a 

mandatory course offered by the Writing Program, to handle the instruction or practices 

in teaching composition classes. The class activities included seminars, lectures, and 

some in-depth studies to help the instructors construct their syllabus, design lesson plans, 

and deal with problems in their teaching. 
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3.4.3 Participating Students 

There were approximately 140 students in the six participating sections, 52 of whom 

were ESL students. All of them were in the age range between 18 and 21. Questionnaire 

data were collected from 110 students (45 ESL students and 65 NS students) from the 

participating sections, including both ESL students and NS students. NS students are 

included in the study for the purpose of comparison. Video-recorded data and interview 

data were collected from 19 focus students (8 NS and 11 ESL students), who agreed to be 

video-recorded and interviewed. The distribution of the 19 focus students is shown in 

Table 2. 

Table 2: Demographic Information of the Focus Students1 
 
Instructor Pseudonyms Gender Ethnicity 

Mike Male American 
Kendra Female American 
Laura Female American 
Shimanshu Male Indian 
Sandiago Male Mexican 
Jia* Male Chinese 
Zhendong* Male Chinese 
Ying* Female Chinese 

 
 
Ms. Ling 
(Female Chinese) 

Xiaoyan* Female Chinese 
Peter Male American 
Julian Female  American 
Vana Female  Macedonian 

 
Ms. Mills 
(Female American) 

Fang* Female  Chinese 
Christina Female American 
Carly Female American 
Caitlin Female American 
Vivek Male Indian 
Nan Male Chinese 

 
 
Mr. White 
(Male American) 

Xuwei* Male Chinese 
 

                                                 
1 Students marked with * are the Chinese students for the follow-up interviews. 
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Follow-up interviews were conducted with six Chinese students. They were selected 

among the 11 ESL students for several reasons. First, pedagogical practices in writing 

classes in China are different from those in the United States; second, focusing on one 

ethnic group can help the researcher to reveal similar features displayed by participants in 

that group; third, being a member of that group herself allows the researcher to have an 

emic view of the culture. My own cultural identity would make it easier for me to 

establish a strong rapport and trust with the participants. Moreover, my competence in the 

Chinese language and previous teaching experience with Chinese students would allow 

me to perceive the subtlety in participants’ verbal and nonverbal communication.  

All of the 11 ESL students can be classified as international students, in contrast to 

permanent-resident students2 (Leki, 1992). They received their primary and secondary 

education in their home countries and were highly literate in their own languages. They 

came to the United States with a common belief that the higher education in the U.S. is 

superior to that in their homeland. They plan to get degrees which will help them get 

good jobs in their home countries, or possibly, in the United States. Being abroad for the 

first time, most of them were experiencing culture shock and they wanted to be involved 

in the new culture as soon as possible. This desire was reflected in their motivation in 

taking the writing class. Although the first-year composition class is required for all 

undergraduate students, the ESL students had stronger motivation as they wanted to write 

“native-like” essays.  

 

                                                 
2 According to Leki (1992), permanent-resident students refer to the immigrant student who receive most, if 
not all, of their primary and secondary education in the United States. 
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3.5 Data Collection 

This multiple case study was conducted in the natural teaching and learning 

environment. The main methodology of the study was questionnaire, observation, video 

and audio taping, and interviews. Table 3 provides an overview of the data collection 

process. 

Table 3: An Overview of Data Collection 
 
Data Collection Method Participants Data Format 
Survey questionnaire 110 students from six 

participating sections 
Written 

Pre-conference interview 19 focus student participants Audio record 
Writing conferences 19 focus student participants Audio record, video 

record 
Post-conference interview 19 focus student participants  Audio record 
Follow-up interview 6 Chinese students  Audio record 
Student drafts 6 Chinese students Written 

 

3.5.1 Survey 

At the beginning of the study, a survey was conducted to examine students’ 

writing experience and expectation of the writing conferences. I provided one version for 

ESL students and one for NS students. There were three parts in the questionnaire. The 

first part asked for students’ demographic information, including age, gender, home 

country and native language. The second part asked for students’ experience with writing 

classes, such the number of classes they have taken, the activities in the writing classes, 

and the genres of the writing assignments. The third part asked for students’ expectations 

of the writing conferences. In the second and third parts, I used multiple choices and open 

questions to elicit more information. 
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The choices were designed based on my own experience as a writing instructor, 

communication with students and other instructors, as well as the literature on writing 

conferences. At the beginning of every semester when I teach composition, I ask my own 

students to write about their experience with their previous writing classes to get a better 

understanding of the students. I also conduct informal surveys with my students when 

scheduling conferences by having them write down questions and concerns about their 

drafts and their expectations. Holding conferences with my own students and discussing 

with other instructors gives me good insight into students’ expectations. Together with 

the studies on writing conferences, all these helped me construct the survey. 

With the permission from the instructors, I administered the survey at the 

beginning of the fall semester, 2007 to six English 101 or 107 classes. The survey took 

about five minutes at the beginning of the class. I explained to the students the purpose of 

the survey and told them that participation in the survey was voluntary. It was not, 

however, anonymous, as I needed to relate the survey answers of the focus students to 

their video-recorded data. So I explained to the students that the answers can only be 

accessed by myself as the researcher and I would not reveal them to their instructors. 

Therefore, their grades of the course would not be affected in any way. Some students 

were still concerned about the privacy. Finally, 110 students completed the survey, 

including the 19 focus students who agreed to be video-recorded and interviewed.   
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3.5.2 Interviews 

 Interviews with the 19 focus students were one of the major components in the 

data collection. They were conducted throughout the entire semester. Some interviews 

were scheduled right before the students met their instructor for the audio-recorded 

conferences; some were held right after the conferences; others were conducted before or 

after the students submitted the final draft of the essay. After the semester ended, I also 

held interviews with the three participating instructors to gather their perceptions of the 

conferences. With participants’ permission, I recorded all the interviews with a digital 

voice recorder and took some brief notes. 

After the 19 focus student participants scheduled their conferences, I interviewed 

them about their expectations on the conferences before they met their instructor for the 

conferences. Participating students were asked to come 10 minutes earlier than their 

scheduled conference, and I interviewed them outside of the instructor’s office. The 

questions included but were not limited to:  

• How do you like your draft so far? 

• What do you think are the strong points and weak points of the draft? 

• What would you like to revise in the next draft? 

• What difficulties did you experience when writing this paper? 

• How do you like the comments from your classmates? 

• What would you like to tell your instructor at the conference? 

• What is the most important thing you want to talk about at the conference? 

• Do you think the conference will help you with your paper? Why or why not? 
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• Do you feel nervous or uncomfortable about going to the conference? 

In the pre-conference interviews, I also validated students’ survey answers by 

asking students why they made that choice in the survey. For example, I asked, “why did 

you choose the option “I expect my instructor to correct all grammar errors in my draft”? 

or “Why do you want to ask your instructor the requirements of the essay? Are you 

unsure of the requirements?”  

After the conference, I briefly interviewed students outside the instructor’s office 

on their perceptions on the effectiveness of the conference. The questions included but 

were not limited to:  

• How do you feel about the conference? 

• What did your instructor say about your paper? 

• According to your instructor, what were the strong and weak aspects of the paper? 

• What suggestions did your instructor make for this paper? 

• Will you incorporate these suggestions in your revision of this paper? Why or 

why not? 

• Do you think the conference is helpful for you to improve this paper? 

• What do you think you have learned from the conference as a writer? 

• What would you like to do more at the conference? 

• What would you like your instructor to do more at the conference? 

All interviews with the Chinese students were conducted in Chinese so that they 

could express themselves more freely. Follow-up interviews were conducted with six 

Chinese students later at their convenience. These interviews took place in the library or 
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other quiet places on campus. I usually started with chatting with them about their life 

and study in the United States. This reduced their anxiety about being interviewed and 

they were more verbal in a more friendly atmosphere. I also asked about their writing 

process and challenges they have in writing. Then I showed video clips of the conference 

to the participants and ask them to account for what they said in the conference. For 

example: 

• Why did you keep silent when your instructor asked you a question? What were 

you thinking at the time? 

• Why didn’t you answer your student/instructor’s question directly? 

• How did you feel when your instructor said…? 

I also asked them their attitudes towards the teacher feedback provided in the 

conference. When the conversation moved along, I asked follow-up questions to pursue 

interesting issues brought by the students and modified my questions from time to time to 

solicit more information from the students. 

At the end of the semester, I interviewed the participating instructors. The 

interviews took place in their offices. The purpose of the interview was to understand 

their perception of the writing conferences. I first asked about their education and 

teaching background, and then asked about their approaches and attitudes towards the 

conferences. Some of the questions are: 

• Can you describe your education and teaching background? 

• Do you think you take different approaches towards different students in 

conferences? If so, what are the differences? 
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• How do you organize your conferences? What are your expectations for the 

students at the conference? 

• In your opinion, what are successful conferences like and unsuccessful 

conferences like? 

The interviews with the instructors helped me understand the video-recorded 

interaction between the teacher and students for the instructor’s perspective. 

 

3.5.3 Video-record 

Video-recorded conferences were the major part of the data. Writing conferences 

between the students and instructor took place in the conference rooms in the instructors’ 

office. Conferences of the 19 focus students were audio-recorded and video-recorded. A 

digital video camera was set at the corner of the conference room. A digital voice 

recorder was placed on the table between the teacher and student to capture sounds which 

the video camera may have missed. 

In order to understand the context of the writing conferences, I also collected other 

materials from the students and the course, such as drafts before and after the conference 

by the focus students, course syllabus, and assignment sheets. However, there data have 

not been analyzed.  

 

3.6 Data Analysis Procedure 

 The data for the study consist of information from three phases – the pre-

conference phase, in-conference phase and post-conference phase. Data were analyzed as 
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data collection was in process so that the findings from the collected data could be 

incorporated into the later stages of the data collection. In the pre-conference phase, the 

questionnaire data were collected from 110 students, both NS students and ESL students. 

Results from the two groups were compared in terms of their expectations of the writing 

conference. As the questionnaire was not anonymous, I could track the answers of the 19 

focus students. I took note of their answers and verified them in the pre-conference 

interviews. The pre-conference interviews were transcribed and summarized according to 

the answers to the questions I asked in the interview. Each student’s responses were then 

compared to identify themes.  

 Data collected in the in-conference phase were video- and audio-recordings of the 

conferences of the 19 focus students. First, the video recordings were viewed repeatedly 

to examine the discourse features that have been examined in the literature, so these 

features could be analyzed. The discourse features include: 

• Discourse phases including opening phase, directive phase, and closing phase 

(Walker and Elias, 1987; Ulichny and Watson-Gegeo, 1989; Young & Miller, 

2004) 

• Topic/exchange initiation (Freedman & Sperling, 1985, Sperling, 1990; Haneda, 

2004) 

• Invited nomination (Goldstein and Conrad, 1990) 

• Turns (Young & Miller, 2004; Strauss & Xiang, 2006) 

• Questions (Koshik, 2002; Haneda, 2004) 
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While viewing the recorded data, notes were taken where the instances of the 

above mentioned features were observed. When the voice was not clear enough in the 

video, audio recordings were listened to repeatedly to identify the unclear part. The notes 

of each student’s conferences were compared to identify similarities and differences in 

those features. Next, I transcribed the opening and closing two minutes of all the audio-

recorded conferences. Then I selected ten conferences (five with NS students and five 

with ESL students) of the same length (15-20 minutes) and transcribed the complete 

interaction. Since there were two conferences with the selected ESL students, the notes 

were compared between the first and second conference as well. The notes of the 

conferences were also compared with the note of the pre-conference interview data to 

examine how students’ expectations influence their participation in the conferences.  

In the post-conference phase, immediate post-conference interviews were 

conducted with the 19 focus students and additional follow-up interviews were conducted 

with the six Chinese students. Student interview data were transcribed and summarized 

according to the answers to each question I asked in the interview. The focus of interest 

was to find out: (1) students’ perception of their own writing; (2) students’ reactions to 

the conference; (3) students’ accounts of their behavior in the conference. Each student’s 

responses were compared to identify themes. The follow-up interviews with the Chinese 

students were transcribed and summarized to seek shared and different characteristics. In 

order to examine their perception, their responses were compared with the notes from the 

pre-conference interview and recorded conferences. 
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 Student drafts were collected from the six Chinese students, but they were not 

analyzed in detail. They were used to verify the interview and conference data. All 

collected data were reviewed repeatedly when similar themes emerged. 

 

3.7 Summary of the Chapter 

In this chapter, the research questions were stated, and the research context, 

teacher participants, and student participants were described. The design and data 

collection procedures were explained in detail. To summarize the design of this multiple 

case study, data were collected in three phases. The first phase included student 

questionnaires on their expectations on the writing conferences and pre-conference 

interviews. The second phase included videotaping the scheduled writing conferences. 

The third phase included interviews with the focus student participants. Multiple data-

collection techniques (questionnaire, observation, and interview) employed in this 

qualitative and ethnographic study allow me to explore the writing conference as an 

institutional talk in depth. The findings and interpretations of the findings will be 

discussed in detail in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS – SURVEY AND PRE-

CONFERENCE INTERVIEWS 

4.1 Overview of the Chapter 

This chapter will answer the first research question: What are ESL students’ 

expectations towards the teacher-student writing conferences? Are they different from 

expectations held by the NS counterparts? If yes, what factors contribute to the difference? 

To answer this question, I analyzed the data from the initial survey, pre-conference 

interviews, and essay assignment.  

 

4.2 Summary of the Survey Data 

At the beginning of the fall semester, 2007, I administered a survey (see appendix) 

in the six participating sections to obtain information of the participating students’ views 

and expectations of writing conferences, as well as their writing experience. After the 

data were collected, I coded the information from all the participating students. And then 

I selected the information of the focus participating students and compared it with the 

interview data to gain a better understanding of these students’ perception on the writing 

conferences. Here I will first summarize the survey for all participating students. 

 

4.2.1 Demographic Data 

The survey questionnaire consisted of three sections. The first section asks for the 

demographic information of the students, including the name, sex, age, native country, 

native language(s), academic major and level. The survey was conducted either at the 
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beginning or near the end of the class meeting time to avoid interruption of the class. The 

participating instructors first introduced me and I briefly introduced my study to the 

students. The questionnaire was distributed to 140 students in six participating sections, 

of which 110 students agreed to participate and returned the survey. Of the 110 

participating students, 65 were native speakers of English (20 male and 45 female) and 

45 were nonnative speakers of English (31 male and 14 female). All of the 65 native 

speakers are American students between 18 and 20 years old. Sixty out of 65 (92.3%) 

were freshmen and only five of them were sophomores at the time of the survey. 

The nonnative speaking group was much more heterogeneous than the native 

speaking group. The 45 students surveyed came from 16 countries and areas all over the 

world, speaking 13 different languages. The three largest language groups are Mandarin 

Chinese speakers (14), Spanish speakers (7), and Korean speakers (6). Other languages 

spoken included Arabic, Japanese, Hindi, Thai, Kazakh, Russian, German, French, Greek 

and Macedonian. Ages varied from 17 to 26. Academic levels in the university also 

varied from freshman to senior. The group consisted 32 freshmen (71%), 6 sophomores 

(13%), 5 juniors (11%) and 2 seniors (5%).  

The survey also asked for ESL students’ experience of learning English before 

they came to the United States. The length varied greatly between zero and 18 years, with 

an average of about seven years. Among the 45 students, 5 (11%) had learned English for 

less than one year; 13 (29%) had learned English for one to five years; 18 (40%) had 

learned for six to ten years; and 9 (20%) had learned for over 10 years. 
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Length of stay in the United States ranged from 2 months to 5 years, with an 

average of about one year. Out of the 45 students, 20 (44.5%) had been in the country for 

just two to three months, which means that they arrived in the country in the summer 

before the fall semester began; eleven (24.5%) had been in the country for 4 months to 

one year; and 14 (31%) had been here for more than one year. When the length of stay in 

the U.S. and the length of learning English together are compared, it was shown that 

students with a shorter length of stay had learned English for a longer time and vice versa. 

Taking the Chinese speakers as an example, most of them had learned English for six to 

ten years when they arrived in the U.S. before that semester began. 

 

4.2.2 Previous Experience in the Writing Class 

The second part of the survey asks about students’ experience in the writing class. 

For NS students, 55 (84.6%) of them had taken four English writing classes in high 

school, 7 (10.7%) of them had taken more than four writing classes, and 3 (4.6%) of them 

taken two or three. For 52 students out of 65 (80%), English 101, the class they were 

taking, was the first writing class at the college level. The other 13 students (20%) took 

one or two other college writing classes (such as English 100) before they took English 

101. When asked about their activities in the writing classes, they reported discussing 

readings, practicing writing strategies, peer review, and practicing grammar mostly. 

Contrary to my assumption that the majority of NS students had had writing conferences 

in high school, only half of them had this experience. The description of what happened 

in the conference was virtually the same. They reported discussing their paper with the 
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instructor and receiving suggestions on how to improve the paper. As for the type of 

assignments they did before, most of them had practiced all of the genres listed on the 

survey: book reports, persuasive, narrative, analysis, research paper and poem.  

For the ESL students, their experience in previous writing classes was much more 

limited than their NS counterparts. Twenty (44.5%) of them had never taken any writing 

class prior to the one they were taking, English 107. Fourteen (31%) had taken one or two 

writing classes, and eleven (24.5%) had taken three or more classes. Considering the 

length of learning English of these students, it was obvious that most of the ESL students 

must have taken English language classes rather than writing classes in their home 

country. Thus the activities which are common practice in American writing classrooms, 

especially the writing conferences and peer review, were not familiar to the majority of 

the ESL students. The same is also true for the writing assignments, only a small number 

of them had written the types of assignments listed. 

Table 4: Class Activities in Students’ Previous Writing Classes 
 

ESL Students (N = 45) NS Students (N = 65) Class activities 
Count percentage Count Percentage 

Discussing readings 20 44.4% 61 93.8%  

Peer review 14 31.1% 58 89.2%  

Conferences 6 13.3% 33 50.8%  

Writing strategies 23 51.1% 60 92.3%  

Practice grammar 21 46.7% 56 86.2%  
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Figure 1: Class Activities in Students’ Previous Writing Classes 
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Table 5: Writing Assignments Practiced in Students’ Previous Writing Classes 
 

ESL Students (N = 45) NS Students (N = 65) Writing Assignments 
Count percentage Count Percentage 

Book reports 11 24.4% 53 81.5%  
Persuasive essay 17 37.8% 58 89.2%  
Narrative 12 26.7% 46 70.8%  
Analysis essay 22 48.9% 56 86.2%  
Research paper 15 33.3% 59 90.8%  
Poem 13 28.9% 58 89.2%  
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Figure 2: Writing Assignments Practiced in Students’ Previous Writing Classes 
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4.2.3 Expectations of the Conference 

 The third part of the survey asks for students’ expectation of the teacher-student 

conference. From Table 6, we can see similarities and differences in the expectations 

between the two groups. All of the NS students and the majority of ESL students 

expected the instructor to give them suggestions on how to improve their drafts. This 

reveals the desire for teacher feedback from students in both groups. This also shows 

students’ perception of the primary goal of the writing conference – the instructor is 

supposed to provide suggestions on how to improve the student’s draft. 
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Table 6: Student’s Expectation’ of the Conference 
 

ESL Students (N = 45) NS Students (N = 65) Expectations 
Count percentage Count Percentage 

Grammar errors 30 66.7% 28 43.1%  
Students’ own ideas 19 42.2% 43 66.2%  
Suggestions  40 88.9% 65 100%  
Getting an A 26 57.8% 47 72.3%  
Requirements 26 59.8% 31 47.7%  
Private Talk 24 53.3% 33 50.8%  
 

Figure 3: Students’ Expectations for the Conference 
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About half of the students from both groups expressed enjoyment in talking with the 

instructor privately and they think the conference can help enhance a better personal 

relationship with the instructor. The two groups also share the same expectation that they 

want the instructor to tell them how to get an A on the essay. More NS students have this 

concern about their grade. As first-year composition is a required course for all 
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undergraduate students, receiving good grades on this course can be the primary 

motivation for most students. But for many of the ESL students, getting an A is not the 

ultimate purpose of taking the course. In the interviews, a lot of them expressed eagerness 

to improve writing skills. 

 The difference lies in the expectation of “grammar errors”, “students’ own ideas”, 

and “requirements”. Clearly, more ESL students would expect the instructor to correct 

their grammatical errors at the conference. This is not surprising as ESL students are 

more concerned about the accuracy in their writing (Leki, 1992). A good number of NS 

students also had this expectation, and one of them added “most general errors” below 

the option. This shows that even as native speakers of English, some NS students did 

worry about grammatical errors, but it was not the most important task at the writing 

conferences. One of the NS students even commented on the survey, “it (correcting 

grammar errors) would be a waste of time”.  

Fewer ESL students expected to tell the instructor their intention and meaning in 

their essay. It seems that most of them did not think of this as important, while the 

majority of the NS students had this expectation. Moreover, more ESL students expected 

to ask the instructor the requirements of the essay. 

 

4.3 Verification from the Pre-conference Interview Data 

After the survey was collected, the participating instructors scheduled conferences 

with their students. I scheduled brief interviews with 19 focus students (8 NS students 

and 11 ESL students) before and after the conferences. Follow-up interviews were 
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conducted with six Chinese students. In the interviews, I verified the survey answers with 

some of the students and asked additional questions regarding their writing process and 

challenges. After I recorded the interviews with the focus students, I listened to the 

recordings while taking notes. As I asked similar questions to each of the students, I 

wrote down the students’ answers, from which I identified several themes. 

 

4.3.1 Previous Experience in the writing class 

The survey results indicate that ESL students lack the experience of writing 

classes that most NS students had in high school. In the interview with ESL students, I 

asked about their previous experience in writing in English. As most of them had learned 

English in a foreign country, writing was only one part of the four basic skills (listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing) practiced in English classes. Few students had ever taken 

a writing class prior to the one they were taking. For those who had taken one, they took 

it at CESL which prepares them for the language test which they had to pass to be 

admitted to the university. The English essays they had practiced were short (150-300 

words) with only three paragraphs. So, many of them struggled with the essays in their 

first academic writing class – English 101. Ying, a female Chinese student who 

transferred from a Chinese university to the current one, described her writing experience 

in college: 

“At college, I took a course called “Reading and Writing”. We wrote five to six 

essays of 150 words long, targeted to the College English Test Band four and Band six (a 

national English proficiency test in China). The main difference between the essays I did 
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before and those I am doing now is that you only need to write correct sentences in those 

short essays while the essays we are doing right now require a lot of thinking. …And 

before I never had the chance to talk about ideas with my teacher like what we do now in 

the conference. We only talked about grammar when talking with the teacher face-to-

face.” (Interview, October 10, 2007) 

Other ESL students described similar experience with writing. It can be seen that 

the essays the students wrote before were distinctly different from what they wrote in 

ENGL 101. With a lack of practice with similar essays, most of them had difficulties 

writing longer and more complicated essays. One of the ESL students even complained in 

his interview, “…English 101 is great for NS students in the first year, but not for 

international students. We have such a hard time” (Interview, October 17, 2007) 

 In contrast, most NS students practiced with five-paragraph essays in high school 

in various genres. Some of the essays they wrote before were similar to the ones in 

English 101. Kendra, an NS student working on a cultural analysis essay told me in her 

pre-conference interview: 

“I feel pretty good about this draft. I wrote a similar kind of paper in senior year 

(in high school), in considering my values and going to college changes everything. So I 

already know a lot about my values. So it’s easy to compare it to Mulan3, because I know 

what I was at that time. Comparing that to Mulan is not that hard because this makes it 

easy to tell about a culture through the movie. I feel that getting information for my essay 

                                                 
3 Mulan was a female national heroine living in the 5th century in China. She dressed up as a man, joined 
the army, and fought for the country. Her story was described in a poem called “The Ode to Mulan” and a 
cartoon named “Mulan”, produced by Walt Disney Pictures, was adapted from the story. 
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is easy. My strengths are probably my examples and support in comparing it.” (Interview, 

October 8, 2007) 

Great confidence can be felt in Kendra’s words and Kendra attributed her strength 

to the previous practice with similar essays. More importantly, many NS students had 

conference experience in high school, discussing their essays with the teacher. Kendra 

told me that she had conferences in her senior year in high school, although they were 

unscheduled and during drop-in office hours. She had the chance to talk with her teacher 

about her essays. With prior experience in conferences, NS students were clearer about 

what would happen in the conference and what to expect from the conference.  

 

4.3.2 Perception of Peer Feedback 

In the interview with all students, I also asked students their attitude towards peer 

review. I asked them if they got useful feedback from their classmates in the peer review. 

The answer is mixed. Some students reported positively and acknowledged that they 

learned from reading others’ drafts as well. Kendra said, “Peer review gives me good 

information. A friend may not give the same feedback as classmates.” (Interview, 

October 8, 2007) Shimanshu also responded, “Peer review helps a lot. They point out 

errors in my essay, introduction, points that can be included. I follow their suggestions.” 

Other students did not think much of the peer review process for several reasons. Firstly, 

they questioned the credibility of their peers. Ying said, “Peer review did not help much. 

The questions on the peer review sheet are kind of basic. Students were not doing it 

carefully and none of us are experts. Those with stronger language ability could help 
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more.” (Interview, October 19, 2007) Secondly, they did not think their peers would take 

full responsibility for others’ writing. A female NS student, Christina said, “Peer review 

did not help. I want someone to tell me what I need. Peer does not take it seriously.” 

(Interview, November 13, 2007) Some students would prefer to have friends read their 

drafts because friends would take it more seriously. Students’ attitude towards the peer 

review influenced their attitudes towards the writing conference. Those who did not value 

peer review tended to value the conference more because they thought only the instructor 

could serve as an expert to provide good suggestions on their drafts. 

 

4.3.3 Expectations of the Conference 

 Five expectations were listed in the survey: I am expecting my instructor to point 

out all the grammar errors in my draft; I want to tell my instructor what I am trying to say 

in my draft; I am expecting my instructor to give me suggestions on how to improve my 

draft; I want my instructor to tell me how to get an A on this essay; I want to ask my 

instructor the requirements of the essay; I enjoy talking with my instructor privately and I 

think the conference can help us better know each other personally. In the pre-conference 

interviews, I verified these expectations. While students were waiting outside the 

instructor’s office, I asked students about their feelings of the current drafts and 

expectations of the conferences. I first asked them what they thought about their own 

drafts. Most NS students responded that they felt good about their drafts. They could 

identify their own strengths and weaknesses in their drafts. At the point of the interview, 
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they were working on their second or third essay and many of them said that they were 

doing a better job than they did in the first essay. 

 The first expectation listed on the survey was to have the instructor point out all 

the grammatical errors in the draft. It is not surprising that more ESL students than NS 

students made this choice. Almost all of the ESL students interviewed mentioned 

grammatical errors as one of the weaknesses or concerns in their drafts. Fang, a Chinese 

female student working on a cultural analysis of a TV show, said in the beginning of her 

interview, “I want to talk with her about grammar and thesis.” (Interview, October 9, 

2007) We see the concern about grammar of an ESL student. It seems that it is the first 

weakness ESL students notice in their own writing. Vivek, a male Indian student also 

confessed that his weakness was grammar. Shimanshu, another male Indian student said 

directly, “I expect her to list all my errors, any grammar errors.” (Interview, October 10, 

2007) As shown in the survey, some NS students were concerned about the grammar in 

their drafts as well. Laura said she sometimes had trouble with commas. Kendra also 

expected the instructor to correct the grammar mistakes. All students believe grammatical 

accuracy is an important aspect of good writing. ESL students were particularly 

struggling with grammar and would like the instructor to provide help in this aspect. 

The survey also asked if the students wanted to tell the instructor what they are 

trying to say in their drafts. Results show that more NS students made this choice than 

ESL students. In the pre-conference interview, I asked the students if they had anything 

to tell the instructor. Most ESL students simply responded that they did not know what to 

tell the instructor or they did not have much to tell the instructor. They just wanted the 
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instructor’s opinions and suggestions. Ying explained that she did not have much to tell 

her instructor because she had talked with her earlier, which means that she had 

exchanged ideas with her instructor. Other ESL students had not talked with the 

instructor earlier and it was their first writing conference. So they were not sure what they 

were supposed to talk about at the conference. For NS students, they seemed to have a 

better idea what to talk about in the conference. After they told me their weaknesses and 

difficulties in that draft, they would like to address these issues in the conference. For 

example, Kendra said, 

“I have some questions on my organization, because I did the kind of comparison 

and contrast thing between XX. I don’t know if my organization was the best. So I want 

to talk about maybe another way to…maybe combine paragraphs, maybe take some parts 

out, see what I don’t need in my paper. I want to make sure she gets the points of my 

paper. If she tells me her interpretation of my paper (I am not sure if she’s gonna do that), 

I just want to make sure that my point is clear to her.” (Interview, October 8, 2007) 

Kendra emphasized that her points are important and she wanted her instructor to 

understand her ideas. So she expected the instructor to provide suggestions based on her 

own points. Other NS students came to the conference with more questions in mind. They 

would like their instructors to address the questions they have. Aspects of the suggestions 

will be discussed in the following section. 

One obvious phenomenon in the survey data is that almost all students (both NS 

and ESL students) expected the instructor to tell them how to get an A in the conference. 

