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ABSTRACT 

Previous nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST) research has shown that 

nonnative speaker (NNS) students’ attitudes towards NNESTs improve after exposure to 

them (Moussu, 2002).  Past second language (L2) writing research has found that native 

speaker (NS) teachers interact with NS and NNS students differently (Thonus, 2002, 

2004).  Little has been investigated regarding NNESTs in mainstream composition 

courses that include both NS and NNS students.  Also, most past NNEST attitude studies 

relied exclusively on perception data, without investigating whether or not the expressed 

perceptions were observed in practice.    This study, involving both NS and NNS students 

and teachers, explored (1) students’ attitudes towards composition teachers based on the 

teacher’s NS status, (2) interaction characteristics during individual writing conferences, 

(3) reflections on expressed attitudes, if any, in actual teacher-student interactions, and 

(4) student attitude change after exposure to NS and NNS teachers.   

A questionnaire, distributed to 43 (23 NS and 20 NNS) students in composition 

classes taught by NS and NNS teachers, explored student attitudes towards teachers.  

Teacher-student interaction patterns were investigated via 12 (3 NS and 9 NNS) students’ 

video-recorded writing conferences, two each, one with the NS and the other with the 

NNS teacher.  Student attitude change was investigated via post-conference interviews. 

Several interaction characteristics attributed to the teachers’ NS status and the 

students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds (e.g., turn-taking characteristics, question 

and advice types, etc.) were identified from the conference data.  The questionnaire 

results showed that teachers’ personal traits and teaching styles influenced student 
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attitudes more strongly than NS status.  Some student attitudes were found to be only 

perceptions, not reflected in actual interactions.  It was also found that NS students’ 

attitudes towards NNS teachers changed favorably after their conference experience with 

the NNS teacher.  Students consider personally tailored conferences to be most 

successful, regardless of preconceptions about teachers.  The findings that students 

evaluate and acknowledge teachers based on various factors (e.g., individual teachers’ 

expertise, teaching performance, personality traits, etc.) offer implications for teacher 

training programs.  This study also addresses the issue that NNS students should be 

treated as individuals, rather than categorized as a general group of NNS students. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Introduction to the Chapter   

Many international graduate students at American universities hold teaching 

assistantship positions in their respective fields of study.  Among these are both native- 

and nonnative-speaking (NS1 and NNS2) English composition teachers who teach 

academic writing to American students as well as to international students who speak 

English as a second language.  A unique situation it may seem; however, a nonnative 

speaker of English teaching academic writing to American students (i.e., NSs of English), 

as well as international students (i.e., NNSs of English), is a scenario often found at 

American universities in recent years.  The University of Arizona is one such school.  Its 

First-Year Composition program routinely has nonnative-English-speaking graduate 

teaching assistants who are assigned to teach various courses within the program.      

It is imaginable that these NNS English composition teachers experience complex 

difficulties – not only cultural adjustment but also identity construction (and re-

construction) as a teacher, in addition to a perceived linguistic challenge.  Coming from 

educational backgrounds in which the expected style of academic writing is characterized 

by styles dissimilar from that of the American context, learning the appropriate writing 

style in an American academic context for themselves as students is already a task that is 

not easy.  Moreover, teaching the specific writing style with which they have had no 

experience while studying can be understandably challenging.  

                                                
1 The Acronym NS refers to both native-speaking (adjective) and native speaker (noun) in this dissertation 
2 The Acronym NNS refers to both nonnative-speaking (adjective) and nonnative speaker (noun) in this 
dissertation. 
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In the growing field of nonnative-English-speaking teachers (NNEST) in 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), research has shown the 

strengths and contributions of NNS teachers, and they have been widely acknowledged 

for what they can bring to teaching.  In the context of English as a second language (ESL) 

and English as a foreign language (EFL), it is always true that students are NSs of a 

language that is not English, thus, they are learners of English.  In ESL and/or EFL 

classrooms, teachers are the ones who teach English as a language regardless of their 

linguistic background.  Students are there knowing that they are improving their English 

skills.  However, the situation stated above, English composition courses at American 

universities, is different from ESL/EFL courses because it is unlikely that NS students in 

the classroom think that they are improving their English skills.   

It might be natural that NSs of a language think that they know more about the 

language, thus, are able to speak, listen, write, and read better, than NNSs of that same 

language.  This is the complex challenge that NNS graduate student teachers face.  

Research to date seems to lack investigations into the very area of NNS teachers teaching 

NS students in English composition courses.  This is what motivated me to conduct the 

present study.     

 

1.2. Key Concepts that Shapes the Present Study  

Several concepts that revolve around the present study will be briefly presented 

immediately below.  A detailed review of the literature of each of these concepts will be 

addressed in Chapter 2.   
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1.2.1. Nonnative-English-Speaking Teachers (NNEST) 

The issue of nonnative-English-speaking teachers (NNEST) has caught scholars’ 

attention since the view of placing native speaker as ideal teacher was openly questioned 

by Phillipson (1992), and has developed into an emerging field of research.  Over the past 

few decades, much research on NNEST has been conducted with a paradigm shift; and 

the field continues to move forward with one study after another conducted by avid 

scholars with various foci.  Although the field of NNEST had its origins in scholars 

sharing their pungent anecdotes and voicing their own rights as NNS professionals as 

well as the importance of equal treatment, strong interests in the issue from all over the 

world and an increasing amount of research have led to its successful development as an 

independent field of study.        

Many of the past NNEST studies are perception studies, relying on questionnaires 

and interviews that aimed to explore general views rather than specific aspects.  What we 

need today is research that is deeply grounded in specific skill areas in contextualized 

settings, rather than relying on context-independent perception data.  When asked about 

English teacher preferences in relation to NS status, one can say that he or she prefers a 

NS teacher for speaking practice, while asking for a NNS teacher for grammar 

instruction.  In other words, depending on the purpose or goal of study, as well as the 

learning context, one can have varying responses for his or her teacher preference.  What 

this suggests is that, perception studies without a specific context could yield results that 
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lead to interpretations that do not reflect the true picture – lacking both validity and 

reliability.   

 

1.2.2. First Language (L1) and Second Language (L2) Writing 

English composition courses are required of the majority, if not of all, 

undergraduate students at American universities.  This requirement is justifiable since 

higher education in the United States heavily involves writing and students are expected 

to write various kinds of papers, ranging from short two-to-three-page reports and 

summaries to twenty-page term papers.  Hence, writing academic papers that meet 

instructors’ expectations is one of the most important and essential skills that all students 

need to accomplish in the American academic context, regardless of their native 

language.  In university English composition courses, students are usually given various 

writing assignments in order to learn the nature and purposes of different types of 

academic writing.  These composition courses include in-class discussions that help 

students generate and organize ideas for given specific writing topics.  Once students 

write their first drafts, they are often assigned to groups for peer review sessions, in 

which group members critique texts written by peer members, providing suggestions for 

improvement.  Throughout the writing process, students interact not only with their 

classmates but also with the teacher.  Teacher-student interaction during writing 

processes, especially, one-on-one interaction, is primarily limited to two types: (1) 

written feedback from the teacher on the student’s writing assignments, and (2) face-to-

face communication during individual writing conferences that largely rely on verbal 
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communication.  Of these two types, much previous research has investigated the former, 

written feedback, in the areas of both first language (L1) and second language (L2) 

writing.  However, the latter, face-to-face communication during writing conferences, 

deserves more attention.  Because the process is equally important as the product; 

therefore, what occurs during the process warrants study.  During the process of writing 

an academic paper, writing conferences – short individual teacher-student meetings in 

which the teacher gives feedback on the student’s written text while the student asks both 

prepared and on-the-spot questions – have an important role to play.  The present study 

will focus on the second type of interaction that occurs between teacher and student, one-

on-one teacher-student interaction during writing conferences. 

 

1.2.3. Interactional Sociolinguistics 

Any communicative event that occurs within its own framework is constructed 

around various sociocultural factors (e.g., politeness, face, power relationship, cultural 

norms and beliefs, meaning negotiation, etc.), and teacher-student interactions during 

writing conferences is one significant example influenced by these multiple sociocultural 

factors.  Since a writing conference is a face-to-face communicative event between a 

teacher and a student, the interaction pattern is largely influenced by the communication 

style that each party brings to the setting.  Communication style, which is specific to 

communicative events, is determined not only by participants’ backgrounds and beliefs 

based on the backgrounds, but also by those of others involved in the communication.  
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Teacher-student individual writing conference interaction entails various elements 

that can influence how it is formed.  First of all, the difference in status between the two 

participants can be affective.  In the L1 writing context in which the teacher and the 

student are likely to share the same cultural values, interaction patterns can be more 

easily generalized although characteristics of individual students still need to be taken 

into consideration.  When the teacher and the student do not share linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds, there is no question that the interaction becomes complex in varying 

degrees depending on who the two participants are.   

In English composition courses, the teacher being NS or NNS of English can be a 

major factor that influences teacher-student interaction just because the subject matter is 

academic writing in English.  It is believed that in addition to the hierarchical status 

(teacher vs. student), also the linguistic status (native vs. nonnative) plays an important 

role in framing the interaction, in addition to differences in cultural norms. 

 

1.3. Statement of the Problem 

The dynamics of writing conference interaction within English composition 

courses are constructed context-specifically based on those who are involved.  Research 

on writing conferences that emphasizes teacher-student interaction in general is limited.  

It is heard quite often that college composition courses aim to focus on ‘process’ rather 

than ‘product.’  This makes it more relevant that teacher-student interaction be explored 

because teacher-student interaction has much to do with revisions, which are considered 
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as ‘process’ in academic writing.  Revisions almost always entail teachers’ feedback, and 

a teacher-student individual conference is one major occasion where feedback is given.  

In addition to the scarce availability of past research that investigates writing 

conference interaction characteristics, no attention seems to have been paid, to date, to 

the fact that not only the students but also the teachers in university writing courses 

represent diverse backgrounds and experiences.  More specifically, similarities and 

differences in how students and teachers from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

interact at writing conferences have not yet been researched.  This diversity in both 

teacher and student population seems to play a significant role in constructing the 

characteristics of various types of interaction that occur in each writing conference 

context within English composition courses.   

Because of the research scarcity, writing conferences and writing tutorials are 

often treated as a single setting, for their similarities in nature, in the field of writing 

research.  However, I argue that the type of teacher-student interaction at writing 

conferences within a mandatory composition course is not necessarily the same as that at 

writing center tutorials, especially in the areas of investigation concerning sociocultural 

factors that influence interaction. 

 

1.4. Purpose of the Study 

This dissertation research is an endeavor to explore the general characteristics of, 

and the influence of, both teachers’ and students’ NS status on teacher-student interaction 

during writing conferences within the context of university-level composition courses.  It 
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employs the interactional sociolinguistics approach focusing on the sociocultural factors 

(e.g., politeness, face, and power relationship) around which the characteristics of the 

communicative event are constructed.  It will also endeavor to address the aspect that is 

missing in previous research – whether or not the student attitudes towards teachers based 

on the teacher’s NS status expressed in the questionnaire is reflected in actual interaction.   

 The following questions guide this study: 

Research Questions: 

(1) What are the similarities and differences in how students and teachers from 

diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds interact at writing conferences? 

(2) How are the attitudes and perceptions towards teachers (obtained through a pre-

conference questionnaire) reflected in actual teacher-student interactions during 

writing conferences? 

(3) In what ways do the experiences of face-to-face writing conferences with native-

English-speaking teacher (NEST)/nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST) 

confirm or change students’ perceived attitudes and perceptions towards 

NEST/NNEST? 

 

The primary purpose of the present study is to integrate the context of English 

composition (academic writing) courses into the frame of NNEST research, in order to 

investigate the under-researched teacher population – NNEST teaching composition 

courses at American universities.  Any given NNEST study will yield a greater degree of 
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validity when an adequate comparison between NNEST and NEST is made to support the 

findings.  Thus, this study employs a contrastive approach within the context of choice.     

     

1.5. Significance of the Study 

As I have stated earlier in this chapter, there are in fact a number of NNS English 

composition teachers at U.S. universities.  However, to my best knowledge, no studies 

have been conducted to date that investigate differences in teacher-student interaction 

based on the teachers’ NS status in the context of writing conferences in university 

English composition classes.  Predictably, characteristics of teacher-student interactions 

in which the teacher is a NNS can be different from that with a NS teacher due to 

differences in cultural and linguistic backgrounds.  Moreover, teacher-student interaction 

between a NNS teacher and a NNS student can also be different from that between a 

NNS teacher and a NS student for the same reason.  No research has been done to look 

into this aspect.  Therefore, the significance of this study, to reiterate, will be the 

contribution of the information that has not been explored despite the growing number of 

NNS writing teachers at U.S. institutions.  The results and implications of this study will 

not only add new knowledge to NNEST and writing research fields, but also provide 

suggestions to reshape and reconsider the contents of pre-service writing teacher training 

programs.  The results and implications of this study will also inform both NS and NNS 

pre- and in-service writing teachers, as well as teacher trainers, of valuable and 

empirically supported information, especially in reflecting on their own writing 

conference characteristics with NS and/or NNS students.  Since many students take 
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English composition courses for more than one semester, and teachers cannot control 

whether their students have been previously taught by either NS or NNS teachers, the 

study results will shed light on the complexity of the teacher-student interaction dynamics 

often seen in composition courses.  Furthermore, it is hoped that this dissertation 

research, as a pioneering study that looks at a less acknowledged (teacher) population, 

will lead to future studies that take various differences between NS and NNS teachers 

into consideration, given that it is not only students, but also the teachers, that represent a 

culturally and linguistically diverse population in reality.        

Interactions in writing conferences are very complex with various aspects 

intertwined.  Issues of politeness, face, power, and sociocultural norms will play 

influential roles in constructing the dynamics of writing conference interaction in 

complicated ways.  This study explores the very realistic scenario that lacks research with 

a sociocultural approach that allows investigation of the dynamics of interaction with 

various sociocultural aspects taken into consideration.  The results of this study will 

provide important information not only to pre-service and in-service writing teachers but 

also to teacher trainers and writing program administrators. 

 

1.6. Limitations of Perception Studies 

It is important to mention the limitations of perception studies.  Much previous 

research exploring teachers’ and students’ perceptions, which will be reviewed in Chapter 

2, relies on data collected via questionnaires and/or interviews.  The present study will 

explore students’ attitudes both as perceptions and actual behaviors, by employing an 
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interactional sociolinguistics approach that investigates face-to-face teacher-student 

interactions.  More specifically, this study attempts to measure students’ (and teachers’) 

general attitudes through questionnaires at the beginning, which will later be compared 

with face-to-face interaction data.  Interview data will also be incorporated in the final 

stage of data analysis.   

Dornyei (2003) states that factual, behavioral, and attitudinal information about 

the respondents can be explored by questionnaires.  He also points out disadvantages of 

questionnaires.  These include simplicity and superficiality of answers, unreliable and 

unmotivated respondents, self-deception, halo effect3, etc.  McKay (2006) notes the 

disadvantages of interview data such as power relationships or the possible creation of 

respondent anxiety.  These unavoidable disadvantages need to be acknowledged while 

researchers of perception studies attempt to collect, interpret, and present data that are as 

reliable as possible.     

                        

1.7. Outline of the Remainder of the Dissertation 

 The remainder of this dissertation is organized in the following way.  Chapter 2 is 

a review of the relevant literature in the areas of NNEST, politeness and power, 

interactional sociolinguistics, teacher-student interaction in L1 and L2 academic writing, 

and international teaching assistants (ITAs).  Chapter 3 describes the design of this study 

in detail.  Besides the descriptions of the study context, the participants and the 

                                                
3 Dornyei (2003) explains that the halo effect concerns “the human tendency to overgeneralize.  If our 
overall impression of a person or a topic is positive, we may be disinclued to say anything less than positive 
about them even if it comes to specific details” (p. 13). 
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procedures for collecting data at each stage of the study are explained.  Chapter 4 

presents the findings and interpretations of the study.  It includes both teachers’ and focus 

students’ profiles.  Chapter 5 revisits the research questions and provides the implications 

of this study with three areas taken into consideration: NNEST research, writing 

programs, and intercultural communication.  Finally, the limitations of the study and 

suggestions for future research are followed by the conclusion.   
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 2.1. Overview of Chapter 2 

This dissertation research attempts to explore what has been found in the research 

area of nonnative-English-speaking teachers (NNESTs).  More specifically, it aims to 

investigate whether or not there is a gap between students’ attitudes towards teachers 

expressed in a questionnaire and those observed in actual teacher-student face-to-face 

interaction.  As the validity and reliability from context-independent perception studies 

have been questioned, the present study was designed in the specific context of two 

English composition classes taught by a native-speaking (NS) and a nonnative-speaking 

(NNS) graduate teaching assistant (GTA) at an American university.  In order to 

understand the whole picture of this research project, areas that are relevant to this study 

are NNESTs, interactional sociolinguistics, and international teaching assistants (ITAs), 

as well as first language (L1) and second language (L2) writing.  In this chapter, relevant 

literature in these fields is reviewed focusing on areas within each field that are most 

relevant to the present study.    

 

2.2. NNEST 

The issue of nonnative-English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) started gaining 

much attention as an emerging field of research in the late 1990s.  Discussions of the 

issue have since increased scholars’ awareness of the importance of the issue and it has 

developed rapidly.  In the next section, at the outset, the relevant discussions regarding 

the definition of Native Speaker and Nonnative Speaker will be summarized.  Then, the 
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development of NNEST, as well as past research on NNEST, will be reviewed based on 

the focus of the issues discussed. 

 

2.2.1. Native Speaker  

 Before reviewing literature on NNEST, the concept of Native Speaker will be 

visited briefly because it is the fundamental idea of “native” and “nonnative” speakers 

that the NNEST issue originates.  The notion of native speakers, and thus, what contrasts 

native and nonnative speakers, has been discussed widely and is a controversial issue.  As 

far as the issue of English is concerned, recognition of World Englishes (WE) and 

English as an International Language (EIL) has moved it from the center of discussion 

among scholars.  Native speakers and nonnative speakers are no longer viewed 

dichotomously in many cases, which is positively received especially by scholars in the 

WE and EIL fields.  However, not only are the terms “native speaker” and “nonnative 

speaker” still used, but also the need for research that revolves around the dichotomy 

remains today.  Rather, as can be seen in the development of NNEST, the issue 

continuously receives attention and more research has been and is being conducted.  Such 

being the case, the terms “native speaker” and “nonnative speaker” are used in this 

dissertation.   

The term Native Speaker is defined and interpreted in many different ways.  For 

instance, Rampton (1990) states that being a native speaker, at least, implies the 

following: 
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1. A particular language is inherited, either through genetic endowment or through 

birth into the social group stereotypically associated with it. 

2. Inheriting a language means being able to speak it well. 

3. People either are or are not native/mother-tongue speakers. 

4. Being a native speaker involves the comprehensive grasp of a language. 

5. Just as people are usually citizens of one country, people are native speakers of 

one mother tongue.  

 

Nayar’s (1994) explicates that being a native speaker can be realized by any one or more 

of the following in any combination: 

a. Primacy in order of acquisition  

b. Manner and environment of acquisition  

c. Acculturation by growing up in the speech community  

d. Phonological, linguistic and communicative competence  

e. Dominance, frequency and comfort of use  

f. Ethnicity  

g. Nationality/domicile  

h. Self-perception of linguistic identity  

i. Other-perception of linguistic membership and eligibility  

j. Monolinguality 
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Davies (1991, 2004) summarizes characteristics that a native speaker of a language 

possesses as the following: (1) childhood acquisition of that language, (2) intuitions about 

the ideological grammar, (3) intuitions about the standard language grammar, (4) 

discourse and pragmatic control, (5) creative performance, (6) interpreting and translating 

(pp. 435-436).  He claims that a L2 speaker can achieve five of the six criteria, except for 

the first one (childhood acquisition of the language).  Therefore, in his view, one can 

become a native speaker of his or her L2 except for that one condition.  He posits that it is 

“indeed possible – though difficult – for a post-pubertal second language leaner to 

become a native speaker of English” (p. 156).  He further argues that “the native speaker 

is a fine myth; we need it as a model, a goal, almost an inspiration” (p. 197).     

A notion that linguistic ability is one thing, ethnic identity is another is pointed 

out (Han, 2004; Rampton, 1990).  Rampton claims that “Being born into a group does not 

mean that you automatically speak its language well – many native speakers of English 

can’t write or tell stories, while many non-native speakers can” (p. 98), and suggests that 

an alternative term “language expert” be used, attempting to make the distinction 

between language expertise and ethnic identification.  Han says that there is intra-group 

variation of a language, and that not every native speaker is a perfect speaker of the 

standard language.  Therefore, in this sense, some native speakers are like nonnative 

speakers.  Han claims, “sociolinguistically, the native speaker is associated with 

confidence, power, authority, and identity, hence a reality.  Psycholinguistically, on the 

other hand, the native speaker is more an icon than a real figure, hence a myth” (pp. 168-

169). 
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Pointing out that only the biological factor is emphasized in Rampton’s earlier 

view of native speaker, Pennycook (1994) argues that the social domain should also be 

taken into consideration: 

Rampton (1990) suggests that the concepts ‘native speaker’ and ‘mother tongue’ 

support a very particular ideology of the primacy of those born into a particular 

language, conflating language as an instrument of communication with language 

as a symbol of social identification, and emphasizing the biological at the expense 

of the social.  These concepts tend to imply that a language is inherited 

(genetically or by inclusion into a homogeneous social group), that there is a close 

correspondence between holding citizenship of a country and being the native 

speaker of one mother tongue, that the inheriting of this language automatically 

confers a high level of proficiency in all domains of the language, and that there is 

a rigid and clear distinction between being a native speaker and not being so. (pp. 

175-176)  

 

In a similar vein, Cook (1999) challenges the notion that innateness is strictly connected 

to nativeness.  Davies (2004) acknowledges different views of what makes one a native 

speaker.  They include: 

1. Native speaker by birth (that is by early childhood exposure), 

2. Native speaker by virtue of being a native user, 

3. Native speaker (or native speaker-like) by being an exceptional learner, 

4. Native speaker through education in the target language medium, 
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5. Native speaker through long residence in the adopted country. (p. 438) 

 

Physical appearance is yet another aspect that makes one a native speaker – 

rather, it is what makes one a nonnative speaker.  Amin (1997) argues that ESL students 

in the Inner Circle4 (Kachru, 1984) have an assumption: “only White people can be 

native speakers of English,” which brings challenges for “visible minority” female 

teachers (p. 580).  Amin (2004) interviewed eight non-White immigrant ESL teachers in 

Canada to see how the concept of the native speaker (“nativism” in Amin’s term) is 

manifested, and how they negotiate such a view.  The findings show that their teaching 

experience and performance, as well as language skills, do not improve ESL students’ 

reactions.  Amin claims that the native speaker norm should be reconsidered and suggests 

that teacher training programs deal with the issue.  Not only ESL students but also local 

students in the Inner Circle have some conceptualized view of native speakers.  Shuck 

(2001) presents students’ views of the NS-NNS dichotomy based on interviews with both 

NS and NNS students in English composition courses in the U.S. (Table 1).  The idea of 

NS superiority is apparent.  Shuck states that not only the term ‘native’ but also the 

properties that accompany the term are overtly privileged by students regardless of their 

linguistic backgrounds.  

 

 

                                                
4 Inner Circle: Countries where English is the primary language of the majority of the population (e.g., the 
USA, the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand). 
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Table 1: The Basic Components of the NS-NNS Dichotomy 
 

Native Speakers  
 Nonnative Speakers 

• are American 
• are experts in English 
• have no accent or have regional 

ones 
• have no culture 
• are white or Anglo 
 

 

• are international 
• are novices in English 
• have accents 
• came to the U.S. to learn English (if int’l 

students) 
• spoke no English on arrival 
• have culture 
• are non-white or non-Anglo 

                                                                        Modified from the original figure (Shuck, 2001, p.74) 
   

 

Presence or absence of an accent is another factor that leads to determining one’s 

nonnativeness (Lippi-Green, 1997).  Shuck (2006) illustrates how Other-ness is 

exaggerated in (White, monolingual) English speakers’ remarks using an excerpt of 

interview data in which an American student complains about her Asian teaching 

assistant in a math class to be “foreign and incomprehensible” (p. 265).  Kelch and 

Santana-Williamson (2002) investigated (1) whether or not ESL students could 

distinguish NS and NNS accents, (2) whether they had more favorable attitudes towards 

teachers whom they perceived as NS, and (3) what were thought to be the advantages of 

learning from NS and NNS teachers.  ESL students were found to be unable to identify 

NS and NNS accents.  The Standard American English speaker was judged to be a NS by 

70% of the ESL students, while NSs with other variations of English were judged to be 

NSs only half of the time.  The native Portuguese speaker’s speech was judged as that of 
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NS by 40% of the ESL students5.  Moreover, the ESL students associated positive 

attitudes with what they perceived to be NS accents.  They claim that students’ exposure 

to the variety of English has to do with their ability to identify NSs, and suggest that 

hiring practices be rethought.  

Inbar-Lourie (2005) looked into the gap between English teachers’ self-

perceptions and perceptions by others regarding their native speaker status.  A 

questionnaire asked 102 EFL teachers in Israel who were born in 17 different countries to 

respond about their self-ascribed and perceived NS identity.  She found that the gap 

between self-ascribed and perceived NS identity was most discernible in the cases of 

NNS teachers – they were perceived by others and students as NS teachers while they 

identified themselves as NNS teachers.  In Liu’s (1999) study, of the seven NNS teacher 

participants whose L1s were not English, three were reluctant to identify themselves in 

either one of the categories in NS-NNS dichotomy.  For them, such dichotomy is merely 

a labeling, and their identity is much more complicated than just a simple label.  Liu thus 

says that NS-NNS labeling and identity are two different domains.  Identity is far more 

complicated and complex than the acquisition order of languages.  Norton (1997) posits 

that there are multiple ways to frame identity, and that identity is related to desire.  This 

desire, more specifically, refers to “the desire for recognition, the desire for affiliation, 

and the desire for security and safety” (p. 410).  How one participates in a given society, 

and how one understands the self in the society, can influence how he/she decides to 

project himself/herself to others, including the linguistic identity that is under question. 

                                                
5 In this study, data were also collected from 13 NSs of English, who could recognize NS varieties of 
English at almost 100%. 



 
 

33 

While some scholars maintain socially constructed views with respect to the NS-

NNS dichotomy and support that L2 speakers can still be classified as native speakers by 

acknowledging socially constructed NS identities, others hold that there is a fundamental 

difference between L1 and L2 acquisition.  For example, there are discordant viewpoints 

regarding whether or not L2 acquisition entails access to Universal Grammar (UG).  

Those who emphasize biological aspects, rather than social constructivist aspects, claim 

that L2 learners do not have access to UG, and that one without access to UG cannot be 

considered the same as the one who has access to UG.  One such scholar is Bley-Vroman 

(1990), whose Fundamental Difference Hypothesis suggests that L2 learners’ linguistic 

knowledge relies on their ability to analyze the L2 from the L1.  Thus, it is important to 

acknowledge both views as it is still a controversial issue that has not reached a 

consensus view among scholars.   

  Thus, after the debate regarding Native Speaker has its end as the center of 

question, in the field of language teaching (especially ELT), ‘who they are’ has become 

less important than ‘what they can do as teachers,’ which consequently led to the 

development of NNEST.  In my opinion, this indeed seems ideal.  It is not likely that the 

discussions regarding the NS-NNS dichotomy, along with the definition of native 

speaker, which automatically shapes the definition of nonnative speaker, will have one 

agreed-upon view among the scholars, depending on what is emphasized by each 

individual.  Whether it is biological aspects or sociocultural perspectives, the fact that we 

have been unable to deny one side without any critique suggests that it is how we choose 

to pursue the issue related to Native Speaker.  I maintain the position that native speakers 
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can be socially constructed.  L2 speakers can claim that they are native speakers of a 

language that they did not learn first, if they choose to do so, provided that it is the 

identity that each individual projects, which is beyond others’ to invalidate.  I would like 

to add that one can justifiably possess multiple identities, as NNS participants in Liu’s 

(1999) study pointed out.     

 

2.2.2. Overview of the NNEST Research Field 

The history of non-native English-speaking teachers (NNEST) as a research area 

in English language teaching began not too long ago.  Some researchers paid attention to 

the notion of NS and NNS professionals in the early 90s (Davies, 1991; Medgyes, 1994; 

Phillipson, 1992).  To challenge the view of placing a NS as the ideal language teacher, 

which could be attributed to a tenet in the Commonwealth Conference on the Teaching of 

English as a Second Language held in 1961, Phillipson (1992) uses the term “native 

speaker fallacy” (p. 195) and questions its validity.  He claims that NNSs can be trained 

to gain abilities that are, according to the tenet, associated with NSs (i.e., fluency, correct 

usage of idiomatic expressions, and knowledge about the cultural connotation of 

English).  Moreover, Phillipson evaluates the learning process of NNS teachers and posits 

that it is a valuable quality that NSs cannot emulate.  According to Widdowson (1996, 

cited in Braine, 1999a), “when the emphasis is moved from the contexts of use to 

contexts of learning, the advantage that NS teachers have disappears” (p. xvi).  Medgyes 

(1992) challenges the idea that NSs are better teachers than NNSs, and claims that both 

NS and NNS teachers have their own strengths.  Subsequently, his book addressing the 
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NS-NNS dichotomy (Medgyes, 1994), along with the study he conducted with his 

colleague (Reves and Medgyes, 1994) investigating English teachers’ perceptions in ten 

countries, caught scholars’ attention.  In their study, Reves and Medgyes collected data 

using a questionnaire from 216 NS and NNS teachers in ten countries.  The purpose of 

the study was to test the hypothesis that NS and NNS teachers are different in their 

teaching practice due to the difference in their proficiency level, and to investigate 

whether NNS teachers’ awareness of this difference influences their self-perceptions as 

teachers and attitudes towards teaching.  Analysis of the data revealed that two-thirds 

(68%) of the respondents view that there are differences between NS and NNS teachers, 

and that the majority (75%) considers NNS teachers’ linguistic difficulties to be an 

adverse effect in teaching.  Reves and Medgyes suggest that exposure to an English-

speaking environment and pre-service training with a focus on proficiency might be 

helpful for NNS teachers.  In addition to this suggestion, they claim that NNS teachers 

should be made aware of their strengths.   

However, it was not until a colloquium organized by George Braine at the annual 

TESOL convention in 1996 that NNS educators expressed their concerns and experiences 

to the open audience.  This ground-breaking colloquium, inspiring a number of 

individuals in the audience, mainly NNSs, through the sharing of poignant 

autobiographical narratives, has led not only to more sessions and publications in 

subsequent years but also to the establishment of the NNEST Caucus in TESOL in 1998.   

Although there are numerous locally born teachers all over the world where English is 

taught as a foreign language, the issue of NNEST had always been underrepresented and 
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underresearched until fairly recently.  Braine (2004) assumes that the research is scarce 

because “the topic was an unusually sensitive one, long silently acknowledged but too 

risky to be discussed openly” (p. 16).  The NNEST Caucus has rapidly grown to amount 

to 1,549 Caucus members worldwide as of September 2007, which is more than a quarter 

(26.9%) of the entire TESOL Caucus population (TESOL Statistics, 2007).  The number 

of NNEST publications keeps rising, which indicates the continuous well-deserved 

attention that NNEST issues receive. 

 

2.2.3. Previous Research on NNEST 

The research field of NNEST consists of several phases with respect to its trend of 

topics and foci that gradually shifted as the field developed.  In the following sections, 

past research will be reviewed based on the topics emphasized: namely, NNESTs’ self-

perceptions, credibility of NNESTs, NESTs’ and NNESTs’ strengths and weaknesses, 

students’ perceptions of NNESTs, and others’ perceptions of NNESTs.        

 

2.2.4. NNESTs’ Self-perceptions 

In the first phase, the primary focus was on NNEST’s self-perceptions.  Besides 

the aforementioned Reves and Medgyes’ (1994) study, Samimy and Brutt-Griffler (1999) 

investigated self-perceptions of 17 NNS graduate students enrolled in a course in the 

TESOL program at an American university.  By triangulating data employing both 

qualitative and quantitative techniques (e.g., a questionnaire, interviews, written 

reflections, etc.), the researchers found that the participants’ self-perceptions had changed 



 
 

37 

over a period of ten weeks.  Samimy and Brutt-Griffler observed that a positive step was 

taken toward empowering NNS graduate students as professionals because these graduate 

students came to realize the advantages and qualities of their own.  Llurda and Huguet’s 

(2003) interview research involving 101 NNS teachers in Spain explored whether or not 

there was a relation between their self-perceived language proficiency levels and the 

educational levels in which they were teaching.  The researchers found that secondary 

education teachers rated their English proficiency higher than primary education teachers 

did, valued communicative orientation in teaching, and showed awareness of issues such 

as the NS-NNS dichotomy and/or cultural aspects in teaching.  Similar results were found 

in Rajagopalan’s (2005) study in Brazil.  Around 500 copies of a questionnaire were 

distributed, and the results from some 90% of them showed that the majority of NNS 

teachers (95%) from private language schools evaluated their preparedness low by 

comparing themselves to that of NS teachers, while university-level teachers showed 

much less of such a view (80%).  This is because the latter group saw linguistic 

competence as just one part in measuring their overall preparedness.                  

Liu (2005) investigated NNESTs’ self-perceptions in the unique situation of 

teaching academic writing to NS students (i.e., L1 writers) at an American university.  

Interviewing four native-Chinese-speaking GTAs in a first-year composition program 

revealed that these GTAs accepted their NNEST identities after struggles regarding 

linguistic complexity and cultural backgrounds.      
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2.2.5. Credibility of NNESTs 

There was a phase in the development of the NNEST research field in which an 

emphasis was on the credibility of NNESTs.  Much literature in this time is on qualitative 

aspects entailing many autobiographical narratives (ex., Amin, 1997; Braine, 1999b; 

Thomas, 1999).  Thomas (1999) tells her disappointing experience as a teacher being 

evaluated by her course participants based on her race, not on her teaching performance.  

Her credibility as a teacher was explicitly challenged by her students, especially, by one 

comment saying that the class would have been better taught by a NS instructor.  She also 

notes that not only the students but also the NS colleagues threatened her confidence.  

Based on her experience, she argues that NNEST’s lack of confidence is the outcome of 

these overt challenges to credibility.  Braine (1999b) reflects on the days he was in an 

American graduate school and explains how the disadvantage followed him because of 

his NNS-ness.  For instance, an unfortunate treatment he experienced when he applied for 

a teaching position at an intensive English program led him to wonder why NNS teachers 

are not appreciated for their diversity and multiculturalism, whereas ESL students are 

usually praised for what they can bring into language classrooms.  Thus, NNS 

professionals’ own experiences as graduate students, teachers, and job applicants in the 

English-speaking environment not only struck others in the field who could identify 

themselves with these professionals, but also helped raise more important issues known 

to scholars in teaching English.  Consequently, what NNS teachers can contribute to the 

language classroom has started to gain attention.  In her study, Amin (1997) interviewed 

experienced visible minority female ESL teachers in Canada to investigate these teachers’ 
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beliefs about their students.  She found that these NNESTs believe that their students 

have assumptions that only White people are real Canadians, thus, NSs of English who 

know real and proper Canadian English.  Amin points out that the students’ stereotype of 

an authentic English teacher can make minority educators feel disempowered.  She goes 

on to say that “most minority teachers, especially those who are new to the profession, 

have to invest a great deal of energy in establishing themselves as authentic teachers in 

the eyes of both their students and their colleagues” (p. 581).  Based on these study 

findings, Amin approaches the heart of the problem and asks what the nature of English 

language teaching is, as well as what kinds of competence are required of teachers.  Astor 

(2000) also claims that it is the individual teachers’ teaching performance, not their native 

speaker status or lack thereof, that teacher evaluation needs to be based on.  Lazaraton 

(2003) reports that NNESTs have the ability to handle situations even when culture-

related topics with which they are not familiar arise.  She thus claims that it is “not so 

much what teachers know, but what they do with what they know or do not know” (p. 

237).     