And many of them explicitly verbalized this expectation in their pre-conference interview. 
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For example, one of the NS students, Laura, talked about her cultural analysis paper 

which compares an Ancient Chinese story as described in a poem and in a Disney cartoon:  

“I think it’s ok. I finally get down the P.I.E structure (point, illustration, 

explanation). But I definitely think I have too much summary in it. I have trouble tying 

everything to my thesis, keeping it (the draft) focused…I expect her to tell me what I 

need to do to get an A.” (Interview, October 10, 2007) 

Laura directly expressed her desire to get an A and she believed that talking with 

the instructor could help her achieve this goal. Laura’s instructor, Ms. Ling, is a 

nonnative speaker of English. She is a doctoral student enrolled in a graduate program in 

applied linguistics and it is the sixth semester for her to teach the course, English 101. 

She scheduled conferences with students for all major essays as she felt students needed 

it. Her perception and opinions on the writing conferences will be discussed later. 

ESL students also had the same expectation as NS students as they knew that the 

instructor assigns the final grade. They wanted to know what exactly the instructor 

expected them to do to get a good grade. Zhendong, a Chinese male student in the other 

section that Ms. Ling taught, worked on the same essay assignment as Laura. In the pre-

conference interview, he first expressed concern about the grammatical errors in his essay, 

and then said that he expected the teacher to tell him how to improve his grade. He 

thought his organization was pretty good though.  

Another expectation revealed in the survey data is to ask the instructor the 

requirements of the essay. This is closely related to students’ expectations regarding how 

to receive a good grade. The students wanted to make sure their essays met the 
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requirements set by the instructor so that they could receive a better grade. As Kendra 

said, “Conference allows me to see the teacher’s style, what she wants to see in the paper, 

what exactly the assignment was, the interpretation of the assignment.” (Interview, 

October 8, 2007) A male Chinese student, Jia also expressed, “As for the conference, I 

want to know her expectation, so I will write according to her expectation.” (Interview, 

October 8, 2007) Students’ testimony shows that they value the instructor’s expectation 

because it is what their essays would be graded upon. 

The last expectation listed on the survey reveals students’ need for intimacy. 

Almost all the students interviewed expressed their desire for this kind of one-to-one 

interaction with the teacher. Some students explained to me why they made this choice. 

Julian, a female NS student told me that the personal connection to the instructor is very 

important – “The more I talk with her, the more comfortable we feel when discussing 

paper”. Other students (both NS and ESL) also told me that they enjoyed the one-to-one 

conversation with the instructor because the instructor can focus his or her attention on a 

single person’s writing, addressing individual concerns. A few ESL students made this 

choice because they were comparing the individual conference with the group conference. 

In Ms. Ling and Mr. White’s classes, they held group conferences with students for the 

first essay. Xuwei, a male Chinese student from Mr. White’s class, said, “I feel more 

comfortable talking with him privately. Sometimes I have trouble expressing myself in a 

group.” Jia also confessed that “I feel nervous about talking in English.” (Interview, 

October 8, 2007) These students felt safer and less nervous when talking to the instructor 

only. 
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4.3.3 Expectations on the Suggestions 

As found in the survey data, all NS students and most ESL students expected the 

instructor to provide suggestions on how to improve their drafts. Then what kind of 

suggestions did they expect? Or what aspects of writing did they need more suggestions 

on? Why did they need these suggestions? The pre-conference interviews gave me the 

answers.  

 Some students were particularly concerned about the organization of the essay. 

Kendra, pointed out that she would like the instructor to help her with the organization. 

She said: 

“I have a lot of differences and similarities about Mulan. I have good balances. 

My weaknesses are my topic sentences and probably my transitions. I need a lot of work 

on them…Just overall talk about my organization and see if there is any way I can make 

it a stronger paper.” (Interview, October 8, 2007) 

 Other students expected the instructor to comment on the content of their essay. 

They were not sure what should be included. So they wanted to listen to their instructor’s 

voice on how to expand their paper. They even wanted the instructor to tell them 

specifically what quotations could be used in the paper. Fang expressed great difficulty in 

drafting an essay analyzing a TV show. She said,  
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“The main challenge to me is the length. She said there should be more 

supporting points, but I cannot find more points to show that Li Yuchun4 is different. I 

think the strength of the essay is the interesting topic (Super Girl5). It’s a popular topic 

nowadays. In my first essay, I did not do a good job (I got a C) because there were not 

enough examples to support my thesis and the length was half as required. I found myself 

repeating a lot when I tried to write more.” (Interview, October 9, 2007) 

Fang also needed help with the content or the support in the essay. In her 

interview, I learned that she was a high school graduate in China and spent two months in 

CESL before enrolling first-year courses. She had never had writing classes before and 

had only written essays of 150-200 words. No wonder she was struggling with essays of 

1000 words or longer. 

Some NS students also expressed the need to get help on the content. Christina, 

working on a cultural analysis essay, said, “I was planning to get more ideas on how to 

build my paper. I hope he [Mr. White] could tell me what I need to do and which areas I 

can extend more.” (Interview, November 13, 2007). Most of assignments in ENGL101 

are analysis essays – textual analysis, cultural analysis and text-in-context analysis 

(curriculum). Students are required to analyze the selected reading(s) from different 

perspectives and many of the students, especially ESL students in this study were having 

great trouble with the analysis. Some ESL students told me that they had no idea of what 

analysis is. 
                                                 
4 Li Yuchun is a pop singer in China. She became instantly famous as a winner in the national singing 
contest “Super Girl” in China in 2005. Her audience was captivated by her unorthodoxy style and 
aggressive singing.  
5 “Super Girl” or “Super Voice Girls” was an annual national singing contest in China for female 
contestants between 2004 and 2005. 
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Besides the organization and content, students had questions regarding specific 

parts or aspects of their drafts, such as introduction, conclusion, and citation. Academic 

writing is new to both NS students and ESL students and they were unfamiliar with the 

rhetoric and format. For example, a few students were struggling with the P-I-E (point-

illustration-explanation) structure of the paragraphs. For ESL students, the new rhetoric is 

different from that of their first language, which adds difficulties to their writing. Vana, a 

female student from Macedonia, confessed that the greatest challenge for her was the 

layout of the English essays, such as the structure, format, and illustration. She said, “In 

the first essay, I had no idea what I was doing, because we don’t do this kind of essay 

back home. The difficulties I have were the way it is supposed to be, like the structure, 

format, illustration, etc.” (Interview, October 16, 2007) Vana’s words show that her 

difficulties came from the lack of practice with the type of writing she was doing.  

Zhendong, a Chinese student mentioned earlier, emphasized that he would like to 

know what exactly should be expressed in an English essay. This shows his frustration on 

the difference between English essays and Chinese essays. Lack of knowledge with 

English academic writing is not only the concern of the ESL students. Some NS students 

also mentioned the desire to learn the format and rules of academic writing. Mike, a male 

NS student working on a text-in-context analysis essay told me that he would like his 

instructor to show him “an example of perfect academic paragraph.”(Interview, October 

10, 2007) Peter, another male NS student working on a cultural analysis of a TV show, 

said he expected his instructor to tell him how to cite in the essay. These comments show 

that even for the NS students, who had been writing English essays for years before they 
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got into college, academic writing was a new genre for them and they needed help on the 

specifics, such as introduction, conclusion, and citation. So they expected the instructor to 

check if their topic sentences matched the thesis, or the introduction / conclusion was 

appropriate.  

From what has been discussed, we can see that the survey data has been verified 

by the interview data. Students were primarily concerned about their grades and they 

hoped the suggestions could help them improve their grades. Also, they believed that 

they could see the instructor’s expectation through the conference talk and they would try 

to revise their essays to meet the instructor’s expectations. Aspects covered by the 

instructor’s suggestions include structure, content, introduction, paragraph development, 

conclusion, citation, etc. These aspects accord with the weaknesses they see in their own 

drafts. They expected the instructor to address these weaknesses. 

  

4.4 Discussion 

The survey results and interviews indicate that more ESL students were 

concerned about the accuracy in their writing and expected the instructor to point out all 

the grammatical errors in their draft, which is almost impossible in practice. This 

expectation corresponds with results of the studies which investigate ESL students’ 

preferences on teacher feedback. Students in most of these studies expressed strong 

preferences for teacher feedback on language issues (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; 

Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994, 1996; Radecki & Swales, 1988). Similar to the 

participants in this study, students in Radecki & Swales (1988) “expect the instructor to 
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correct all their surface errors” in the written feedback (p.362). It is therefore not 

surprising that students have the same desire in the oral teacher feedback. 

Moreover, more ESL students wanted to ask the instructor the requirements of the 

essay. This can be explained by their unfamiliarity with the writing assignments, as 

shown in the second part of the survey. Although the requirements of each assignment 

are usually described in the handout and explained in class discussion, it is 

understandable that students want to clarify these requirements with the instructor at the 

conference. It should be also noted that a considerable number of NS students also had 

this expectation despite the fact that they had practiced with various assignments before. 

As indicated in the previous part of the survey, ENGL101 was the first college writing 

class for nearly all NS students. They might have realized that writing at college level is 

different from writing in high school and expected to ask about the requirements. 

Another difference between the two groups is shown on the expectation that “I 

want to tell my instructor what I am trying to say in my draft”. More NS students than 

ESL students chose this option. This expectation is related to the schemata regarding the 

teacher-student relationship in college settings and ownership of the writing. In the North 

American context, the teacher-student relationship is related to “a socialized pattern for 

learning through performance rather than observation” (Koshik, 2002, p.1870). In this 

pattern, students are expected to display their abilities to the teacher rather than by 

observing teachers, while teachers are expected to elicit students’ performance and assist 

students. Brought up in this kind of educational context, NS students can have stronger 

feeling of the ownership of their writing and would like to negotiate with the instructor 
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on how to express their ideas in writing. The schema of the teacher-student relationship is 

different in other cultures. For example, influenced by Confucianism, the interpersonal 

relationship in social interaction in China is hierarchical. The speaker in the higher 

position has control of the interaction. Thus it would be inappropriate for a student to 

introduce a topic of his or her own in a communication with a teacher. It is interesting to 

note that out of the 26 ESL students who did not choose the option of telling the 

instructor what they are trying to in the draft, 19 (73.1%) were from Asian countries. Out 

of the 14 Chinese students, 9 did not choose this option. In the follow-up interviews, 

when asked whether they have anything to tell the instructor in the conference, most of 

the Chinese students responded that they only wanted to know what the instructor 

suggests that they do. 

This expectation also is also related to students’ experience with writing 

conferences. As indicated in the second part of the survey, only six ESL students had 

previous experience in the writing conference. In their description of the conference 

experience, five of them said the instructor gave them advice on their essay. The other 

one described, “my instructor discover many mistakes about a grammar & run on 

sentences & vague sentences”. None of them seemed to have taken an active role in the 

conference by telling the instructor what they wanted to express in their writing. The 

same is also true for NS students. Among the 13 students who opted out the expectation 

to tell the instructor what they are trying to in the draft, only 4 of them had experience 

with conferences before. In contrast, out of the 20 NS students who chose this option, 13 

had previous conference experience. In the description of this experience, most of them 
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said, “we discussed / talked about the essay I was writing and he/she gave me his/her 

input on how to improve it”. Compared to their ESL counterparts with conference 

experience, NS students took a more active role in their previous conferences, at least 

from their own account. Therefore, more of them had the expectation of negotiating with 

the instructor about their writing. 

 

4.5 Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter answers the first research question on students’ expectations of the 

conferences with the findings of the questionnaire and pre-conference data collected in 

the first phase of the study. It was found that NS and ESL students had similar 

expectations of the writing conferences in that they needed teacher feedback on their 

drafts and that they hope to know how to get good grades on their essays. Both groups of 

students also valued the private conversation to establish rapport with the teacher. This 

conforms with the institutional context of the writing conferences. On the other hand, 

more ESL students expected the teacher to point out their grammatical errors while more 

NS students expected to tell the teacher their own ideas in the drafts. The pre-conference 

interviews revealed that the different expectations are attributed to students’ cultural 

perception of teacher-student interaction and their previous experience in the writing 

classes. 
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CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS – STUDENTS’ PARTICIPATION 

PATTERNS IN THE CONFERENCES 

5.1 Overview of the Chapter  

The present chapter answers the second research question: How do ESL students 

interact with the teacher at the writing conferences? First, the student participants will be 

described and the teacher profiles will be offered. Then, the video-recorded conferences 

will be analyzed in terms of students’ participation. Finally, the styles of how the three 

teachers conducted conferences will be summarized.  

 

5.2 Overview of the Participants 

In the second stage of the data collection, I video-recorded conferences of 8 NS 

students and 11 ESL students. Among the participants who gave me permission to video-

record their conferences, these 19 students were selected for the convenience of their 

conference schedules. I was available at their scheduled conference time. I also 

conducted brief interviews (five to eight minutes) before and after their conferences. 

 Among the 11 ESL students, seven were Chinese students and one was from 

Mexico, one from Macedonia, and two from India. Six of the seven Chinese students 

were contacted for the follow-up interviews. They include three females and three males. 

They were selected because they were more willing and available to participate in the 

study all through the semester. And I video-recorded more than one conference for most 

of them. With them, I also conducted lengthier interviews (about an hour) after their 

conferences. 
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5.2.1 Teacher Profile 

The 19 focus students were from three sections taught by three different teachers: 

Ms. Ling, Ms. Mills, and Mr. White. As introduced in the last chapter, Ms. Ling is a 

native speaker of Chinese and she had been teaching composition for three years. During 

the semester of the data collection, she was teaching two sections – one ESL section and 

one NS students section. There were five native Chinese speakers in her ESL section, 

four of whom were my main participants. Their pseudonyms were Ying, Xiaoyan, Jia, 

and Zhendong.   

 Ms. Mills, a native speaker of English, was a graduate student in the English 

department and she was in her second year of teaching English composition. She was 

teaching two sections as well – one NS students section and one combination section with 

both NS and ESL students. The only Chinese speaker in the combination class, Fang, was 

included as one of my main contacts. 

 Mr. White, a native speaker of English, was also a graduate student in the English 

department. He was in his third year of teaching English composition. Like Ms. Ling, he 

was teaching two sections, one ESL section and one NS students section at the time of 

data collection. In the ESL section, eight out of 24 students were native speakers of 

Chinese. Although most of them were willing to participate study, Xuwei was most 

available all through the semester when I needed to interview him. 
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5.3 Analysis of the Conference Talk 

The writing conference can be viewed as a talk between an expert and a novice. In 

this sense, it is similar to classroom discourse. Different approaches have been adopted to 

analyze the classroom discourse: interaction analysis approaches, discourse approaches, 

and conversation analysis approaches. In this study, I specifically examined the discourse 

structure of the conference. First, the video recordings were viewed repeatedly to 

examine the discourse features, such as opening, closing, topic-initiation, turns, and 

questions. Similar patterns in the opening, closing, and suggestion-soliciting sequences 

were identified. Next, I transcribed the opening and closing two minutes of all the audio-

recorded conferences. Then I selected ten conferences (five with NS students and five 

with ESL students) of the same length (15-20 minutes) and transcribed the complete 

interaction. When comparing the transcripts of the ten conferences, I coded the 

suggestion-soliciting sequences and counted the instances of each sequence. Then the two 

groups were compared to examine the frequency of these sequences in their conferences.  

 

5.3.1 Discourse Structure of the Conference 

A preliminary analysis of the conferences video-recorded in the study indicates 

that most conferences have a similar discourse structure, which normally consists of five 

sections. Freedman and Katz (1987, p.65) marked them as: 

1. Opening: Initial greetings. 

2. Student-initiated comments and questions. The student’s general talk about the 

writing or other issues. This talk may be about process (such as difficulties getting 
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started, insufficient time for revision), and product (such as questions about 

grammar, problems with development). This talk may occur at any time during 

the conference between the opening and closing segments. 

3. Teacher-initiated comments and questions. The teacher’s general talk about the 

writing or other issues. Like student-initiated comments and questions this talk 

may occur at any time during the conference between the opening and closing 

segments. 

4. Reading. The student or teacher reads the paper or parts of the paper aloud or 

silently. Often student or teacher pause to intersperse student-initiated comments 

and questions or teacher-initiated comments and questions during the course of 

the reading. 

5. Closing. Good-bye, thanks-for-help statements, scheduling of future appointments, 

and the like. 

The reading section is optional and occurred only when the teacher did not read 

the student’s draft beforehand. The order of the opening and closing segments is fixed 

while student/teacher – initiated comments and questions intertwine with each other. The 

analysis which follows will focus on the opening, closing, and student/teacher – initiated 

comments and questions. 

 

5.3.2 Opening 

The opening of the conference is important as it sets the agenda for the interaction 

as well the atmosphere of the talk. Freedman and Sperling (1985) argued that failure to 
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negotiate the agenda at the beginning of a conference can lead to role ambiguity, which 

influences effective communication between the teacher and student. The analysis of the 

opening section of the conferences indicated that the teacher opened the conferences in 

different styles. 

 

5.3.2.1 Teacher Invites Students’ Opinion 

In most of her conferences, Ms. Ling asked students’ opinion of their own drafts. 

The answer to this type of questions varied from student to student. The following is the 

opening of a conference between Ms. Ling and a female NS student, Kendra. 

Excerpt 5.1 
Ms. Ling:     What do you think of your paper so far? How do you like it? 
 
Kendra:        It’s good. Need a hook. A lot of summary. But other than that, what do you 

think? 
 

It was clear that Ms. Ling did not simply want to know students’ own perceptions 

of their drafts. Rather, she also wanted to elicit students’ questions. In this excerpt, the 

student provided a brief self-evaluation and stated her problems (needs a hook, too much 

summary). She also elicited the teacher’s opinion by asking, “What do you think?” The 

conversation continues on what kind of hook (introduction) the students needed to add. In 

this opening, the student sets the agenda of the conference as the hook and the summary. 

In another of Ms. Ling’s conferences, she asked the same question at the 

beginning, but the student responded differently. 

Excerpt 5.2 
Ms. Ling:    How do you like your paper so far? Do you like it? 
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Zhendong:   (Silence) 
 
Ms. Ling:    I think this one is better than last one. This essay is better than the first essay. 
 
Zhendong:   Yeah, because I asked some friends to read it and they helped me a lot. 
 
Mr. Ling:     So you already had somebody read it for you. 
 

In this excerpt, Zhendong did not answer Ms. Ling’s question asking for his 

opinion. He used silence to elicit the teacher’s comments. Ms. Ling praised his essay 

generally. The conversation then moved on with Ms. Ling’s comments on the essay. 

Zhendong kept silent for most of the time during the conference with occasional 

backchannels (such as “mm”, “yeah”). From the very beginning, we could predict 

Zhendong’s participation pattern. He did not have a clear agenda in mind, so the teacher 

could not know what he was concerned about regarding his essay. Ms. Ling could only 

provide comments as to what she saw in Zhendong’s draft. 

Some other students did not answer the question directly by evaluating their own 

drafts. Rather, they seemed to know the teacher’s intention very clearly. 

Excerpt 5.3 
Santiago (hereafter S): How are you doing today? 
 
Ms. Ling (hereafter L): Good. How about you? 
 
S:    I am ok. 
 
L:    Do you feel better about this paper? 
 
S:    I hope so. 
 
L:    How do you feel about this paper? 
 
S:    Well. The thesis is what killed my last essay. So I worked a little more on that on this 

one. 
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L:    Ok. 
 
S:    Then the body, I still need to work on it a little bit more. 
 
L:    More organized? 
 
S:    Yeah. I think the topic sentences, I worked on those. So those shouldn’t be too bad. 
 
L:    Ok. 
 
S:    They may need a little bit correction. Then the conclusion. I tried to globalize as 

much as I could. 
 
L:    Yeah, the conclusion is very good, actually. 
 
S:     I still have a couple of questions about the previous essay, about Essay One. But I 

was wondering if I could see you next week in your office hours. 
 
T:     Sure. Next week would be better because this week is like totally…(showing her 

schedule to the student). Next Monday… 
 
S:      I know you put your office hours for the conference. 
 
L:     And also other times as well. So next Monday is good. I remember you first essay 

was kind of short. But this essay is much better. Also, when I graded your paper, 
because I had an impression that your Essay 1 was good. When I graded your paper, 
I thought maybe this is not the final draft. But I couldn’t find other drafts in the 
final. It’s the only final one I could find. You can talk to me about that. We can talk 
about it later on. 

 
S:     What do you think of this one? 
 
L:     I think it’s good. See the overall comment. 
 
S:     Just good? Oh…(smile and showing disappointment) 
 
L:     It’s good. I mean, this is much better than the… You know, for a second draft. This 

is a very good version for a second draft. But there are still things you could fix to 
make it better. 

 
S:     Like what? 
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This opening is much longer than the previous ones as the student provided more 

input. The student was an ESL student from Mexico and he used to be an English teacher. 

In responding to the teacher’s question, he did not provide a general evaluation of his 

essay. Instead, he listed his weakness and strengths one by one. He partly set the agenda 

as he brought Ms. Ling’s attention to aspects where he needs help. He also mentioned the 

previous essay and scheduled a meeting with Ms. Ling in the following week. Finally, he 

elicited teacher’s evaluation by directly asking her what she thought about his draft. 

 From the three examples we can see that asking for students’ opinions in the 

opening is a good way to elicit student’s self-evaluation and concerns about the essay. 

The NS student and Mexican student understood the teacher’s intention and responded 

accordingly. In this way, they could negotiate with the teacher in setting the agenda. The 

Chinese student, in contrast, chose to remain silent in response to the teacher’s question. 

He seemed to be effective in eliciting the teacher feedback, but he gave up the 

opportunity to negotiate the agenda with the teacher and left the control of the topics to 

the teacher. 

 

5.3.2.2 Teacher Invites students’ Questions 

This pattern of opening is typical of Ms. Mills’ conferences. She invited students to 

ask questions about their drafts so that they could set the agenda together. Also, through 

this question, the teacher identified her role in the conference as an advisor who could 

answer student’s questions.  For example,  

Except 5.4 
Ms. Mills: What kind of questions do you have? 
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Vana:   Ok, I have evidence. I did like this. But I want to ask you something. Because 

every episode is explained on my own and I can find exactly the plot structure, 
can I just do like it… or should I change to verify it from the website? 

 

Vana was a female ESL student from Macedonia. She was working on a cultural 

analysis of a TV show. She responded to the teacher with a very specific question – how 

to incorporate the plot of the TV show in her essay. Ms. Mills then answered her question 

and the conference continued with more of the student’s questions and the teacher’s 

answers. The student set the agenda at the beginning and thus took more control of the 

interaction. 

Sometimes even if the student could not ask specific questions, the question “what 

questions do you have?” could elicit general topics for discussion. For example, 

Excerpt 5.5 
Ms. Mills:         What questions do you have? 
 
Fang:             Something about thesis and points. 
 
Ms. Mills:         Thesis and topic sentences? 
 
Fang:            Yeah. 
 

In this excerpt, Fang did not respond to the teacher’s question directly by bringing 

up her own questions. Rather, she stated briefly two general concerns about her draft. Ms. 

Mills further confirmed her answer and they set thesis and topic sentences as the agenda. 

The conference continued with discussion on the thesis statement of Fang’s essay. 

When the student failed to respond to the question, it was hard for both of them to 

set the agenda and this affected the whole conference. For example, 
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Excerpt 5.6 
Ms. Mills:  What questions do you have today? Global questions or more specific? 
 
Jillian:   Well, I am not prepared today, because this is not my most recent copy. 
 

The student was a female NS student. She was clearly not prepared for the 

conference, thus was not sure what to ask at the beginning of the conference. The 

conference lasted for only 10 minutes, much shorter than other conferences. Moreover, 

most of the turns following the opening consisted of the student’s apologies and 

negotiation of the next meeting. Very little discussion was conducted on the student’s 

draft. It can be safely said that the conference was not as productive as expected. 

The examples above show that in this pattern of opening the teacher expects 

students to come prepared with questions. It assumed more student responsibility to set 

the agenda. For students who came with specific questions, the agenda would focus on 

those questions. That is, the students set the agenda for the conference. For students who 

had more general questions, the agenda could be negotiated between the teacher and 

student with emphasis on students’ concerns. For those who came with an incomplete 

draft or no questions, it was difficult to set the agenda and thus the conference had no 

clear direction. 

 

5.3.2.3 Teacher Makes General Comments 

In Ms. Ling’s conference with an ESL student from India, Vivek, she made a general 

comment on the student’s draft at the beginning of the conference.  

Except 5.7 
Ms. Ling: So your paper is kind of, kind of short. 
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Vivek:     Oh, ok. 
 
Ms. Ling: What else do you think you can do to make it better? Just your own ideas. 
 
Vivek:      Mm, Like…I can elaborate it more. The thesis part. I can elaborate to get it to 

much more extent. I guess the intro part I’ve written is pretty short, so…But I 
think the introduction has weakness, but it is sufficient even though it’s pretty 
small. I think it’s sufficient. But the requirement of this essay is pretty large. 
So if by any chance I get any new idea about the introduction? 

 
Ms. Ling: Ok, do you find it difficult to write this paper? 
 
Vivek:      No. 
 
Ms. Ling: No? Good, I thought it’s probably… 
 
Vivek:      No. 
 

In this excerpt, Ms. Ling commented on the length of Vivek’s draft, hinting that 

he needed to elaborate more and expecting the student to state his difficulties in writing 

the essay. But Vivek did not seem to understand Ms. Ling’s real intention of the 

comment. So Ms. Ling further asked him what he could do to improved the paper. Vivek 

then stated that he might need to elaborate his introduction. On the other hand, he thought 

his introduction was enough. Then he asked for Ms Ling’s suggestions. Ms. Ling did not 

answer the question directly. Clearly, she thought introduction was not the main problem. 

Rather, she asked if the student had difficulty in drafting the essay, hoping that Vivek 

could bring up more important issues in his essay. But Vivek still did not understand the 

implied request, and responded that he had no difficulty. Since Vivek did not identify the 

major concerns of his essay, Ms. Ling had to point out the problems herself and provide 

suggestions on revision for the rest of the conference. 
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5.3.2.4 Teacher Explains the Following Assignments. 

Mr. White began almost all of his conferences by explaining the following 

assignment. His conferences were scheduled near the end of the semester when students 

were working on their third essay. However, at the beginning of each conference, he gave 

out the handout on the final revision and reflection essay and explained the assignment to 

the student. Some students asked questions about the requirement of the assignment. 

Then Mr. White would move on with the discussion on students’ drafts which they were 

working on at the time. As he did not collect students’ drafts prior to the conference, he 

provided his comments while reading the drafts. For his conferences, there was no 

negotiation of the agenda in the opening. Here is an example: 

Excerpt 5.8 
Mr. White (thereafter W): First of all, let me give you this to you and then…So this is the 

final assignment and it’s due on December 7th. 
 
Nan: December 7th? Ok. 
 
W:    You are gonna do revision and reflect, which is a one to two-page essay. 
 
Nan:     One to two pages? 
 
W:    Yeah. It’s only one solid page. It’s a reflection about you. It’s a personal essay, 

personal reflection. Your revision? Let’s do “Sogo”. 
 
Nan:     “Sogo”? Yeah. 
 
W:   Cause that one was real short. Turn that into a real solid paper. Your “American 

Beauty” was actually not that bad, I think. 
 
Nan:     (mumbled something inaudible) 
 
W:    No, no, no. It was 79?  
 
Nan:     Yeah. 
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W:    That’s pretty good. That’s actually not bad. It was almost a B. It was almost a B. 
But I cannot remember why. It was one specific thing that I gave it to… I lowered it 
to C+. Ok, do you have that paper? Or did I explain it to you?  

 
Nan:     No. 
 
W:    So it’s a really strong…it’s much better paper. It’s close to a B. there was one 

specific thing. I think because it did not have a strong thesis. That was the whole… 
 
Nan:     Ok. 
 
W:    That was the main point that I held it back from a B. But the writing was definitely 

pretty strong and you used a lot of evidence. But it kind of wandered around the 
outline. I think that’s what kept it from a B. So being as it is, let’s look at this. 

 
The student was a male Chinese student and it was his first conference with Mr. 

White. In this opening, Mr. White explained the final assignment and told the student 

which essay to revise. But the conversation turned to the other essay, not the essay which 

Nan was working at the time, or the essay which the student was asked to revise. Mr. 

White explained the grade for that essay because he never had the chance to justify his 

grade. Nan responded with simple “yes” or “no” just to follow Mr. White. So this 

opening was not much relevant to what was covered in the rest of the conference – 

discussion on the essay which Nan was working at the time. From the very beginning, we 

can see that the conference was completely directed by the teacher. He then read the 

student draft and provided some suggestions on it. 

 

5.3.2.5 Student Asks General Questions 

Some other conferences began with students asking general questions about their 

own drafts or the requirement of the assignment. These openings demonstrated students’ 
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primary concerns about their essays and could help the teacher in negotiating the agenda 

with the student. For example, 

Excerpt 5.9 
Jia:          I would like to ask if my organization is ok. 
 
Ms. Ling: Ok…Oh, the organization is not so good. 

 
This is Jia’s second conference with Ms. Ling. He was working on a text-in-

context essay on a selected reading. He was not sure about his organization of the essay, 

so he brought it up at the beginning of the conference. In the following conversation, Mr. 