     

2.2.6. NESTs’ and NNESTs’ Strengths and Weaknesses 

 Much of the NNEST literature to date covers teachers’ characteristics, more 

specifically, strengths and weaknesses of NNESTs in contrast to NESTs.  Medgyes 

(1992) points out that NNESTs have the following advantages: (1) NNESTs are 

achievable learner models, (2) NNESTs can teach learning strategies effectively, (3) 

NNESTs have metalinguistic awareness, (4) NNESTs understand learners’ difficulties in 
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their learning stages, (5) NNESTs are more empathetic with learners, and (6) NNESTs 

can use L1 (native language) in classroom to facilitate learning when necessary.  He 

claims that NESTs and NNESTs have respective strengths and weaknesses, and they both 

contribute to teaching, and disagrees with the view that higher proficiency in English 

warrants more efficient teaching.  Therefore, he posits that differences between NESTs 

and NNESTs should not be ignored.  Tang (1997) conducted a study involving 47 

NNESTs in Hong Kong.  She asked the NNESTs questions about their perceptions of 

English proficiency of NS and NNS teachers, and advantages and disadvantages for 

learners to have NS and NNS teachers.  It was reported that NS teachers are superior in 

terms of speaking (100%), pronunciation (92%), listening (87%), vocabulary (79%), and 

reading (72%), while NNS teachers are associated with accuracy rather than fluency.  

Tang also points out that sharing the L1 with students as NNESTs’ advantage.  This is 

widely supported by other researchers (e.g., Snow, 2007; Tarnopolsky, 2000).  

Tarnopolsky claims that “the ability to make recourse to the students’ mother tongue 

where it can facilitate, accelerate and improve the learning process” is also an advantage.  

Being able to relate to students, thus, understand students’ problems, is another NNS 

teacher advantage that NS teachers cannot emulate. (Medgyes, 1992; Snow, 2007; 

Tarnpolsky, 2000).  Other aspects identified as NNEST strengths include good material 

design/selection and teaching preparation, efforts made to be creative, a variety of 

instructional activities, etc. (Ling & Braine, 2007; Nemtchinova, 2005).  Other NNEST 

weaknesses include over-correcting students’ mistakes and over-emphasizing past exams 

(Ling & Braine, 2007), as well as low proficiency in English (Lee, 2004).  Canagarajah 
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(1999) claims that NNESTs’ multicultural experience will make them better teachers in 

the ESL context while NESTs will be better in the EFL context with their cultural 

knowledge.  However, his view was not supported in a later study in which NNESTs 

were thought to be better teachers in their home countries (Llurda, 2005b). 

It is also undeniable that these advantages cannot always exist or be visible.  For 

example, Liu (2005) states that the context of NNESTs’ teaching English composition 

courses at American universities is one such example in which the NNEST strengths 

might not be visible in front of American students.  

Thus, through the powerful development of NNEST, scholars have pointed out 

strengths that NNESTs bring to teaching that their NS counterparts cannot emulate, and 

expressed that both NSs and NNSs have advantages that can complement each other’s 

strengths (Liu, 1999, 2001, 2005; Matsuda, 1999-2000, 2003; Matsuda & Matsuda, 2004; 

Medgyes, 1992, 1994; Tang, 1997).  Scholars of NNEST are confident about the 

contributions that NNESTs offer to English language teaching.   

 

2.2.7. Students’ Perceptions of NNESTs                 

 Soon after the credibility of NNESTs was supported by many scholars and the 

equal contributions of NS and NNS teachers with respective strengths came to a common 

understanding, the research foci began to involve others, such as administrators and 

students, exploring their attitudes and perceptions of NNESTs as professionals (ex., 

Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2002; Mahboob, 2004; Mahboob, Uhrig, Newman & Hartford, 

2004).  
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Lasagabaster and Sierra (2002) investigated students’ perceptions of their English 

teachers using a questionnaire to test four hypotheses based on past NNEST research.  

These four hypotheses concerned: (1) students’ preferences for either NS or NNS 

teachers; (2) the relationship between educational levels and NS-NNS preference; (3, 4) 

kinds of language skills for which students hold their preference for either NS or NNS 

teachers.  The subject population consisted of 76 male and female undergraduate students 

in the Basque Autonomous Community.  Among the 76 subjects, 52 had experience with 

NNS teachers.  The researchers found that, although the higher mean for preferring both 

NS and NNS teachers was extracted, the students showed a higher preference for NS 

teachers.  This preference was observed among all levels (primary, secondary and 

university), with the trend that as educational level increases so does NS preference.  The 

students indicated a preference for NS teachers in the areas of pronunciation, speaking, 

vocabulary, and culture and civilization, whereas NNS teachers were preferred for areas 

such as learning strategies and grammar.  Barratt and Kontra’s (2000) study involved two 

different EFL settings, one in Hungary and the other in China, based on the view that the 

characteristics of educational cultures differ depending on the context.  The findings were 

similar in terms of what is and is not valued about NS teachers in the two settings.  NS 

teachers are, to list a few, valued for their linguistic and cultural authenticity, while they 

are not valued for lack of insight into students’ typical language problems.  In other 

words, this is the area that NNS teachers are valued for.  Cheung’s (2002, cited in Braine, 

2005) study, conducted in Hong Kong, found that both NS and NNS teachers have their 

respective strengths.  NS teachers, on the one hand, were associated with strengths such 
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as high English proficiency and familiarity with English-speaking cultures.  NNS 

teachers, on the other hand, were valued for their experience of learning English, shared 

cultural background, and emphasis placed on grammar.  Similar findings were seen in 

Benke and Medgyes’ (2005) study conducted in Hungary in order to explore the 

differences of NS and NNS teacher behaviors, involving 422 native-Hungarian-speaking 

students.  NNS teachers were positively evaluated for their structural approach to 

teaching grammar and ability to understand students’ difficulties.  They were also 

thought to be more demanding in the classroom in general compared to NS teachers who 

were perceived as more “outgoing, casual and talkative” (p. 204).     

While above-mentioned studies were conducted in the EFL context, Moussu’s (2002) 

study explored students’ attitudes towards NNS teachers at a university-housed IEP in the 

United States (i.e., an ESL context).  It was found that students had relatively positive 

attitudes towards NNS teachers from the beginning, except for Chinese and Korean 

students, and that time and exposure to NNS teachers improved students’ perceptions of 

them.  Another study conducted in the ESL setting was that of Mahboob (2004).  He 

pointed out that NNEST literature suggests that language program administrators’ 

preference for hiring NSs is due to students’ preference for NS over NNS teachers, 

although no studies have systematically investigated this presumption.  Thus, Mahboob 

investigated ESL students’ perceptions of NS and NNS teachers, as well as factors 

influencing their perceptions.  Through analysis of opinion essays on the NS-NNS 

dichotomy written by 32 adult ESL students of intermediate and advanced levels, and 

representing various linguistic backgrounds, Mahboob found the distribution of positive 
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and negative comments for NS and NNS teachers regarding three categories (i.e., 

linguistic factors, teaching styles, and personal factors) to be complementary.  As was the 

case with Lasagabaster and Sierra’s (2002) study involving EFL students, Mahboob’s 

study, conducted in an ESL context, revealed that students prefer NS teachers for oral 

skills whereas they prefer NNS teachers when it comes to grammar.  Mahboob claims 

that the result of his study “not only negates the need for NNESTs to become native-like 

in their pedagogical practices, but indeed suggests that they have unique characteristics 

that students find lacking in NESTs, especially in the teaching of grammar and the ability 

to answer questions” (p. 140).  Similarly, other studies that explored students’ and 

teachers’ perceptions of NNS teachers found that professionalism and teaching 

performance more strongly influence how teachers are viewed rather than their linguistic 

backgrounds  (Liang, 2002, cited in Braine, 2005).  Thus, several studies confirmed that 

ESL students in the United States have no clear preference for either NS or NNS teachers 

(Liang, 2002, cited in Braine, 2005; Mahboob, 2004).  Pacek (2005), who conducted a 

questionnaire study in the U.K. to explore students’ attitudes about having a NNS teacher 

as their course teacher, claims that factors such as student characteristics (i.e., whether 

they are pure learners or English teachers in their home countries) or class type (i.e., 

whether they are in language courses or content courses) influence students’ opinions.  

She compared the attitudes expressed by two groups of students – one group of Japanese 

teachers of English enrolled in an eleven-month teacher training program (content 

course) and another group of students from the Far East, Europe, and Latin America 

enrolled in a vocabulary class (language course).  It was found that the former group 
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expressed much more positive and accepting attitudes towards a NNS teacher compared 

to the latter group.  NS and NNS teachers’ advantages and disadvantages identified by 

the two groups of students were similar not only to each other but also to what was found 

in others’ studies already mentioned above.  A different approach to the investigation of 

students’ attitudes towards NNS teachers was used in Lipovsky and Mahboob’s (2007) 

qualitative study.  Using the Appraisal framework, which explores how one uses 

language in sharing his/her feelings, the researchers analyzed comments written by 

Japanese high school students in order to explore their attitudes towards NNS teachers.  

They posit that employment of an appraisal analysis yields a rich understanding of 

students’ views of NNS teachers because it allows for evaluations of the students’ 

feelings and suggest that such an analysis be used more in investigating attitudes.  

 

2.2.8. Others’ Perceptions of NNESTs 

 Besides NNEST’s self-perceptions and students’ perceptions of NNESTs, the area 

that has also been explored as the NNEST research field developed is the perceptions of 

NNESTs expressed by others such as administrators or supervisors (Llurda, 2005b; 

Mahboob, Uhrig, Newman, and Hartford, 2004; Nemtchinova, 2005).  Given the fact that 

until that point no empirical research had been conducted concerning the perceived 

notion of the numbers of NS and NNS teachers being disproportionate, Mahboob, Uhrig, 

Newman, and Hartford (2004) conducted a survey study to shed light on the hiring issue, 

looking at the NS-NNS population ratio in ESL programs in the United States.  The 

presumption that the large majority of English teachers are NNESTs was kept in mind, 
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since Kachru (1996, quoted in Mahboob et al., 2004) states that there are four NNSs of 

English for every NS.  Data were collected by 122 administrators of intensive English 

programs (IEPs) in the United States (the response rate of 25.5%).  One section of the 

Likert-scale questionnaire included items asking about hiring and teacher evaluation at 

IEPs using ten criteria: accent, U.S. citizenship, U.S. nationality, dialect, educational 

experience, enrollment in associated academic program, ethnicity, native English 

speaker, recommendation, and teaching experience.  Analysis of the data showed only 

three criteria to be significant: native English speaker, recommendation, and teaching 

experience.  Mahboob et al. found that most program administrators consider the NS 

status to be important and a negative correlation was observed between the 

administrators’ view of the importance of NS status and the number of NNESTs hired.  

Of 1,425 IEP teachers, 1,313 (92.14%) were reported to be NSs of English, leaving as 

few as 112 (7.86%) as NNESTs.  The study revealed a lower proportion of NNESTs in 

actual practice in IEPs in the United States, and that the qualities of NNESTs are still not 

taken into consideration in hiring practices.  In conclusion, Mahboob et al. suggest that 

IEPs in the United States reexamine their hiring practices if they seek to offer their 

students “exemplary role models” (p. 116) of NNESTs, and reflect “a realistic and 

inclusive picture of the diversity represented by world Englishes” (p. 116). 

Llurda (2005b) and Nemtchinova (2005) explored practicum supervisors’ and 

host teachers/students’ perceptions of NNS pre-service teachers enrolled in North 

American TESOL graduate programs in terms of their language skills and teaching 

performance.  Llurda claims that NNS teachers’ language skills influence their teaching 
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preparedness, and that NS and NNS teachers need not be viewed differently once NNS 

teachers achieve high proficiency levels because they both need to be equipped with 

pedagogical skills for effective teaching.  In Nemtchinova’s study, overall comments 

elicited from the host teachers were positive in terms of the NNS trainee teachers’ 

personal qualities, language skills, teaching performance, cultural awareness, and self-

evaluation.  Although their novice status was apparent, the NNS trainee teachers were not 

differentiated from their NS novice teachers due to their NNS-ness.  Recognizing few yet 

negative comments, she suggests types of graduate courses that might prepare NNS pre-

service teachers more effectively.             

 

2.2.9. Students’ Perceptions of NS and NNS Teachers in the Foreign Language 

Context           

After gaining much attention in ELT (English language teaching), the issue of the 

NS-NNS dichotomy has also expanded to the field of foreign language (FL) teaching.  

Ferguson (2005) conducted a study to investigate students’ attitudes towards NS and 

NNS teachers in Spanish as a FL classes at a southwestern American university.  In her 

study students indicated a stronger preference for NNS teachers over NS teachers, 

although the greater amount of credit was given to NS teachers. By analyzing the 

interview data of the reasons supporting the students’ attitudes and perceptions, Ferguson 

concludes that students prefer teachers with good qualities rather than those with a 

specific linguistic background.  Building on the Ferguson’s research, Meadows and 

Muramatsu (2007) conducted a study by expanding the student population to students in 
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four different university-level FL classrooms (Japanese, Chinese, Italian, and Spanish).  

They confirmed Ferguson’s results in the case of students in Spanish classes, however, 

found a stronger student preference for NS teachers in the cases of Japanese, Chinese, 

and Italian classrooms.  Because their study was conducted in the southwestern university 

context in which native Spanish speakers are commonly seen, the fact that students have 

limited exposure to NNS teachers in these FL classrooms was pointed out a possible 

reason influencing their attitudes towards FL teachers.  Although the preference was 

given to NS teachers, the students were able to identify strengths that NNS teachers could 

bring to teaching in these FL classrooms.  NS teachers were preferred for their linguistic 

authenticity and target cultural backgrounds, while NNS teachers were valued for explicit 

instruction of grammar and abilities to understand what students go through as FL 

learners.  The students expressed desire to be taught by the combination of NS and NNS 

teachers because they would benefit from the both types of teachers.  Thus, Meadows and 

Muramatsu suggest that students be more exposed to NNS teachers and that more 

collaborative teaching by NS and NNS teachers in FL classrooms be incorporated.  

 

2.2.10.  Summary 

As I have described thus far, the issue of NNEST has gained its legitimacy and 

visibility as an emerging field of research, and is continually growing.  Not only has 

research on NNESTs become more widely accepted, but also NNS researchers have 

gained respect in academia (Braine, 2005; Llurda, 2005a).  Llurda (2005a) states, 

“research on NNS teachers has moved beyond the former ghetto of nonnative authors” (p. 
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2).  While the NNEST research field has benefited from its remarkable growth, 

weaknesses of past research have also been pointed out.  For instance, NS and NNS 

teachers were too often treated as if they were at the opposite ends of the scale with 

absolute characteristics (Kamhi-Stein, 2004a; Matsuda, 1999-2000, 2003).  Such a view 

is no longer supported, as it does not “capture the complexities involved in being a NNES 

professional” (Kamhi-Stein, 2004b, p. 3).  Rather, both NS and NNS professionals are 

now considered to have skills and competencies that complement each other.  Also, past 

NNEST research has largely relied on perception studies largely (Braine, 2005; Ferguson, 

2005; Kamhi-Stein, 2004a).   Braine (2005) points out the fact that most past NNEST 

research has been conducted by NNEST scholars.  He acknowledges the limitations this 

pertains – research by NNS scholars could be questioned in terms of validity and 

reliability of the data.  More specifically, Braine notes that those NNS researchers failed 

to remove themselves from the data collection stages while they should have, questioning 

the accuracy of the data.  This could have influenced the responses in questionnaire 

studies, resulting in them being “more politically correct than accurate” (p. 22).     

To keep up with this area of study’s rapid development, future research should 

employ carefully designed data collection techniques so as not to be questioned for the 

validity and reliability of the data.  Moreover, additional empirical research is necessary 

to support what has been found out thus far mainly from perception studies, yet with 

more convincing data based on actual classroom practices and outcomes.  Filling this gap 

between perception research and empirical research is what I aim in the present study.  

Although it was once a weakness that most NNEST research was done in the ESL 
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contexts, leaving the EFL context uncovered, current NNEST literature covers a wide 

variety of students and settings (i.e., educational levels, etc.) in both the ESL and EFL 

contexts.  What is still unclear is the actual situations that NNESTs are in: i.e., the context 

of NNESTs teaching in the Inner Circle to NS students.  One such study is that of Liu 

(2005) that explored native-Chinese-speaking GTAs of English composition courses.  

The present study involves the under-researched population of NNESTs who teach 

English (English academic writing) to NS students in a mainstream program at an 

American university.   

 

2.3. Intercultural Communication 

Hofstede (1986) argues that intercultural learning situations can be problematic 

because teacher-student interaction is an “archetypal human phenomenon,” that is 

“deeply rooted in the culture of a society” (p. 303).  He further states that predictable 

problems lie in areas such as differences in the social positions of teachers and students, 

as well as expected patterns of teacher-student and student-student interaction, in two 

different societies.  In recent years, English being a world language, one can learn it and 

speak it without losing his or her cultural identity (Liu & Littlewood, 1997).  In other 

words, someone who is not a NS of English can fully participate in communicative 

events in English while maintaining their ethnic and cultural identity.  For instance, Asian 

students are quiet in the academic context in English-speaking countries.          
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2.3.1. Interactional Sociolinguistics 

Boxer (2002a) defines Interactional Sociolinguistics (IS) as a “methodological 

approach to interactional analysis using video-taped data and taking into account non-

verbal behavior such as facial gestures, postural shifts and proxemics” (p. 13).  According 

to Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz (1982), much of communication depends on behavioral 

cues that are not usually obvious but have “interactional, i.e., social significance” (p. 14).  

These signals include facial expressions, posture, gaze direction, handshakes, and so on. 

Reynolds (2000) defines IS as “the study of culturally-based, linguistic and social 

construction of interaction, and is concerned with interlocutors’ perspectives of 

interaction” (p. 6).  It is interaction, rather than discourse, that is emphasized in IS.  

Therefore, in IS, nonverbal features in face-to-face interaction between those of different 

ethnolinguistic groups are considered significant domains.  Schiffrin (1996) claims that 

“what we are (or believe ourselves to be) is a product not only of social processes that 

operate at the level of social institutions (e.g., family, school, work) but of social 

processes that are embedded in the situations, occasions, encounters, and rituals of 

everyday life” (p. 308).  Some researchers employed the IS approach to explore 

characteristics of interaction patterns such as expectations and participations of teacher-

student communication (e.g., Reynolds, 2000; Thonus, 2004).   