Ling then focused on his organization and explained several approaches to the analysis. 

Jia achieved his goal of the conference by bringing up his question directly to the teacher. 

 In another conference of Ms. Ling’s, the student brought her question to the 

teacher, but the conference did not go on with that question. 

Excerpt 5.10 
Xiaoyan:  So many grammar mistakes? 
 
Ms. Ling: Grammar mistakes? There are some grammar mistakes. You didn’t go to the 

writing center for help? 
 
Xiaoyan:     No. Actually I emailed them yesterday, but the person don’t have time.  
 
Ms. Ling: Yesterday is too late. That’s why you have to schedule earlier way ahead, one 

week ahead at least. If you do it yesterday, no, they cannot make it. You have 
to do it at least one week before, probably at least two to three days. That’s 
why I’m always telling you guys to make appointments as soon as possible as 
they are too busy, especially at this time the second essay is due. Other 
students, not just our class, there are a lot of other students in the writing 
program, they need help. So they go to the writing center as well. 

 
 It was Xiaoyan’s first conference with Ms. Ling. She asked this question because 

she lost a lot of points for grammatical errors in her first essay. However, Ms. Ling only 
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answered the question briefly and did not go on by pointing out the grammatical errors in 

Xiaoyan’s draft one by one. She thought students should go to the writing center for help 

in editing their essays. The conversation continued on how Xiaoyan’s draft was off topic 

and how to fix the problem. So in a way, Ms. Ling rejected the Xiaoyan’s expectation on 

discussing grammatical errors and switched the agenda to more important issues of 

Xiaoyan’s essay. 

 From these two examples we can see that Ms. Ling had her own agenda for the 

conference in mind, which are global issues of the essay, such as the thesis, organization, 

and support. When the student’s opening question is relevant to these issues, Ms. Ling 

would follow up with student’s questions. In contrast, when the student was concerned 

with other issues, the teacher would shift the topic and focus on the issues on her own 

agenda. However, this does not mean that Ms. Ling would never address local issues in 

her conferences. In the conference with Ying, one of the strongest writers in her class, Ms. 

Ling went though the awkward expressions in Ying’s essay. This is because Ying had 

discussed organization with Ms. Ling previously during her office hours. At the 

beginning of this conference, Ms. Ling commented that there was not much to talk about 

for Ying’s essay as her essay was good enough. Since the conference was a scheduled 

one with every student, Ms. Ling pointed out the problems with the language and 

expressions in Ying’s draft. 
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5.3.2.6 Student States Problems 

In some other conferences, the conferences began with students stating their problems. 

For example,  

Excerpt 5.11 
Ms. Ling (thereafter L): You have one more copy? You have two copies? 
 
Santiago (thereafter S): Yes, I wanna to give you one and I would talk you…basically 

what happened is, I started writing but did not submit it by the end of the week, 
because it kept getting longer and longer. 

 
L:     Really? 
 
S:     Yes. 
 
L:     That’s good. You know people always run out of ideas. 
 
S:     Well. There was a lot of things to write about him and his writing, Raymond Carver. 
 
L:     Yeah, that’s good. 
 
S:     What happened was that I kind call it the first last-second draft, because what I did 

was I was writing and I was reading over correcting some parts. Then a friend of 
mind who’s studying English. But not here. She is from somewhere else. She kind 
of read it a little bit and gave me some ideas in some of the paragraphs. I know you 
may have time over Thanksgiving to read it over. I just want to give you one copy 
of what I have so far. I will revise it once again and correct some parts. 

 
L:     So you already had a friend … 
 
S:      A little bit. She went over some of the parts because I haven’t finished yet. What 

happened was that I wanted to submit one that had at least the introduction, three 
paragraphs and conclusion. But I never got the conclusion until about yesterday. 

 
L:     That’s fine. You can submit it even though you don’t have the conclusion, because I 

can look at the previous paragraphs. It does not have to be perfect. 
 
S:      I don’t know. That’s the thing. I like to finish what I started. I told you I lost 

basically everything when I lost my computer last week. 
 
L:     Yeah, you told me that. 
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S:      So I started this again and it’s just getting longer and longer and it’s about seven 
pages right now. 

 
L:     The longest one in this class is nine to ten pages. So, other than that, any other 

questions or problems, other than writing a too long essay? 
 
S:      Well, I have a lot of information. Some of paragraphs, for examples. What I did 

was I basically made an outline. I had a lot of ideas and went over this one. 
 

This is the second conference between Ms. Ling and Santiago. Like the previous 

one, the opening is a little lengthy. This time, the student explained his problems in detail. 

His main problem was that his essay was too long. He explained his drafting process and 

how his draft became longer and longer. This, to Ms. Ling, however, is not a serious 

issue. Also, it was difficult to set up an agenda based on the length of the essay. So she 

asked if the student had other questions in his draft. Then the student mentioned the 

organization of the information in his draft. So the conference continued with the 

discussion on the information included in the draft. They examined the text paragraph by 

paragraph and Ms. Ling pointed out that the draft lacks the discussion of the primary 

texts to be analyzed. It included too much information from the secondary sources. 

 In another example, the student stated his problem with analyzing culture in the 

draft. 

Excerpt 5.12 
Mike:       I need to expand it. When it comes to Jewish culture, I start ranting.  
 
Ms. Ling: Ok, you find that part difficult? 
 
Mike:       Yeah. I mean, just in general, put the culture with the movie Mulan. I mean I 

can do it. I cannot do much talking about the character. I feel that this almost 
turns into a summary of the movie with little culture analysis. 

 
Ms. Ling: Ok, probably a little too much summary without focusing on, talking about the 

culture. 
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Mike:        Like this paragraph right here. This is all summary. 

 

The student was a male NS student. He was working on an essay comparing his 

own culture (Jewish) with the culture portrayed in the movie “Mulan”. The teacher was 

still Ms. Ling. In this opening, the student stated his problem very clearly – analyzing 

culture reflected in the movie. Mr. Ling also realized that the draft contained more 

summary than analysis. Then she pointed out places in the student draft and discussed 

how it could be related to culture. The student also said later that he could not meet the 

length requirement, expecting the teacher to give him more ideas. Ms. Ling commented 

that his analysis was not specific enough and adding specific examples from the movie 

could add to the length. Moreover, she noticed that the student refrained from using “I” in 

his draft, but it was necessary to use it that as the student was to talk about his own 

culture. On hearing that, the student was relieved and expressed that he could rewrite the 

whole essay. In this conference, the agenda was negotiated based on student’s problems 

and his doubts on the draft were clarified.  

 The analysis of the opening shows the negotiation of the role taken by the teacher 

and student. The two teachers, Ms. Ling and Ms. Mills tended to invite students to set the 

agenda by asking students’ questions and opinions on their own drafts. The interaction at 

the opening affects the process of the rest of the conference talk. 
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5.3.3 Student-initiated and Teacher-initiated Comments and Questions 

 In this section, I will examine the student-initiated and teacher-initiated comments 

and questions. Writing conference is a type of advising session and the relationship 

between the student and teacher can be regarded as one between recipient of advice and 

advisor. In the conferences, one of the main functions of the comments and questions 

initiated by students is to solicit advice from the advisor. So the analysis will focus on the 

comments and questions related to the advice in the conferences. This section compares 

the advice-soliciting strategies used by NS and ESL students in the writing conferences. 

Data of two teachers (Ms. Ling and Ms. Mills) and ten students (five NS students and 

five ESL students) is used in the comparison to examine ESL learners’ participation 

patterns in this institutional talk. It should be noted that the length of the 10 conferences 

was about the same – 15 to 20 minutes. In the analysis, sequences of soliciting advice 

were identified and classified, following the six patterns by Goldsmith (2000): student 

asks for advice, student asks for opinion or information, student discloses a problem, 

student announces plan of action, teacher identifies problem, teacher volunteers advice. 

Below are examples of these six patterns found in the data. 

Student asks for advice (SAA): 

• What kind of hook do you suggest? 

• Should I take out the next sentence? 

Student asks for opinion or information (SAO): 

• Do you think my conclusion, my last paragraph, is kind of unrelated to the larger 

one? 
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• What do you think? Is that a good focus point? 

Student discloses a problem (SDP): 

• I feel that my topic sentence doesn’t tie into the thesis. 

• I always write and it makes sense to me. I don’t see what needs to be organized. 

Student announces plan of action (SAP): 

• I have to find examples from the movie and put them there.  

• I will set another paragraph right here basically focused on the culture portrayed. 

Teacher identifies problem (TIP):  

• How is this idea related to your thesis? This one is too broad. 

• It seems that your thesis did not answer the “how” part. 

Teacher volunteers advice (TVA): 

• This also has something to do with… This can also go to conclusion. So this 

paragraph is only about her looks and tell me why she… 

• It seems that you only have one main idea – male dominance…Another thing you 

can do is to try to include more specific examples from the movie instead of piling 

them up in one paragraph. Separate them in different paragraphs and talk about 

them more specifically. 

Some patterns are overlapping, that is, one pattern can incorporate another. In the 

last example above, the teacher identifies a problem first (It seems that you only have one 

main idea – male dominance) and then volunteers the advice (Another thing you can do is 

to try to include more specific examples). In this instance, I categorize it as the second 

pattern as it is the focus of this turn. Besides the six patterns, two other patterns emerged 
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from the data: student disagrees with teacher and teacher invites questions or opinions. 

Here are the examples. 

Student disagrees with teacher (SDI): 

Teacher: “Everyone” is one word. 

Student:  I think “everyone” is two words. 

Teacher invites questions or opinions (TIQ): 

• What questions do you have? 

• What do you think of your paper so far? How do you like it? 

Ten conferences were transcribed and analyzed. The questions and comments 

initiated by both the teacher and student were categorized into the eight patterns. Table 7 

shows the result. 

Table 7: Student-Initiated and Teacher-Initiated Comments and Questions by Individual 
Students 

 
 SAA SAO SDP SAP SDI TIP TVA TIQ 
Fang 0 1 1 0 0 6 10 2 
Ying 0 1 0 0 4 7 7 0 
Xiaoyan 0 2 0 1 1 2 10 0 
Santiago 0 1 1 0 1 6 5 2 
Vana 0 12 2 3 0 8 3 1 
Peter 0 11 2 0 2 10 3 2 
Julian 0 1 0 1 0 3 0 3 
Laura 0 4 0 0 4 7 3 0 
Kendra 4 7 1 1 0 5 1 1 
Mike 0 7 6 4 0 8 1 0 
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The comparison shows great individual difference in students’ participation 

patterns, which will be discussed later. Let us, then, look at the two groups by adding up 

the number of comments/questions for each group.  

Table 8: Student-Initiated and Teacher-Initiated Comments and Questions by ESL 
Students and NS Students 

 
 SAA SAO SDP SAP SDI TIP TVA TIQ Total 
ESL 0 17 4 4 6 29 35 5 169 
NS 4 30 9 6 6 33 8 6 149 

 

For both groups one advice pattern (teacher identifies problem) dominated in this 

institutional context, in which the teacher is expected to diagnose problems in students’ 

writing. This finding supported Thonus’ (1999) claim that interlocutors’ choice of 

interaction patterns were mostly influenced by the institutional context. However, one 

unsocilited advice pattern (teacher volunteers advice) was more dominant in the ESL 

students’ conferences, while in NS students’ conference, the teacher and students 

participated more equally. Particularly, NS students asked more questions to solicit the 

teacher’s opinion or to seek confirmation. 

Then student-initiated patterns (SAA, SAO, SDP, SAP, SDI) and teacher-initiated 

patterns (TIP, TVA, TIQ) were added up respectively. 
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Table 9: Comparison of Student-Initiated and Teacher-initiated Comments/Questions by 
Individual Students 

 
 Student-initiated comments/questions Teacher-initiated comments/questions
Fang 2 18 
Ying 5 14 
Xiaoyan 4 12 
Santiago 3 13 
Vana 17 12 
Peter 15 15 
Julian 2 6 
Laura 8 10 
Kendra 13 7 
Mike 17 9 
 

For four ESL students (Fang, Ying, Xiaoyan and Santiago), there were much 

more teacher-initiated comments and questions than the student-initiated ones. This is 

especially true with Fang’s conference in which she only initiated two 

comments/questions (asking for opinion and disclosing a problem) while the teacher 

initiated 18. Ying did not ask for advice or opinion frequently (only once), but she 

disagreed with the teacher four times, which was unusual among all the students. One 

exception to the teacher-dominated ESL conferences is that of Vana, the female student 

from Macedonia. In her conference, she took the lead in the conversation by asking her 

teacher a lot of questions and describing her difficulties in writing. She frequently asked 

for opinion (12) and the teacher identified some problems in her draft (8). The 

participation of the two parties was more balanced than other ESL students.  

For NS students, the patterns of participation were more varied. For Peter and 

Laura, the comments and questions were more evenly distributed. Peter frequently asked 

for opinions (12) and occasionally disagreed with his teacher (2). Laura asked for 
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opinions as well (4), but she disagreed with the teacher more (4). Kendra and Mike 

initiated more comments than their teacher, particularly by asking for opinion (7). Kendra 

also directly asked for advice sometimes (4), while Mike tried to initiate the teacher’s 

suggestions by disclosing problems (6) and announcing his plans for the revision (4). 

Julian was different from all others as the advice-related comments and suggestions were 

much fewer than others. This is because Julian came to her conference unprepared and 

with a wrong draft. She did not turn in her current draft, so her teacher did not have a 

chance to read it before and in the conference. Therefore, they could talk little about the 

draft and more turns were devoted to Julian’s apology and her teacher’s effort to schedule 

another meeting. 

 The comparison of advice-soliciting strategies has revealed students’ participation 

patterns in the conferences. It is not surprising to see that most ESL students initiated 

fewer questions/comments than their native-speaking counterparts. The pre-conference 

survey and interviews with the ESL students indicated that they were unfamiliar with this 

practice and expected the teacher to provide suggestions. They were not sure about their 

own role in the conference. NS students also had the same expectation of receiving 

suggestions, but they were more familiar with the writing conferences. Thus, they knew 

more clearly what would happen in the conference and what they were expected to do.  
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5.3.4 Closing 

 The closing of the conference is the last part of the conference and it usually 

includes teacher’s summary of the comments, teacher’s confirmation check, additional 

comments/questions from the students, scheduling future meeting, etc. 

 

5.3.4.1 Teacher Checks Student’s Understanding and Summarizes Comments 

In some of conferences, the teacher ended the conversation by checking the 

comprehension of the student and summarizing the main points of his/her suggestions. 

Here is the conference between Ms. Mills and Fang. As mentioned earlier, at the 

beginning of the conference, Ms. Mills asked Fang if she had any questions. Fang 

responded “thesis and points (topic sentences)”. The conference continued by Ms. Mills 

looking at the thesis and each body paragraph. Fang remained silent most of the time in 

the conference, and Ms. Mills kept asking questions to stimulate more ideas from Fang.  

Excerpt 5.13 
Ms. Mills: Good. How do you feel? 
 
Fang:         Yes, it’s helpful. 
 
Ms. Mills: Any more questions? 
 
Fang:          mm 
 
Ms. Mills:  (laugh) That’s a lot. That’s a lot. Just make sure you have very good topic 

sentences. Like this. We decided that this one right here is a good topic 
sentence. Make sure all your topic sentences are like that. And then bring in 
specific illustrations, explanations. Move your thesis down for me so that I 
don’t look somewhere else for it. Good? 

 
Fang:            Thank you. 
 
Ms. Mills:    You are welcome. Let me know if you have any more problems. 
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In this excerpt, Ms. Mills asked for Fang’s response on her feedback. As 

described in the last section, the conversation between Ms. Mills and Fang was mainly 

question-and-answer-based, in which Ms. Mills asked all most all of the questions 

regarding to Fang’s essay. Fang answered those questions briefly and Ms. Mills made her 

comments and suggestions in rather lengthy responses. She provided a lot of options for 

Fang to further develop her draft, and she wanted to know Fang’s reaction to these 

options. Fang’s response to the confirmation check was still brief: “Yes, it’s helpful.” 

This can be taken as a sincere answer, but it was not clear whether Fang really knew what 

to do with her draft. So Ms. Mills invited Fang to ask more questions, but Fang did not 

have any, as before. Then Ms. Mills summarized her suggestions briefly, highlighting the 

main points in their conversation.  

 

5.3.4.2 Teacher Points out Grammatical Errors 

After listening to all the recorded writing conferences, I notice that teachers 

seldom discussed grammatical errors with the student. Clearly, this is not the focus of the 

conference. Usually, ESL students were encouraged to schedule an appointment at the 

writing center or have a native speaker edit their draft. At the end of the conference, after 

going through the main issues in the student writing, the teacher may briefly mention 

some reoccurring grammatical errors found in the student draft. 

Excerpt 5.14 
Ms. Ling: Ok? Does that make sense? 
 
Jia:           Yeah. 
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Ms. Ling: You have a very good draft. There are a couple of grammar errors, but not so 

many. There are little things like here. (Reading a sentence from the draft). 
Funny is an adjective, not a noun. You should use “fun”. And “a lot of 
females”. So such grammar errors. Not so many. But make sure you proofread 
it. Other than that, the overall organization is good. Ok? Do you have other 
questions? 

 
Jia:            No. Thank you. 
 
Ms. Ling:  You did a good job in Essay one. So this time you can do a better job. 
 
As mentioned earlier, Jia was a good listener at the conference and he talked very little in 

his conference. So the conference was mainly led by his teacher, Ms. Ling. She gave Jia 

some suggestions on the organization and development, and then pointed out a few 

grammatical errors at the end of the conversation. 

 

5.3.4.3 Student Announces Plan of Revision 

In the conferences where students took a more active role, they announced their 

plan of revision based on the teacher’s comments. For example, 

Excerpt 5.15 
Vana:    So I’ll change my thesis, make it more general, because it’s a huge topic to talk 

about. And every single paragraph has a topic sentence, that is really close to 
my thesis. I even specify my thesis to my topic sentence. Is that ok? 

 
Ms. Mills:   And the explanation. And the significance says, ok, how does this illustration 

prove my thesis? 
 
Vana:     Ok. 
 
Ms. Mills:   Just think that way. 
 
Vana:     Ok. I understand. Cool. 
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Ms. Mills:   But other than that. As far as getting the structure down, I am really happy 
with what I’ve seen so far. You are doing a really good job, getting the source 
information in there, and getting the structure down. 

 
Vana:      Ok. Then I just leave the last page for the next class on Friday so that I know 

how to do it. The works cited page. 
 
Ms. Mills:   The works cited page. Right. 
 
Vana:      I try to see what…Is that team productions? I don’t know TBS is … 
 
Ms. Mills:    Yeah, here in Tucson. We might get creative in the way we do this. You 

probably won’t quote TV show often in your college career. 
  
Vana:      Ok. Thank you so much, you know, for the essay thing. I remember the rough 

draft I had a lot of problems with quotations. So This time is perfect. Then I 
know how to do it now. 

 
Ms. Mills:    It was the first try. 
 
Vana:      Oh, yeah. 
 

As noted in the last section, Vana took an active role with Ms. Mills by initiating 

most comments in her conference. At the beginning of the conference, she asked specific 

questions about her essay. And she initiated more comments and questions than her 

teacher, Ms. Mills. At the end of the conference, she announced her plan of revision 

based on the comments and suggestions she received. This is a clear indication of 

learning. She had internalized the suggestions and understood some important aspects of 

academic writing. 
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5.3.4.4 Student Asks Questions about the Draft 

Most of the conferences were mainly led by the teacher, going over the student 

draft and providing suggestions on revision. Some students only initiated questions at the 

end of the conference. For example: 

Excerpt 5.16 
Laura:       Are my topic sentences ok this time? 
 
Ms. Ling: I think so (both laugh). Did you have problem last time? 
 
Laura:      Yeah. I thought they were ok to begin with. Then no one liked them and 
                 wanted to change them. I didn’t like them. Now I guess they are ok. 
 
Ms. Ling: Oh. And you have good transitions. Ok, just try to be a little more specific in 
                 those places. 
 
Laura:       Ok. Thank you. 
 

Laura is a female NS student. She brought up the question about her topic 

sentence because she received negative feedback on this in her last paper. She needed 

some confirmation from the teacher. Ms. Ling confirmed the quality of her topic 

sentences and also praised her transition. 

Excerpt 5.17 
Ying:       Do you think my conclusion, the final paragraph of my essay, has a strong 
                Meaning and related to the larger world? 
 
Ms. Ling: I think so, because you talked about the globalization. Yeah. 
 
Ying:        Thank you. 
 
Ms. Ling: You are welcome. 
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Ying’s conference was slightly different from others. As she had met Ms. Ling 

earlier to discuss the content and organization, Ms. Ling pointed out some grammatical 

issues in her draft in this scheduled conference. At the end, Ying asked Ms’s Ling’s 

opinion on her conclusion. 

 

5.3.4.5 Student Asks about the Requirements 

Asking about the requirements is one of the expectations listed in the survey. 

Most ESL students and about half of the NS students in the study chose this option, and 

did so in the actual conference. Some of them asked about the requirements at the 

beginning of the conference while others chose to ask at the end. 

Excerpt 5.18 
Carly: When is this due? 
 
Mr. White: Two weeks on Thursday, so two weeks from tomorrow, after Thanksgiving. 
 
Carly: Great.  
 

The due date was asked at the end of most video-recorded conferences. The 

Writing Program requires that all students submit their essays on time. Late essays would 

receive a grade deduction penalty. Students also checked the due date to make plans for 

their revision. 

Excerpt 5.19 
Nan:           Er, How many quotes should I use? How about four to six? 
 
Mr. White: Oh, Four to six is plenty.  
 
Nan:           Too many?  
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Mr. White: There is never too many. Oh, there is too many. I would say focus on two to 
three. 

 
Nan:          Two to three? Ok. 
 
Mr. White: Three or more if you are going to talk about China. If you are not going to                     

talk about China, try three, ok? 
 
Nan:           Ok. 
 

Nan asked a tricky question at the end of the conference on the number of 

quotations that can be included in his essay. It was hard for Mr. White to specify a 

number first, but he managed to give Nan a guideline on the quotes. 

 

5.3.4.6 Student Requests Future Meetings 

At the end of some conferences, the student asked for future meetings with the 

teacher and they made arrangement.  

Excerpt 5.20 
Mr. White: Are there any other questions? 
 
Caitlin:       I don’t think so. I want to come to your office hours once or twice. 
 
Mr. White: Ok. 
 
Caitlin:      Yeah, I want to come to your office hours once or twice before the essay is 

due. This is helpful. 
 
Mr. White: That would be great. I have one, two, three offices hours, Monday, Tuesday 

and the next Monday. 
 

Caitlin is a female NS student. From the closing, we can see that she valued the 

feedback received from the conference, but she wanted to receive more. 



 

 

121

 

5.3.4.7 Student Checks the Grade 

Excerpt 5.21 
Mr. White:      So you are on track. 
 
Christina:  I tried really hard to get my grade up in this class. 
 
Mr. White:     Well, you got plenty of time for this one. 
 
Christina: The journals are one percentage of the grade for each one, right? 
 
Mr. White:     Have you got all your journals in? 
 
Christina: Every journal. 
 
Mr. White:     So… 
 
Christina:       So I have 65% for my first essay because it was too short, and 75% for my 
                       second one which is the average. 
 
Mr. White:     So if you got your journals in and you are pretty good on absences and  
                      attendance, … 
 
Christina:       I have like two absences as I was traveling. 
 
Mr. White:     So you have the two freebies.  
 
Christina:       Yeah, I haven’t missed more than two classes. 
 
Mr. White:     So yeah, it is possible to have a B. 
 
Christina:       Ok. 
 
Mr. White:      Like I said, I think you are really on track there. So basically, mostly you  

work  on the style. Then what you need to do with that is probably get 
some help. You may go to the Writing Center or you can come back to 
meet me again. 

 
Christina: Ok. 
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In the pre-conference surveys, most students showed great concern about their 

grade. Christina, a female NS student, was no exception. She told Mr. M. what grades she 

received from the class so far and asked her standing in the class. She was a little worried 

because she did not receive good grades in the first two essays (D and C). Clearly she 

was expecting a B for the class. Mr. White reassured her by telling her that her third 

essay was “on track” and offering to provide more help. 

 

5.3.4.8 Small Talk 

Both NS and ESL students expressed in the pre-conference survey that they 

enjoyed the private conversation at the conference. Julian told me in her pre-conference 

interview that she felt more comfortable talking with her teacher about her writing if she 

and the teacher know each other personally. As mentioned earlier, her conference with 

Ms. Mills was not fruitful as she brought an inadequate draft. So Ms. Mills could not give 

her much advice and they had to schedule another meeting. At the end of the conference, 

their conversation turned in to personal talk. 

Excerpt 5.22 
Julian:  Again, I apologize. I have been behind my schedule lately. 
 
Ms. Mills: That’s fine. We are getting very busy, right? Are you writing other papers in 
                  other classes you are taking? 
 
Julian:       No, I am having trouble in biology. I think might have to drop the class. I tried 

so hard. 
 
Ms. Mills: Are you pre-nursing?  
 
Julian:       Yeah. 
 
Ms. Mills: Is there tutors? 
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Julian:       Yeah. But it’s so hard to find time. 
 
Ms. Mills: But Julian, you are taking so many classes this year. 
 
Julian:        I know. 
 
Ms. Mills: Don’t push yourself too hard. Take it again. 
 

The conversation at end of the conference is no longer related to the student’s 

draft, but about her’ personal concerns in the academics. This personal talk shows the 

teacher’s sincere care about the student. 

Excerpt 5.23 
Zhendong: It is due on Monday? 
 
Ms. Ling:   Yeah, It’s due on Monday. So you have the whole holiday to revise your 
                   paper. Any special plans for the holiday? 
 
Zhendong:  I am going to Phoenix. 
 
Ms. Ling:    So you are going to Phoenix? With a friend? 
 
Zhengdong: Yeah, my friend asks me to go to his home. 
 
Ms. Ling:     That’s good. 
 

The conference took place right before Thanksgiving. Zhendong was mostly 

silent through the conference. At the end, he asked the due date of the paper and Ms. Ling 

tried to relax him by asking his plans for the holiday. 
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5.4 The Content and Structure of the Three Teacher’s Conferences 

After analyzing the conferences of the focus students, I then compared how the 

three participating teachers conducted their conferences by examining the content and 

structure of the conferences. In particular, I looked at the openings and closings as well as 

the general patterns of the teacher-student interaction during the conferences. 

 

5.4.1 Ms. Ling’s Conferences with Her Students 

Ms. Ling usually scheduled her conferences after students had finished their 

second draft and before the final draft was due and her students had received some peer 

feedback before meeting her. She had students turn in their second drafts and she read 

them carefully before the conferences. In the conferences between Ms. Ling and her 

students, the conversation often started with the teacher asking for students’ opinions or 

questions. Following are two such openings. 

Ms. Ling: What do you think of your paper so far? How do you like it? 
 
Ms. Ling: Do you feel better about this paper? … How do you feel about the paper? 

In response to such questions, some students brought up specific questions such 

as introduction, thesis, organization, etc. while others turned to seek the teacher’s opinion 

on their drafts. The teacher then proceeded to go through the student’s paper with the 

student from beginning to end. From time to time, she sought clarification from the 

student about the specific ideas in the paper by asking questions such as “what do you 

mean here?” or “what is your topic here?” Then she pointed out the weaknesses she 

perceived in the student’s paper. These included specifics such as unclear ideas, weak 
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thesis statement, underdeveloped points, lack of transition, and loose organization.  In the 

meantime, she offered suggestions on how to improve them, and her suggestions were 

generally specific and concrete. Below are some examples of her suggestions: 

• You can say something general (for your introduction). For example… 

• You can talk about these ideas in your conclusion. 

The paper was previously marked with her comments and questions, and was 

placed on the table between her and the student so that both of them can read. So at times, 

she would read aloud her own comments on the paper to the student. The topics in the 

conversation seemed to be initiated according to the markings on the paper. 

 Ms. Ling closes her conferences by checking understanding with the student and 

offering some positive feedback on the student’ draft, as in the following example. 

Excerpt 5.24 
Ms. Ling: Ok? Does that make sense? 
 
Jia:           Yeah. 
 
Ms. Ling: You have a very good draft. There are a couple of grammar errors, but not so 

many. There are little things like here. (Reading a sentence from the draft). 
Funny is an adjective, not a noun. You should use “fun”. And “a lot of 
females”. So such grammar errors. Not so many. But make sure you proofread 
it. Other than that, the overall organization is good. Ok? Do you have other 
questions? 

 
Jia:            No. Thank you. 
 
Ms. Ling:  You did a good job in Essay one. So this time you can do a better job. 
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5.4.2 Ms. Mills’ Conferences with Her Students 

Ms. Mills scheduled her conferences all through students’ writing processes. She 

had students sign up conferences in her office hours and she also made additional 

appointments as needed by the students. As she did set a time to collect students’ drafts, 

she did not read students’ drafts before the conference. She began most of her 

conferences by inviting students to ask questions. For example: 

Ms. Mills:  What questions do you have? 
 
Ms. Mills:  What questions do you have today? Global questions or more specific? 
 