The notion of frame (Goffman, 1974; Tannen & Wallat, 1993) is also important.  

It is the understanding of what is going on in a given interaction, “without which no 

utterance (or movement or gesture) could be interpreted” (Tannen & Wallat, pp. 59-60).  

Goffman (1974) illustrated how communication participants interpret the scene, which 
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shapes linguistic schema for the situation that is taking place.  Thus, frame has much to 

do with the relation that one holds with the communicative event, rather than the event 

itself.  Orletti (2001) states that in social interactions between two or more people, each 

brings his or her identities to it.  She argues that “the construction of the identity of 

participants is only one aspect of the complex process of contextualization through which 

interactants make sense of what is happening in the interaction” (pp. 273-274).  It is also 

pointed out that in NS-NNS communication, it is usually assumed that NS is in the higher 

status because of the NS status, while NNS is seen as lacking proficiency in the target 

language (Orletti, 2001; Zuengler, 1989).  However, Woken and Swales’ (1989, cited in 

Zuengler, 1989) study found that NNSs who are the expert in the subject matter were 

dominant in NS-NNS communication where NSs were less knowledgeable.  Similarly, in 

Zulengler’s (1989) study, it was also found that the amount of knowledge in the subject 

matter shaped the conversational dominance.  Therefore, despite the assumption, it is the 

expertise that influences the interaction pattern in NS-NNS communication.         

    

2.3.2. Face and Politeness 

While politeness may be perceived by people as the state of being extremely 

formal in language use, most linguists see it as “a continuum of appropriate 

communication” (Bowe & Martin, 2007, p. 26).  Appropriate language use is based on 

the notion of avoiding conflict or confrontation, and this is what Bowe and Martin refer 

to the fundamental concept of politeness.  One approach to this concept is Brown and 
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Levinson’s (1987) notion of politeness, consisting of basic ideas of face, face threatening 

acts (FTAs), and politeness strategies.   

Brown and Levinson (1987) define face as “the public self-image that every 

member wants to claim for herself” (p. 61), and introduce its two kinds: negative face and 

positive face.  The former is “the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights to 

non-distraction – i.e., to freedom of action and freedom from imposition”, and the latter is 

“the positive consistent self-image or ‘personality’ (crucially including the desire that this 

self-image be appreciated and approved of) claimed by interactants” (p. 61).  

Acknowledging that the content of face may differ from culture to culture, Brown and 

Levinson posit that the underlying concept of face, and how we understand it and interact 

based on it, are universal.  Yet, this notion of face received much criticism for various 

reasons.  For example, Ide (1989) argues that Brown and Levinson’s concept of face does 

not accommodate interaction patterns of Japanese people.  She pointed out that, in 

Japanese society, predetermined social norms shape interactional patterns, leaving little 

room for individuals’ choice.   

Scollon and Scollon (1995) define face as “the negotiated public image, mutually 

granted each other by participants in a communicative event” (p. 35).  They say that face 

is existent in any communication.  The concept of face is represented in aspects of 

involvement and independence, which are projected simultaneously.  The study of face, 

namely, politeness theory, consists of three elements (i.e., power, distance, and the 

weight of imposition) that determine the degree of involvement and independence.  

Involvement is represented in positive face, which requires closeness and common 
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identity, whereas independence is represented in negative face, which shows deference 

and lack of common status.  Scollon and Scollon (1995) state that miscommunication 

often arises due to difficulty in expressing and interpreting face values.  As stated earlier, 

face is understood in cultural specific ways (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  For example, 

Japanese society is thought to operate on negative face while Americans rely on positive 

face (Chaika, 1994a).  This clear gap in viewing the concept of face makes it more 

difficult for Japanese and Americans to carry out smooth communication. 

There are cultural rules for interaction in the academic context just as there are 

rules in any other social context, such as appropriate types of replies, ways to indicate 

attentiveness or interests (Hull, Rose, Fraser, & Castellano, 2000, p. 161).     

 

2.3.3. Silence 

Silence is one important factor that shapes characteristics of interaction, 

especially for those from different cultural backgrounds.  Saville-Troike (1985) claims 

that, although it can be difficult to differentiate one from the other, the absence of sound 

when no communication is taking place is different from the silence that is part of 

communication.  The concept of silence, or contrasting views on the concept of silence, is 

considered a factor that makes intercultural communication more challenging.  For 

example, in Japanese culture, as the proverb says ‘silence is golden,’ silence is highly 

valued rather than saying unnecessary things; whereas in the western world “speech was 

increasingly associated with the cultured, and silence viewed as the domain of the 

savage” (Yamada, 1997, p. 17).  Furthermore, silence in interaction indicates “hostility or 
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social malpractice” (Chaika, 1994b, p. 171) for Americans.  In Japanese communication, 

silence, not belonging to anyone, as opposed to speech that belongs to one person, is 

considered as “the ultimate form of unspoken interdependence” (Yamada, 1997, p. 77).  

Not only does it function as a representation of shared interdependence, but also silence 

requires those who are involved to perform guesswork.  In other words, silence means 

confirming an understanding or agreement, as well as making decisions.  Silence is also 

used as a communication strategy.  In Tatar’s (2005) study that explored Turkish 

students’ beliefs about talk and silence in the academic context, it was found that silence 

was used as a protection strategy when the students felt that their language ability and 

content knowledge was insufficient to express themselves clearly.   

It is known that the Japanese, compared to Americans, have a higher tolerance of 

silence in conversations. According to Archer (1991), while Americans can tolerate only 

7 seconds of silence in communication, the Japanese can wait as long as 14 seconds 

before they feel the need to treat the silence.  However, with respect to interaction in the 

academic writing conference context, Brender’s (1998) study revealed that writing tutors 

waited only 1.57 seconds before intervening while conferencing with Japanese students.  

Eodice (1998) notes that there is a strong correlation between an extended length of wait 

time and the quality of writing conference, indicating that the longer the tutor waits, the 

higher quality of conference communication is realized.  
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2.3.4. Japanese Students in the Cross-cultural Academic Context 

Beyond the general knowledge that successful cross-cultural interaction requires 

much effort and understanding, it is common knowledge that interaction between the 

Japanese and Americans are challenging “because rituals followed and/or nonverbal rules 

observed are different” between the two cultures (Kowner, 2002, pp.342-343).  Boxer 

(2002b) points out that the differences in social interaction norms between the Japanese 

and Americans are so immense that they “make cross-cultural communication a true 

challenge” (p. 154).  Chick (1996) explains that using the rules of one’s own speech 

community when interacting with someone of another culture causes cross-cultural 

miscommunication.  This notion is widely agreed upon among scholars (e.g., Jordan, 

1992; Liu & Littlewood, 1997; Philips 1983).  One such example of communication 

difference is the notion of face in the Japanese culture, in which it is inappropriate to 

express one’s wants and to ask others’ wants (Wierzbicka, 2003).  

In terms of conversational characteristics, Kinoshita and Bowman (1998) point 

out that preference for “indirect and vague use of language” (p. 28) in Japanese 

communication can cause miscommunication, resulting in Japanese students being 

misunderstood and perceived as inarticulate by others.  Being quiet does not necessarily 

mean that Japanese students have no opinions in American classroom discussions.  As 

Kinoshita and Bowman note, the Japanese typically “prefer indirect communication even 

when they hold strong opinions” (p. 31); and this indirectness serves the purpose of 

maintaining the notion of face, by protecting oneself from “risking peace and harmony 

with others” (p. 31).  Yamada (1992) found that speech was more evenly distributed 
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among the Japanese than Americans in a conversation, representing the concept of 

interdependence.  It was revealed, in most topics of the examined American business 

meeting, the person who initiated the topic took more than 50% of the turns in the 

respective talk.  Contrastively, in Japanese business meeting, the person who initiated the 

topic did not hold the highest number of turns.  Interdependence is valued over 

individuality in Japan, while independence is valued higher than dependence in the U.S. 

(Yamada, 1997).  Therefore, as Wierzbicka (2003) summarizes, the Japanese way of 

speaking is indirect, avoiding self-assertion and showing consideration for others, as 

opposed to the American’s direct speech.  Also, at Japanese schools, teachers are viewed 

as the absolute authority and students talk only when they are called upon.  As Nishiyama 

(2000) explains, Japanese society “emphasizes vertical interpersonal relationships based 

on differing ranks and status based on sex, age, rank, and occupation” (p. 6).  Students do 

not challenge the teachers’ authority by breaking such a social rule and only start talking 

when they are prompted to do so, as they expect the teachers to distribute turns of talk.  

Not only when talking to teacher, but also in general group discussions culturally-based 

characteristics are observed, as Japanese students “perceive themselves as group 

members in a hierarchy established within a given group” (Watanabe, 1993, p. 204).  

Watanabe (1993) claims that Japanese students have different strategies for framing 

discourse in group discussions from those of American students.  In her study, it took 

longer for Japanese students than American students to start a discussion.  Therefore, in 

American academic contexts, Japanese students find it difficult to talk in class.  It is 

found that study abroad experiences do not significantly influence perceptions of cross-
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cultural communication (Kowner, 2002), meaning that experiences in foreign countries 

do not change “deep-rooted cultural perceptions regarding the communication styles of 

foreigners” (p. 358).  Hence, it is unlikely that Japanese students can adjust themselves to 

meet expectations of the American academic culture and its communication styles 

accordingly soon after their arrival.  Jordan (1992) offers the distinction between “learned 

culture” and “acquired culture,” and posits that it is under the latter which “the mindset, 

the behavioral and attitudinal framework” (p. 157) of daily conduct lies. 

 

2.3.5. International Teaching Assistants 

 As the number of international students becomes larger in the U.S., so has the 

number of international teaching assistants (ITAs).  William (2007) reports that about 

20% of graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) are nonresident aliens, and that 27% of 

international graduate students received a teaching assistantship while only 8% of 

American citizens did.  At the same time, domestic undergraduate students report 

problems in relation to their ITAs.  Liu, Sellnow, and Venette (2006) say that differences 

in student expectations, lecturing practices, and teacher role stemming from different 

cultures may be the cause for ITA-related problems.  Thus, much research has been done 

to investigate belief systems of ITAs, students’ attitudes towards ITAs, interaction 

between ITAs and domestic undergraduate students, and so on.  For the present study, the 

area of students’ attitudes towards ITAs is most relevant.   

Students’ attitudes have much to do with how ITAs are evaluated.  Smith, Strom, 

and Muthuswamy (2005) point out that problems arisen are mainly based on the 
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assumption that ITAs’ insufficient English proficiency makes it difficult for domestic 

students to understand the subject matter.  However, the researchers have found that 

undergraduate students’ grades are not affected by ITAs’ nationalties.  Lindemann (2006) 

claims that, in NS-NNS (mis)communication, in general, it is not simply the type of 

English (e.g., accented English) but the attitude that NS listeners bring to the setting that 

creates the phenomena that NNSs’ English is evaluated lower for its intelligibility.  

NNSs’ English is, mostly, neither inaccurate nor impossible to understand.  As Llurda 

(2004) argues, “changes caused by the international nature of the language should be 

learned by members of the native-speaking communities” (p. 321).  It becomes more 

complicated when the NNS in NS-NNS communication is an ITA.  Shaw and Bailey 

(1990) point out that students feel freer to negotiate with a GTA than a professor, and that 

American students would negotiate classroom behaviors disregarding ITAs’ input.  

Liu (2005) explored identity development of Chinese graduate students (i.e., 

NNSs of English) teaching mainstream English composition courses to American 

students (i.e., NSs of English) at an American university.  Although these ITAs had 

culturally rooted ideas about education and tried not to lose face in front of their students, 

based on the notion that the teacher is the absolute authority in the classroom, they 

gradually understood their strengths and gained confidence as ITAs.  According to 

Welmond (2002, cited in Williams, 2007), teacher identity is “comprised of the beliefs 

that the teacher holds about his or her individual role as a teacher as well as the view of 

society towards teachers” (p. 309).  Sachs (2001, cited in Williams, 2007) similarly states 

that teacher identity is a set of shared values and beliefs that are imposed by outsides or 
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teachers by themselves.  Williams (2007) reports that Japanese GTAs and American 

GTAs are different in that the former seek creating a classroom harmony by trying to 

understand students’ background while the latter focus on solving individual problems.  

Thus, although Liu, Sellnow, and Venette’s (2006) study found that Chinese and 

American new GTAs were not significantly different in using communication strategies 

in the classroom, the mindset that ITAs bring to American classroom is not the same as 

that of American GTAs.  In other words, due to their different backgrounds, NS and NNS 

teachers have different mindset to view the educational context. 

 

2.3.6. Summary 

As discussed thus far, with the increasing number of ITAs and reported problems, 

studies were conducted in order to investigate the assumed situations of ITAs being not 

proficient enough in English.  It is worth stating that much past research on ITAs has 

proved that ITAs are not exclusively responsible for problems associated with ITAs (e.g., 

communication difficulties between ITAs and NS undergraduate students).  Research on 

ITAs can be classified in the field of intercultural communication, for which the IS 

approach is appropriate because social norms and beliefs are much part of how 

individuals interact with each other in a given context.   

       

2.4. First Language (L1) Writing and Second Language (L2) Writing  

 Writing is a large area of study by itself, entailing subcategories such as rhetoric 

and composition, L1 writing (i.e., college writing), and L2 writing (i.e., ESL writing).  
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Much research has been done to date in the areas of both L1 and L2 writing; however, 

much of the composition research is beyond the scope of the present study.  Therefore, 

only the relevant subfields of the L1 and L2 writing literature will be reviewed in this 

dissertation.  Previous studies regarding both L1 and L2 writing include various focus 

areas such as assessment, feedback (both teacher feedback and peer responses), linguistic 

features and curriculum, to name a few.  Among those, much of past research on teacher-

student interaction concerns written feedback rather than actual face-to-face 

communication during writing conferences or tutorials. 

 

2.4.1. Teacher-Student Interaction in L1 and L2 Writing 

In university first-year composition (i.e., freshman composition) courses, students 

are usually given various writing assignments to learn the nature and purposes of 

different types of academic writing (e.g., summaries, arguments, persuasive essays, 

narratives, etc.).  In most cases, they have opportunities for in-class discussions that help 

them generate and organize ideas for given specific writing topics.  Once the students 

write their first drafts, they are often assigned into groups for peer review sessions, in 

which group members critique others’ work and give suggestions for improvement.  

Throughout the writing process, students interact not only with their classmates but also 

with the teacher.  Teacher-student interaction during writing processes, especially, one-

on-one interaction, is primarily limited to two types: (1) written feedback from the 

teacher on the student’s writing assignments, and (2) face-to-face individual writing 

conferences that rely on verbal communication. 
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In the following sections, relevant literature on these two types of teacher-student 

interaction in the context of L1 and L2 writing will be reviewed based on focus points.  

Because this dissertation aims to emphasize cross-cultural aspects of teacher-student 

interaction with respect to teachers’ and students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds, the 

present literature review mainly includes one-on-one interaction between teachers and 

students that entails cross-cultural communication.  In other words, interaction between 

individuals from the same background (i.e., NS-NS interaction) is not treated in the 

following sections as it is beyond the scope of the current study unless it is considered of 

relevance in comparison with NS-NNS or NNS-NNS interaction6.     

First of all, the two types of interaction during a writing process will be described 

with previous research that concerns each of them.  The focus will be on the second type, 

face-to-face interaction.  Finally, based on what has already been investigated in the past, 

under-researched areas in the field of L1 and L2 writing, which motivated this study, will 

be pointed out.  It needs to be noted that, due to the limited availability of previous 

research on teacher-student interaction in the regular classroom, tutor-tutee interaction in 

the writing center context will also be included as one type of teacher-student interaction.  

Usually, a tutor-tutee relationship at a writing center is thought to be different from a 

teacher-student relationship in an actual writing course in several aspects.  For example, 

tutors are not to evaluate tutees’ writing skills, tutees do not receive grades on their 

writing pieces, tutors and tutees are supposed to be peers in an equal status basis (Thonus, 

                                                
6 This dissertation research includes investigation of NS-NS interaction.  However, it is viewed in 
comparison with NS-NNS interaction and NNS-NNS interaction, and is not the main focus of the research 
by itself.  Thus, the literature on NS-NS interaction is not treated as an independent section in this 
dissertation.     
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2002).  However, many students go to a writing center seeking help with their writing 

assignments.  In these cases, tutors are the ones who provide assistance that their tutees 

expect to receive, thus, writing center tutorials are not usually seen as two-way reciprocal 

instances where both sides give information to the other sides.  Therefore, tutor-tutee 

interaction with such a perceived status difference can be considered quite similar to 

teacher-student interaction.  It is for this reason that treating tutor-tutee interaction in 

writing center tutorials as teacher-student interaction in this literature review should be 

justified.  Another remark should be made that, although the present study focuses on the 

university-level academic writing setting, studies conducted under the context of 

intensive English program writing courses, only those that are designated as academic 

preparation courses, are also included in the following sections because the objectives of 

these courses are to train NNS students to improve their academic writing skills that are 

required in mainstream courses. 

 

2.4.2. Past Research on Written Feedback 

According to Storch and Tapper (2002), most research regarding teacher feedback 

focuses on areas such as the nature of, students’ reaction to, students’ preference for, and 

effectiveness of feedback.  Studies conducted by Beason (1993, cited in Storch & Tapper, 

2002) and Ferris and Ferris, Pezone, and Tinti (both 1997, cited in Storch & Tapper, 

2002), in the contexts of L1 and L2 respectively, examined types and aims of teacher 

comments given to students, and found the most frequent functions used in written 

feedback to be advising and editing (L1), and formulating questions and requests for 
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information (L2).  Students’ preferences for detailed comments or global comments have 

been investigated; yet, inconsistent results have been found (Straub, 1997; Turner, 1993, 

cited in Storch & Tapper, 2002).  Storch and Tapper (2002) explored student perceptions 

of teacher written feedback involving both NS and NNS students in a university class in 

Australia.  Analysis of data collected via questionnaires and interviews revealed that 

NNS students found teachers’ written comments more useful than NS students did, and 

that NNS students desired that teachers’ comments be more specific or clearly indicate 

suggestions such as alternative phrases.  It was also found that NNS students expressed 

that they would have liked to receive feedback on content, rather than on mechanics.  The 

researchers pointed out problems regarding written feedback, such as illegibility, as well 

as unclear intentions of given ticks, question marks, and underlining.  Ferris (1995) 

reports that almost half of the students who did not understand their teacher’s feedback 

did not consult the teacher for clarification.  Chanock (2000) thus investigated whether 

students would understand, or interpret, teachers’ written comments in the same way the 

teachers meant them to be understood.  It was found that there is more common ground 

among teachers than among students as to the interpretation of the sample comment ‘too 

much description; not enough analysis.’  Chanock therefore suggests that teacher 

feedback be more detailed.  It is of interest to explore whether these problems could be 

resolved in feedback in the form of verbal comments in face-to-face communication (i.e., 

individual writing conferences) where students could ask questions and teachers could 

provide explanations. 
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What is addressed in teachers’ feedback is also a point of inquiry in past research.  