 Being invited at the very beginning of the conference, her students usually could 

ask either broad or specific questions. If the questions were very specific, such as “how 

do I cite this TV show in my paper?”, Ms. Mills would give a clear and direct answer. 

When the students asked general questions, such as “What do you think of my topic 

sentences / organization?”, Ms. Mills would read the draft with the student from the 

beginning and provide comments as she read on. Her comments mainly focused on the 

questions that the student brought up, but she frequently asked the student questions to 

clarify the meaning in the draft. For example, in the conference with Fang, she asked her 

19 questions. Below are some of her questions: 

• Is anyone going to argue against this (your point)? 

• Does it sound like an argument? 

• What is pretty? 

• Does she dress like a girl? 
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 These questions have two functions. Firstly, Ms. Mills asked the questions to 

clarify students’ ideas in their drafts, such as the last two questions. The second function 

of the questions is to convey a negative comment which shows a problem in the student’s 

text, termed by Koshik “reversed polarity assertions” (2002). For example, the question 

“Is anyone going to argue against your point?” was asked when Ms. Mills examined one 

of the topic sentence in Fang’s draft. By asking this question, Ms. Mills indicated that 

that particular topic sentences is not arguable and needs to be revised. The same is true of 

the question “does it sound like an argument?” Fang then realized that that part of her 

writing was not an argument and needed to be moved to the introduction. 

 Like Ms. Ling, Ms. Mills closed her conferences by checking students’ 

understanding and summarizing the suggestions she provided. She also made final 

invitation for students’ questions by asking: “any more questions?”  

 

5.4.3. Mr. White’s Conferences with His Students 

Mr. White scheduled one conference with each of his students during the semester, 

when students were working on their third essay. He asked the students to sign up for the 

conference as a group, but he did not hold group discussion at the conference. Instead, he 

talked with each student individually while other students in the group were present. 

Usually, not all students in the group showed up on time and he ended up holding 

individual conferences. To make the data more comparable with that of other teachers, 

only the individual conferences were examined. The conferences were conducted when 

students started drafting. Mr. White asked his students to bring a rough draft to the 
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conference (about two pages long). As he did not collect the drafts before the conference, 

he did not have the chance to read the drafts. 

The beginning of Mr. White’s conferences were different from that of Ms. Ling’s 

and Ms. Mills’s conferences. Mr. White began all of the conferences by giving the 

student the handout on the final exam (for which the students were asked to revise one of 

the two essays completed over the semester and write a reflection) and explaining the 

requirements of the exam. It was not clear why he chose to explain the exam to students 

one by one rather than announcing it in class as a whole. The final exam was a totally 

different task from the essay on which the students were working. After the lengthy 

explanation, he started to read students’ draft and provided his comments while he was 

reading. Therefore, the conferences were mostly dominated by his comments and 

suggestions although students occasionally asked some questions. Below is a segment in 

one of his conferences: 

Excerpt 5.25 
Mr. White:   This is good start, but I think you need one more point to make that 

complete. 
 
Nan:             Ok. 
Mr. White:   This is good. This is what Macy (referring to a text written by Macy) would 

help you….Here is a good point to talk about China, isn’t it? …That is one 
way to talk about China…China industrialized after the Cultural Revolution, 
or later, 60s? 

 
Nan:             But if I put too many Chinese stuffs in this essay. I think it’s a little bit weird. 
 
Mr. White:   Ok. If you feel that way, then don’t do that. (followed by a lengthy 

explanation). 
 
Nan:             Ok. 
 
Mr. White:   (Go on explaining how to include the information on China in the essay). 
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Nan:             Maybe one paragraph, but not too much. 
 
Mr. White:   Yeah, exactly… 
 

 While he was talking with the student, he marked on the student’s draft with a pen. 

With some ESL students, he even rewrote some problematic sentences for the students. 

This segment illustrates Mr. White’s style of conducting conferences. He had the control 

of the agenda and dominated the interaction, which allows for little participation. It seems 

that his main goal of the conferences was to tell what he thought about students’ draft and 

what he suggested the students to do for revision. The closing of his conferences was 

characterized by making positive comments and inviting students for future meetings. For 

example: 

Mr. White: Other than that, this is a good start. Can be a really good paper. Come and 

see me next week after you write another draft. 

Mr. White: I got office hours next week. This is a really strong paper. Go for it.  

His tone in the conference was very encouraging, and he gave clear direction on 

how to revise the draft.  

 

5.5. Summary of the Chapter 

 In this Chapter, the second research question on students’ participation patterns in 

the writing conferences was answered with the analysis of the conference interaction. 

Students participation patterns were investigated though one-to-one writing conferences 

that a total of 19 focus student participants (8 NS students and 11 ESL students) had with 
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their teachers. A total of 19 individual writing conferences (one conference for each 

student) were video-recorded for analysis. Six patterns of opening were identified: 

teacher invites students’ opinion, teacher invites students’ questions, teacher makes 

general comments, teacher explains the following assignment, and student states 

problems. Examples of these patterns show that the agenda of the conference was 

negotiated between the teacher and student at the beginning of the conference. Ms. Ling 

and Ms. Mills opened their conferences by inviting students’ opinions or questions, and 

some students could state their concerns and problems so that the conference could 

address them. In cases when the student kept silent at the very beginning of the 

conference (e.g. Zhendong), the teacher determined the agenda, which was based on the 

written comments on the student draft. 

 Students’ participation patterns were analyzed by comparing the sequences of 

soliciting advice in five ESL and five NS students’ conferences: student asks for advice, 

student asks for opinion or information, student discloses a problem, student announces 

plan of action, student disagrees with teacher, teacher identifies problem, teacher 

volunteers advice, and teacher invites questions or opinions. In both group’s conferences, 

one advice pattern (teacher identifies problem) dominated in this institutional context, in 

which the teacher is expected to diagnose problems in students’ writing. However, NS 

students initiated more comments and questions than ESL students by asking for the 

teacher’s opinion. Moreover, the teacher volunteered more advice in ESL students’ 

conferences than in NS students’ conferences. The individual differences were more 

obvious than the group differences. Four ESL students (Fang, Ying, Xiaoyan and 
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Santiago) initiated fewer comments and questions than their teachers did in the 

conferences. Vana, the other ESL student, however, dominated her conference by asking 

her teacher a lot of questions and stating her problems. Among the NS students, Julian 

was different from others in that she initiated very few comments or questions. This was 

due to the lack of preparation for the conference. Peter and Laura’s conferences were 

more balanced, in that the teacher and the student contribute equally. Kendra and Mike 

initiated more comments than their teacher, particularly by asking for opinion. 

 Finally, eight patterns of closing were identified: teacher checks understanding 

and summarizes comments, teacher points out grammatical error, student announces plan 

of revision, student asks questions about the draft, student asks for the requirement, 

student requests future meeting, student checks the grade, small talk. The closing of the 

conferences showed how the teacher addressed the students’ needs and how the student 

reacted to the conference. 

 

 



 

 

132

CHAPTER 6: POST-CONFERENCE INTERVIEWS 

6.1 Overview of the Chapter 

 My third research question is: How do students perceive the effectiveness of 

teacher-student conferences? Is this perception related to the interaction between the 

teacher and student? To answer this question, I conducted brief post-conference 

interviews with the video-recorded participants about what happened in the conference 

and how they felt about the conference. With the focus Chinese students, I scheduled 

lengthier interviews at different times. This chapter includes two sections: the first 

section reports the post-conference interviews with most of the participants; and the 

second section reports the interviews with the focus students. 

In the brief post-conference interviews, I mainly asked the following questions: 

• How do you feel about the conference? 

• What did your instructor say about your paper? 

• According to your instructor, what were the strong and weak aspects of the paper? 

• What suggestions did your instructor make for this paper? 

• Will you incorporate these suggestions in your revision of this paper? Why or 

why not? 

• Do you think the conference is helpful for you to improve this paper? 

• What do you think you have learned from the conference as a writer? 

• What would you like to do more at the conference? 

• What would you like your instructor to do more at the conference? 
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6.2 Effectiveness of the Conferences 

Although there is variance in the participation patterns, all the participants 

expressed positive feelings about the conference. From the post-conference interviews, 

conferences were perceived as effective for four main reasons: 1) students received 

feedback on how to revise their drafts; 2) students benefit more from the individualized 

instruction; 3) students were encouraged by the teacher; 4) students’ questions were 

addressed by the teacher; 5) students learned about academic conventions. 

 

6.2.1 Revision of the Drafts 

Both NS and ESL students said that the conference helped them a lot in the 

revision process. They reported that they received suggestions on the global concerns of 

the essay ------content, organization, thesis, paragraph structure. To many students, 

“ideas” are very important in the essay. For example, Vivek, an Indian student stated: 

“My start was good. He wants me to make few modifications in the intro. I was 

on the right track. He said other things. He told me what he expects. So it gives 

me a better idea of the direction. He understands my ideas and he gives me ideas 

to develop my essay further. The conference makes you interact with the 

professor, know his ideas, know your ideas, and the ways to improve. Sometimes 

my idea does not go with his idea. As he is the professor, he knows the right 

things to do. With his ideas, I can improve my ideas.” (Interview, November 14, 

2007) 
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 For Vivek, “ideas” are the purpose and content of the essay. To him, teacher’s 

“ideas” are teacher’s expectations and are superior to his ideas. So it is important to learn 

the teacher’s ideas in order to improve his essay. Here we can see Vivek’s perception of 

the teacher’s role. He regards the teacher as the source of information and the authority in 

writing. As a novice writer, he would definitely follow whatever the teacher says. His 

own ideas, however, played only a minor role in his writing process. 

Other students reported that they got “more ideas” from the conference. This 

“idea” means the content of the essay. Mr. White had his conferences with students after 

students finished a two-page rough draft. At that moment, most students did not know 

how to expand their drafts to full length. They went the conference with the hope of 

receiving suggestions on the content of the essay. After conferences, two of Mr. White’s 

students told me that they learned from Mr. White on how to expand their essays. One 

female NS student said, “He knows the readings; he helps me build on my ideas; he helps 

me find information.” (Interview, November 14, 2007) 

Another male NS student also told me that Mr. White gave him new direction of 

the essay as his original draft was not expandable. Because Mr. White scheduled the 

conference after students finished their initial draft, the topics covered in the conference 

were more about the introduction, the thesis and the content of the essay. As the draft was 

not mature enough, they talked little about the paragraph development and conclusion. In 

contrast, for Ms. Ling and Ms. Mills, they scheduled their conferences before the essay 

was due and students had completed at least two drafts when meeting the instructor. 

Moreover, students had workshopped on the previous drafts and revised them based on 
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the peer comment. Some students went to the writing center and got some suggestions 

from the writing tutors. When they met their instructors at the conferences, their drafts 

were fully developed. At the conference, the topics covered the thesis, organization, 

introduction/conclusion, paragraph development, and even expression. For example, 

Fang, one female Chinese student, reported after her conference with Ms. Mills, “We 

talked about thesis and topic sentences. I learned that topic sentences need to be arguable. 

She helped me with the organization. She suggested adding one point. And I need to be 

more specific.” (Interview, October 9, 2007) 

Another female Chinese student, Ying, had visited her teacher, Ms. Ling, during 

her office hours to discuss the content and organization of her essay. She said after the 

conference,  

“I already talked with her about the ideas and structure. We mainly talked about 

grammar and expression. I feel comfortable in talking in English. She pointed out 

what I have ignored. As ESL speaker, I don’t have the language sense. She 

pointed out my awkward expressions. The 15-minutes was very effective as she 

read my draft very carefully.” (Interview, October 10, 2007) 

When she visited Ms. Ling in her office hours, they talked in Chinese as both are 

native Chinese speakers. At the conference, at my request, they discussed the draft in 

English. After the conference, I asked Ying if she felt uneasy talking in English. She felt 

very comfortable in speaking English to her instructor. As noted in the last Chapter, she 

challenged Ms. Ling’s comments a few times in the conference. But she felt that the 

conference was very fruitful. 
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All students responded that they would revise the draft following the instructor’s 

suggestions. There were two main reasons behind it when I asked the students to explain 

why. For one thing, they believed that the instructor’s suggestions were based on their 

drafts and could definitely improve their essays. For another, they believed that following 

the instructor’s suggestions can lead to a better grade as the instructor is the only 

evaluator of their essays. All students explicitly stated the first reason while two ESL 

students said that they wanted to get a good grade. As Shimanshu, the male Indian 

student stated, “I will follow her suggestions because she is the one who gives me the 

grade.” (Interview, October 10, 2007) While most students did not state this reason 

explicitly, many students mentioned in the pre-conference interviews that peer feedback 

is not as useful as teacher feedback. The role of the instructor as the evaluator of 

students’ drafts influences students’ perception towards teacher feedback in the 

conferences. 

 

6.2.2 Individualized Instruction 

Besides receiving feedback on students’ drafts, another factor students liked about 

the conference is that it is individualized instruction and that the teacher could focus on 

their essay. As Vivek, a student from India, commented, “I like the personal talk. I know 

what I talk to my professor. It’s more private. It’s clearer. In the class, we asked different 

questions, and he might get confused and had no time to answer all of them. Conference 

and office hours are good.”  (Interview, November 14, 2007) Clearly, in a class of twenty 
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to twenty-five students, it is impossible for the teacher to address each student’s concerns 

and questions. Individual conferences can provide this opportunity. 

Then I asked students to compare the workshop in class and conferences and to 

explain why they preferred the conference. The answer was almost unanimous. All 

students interviewed stated that they paid more attention to what the teacher said as the 

discussion was on their own draft. Workshops help through listening to others’ ideas in 

class, but students felt that they did not get much from them. The classmates did not care 

much about each other’s drafts, they complained. They were more pleased with the 

conference as the instructor only focused his/her attention on one single essay. The ESL 

students found the conference even more beneficial because they were afraid to ask 

questions in class. Although they did not ask many questions in the conferences, they felt 

the private conversation can better address their concerns. 

 

6.2.3 Encouragement 

At the conference, some students were encouraged by the teacher’s positive 

comments. One of the Chinese students, Jia was not confident about his writing. He came 

out of the conference room and said to me, “It’s out of my expectation. She said I was 

doing very well in my essay.” (Interview, October 8, 2007) He smiled when he said this. I 

could see that he felt relieved by the teacher’s comment. Before the conference, he 

looked worried and thought his essay was messy.  
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6.2.4 Questions Addressed 

Students with questions in mind said that their questions were answered. For 

example, the Macedonian student Vana had a lot of questions on the citation, the 

paragraph development, etc. As shown in the last chapter, Vana controlled the conference 

by asking her teacher all the questions she had. It was, then, not surprising that she felt 

satisfied with the conference as she got all the answers she needed. 

 

6.2.5 Academic Conventions 

Students also reported that they learned different academic conventions from the 

conference. Below are some quotes from the NS students. 

• “I learned that there is always more than one way to interpret something. And I 

need to be very specific in interpreting things. Writing is a lot different from 

talking” 

• “Thesis is really important to help my readers to read my essay.” 

• “I learned that the purpose of the paper is in the thesis. I also learned how to write 

the conclusion. That is to develop an idea without talking too much.” 

 
More ESL students reported that they learned the “proper” way to do an essay. 

Below are some of their quotes: 

• “I learned the format of an essay: thesis needs to be put at the end of the 

introduction.” 

• “I learned the right way to do an essay. I never did this kind of essay before. It 

helps and I can use it in other classes I’m taking.” 
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• “He tells me how to improve the writing system. He marks my errors. He asks me 

to paraphrase things. He tells me how to cite proper things in the proper manner.” 

For most ESL students, the essays they wrote for ENGL101 were very different 

from the essays they wrote before, which were shorter and involved very little analysis. 

As a result of the conference, they had a better understanding of the requirements of the 

essay and internalized them as the “right” ways to write an essay. 

 There is one exception to the general positive reaction to the conference. One 

female NS student, Gillian, did not say much about the conference. She felt bad because 

she did not bring the right draft to the conference as required. So the instructor could not 

provide her many suggestions as she had not read her most recent draft. As indicated in 

the last chapter, her conference was a little shorter than other conferences and it involved 

apologies and rescheduling. It was therefore less productive than other conferences. 

 

6.3 Expectations that Were Not Met 

As mentioned earlier, most students reported positive feeling about the conference 

because they received the feedback they needed. Many felt that the conference was too 

short to address all their concerns. Given more time, both NS students and ESL students 

would expect the instructor to provide more feedback. Most ESL students interviewed 

expressed the desire to have the instructor edit their draft sentence by sentence. They 

were not confident about the expression and language in their drafts. Except for Ying’s 

conference, the instructors seldom pointed out grammatical errors or gave suggestions on 

expressions in the conference. They usually suggested that students go to the Writing 
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Center on campus and work with a writing tutor on the language issues. Clearly, all the 

instructors had an agenda for the conference that focuses more on the global revisions 

and excludes the local revisions. 

 

6.4 Follow-up Interviews with the Chinese Students 

To further find out ESL students’ own account for their participation patterns in 

the conferences, I scheduled follow-up interviews with six Chinese students. These 

interviews were conducted in Chinese to allow students’ free expression of thoughts and 

the quotes were translated from Chinese. For these interviews, I met the students in the 

study room in the library or a quiet spot on campus with chairs and tables. In these 

lengthy interviews, I learned more about students’ perception of their experience with 

ENGL101, their views about writing and writing conferences. First, I will provide a 

profile for each student. Then I will focus on their views about the writing conferences. 

 

6.4.1 Student Profile 

 The six Chinese students were selected from the 11 ESL students who 

participated the second stage of data collection – video-recorded conferences and pre- 

and post-conference interviews. When I approached them for the follow-up interviews, 

they were willing to participate and share their experience and feelings in the writing 

class. Table 10 shows the basic information of the students. 
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Table 10: Basic Information of the Six Chinese Students 
 
Teacher Students Gender Age Length of Stay 

in the U.S. 
Education Completed 

Ying Female 20  Two months High school and two 
years in college in 
mainland China 

Xiaoyan Female 20 Two months High school and two 
years in college in 
mainland China 

Jia Male 26 Eighteen months Technical school in 
Taiwan 

 
Ms. Ling 

Zhendong Male 20 Two months High school and one 
year in college in 
mainland China 

Ms. Mills Fang Female 18 Four months High school in 
mainland China 

Mr. White Xuwei Male 18 Two months High school in 
mainland China 

 

 
Ying 

Ying was identified as the one the strongest writers as well as the most 

hardworking student in the class by both Ms. Ling and me. She was born in Beijing, the 

capital city of China and had her elementary and secondary education there. She was 

twenty years old. She had spent two years in a college in China before she came to the 

United States to continue her college education. She enrolled in the university in the fall, 

2007. When she participated in this study, she had been in the United States for just two 

months. She was a quiet girl who spent most of her time in the library. When asked about 

her motivation for the hard work, she explained to me that she valued the opportunity to 

study in an American university and she really desired to gain knowledge which she 
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could not learn from the college in China. Besides, her parents worked hard to pay her 

tuition and she felt obliged to work hard.  

She majored in finance in the Chinese university and transferred to the university 

as a pre-business major.  As in other universities, the tuition was higher in business 

school than other schools and the scholarships for undergraduate students were scarce. 

Ying told me that the competition for the scholarship was very fierce and she had to 

maintain a very high GPA to apply. In the semester when she participated the study, she 

was applying for one scholarship and one internship. From the interviews and other 

contacts with Ying, I could feel that Ying had clear goals in her life. She expected to 

work in big finance companies in a cosmopolis, such as New York or Hong Kong.  

After her conference with Ms. Ling for the second essay, I scheduled an interview 

with her. When I asked if I could show her the video of her conference and ask her 

questions, she refused. She explained that she is very introspective and shy and it would 

embarrass her to watch her video. I then asked her some questions based on my notes and 

she provided clear and detailed answers. 

 As a business major, Ying knew the significance of communication skills in her 

future career, among which writing is especially important. Her goal of writing is to be 

native-like and she hoped that her writing would never be identified as written by a 

nonnative English speaker in the future. She felt that ENGL101 was inspiring. At the 

same time she understands that to improve writing skills, it was not enough to take a few 

writing courses. She needed to keep on practicing out of the class continuously. She did 

not have much experience with English composition before. As she described is, most of 
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the English essays she wrote before were short (150 words), targeting the national 

proficiency tests in China. Talking about those essays, she said, “there was not much 

thinking involved. You only need to write correct sentences.” (Interview, October 17, 

2007) Her first reaction to the college composition was: “… at the beginning, I had great 

difficulty with the analysis. I had no idea of what is analysis. I was not even sure whether 

I was paraphrasing or analyzing. I feel that there was little depth in my thoughts because I 

never had this kind of training.”  

 Ying thus spent much time and effort on the writing assignment in ENGL101. 

When describing her drafting process, she said that she was thinking in Chinese and 

writing in English with the help of the dictionary. She reflected that only 10% to 20% of 

her essay originated from thoughts in English while 80% - 90% came from thoughts in 

Chinese. She was thinking all in Chinese when she drafted the thesis. The result of this 

way of thinking and drafting is “Chingish” – a jocular term used to describe Chinese 

English. She admitted that to her and other ESL learners, there is no choice but thinking 

in her first language. 

As mentioned in the last chapter, Ying utilized available institutional support in 

the writing process. She visited the writing center three times on a single essay and 

visited her teacher at her office hours. She told me that the tutors at the wring center 

helped her a lot in her first essay as she had no idea about the analysis. For the second 

essay, the tutors corrected the grammatical errors and expressions for her, but sometimes 

they could not understand why she expressed her ideas in certain ways. She attributed 

this to the cultural differences underlying Chinese and English. 



 

 

144

Besides the conferences scheduled by the teacher, Ying also discussed her draft 

with Ms. Ling during her office hours. She described different feelings about these 

scheduled and unscheduled conferences. For the first essay, she had great difficulties with 

analysis and the paragraph structure (P-I-E), so she relied heavily on the comments Ms. 

Ling gave her in the conference. For the second essay, she had a clearer idea and she 

went to Ms. Ling’s office hours with a pretty solid organization, so she only made minor 

changes after the conference. By time of the scheduled conference, she was fairly 

confident with the content of her essay and she only asked a few minor questions about 

her conclusion. 

When I asked her to compare different sources of feedback she received (Ms. 

Ling, tutors at the writing center and her classmates), she replied firmly that feedback 

from an authority was most useful. Peer feedback was not as useful as the teacher 

feedback. She felt that the teacher-student relationship is closer in the U.S than in China. 

Although she did interact with teachers a lot in high school by asking them a lot of 

questions, she felt that she only used them as a source of information. Now she 

communicated more with her teachers. 

When talking about her class participation in the classes, she said most Chinese 

students did not talk much in class. According to her, there were two main reasons. First, 

it is a tradition for students to just sit and listen to the teacher in Chinese classrooms. 

Second, like other international students, Chinese students are concerned about their oral 

fluency and are afraid of making mistakes. She claimed herself as more active than other 

Chinese students in her English 101 class. 
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Fang 

 Fang was another female Chinese student. She was eighteen years old. In our first 

interview, I learned that she arrived in the United States four months ago to begin college 

in the United States. She finished high school in China, but did not take the National 

Entrance Examination. She came to the university two months earlier before the fall 

semester began and enrolled in the intensive English program at CESL. She explained to 

me that she received “conditional admission” from the university, which required her to 

complete a full eight-week language training with CESL to replace the TOEFL test. 

According to the undergraduate admission criteria, she needed to obtain proficiency 

scores of at least seven out of ten in all four skills (listening, speaking, reading, and 

writing). She was majoring in business management at the university. 

She began her writing process with brainstorming (in English), part by part. She 

would then draft an outline in English. She was thinking mostly in Chinese when drafting 

in English. Thinking in Chinese helped her generate ideas, she said. But at the same time, 

she admitted that this kind of Chinese thinking could affect her writing in English. For 

example, she would put the point (topic sentence) at the end of the paragraph because 

Chinese prefer indirectness rather than directness in writing. To overcome this, she put 

the point in the outline so that she would not forget to put it at the beginning of the 

paragraph while drafting. She said her first draft was always messy and she would come 

back to reorganize. To her, the biggest challenges of the writing class came from the 

cultural difference and the difference in the Chinese and American ways of thinking 
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/writing. For example, the class discussed some TV shows which she never watched. In 

terms of writing, Americans make the points very clear and direct while main points are 

usually hidden in the good Chinese writing. 

When talking about the teacher-student relationship in China, she said Chinese 

teachers “forced” students to do this or that. It seems they knew what is good or bad for 

students. In America, the teacher gives you more freedom. She described the classroom 

interaction in China as: “the teacher asks a question and is always met with silence.” In 

American classrooms, “the teacher asks a question and students come up with different 

answers.” (Interview, October 11, 2007) She said she does not participate in the 

classroom discussion very much. She was not used to answering the teacher’s questions, 

and she was sometimes unfamiliar with the topics discussed in the class. In the 

composition class, many class discussions are related to American culture. In the first few 

classes, she felt pressured as her American classmates could voice their opinions on the 

topics while she could only keep silent as she was not familiar with those topics. She 

would only ask the teacher when she had questions regarding the requirements of the 

assignments. Usually, she would check with her classmates before she emailed to the 

teacher.  

In the workshop on drafts, when she tried to explain “Super Girl”, the national 

Chinese singing competition to her classmates, they had trouble understanding her points. 

They could not understand why the second-place winner was more popular than the first-

place one from her description of both of them. She did think her classmates’ feedback 
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was useful, though. But if the teacher feedback is different from the peer feedback, she 

would definitely follow the teacher feedback as the teacher is the grader. 

 

Xiaoyan 

 Xiaoyan is another female Chinese student from Beijing and she was 20 years old. 

She had been in the States for two months when I first interviewed her. She claimed 

herself as a transfer student as she spent two years in college in China. Like Ying, she 

finished high school and went to college in China. She expected to get a college degree in 

the United States. But unlike Ying, who had clear goals in her life, Xiaoyan had not 

determined what she wanted to do in the future: find a job in China or in the United 

States after graduation, or continue her study in graduate school. She majored in social 

work in college in China. Now she could not decide whether she should continue her 

study in sociology or switch to a more popular major such as economics. She felt a little 

frustrated because she did not know what she was really interested in. 

 Like Ying, Xiaoyan’s previous experience in writing in English was limited to 

short English essays targeting the national proficiency tests in college in China. She also 

found essays for English 101 very different from those she had to write in China. Besides 

the fact that she had to write several times longer than before, she had trouble in 

organization, thesis, expression and analysis. Particularly, she struggled with organization 

in her first essay as there were only three paragraphs in the short essays she wrote before. 

She got a C because of multiple grammatical errors and a mismatch between her thesis 

and the topic sentences. She felt that she did a better job in the second essay in these two 
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aspects. Xiaoyan thought language was still the biggest barrier for her. She also found 

analysis very difficult, because she had never practiced it before. 

 Xiaoyan started her writing process by drafting an outline in Chinese in her mind. 

Most of the time, she thought in Chinese and translated her ideas into English. She said 

she could not help doing that because of her proficiency in English. She also related this 

to the amount of English usage in her daily life. She noticed that she thought more in 

English when she used the language more.  After she finished drafting, the only sources 

of feedback came from her classmates and teacher. Usually, she received her classmates’ 

feedback on her first and second drafts, and the teacher’s feedback on her third draft 

before the final draft was due. She regarded the teacher’s feedback as more useful as the 

teacher is the authority. 

 In the semester when I conducted my study, Xiaoyan was taking five courses. 

Except for English 101, the courses were big lectures. She said she was mostly silent in 

class as she was not used to the active classroom environment. At the beginning of the  

semester, she was excited to see that an American classroom was different from a 

Chinese classroom and she talked more in class. As the semester moved on, she was 

busier handling assignments for each course and she became a passive listener as she 

used to be in Chinese classrooms. Because of the big class size, she seldom had the 

chance to talk with her professors directly. More often, she turned to the teaching 

assistants when she had questions about the course work. They are very nice to you, she 

said. She also benefited from group study with her classmates. It was sometimes more 

efficient than working by herself. 
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 Regarding the teacher-student relationship, she thought teachers could never 

become friends of students. The gap between teacher and student was insurmountable 

because of the hierarchical relationship. Thus, she was not sure what to talk about in the 

conference. She expected to listen to what the teacher said and make revisions 

accordingly. 

  

Jia 

Jia is a male Chinese student from Taiwan, who was twenty-six years old. He had 

been in the States for one year and six months when he registered for the English 101 

writing class. Before this writing class, he had experience with five writing courses (in 

five levels from Level 3 to 7) in CESL. He took both business writing and academic 

writing in Level 7. English 101 was the first writing class he took at the college level. 

Jia finished a technical school in Taiwan. He wanted to finish his college 

education in the United States. His experience of learning English was not a positive one. 

Unlike high schools, the technical school prepared students for jobs, so subjects like 

English and Chinese were not emphasized in the school. The technical school did not 

prepare him with much English. He said he did not learn anything in English until he 

enrolled in CESL. He had never written in English in Taiwan. He enrolled in the 

university after he reached 500 in the TOEFL PBT (paper-based test), the minimum 

requirement for undergraduate admission. He was very busy with his course work. 