Fathman and Whalley (1990) conducted a study in college-level ESL composition classes 

and found that feedback on content and on grammar were equally helpful for students, 

although Trustcott (1999) negates the effectiveness of grammar correction.  Kassen 

(1998) investigated whether or not NS and NNS teachers address similar issues in their 

written comments to students’ writing in the context of intermediate-level French as a FL 

courses at an American university.  A total of six (3 NS and 3 NNS) teachers were 

recorded while grading students’ writing using think-aloud protocol.  Although past 

literature suggests that NNS teachers are more severe about forms rather than contents 

compared to NS, this was not supported in Kassen’s study.  One NS teacher was found to 

be similar in respect to grading grammatical errors.  Teachers should decide what kind of 

feedback to provide considering students’ needs (Reid, 1994); although, many teachers 

do not use feedback effectively (Reesor, 2002).  

 

2.4.3. Past Research on Writing Conferences and Writing Center Tutorials 

It seems that the majority of the past studies that explored face-to-face teacher-

student interaction were conducted in the context of a writing center, which most 

universities offer to their university community (Thonus, 1999, 2002, 2004; Williams, 

2004).  Therefore, strictly speaking, due to the differences in nature between the two 

settings (i.e., writing conferences integrated in regular composition course curriculum 

and writing center tutorials created for the benefit of writers in the community), teacher-



 
 

66 

student interaction in the true academic context within mandatory composition courses 

has not been fully reflected in these studies.   

Walker and Elias (1987) explored characteristics of more and less successful 

writing conferences rated by both tutors and students, and found that high-rated 

conferences are the ones in which tutors encouraged students’ self-evaluation of their 

writing while eliciting criteria.  Conferences in which tutors become the dominant 

speaker, as well as tutors request explanations for the content rather than help form their 

ideas more clearly in collaboration, were low-rated.  Harris (1995) investigated how 

students viewed their experiences of working with writing center tutors by analyzing 

evaluation forms filled out by the students after tutorials.  Harris introduces students’ 

comments describing and highlighting how appreciative they were of the tutors for 

having helped, or guided, them to work on their own through writing processes, and 

claims that “from students’ perspectives, the more highly satisfactory tutorials were those 

in which the students were active participants in finding their own criteria and solutions” 

(p. 31), supporting Walker and Elias (1987).  It needs to be pointed out, however, that 

these researchers did not make a comparison between NS and NNS students.  Therefore, 

it is not appropriate to generalize the findings to the both NS and NNS students; more 

specifically, it does not necessarily mean that NNS students would view their experience 

in the same way as the ones illustrated by Harris did.  As it is already stated, in English 

academic writing, NS and NNS students have different needs (Hall, 2000).  Therefore, as 

it is repeatedly pointed out by researchers in the field, it is crucial for writing tutors to be 

aware that traditional writing conference strategies that work for NS students do not 
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necessarily work for NNS students (Hall, 2001; Matsuda, 2002; Powers, 1993; Ritter, 

2000). 

Wingate (2000) explains that three possible missteps during writing conferences 

that result in unproductive sessions are “over-empathizing,” where the tutor assumes that 

the student needs to talk before writing, “overwhelming,” where the tutor gives too much 

information to the student trying to be thorough, and “taking over,” where the tutor 

simply takes over the session because of his/her interest in the topic of the writer’s paper.  

She then points out that “cross-cultural writing tutorials can be occasions for plenty of 

missteps” (p. 14) because some of the strategies suggested in her chapter do not 

necessarily work for the ethnically diverse population of international students. 

Some researchers have looked at interaction between NS teachers/tutors and NNS 

students/tutees.  Ritter (2000) states that what makes NS and NNS students different is 

the language used in their writing.  She calls NNS students’ foreign-sounding expressions 

and grammatical forms “written foreign accent” (p. 102) and assumes that NNS students 

are not equipped with the language skills to fall back on in writing academic papers, and 

expresses that it is hard to decide whether or not to focus on grammatical features during 

writing conferences with NNS students.  Recognizing that the same conferencing 

strategies do not always work for both NS and NNS students, Ritter asserts that 

negotiation between teacher and student is necessary.  Hyland’s (2000a) research 

underscored problems resulted from mismatched goals in writing assignments between 

two teachers and their respective NNS students in the ESL context.  Descriptions of 

interactions showed a gap between student expectations and teacher beliefs about how 
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their students developed their writing skills.  The results show that lack of 

communication can lead to unsuccessful teacher-student interaction; therefore the 

researcher suggests that teacher-student interaction concern not only solutions for 

linguistic problems but also approaches to writing and learning strategies.  Thus emerged 

the view that more successful conferences with NNS students require adjustment on the 

part of writing center tutors (Hall, 2001; Powers, 1993).  Hyland (2000b) also 

investigated characteristics of teacher-student interaction in writing conferences 

quantitatively.  It is believed that a beneficial writing conference should entail a two-way 

communication (Freeman & Sperling, 1985, Goldenberg, 1993, cited in Hyland, 2000b).  

As teacher-student interaction should involve a negotiation that can be considered as a 

heart of two-way communication (Ritter, 2000), Hyland looked at how teachers handle 

conferences, by examining general management strategies and specific interaction 

patterns.  Analysis of data collected via questionnaires, interviews and writing conference 

observations revealed that teachers’ management styles have influenced interaction 

patterns.  Hyland concludes that teachers’ ways of organizing and carrying out writing 

conferences affect interactions that take place.         

 Wilcox (1997) identifies two roles of a teacher at a writing conference: 

instructional and nurturing.  In terms of instructional role, he argues that content is more 

important than mechanics and that asking questions regarding context is beneficial in 

helping students improve their writing.  Mechanical aspects, although improve students’ 

writing, should be treated as “tools for better delivery of content” (p. 509).  Scholars of 

L2 writing say that NS and NNS students have different expectations for writing center 
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tutorials.  Powers (1993) states that writing tutors hope to lead NNS students to solutions 

of their problems rather than give them answers, since they believe that finding answers 

is the students’ responsibility.  She further argues that such hopes held by the tutors, 

which were confirmed to be effective by Harris (1995), are indeed ineffective when it 

comes to tutorials with NNS students, especially those who have not had prior experience 

with academic writing in English.  Powers attributes this ineffectiveness to the 

differences in rhetoric styles between English and the NNS students’ first languages that 

they bring to writing conferences.  Because of the rhetorical style differences, Powers 

says, “it is likely that attempts to use common collaborative strategies will backfire and 

lead [the NNS students] away from, not toward, the solutions they seek” (pp. 40-41).  

There is much information that NNS students need to take into consideration in English 

academic writing.  Importantly, teachers expect all students, including NNS students, to 

follow a given format (Hall, 2001).  Not only are these NNS students writing to an 

unfamiliar audience, but also they have little knowledge regarding what this unfamiliar 

audience expects in their writing.  Therefore, the type of assistance that NNS students 

need from their tutors is providing them with the view of the audience. 

 Thonus (1999, 2002, 2004) investigated teacher-student interaction in writing 

tutorials between NS tutors and NS/NNS tutees in sequence.  Based on the notion of 

intersubjectivity, the assumption that “speaker and hearer see a conversation in the same 

way: they see the same stretches of behavior as questions, or repairs, or promises, or 

embedded noun clauses, or face-threatening acts” (Taylor & Cameron, quoted in Thonus, 

1999, p. 161), Thonus (1999) first explored characteristics of interaction between NS 
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teachers and NNS students.  She used a “hybrid methodology” (p. 3) for a greater degree 

of validity and analyzed discourse from twelve tutorials transcripts, as well as 

interviewed the participants.  Thonus analyzed tutor-tutee interaction, between NS tutors 

and their respective NS or NNS tutees, in terms of topic initiation, directive and 

mitigation type and frequency, negotiation of acceptances and rejections of suggestions 

and evaluations, volubility, overlaps, backchannels, and laughter.  The findings include: 

(a) tutors were less conversationally involved with their NNS tutees, (b) tutor behaviors 

exhibited more varieties in interactions with NNS tutees, (c) tutorials with NNS tutees 

were shorter and had fewer turn-takings and fewer topics, (d) tutorials with NNS tutees 

entailed tutors’ greater volubility, more variability in directive frequency and indirect and 

second-person modal directives, (e) tutorials with NNS tutees included fewer overlaps, 

less laughter, fewer imperative and first-person directives, less mitigation, and variability 

in mitigation strategies.  NNS tutees consider their tutors as higher-status interlocutors; 

thus, they perceived their tutors behaviors to be as voluble, frequently directive, and 

forceful as they perceive teachers normally to be.  Therefore, negotiation of status was 

absent in tutorials between tutors and NNS tutees.  An intriguing finding is the gap in 

interpretation during NS tutor-NNS tutee interaction: tutors expressed self-criticism for 

being authoritative, whereas NNS tutees perceived such a hierarchically oriented 

interaction as normal.  On the one hand, lower volubility of a tutor may be perceived as a 

sign of movement towards solidarity and collaboration; yet on the other hand, such a 

characteristic of a tutor can be seen as the tutor’s avoidance and lack of engagement.  

This is where differences of cultural backgrounds of participants intervene, and the 
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problem of intersubjectivity is observed.  Thonus concludes that tutors’ interpretations of 

what tutees say, and vice versa, might be different from one another’s perspective.   

 Grounded on an interactional sociolinguistics framework (Schiffrin, 1996, cited in 

Thonus, 2002) that “combines conversation-analytic and ethnographic techniques, thus 

permitting the concurrent analysis of linguistic and contextual factors” (p. 113), Thonus 

(2002) then examined linguistic and interactional features that were perceived as 

components of successful tutor-tutee interaction in academic writing tutorials by both 

parties.  She also attempted to identify a link between perceived success of tutorials and 

the impact from such tutorials on tutees’ writing improvement.  The researcher asked six 

NS and six NNS (all Asian) tutees to evaluate the tutorials in individual interviews and 

found that successful tutorials were contingent on various factors intertwined in specific 

contexts.  In addition, several factors (e.g., personal familiarity of tutor with tutee, 

gender, age, subject-area match, tutee language proficiency, tutor subject-area expertise) 

were found to be unreliable predictors of tutorial success or inadequacy.   

 Finally, Thonus (2004) explored characteristics of tutor-tutee interaction, using an 

interactional sociolinguistic framework again to further illustrate the structure of 

interaction, behaviors of tutors, and those of both NS and NNS tutees.  She claims writing 

tutorials to be face-threatening acts due to the nature of the interaction, with one side (that 

of the tutors) being placed in a higher position than the other (that of the tutees).  Thonus 

examined transcripts of 25 NS-NS and 19 NS-NNS tutorials, and interviewed 12 (6-NS 

and 6-NNS) tutees and their respective tutors.  Generally, tutors were found to be 

dominant in tutorial communication, supporting findings in past research (Cumming & 
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So, 1996).  According to Thonus, both NS and NNS tutees were less dominant than their 

tutors due to their lower position in the communication, and were more likely to accept 

evaluations and suggestions given by their tutors.  Tutors talked much more than tutees 

when the tutees were NNS, and used more mitigated directives in tutorials with NS tutees 

compared to those with NNS tutees. More frequent instances of negotiation were found in 

tutor-NS tutee interaction, and tutor-NNS tutee interaction was characterized with more 

of question and answer sets, rather than negotiation.  Tutors explained how tutorials 

should be carried out only to NNS tutees.  They were more authoritative and did not 

invite NNS tutees’ input in communication, as well as they were more likely to reject 

NNS tutees’ self-evaluation.  The frequency of text revision increased as a function of 

participation in negotiation during tutorials (Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; Williams, 2004; 

Williams & Severino, 2004). The study findings suggest that tutors can hinder students’ 

revisions of their writing by being too authoritative during the tutorials.  Overall, 

Thonus’s study found less conversational involvement in tutorials with NNS tutees, 

resulting in shorter sessions containing fewer topics.  Tutors appeared to rush to evaluate 

rather than engage in small talk or negotiation.  Based on these findings, Thonus 

concludes that tutors have not yet discovered adequate ways to handle interaction with 

NNS tutees in writing conferences, and are still searching adequate frames.  

Weigle and Nelson’s (2004) study concerned interaction between a NNS tutor and 

a NNS tutee.  Of the three study participants as tutors, who were all enrolled in an 

MATESOL program at the time of research and considered as novice tutors, one was a 

NNS and the qualitative analysis of discourse data revealed that this particular NNS tutor 
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relied much on grammatical aspects due to lack of experience and lack of content area 

knowledge during the tutorial.  Their study illustrated complexity of NNS-NNS 

interaction in writing tutorials where a hierarchical status difference exists, however, the 

interpretation of one specific tutor’s behavior and communication characteristics cannot, 

and should not, be generalized beyond the particular context. 

More studies were conducted recently in order to investigate teacher-student 

interaction during writing conferences.  For example, Artman (2005) explored how 

teacher-student communication during writing conferences affects students’ revision.  

She paid attention to non-verbal communication along with verbal communication.  Data 

were collected through audio and video recording of individual writing conferences 

between two teachers and four students (two students for each teacher), pre- and post-

conference interviews, and essay drafts.  Artman points out that while most information 

exchange took place through talk, some domains such as acknowledgement or confusion 

were communicated nonverbally.  DeMott (2006) investigated how scaffolding is 

realized in teacher-student interaction during a writing conference in a freshman 

composition course.  Interaction between an experienced composition teacher and each of 

the 12 student participants was analyzed via multiple data sources such as audio 

recording and observation field notes of writing conferences, and post-conference student 

interviews.  Analysis of the data revealed that, although much scaffolding was identified 

as described in the literature, there were instances where potential scaffolding was 

impeded for several reasons such as limited student participation, failure to evaluate 

students’ comprehension, etc.  DeMott also reports that the students preferred directive 



 
 

74 

instruction and that the teacher had the authority that the students did not challenge.  

While these recent studies clearly add new information to the knowledge base, it is still 

the case that the teacher population in the research consists of NS teachers only.       

 

2.4.4. Summary of Research on Teacher-Student Interaction in L1 and L2 Writing    

Differences between NS and NNS students (i.e., between L1 and L2 writing) are 

significant in many aspects as it can be seen in past research findings.  Therefore, L2 

writing as a research field deserves attention as an individual study area in the general 

field of writing research.  Comparing research findings from both L1 and L2 writing is 

helpful in grasping an abstract picture as a whole; however, research with foci 

specifically placed on L2 writing and NNS students is unquestionably more informative 

for decision-making or interpretation of findings for both practical purposes and future 

research.  

 Studies to date have discovered various patterns in teacher-student interaction 

based on the students’ linguistic background.  It has also been made clear, through much 

research, that NNS students have different expectations and needs than NS students in 

academic writing.  Suggestions are posed that more teacher training be considered in 

order to inform writing teachers of differences between NS and NNS students, and how 

the teachers can better serve NNS students.  Once such training is implemented in 

practice, the areas for future investigation concern the effectiveness of the training and 

how awareness-raising through pre-service or in-service training contributes to successful 
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writing conference experiences for both teachers and students, from both sides of 

perspectives.   

Despite the various aspects that are already taken into consideration in looking at 

the issue of teacher-student interaction during writing conferences, there certainly is more 

to be explored.  For example, one area that has not yet been researched is interaction 

between NNS teachers and students who are NS and/or NNS students, especially in the 

ESL context.  Research in this context is of significance not only because there are, in 

fact, a number of NNS writing teachers in the ESL context (Liu, 2005; Weigle & Nelson, 

2004), but also interaction patterns might be very different from those of NS teachers due 

to the fact that such interaction becomes even more complex when sociocultural factors 

such as status difference and politeness are intertwined.  As Thonus (1999, 2004) views 

interaction at a writing conference is a face-threatening act, cultural aspects that influence 

and shape such an interaction may contain much to investigate further.  NNS teachers’ 

confidence levels might affect how they interact with their students, regardless of the 

students’ linguistic background.  

 

2.5. Summary of Chapter 2 

 In this chapter, literature in the fields that are relevant to the present study was 

reviewed.  These fields include NNESTs, interactional sociolinguistics, politeness, ITAs, 

and teacher-student interaction in the L1 and L2 writing contexts.  Each field contributes 

to the proposed issue for this dissertation research.  However, when these areas are jointly 

considered, there is an area that has not yet been explored.  Thus, the purpose of this 
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study is to fill the gap and compare student perceptions towards teachers in relation to the 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds of both sides, with actual interaction characteristics in 

face-to-face teacher-student interaction during writing conferences in English 

composition courses.  
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CHAPTER 3: DESIGN AND PROCEDURE OF THE PRESENT STUDY 

 
3.1. Overview of Chapter 3 

This chapter explains the design – instruments and procedures used to collect data 

for the present study.  Research questions that shaped the direction of the study will be 

presented at the outset.  Then, the research setting, the University of Arizona Writing 

Program, will be described.  The description is limited to information that is of relevance 

to this study.  Then, the participants of the study – how they were selected and who they 

are – will be described and accounted.  Finally, the instruments designed and the 

procedures used in collecting data will be explained in detail.   

 

3.2. Research Questions 

This study takes a multiple case study approach because it attempts to delve into 

qualitative aspects of what actually occurs in teacher-student interaction in different 

situations.  Use of multiple cases will also help raise the validity of the study, as Merriam 

(1998) states, “the inclusion of multiple cases is, in fact, a common strategy for 

enhancing the external validity or generalizability of your findings” (p. 40).  Moreover, 

Braine (2002) posits that it became more popular to use the case study approach for 

academic literacy research because qualitative methods would provide “more 

comprehensive data” rather than surveys and textual analyses.  As pointed out earlier, 

much of past NNEST research employed surveys and/or interviews; and it is the purpose 
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of this study to go one step beyond perception studies that have been conducted in the 

past by including investigation of communication practice in the specific context. 