Jia indicated that writing in English was difficult for him although he received 

good grades (A or B) for most of his essays. He regarded it as a burden as it took him 
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more time and effort than other courses he took. His greatest concern in writing was 

grammar. He started his writing process by drafting in Chinese and then translated the 

draft into English. So there were many Chinese-English sentences. He regarded revision 

as an important process in writing a paper. He always had multiple drafts for his essays 

over the semester. He thought it important to have a rough draft and then to revise it. In 

the process of his revision, he valued all the feedback he received, whether it was from 

his classmates or from his teacher. Peer review could give him more ideas and he learned 

from reading others’ drafts. 

He felt a little nervous before the conference as he was uncomfortable about 

talking with the teacher in English. He felt bad if he stammered in speaking English. He 

wanted to know the teacher’s expectation from the conference as he was not quite sure 

about the requirements of the essay.  In the conference, he talked very little and the 

teacher did most of the talking. He expected the teacher to tell him what to do and he 

would do as the teacher suggested. He still felt pressured talking about his writing with 

the teacher. He was not confident in his own writing and was afraid that the teacher 

would not like his essay. At the beginning of each conference, he was always surprised to 

hear the teacher say that he was doing a good job in his draft. Also, he described himself 

as a reserved and quiet person. He would not question the teacher even if he did not agree 

with the teacher. He would study the teacher’s feedback himself after the conference and 

try to follow the teacher’s suggestions. He regarded the teacher as an authority figure 

with more experience, so he would adjust his draft towards the teacher’s expectation. 
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His experience with the conference was a positive one. He enjoyed the individual 

conference more than the group conference. In the group conference, he felt that he did 

not receive enough attention as his spoken English was not very good. Students with 

better oral proficiency could talk more with the teacher. They could easily tell the teacher 

the strengths and weaknesses of their essay. Compared to students with limited oral 

proficiency like him, they could participate more. Besides, he did not know what to say to 

the teacher. In the interview after the first conference, he said he was not sure whether he 

got the teacher’s expectation. But he tried to guess the teacher’s expectation from the 

suggestions he received. That is the benefit of the conference he believed. He reflected 

that he still felt a little nervous during the conference, fearing that the teacher did not like 

his writing. He repeatedly emphasized that his English “background” was poor. 

 

Xuwei 

 Xuwei was a male student from China in Mr. White’s class. Like Fang, Xuwei 

finished high school and came to the United States to attend college. He had been in the 

country for only two months when I first interviewed him. Like Jia, he was reticent and 

shy. He talked very slowly and in a low voice. 

 Xuwei did not like writing in English at all and found the writing class extremely 

difficult. He did not have confidence in his proficiency in English and was eager to 

improve it. His biggest challenge in writing was in analysis and on how to generate ideas 

for his essay. Expression was also difficult for him because of the difference between 

English and Chinese. He felt that he could not express himself well in English, and he 
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relied heavily on his electronic Chinese-English dictionary. Not surprisingly, a lot of his 

sentences were “Chinglish”. Xuwei also had trouble understanding lectures and readings 

in the writing class. He sometimes checked with his Chinese classmates. But he did not 

seek help from the teacher when he had questions, even when his classmates could not 

answer his questions. Before the conference, he expected to get suggestions from his 

teacher. He knew it would be better to negotiate with his teacher rather than just listening 

to his teacher, but he did not know what to tell his teacher at the conference. He attributed 

this expectation to the education he received before. He was used to the teacher-centered 

instruction in China and he was looking forward to meeting with the teacher privately. 

For his first two essays, Xuwei worked all by himself without receiving any 

feedback from others. There were peer review workshops in his class, but he did not 

benefit from them. In his class, eight out of twenty-four students came from China and 

they were all male. They tended to sit next to each other every time when the class met, 

including the workshop days. The demographic characteristics of the class made it 

possible for Xuwei to take an English class without speaking much English. In the 

workshop, the discussion in their group usually began with the drafts and soon turned to 

random chatting in Chinese. Sometimes, they did not even bring the drafts. He realized 

that working with other Chinese students in class did not help in his study, but he could 

not help sticking to them. He felt that it was easier to communicate with them and he 

could stay in a safe zone with them. Although the teacher required multiple drafts for 

each essay, he did not ask students to turn in the rough drafts. Xuwei took advantage of 

this and did not start drafting before the essay was due. He thought in Chinese and 
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translated his ideas into English. He wanted to think in English, but it was more 

convenient for him to do it in Chinese. Naturally, he did not receive good results from 

those essays. His teacher was totally confused by his first essay and he was asked to re-

write the first essay after he submitted it. 

In life, Xuwei also kept in contact mostly with Chinese students. He had an 

American roommate, but he rarely talked with him because of differing personalities. He 

seldom communicated with his American classmates in other classes either. He felt that 

his English was not very good, so he tried to survive with little communication in English 

unless necessary. He did not mean to do this, but he was restricted by his reticent and 

reserved character. 

 

Zhengdong 

 Zhengdong was another male student from Henan province, China. He was 20 

years old. Like Ying and Xiaoyan, he finished high school and spent one year in college 

in China. He had been in the university in the United States for two months when I first 

interviewed him. He was very cooperative and talkative in the interview, but was very 

quiet in the conference. He talked in a very low voice, and he said he had been talking 

like this for years. He described himself as a very reserved person. 

Although Zhengdong majored in English in college in China, he did not take any 

English composition classes. His freshman courses in the college offered training in three 

basic skills in English: listening, speaking and reading. English 101, the first writing 

course he had taken, was difficult to him. He found grammar was the biggest challenge to 
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him in writing. As the essays were longer and more complicated, he had to write more 

complex sentences, which required him to pay more attention to the grammatical rules 

when writing these sentences. Besides, he regarded grammar as the weakest area in his 

English learning. He said he had no problem with making the right choice in sentence-

completion tests on grammar, but he might not follow the rules when writing complete 

sentences himself. Although he had no experience in writing analysis essays, he had little 

trouble with the structure of the essay and paragraph development, because he tried to 

strictly follow the paragraph structure of academic writing ---- point-illustration-

explanation. So he knew where his topic sentences and examples should be placed. 

Zhengdong began his writing process with outlining in English. He said he 

thought in Chinese for his first essay, but was having trouble drafting in English because 

he had to translate all the words. He thought he could write a good essay if he could draft 

the whole essay in Chinese and then translate it into English. But it was unrealistic and 

would not improve his writing in English. So for his second essay, he tried to think in 

English and put his ideas down in English directly. In order to reach the length 

requirement of the essay, he compiled a first draft with random sentences following his 

brainstorming. The first draft was very illogical with poor cohesion. He then revised his 

draft after receiving peer feedback and teacher feedback.  

Zhengdong found the teacher-student relationship in the American university was 

different from that in China. To him, everything in the Chinese education system was 

test-oriented. He seldom interacted with the teacher after class in his high school and 

college. He said few students would talk with the teacher when they had questions. He 
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would turn to books and try to solve problems himself. When he failed one item in the 

test, he simply checked the answer key and remembered it. There was no need to talk 

with the teacher. In his freshman study, the courses were similar to those in high school 

and there was little discussion with the teacher. He might have more interaction with the 

teacher if he continued his study in college.  

Zhengdong liked the college life in the United States better than that in China. He 

emphasized that he began real learning after he attended the university in the United 

States. His previous education only involved test-preparation, even in college in China. In 

high school, his only goal was to succeed in the college entrance examination in order to 

attend a good university. In his first year at college, his goal was to get passing scores in 

the exams. Now in the university here, he was trying his best to be an A student in all 

courses he took. He felt the needed to learn and was engaged in the learning as he took an 

active role in it. He did not talk much in the English composition class, because he was 

afraid of making mistakes, especially in front of other international students. However, 

this does not mean that he was not participating. Every time the teacher raised a question, 

he would think about the answer by himself. 

Before the conference, he expected the teacher to tell him how to improve his 

grade. But he did not have specific questions for the teacher. He talked very little in his 

conference and he attributed his silence in the conference partly to his reserved nature. 

He was not confident with his oral fluency in English, so he chose to be silent when he 

had trouble expressing his ideas. After the conference, however, Zhengdong said he 

learned a lot from the conference. He received the suggestions he wanted and knew what 
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to do for his revision. He said the individual conference was better than the group 

conference in the first unit and the teacher could focus on his writing. Besides, he knew 

his problems in writing and how to solve them when the teacher explained to him face to 

face. He would not pay attention if the same issues were discussed in class. He compared 

the conference with a discussion with the teacher after an exam. If he did not do well in 

the exam, he could learn from the discussion where he failed. He thought this kind of 

discussion worked well to improve his writing. 

After the conference, he made revisions incorporating some of the suggestions he 

received from the teacher. He took the suggestions that would not change the overall 

meaning of his essay, such as the grammar correction.  

 

6.4.2 Similarities of the Chinese Students 

 From the students’ profiles, we can see that these Chinese students share some 

similarities in their educational background, perception of the teacher-student relationship, 

motivation and writing process. 

 

6.4.2.1 Educational Background and Experience in Writing English Essays 

The six main participants shared similar educational background in that they 

completed their primary and secondary education in their home country. What differed 

was that Ying, Xiaoyan, and Zhendong went to college in China for one or two years. 

Fang and Xuwei just graduated from high school, and Jia went to a technical school in 

Taiwan. Therefore, Ying, Xiaoyan, and Zhendong, had taken English classes at the 
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college level although the curriculum in Chinese universities was different from that of 

American universities. Ying and Xiaoyan were non-English majors at college and their 

English classes aimed to prepare students for the national English proficiency test, 

College English Test, Band Four (known as CET-4). The writing part of this test asks for 

a short essay of at least 120 words on a given topic within 30 minutes. The genre can be 

narrative, expository, or persuasive. Some of the sample topics are: 

• There are various forms of entertainment. Some of them are beneficial and others 

are harmful. Show your opinion on this issue. (CET-4, June, 2008) 

• There are various selective courses available at your university and students take 

their selectives for different reasons. Explain with your own choice of selectives. 

(CET-4, December, 2007). 

• Write an announcement to welcome students to join a club, which includes 

activities of the club, benefits of joining the club, and procedures to join the club 

(CET-4, June, 2007) 

The grading guideline of these essays is based on four aspects: whether the essay 

is on the topic, whether it is clear in expression, whether it is coherent, and whether it is 

grammatically accurate (www.english-exam.com). From these topics and the grading 

guidelines we can know the kind of writing Ying and Xiaoyan had practiced in college.  

Zhendong majored in English and the English classes for freshmen focused on 

reading, listening and speaking. Writing was not practiced at the college level. Fang and 

Xuwei never attended college in China and their high school English courses aimed to 
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prepare students for the National College Entrance Examination. The writing part of this 

exam is a 100-word essay. The prompt question for the 2008 exam is:  

“Suppose you are Li Hua, a student who loves pandas. You have been getting 

information about the panda “Sulin” born three years ago at San Diego Zoo and her mom 

“Baiyun” through the related websites. Now that Sulin is about 3 years old, you are to 

write a letter to San Diego Zoo, which includes a self-introduction, happy birthday to 

Sulin, appreciation to the zoo workers, and a request for the birthday pictures of Sulin” 

(translated from Chinese). 

As seen in this example, the content of the essay is provided and students are 

required to express the content in grammatically correct English.  Although the writing in 

Chinese is more complicated at the high school level in China, writing in English at this 

level only asks for correctness in expression. No requirement is imposed on organization 

or critical thinking. Clearly, my participants were not ready for the academic writing at 

American universities. 

As non-English speaking students, all participants had taken the TOEFL test to 

enroll in the university. Therefore, all they had practiced was the short essays for TOEFL 

tests (Test of Written English, abbreviated as TWE). These essays were persuasive in 

nature, asking the writer to write his/her opinion on a topic with specific examples and 

details within 30 minutes. Here is an example of the prompt question for TWE test. 

“People attend college or university for many different reasons (for example, new 

experiences, career preparation, increased knowledge). Why do you think people 
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attend college or university? Use specific reasons and examples to support your 

answer.” (from www.ets.org)  

 
According to the scoring guide for TWE from ETS, an essay of score of 6 (highest score): 

1. effectively addresses the writing task  

2. is well organized and well developed  

3. uses clearly appropriate details to support a thesis or illustrate ideas and displays 

consistent facility in the use of language  

4. demonstrates syntactic variety and appropriate word choice (from www.ets.org)  

The scoring guide for TWE presents higher standards for English writing than the 

National Entrance Exam and College English Test. Essays for TWE emphasize 

organization and development, and the expressions need to be not only grammatically 

correct, but various and appropriate. In my interviews, I asked if my participants could 

tell me their score in TEOFL tests, they all refused, saying that they did so poorly. This 

shows that although these students have met the enrollment requirements, they were not 

prepared with the skills to handle writing at the college level. 

 

6.4.2.2 Perception of Teacher-Student Relationship 

In the interviews, I asked my participants to describe their experience in 

interacting with the teachers in their home country and in the U.S. All of them 

commented that they had little contact with the teacher outside the classroom. Most of the 

classes they took were in lecture style, with little student participation. Fang described a 
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typical scenario in her high school: the teacher’s questions were usually met with silence. 

It is not because students did not know the answer, but that they did not feel the need to 

answer the questions. Besides, students were so used to listening to the lecture as a group 

that they felt awkward to stand out individually. The teacher was viewed as a figure with 

knowledge and power, the one who made decisions about what students did in class. That 

is why one participant commented that teachers can never become friends with students, 

and that the teacher-student gap is insurmountable.  

The perception of this teacher-student hierarchy in their home country has been 

carried over to the American classroom. Although they noticed the difference between 

the Chinese classroom and the American classroom, most of them still had little contact 

with the teacher. One reason for this is because many general education courses they took 

were in big classes with over 100 students and they seldom had the chance to talk with 

the professor. One participant said she had more contact with the teaching assistant 

instead.  However, English classes are much smaller, with 25 students at the maximum. 

Every teacher has weekly office hours, set time or by appointment, only one of the 

participants dropped in to discuss on her essay, despite the fact they all wanted assistance 

from the teacher. One participant said that he felt uncomfortable talking with the teacher 

one-to-one, as he was afraid that the teacher would criticize his “poor writing”. However, 

he would always follow the teacher’s suggestions to meet her expectations of the essay. 
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6.4.2.3 Motivation 

When asked their motivation to study in an American university, they all had the 

same belief that American universities provide better education than those in their home 

countries. On the job market, degrees earned in the foreign countries were more 

competitive than those earned in the Chinese universities. Ying, Xiaoyan and Zhendong 

attended college in China before they came to the U.S and they were tired of the endless 

tests in their lives. Fang and Xuwei chose to go to American universities right after high 

school as they were afraid that they might not do a good job in the national college 

entrance examination in China. Moreover, with the decreasing currency exchange rate 

between the U.S. dollar and Chinese RMB6 and higher visa approval rate7, American 

universities have become more affordable and more realistic choices for many Chinese 

students.  

All of the students were highly motivated to improve their writing. As ESL 

students in an American university, they realized the importance of writing as a 

communication skill in their academic life. Ying had especially strong instrumental 

motivation. She is a business major and her career goal is to work in international finance. 

Her goal in writing was to write like a native English speaker. Others did not have a clear 

plan at the moment, but they all indicated that they spent more time in this course than in 

other courses. This shows that they desired to do well in the course. 

 

                                                 
6 The ratio between the U.S dollar and Chinese RMB was 1:8.27 in 2000. The ratio is 1: 6.82 now. 
7 According to the unofficial report, the visa approval rate has reached 80% in 2008.  
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6.4.2.4 Writing Process 

 In the interviews with the Chinese students, I asked them the process by which 

they drafted their essays. Different strategies of writing emerged in the interview. Some 

students wrote multiple drafts and utilized different sources of support in the revision 

process. Other students just worked on a single draft and relied on themselves in the 

drafting process. Take Ying as an example; she worked very hard on each of her essays. 

She was actively involved in the multiple-draft process and valued the different sources 

of feedback – from peers, the teacher, and writing tutors.  She started drafting early 

before the essay was due and had made six drafts by the time the essay was due. She 

wrote her first draft and met with a tutor in the Writing Center. She then brought a 

revised draft for the peer review in class, as required by her instructor. After she got some 

feedback from her classmates, she made another draft and visited her instructor in her 

office hours (before scheduled conference). She then made further revisions based on her 

instructor’s comments. When she went to the scheduled conference, she had a 

comparatively mature draft. She then made final tune-ups before she turned in the final 

draft. She produced seven drafts for a single essay and her efforts earned her good grades 

on all her essays. 

 Not all Chinese students were like Ying. Some others did not see the importance 

of drafting at all. Zhendong said, “Drafts are not useful. There is no need to write too 

many drafts.” (Interview, October 19, 2007) Xuwei echoed, “Chinese students don’t care 

about drafts. Drafts are not graded anyway.” (Interview, October 19, 2007) When asked 

about their previous writing experience, they told me that they never made drafts before. 
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They just wrote the essay and submitted it for the grade. So they adopted the same 

strategy in writing the current essays. Some of them did outline in Chinese before writing 

in English. Although their instructor required rough drafts, they did not start the actual 

essay until the day when the essay was due. For the rough drafts, they just wrote a few 

paragraphs. In the class workshops, these Chinese students tended to work in the same 

group. After the workshops, they confessed to me that they did not learn from reading 

each other’s drafts as nobody really cared about the rough drafts. They seldom visited the 

Writing Center or the instructor’s office hours because they thought it was “troublesome”. 

They did expect to get some help from the scheduled writing conference to work on their 

drafts. Some of them had their American roommates read their drafts before the essay 

was due. For the final draft, some of them could not meet the length requirement and 

others lost credit on the language for the grade they received. From the writing process of 

these students, we can see why some ESL students were doing better than others in 

academic writing. 

All the participants reported that their writing process included translation from 

Chinese to English, especially at the initial stage. Xiaoyan drafted an outline in Chinese 

in her mind, and Jia even wrote the first draft in Chinese (See Appendix C for an 

example). Others were thinking in Chinese while they wrote in English. They all knew 

that the translation affects their expression in English, making their essay read like 

“Chinglish”. And all of them showed great concern about the grammatical errors in their 

essays, which supports the survey results. 
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For all of the participants, it was the first time to experience the process approach, 

which requires multiple drafts. When they were in China, where the product approach 

still dominates, they wrote essays and turned them in for grades. While most participants 

appreciated that they could work on different drafts of an essay and receive feedback on 

these drafts, Xuwei tried to survive the class by writing one single draft for his first two 

essays. Obviously, he was the one who had the greatest challenge in the writing class.  

 

6.4.3 Students’ Perception of the Writing Conferences 

With the six Chinese students, I conducted lengthy interviews with them after 

their conferences. Four patterns of perceptions emerged from the analysis the interviews: 

1) conference is a mutual exchange of ideas; 2) student questions can be answered at the 

conference; 3) answering the teacher’s questions at the conference helps construct the 

paper; 4) conference is just teacher talk. 

 

6.4.3.1 Conference as a Mutual Exchange of Ideas 

From the interviews with Ying, it is clear that Ying regarded the conference as a 

way to exchange her ideas with the instructor so that she could achieve her purpose in the 

writing. Ying was the strongest writer among the six Chinese students and one of the 

strongest writers in Ms. Ling’s class. Besides the three scheduled conferences, she also 

visited Ms. Ling in her office hours. For her second essay, Ying discussed the structure 

and content with Ms. Ling in the office hours before their scheduled conference. So at the 

time of the conference, she already had a fully-developed draft. Before the conference, 



 

 

165

Ying was planning to ask Ms. Ling to look at the expression in her essay and the 

conclusion and she achieved her purpose at the conference. Ms. Ling pointed out 

inappropriate expressions one by one and gave suggestions on the conclusion. Contrary 

to other Chinese students who mostly remained silent, Ying challenged Ms. Ling’s 

suggestions a few times by showing disagreement. Ying explained in the post-conference 

interview: 

“She pointed out my places where I did not express myself clearly, but I thought I 

was very clear in those places. I revised the essay for many times. So I thought it 

necessary to tell her what I meant. Since I do not speak English as my first language, it is 

possible I did not get my meaning across to her. She is the teacher, the one with better 

mastery in English. If she could not understand me after I explain to her, I definitely need 

to make changes.” (Interview, October 17, 2007) 

In her final draft, I noticed that Ying made all the changes that Ms. Ling pointed 

to her at the conference. When asked why she made those changes, Ying responded, “I 

questioned her comments at first. But finally I was convinced by her explanation and 

making those changes definitely makes my essay clearer to read.” Ying did not simply 

follow the feedback she received from the conference. She examined each comment and 

negotiated with Ms. Ling until she was convinced. There was clear indication of learning 

in the process of negotiation. 

Unlike most other students who claimed that they learned more from the 

conference than the class meeting, Ying compared the benefits of the two more 

objectively. She said: 
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“In the class meeting, what the teacher says is more conceptual. We are not sure 

how to apply those concepts in our essays. It is true that the conference is more 

individualized. However, it is only targeted towards one single essay. It’s almost 

impossible to improve one’s writing within 15 minutes. We learn more about the writing 

techniques and skills from the class meeting. The best thing about the conference is that 

you can talk with the instructor face-to-face. I can tell her what I am thinking and she can 

tell me her ideas.”  

She then used a vivid metaphor to describe the benefits of the interaction: “If you 

have an apple and I have an apple, each of us will still have one apple after exchanging 

our apples. If you have an idea and I have an idea, each of us will have two ideas after 

exchanging our ideas.” Ying’s words show her perception of the conference. She did not 

regard conference as a pure way of the teacher providing feedback. She realized the 

importance of exchanging thoughts and negotiation at the conference. This explains why 

she did not hesitate to show her disagreement at the conference. 

When asked to compare the peer feedback and the teacher feedback, Ying 

acknowledged that her classmates can identify problems in her essay which she did not 

see herself. But to improve her writing, she felt that she needs the feedback from 

someone who has “much higher level than her”. So for ESL students like her, they need 

not only a native speaker, but a native speaker who is good at writing. “Everyone is 

working to a different extent,” she claimed. She hinted that some students in her class 

were not as hard-working and may not care much about other’s writing. She was 

confident that she could identify problems in others’ essays if they were obvious, such as 
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too much summary or the need more analysis, and some grammatical errors. She 

maintained that one with “a lower level” can benefit from one with a “higher level”.  

 Ying’s second conference was different from her first. This time, Ms. Ling did not 

have time to read Ying’s entire draft before the conference as Ying did not turn in a hard 

copy. Ying’s draft was about nine pages and Ms. Ling only had the time to skim it 

through. Before the conference, Ying expressed her frustration in writing the text-in-

context essay. It was her first time incorporating secondary sources (besides the primary 

text to be analyzed) in her essay and she was not sure what to do with those sources. 

After reading the sources, she felt that there was so much information that she did not 

know what to include in her essay. Moreover, she was not sure whether her secondary 

sources were connected to the analysis of the primary text. She was much less confident 

with her essay than she was with her previous one before the conference. Because of the 

heavy coursework near the end of the semester, she did not manage to see Ms. Ling in 

her office hours as she did for her earlier essay. One thing she felt good about her essay 

was that it was longer than the previous essays. 

At the beginning of the conference, Ms. Ling told Ying that there were no major 

problems with Ying’s essay and she would address questions Ying had. She also 

commented on the length of Ying’s essay. It was the longest essay in the class. Ying 

asked questions she had and Ms. Ling answered those questions. At the conference, they 

disagreed on whether to include Amy Tan’s life in the essay. Ms. Ling suggested revising 

the thesis to specify the connection between Amy Tan’s life and the story. Ying argued 

that it was not her purpose to explain the connection between the two, but she still wanted 
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to include the author’s life to support her thesis. The disagreement was not solved as 

Ying’s assigned time ran out and it was time for Ms. Ling to meet the next student. At the 

end of the conference, they set up an appointment for another meeting. 

Ying expressed her disappointment with the third conference at the post-

conference interview. She said: 

“We could not talk much because she did not read my draft. She gave me some 

suggestions after she skimmed through the first two paragraphs. She told me that there 

were no major problems with my essay. But I was uncertain about my thesis. I thought it 

was not general enough. I had questions on how to incorporate context information in my 

essay. We only talked about how to do that in my introduction, but we never got to 

discuss how to use the secondary sources in the body paragraphs. Later I sent her my 

draft via email and she did not question my use of the secondary sources. So I assumed 

that she acknowledged my way of writing.” (Interview, November 28, 2007) 

To Ying, the last conference was not as effective as the previous one because 

there was a lack of mutual exchange of ideas. Ying preferred asking the teacher questions 

at the beginning as she was always prepared with the questions about her own essay. She 

thought the teacher’s written comments were clear enough to her. At the same time, Ying 

also expected the teacher to ask her questions. Ying’s preference indicated that her 

perception of the writing conference. For her, the conference should be student-centered 

and the teacher’s role is to address her concerns. This was different from most other 

Chinese students who think that the teacher is the focus of the conference by providing 

suggestions. 
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6.4.3.2 Student Questions Can Be Answered at the Conference 

 For Xiaoyan, conferences were a good way to address her questions about the 

drafts. However, Xiaoyan did not come to this understanding until near the end of the 

semester. Xiaoyan had a total of three conferences with Ms. Ling during the semester, 

one conference per essay assignment. The conference for the first essay was a group 

conference in which Ms. Ling met three to four students at the same time. I recorded the 

following two conferences in which Ms. Ling talked to Xiaoyan individually. Each of 

these two conferences lasted about fifteen to twenty minutes. 

The dynamics of the two conferences were very different. In the first conference, 

Xiaoyan talked very little and Ms. Ling did most of the talking. Xiaoyan asked only two 

questions during the conference. At the beginning of the conference, she asked if she had 

made too many grammatical errors in the essay. I asked her why she asked this question 

at the interview. Xiaoyan explained that she had lost a lot of points for grammatical errors 

in her last essay. Ms. Ling did not think that grammatical errors were very serious in this 

essay, but she suggested Xiaoyan go to the Writing Center to schedule a meeting with a 

writing tutor.  

After briefly talking about how to set up an appointment at the writing center, Ms. 

Ling pointed out what was really problematic in Xiaoyan’s essay – it was off topic. The 

essay asks students to analyze the culture by comparing the Chinese poem “An Ode to 

Mu Lan” and the Disney movie “Mu Lan” adapted from the same story. Students were 

supposed to compare Chinese and American cultures using examples from the poem and 
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the movie. In Xiaoyan’s rough draft, she wrote about the cultural differences generally 

without mentioning the poem or the movie. So Ms. Ling explained the assignment again 

to her and Xiaoyan agreed with her. Xiaoyan told me that she had this confusion when 

she read her classmates’ draft in the peer review sessions. She noticed that her draft was 

so different from others and her peer reviewer told her that she might be off topic. But 

she did not bring up the confusion at the conference until Ms. Ling mentioned it. She 

regarded the conference as an occasion when she should listen to the teacher’s 

suggestions. As she said in the interview afterwards:  

“I would tell her if I had my ideas at that time, but I was just listening. I would 

say it out if I disagree with her strongly. This was not the case at that conference.  

My perception of conferences is like this. The teacher gives advice and I listen. 

There is no need to talk to the teacher unless there is great disagreement. In the 

writing process, you receive feedback from your classmates and your teacher. I 

listen to their feedback. However, it’s still up to myself on how to revise the essay. 

At the conference, since she understands my ideas and I agree with her that I was 

off topic, there is not much for me to say then.” (Interview, October 26, 2007) 

 Clearly, to Xiaoyan, conferences were just a way for the instructor to provide her 

feedback and she was not expected to contribute much to the conversation. She would 

follow the feedback in the revision as she regarded teacher feedback as more 

authoritative than peer feedback. Peer feedback, however, was also useful to her. She 

relied on it when she was working on her rough drafts. Since the teacher feedback came 

in last before the essay was due, she revised the draft incorporating the suggestions 
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received in the conference. She felt that her final draft at least met the requirement. But as 

for other aspects, she did not see major differences from the previous drafts. On the other 

hand, she thought her second essay was better than the first essay. Her first essay 

contained too many grammatical errors, which she believed she had reduced in the 

second essay. She also tried to match the topic sentences with the thesis. 

 Xiaoyan’s participation in her first conference and the post-conference interview 

revealed her initial perception of the writing conference. As an ESL student who had 

never experienced the individual writing conference, she regarded her role as that of a 

good listener. All she needed to do was to listen to the teacher’s suggestions and try to 

incorporate them into the follow-up revision. 

 In contrast to her silence in the first conference, Xiaoyan participated very 

actively in her second conference. She almost controlled the whole conversation by 

asking questions and expressing her opinions. The essay she was working on was a text-

in-context essay, which asks students to analyze one or two selected texts from the 

contextual information, such as the author’s life experience, the social /historical 

background of the texts. Xiaoyan was writing about two short stories: Amy Tan’s “Two 

Kinds” and “Ms Dutta Writes a Letter”, both of which touch upon the issue of the 

generation gap in immigrant families. At the beginning of the conference, Xiaoyan 

showed her draft with the feedback she received from the writing tutor. She verified some 

the feedback with Ms. Ling. Then she began asking questions about the requirements of 

the essay. For example, 
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• “Is that not good for me to use a lot of words such as ‘I’, ‘we’? Does it matter 

or…?” 

• “Is it necessary to consider both of them (texts) or just pay attention to one of 

them?” 

• “Although I talk about this one (text), I can also use the information from the 

other or relate it to the author, right?” 