To the best of my knowledge, no research has been conducted to connect the 

aforementioned sociocultural aspects with the issues of NNEST in a contextualized 

setting, for example, by investigating teacher-student interaction during individual 

writing conferences in English composition courses where both teacher and student can 

be native or nonnative speakers of English.  Hence, the following research questions will 

guide this multidimensional case study: 

Research Questions: 

1. What are the similarities and differences in how students and teachers from 

diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds interact at writing conferences? 

2. How are the attitudes and perceptions towards teachers (obtained through a pre-

conference questionnaire) reflected in actual teacher-student interactions during 

writing conferences?  

3. In what ways do the experiences of face-to-face writing conferences with native-

English-speaking teacher (NEST)/nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST) 

confirm or change students’ perceived attitudes and perceptions towards 

NEST/NNEST? 

 

3.3. Context: Description of the University of Arizona Writing Program 

 The University of Arizona Writing Program was selected as the research site.  

Besides the researcher being familiar with the institution, this program was considered 



 
 

79 

appropriate for this particular study because it offers courses that are suited for the goals 

of the present study (see Research Questions in the above section).   

The First-Year Composition program offers a sequence of three courses7 to help 

undergraduate students develop their academic writing skills.  These three courses are 

separately numbered for American (i.e. NS) students and international (i.e., NNS) 

students8, although the course contents generally remain the same.  Mainstream courses 

(numbered as English 100, 101, and 102) are titled First-Year Composition, and they are 

open to NS students.  The equivalent courses (numbered as English 106, 107, and 108) 

are named English Composition for ESL Students, and they are tailored for students who 

speak English as a second or additional language.  At this university, all the 

undergraduate students are required to take six credit hours of freshman composition 

courses.  This requirement can be fulfilled by taking the last two courses of the three-

course sequence.  When incoming students score high enough in the placement exam9, 

they can be exempt from taking courses in the sequence and are eligible to take an 

advanced-level course10.  Students who need to bolster their basic academic writing skills 

are placed into English 100 or 106, based on their linguistic background (i.e., whether 

they are NS or NNS of English), after the placement exam given to all incoming students.  

                                                
7 One course equals three credit hours. 
8 In the university course catalogue, the mixed section is described as the section open to both ‘American’ 
and ‘international’ students.  However, immigrant students, who learned English as their second language, 
who are not considered international students are enrolled in 106, 107, and 108 often times.  There also are 
international students from other English-speaking countries who are classified as native speakers of 
English, thus enroll in 100, 101, and 102.  In order to avoid the confusion, the term ‘native speaker’ and 
‘nonnative speaker’ are used instead of ‘American’ and ‘international’ throughout this dissertation. 
9 The placement exam, as well as the scoring scheme of the exam, will not be explained in detail in this 
dissertation. 
10 Upon completion of the advanced-level course with a passing grade, these students receive three credit 
hours for the placement exam.   
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These students will take English 101 or 107 next, then they move onto English 102 or 

108 to complete their composition course requirement.  Traditionally, incoming students 

begin their first first-year composition course in English 101 or 107, and the second 

course, English 102 or 108, completes the requirement.  These sequences of three courses 

for NS and NNS students are offered either separately or mixed (100/106, 101/107, and 

102/108).  Students choose whether they enroll in the section with NS or NNS students 

only, or the mixed section in which both NS and NNS students can be enrolled.  For 

example, a student from Japan placed into the first course of the sequence can choose 

either English 106, the NNS students-only class, or English 100/106, the section open to 

both NS and NNS students.  The three-course sequence is shown in Table 2 below.  

 

Table 2: First-Year Composition Course Sequence 
 
  
 
 

 
 

Open to American 
students only 

Open to International 
students only 

Open to both American 
and international students 

 
 1st  English 100 English 106 English 100/106 

 
 2nd English 101 English 107 English 101/107 

 
 3rd English 102 English 108 English 102/108 

 

   

The majority of the composition teachers in this writing program are graduate 

teaching assistants (GTAs)11; they are in the fields of English Literature, Rhetoric and 

                                                
11 At the University of Arizona, graduate students who already have a master’s degree are classified as 
graduate teaching associates, while those without a master’s degree are categorized as graduate teaching 
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Composition, Creative Writing, and Applied Linguistics (i.e., TESOL and Second 

Language Acquisition).  There are usually more than 110 GTAs, and approximately 20 

adjunct instructors.  About ten of the GTAs are NNSs of English, and most of them are 

master’s or doctoral students in the fields of Applied Linguistics.     

    

3.4. Participants 

 There are a total of 45 participants in this study.  The participant population 

consists of two teachers and 43 students in their English composition classes in the Fall 

2006 semester.  Of all the student participants, a subset of 12 students (six from each of 

the two teachers’ classes) comprised focus student participants, who participated in the 

further stages of the study.  Detailed explanations of how the teacher and student 

participants were selected will be described below.        

 

3.4.1. Selection Criteria for Native and Nonnative Speaker Teachers 

The target teacher participants recruited for this study are one native-English-

speaking teacher (NEST) and one nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST), who 

were assigned to teach two different mixed sections of the same level of first-year 

English composition courses (English102/108) as GTAs in the Writing Program at the 

University of Arizona.  For each level of the first-year composition sequence, two 

sections of those offered were the mixed sections in the Fall 2006 semester.  Thus, there 

were a total of six mixed sections (two sections in each of the three courses) within the 
                                                                                                                                            
assistants.  In this dissertation, the term ‘graduate teaching assistants (GTAs)’ is used to refer to all 
graduate students who are teaching undergraduate courses. 
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first-year composition courses.  This English102/108 course, the third (and the last) 

course in the first-year composition course sequence as mentioned earlier, was selected 

for the present study for the following reasons.  Of all the mixed sections, only the ones 

in this course were assigned to a combination of NS and NNS teachers.  Moreover, there 

were similarities between these NS and NNS teachers in terms of the length of teaching 

experience in the First-Year Composition program at the University of Arizona, as well 

as the fields of study as graduate students.  Therefore, these two sections and these two 

teachers were best suited for the present study.   

The NEST participant is a male Ph.D. student from the northeast U.S., and the 

NNEST participant is a female MA student from Mainland China.  The degree levels are 

different between the NEST and NNEST; however, students in these doctoral and MA 

programs frequently take same courses to complete their program requirements.  Prior to 

the semester the research was conducted, the NEST and the NNEST had taken a graduate 

course titled Academic Writing in ESL, in which course participants had discussed 

relevant issues in teaching writing especially to NNS students in various contexts such as 

ESL, EFL, and/or different educational levels.  Table 3 shows the summary of the teacher 

participants.  

 
Table 3: Summary of Teacher Participants 
 

 Name 
(Pseudonyms) Native Language Sex Age 

Year in Graduate 
Program at the 
time of data 
collection 

NEST Sean English M 36 2nd year in Ph.D.  

NNEST Meixiang Chinese F 23 2nd year in MA  
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It was also important that the NNEST be an Asian female for several reasons.  

First of all, NNS teachers from Asian countries are, in considerably many cases, subject 

to NEST-NNEST dichotomy discussions in the field of English language teaching.  In 

these discussions, NNESTs almost exclusively took the side in a weaker or inferior 

position compared to NESTs.  Although, after much NNEST research, views towards 

NNESTs have been changed rather positively, it is still to my (the researcher’s) interest 

that the NNEST participant for this study represents the particular group vulnerable to the 

issue in question.  In addition, it was expected that the similar cultural and linguistic 

background of myself to that of the NNEST participant would allow for more meaningful 

analysis of data interpretation than in a case where the teacher’s background differs 

greatly from that of myself.  More detailed backgrounds of the teacher participants will 

be described in Chapter 4.        

 

3.4.2. Selection Criteria for Native and Nonnative Speaker Students  

 The target student population for the present study was all the students enrolled in 

the two first-year English composition mixed sections (ENGL102/108) taught by the 

NEST and the NNEST during the Fall 2006 semester.  This group, a total of 43 students, 

consists of the recruited participants for the first phase of the study that will be explained 

later in this chapter.  Twenty one (12 NS and 9 NS) students were enrolled in the NEST’s 

class, and twenty two (11 NS and 11 NS) students were in the NNEST’s class.  The 

breakdown of the student population is shown in Table 4 below.  

 



 
 

84 

Table 4: Breakdown of Student Population  
 
 NEST’s class NNEST’s class 

 Native* Nonnative** Native Nonnative 

Male 3 7 7 6 

Female 9 2 4 5 

Total 12 9 11 11 

* the numbers in the ‘Native’ column indicate the numbers of native English speaker student enrollments 
** the numbers in the ‘Nonnative’ column indicate the numbers of nonnative English speaker student 
enrollments  
 
 

3.5. Data Collection and Analysis 

This multidimensional case study employed three data collection techniques (i.e., 

questionnaires, observations, and interviews) in order to triangulate the multiple data 

sources to yield a higher degree of validity.  In this study, data were collected in three 

phases (see Table 5 for a brief summary), each of which was immediately and 

simultaneously followed by a general analysis in preparation for the next phase as the 

study progressed.  How the data were analyzed and interpreted will be discussed in 

greater detail in the subsequent chapter. 
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Table 5: Summary of Data Collection Phases  
 

Phase Data collection methods   
 Participants Data* 

Phase 
One 

Teacher questionnaire 

Student questionnaire 

Teacher individual interviews 

 
 
 
 

NEST and NNEST** 

23 NS and 20 NNS students 

NEST and NNEST 

WR 

WR 

V 

Phase 
Two 

Classroom observations 

Individual writing conference 
observations 
 - Writing conference 1 
 
 - Writing conference 2  

 

 

 

 

NEST’s and NNEST’s classes 

NEST, NNEST, and 12 (3 NS and 
9 NNS) focus students 
- NEST and his students         
  NNEST and her students 

  - NEST and NNEST’s students 
    NNEST and NEST’s students 
 

OL 

V 

 

 

Phase 
Three 

Student individual interviews 

Teacher individual interviews 

Student focus group 

Teacher group interview 

 

 

 

 

12 (3 NS and 9 NNS) students 

NEST and NNEST 

3 NNS students (NSs of Japanese) 

NEST and NNEST  

V 

V 

V 

V 

*WR – written responses, V – video-recording, OL – observation logs 
**NEST and NNEST – native-English-speaking teacher and nonnative-English-speaking teacher  
 

 

3.5.1. Phase One 

 The first phase of data collection includes a teacher questionnaire, a student 

questionnaire, and individual teacher interviews.  The purpose of this phase was to 

generally grasp student attitudes toward teachers as well as teachers’ perceptions of 

student attitudes towards themselves. 

These two questionnaires, one for the teachers and the other for the students, 

contain both closed- and open-ended survey items, in order to seek a general trend (i.e., 

similarities and differences) within the teacher participant group and the student 
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participant group.  This initial exploration of aspects of interest will help formulate areas 

of investigation for later stages of data collection. 

 

3.5.1.1. Teacher Questionnaire 

A written questionnaire was given to the two teachers.  Besides demographics and 

English teaching experience in general, teaching experience of academic writing was 

surveyed.  The teacher questionnaire also included items that investigated teacher 

viewpoints on strengths and weaknesses of NS and NNS teachers, as well as self-

perceived strengths and weaknesses in teaching academic writing.   

 

3.5.1.1.1. Instrument 

 The teacher questionnaire was formulated by the researcher, after the student 

questionnaire (which will be described in the following section) was finalized.  Once it 

was formulated, the teacher questionnaire was completed by a NNS English composition 

teacher (GTA) in order to see whether any question item needs to be revised for clarity.  

There are three sections in the teacher questionnaire (See Appendix A).  The first section 

asked for demographic information (e.g., age, places lived, foreign languages learned, 

etc.).  Much of the first part drew upon the teacher questionnaire used in Ferguson’s 

(2005) study12.  The second section aimed to explore their perceptions of strengths and 

weaknesses of NS and NNS teachers.  In the third section, the teachers were asked what 

they thought about students’ preferences or perceptions of teachers in relation to the 

                                                
12 Ferguson (2005) investigated student attitudes towards teachers in college-level Spanish as a foreign 
language classrooms, based on the teacher’s native-speaker status or lack thereof.    
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teacher’s NS status.  The question items in this section were basically the same for the 

teacher and the student questionnaires, except that teachers were asked about what they 

think that students think, instead of their own opinions.  For example, a question item 

‘Who do you think is a better teacher?’ in the student questionnaire was worded as ‘Who 

do students think is a better teacher?” in the teacher questionnaire.          

 

3.5.1.1.2. Procedure 

 The teacher questionnaire was handed to the NEST and the NNEST in a meeting 

where the researcher discussed with them arranging schedules for class observations.  

Because the researcher thought that giving little time to the teachers to complete the 

questionnaire would result in hurriedly filled-out answers without much thought put into 

it, the teachers were given a few weeks to complete the questionnaire. 

 

3.5.1.2. Student Questionnaire 

 A written questionnaire was used in order to gain a general understanding of 

student attitudes and perceptions towards English composition teachers, especially, based 

on teacher’s NS status.  It also attempted to explore student expectations for writing 

teachers and individual writing conferences.   

 

3.5.1.2.1. Instrument 

 As mentioned above, the student questionnaire was formulated by the researcher.  

Part of the student questionnaire devised for this study drew upon the questionnaire used 
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in Ferguson’s (2005) study as did the aforementioned teacher questionnaire.  Once an 

initial student questionnaire was formed, it was piloted in a class with a similar 

population as the target participants in this study.  Indeed, it was in a mixed section of the 

same course (i.e., English102/108) that the questionnaire was field-tested.   Based on the 

results from the pilot (N=8, 4 NS and 4 NNS students), the questionnaire was revised 

accordingly so it would better fit the goal of the study.  Question items that seemed 

unclear to the respondents were removed, and items written in more general terms were 

reworded using more specific terms.  The student questionnaire consists of three sections 

(See Appendix B for Student Questionnaire).  Demographics of the student participants 

(e.g., academic standing, age, native language, gender, field of study, etc.) and their past 

teacher experience (e.g., whether they have had NS or NNS teacher(s) in the composition 

course(s) they took prior to that semester) were surveyed in the first section.  In addition, 

their reason of enrollment in the mixed section was asked in the form of a multiple-

choice question in order to identify whether they had any specific reasons for their 

enrollment.  In the second section, the respondents were asked to write out their opinions 

on the strengths and weaknesses of both NS and NNS teachers.  In this section, the 

respondents were also asked to describe, as specifically as possible, their ideal college 

English composition teacher and the teacher they do not wish to take a class from.  The 

third section consisted of a total of eight questions about English composition teachers 

(e.g., Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative speaker, as your composition teacher?  

Who is better at teaching grammar?).  For each of the eight questions, the respondents 

were asked to choose one answer among three choices: (1) Native speaker, (2) Nonnative 
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speaker, and (3) It doesn’t matter.  They were, besides these closed-ended question items, 

also encouraged to provide reasons behind their chosen answers. 

 

3.5.1.2.2. Procedure 

The student questionnaire was administered to all students enrolled in the NEST’s 

and the NNEST’s sections during class time on the first class day of the second week of 

the Fall 2006 semester.  Because it was predictable that several students might miss their 

first classes in the semester or they might change their registration decisions during the 

first week, and the teachers would need to take care of administrative matters in class, it 

was decided that the questionnaire should be distributed during the second week.   

At the end of the class, the researcher was given five minutes to introduce herself 

and the project, and then explain the questionnaire briefly to all the students present.   

Students were told that their participation was completely voluntary, and that their 

decisions of whether or not to respond to any or all of the questionnaire items would not 

affect their course grades in any way.  The course instructors (i.e., the NEST and the 

NNEST) had left the classrooms before the questionnaire was distributed, so they would 

have no knowledge regarding who participated in the first phase of the study.  The 

researcher also asked the students to provide their contact information only if they agreed 

to be in a pool for a subset group that would be invited to continue participation in further 

phases of the study.  At this time, the students were told that later phases would include 

writing conference observations and individual interviews.  It was also made clear at that 
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time that providing contact information would not necessarily mean their further 

participation in the study.     

The student questionnaire was distributed to those who showed willingness to 

stay in the classroom to participate in the first phase of the study.  All the students present 

on that day agreed to fill out the questionnaire in both classes.  At the time of 

administration, the participating students were encouraged by the researcher to express 

their thoughts as honestly as possible.  Since it was distributed at the end of class, 

students left the classroom when they completed the questionnaire.   

 

3.5.1.3. Teacher Interviews 

Besides the teacher questionnaire and the student questionnaire, individual 

interviews with each of the participating teachers were conducted to explore and confirm 

similarities and differences in their backgrounds, beliefs, experiences, and objectives for 

teaching the assigned mixed sections.  The primary purpose of these teacher interviews 

was to confirm the questionnaire responses that seemed relevant and salient for later 

phases of the study and data analyses. 

 

3.5.1.3.1. Instrument 

 Since the purpose of the teacher interviews was to ask the teachers to confirm or 

elaborate their responses in the already-completed written questionnaire, there were no 

further questions prepared.  More detailed information was sought regarding the 

demographics of the teachers.  Especially, teaching experience of the NEST and the 
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NNEST, as well as English learning experience of the NNEST were of interest to the 

researcher.  When the responses of the third part of the teacher questionnaire were 

summarized, several intriguing aspects emerged.  Therefore, the researcher’s notes, the 

summary of the responses with parts worth exploring further highlighted, were used to 

guide the interviews.       

 

3.5.1.3.2. Procedure 

 The researcher met with each of the teachers for a 30-minute individual interview 

a week after the questionnaire had been returned.  It was conducted in a conference room 

at the office where all the composition GTAs are located.  The interviews were video-

recorded13 so it was not necessary for the researcher to take notes during the 

conversations.  As mentioned already, the interviews were carried out in a casual 

conversational style because the teachers and the researcher had known each other for a 

while by the time that the interviews were administered.  It was expected that a casual 

conversational style would create an atmosphere conducive to rich data sources.  The 

researcher first started by asking the teachers to elaborate on their initial responses related 

to their teaching experiences.  Then, more questions about their perceptions of student 

attitudes followed to explore the teachers’ opinions that might not have been expressed in 

the written questionnaire.          

                                                
13 There was no particular reason for video-recording as opposed to audio-recording.   



 
 

92 

3.5.2. Phase Two 

Once the questionnaire results were summarized and the focus areas of 

investigation were identified, the second phase of data collection involved observations 

of regular classes and one-on-one teacher-student writing conferences.  These teacher-

student individual writing conferences were part of the course requirement in both 

classes.  For these writing conference observations, focus student participants (N=12) 

were selected from the entire student population who filled out the student questionnaire 

in the first phase.  The selection criteria are explained in the following section.     

 

3.5.2.1. Selection Criteria for Focus Students 

As mentioned above, a subset of the whole student participant population was 

selected as focus students for the second and third phases of the study to be described in 

the following section.  As explained in the earlier section, at the end of the student 

questionnaire used in the first phase, student participants were asked to provide contact 

information only if they agreed to be contacted/considered for further participation in the 

study.  Therefore, those who did not leave their contact information were automatically 

excluded from the candidate pool for the later phases of the study immediately after the 

first phase.     

Seven students from each section were invited to further participate in this study 

as focus students.  The breakdown of these seven students in each section is two NS and 

five NNS students.  These prospective focus student participants were selected after the 

initial questionnaire in order to achieve balanced groups of students representing a 
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maximized variety in terms of gender, cultural background and native language, ideally 

with such characteristics corresponding between the two sections.  Especially, with 

regard to the NNS students, it was ideal to have a participant pool of Asian, Hispanic, and 

Arab students for their diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds14.  In addition to the 

students’ backgrounds, the degree of depth that their questionnaire responses yielded 

contributed to the selection.  In other words, consideration for invitation to further 

participation was preferentially given to those students who provided responses in which 

their attitudes and perceptions were clearly expressed and represented.  This was done 

purposefully in order to achieve the goal of the research – to investigate the differences 

and changes in student attitudes between perception and actual behavior.  It would better 

serve the purpose of the research to choose participants whose initial attitudes were 

discernible.  Thus, the focus student participants were selected based on non-probability 

sampling and their selection was also influenced by availability as determined by class 

enrollment which was unknown and uncontrollable to the researcher beforehand.  Of the 

14 (4-NS and 10-NNS) students, two students were later excluded from the focus student 

group and remained participants in the first phase only for the following reasons.  One 

NS student from the NNEST’s class completed the two conferences but was unable to 

schedule the individual interview.  One NNS student from the NEST’s class was unable 

to have the second conference with the NNEST.  Thus, a total of 12 students (3-NS and 

9-NNS) were the focus students for this study.  Tables 6 and 7 summarize the NS and 

                                                
14 It was planned, prior to the research, that the NNS focus students might be comprised of Asian students, 
instead of a group representing a variety of cultural backgrounds, depending on the availability. 
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NNS focus students respectively.  More detailed profiles will be described in the 

following chapter.  The names of the students have been replaced with pseudonyms.  

 

Table 6: Summary of Focus Students (Native Speaker Students) 
 
 

 
Student Name Section Enrolled 

(Teacher) 
Native Language Sex Age 

1 Christopher NEST English M 19 

2 Julie NEST English F 18 

3 Tyler NNEST English M 19 

 
 
 
 
Table 7: Summary of Focus Students (Nonnative Speaker Students) 
 
 

 
Student Name  Section Enrolled  

(Teacher) 
Native Language Sex Age 

1 Gilberto NEST Spanish M 21 

2 Dion NEST Indonesian M 20 

3 Takafumi NEST Japanese M 28 

4 Sophie NEST French F 18 

5 Ryo NNEST Japanese M 23 

6 Mohammed NNEST Arabic M 19 

7 Johnny NNEST Kazakh M 19 

8 Alicia NNEST Spanish F 27 

9 Satsuki NNEST Japanese F 24 
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3.5.2.2. Classroom observations 

The researcher attended both the NEST’s and the NNEST’s classes regularly, 

within permissible limits as determined by the teachers, while maintaining the role of 

observer.  The purpose of classroom observations was two-fold: (1) for the researcher to 

become familiarized with the students (especially the focus students) in order to minimize 

the observer effect during upcoming observations of individual writing conferences; (2) 

to investigate general patterns of classroom communication for comparison in analyzing 

general patterns of one-on-one teacher-student interaction during writing conferences.  

Therefore, it should be noted that the focus of these classroom observations was 

thoroughly on the investigation of the dynamics of classroom communication in general, 

not the detailed contents of the lectures provided in the classes.  While these main 

purposes are held, the researcher hoped to establish a sound relationship with the students 

enrolled in the two classes in order to have an emic view of what occurs in the context.  

As Johnson (1992) states, “the most important goal of ethnographic inquiry is to discover 

the insider’s view of reality – the emic view” (p. 142).  Moreover, the researcher’s 

regular presence in the classrooms was an attempt to create a comfortable atmosphere for 

focus student participants, particularly NNS students, to encourage the sharing of 

thoughts in individual interviews in the subsequent phase of the research.  

At the outset of this study, as initial observations, the researcher observed each 

class (i.e., the NEST’s class and the NNEST’s class) several times.  As mentioned earlier, 

the questionnaire had already been administered during class time by the end of the first 

week of the semester.  It was hoped that the students would feel comfortable having the 
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researcher in the classroom after a few visits to their classes, so it would help minimize 

the anticipated influence on classroom interaction by the presence of the researcher.  In 

other words, it was to minimize the observer effect.  Another purpose was to grasp the 

sense of how the classes are usually organized and carried out so the researcher could be 

prepared for primary classroom observations that had been scheduled for later in the 

semester.  

 Primary classroom observations were planned for each of the NEST’s and the 

NNEST’s classes during the semester.  The NEST’s class schedule consisted of four 

units, and the NNEST’s class included three units with more class time allotted for each 

unit compared to the NEST’s schedule (See Table 8 for the class schedules).  For each 

class, the researcher observed all the classes that were taught during one unit.  For both of 

the classes, the unit titled ‘Writing Persuasively’ was selected for observations.  The 

researcher conjectured that the same (or at least similar) assignments would be given to 

the students in this unit, resulting in more similar class contents during the unit that 

would be more appropriate for comparison than units in which two different types of 

essays are dealt with.     
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Table 8: Class Schedules 
 

 NEST’s class NNEST’s class 

Unit 1 
Aug 22 – Sep 19 

Writing to Learn 

Aug 21 – Sep 22 

Writing to Learn  

Unit 2 
Sep 21 – Sep 28 

Web Blogs and Electronic Communication 

Sep 25 – Oct 27 

Writing Persuasively** 

Unit 3 
Oct 3 – Nov 2 

Writing Persuasively* 

Oct 30 – Dec  

Revision and Reflection 

Unit 4 
Nov 7 – Dec 

Learning as Revision 

 

* indicates the Unit selected for classroom observations for the NEST’s class 
** indicates the Unit selected for classroom observations for the NNEST’s class  
 

           During the observations of the selected units to explore general classroom 

interaction patterns, the researcher kept observation logs.  Classes were not videotaped as 

it was not the researcher’s primary interest to investigate the details of classroom 

interaction patterns.  An observation log was prepared beforehand to record interaction 

patterns, especially those of the focus students’ characteristics in classroom settings.  The 

observation log was in the form of a chart divided both vertically and horizontally to 

record how the focus students and the teacher in each class interacted and when the 

particular interaction occurred (see Appendix C for Classroom Observation Log).  Under 

the condition of observations without video-recording where what could be kept was 

limited to the capacity of the researcher’s manual recording, it was considered best to pay 

close attention to how each of the focus students interacted with his or her teacher and/or 

classmates.  Besides these specific interaction instances, after each class visit, general 
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impressions of the classroom atmosphere and interaction in each class were added to the 

observation log as well as the researcher’s reflection on and reaction to it. 

 

3.5.2.3. Procedure for individual writing conference observations 

The second phase of data collection also included two video-recorded 

observations of one-on-one teacher-student writing conferences.  A total of 24 teacher-

student conferences (12 students, two conferences each) were video-recorded with the 

consent of the participants using a digital video camera placed in the corner of the room 

used for individual conferences.  For this particular part of the data collection, video-

recording was more appropriate than audio-recording because nonverbal communication 

(e.g., seating, gesture, pause, eye contact, etc.) was considered very relevant to the 

analysis of actual teacher-student interaction.  While the teachers held conferences with 

all course participants (i.e., not only focus students but also all enrolled students in their 

classes), the researcher obtained permission to observe the conferences in which the 

focus student participants were involved.  The researcher’s role during these observations 

strictly remained that of observer.  In each writing conference, the researcher kept an 

observation log in addition to the video-recording in order to capture general impressions 

and observable areas of interest. 

  

3.5.2.3.1. Observations of writing conferences 1 

 The first writing conferences were held between the teacher (the NEST or the 

NNEST), and the students enrolled in their respective sections.  Towards the end of the 
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unit being taught at the time, all students in both classes were scheduled for a ten to 

fifteen minute individual writing conference with their teacher.  The focus students were 

reminded that the researcher would be present at their conferences to observe, and were 

asked again whether the researcher had their permission.   

 All the conferences were held in a small conference room in the GTAs’ office15.  

This office is not in the buildings in which the classes regularly met.  The teachers had 

reserved the conference room beforehand, and told the students to come there instead of 

the regular classrooms.      

 

3.5.2.3.2. Observations of writing conferences 2 

While the first conferences were held between the focus student participants and 

their respective regular course teacher, the second conferences were held between a 

teacher and the focus students who were enrolled in the other teacher’s section (not 

his/her own).  In other words, the focus students from the NEST class had their second 

individual conferences with the NNEST, while the focus students from her class had 

conferences with the NEST.  In this manner, the focus student participants had the 

opportunity to interact with both the NEST and the NNEST, instead of their regular 

course teacher only.  By the same token, the teacher participants experienced writing 

conferences, first with their own students, then with both NS and NNS students that were 

not regularly attending their own classes.  This switch of teachers between the two 

                                                
15 All first-year composition GTAs were located in the large room divided by partitions, and placed in 
cubicles.  This large office has three conference rooms where teachers can hold individual or group 
conferences with their students on a first-come first-served basis.   
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sections yielded the multidimensional aspect of the case study, because it allowed the NS 

and NNS focus students to have writing conference experience with both of the NEST 

and the NNEST.   Prior to the second conferences, the teachers had the opportunity to 

observe each other’s regular classes and introduce themselves, so the focus student 

participants would know that the teacher with whom they were to meet for the second 

conference was also teaching the same course.  This was to minimize anticipated 

uneasiness at the conferences due to lack of acquaintance beforehand.     

As the regular class times were different for the NEST and the NNEST classes, 

these second conferences were held outside of the regular class times.  The teachers and 

the focus students had agreed to contribute their time for this study.  The second 

conferences were also video-recorded with the participants’ permission.      

  

3.5.3. Phase Three 

After the first and second writing conference observations, the third phase 

included individual interviews with the focus students and the teachers, as well as the 

group interviews with the student focus group and the teacher group.  The purpose of this 

phase was to explore both students’ and teachers’ views on interaction instances, and to 

see whether changes can be observed primarily in student attitudes towards teachers 

based on the teacher’s NS status.       

In summary, the primary purposes of each interview were: (1) to ask the 

participants to provide a “participant check” for the researcher’s summarized observation 

logs from the two writing conferences, (2) to gain deeper insights into instances observed 



 
 

101 

representing focal points of investigation from the researcher’s point of view, and 

importantly, (3) to prompt the participants’ interpretations or reflections regarding what 

they did and/or did not do, as well as what occurred and did not occur during the 

conferences.   

 

3.5.3.1. Student Individual Interviews 

 Student individual interviews were conducted to seek student views on interaction 

instances that were of interest to the researcher.  As mentioned earlier, these interviews 

were to dig out student-initiated interpretations of actual interaction instances with the 

teachers. 

 

3.5.3.1.1. Instrument 

Once the video-recordings of all the first and second writing conferences were 

viewed and briefly summarized for areas for further investigation, broad and specific 

questions for post-conference individual interviews were formulated.  These questions 

were individually devised, and the number of questions and/or the focus of the questions 

varied from one student to another, based on the writing conference interactions each 

student had with the two teachers.  For example, if a long pause was observed in a 

particular student’s conference with the NEST but not in this same student’s conference 

with the NNEST, a question was prepared to seek how the student felt about the long 

pause that occurred only in his/her conference with the NEST.   
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In addition to these participant-specific questions, general questions were 

prepared for all the focus students (See Appendix D).  These general questions were 

mainly the same with the attitude questions asked in the written questionnaire in the first 

phase.  In this last phase of the study, the questions were prepared for the researcher to 

use as a guideline to lead the interviews.  Therefore, no written survey was created for the 

participants to fill out.    

 

3.5.3.1.2. Procedure 

Interviews were scheduled individually for about forty minutes at times that were 

convenient for the focus students.  The researcher met with each participant in the same 

small conference room in the composition GTAs’ office where the two writing 

conferences were held.  The researcher sat with the participant at the table, with a laptop 

computer for the two to view the conference video-recordings.  The interviews were 

video-recorded.  The digital video camera was set in the corner of the room to record 

interview conversations.  The interviews with native-Japanese-speaking students were 

conducted in Japanese so it was easier for them to express themselves16.    

Each interview began with a set of general questions.  The researcher verbally 

asked the questions, and the student replied to them one by one.  When the responses 

seemed too general or vague, the researcher either asked further questions to confirm or 

                                                
16 The same list of questions was used for these interviews with Japanese students.  The researcher 
interpreted the questions in Japanese on the spot.  No instruments were prepared in Japanese for the student 
individual interviews.  
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clarify the original answers, or simply asked the student to elaborate or provide specific 

examples if at all possible.      

Then, using the video-recording of writing conferences as a prompt, the 

researcher asked the student to provide his or her views and interpretations of the selected 

teacher-student interaction instances during the two writing conferences.  More 

specifically, the focus student participant was asked (1) whether or not he or she 

considered the interaction during one-on-one conferences successful in general, and (2) 

whether or not what he or she viewed on the video-recording of the conference 

interaction corresponded with expectations he or she had prior to the conferences.  In the 

cases where the student indicated discrepancies between what he or she had expected 

beforehand and what actually happened during the conferences, further (and more 

specific) questions were asked to explore the student’s views on successful teacher-

student interaction.  At the end of the interviews, the students were asked whether they 

had any comment to make regarding the conference or general classroom communication 

patterns.  They were reminded that the recording was for the researcher to accurately 

represent the student views, and were encouraged to talk freely and honestly since the 

teachers would have no access to information that reveals which student said what during 

the interviews.   

 

3.5.3.2. Student Focus Group Interview 

 Throughout the study, the three native Japanese speaker students were considered 

Student Focus Group.  These students were called in for a focus group interview.  The 
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main purpose of this focus group interview was to further explore salient aspects that 

might be grounded with cultural characteristics regarding attitudes towards teachers 

and/or concepts of successful (and unsuccessful) writing conferences.  

 

3.5.3.2.1. Selection Criteria for Student Focus Group 

Three out of the 12 focus student participants are international students from 

Japan.  For the purpose of gaining deeper insights, the researcher decided to have these 

three (two male and one female) Japanese students form a Student Focus Group.  It was 

the researcher’s advantage to be able to communicate with these students in Japanese, 

their first language as well as the researcher’s, because subtleness of one’s feelings would 

be more naturally and accurately expressed and depicted in his or her first language rather 

than in second language.  Throughout this study, communication between these students 

and the researcher was always in Japanese17, unless there was a third party present who 

did not speak Japanese.  Communication among these students was exclusively in 

Japanese. 

 

 

 

3.5.3.2.2. Instrument 

 Since the individual interviews with these students were conducted in Japanese, 

much of the researcher’s notes summarizing the interview responses were written in 

                                                
17 As mentioned, the language of individual interviews with these students was Japanese. 
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Japanese.  When these notes were compared, several intriguing areas emerged.  These 

areas included issues related to grades, class dynamics, and the like.  Thus, it was decided 

that any aspects of interest were to be brought up in the focus group interview in order to 

see whether or not the three students agree with each other on these aspects.  The 

summary of the researcher’s notes, as well as the list of questions based on the results 

from the individual interviews, served as the instrument for the student focus group 

interview (See Appendix E for the Student Focus Group Questions).    

 

3.5.3.2.3. Procedure 

 The researcher met with the student focus group in a meeting room on one 

occasion towards the end of the semester.  By this time, the coursework for the 

composition classes had already been completed, and they had already submitted their 

final assignment to their respective teachers.  As mentioned earlier, the language of 

communication was Japanese throughout the process.   

Since one of the three students was from the NEST’s class while the other two 

were in the NNEST’s class, they were first introduced to each other.  To create a relaxing 

atmosphere, the three students and the researcher spent several minutes in small talk.  

Then once a comfortable atmosphere had been created, the researcher started asking 

prepared questions and recorded the conversation.  The students were reminded to speak 

freely without thinking much about ‘turn-taking’ as it was a casual conversation.  They 

were also encouraged to add any comments to what others said whenever they felt like it. 
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This student focus group interview was recorded, with the students’ permission, 

using a video camera placed in the room for later analysis.     

 

3.5.3.3. Teacher Individual Interviews 

The researcher then individually met with the NEST and the NNEST to elicit their 

interpretations, reflections, and evaluations of the one-on-one conference interaction 

instances by viewing the recorded conference data.  Since the student interviews took 

place before the interviews with the teachers, what emerged in the student interviews was 

mentioned during the teacher interviews when appropriate in order to obtain the teachers’ 

opinions on the same issue(s).  

  

3.5.3.3.1. Instrument 

 The list of interview questions was prepared in advance (Appendix F).  Similar to 

the student interviews, the same questions from Phase One were asked again in order to 

see whether there was any change in attitudes and perceptions. 

 In addition, summaries of writing conferences indicating areas of interest for the 

teachers’ input were used to guide the second part of the interview with specific 

questions.       

 

 

3.5.3.3.2. Procedure 
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 The researcher met with each of the teachers in a conference room in their office 

for about 60 minutes.  The teacher sat with the researcher at the table, so he or she could 

watch the video-recordings from the individual conferences with his or her own students 

as well as the students in the other’s section.  The interview began with general questions 

asking their perceptions, then moved onto more specific ones.  The interview 

conversations were video-recorded for later analysis.      