                                                                              (Conference, November 16, 2007) 

 The conference was then centered on these questions. Ms. Ling answered them 

one by one and provided options for Xiaoyan: she could analyze the generation gap in the 

immigrant family by comparing the two stories, or she could analyze Amy Tan’s “Two 

Kinds” from the author’s life experience. After examining her thesis statement with Ms. 

Ling, Xiaoyan decided to take the second option. 

 In the post-conference interview, I asked Xiaoyan why she talked more in the 

third conference while she barely spoke in the first conference. She responded, 

“I went to the writing center for help and I just revised it before the conference. 

So my memory of the draft was still fresh and I could ask many specific questions. 

As for the previous conference, I had not worked on my draft for about a week. 

So I could not remember clearly what I wrote.” (Interview, November 19, 2007) 

It was clear that Xiaoyan was better prepared for this conference. She had been 

working on the draft before she came to the conference. With better preparation, she 

thought the second conference was more beneficial to her than the first one. She said: 
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“I got the answers for all the questions I wanted to ask. I was better prepared this 

time than last time. Besides, I got some suggestions from the writing center and I 

wanted to confirm with the teacher if those suggestions were appropriate. When 

the tutor at the Writing Center gave me suggestions, they told me that I need to 

check with my instructor about some specific requirements, such as whether it is 

ok to use “I”, and whether I need to write about one story or two stories. In my 

draft, I wrote about two stories, but I focused more on one story. The discussion 

of the other story was kind of peripheral. So I was not sure how to relate the two 

stories. I think I learn more from this conference because I worked harder on the 

draft. Knowledge is better learned when it is understood by oneself rather than 

being told by someone else.”  

Here we notice that her perception of the conference has changed after the second 

conference. She used to regard the conference as a pure source of teacher feedback and 

she would do what the instructor told her to do. In this conference, she seemed to have 

internalized the feedback she received and knew exactly about what she was writing 

about. She realized she learned better when she was more engaged in the conference. She 

no longer played her role as that of a passive listener. Moreover, Xiaoyan worked hard on 

the third essay, receiving feedback from different sources, classmates, writing tutors and 

Ms. Ling. When asked which source feedback she regarded as more useful, she replied, 

“I think the feedback from the Writing Center is most useful because they helped 

me clarify my own ideas. When my ideas were clear, I knew what to talk to my 
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teacher. Last time, I did not express my ideas clearly in the draft, so I did not 

know what to say at the conference.”  

 After the first conference, the only thing Xiaoyan learned was that her essay was 

off topic and she did not know what she needed to pay attention to in the following 

essays. After the second conference, she said, “I learned more about the paragraph 

structure. I did not pay much attention when the PIE structure was introduced in class. At 

the conference, I knew how to employ this in my own essay.” 

 Although paragraph structure was not the main topic in Xiaoyan’s third 

conference, it was mentioned by Ms. Ling when she was giving Xiaoyan options for 

analysis. From the second interview, we can see that Xiaoyan was more confident in her 

writing and had a better understanding of the English essays. At the second conference, 

she was mainly concerned about the grammatical errors and whether her essay was off 

topic. She thought these were the two most important things for English essays. She 

thought an essay would be at least acceptable as long as it was “on the topic” and there 

were not too many grammatical errors. In writing the third essay and conferencing with 

her instructor, she realized the importance of the paragraph structure in her essay. This 

shows that she has internalized what she learned from the conference and the effects of 

the conference were obvious. 

 

6.4.3.3 Answering Teacher Questions at the Conference Helps Construct the Paper 

Fang’s participation pattern at the conference was different from Ying and 

Xiaoyan. She talked a great deal at the conference, mainly answering the teacher’s 
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questions. To her, answering teacher conference at the conference helped her most in 

constructing her paper. Fang was the only Chinese student in Ms. Mills’s class. She had 

multiple conferences with Ms. Mills. as Ms. Mills incorporated conferences as a main 

element in her syllabus. She required students to conference with her at least once for 

each essay they wrote over the semester and she had her students sign up for conferences 

during and out of her office hours. Weaker students were encouraged to talk multiple 

times with her. Fan had four conferences with Ms. Mills over the semester. She had one 

conference for each essay she wrote and she also talked with Ms. Mills before she started 

drafting her third essay. She brought the external sources she found to the conference and 

checked with Ms. Mills if they were appropriate. As this conference was only about the 

sources, not on Fang’s actual writing, it is excluded from the analysis. Only conferences 

on the second and third essay are discussed here.  

The dynamics of both conferences were very similar, characterized by Ms. Mills 

asking questions and Fang answering the questions. For the second essay, Ms. Mills 

asked students to write an essay analyzing a TV show and the cultural values behind it. 

Fang chose one of the most popular Chinese shows, “Super Girl”. The show is an 

imitation of “American Idol”, one of the American shows. Fang wrote about how the 

second-place winner in the competition, Li Yuchun, became more popular than the first-

place winner because of her boyish image. Fang said she was feeling a little nervous 

before meeting her teacher for the first conference. She was not sure what to say or how 

to talk about her draft. Before the second conference, she wanted to ask the teacher about 

the grammar and thesis statement in her second essay. Her peer told her to develop more 
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on the description of Li Yuchun, but she only managed to add a little. She did not know 

what else could add to her essay. She expected to negotiate with the instructor on how to 

revise her draft. 

At the conference, Ms. Mills began by asking Fang if she had any questions. Fang 

responded that she would like discuss the thesis and the topic sentences. Then Ms. Mills 

examined the thesis and each body paragraph in Fang’s draft. The conference was 

dominated by Ms. Mills’s questions and comments. She led Fang to elaborate on the 

ideas she had in her essay. Fang participated by answering the questions. Near the end of 

the conference, she raised one question about the length of her essay. 

After the conference, Fang said that feedback was very useful and she knew what 

to add in her essay. She would follow Ms. Mills’s suggestion because adding more 

specific examples and reorganizing the paragraphs would make her essay more logical 

and easier to understand. Moreover, she learned from the conference about the format of 

the English essay. For example, the thesis is usually placed at the end of the introduction.  

About the interaction pattern in the conference, she liked to discuss with the 

instructor and be provided with different options for the revision, so that she could select 

those that fit her essay best. If the instructor only tells her what to do, she may forget 

what she said at the conference or it may not work for her essay. Ms. Mills’s questions 

helped her identify problems in her essay and she learned how to develop her essays with 

more details from Ms. Mills’s questions. She said, 

“I did not expect the teacher was having trouble understanding my draft. On the 

one hand, the draft involved much Chinese culture, and the teacher was not very familiar 
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with it. On the other hand, I may not have explained my ideas clearly so that the teacher 

was confused. But from the questions, I realized that I needed more examples and the 

organization would be improved as well. I liked the conference interaction with the 

teacher. I think the conference can improve my grade. Also, I learned more about writing 

skills from the conference as she was more focused in the conference. In class, I 

sometimes drifted away from the lecture.” (Interview, October 11, 2007) 

In her revision, she reordered the paragraphs and added more examples. The 

length of her draft, nevertheless, did not change significantly as she removed some 

repetitive parts. For her, it was hard to meet the length requirement. Although Ms. Mills 

gave her a lot of suggestions on how to elaborate her points, Fang did not know what 

details could be added.  

 

6.4.3.4 Conference as Pure Teacher Talk 

For all the three male Chinese students, Jia, Zhendong, and Xuwei, the conference 

was just pure teacher talk. They thought their role at the conference was to be a good 

listener, receiving the suggestions given by the teacher. So mostly, they kept silent at the 

conference, despite the teacher’s invitation to participate. 

Jia was in the same class with Xiaoyan. So he had three conferences over the 

semester as well and they were assigned the same essay assignments. I video-recorded 

the two individual conferences he had with his teacher, Ms. Ling. Jia was quiet in both of 

the conferences. Most of the time, he was listening while Ms. Ling commented on his 

essay. When asked about this, he responded that he was a reticent person in life. 
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Moreover, he did not know what to talk about at the conference. Before the first 

conference, he was expecting the instructor to tell him what to do. He also admitted 

feeling nervous about talking with the instructor. He said, “I was afraid that my essay was 

not good and she would point it out in my face. I know my background in English is 

weak.” (Interview, October 8, 2007) 

 At Jia’s first conference, Ms. Ling examined his essay carefully page by page, 

trying to figure out the topic in each paragraph. Jia liked this process and he said,  “I 

think that helped a lot. Sometimes I get off the topic in the body paragraphs. Going 

through the essay paragraph by paragraph can help me keep focused.” It seems Jia just 

wanted Ms. Ling to take the control of the conference interaction. Jia also wanted her to 

directly tell him what to do in his essay. At the conference, Ms. Ling asked Jia a question 

about his essay and Jia realized that he needed to add one paragraph. I asked him if he 

preferred the teacher to ask him questions or directly tell him what to do at the conference. 

He answered:  

“I would like her to tell me directly what to do so that I know her expectations (he 

laughed). Even though I do not understand why she asks me to do that, I would think 

about it after the conference and try my best to incorporate her suggestions. She is the 

teacher and she has more experience. So she knows what works best for my essay. I 

would definitely follow her suggestions.” (Interview, November 12, 2007) 

 We can see that Jia’s perception of the conference was similar to Xiaoyan’s initial 

perception. He regarded the teacher as an authority figure and the conference as a way of 

the teacher providing feedback. His role was just that of a listener and follower of the 
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teacher feedback. He did not see the necessity for him to talk at the conference. He 

enjoyed the individual conference as he felt that he was not given much attention at the 

group conference. He thought the conference worked better than the peer review: 

“At the conference, the teacher can give me suggestions based on my essay. At 

the peer review, we get different opinions. I think I learned my weakness from the 

conference and would pay more attention to it in the next essay. For example, in this 

essay I was more careful with the P-I-E structure because she mentioned it in my last 

conference. Without conferences, I may not have realized this. I would go to the writing 

center, though.” 

To Jia, what was mentioned at the conference warrants more attention and this is 

how he learned from the conference. He believed the teacher’s suggestion was more valid 

than suggestions from the peer. 

 Jia’s second conference was similar to the first one. The essay was a text-in-

context essay. He was analyzing the same story as Xiaoyan did, Amy Tan’s “Two Kinds”. 

Amy Tan is a Chinese American writer and the story is about the conflict between a first-

generation immigrant mother and an America-born daughter, who represent two cultures. 

This story was a popular selection among the Chinese students in Ms. Ling’s class, partly 

because they were more familiar with the Chinese culture reflected in the story.  

At the beginning of the conference, Ms. Ling asked if Jia had any questions about 

his essay. Jia asked if his essay structure was acceptable and it was the only question he 

asked in the conference. He reflected on this question at the post-conference interview: 
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“I thought the order was the most important thing. I thought my paragraphs were kind of 

messy. As long as the order is ok, I know how to develop the essay.” (Interview, 

November 23, 2007) 

 For the rest of his conference, Ms. Ling went through his essay as what she did at 

Jia’s second conference, asking questions from time to time about the topics of each 

paragraph. Jia responded briefly and remained silent for the rest of the time. I asked him 

again after this conference whether he preferred asking questions or being asked at the 

conference. He responded, “I think both can help. Her questions help me sort out my 

ideas. But I was not prepared, so I did not know what to ask her.” Still, Jia was not sure 

what to say at the conference and expected the teacher to take the control of the whole 

interaction. 

 At one point in the conference, I noticed that Jia was not responding to Ms. Ling 

while she kept talking for a long time. When I showed the video clip to Jia, Jia smiled in 

a little embarrassment and said, “Actually, I was not following her and I did not 

understand what she was saying. I was still thinking what she said earlier.” 

“Why didn’t you interrupt her and ask her to explain to you?” I probed. 

“I think it’s a habit formed in our own educational system. Students are supposed 

to listen to the teacher without interrupting him/her. If I don’t get what the teacher 

says, I will spend more time afterwards trying to figure out myself through other 

ways. At the conference, I tried to get as much as I could. It’s my responsibility to 

listen to the teacher. Just like in the classroom.” Jia replied.  
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This best explains Jia’s silence in the conference. Coming from Taiwan where the 

classrooms are mostly teacher-centered, Jia was used to listening to the teacher without 

even comprehending. In his learning background, most, if not all, teacher-student 

interactions took place in the classroom, where there is a clear hierarchical relationship 

between the teacher and students. Jia never had experience with conferences and would 

approach the teacher-student interaction in the same way as in the classroom. Therefore, 

he always responded positively whenever Ms. Ling checked his comprehension by asking 

“does that make sense?” Actually, he was not clear or did not agree with what Ms. Ling 

said. He described himself in the post-conference interview: 

. “I was confused, but I would think about what she said by myself. I still hold the 

pattern of writing in my mind, that is, I need to have three ideas in my essay.” 

In revision, Jia did not exactly follow Ms. Ling’s suggestions. Ms. Ling was 

suggesting the connection approach to the essay, which is to connect the story with the 

author, who was a second-generation Chinese immigrant herself. But in Jia’s revision, he 

was taking the general approach, which analyzes the generation gap in immigrant 

families in the story. Jia explained, “The conference was held before the holiday 

(Thanksgiving). I almost forgot what she said after the holiday. Also I did not quite 

understand what she said. I just worked by myself on the revision. I got some ideas from 

her, but I did not want to delete all what I wrote in the rough draft. So I put all these 

things together.” 

We cannot say that Jia’s third conference was in vain simply because he did not 

incorporate the feedback he received from the conference. But the conference could have 
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been more effective if Jia had expressed his own opinions and expressed his 

disagreement. Then Ms. Ling could have adapted her feedback according to Jia’s 

intention in the essay. 

The same perception of the conference was held by Zhendong. He was in the 

same class with Ying, Xiaoyan, and Jia, so he had the same number of scheduled 

conferences with Ms. Ling. His second and third conferences were similar in that Ms. 

Ling took control of the conversation and that he kept silent most of the time. He barely 

spoke at the second conference and his voice was inaudible in the recording (even Ms. 

Ling complained about his low voice after that conference).  

Zhendong’s second conference was no different from his first one. At the 

beginning of the conference, Ms. Ling asked him if he had any questions. Zhendong 

responded negatively, and wanted to know what Ms. Ling thought about his draft. All 

through the conference, Ms. Ling did most of the talk and Zhendong only talked when 

Ms. Ling asked him to explain parts of his draft. 

At a brief interview after the first conference, he told me that the conference was 

more helpful than the group conference they had in the last unit. In that group conference, 

he felt that he needed to make a lot of revisions, but Ms. Ling could not cover all of them 

within a short time period. Moreover, he did not understand all of the suggestions he 

received. He said in the follow-up interview after the first conference:  

“It’s about two months since the semester began. I have a better understanding of 

the requirements of the essay. I like the suggestions she gave me. She pointed out 

things that I have ignored and places where she could not understand. I explained 
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to her my meaning so that she knew what I wanted to express and could tell me 

what I have missed. So she mostly asked me what I meant at particular places and 

she also told me so rules in writing. For example, I cannot put a comma after a 

complete sentence and continue with another one. I think her suggestions are 

helpful as they are based on my ideas. Given more time, I would like her to edit 

my draft sentence by sentence. Also I wanted to tell her the “concept” of my 

essay.” (Interview, October 19, 2007) 

 In the follow-up interview with Zhendong after the second conference, he 

accounted for his silence in the conference. He said he has always been reticent and he is 

used to talking in a low voice. Moreover, he felt that he could not express himself as 

freely in English as in Chinese. He would rather give up the chance to speak if he was 

having trouble formulating the sentence in his mind. When asked whether he really 

agreed with the suggestion Ms. Ling provided, he said, 

“Of course I agree, because she is my English teacher. I just came here and I am 

not confident in my English. She has more experience and competence. Even when her 

suggestion was different from my original intention, I would revise my essay according 

to her suggestion. Anyway, she is the one who grades my essay.” (Interview, November 

21, 2007) 

In his actual revision of the third essay, I noticed that he made the most of the 

revisions suggested by Ms. Ling. Some parts remained intact because he wanted to stick 

to his own ideas. He said the essay would be awkward if he made all the revisions Ms. 

Ling suggested without having his own ideas. What he learned most at the conference 
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were the “habits” of expression in English. She pointed out the run-on sentences in his 

essay, which he had never paid attention to since he began learning English. Also she 

pointed out improper use of pronouns in his essay. Zhendong said he may not pay much 

attention to these things if they were mentioned in class. He paid more attention to them 

in the conference because these errors were in his essay. 

The interview and conference showed that Zhendong regarded the conference as a 

way for the instructor to give suggestions. He saw the importance of explaining to the 

instructor his purpose of the essay, but his participation in the conference was limited to 

answering questions asked by the instructor to seek clarification. His participation is 

mainly limited by his language ability. On the other hand, he viewed the instructor as an 

authority figure who also grades his essay, so he followed the instructor’s suggestions to 

gain a better grade. 

Xuwei was similar to Jia and Zhendong in the way he participated in the 

conference. He was in Mr. White’s class, and Mr. White scheduled one conference with 

all students for the third essay, which he believed students needed most help with. It was 

the only conference over the semester. For the first two essays, he organized workshops 

in class and held office hours for students who needed extra help. Xuwei never went to 

Mr. White’s office even though he did poorly in the first two essays. He did not go to the 

Writing Center either. 

 As described in the last chapter, Xuwei had been working by himself for the first 

two essays, without receive much feedback from his peers. For the third essay, he was 

working on a text-in-context analysis of the story “The Yellow Wallpaper”. Mr. White 
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scheduled group conferences after students finished the first draft, which he asked for in 

two pages. Xuwei signed up for the conference in a group with two other students, but he 

was kept by Mr. White for an individual conference after the group conference. 

Before the conference, Xuwei did not feel confident in his rough draft of the third 

essay. He was having difficulty with the expression. He felt that his vocabulary is not 

large enough for him to express his meaning. He was also struggling with the concepts 

related to the story, such as feminism in 19th century America. He knew he needed to do 

some research before writing the second draft. He expected the instructor to give him 

suggestions on how to develop his essay with more ideas. He did not know what to tell 

the instructor at the conference, but he expected to talk with the instructor privately as he 

felt more nervous speaking in a larger group. 

In the individual conference with Xuwei, Mr. White first talked about Xuwei’s 

second essay, for which he received a D. Mr. White gave him a chance to revise his essay 

for 10 make-up points in the grade. He asked Xuwei to take out ten problematic sentences 

in his essay, identify the problems (such as the word choice, spelling, sentence structure), 

and correct them. He suggested Xuwei to work with a native speaker of English to correct 

these sentences. Then he moved on to the third essay and the conversation was dominated 

by his directions. He corrected some errors while reading along Xuwei’s draft. He also 

wrote down the words he suggested on the draft. Xuwei was a quiet listener most of the 

time, except for offering a few explanations. Mr. White pointed out that Xuwei not only 

translated from Chinese, but also used much slang in his essay. Xuwei admitted that he 

was using a electronic dictionary. Mr. White suggested Xuwei use a paper-back Oxford 



 

 

186

bilingual dictionary instead for his writing. At the end of the conference, Mr. White 

offered some encouragement by commenting that Xuwei had a strong thesis statement 

and beginning of the essay and he just needed to develop more by giving details and 

explanation. He also asked Xuwei to go to the Writing Center and come to his office 

hours to work on the essay. 

In the post-conference interview, Xuwei expressed that he was happy with the 

conference. He thought Mr. White’s suggestions helped him find direction for his essay. 

He would like to tell Mr. White about his understanding of the text and ask some 

questions, but he was not well-prepared. At the conference, he was trying hard to follow 

Mr. White’s comments, and had no time to think about what he wanted to say. As he 

worked almost by himself for the first two essays, he found the feedback especially 

useful. He was planning to visit Mr. White’s office hours after he finished another draft. 

The silence of the three male Chinese students can be explained by several factors. 

Firstly, they were reticent in nature. These three male students were not as outgoing as 

the three female Chinese students, which I could tell from all the interactions with them 

over the semester. Secondly, they were not confident in communicating in English. 

Barriers in communication prevented them from expressing their opinions at the 

conference. Lastly and the most importantly, they all perceived the conference as pure 

teacher talk. There was no need for them to talk much at the conference. 

Despite the lack of participation in the conference, all the three students perceived 

the conference as effective as they received useful feedback from the teacher, which was 

vital in their writing process. 
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6.5 Summary of the Chapter 

 In this chapter, the third research question on students’ perception of the 

effectiveness of the writing conferences was answered with the post-conference interview 

data. First, the results of the post-conference interview with the student participants were 

reported. Several themes were identified in their answers to my questions. All the 

participating students had a positive reaction towards the conference, regardless of how 

they participated in the conference interaction. There were four main reasons behind this 

positive perception: 1) students received feedback on how to revise their drafts; 2) 

students benefit more from the individualized instruction; 3) students were encouraged by 

the teacher; 4) students’ questions were addressed by the teacher; 5) students learned 

about academic conventions. Students’ perceptions of the conference were centered on 

their drafts. They perceived the conference as effective as long as the teacher told them 

what to do specifically to improve their draft, eventually, to gain a good grade. For that 

reason, most of the students would follow the teacher’s suggestion in their follow-up 

revisions. They also reinforced the knowledge about academic writing in the conference, 

an effect which they thought the class instruction could not achieve. Moreover, they 

benefited from the personal connection with the teacher established in the conference. 

These were actually their expectations towards the conference. We can see that the 

students perceived the conference as effective when their expectations were met and there 

was little difference between NS students and ESL students in this sense. 
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  The follow-up interviews with the six Chinese students revealed students’ writing 

background and their perception of the conference. The profiles of these students showed 

that these students had limited practice with writing in English although they were highly 

literate in their native language. The essays they have written before were short essays 

with little analysis or research involved. Also, their interaction with the teacher was 

restricted to the classroom setting, which was influenced by the hierarchal relationship 

between the teacher and student. On the other hand, they were highly motivated to 

improve their writing. The writing process varied with each student, but they all admitted 

that they translated sentences from Chinese to English when they drafted an essay.  Four 

patterns of perceptions emerged from analysis of the interviews with the six Chinese 

students: 1) conference is a mutual exchange of ideas, as perceived by Ying; 2) student 

questions can be answered at the conference, as perceived by Xiaoyan; 3) answering the 

teacher’s questions at the conference helps construct the paper, as perceived by Fang; 4) 

conference is just teacher talk, as perceived by Jia, Zhendong and Xuwei. 

In the following chapter (Chapter 7), based on the findings discussed in Chapters 

4, 5, and 6, implications of the study will be offered. 
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CHAPTER 7 IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

7.1 Overview of the Chapter 

This chapter will first restate the research questions that guided the study. Then, a 

summary of the findings will be presented and implications will be discussed. Finally, 

suggestions for conference research and teacher training will be offered.  

 

7.2 Revisiting the Research Questions 

This qualitative study investigates the influence of ESL students’ perception of 

writing conference on the teacher-student interaction in the individual writing 

conferences. Using multiple data collection techniques such as questionnaire, interview, 

observations, etc., this study addresses the following research questions: 

1. What are ESL students’ expectations towards the teacher-student writing 

conferences? Are they different from expectations held by the native-speaking 

counterparts? If yes, what factors contribute to the difference?  

2. How do ESL students interact with the teacher at the writing conferences? 

3. How do students perceive the effectiveness of teacher-student conferences? Is this 

perception related to the interaction between the teacher and student? 

 

7.3 Summary of the Findings 

 Data collected in the three stages yielded findings on the students’ expectations, 

interaction patterns, and the perception of the effectiveness of the writing conference. 

What follows is a summary of the findings, categorized by themes that emerged. 
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7.3.1 Students’ Expectations 

 As McGroarty (1993) argues, “Expectations about educational roles that 

participants bring to the classroom influence not only their views of the class, but their 

willingness to participate in different kinds of learning activities”. (p.1). Thus, it is 

important to understand ESL students’ expectations in order to analyze their participation 

patterns in the writing conferences. Students’ expectations of the writing conferences 

were investigated through the survey conducted in the six participating sections with a 

total of 110 students (65 NS and 45 ESL) and pre-conference interviews conducted with 

18 focus students (7 NS and 11 ESL). Several similarities and differences between the 

NS and ESL students were identified. 

 Both groups, first of all, expected the teacher to give them suggestions on how to 

improve their drafts. Clearly, both groups regard this as the primary function of the 

conference. Also, the high percentage of students (88.9% of ESL and 100% of NS) 

choosing this option also indicate students’ strong desire for teacher feedback on their 

writing. This supports the results of previous studies on second language writers’ desire 

for teacher feedback (Enginarlar, 1993; Ferris, 1995; Radecki & Swales, 1988). 

Moreover, the data from the pre-conference interviews shows students’ preference for 

teacher feedback over peer feedback, as claimed by Zhang (1995). There are several 

reasons for ESL students’ strong preference for teacher feedback. Firstly, the teacher is 

the only evaluator of students’ writing, and has the authority to judge the quality of the 

writing. Thus the teacher feedback is naturally associated with the teacher’s judgment on 
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the writing. Also, many students expressed in the interviews that they did not receive 

useful feedback from their peers because of the peers’ lack of responsibility. 

 Both groups of students also had a strong desire to learn how to improve their 

grade in the conference. First-year composition is a required course for all undergraduate 

students at the university. Students’ intrinsic motivation in taking the course may not be 

as strong as the instrumental motivation. Asian students, who make up more than half of 

the ESL students, are usually seen as coming from grade- and exam-driven educational 

background (Liu & Littlewood, 1997). Concern about the grade was apparent in both 

groups. 

 About half of the students from both groups noted that they enjoyed talking with 

the teacher privately as they wanted to know the teacher personally. This shows students’ 

desire for intimacy, which the one-to-one conference can offer (Lerner, 2005). For many 

students, writing can be a lonely and frustrating process. Although they read each other’s 

drafts in the peer review workshop, they feel that their classmates did not really care 

about their writing. At the conference, they felt that they were valued as individuals and 

their writing was receiving full attention. 

 Another similarity in the expectations is that both groups expected to ask about 

the requirements of the essay. Although the requirements of the essay are usually clearly 

stated in the assignment sheet given to the students, students had questions concerning 

the genre of academic writing. In the interview, they said they had questions like how to 

structure the introduction/conclusion, how to incorporate the sources, etc. Somewhat 

more ESL students (59.8%) had this expectation than native-speaking students (47.7%). 
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This is not surprising due to their educational background. The survey results showed that 

few ESL students had practice with the common genres that native-speaking students had 

written in high school.  

 The differences lie in two expectations: I expect my instructor to point out my 

grammar errors and I want to tell my instructor what I am trying to say in my draft. More 

ESL students (66.7%) had expectations regarding grammar than native-speaking students 

(43.1%). This supports previous findings that ESL students expressed strong preferences 

for teacher feedback on language issues (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994, 1996; Radecki & Swales, 1988). Students in Radecki & Swales (1988) 

even “expect the instructor to correct all their surface errors” (p.362). This preference can 

be related to their previous writing experience. As most of the ESL students learned 

English in their home countries in the EFL context, where writing is utilized as a way of 

practicing language, grammatical accuracy is emphasized in their writing over content 

and development. In the interview, the focus ESL students expressed more concerns 

about the “rightness” of their expressions in the drafts. 

In contrast, more native-speaking students (66.2%) than ESL students (42.2%) 

expected to tell the instructor their own ideas in the essay. This can be related to students’ 

past experience with writing classes. About half of the native-speaking students had had 

conferences in their previous writing classes, and they knew what they are expected to do 

at the conference. Only 13.3% of the ESL students had had conferences before, and most 

were not sure what to do at the conference. The different expectations are also shown in 

the interviews. The native-speaking students interviewed wanted to know how their ideas 
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could fit into the essay, so they needed to tell the teacher their thoughts. But the ESL 

students thought that they only needed to be good listeners, and that they had nothing to 

tell the teacher. 

This difference is also related to students’ perception of teacher-student 

interaction in academic settings. More than half of the ESL students in the study are 

Asian students. Influenced by Confucianism, the interpersonal relationship in social 

interaction in Asia is hierarchical. As Scollon and Scollon (1995) argued, “most Asians 

are quite conscious in an interaction who is older and who is younger, who has a higher 

level of education, who has lower level, who is in a higher institutional or economic 

position and who is lower, or who is teacher and who is student.” (p. 81) The speaker in 

the higher position has the control of the interaction. Thus it would be inappropriate for a 

student to introduce a topic of his or her own in a communication with a teacher. In the 

North American context, the teacher-student relationship is related to “a socialized 

pattern for learning through performance rather than observation” (Koshik, 2002a, 

p.1870). In this pattern, students are expected to display their abilities to the teacher 

rather than by observing teachers while teachers are expected to elicit students’ 

performance, and assist students.  

 In general, students from both groups had similar expectations of the teacher 

conferences, primarily in that they were eager to receive teacher feedback because of the 

authority of the teacher and the teacher’s role as the grader. Students also expressed in the 

pre-conference interview that they wanted the teacher to tell them specifically what they 

could do on their draft in order to get a good grade. This confirms Demott’s (2006) 
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finding that students preferred directive instruction, recognized the teacher’s authority 

and hesitated to question the authority. According to those early practitioners of writing 

conferences such as Calkins (1986) and Murray (1985), the main purpose of the writing 

conference is to get students to become critical readers of their own texts – to engage in 

dialogue with their own texts. Students in this study, however, viewed the main purpose 

of the conference as receiving teacher feedback on their writing. Although there are only 

slight differences in the expectation to point out the grammatical errors and to tell the 

teacher their ideas in the essay, students’ participation patterns in the conferences varied 

with the different expectations. 

 

7.3.2 Students’ Participation Patterns 

 Students participation patterns were investigated though one-to-one writing 

conferences that a total of 19 focus student participants (8 NS students and 11 ESL 

students) had with their teachers. A total of 19 individual writing conferences (one 

conference for each student) were video-recorded for analysis. Although the teacher 

participants include both NS and NNS instructors, both male and female, no obvious 

difference has been observed between the conferences conducted by the NS instructor 

and NNS instructor or between female and male instructors, except for the personal style 

of conducting conferences. This could be due to the high language proficiency of the NS 

instructors and the same training all the instructors received. Ms. Ling, the NNS 

instructor, had taught English composition at the university for three years at the time of 

data collection.  
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The writing conferences are usually short, 15 – 30 minutes, compared to a class. 

And it is impossible to cover every specific detail in students’ drafts. It is thus important 

to set up an agenda for the conversation in order to make it effective. Freedman and 

Sperling (1985) argue that failure to negotiate the agenda at the beginning of a conference 

can lead to role ambiguity, which influences effective communication between the 

teacher and student. The analysis of the conference interactions in the study indicated that 

the agenda of the conference is either set by the teacher or negotiated by both the teacher 

and student at the beginning of the conference.  

As discussed in Chapter 5, six patterns of the opening were identified in the study. 

The three teachers opened the conference talk in two major manners: inviting the 

students’ opinions or questions and commenting on students’ drafts. One teacher, Mr. 

White began all his conferences by explaining the subsequent assignment, which was 

irrelevant to the focus of the conference. Then he started commenting on students’ drafts. 

The agenda was almost exclusively set by him as he made decisions as to what to cover 

in the conversation.  The other two teachers, Ms. Ling and Ms. Mills opened the 

conferences in a similar manner – inviting students’ opinions or questions. Ms. Ling 

began almost all of her conferences by asking students “what do you think of your draft 

so far”, while Ms. Mills asked: “what questions do you have?” Students’ responses to the 

teacher’s invitation varied individually.  

The native-speaking students seemed to have clear goals for the conference and 

they came up with specific questions at the beginning of the conference, as in the 

following examples: 
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Excerpt 7.1 
Ms. Ling:     What do you think of your paper so far? How do you like it? 
 
Kendra:        It’s good. Need a hook. A lot of summary. But other than that, what do you 

think? 
 

Excerpt 7.2 
Mike:       I need to expand it. When it comes to Jewish culture, I start ranting.  
 
Ms. Ling: Ok, you find that part difficult? 
 
Mike:       Yeah. I mean, just in general, put the culture with the movie Mulan. I mean I 

can do it. I cannot do much talking about the character. I feel that this almost 
turns into a summary of the movie with little culture analysis. 

 
Ms. Ling: Ok, probably a little too much summary without focusing on, talking about the 

culture. 
 
Mike:        Like this paragraph right here. This is all summary. 
 

As shown in the two examples, the students were able to invite the teacher’s 

opinion from the beginning of the conference. So the agenda of the conference was easily 

negotiated at the beginning. For the rest of the conference, the discussion is centered on 

the aspects of writing that the student has identified. 

 This is also true for some ESL students, such as Vana. She asked very specific 

questions at the beginning of the conference and took control of the rest of the 

conversation by directing the teacher’s attention to what she was concerned about in her 

draft. For some other ESL students, especially the Asian students in my study, they did 

not take the opportunity to negotiate the agenda with the teacher. Two Chinese students, 

Fang and Jia, did mention their main concerns at the beginning, but the questions are 

more general. For example,  
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Excerpt 7.3 
Ms. Mills:         What questions do you have? 
 
Fang:             Something about thesis and points. 
 
Ms. Mills:         Thesis and topic sentences? 
 
Fang:            Yeah. 
 

Excerpt 7.4 
Jia:          I would like to ask if my organization is ok. 
 
Ms. Ling: Ok…Oh, the organization is not so good. 
 

Another Chinese student, Zhendong, chose to keep silent in response to the 

teacher’s invitation of comments. Then his teacher, Ms. Ling, led the conversation 

according to what she thought about Zhengdong’s draft, while Zhendong remained silent 

for the rest of the conference.  

Although the two teachers in the study provided the student the opportunity to 

decide the agenda, they had their own agenda, which was based on their written 

comments on students’ drafts. These comments are mostly on the content and 

organization of the student draft. They also marked some grammatical errors on the draft, 

but they seldom elaborated on them in the conference despite ESL students’ expectation 

on the grammar issues. One Chinese student, Xiaoyan, came to Ms. Ling’s conference 

asking: “A lot of grammar errors?”, clearly indicating this expectation. Ms. Ling, 

however, did not follow up this question by pointing out the grammatical errors in 

Xiaoyan’s draft one by one. Rather she turned to the more important problem in 

Xiaoyan’s draft – the draft was off the topic. 
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The analysis indicates that the agenda of the conference was negotiated at the 

beginning of the conference by students responding to the teacher’s invitation of 

questions or comments. When the students did not bring up specific questions or 

concerns, the agenda was then decided by the teacher, following her written comments on 

the student draft. It was also noted that the instructors tended to focus on global issues, 

such as organization, and paragraph development in the conferences, despite some ESL 

students’ desire to address their grammar concerns. This supports Feedman and 

Sperling’s (1987) finding that the teacher focused on different types of topics for 

different students. Although the teachers expected the student to set up the agenda, they 

had their own agenda, which was based on their comments on the students’ writing. 

 

7.3.3 ESL Students’ Participation in the Conference 

From the comparison made in Chapter 5, we see the general differences between 

NS students and ESL students. NS students initiated more comments or questions than 

ESL students by asking for the teacher’s opinion. Moreover, the teacher tended to 

dominate the interaction with ESL students while the interaction with NS students was 

more balanced. For one thing, the limitations of the linguistic proficiency of the ESL 

students might limit their participation in the conference. In the literature of NS-NNS 

interaction, the NS has more control because of his/her greater communicative 

competence (Deen, 1994). The NNS teacher in the study, however, is highly proficient in 

the language, and her interaction with the NS students was similar to that between NS 

teacher and NS students. In addition, the writing conference, as an institutional 
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interaction, has been characterized by teacher dominance in the literature of writing 

conferences (Jacob, 1982; Wong, 1988; Ulichny and Waterson-Gegeo,1989; Demott, 

2006). The survey results indicated that both NS and ESL students expected the teacher 

to give them suggestions on how to improve their drafts while few ESL students wanted 

to tell the teacher about their own ideas in the writing. Therefore, the teacher dominance 

was expected by the ESL students.  

Moreover, ESL students were more nervous and remained quieter in this 

unfamiliar institutional setting where they faced the teacher one-to-one. Writing 

conferences can be seen as a face-threatening act (Thonus, 1999, 2004), in which the 

problematic parts in students’ essays are pointed out by the teacher. Criticism is naturally 

entailed in the teacher’s comments and suggestions. Moreover, the power difference 

between the teacher and student added the face-threatening effect to the interaction. For 

ESL students, especially the Chinese students who are seen as coming from lecture-style 

educational backgrounds, they were not sure about their roles in this one-to-one 

interaction. Therefore, they would remain silent. Saville-Troike (1985) points out that 

silence can make intercultural communication more challenging because of its functions 

in different cultures. It was apparent that the teachers found it more difficult to deal 

students’ silence during the writing conferences. They initiated more comments and 

questions to avoid the breakdown of the communication. For students, silence in this 

context may not be simply interpreted as inaction or passiveness. As Liu (2001) claims, 

for Asian students, silence is “a sign of respect” in the classroom (p.l99). The Chinese 

students in the study all reported that as they had rarely interacted with the teacher 
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outside the classroom, it was very likely that they transferred this “L1 culturally 

appropriate ‘silent behavior’” into the writing conferences (Liu, 2001, p.199).  

As the primary purpose of the conferences in the study is to seek and give advice, 

patterns of soliciting advice by Goldsmith (2000) was employed in the analysis of the 

student-initiated and teacher-initiated comments and questions in the conference. For 

detailed analysis of the patterns of soliciting advice, 10 conferences of the same length 

(five with NS students and five with ESL students) were transcribed. In the analysis, 

sequences of soliciting advice were identified and classified into six patterns: student asks 

for advice, student asks for opinion or information, student discloses a problem, student 

announces plan of action, teacher identifies problem, teacher volunteers advice. Two 

additional patterns emerged in the data: student disagrees with teacher and teacher invites 

questions or opinions. These two patterns were also identified as sequences of soliciting 

advice because they took place in the negotiation of suggestions between the teacher and 

student.  

However, there is one exception in each group. One NS student, Julian, initiated 

very few comments or questions. Her conference was comprised of apologies, 

rescheduling meeting, and small talk. Although the length of her conference was about 

the same as the others, much fewer turns were devoted to soliciting advice. This is due to 

the lack of preparation for the conference. Julian was supposed to bring her second draft 

to the conference, but she did not complete that draft in time, so she brought her first 

draft to conference, which was short and incomplete. When her teacher, Ms. Mills, asked 

her if she had any questions, she kept apologizing for not completing the draft. As they 
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could not talk much about the draft, they decided to reschedule a meeting. Near the end 

of the meeting, the revision talk turned to small talk when Ms. Mills was asking how 

Julian was doing and Julian talked about her stress in her study. 

Among the ESL students, Vana was different from the other four ESL students in 

the way she participated in the conference. She was outstanding in the number of 

questions or comments she initiated in the conference. She and Mike, a NS student, 

initiated the most questions or comments among all the students in the analysis. For the 

other four ESL students, they initiated few questions or comments in the conference, but 

it does not mean that they were silent most of the time, which could be interpreted as lack 

of participation. Compared with the NS students, the five ESL students participated in the 

conferences in five unique patterns. 

 

7.3.3.1 Sorting Ideas by Answering the Questions 

This pattern is typical of Fang’s conference, which was mostly led by her teacher 

Ms. Mills’s questions. Fang was working on an essay analyzing a popular TV show in 

China – “Super Girl”. The show was similar to the American show “America’s Next Top 

Model”. Fang discussed in her essay why the second-place winner of that show became 

more popular than the first-place winner. Ms. Mills was having some trouble 

understanding some of the concepts in Fang’s draft for two reasons: for one thing, she 

had not watched this Chinese TV show herself; for the other, Fang did not express her 

ideas very clearly in the essay. For example, Fang meant to say that the first winner was 

open-minded, but she used the word “democratic” in her essay, which confused Ms. Mills. 
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Therefore, Ms. Mills kept asking questions for clarification on these ideas and examples 

to illustrate them. Fang responded to these questions, and Ms. Mills gave her suggestions 

on how to develop and organize her essay based on her answers. 

During the conference, Fang did not initiate many questions or comments. She 

only asked one question about the length of her essay near the end of the conference. The 

assignment asked for four pages, but her draft was less than three pages at the time. 

Clearly, she was worried about the length of her essay. At the end of the conference, 

despite Ms. Mills’ invitation of questions, Fang did not ask any question. 

 

7.3.3.2 Challenging the Teacher by Showing Disagreement 

In contrast to Fang’s conference, Ying’s conference was dominated by her teacher, 

Ms. Ling’s volunteered advice. She had had a meeting with Ms. Ling on her draft prior to 

the scheduled conference, and she had made revisions on her draft based on the feedback 

she received from that meeting. Ms. Ling commented at the beginning of the conference 

that Ying had a very solid draft and there was not much talk about. She then pointed out 

some wordy sentences and grammatical errors. Fang did not bring up many new 

questions or opinions in the conference, but she disagreed with Ms. Ling a few times. 

Although disagreement is regarded as a noncongruent speech act (Bardovi-Harlig and 

Hartford, 1990) in this institutional setting, it indicated Ying’s engagement in the 

feedback she received at the conference. In addition, disagreement in this context can be 

regarded a strategy to solicit further advice from the teacher. Whenever Ying disagreed 
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with Ms. Ling, Ms. Ling provided more detailed information about the problem she 

identified and suggested options for revision. 

 

7.3.3.3 Setting up the Agenda 

For Santiago, the Mexican student, his conference has a lengthy beginning as he 

listed the strengths and weaknesses in his essay, which helped his teacher Ms. Ling set up 

the agenda for the conference. For the rest of the conference, he acknowledged most of 

the suggestions given by Ms. Ling without bringing up the new questions or comments. 

Although he did not initiate many turns in the interaction, he engaged in the conference 

by expressing his concerns at the beginning of the conference so that the teacher could 

provide the feedback he needed. 

 

7.3.3.4 Taking Control of the Interaction  

Vana was an extreme example among the ESL students for taking the control of 

the conversation with her teacher, Ms. Mills. It was clear that she was fully prepared for 

the conference. She asked a list of questions when Ms. Mills invited her questions at the 

beginning of the conference. As the conference proceeded, she also brought up new 

questions. All through the conference, she asked twelve questions, more than any other 

student in the analysis. Besides asking the teacher for opinions, she also disclosed the 

problems in her essay and announced her plan of revision to elicit advice from the teacher. 
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7.3.4 Students’ Perception of the Effectiveness 

 Students’ perception of the effectiveness of the conference was investigated 

through the post-conference interview. Brief interviews with the 19 participating students 

indicate that students’ perceptions after the conferences were centered on the revisions 

they needed to make on their drafts. In almost all the post-conference interviews, when 

asked what happened in the conference, the students would tell me what they needed to 

do to revise the paper. The more specific the teacher’s suggestions, the more successful 

they perceived the conferences to be. The participation patterns did not seem to be 

important to the effectiveness of the conferences. Even the students who kept silent most 

of the time during the conference told me that they found the conference very helpful. 

This confirms Walker and Elias’ (1987) finding that the successfulness of the conference 

was not determined by how much students talk, but by how much the conference focuses 

on the student and the student’s work. In the current study, students felt satisfied with the 

conferences when their questions and concerns were addressed by the teacher, although 

some students did not ask the teacher many questions. 

 Students also viewed conferences as successful as they have learned academic 

conventions from the conferences, such as the thesis statement, introduction/conclusion, 

integrating sources. Although these academic conventions were discussed in the 

classroom meetings, students may not know how to apply them in their own essays. The 

individual instruction they received in the conferences gave them a better understanding 

of these conventions. 
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 Another source of satisfaction of the students came from the teacher’s 

encouragement in the conference, especially for ESL students. They were not very 

confident about their writing, and they were afraid that they wrote the essay in the wrong 

format, or there were too many grammatical errors in their essay. The teacher’s positive 

comments at the conference gave them reassurance. 

 

7.3.4.1 Perception of the Writing conferences – Student Focus Group 

 To further investigate students’ perception of conference, its role in their writing 

process and factors affecting their perceptions, I conducted more detailed interviews with 

six Chinese students: Ying, Xiaoyan, Fang, Jia, Zhendong, and Xuwei. The interviews 

were semi-structured, in that I asked them a few major questions and then probed issues 

with follow-up questions as they came up from students’ answers. 

 Although the majority of the focus participants were not active in the writing 

conferences, their perceptions of the conference interaction were mainly positive. For all 

these students, their perception of the writing conferences is centered around the essay. 

This was expected, as the primary purpose of the conference is to discuss a draft in 

process. Their views on the teacher and interaction were related to the essay. All six 

Chinese students had a clear view of their writing and they could tell specifically their 

strengths and weaknesses in their papers. However, during the conference, only Ying and 

Fang directly asked questions or stated their concerns when invited by the teacher. 

Xiaoyan was not sure about this when she had her first conference, as she was not 

prepared for it and she misunderstood the assignment. With harder work and more 
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preparation for the second conference, she asked the teacher all the questions in mind 

about her draft. The three male students, in contrast, Jia, Zhendong, and Xuwei, chose to 

remain silent during the conferences.  

 Several factors were found to explain the silence behind the three male students. 

Firstly, compared with the three female students, they are more reticent even in daily life. 

They described their personalities as reserved and introverted. They seldom talked in 

class, as well as in the conferences. Secondly, they were nervous about speaking English 

and felt intimidated by facing the instructor individually. Thirdly, they perceived the 

conference as a mini-lecture given by the teacher and their role was to be a good listener. 

 

7.3.4.2 Factors Affecting Student Perceptions 

 Since perception is a complicated psychological function, the discussion of the 

factors affecting student perceptions is a tentative attempt to explain the patterns 

observed in this study. Although it may only be applied to the specific cases in this study, 

it can offer some insights as to why ESL students behaved in certain ways in the 

conferences. 

 Among most of the focus students was a lack of sense of ownership of their own 

essays. Except for Ying, who would challenge the teacher’s suggestions, the other focus 

students would make any changes to their essays as long as they were suggested by the 

teacher. There are two reasons behind this lack of ownership. For one thing, ESL students 

were not confident in their linguistic competency and were even more confused about the 

conventions of academic writing. The questionnaire indicated that they had limited 
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training in writing in English, especially English for academic purposes. In addition, they 

regarded the teacher as an authority figure and main source of information. They firmly 

believed that the teacher, whether a native or nonnative speaker of English, had the 

credibility to improve their drafts. 

Students’ previous learning experience and preconceived notion of the teacher’s 

role was another factor that contributes to students’ perception of the conference. All of 

the focus students completed most of their education (from elementary to secondary 

school) in their home country, where they were enrolled in large classes (40-60 students). 

The classroom was dominated by the teacher’s lecture and the students seldom interacted 

with the teacher. The teacher’s role was authoritative and parental (Yum, 1988; Dong, 

1996), while the preferred student’s role was a quiet listener (Liu, 2001). Coming from 

this educational setting, Chinese students have higher level classroom communication 

apprehension than their native-speaking counterparts, as indicated by Zhang (2005). 

Although the writing conferences were one-to-one interactions, students felt more 

nervous when facing the teacher directly with their writing. Moreover, none of the 

students had had writing conferences before and they did not know their expected role in 

the interaction. It was likely they transferred their knowledge of the role in the Chinese 

classroom to the writing conference. 

The students’ writing process also influenced their perception of the conferences. 

While the multiple-draft process teaching process is applied in all the writing classes in 

the university, some students did not understand the rationale behind this approach and 

did not complete multiple drafts as required by the teacher. Xuwei was such an example. 



 

 

208

He only completed one draft for his first two essays over the semester and did not receive 

any feedback from either his classmates or the teacher. Neither did he go to the writing 

center for help. Therefore, he did poorly in these two essays. The writing conference was 

schedule when he drafted the third essay and he had to bring a rough draft to the 

conference. This was the first time he faced his teacher with his writing and he tended to 

be receptive to all the comments given by the teacher without initiating any questions or 

comments himself. After the conference, he found it very useful as it was the only source 

of feedback he received. Ying, in contrast, wrote more drafts than required and utilized 

different sources of feedback in her writing process. She made revisions e based on the 

feedback she received from the peer reviews, tutors at the writing center, and the teacher. 

Besides the scheduled conference, she made additional visits the teacher during office 

hours. She gained confidence in her writing from the process of drafting and revision and 

she viewed the writing conference more critically. She disagreed with the teacher’s 

comments at times and viewed her third conference as unsuccessful as the teacher was 

not prepared. 

Furthermore, students’ perception of writing conferences is affected by their 

attitudes towards different sources of feedback. To all the focus student participants, peer 

feedback was not as useful or reliable as the teacher feedback, as claimed by Zhang 

(1995).  Several reasons are behind this negative perception of peer feedback. Firstly, 

these students never received peer feedback before and did not see the rationale of the 

peer review. The process approach is still in its embryonic stage in Mainland China, 

where the product approach still prevails. EFL writing in universities in Mainland China 
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has been textbook-based and teaching procedures and methods have been standardized, 

proceeding from diction to sentence, from paragraph to composition as a whole (Zhang, 

2005).  Teacher comments are still the main source of feedback available to students and 

they are highly valued by the students. Secondly, there are organizational concerns about 

peer review. Some students complained that the peer review sessions were too short and 

they did not have time to read peer drafts carefully enough to provide constructive 

comments. Thirdly, students felt that their classmates were not credible enough to give 

useful feedback because the classmates did not have more knowledge or skill in writing 

than themselves so they would not take classmates’ drafts seriously. Zhengdong would 

rather seek feedback from his American roommate. Feedback from an authority is more 

reliable. The negative attitudes towards the peer feedback lead to reliance on teacher 

feedback. As for the feedback from the tutor at the writing center, only Xiaoyan and Ying 

had scheduled appointments with the writing tutors, while the other students were either 

too busy or reluctant to do so. Ying thought the writing tutors were most helpful when 

she was drafting the first essay. She was new to academic writing at the time and 

received valuable feedback on academic conventions. As her writing conformed more to 

the academic conventions and improved in quality, she thought the tutor was less helpful 

as he/she only pointed out the grammatical errors and awkward expressions. Xiaoyan did 

not go to the writing center until she was writing the last essay and she found that very 

helpful.  
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7.3.5 Learner’s Development from Peripheral to Fuller Participation 

  In the study, I videotaped one conference for each of the 19 focus students and 

one additional conference for five of the six Chinese Students (Jia, Zhendong, Ying, 

Xiaoyan, and Fang). The other Chinese student, Xuwei, had only one conference with his 

instructor all through the semester. Comparing the recordings of the two conferences for 

each student, I noticed Xiaoyan developed from peripheral participation in the first 

conference to fuller participation in the second conference. 

 In her first conference, Xiaoyan kept silent for the most part and Ms. Ling talked 

most of the time. She only asked two questions, one at the beginning of the conference, 

and one near the end of the conference. At the beginning, she asked, “a lot of grammar 

errors?”, which showed her concern about the linguistic accuracy in her writing. Then Ms. 

Ling pointed out that her draft was off topic and explained why. Xiaoyan was listening 

without interrupting until near the end of the conference. She questioned if the solution 

Ms. Ling proposed would still make her draft off topic. Ms. Ling explained again. This 

participation manner was similar to the Vietnamese adult learner in his initial conference 

in Young and Miller’s study (2004). Although Xiaoyan considered this conference as 

useful in the post-conference interview, she did not learn much from the conference 

except for the requirements of the essay she was working on. 

 In the second conference, Xiaoyan took the control of the interaction by asking 

many questions about her draft and expressing her opinion. When asked about the 

different participation patterns in the two conferences, Xiaoyan attributed her active 

participation to good preparation before the conference. She went to the writing center 
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and received some feedback from the tutor. She then revised her draft right before her 

conference. With good preparation, she asked constructive questions at the conference 

and received the feedback she needed. We could imagine, if Xiaoyan were not prepared 

for the conference and went to the conference as a pure listener, the second conference 

would be no different from the first one. We can also see that Ms. Ling accommodated 

Xiaoyan’s participation in the second conference by acting as a good listener.  

 From Xiaoyan’s peripheral participation in the first conference and fuller 

participation in the second conference, we can see that the writing conference, as an 

institutional talk, requires learners’ interactional competence. As Young and Miller (2004) 

claimed, the acquisition of interactional competence, is a different process from 

acquisition of linguistic competence, which rely heavily on the individual mind. The 

changes in the participation was constructed by the instructor and student jointly. 

 

7.3.6 Chinese students in the cross-cultural academic setting 

 Chinese students have been stereotyped as silent learners in the cross-cultural 

academic settings. In this study, four of the six Chinese students (Fang, Jia, Zhendong, 

and Xuwei) were typical examples of this kind of learners. Because of the cultural and 

social inhibitions, they had difficulty engaging informally with an authority figure, such 

as teachers. Therefore, they transferred their strategy of being a good listener in the 

formal classroom setting to this informal conference talk. This conforms Liu’s (2001) 

claim that Chinese students use silence as a polite and face-saving strategy. Therefore, 
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they would not question the teacher’s feedback and tended to incorporate it into their 

revision passively, which may lead to the teacher’s appropriation.  

 Ying, in contrast, were more confident in the interaction with the teacher. This 

can be attributed to her linguistic competence and strong mind. Although she also 

regarded the teacher as an authority figure, she would not hesitate to challenge the 

teacher when she believed in her own thoughts. Xiaoyan developed from peripheral to 

fuller participation during the semester, as she was more familiar with the practice and 

knew how to prepare for it. 

 Although they came from similar educational system, the six students came to the 

United States at different stage in their education. Fang and Xuwei attended the 

university as high school graduates in China, while Ying, Xiaoyan and Zhendong 

attended college in China for one or two years. Jia graduated from a technical school in 

Taiwan that barely taught English. They were all placed in ENGL107. Clearly, Fang, 

Xuwei and Jia were having greater difficulty with the course. Therefore, it is important 

for the teacher to know these students’ individual backgrounds in order to assist them 

better. 

 

7.4 Implications of the Present Study 

Based on the findings presented in the previous chapters and above, the 

implications of the present study will be discussed in this section. Then, suggestions for 

writing conference research will be offered from a pedagogical point of view. 
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 First of all, based on ESL student questionnaire responses, it is appropriate to say 

that students lack understanding of the writing conference in terms of its purpose and the 

students’ role in the conference. Few ESL students had experience with the writing 

conferences. Therefore, it was necessary for the teachers to introduce this pedagogical 

practice to the students before implementing it with ESL students. The introduction can 

include the explanation of the purpose of and preparation for the conference. Video clips 

of the conference can be shown in the class to present actual examples of the interaction. 

 Second of all, ESL students are likely to transfer their cultural norms in their first 

language classroom settings to the writing conferences. The study confirmed the past 

literature in that ESL students (especially, Chinese students in this study) displayed 

classroom behavior preferred in their own culture in the teacher-student interaction at the 

writing conferences. Thus, it is less likely that the conferences would have successful 

outcomes if the teacher assumes the ESL students will act in the same way as their 

native-speaking counterparts. Teachers can adapt their style of conducting conferences to 

encourage more active participation of ESL students. For example, Ms. Mills’ questions 

worked well in Fang’s conference. Although Chinese students may regard it as impolite 

to introduce a topic of their own in a communication with the teacher, refusing to answer 

the teacher’s questions could be regarded as even more impolite. With such students, the 

teacher could ask more questions and invite their questions to elicit more responses. 

 Thirdly, the study gives us hints on how to conduct conferences to maximize 

benefits to the student. The students in the study valued and needed the one-to-one 

conferences with the instructor, but the instructor’s time and energy is limited. Mr. White 
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conducted one conference with each student over the semester, Ms. Ling held one 

conference on each essay (three totally during the semester), and Ms. Mills had 

conferences as often as her students needed. How often should the teacher hold the 

conference? There is no definite answer to the question, but the results of the study 

suggest that conference is not a cure-all solution to problems in students’ writing. 

Moreover, conferences cannot be viewed as a problem-solving technique in teaching 

writing. Rather, they are important ways for the teacher to probe students’ thoughts, 

provide encouragement, and establish rapport, which are significant to novice writers. 

Regarding to the timing of the conference, we see different styles of Mr. White’s 

conferences and Ms. Mills and Ms. Ling’s conferences. Mr. White conducted 

conferences after student’s first draft. Although students may need the most help at this 

point in the writing process, the teacher can easily appropriate students’ writing by giving 

students directions to follow. Ms. Mills held conferences whenever they needed, which 

was welcomed by the students. But this is time-consuming and can reduce students’ 

autonomy. Ms. Ling conducted her conferences after two rounds of peer review, right 

before the essay was due. This sequence worked better with stronger students who can 

revise their drafts from other sources of feedback. But weaker students might be confused 

with assignment at the very beginning of the writing process and peer feedback may not 

help much. Thus, the teacher may need to vary the time of conferences with different 

students. 

Lastly, as ESL students tend to prefer teacher feedback to peer feedback, and as 

they view the teacher as the sole authority in their writing process, the teacher should be 
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cautioned against “appropriating” or taking over a student’s text. Appropriation is 

significant because of the unequal relationship between the student and teacher (Reesor, 

2002). This relationship is more unequal when the student is the second language writer, 

who lacks confidence in his linguistic competence. The students in this study tended to 

revise their drafts in accordance with their teachers’ suggestions. This lack of critical 

involvement with the feedback would limit the long-term effect of teacher commentary. 

Students may get a higher grade on the current writing assignment because they have met 

the teachers’ expectations. But they may not utilize the feedback in future writing. As 

suggested by Hyland (2000), teachers need to give more autonomy to students by 

encouraging them to take more responsibility for their own writing and allowing them to 

make their own decisions about their use and sources of feedback. In the case of the 

writing conferences, the teacher needs to refrain from giving direct instructions to the 

student (even though it saves time in most cases), but give more options for student to 

choose. 

 

7.5 Limitations of the Study and New Directions 

 The study allows me understand the students’ perceptions from different 

perspectives; I was also aware of the limitations of this research project. Throughout the 

three stages of data collection, I repeatedly explained to the students that their 

participation in the study would not affect their grade and that their teacher had no access 

to the results to the study. I believe that my rapport with focus student participants 

reduced their anxiety about expressing themselves. However, the topic under 
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investigation concerns one of the teaching practices and it was impossible to evaluate the 

practice without involving personal opinions of the teacher. Therefore, I cannot deny that 

my identity, as a fellow writing teacher of the teacher participants, might have affected 

how student participants responded to the questionnaire and how they expressed their 

opinions on the writing conferences in the interviews. 

 Moreover, the study focused only on one participant of the teacher-student 

interaction – students. Although I included the three teachers as participants in the study, 

I only examined the students’ participation and perception of the conferences. I did not 

investigate systematically the teachers’ perception about the students, their roles in the 

conference, or their evaluations of the conferences, all of which can influence students’ 

perceptions. Therefore, for future research, it is worthwhile to find out the teacher’s 

perception of the writing conferences as contrasted with that of the students. 

 It should also be noted that the focus students consisted of Chinese students only 

and this restricted the investigation of the perceptions by different cultural groups. 

Without comparison with the other cultural groups, findings of this study cannot be 

applied to other ESL students. Including students from differing cultural backgrounds 

could make the findings more applicable to a broader range of second language writers. 

 This study is a qualitative multiple-case study and the findings heavily relied on 

the questionnaire and interviews with the students. Although great efforts have been 

made to triangulate the interview data with other measures like observations, analysis of 

students’ drafts, interviews with the teacher, student perceptions are such a complicated 

dynamic psychological process which may not be accurately measured by the existing 
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data. To reduce the Chinese students’ pressure in speaking in English, I conducted the 

interviews in Chinese and there might be loss in the originality and totality in the English 

translation reported in the study. Although NS students were included in the first two 

stages of data collection, they were not included in the focus student participants. It 

would also be useful to focus on the NS students on their perception of the teacher-

student writing conference. 

 The study is also limited in that it does not link the students’ participation patterns 

and perceptions to their subsequent revisions. Students’ drafts before and after the 

conferences were collected in addition to the video record and interview data. I did not, 

however, analyze the effect of the conference on students’ subsequent revisions, like 

Patthey-Chavez and Ferris (1997) and Shi (1998) did. Therefore, I do not know how 

much feedback was incorporated in students’ following drafts. Even though most 

students reported that the conferences were very helpful to them, they may not revise 

their drafts accordingly. It is worth examining how students’ perception influences their 

revisions after the conference. 

 

7.6 Conclusion 

 The study indicates that students’ participation in the conference is influenced by 

their perception of this institutional talk. Both ESL students and NS students expect to 

receive feedback on their drafts at the writing conference. ESL students, not familiar with 

the dynamic feature of the conference, expect the instructor to tell them directly what to 

do without planning to explain their own thoughts. This expectation shapes the way that 
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ESL students participate in the conference interaction. While NS students knew how to 

solicit the teacher’s advice by asking for it and announcing their plans for revisions, most 

ESL students tended to be good listeners at the conference.  

Students’ perception of the effectiveness of the conferences was generally 

positive. Despite the fact that writing conferences are time consuming to the teacher, it 

plays a significant role in students’ writing process. Most of the previous studies have 

highlighted writing conferences as a mere form of oral teacher feedback. This study, 

however, suggests that the interaction and negotiation between the teacher and student in 

the conference is more important than the content of feedback provided by the teacher. 

Although students, especially ESL students are eager to receive teacher feedback at the 

conference, it should be noted that the teacher feedback cannot be solely based on the 

teacher’s opinion on students’ writing. The feedback given in the conferences needs to be 

co-constructed with the teacher’s expertise and students’ original thoughts. 

The students in the study perceived the role of the writing conferences in their 

writing process differently. Some students viewed the conference as an exchange of 

thoughts or a way of sorting ideas, and others regarded it as a mini lecture by the teacher. 

This was influenced by students’ previous educational background and their cultural 

perception of the teacher-student relationship, as well as their different levels of 

motivation for learning academic writing, their general personality traits, and their 

language proficiency. Therefore, there is no preferred way of conducting conferences. 

When conducting conferences, especially with ESL students, writing instructors 

need to consider these factors and adjust their strategies and style to encourage students 
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to be truly engaged in the talk. Some ESL students may feel intimidated by facing the 

instructor with their writing. Rather than talking about the draft immediately, the teacher 

can begin the conference with small talk to reduce students’ anxiety. The small talk can 

convey the message that the writing conference is an informal institutional setting and 

that students do not need to follow the formal classroom conventions. When students 

have difficulty initiating topics in the conversation because of the concern of face, the 

teacher can ask more open-ended questions to elicit their answers, as refusing to answer 

the teacher’s questions can be also regarded as impolite. When students are more familiar 

with this institutional talk, the instructor can gradually take a hands-off strategy and be a 

good listener to students’ voices. It is also important for the teacher to reduce volunteered 

advice in the conference and to assess the ongoing interaction. For example, the teacher 

can make frequent confirmation checks so that he/she can be aware of students’ reaction 

in order to make adjustments to the conversation strategies. 

Moreover, to improve the efficiency of the conference, different forms of 

conferences could be explored and experimented, such as group conferences and on-line 

conference. The study indicates that many students shared the same concerns in writing 

or have similar questions in mind. It would be a waste of time and energy for the teacher 

to repeat the same rules or answer the same questions to each student. Group conferences, 

when properly conducted, can be more efficient to address similar concerns or questions. 

Group conferences can also incorporate the peer feedback with teacher feedback. Another 

option to the individual face-to-face conference is online conference via conversation soft 

wares such as Skype or MSN messenger. Some studies have indicated that students are 
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more productive when doing online peer review than they are in the face-to-face 

interaction. Online conferences can reduce students’ anxiety about facing the teacher 

directly with their writing so that students can be more engaged in the interaction. 

With what is found in the present study, future studies will explore the 

pedagogical practices of conducting student-centered writing conferences, especially with 

ESL students whose cultural backgrounds constrain their participation in the conference. 

More studies are required on the timing of the conference and how students can be 

prepared for the conference. Also, the study indicates that students tend to ignore peer 

feedback and take teacher feedback as directions to implement in their revision. There is, 

therefore, a need for research that investigates how these two sources feedback can be 

supportive to each other to maximize students’ autonomy. The ultimate goal of teaching 

writing is to help students become independent writers who can evaluate and critique 

their own writing. Thus, the central issue in the future conference research should focus 

on the interaction and negotiation between the teacher and student, and between different 

forms of feedback, rather than the direct effect of the conference feedback on students’ 

subsequent revisions. Given the fact that the writing conference is widely practiced, it is 

hoped this institutional talk can be examined from broader perspectives to truly benefit 

students in the long-term development as writers. 
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APPENDIX A: Questionnaire for NS Students 

Survey Questionnaire for ENGL101 students 
 

Writing Experience and Expectation Survey 
 
 
Name: _______________________________________ 

Last                               First 
 
 
Sex: Male (    )        Female (    )                     Age: (       ) 
 
 
Native Country:  _______________________ 
 
 
Native Language(s): _______________________ 
 
Academic Major: 1) My major is _______________ 
                             2) Haven’t decided ____________ 
 
 
Academic Level: Freshman ______   Sophomore______   Junior______   Senior _____ 
                              
                            Other (please indicate) _______________ 
 
 
How many English writing classes did you have in high school? 

0_____      1_____     2______    3______    4______   More than 4 _______ 
 
 
 
How many English writing classes did you have in college before the one you are taking? 

0_____      1_____     2______    3______    4______   More than 4 _______ 
 
 
 
What did you do in your previous writing courses (please select all the options that apply)? 
Class activities: discussion of readings ______ 
                          Peer review ______ 
                          Teacher-student conferences ______ 
                          Practice on writing strategies (such as paragraph development) ________ 
                          Practice on grammar _______ 
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                          Others (please indicate in the blank) 
 
 
Writing assignments: Book report ______ 

Persuasive essay _______ 
Narrative ______ 
Analysis essay _______ 
Research paper _______ 
Poem ________ 
Others (please indicate in the blank) 

 
 
 
If you have had conferences with your instructor before (prior to the current one), brief 
describe what happened in the conference. 
 
 
 
 
 
Which of the following are your expectations/perceptions about the teacher-student 
writing conferences (check as many as applicable): 
 
____ I am expecting my instructor to point out all the grammar errors in my draft.  
 
____ I want to tell my instructor what I am trying to say in my draft. 
  
____ I am expecting my instructor to give me suggestions on how to improve my draft.  
 
____ I want my instructor to tell me how to get an A on this essay. 
 
____ I want to ask my instructor the requirements of the essay. 
 
____ I enjoy talking with my instructor privately. I think the conference can help us 
better know each other personally.  
 
____ Other expectations (please specify in the blank) 
 
 
____ 
 
 
____ 
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APPENDIX B: Questionnaire for ESL Students 

 
Survey Questionnaire for ENGL107 students 
 

ESL Writing Experience and Expectation Survey 
 
 
Name: _______________________________________ 

Last                               First 
 
Sex: Male (    )        Female (    )                     Age: (       ) 
 
Native Country:  _______________________ 
 
Native Language(s): _______________________ 
 
Academic Major: 1) My major is _______________ 
                             2) Haven’t decided ____________ 
 
Academic Level: Freshman ______   Sophomore______   Junior______   Senior _____ 
                             
                            Other (please indicate) _______________ 
 
 
How long did you learn English before you came to the U. S. A.? 

No. of Years _________      months ________ 
 
 
How long have you been in U.S.A.? 

No. of Years _________      months ________ 
 
 
How long have you been in other English-speaking countries if any? 
             No. of Years _________      months ________ 
 
 
How many English writing classes did you have before the one you are taking? 

0_____      1_____     2______    3______    4______   More than 4 _______ 
 
What did you do in your previous writing courses (please select all the options that apply)? 
 
Class activities: discussion of readings ______ 
                          Peer review ______ 
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                          Teacher-student conferences ______ 
                          Practice on writing strategies (such as paragraph development) ________ 
                          Practice on grammar _______ 
                          Others (please indicate in the blank) 
 
Writing assignments: Book report ______ 

Persuasive essay _______ 
Narrative ______ 
Analysis essay _______ 
Research paper _______ 
Poem ________ 
Others (please indicate in the blank) 

 
 
 
If you have had conferences with your instructor before (prior to the current one), brief 
describe what happened in the conference. 
 
 
 
 
 
Which of the following are your expectations/perceptions about the teacher-student 
writing conferences (check as many as applicable): 
 
____ I am expecting my instructor to point out all the grammar errors in my draft.  
 
____ I want to tell my instructor what I am trying to say in my draft. 
  
____ I am expecting my instructor to give me suggestions on how to improve my draft.  
 
____ I want my instructor to tell me how to get an A on this essay. 
 
____ I want to ask my instructor the requirements of the essay. 
 
____ I enjoy talking with my instructor privately. I think the conference can help us 
better know each other personally.  
 
____ Other expectations (please specify in the blank) 
 
 
____  
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APPENDIX C: Example Draft of a Chinese Student 

This is Jia’s first draft of Essay Two – Cultural Analysis Essay8 

Title: The Role of Women in Eastern and Western Culture 

 In traditional conception, males are females are generally endowed with a 

stereotype that men are always stronger then women. In other words, men have more 

power to make a decision rather than woman. Although people try to eliminate the 

unequal treatment between men and women, this conception still survives in this 

developed society. The ode of Mulan is an ancient Chinese poem which praises a girl’s 

piety and braveness. Mulan’s family receives an emergent conscription from Khan and 

her father is on the list. Her family has not stronger young man who can go to the war, so, 

she conceals her gender and takes her father’s place serving in the army. The brave girl 

goes through thousands miles trip with her comrades on the dangerous and difficult battle 

for many years. Finally, she wins the war and gets the Son of Heaven’s rewards. Then, 

she retains to home and reunites with her family. Besides, the Disney version adds many 

elements to vivid this story. We can see the relationship of love between Mulan and the 

captain and the funny supporting role of Mushu that always brings happiness to 

audiences. In following discussion, I would like to finger out the character of traditional 

Chinese females, the character of women in eastern culture, and the character of Disney 

movie of Mulan which can represent the feature of western females. 

First of all, most Chinese people have the ineradicable idea of men and women 

that men have to do heave job, and women have to stay at home and do house works 

                                                 
8 Typo and grammatical errors in the student’s original draft were kept. 
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especially in early period. For example, in the movie of Mulan, when the matchmaker 

calls Mulan’s name, she answers her directly. It is not allowed that a female speaks 

without permission in ancient time. There are too many too many unequal treatments on 

females. In the ode of Mulan, from “Tiek tsiek and again tsiek tsiek, Mu-lan weaves, 

facing the door”, we can know that Mulan is a traditional woman who is weaving in the 

house. This is happened to every girl that the woman has to do manual works and stay at 

home in ancient time. Traditional Chinese females have no right to make own decisions. 

Besides, Mulan takes her father’s place serving in the army that subverts the traditional 

idea of men and women. It reflects that women have the ability to do male’s job and they 

have the right to seek themselves goal.  

In addition, the different version of Mulan reflects different characteristics of 

women in eastern and western culture. In the eastern version, Mulan represents her piety 

and brave that can represent the role of heroine. The ode of Mulan describes the emergent 

war which really needs a lot soldiers going to the battle, “the Khan is calling many troops, 

the army list is in twelve scrolls”. However, Mulan’s family has old parents, an elder 

sister, and a little boy. When they face the country’s conscription, her father must serve in 

the army for family and country’s honor. How can an old person march a long distance 

and fight a loge number of enemy. Therefore, she comes forward to take her father’s 

position serving in the army. It is a performance of piety. In Chinese culture, parents us 

their half life to educate and foster their children. When they are older, their children 

need to repay parents’ love and care from childhood. This is the character of eastern 

culture. Furthermore, from “Northern gusts carry the rattle of army pots, Chilly light 
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shines on iron armor. Generals die in a hundred battles, Stout soldiers return after ten 

years”, we can know that the war is long and very dangerous. Hundreds generals die in 

the battle. Mulan can overcome the war and safely come back that is unbelievable. She 

successfully represents the side of hardy woman. 

The disney version expresses different characteristics of Mulan that she has the 

characteristics of open-minded and outgoing. She is not like common women who are 

tender, graceful, and paid attention on mien. Her characteristics are more like a western 

woman who ususally has own decision and tells her opinion directly. Furthermore, the 

motive of going to the war is different to the ode of Mulan. Mulan has a disable father 

who cannot go to the war. She has asks her parents’ permission to take her father’s place. 

Her father is hesitant to agree her because the war is dangerous and a female cannot go to 

the war. She convinces him that it is the only way to save her father and the family 

hornor. Although it is the performance of piety, it has more commiseration and 

motivation for honor. In western culture, honor is the most important thing to them and it 

can encourage them to do everything. They may take family’s place in the army because 

of honor but piety that is different to Chinese culture. The Disney uses open and 

humorous way to represent the characteristics of Mulan. For example, her companions 

like to tease her and she also likes a clown making a lot jokes. Furthermore, another 

important role is Mushe. That is an important character of Disney moives that Disney 

likes to personify animals. Mushe is an arrogant and boastful clown who shoud be dislike, 

but he does a lot funny things that cause audiences like him. It is no longer the original 

ode of Mulan. They make this anime funny and vivid. 
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In conclusion, eastern and western cultures have themselves features and both of 

them can learn each other’s virtues. Firstly, people always have the stereotype fo the 

unequal treatment of sax that females cannot compete with males. In addition, the ode of 

Mulan represents the piety which is a traditional Chinese culture that children shall 

requite parents’ love and care. Finally, Disney likes to use many elements to express a 

story, such as funny and love, and it usually adds western characteristics to movies. In my 

opinion, although people are pursuing the current of the equality of men and women, 

there still have lot females who don’t have themselves power. They just hide in the corner 

of the world. I think that we still need to consider the gender equality that males and 

females have the same right to make s decision. 

 



 

 

229

REFERENCES 

Artman, M. A. (2005). What we say and do: The nature and role of verbal and nonverbal 
communication in teacher-student writing conferences. (Ph.D., The University of 
Wisconsin - Milwaukee).  

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Hartford, B. S. (1990). Congruence in native and nonnative 
conversations: Status balance in the academic advising session. Language Learning: 
A Journal of Applied Linguistics, 40(4), 467-501.  

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Hartford, B. S. (1993). Learning the rules of academic talk: a 
longitudinal study of pragmatic change. SSLA, 15, 279-304.  

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Hartford, B. S. (1996). Input in an institutional setting. Studies in 
Second Language Acquisition, 18, 171-188. 

Becker, R. R. (1995). The second language writing of Chinese ESL students: Transfer 
and writing development. (Ph.D., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign).  

Black, L. J. (1998). Between talk and teaching: Reconsidering the writing conference. 
Logan, UT: Utah State University Press.  

Brown, P. & Levinson, S. (1987). Politeness: Some Universals in Language Usage. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Calkins, L. M. (1986). The art of teaching writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann 
Educational Books Inc. 

Carnicelli, T. A. (1980). The writing conference: A one-to-one conversation. In T. R. 
Donovan, & B. W. McClelland (Eds.), Eight approaches to teaching composition 
(pp. 101-131). Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.  

Chen, J. S. W. (2005). Interactional influences on writing conferences. (Ph.D., Hong 
Kong Polytechnic University (People's Republic of China)).  

Cohen, A., & Cavalcanti, M. (1990). Feedback on written compositions: Teacher and 
student verbal reports. In B. Kroll (Ed.), Second Language Writing: Research 
Insights for the Classroom (pp. 155-177). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Conrad, L. M. and Goldstein, S. M. (1999). ESL students revision after teacher-written 
comments: text, context, and individuals. Journal of Second Language Writing,8(2), 
147-179. 



 

 

230

Cummings, R. E. (2000). Student-teacher conferencing and the graduate student 
instructor: Searching for balance. In T. L. Good, & L. B. Warshauer (Eds.), In our 
own voice: Graduate students teach writing (pp. 212-220). Boston, MA: Allyn and 
Bacon.  

Deen, J. (1994). Negotiating meaning in institutional and informal conversations with 
non-native speakers. In H. Pürschel, E. Bartsch, P. Franklin, U. Schmitz & S. 
Vandermeeren (Eds.), Intercultural communication (pp. 161-186). Frankfurt: Peter 
Lang. 

DeMott, M. L. (2006). Writing conference interaction and scaffolding: The possible and 
the actual. (Ph.D., Auburn University).  

Dong, Y. R. (1996). A cross-cultural relationship between the advisor and the advisee: 
dissertation writing supervision in science. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of 
the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (30th, Chicago, IL, March, 
1996) 

Edgington, A. (2004). Encouraging collaboration with students on teacher response. 
Teaching English in the Two-Year College, 31(3), 287-296.  

Eodice, M. (1998). Telling teacher talk: Sociolinguistic features of writing conferences. 
Research and Teaching in Developmental Education, 15(1), 11-20.  

Enginarlar, H. (1993). Student response to teacher feedback in EFL writing. System, 
21(2), 193-204. 

Ferris, D. R. (1995). Student reactions to teacher response in multiple-draft composition 
classrooms. TESOL Quarterly, 29(1), 33-53. 

Ferris, D. R. (2004). Teaching ESL Composition: Purpose, Process, and Practice. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Freedman, S. W. & Katz, A. M. (1987) Pedagogical interaction during the composing 
process: the writing conference. In S. W. Freedman (Ed.), Writing in real time: 
modeling production processes. New York: Longman. 

Freedman, S. W., & Sperling, M. (1985). Written language acquisition: The role of 
response and the writing conference. In S. W. Freedman (Ed.), The acquisition of 
written language: Response and revision (pp. 106-130). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.  

Fritts, M. H. (1976). The effects of individual teacher conferences on the writing 
achievement and self-concept of developmental junior college students. (Ph.D., 
Mississippi State University) 



 

 

231

Gerard, L. (2006). The evolution of the computers and writing conference, the second 
decade. Computers and Composition: An International Journal for Teachers of 
Writing, 23(2), 211-227.  

Gitzen, M. (2002). Face to face: Conferencing as ESL writing instruction. (Ph.D., Purdue 
University).  

Goldsmith, D. J. (2000). Soliciting advice: The role of sequential placement in mitigating 
face threat. Communication Monographs, 67(1), 1-19.  

Goldstein, L. M., & Conrad, S. M. (1990). Student input and negotiation of meaning in 
ESL writing conferences. TESOL Quarterly, 24(3), 443-460.  

Han, A. G. (1996). A qualitative study of ESL student perceptions of student-teacher 
writing conferences. (Ph.D., Indiana University of Pennsylvania).  

Haneda, M. (2000). Negotiating meaning in writing conferences: An investigation of a 
university Japanese-as-a-foreign language class. (Ph.D., University of Toronto 
(Canada)).  

Haneda, M. (2004). The joint construction of meaning in writing conferences. Applied 
Linguistics, 25(2), 178-219.  

Hartford, B. S., & Bardovi-Harlig, K. (1992). Closing the conversation: Evidence from 
the academic advising session. Discourse Processes: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 
15, 93-116. 

He, A. W. (1993). Exploring modality in institutional interactions: Cases from academic 
counseling encounters. Text. 13, 503-528 

He, A. W. (1994). Withholding academic advice: Institutional context and discourse 
practice. Discourse Processes: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 18(3), 297-316.  

He, A. W. (1995). Co-constructing institutional identities: The case of student counselees. 
Research on Language and Social Interaction, 28(3), 213-31. 

Hedgcock, J. & Lefkowitz, N. (1994). Feedback on feedback: assessing learner 
receptivity to teacher response in L2 composing. Journal of Second Language 
writing, 3(2), 141-163. 

Hedgcock, J. & Lefkowitz, N. (1996). Some input on input: Two analysis of student 
response to expert feedbackon L2 writing. Modern Language Journal, 80, 287-308. 



 

 

232

Hyland, F. (2000). ESL writers and feedback: Giving more autonomy to students. 
Language Teaching Research, 4(1), 33-54.  

Jacob, G. P. (1982). An ethnographic study of the writing conference: The degree of 
student involvement in the writing process. (Ph.D., Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania).  

Jacobs, S. E., & Karliner, A. B. (1977). Helping writers to think: The effect of speech 
roles in individual conferences on the quality of thought in student writing. College 
English, 38(5), 489-505.  

Koshik, I. (2002a). A conversation analytic study of Yes/No questions which convey 
reversed polarity assertions. Journal of Pragmatics: An Interdisciplinary Journal of 
Language Studies, 34(12), 1851-1877.  

Koshik, I. (2002b). Designedly incomplete utterances: A pedagogical practice for 
eliciting knowledge displays in error correction sequences. Research on Language 
and Social Interaction, 35(3), 277-309.  

Kuriloff, P. C. (1991). Reaffirming the writing conference: A tool for writing teachers 
across the curriculum. Journal of Teaching Writing, 10(1), 45.  

Leki, I. (1992). Understanding ESL writers: a guide for teachers. Portsmouth, NH: 
Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Lerner, N. (2005). The teacher-student writing conference and the desire for intimacy. 
College English, 68(2), 186.  

Liu, J. (2001). Asian students’ classroom communication patterns in U.S. universities: an 
emic perspective. Westport, CT: Ablex Publishing. 

Liu, J (2001). Constructing Chinese Faces in American Classroom. Asian Journal of 
English Language Teaching, 11, 1-18. 

Liu, N. & Littlewood, W. (1997). Why do many students appear reluctant to participate 
in classroom learning discourse? System, 25(3), 371-384. 

Madigan, C. (1988). Applying Donald Murray's "responsive teaching.". College 
Composition and Communication, 39(1), 74.  

Miller, S. K. (2002). Using group conferences to respond to essays in progress. In D. 
Roen, V. Pantoja, L. Yena, S. K. Miller & E. Waggoner (Eds.), Strategies for 
teaching first-year composition (pp. 307-318). Urbana, IL: National Council of 
Teachers of English.  



 

 

233

Murray, D. M. (1968). A Writer Teaches Writing: A Practical Method of Teaching 
Composition. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co. 

Murray, D. M. (1979). The listening eye: Reflections on the writing conference. College 
English 41 (1), 13-18. 

Murray, D. M. (1985). A writing teacher teaches writing: a complete revision. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin. 

Murray, D. M. (2000). The listening eye: Reflections on the writing conference. In E. P. 
J. Corbett, N. Myers & G. Tate (Eds.), The writing teacher's sourcebook (pp. 66-71). 
New York, NY: Oxford UP.  

Murray, D. M. (2002). The listening eye: Reflections on the writing conference. In G. 
DeLuca, L. Fox, M. Johnson & M. Kogen (Eds.), Dialogue on writing: Rethinking 
ESL, basic writing, and first-year composition (pp. 271-278). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.  

Nelson, G. L., & Carson, J. G. (1998/5). ESL students' perceptions of effectiveness in 
peer response groups. Journal of Second Language Writing, 7(2), 113-131.  

Newkirk, T. (1995). The writing conference as performance. Research in the Teaching of 
English, 29(2), 193.  

Newkirk, T. (2001). The first five minutes: Setting the agenda in a writing conference. In 
R. W. Barnett, J. S. Blumner & C. Murphy (Eds.), The allyn and bacon guide to 
writing center theory and practice (pp. 302-315). Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.  

Open Doors. (2008). Open Doors 2008. Retrieved April 17, 2009, from 
http://opendoors.iienetwork.org/ New York: Institute of International Education. 

Patthey-Chavez, G. G., & Ferris, D. R. (1997). Writing conferences and the weaving of 
multi-voiced texts in college composition. Research in the Teaching of English, 
31(1), 51.  

Psathas, G., & Anderson, T. (1990). The "practices" of transcription in conversation 
analysis. Semiotica, 78, 75-99.  

Radecki, P. M., & Swales, J. M. (1988). ESL student reaction to written comments on 
their written work. SYSTEM, 16(3), 355-365.  

Reesor, M. (2002). Issues in written teacher feedback: A critical review. English 
Teacher: An International Journal, 5(3), 242-255.  

Saville-Troike, M. (1985). The place of silence in an integrated theory of communication. 



 

 

234

In D. Tannen & M. Saville-Troike (Eds.), Perspectives on silence (pp. 3-18). 
Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 

 
Saville-Troike, M. (1996). The ethnography of communication. In S.L. Mckay & N. H. 

Hornberger (Eds.), Sociolinguistics and Language Teaching. (pp. 351-382). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Saville-Troike, M. (2003). Contrasts in patterns of communication. The Ethnography of 

Communication: An Introduction (3rd ed.). Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing. 

Scollon, R., & Scollon, S. W. (1995). Intercultural communication (pp. 33-49). Oxford, 
UK: Blackwell Publishers.  

Shi, L. (1998). Effects of writing conferences: students’ clarification and negotiation of 
teacher-written comments and their revision of writing. In V. Berry & A. McNeill 
(Eds.), Policy and practice in language education (pp.145-67). Hong Kong: The 
University of Hong Kong. 

Silva, T. (1997). Differences in ESL and native-english-speaker writing: The research 
and its implications. In C. Severino, J. C. Guerra & J. E. Butler (Eds.), Writing in 
multicultural settings (pp. 209-219). New York, NY: Modern Language Association 
of America.  

Silver, K. O. (1989). The extended conference: A technique to encourage writing. 
English Journal, 78(1), 24-27.  

Sperling, M. (1990). I want to talk to each of you: Collaboration and the teacher-student 
writing conference. Research in the Teaching of English, 24(3), 279.  

Sperling, M. (1991). Dialogues of deliberation: Conversation in the teacher-student 
writing conference. Written Communication, 1991, 8, 2, Apr, 8(2), 131-162.  

Stancliff, M. (2002). Why student conferences are important. In D. Roen, V. Pantoja, L. 
Yena, S. K. Miller & E. Waggoner (Eds.), Strategies for teaching first-year 
composition (pp. 366-367). Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.  

Strauss, S., & Xiang, X. (2006). The writing conference as a locus of emergent agency. 
Written Communication, 23(4), 355.  

Thonus, T. (1998). How to communicate politely and be a tutor, too: NS-NNS interaction 
and writing center practice. Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the 
American Association for Applied Linguistics (20th, Seattle, WA, March 14-17, 
1998). 



 

 

235

Thonus, T. (1999). NS-NNS interaction in academic writing tutorials: Discourse analysis 
and its interpretations. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Association for Applied Linguistics (21st, Stamford, CT, March 1999). 

Thonus, T. (2004). What are the differences? Journal of Second Language Writing, 13(3), 
227-242.  

Ulichny, P., & Watson-Gegeo, K. A. (1989). Interactions and authority: The dominant 
interpretive framework in writing conferences. Discourse Processes: A 
Multidisciplinary Journal, 12(3), 309-328.  

Walker, C. (1992). Teacher dominance in the writing conference. Journal of Teaching 
Writing, 11(1), 65.  

Walker, C. P., & Elias, D. (1987). Writing conference talk: Factors associated with high- 
and low-rated writing conferences. Research in the Teaching of English, 21(3), 266.  

Wong, I. B. (1988). Teacher-student talk in technical writing conferences. Written 
Communication, 5(9), 444.  

Young, R. F., & Miller, E. R. (2004). Learning as changing participation: Discourse roles 
in ESL writing conferences. Modern Language Journal, 88(4), 519-535.  

Yum, J. O. (1988). The impact of confucianism on interpersonal relationships and 
communication patterns in east asia. Communication Monographs, 55(4), 374-88 

Zhang, Q. (2005). Teacher immediacy and classroom communication apprehension: A 
cross-cultural investigation. Journal of Intercultural Communication Research, 
34(1), 50-64.  

Zhang, S. (1995). Reexamining the affective advantage of peer feedback in the ESL 
writing class. Journal of Second Language Writing, 4(3), 209-222.  

 

 