 

3.5.3.4. Teacher Group 

 After the teacher individual interviews, the researcher met with both the NEST 

and the NNEST to have a conversational style group interview.  Similar to the case of 

student group interview, the purpose of the teacher group interview was to see whether 

one teacher’s view agrees with that of the other on various topics identified by the 

researcher as relevant and salient.  It was also hoped that hearing the other teacher’s 

viewpoints would draw out any of the NEST’s and the NNEST’s implicit yet salient 

reactions to the issues that had not been mentioned earlier in the individual interviews.    

  

3.5.3.4.1. Instrument 

 Once the individual interview data were summarized, similarities and differences 

in responses were compared.  In this process, many intriguing viewpoints and comments 

emerged that had not been brought to the researcher’s attention prior to the interviews.  

These areas were chosen as guiding questions for the teacher group interview (See 

Appendix G for List of Questions).  
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3.5.3.4.2. Procedure 

 The NEST, the NNEST, and the researcher met in a meeting room for a casual 

conversation-style group interview.  The researcher first explained that she would ask 

questions to initiate discussions, and that both of them were encouraged to respond freely 

in no particular order.  The researcher also requested that teachers add any comments to 

the other one’s remarks any time they felt like doing so.  The digital video camera was 

placed to mainly capture the teachers.  By the time that the teachers had this group 

interview, they had much contact with each other regarding the current study and were 

already accustomed to being recorded during interviews.  Thus, it was the researcher’s 

understanding that the teachers felt comfortable expressing their views to each other in a 

video-recorded situation.     

 

3.6. Data Analysis Procedure 

 What follows is how the data were analyzed in each phase of data collection.  

Data were analyzed as data collection proceeded.  This was to allow summaries and 

general interpretations of the already collected data to be incorporated into later stages of 

the data collection.   

In Phase One, student and teacher questionnaire data were analyzed separately.  

Responses to the student questionnaire were classified into two groups based on their 

linguistic backgrounds.  Responses to multiple-choice items were tallied, and those to 

open-ended items were classified based on themes that emerged.  Teacher questionnaire 
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data were compared between the NEST and the NNEST.  Some of the expressed 

opinions, especially the ones on which the two teachers had the same or similar 

responses, were included in the individual interviews in order to seek more in-depth 

explanations of the expressed opinions. 

In Phase Two, classroom observation data, in the form of observation logs, were 

reviewed repeatedly in order to see whether or not any classroom interaction patterns 

could be found.  The center of interest was the teacher and the focus student participants.  

Writing conference data were analyzed in multiple steps.  First, the video-recording of a 

total of 24 conferences were viewed repeatedly with sensitizing ideas, such as the 

conference length, turn-taking and interruption patterns, types of questions, 

communication difficulties due to language proficiency, and so on.  While viewing the 

recorded data, notes were taken where instances representing the above-mentioned 

characteristics were observable.  Then the recorded data were viewed again to add to the 

notes any other characteristics that might emerge.  The notes were reviewed carefully and 

compared in multiple ways, based on teachers’ and students’ linguistic backgrounds.  

Since there were two writing conferences (Writing Conference 1 and Writing Conference 

2), the notes were compared between the first and second conferences as well.   

In Phase Three, student interview data were transcribed and summarized within 

their own linguistic groups (NS and NNS student groups) to seek shared characteristics.  

In order to see attitude change, each student’s responses was compared to his or her 

questionnaire response collected in Phase One.  Summaries were reviewed repeatedly to 

see whether any themes emerged.  Student focus group data were transcribed in the 
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language used in the focus group interview (Japanese) first, then reviewed to see if any 

cultural characteristics could be observed.  Expressed opinions of the three students were 

compared within the group.  Teacher individual interview data18 were transcribed and 

summarized first, and then the notes were compared in order to generate further questions 

for the group interview.  The group interview data19 were transcribed and reviewed to see 

on what points the two teachers had agreed and disagreed.   

All collected data, including transcripts, summaries, and notes were organized so 

that they could be reviewed either separately or together when similar themes emerged 

that called for supporting data from other type(s) of data sets. 

            

3.7. Summary of Chapter 3 

In this chapter, the research questions were stated, and the detailed explanations 

of the research context, the teacher participants, and the student participants were 

provided.  Then, the design of the study was accounted in great detail on a phase by 

phase basis; furthermore, the data collection procedure was explained in terms of each 

technique.   

To summarize the design of this multiple case study, data were collected in three 

phases.  The first phase included teacher and student questionnaires and teacher 

individual interviews.  In the second phase, classroom observations were performed to 

determine the general interaction patterns in the two classes taught by the teacher 
                                                
18 Teacher individual interview data will not be discussed in Chapter 4 because it is beyond the scope of 
this study. 
19 Teacher group interview data will not be discussed in Chapter 4 because it is beyond the scope of this 
study. 
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participants.  For each selected focus student, two individual writing conferences (one 

with his/her regular course teacher and the other one with the other teacher) were 

observed and video-recorded.  In the third phase, student individual interviews, teacher 

individual interviews, a student focus group interview, and a teacher group interview 

were carried out.   

In short, the qualitative and ethnographic nature of this study employed multiple 

data collection techniques (questionnaires, observations, and both individual and group 

interviews) to allow the direction and central issues of the research to be appropriately 

shaped (and re-shaped) throughout the data collection stages based on what emerged as 

salient points of investigation as the study progressed.  Findings and interpretations of the 

findings will be discussed in the next chapter in detail.     
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1. Overview of Chapter 4 

This chapter begins with a restatement of the three research questions that shaped 

the current study.  Following the research questions, profiles of the teacher and student 

participants will be presented in order to set the context of this study.  Then, each of the 

research questions will be answered with relevant and salient data collected in the 

respective phases.  Finally, the findings will be discussed and interpretations relative to 

the research questions will be offered.  The discussion for the research questions will be 

followed by a general summary.  

 

4.2. Restating the Research Questions  

Before discussing the findings in detail, it is necessary to revisit the research 

questions that guided this study.  Following are the three questions for which the study 

was designed and conducted.   

(1) What are the similarities and differences in how students and teachers from 

diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds interact at writing conferences? 

(2) How are the attitudes and perceptions towards teachers (obtained through a pre-

conference questionnaire) reflected in actual teacher-student interactions during 

writing conferences?  

(3) In what ways do the experiences of face-to-face writing conferences with native-

English-speaking teacher (NEST)/nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST) 

confirm or change students’ perceived attitudes and perceptions towards 
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NEST/NNEST? 

 

4.3. Analysis of Data  

In the following sections, at first, the two teacher participants (the NEST and the 

NNEST) and focus student participants’ profiles will be given, together with a brief 

summary of their general characteristics.  The focus student participants (N=12) will be 

grouped into two groups based on their linguistic background (i.e., the NS and the NNS 

student groups).  Then, the research questions restated above will be answered one by 

one.  Relevant data in order to answer the research questions will be presented, followed 

by discussions.  Throughout the chapter, for the purpose of presenting genuine data, 

grammatical and other mistakes in written responses to the questionnaires, oral responses 

in the interviews, and transcribed data from the individual writing conference video-

recording are presented in the original form without any correction of linguistic errors 

(e.g., spelling and grammatical mistakes).  When appropriate, questionnaire items and 

interview questions are grouped into themes.  All the data presented in quotes, tables, and 

excerpts are authentic.  A great deal of data were collected in the three phases of this 

study; however, in order to answer the three research questions, relevant and salient parts 

from the whole data pool are selected to be included for data analysis.   

  

4.3.1. Profiles of Teacher Participants 

Sean, the native-English-speaking teacher (NEST), and Meixiang, the nonnative-

English-speaking teacher (NNEST) were both in their third semester in their respective 
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graduate programs at the time that this study was conducted.  They were also third-

semester GTAs20 in the First-Year Composition program.  Since they had both started 

teaching in this program in the Fall 2005 semester, they attended the same training 

program for incoming composition teachers prior to the semester.  The Writing Program 

at the University of Arizona’s Department of English offers a ten-day mandatory training 

program that is required of all individuals before their first semester as an English 

composition instructor.   

 The Fall 2006 semester, during which the data for this study were collected, was 

the first semester for both Sean and Meixiang teaching the mixed section21 (English 

102/108).  Prior to that semester, they had taught mainstream courses (English 101 and 

102) that are open to NS students only.  They both requested and were assigned to teach 

the mixed section.  According to Sean, the number of instructors who request the mixed 

section usually exceeds the number of such sections offered.  What follows below are 

more in-depth profiles of the two teachers including their teaching and foreign language 

(FL) learning experience, based on their responses to the teacher questionnaire and 

interviews administered in Phase One.  The teacher participants’ teaching background is 

summarized in Table 9 below.   Then, following the NEST and the NNEST profiles, 

intriguing aspects from the teacher individual interviews and more detailed explanations 

of the teachers’ views, as well as anecdotes that support the expressed views, will be 

presented.     

                                                
20 GTA stands for Graduate Teaching Assistants/Associates 
21 Refer to Chapter 3 for detailed explanation about the mixed section 
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Table 9: NEST’s and NNEST’s Teaching Background 
 
 Sean 

(NEST) 

Meixiang 

(NNEST) 

Number of semesters teaching 
English composition* 

3 

 

3 

 

Composition courses taught** ENGL101, 102 ENGL101, 102 

Length of teaching English in 
general 
 

5 yrs 6 yrs 

Length of teaching composition 3 yrs and 2 mos 1 yr and 2 mos 

*The number of semesters includes the semester when the data were collected 
**Courses taught at the University of Arizona writing program only 
 
 
 

4.3.1.1. The Native-English-Speaking Teacher (NEST) 

Sean, the NEST, is a doctoral student in the field of Applied Linguistics.  It was 

his second-year in the doctoral program when the data were collected.  He grew up and 

lived in Massachusetts, U.S., until he and his family moved to Alexandria, Egypt, for one 

year.  Sean then returned to the northeast area of the U.S.  In 2004, Sean and his family 

moved to Arizona.  The following academic year Sean started his studies as a doctoral 

student.    

Sean’s FL learning experience began at the age of 14, when he took French 

courses in high school.  He continued learning French in college.  His marriage to a 

native speaker of Arabic and one year residency in Egypt led him to another opportunity 

for FL learning.  He considers his skills in French and Arabic to be at an intermediate 

level at which he is able to construct complex sentences.  In addition to these two 
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languages, Sean is familiar with Korean to a limited extent through his native-Korean-

speaking friends and travels in South Korea.    

Prior to his teaching assignment at the University of Arizona, Sean had five years 

of teaching experience in various contexts.  In Egypt, he taught EFL and U.S. history to 

the sixth- and eighth-grade students at an American curriculum school22. Sean also taught 

college-level academic writing courses at a state university and a community college in 

the U.S. for two years, as well as one year at high school and a year and a half at an ESL 

institution.  Of all these experiences, he recalled that he enjoyed teaching the 

developmental writing course at an ESL institution the most because of the students’ 

diverse backgrounds.    

 

4.3.1.2. The Nonnative-English-Speaking Teacher (NNEST) 

 Meixiang, the NNEST, is a native speaker of Mandarin Chinese from Chengdu, 

Mainland China.  She came to the U.S. in order to pursue a master’s degree in the field of 

Applied Linguistics in 2005.  Meixiang earned a bachelor’s degree in Electronic 

Engineering in China, and then decided to come to the U.S. for graduate school.  Her 

experience as a learner of English, and as an EFL teacher in China, drew her to the field 

of TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages).  She said that she would 

stay in the U.S. and continue studying Computational Linguistics making the most of her 

background in both Electronic Engineering and Applied Linguistics after completing her 

                                                
22 According to Sean, almost all the classes are taught in English to Egyptian children (i.e., native speakers 
of Arabic) at this American curriculum school.  Normally, it is the parent’s decision to send their children 
to this American curriculum school for the purpose of learning English. 
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master’s degree.  Her future plans include teaching intermediate- and advanced-level EFL 

in China in the future.     

Meixiansg has a rather unique language learning experience.  Her father, who is 

in the field of English language education in China, desired that she learn English at a 

very early age.  Meixiang is a native Chinese speaker raised by parents who speak 

Chinese as their first language.  She never lived outside of her home country before 

coming to the U.S.  However, she began learning English at the same time as she started 

learning Chinese.  Her father, who wanted her to become a good English speaker, would 

talk to her in English.  She got used to communicating in English even though she 

sometimes “felt weird” in public places.  Meixiang remembers that her father would 

record English news, songs, and stories, and have her listen to them at home.  Because of 

this head-start she had at home, when she started learning English in middle school, it 

was easy for her and she did not need to put a lot of effort into studying.  She said in the 

questionnaire that she considers her English level native-like in both fluency and 

pronunciation. 

In China, Meixiang had six years of experience teaching English.  While in 

college, she started teaching part-time at an English training school owned by her father.  

More specifically, she usually taught spoken English to younger students who were in 

middle school and high school during summer and winter breaks.  This experience of 

teaching at her father’s English school did not include teaching academic writing.  At the 

time of data collection, Meixiang had a total of one year and two months of experience 

teaching English composition as a GTA. 
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4.3.2. Summary of Teacher Characteristics  

Individual interviews with each of the teachers yielded rich information on the 

teachers’ perceptions of themselves as teachers and their perceptions of student beliefs in 

general.  These views of the NEST and the NNEST may have influenced how they 

behaved and interacted with their students in regular classroom teaching and individual 

writing conferences.  Therefore, from among what emerged in the teacher questionnaire 

and interviews, within the frame of the current study, intriguing and relevant aspects will 

be presented in this section.  

   First of all, when asked about the strengths and weaknesses of NS and NNS 

teachers in general, both the NEST and the NNEST emphasized the NNS teachers’ 

weaknesses.  Interestingly, regardless of their linguistic background, they are both aware 

of the challenge that NNS teachers are likely to face.  Excerpt 4.1. below shows the 

NEST’s view on challenges that NNS teachers have, as well as his own situation as a NS 

teacher.   
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Excerpt 4.1.  NEST Interview: Challenges for NNS Teachers   
 

Yumika: So you automatically get students’ respect because you are a man, you are 
American, you speak English as your first language, and you are from … 
Boston? 
 

NEST: … I think I have that advantage where I’m not going to be subject to as 
many student challenges, because of, yeah, my color, my gender, and 
maybe even where I’m from. …All teachers have, like, kind of qualities 
about them that may make them subjective to some challenges, I don’t 
have a commanding kind of personality, I’m kind of a soft-spoken kind of 
person, which kind of, is kind of non-traditional, may be, characteristics, 
so for a teacher, especially for first year students.  So I think, I mean, you 
know, there’s still aspects of my personality that make me, I think, 
you know, vulnerable to be challenged. That kind of thing, you know. 
That’s how I think of it. 
 

 

 

The NEST is, clearly, aware that the teacher’s ethnic background and/or gender 

can affect students’ attitudes towards teachers.  He added that female teachers of color 

who speak politely and slowly can be perceived as less proficient English speakers by NS 

students, thus, they are likely to be forced to undergo more challenges.  He reasoned to 

his own advantage that NS students have little exposure to NNS teachers.  He thinks that 

students accept foreigners as fellow students but not as their teachers – especially, 

English teachers.  In sum, although it is not ideal, the NEST feels that NNS teachers need 

to overcome the unfair scenario because some NS students’ stereotypes about NNS 

teachers are too strong to vanish.     

 The NNEST seems to have the same idea that NS students are less likely to give 

credit to NNS teachers due to their NNS status.  The NNEST shared her experience to 
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elaborate on that view.  She recounted one situation where a NS student displayed his 

disapproval of her as a teacher (Excerpt 4.2.).   

 
 
Excerpt 4.2.  NNEST Interview: Challenges for NNS Teachers   
 

NNEST: …there was one student who thought himself as a very good writer. 
And he challenged me all the time because I am a nonnative speaker.  
And uh… his paper was bad. He had all kinds of grammar problems. 
And he was trying to use all those big words to make his essay sounded 
like very professional but without any meaning.  But he thought he is a 
good writer so I talked to him.  I pointed out his problems. I gived him 
suggestions. I tried to help him. He just never listened to me and he 
thought I couldn’t understand his meaning because I was a 
nonnative speaker. That was really bad. 
 

Yumika: That’s bad. 
 

NNEST: Yeah. His writing was really… he didn’t have any thesis, any meaning 
in his essay.  But he thought, it was because I was a nonnative 
speaker, so I couldn’t understand what he was saying in the paper.  
 

 
 

Similarly, the NNEST also mentioned that showing authority and gaining students’ 

respect, was another challenge for her.  She recalled that, in the previous semester, she 

had no control over the students because they did not pay attention to her but kept talking 

in class.  While she shared her rather unpleasant experience, the NNEST appeared 

confident as a composition teacher during the interview.  Her confidence seems to come 

from a particular professor’s comments that had empowered her as an English 

composition teacher.  As shown in Excerpt 4.3., she believes that she can teach English 

composition to both NS and NNS students because, according to her professor, no one is 

a ‘native writer’ and writing is something that needs to be learned even by NS students.   
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Excerpt 4.3.  NNEST Interview: Teaching English Composition  
 

Yumika: You said in the questionnaire that NNS teachers might know the 
problems that native speakers have, as teaching composition to native 
speakers is just like teaching them a second language.  I’d like you to 
elaborate a little bit here.   
 

NNEST: I got this idea from Dr. Brown (pseudonym).  He told us teaching native 
speakers composition is just like teaching them a second language.  He 
mentioned, no one is a native writer.  So, the way you write is 
actually something you have to learn.  No matter you’re a native 
speaker of English or not.  
 

Yumika: Because it’s a skill?  
 

NNEST: Yes, so, there are a lot of native speakers of English here, they still have 
a lot of problems writing academic essays.  That’s what I feel.  That’s 
absolutely correct.  It’s like teaching them a second language. I was so 
surprised to find that they have so many problems in their writing even 
English is their first language. They still have those grammar problems, 
and uh… they still have, uh, problems using proper words, sentence 
structure, they have all kinds of problems. So, it surprised me. 
 

 
 

Another aspect worth noting is that, although both the NEST and the NNEST 

expressed that NNS teachers more frequently face challenges, NS status is not the only 

factor in determining students’ attitudes towards teachers.  The NEST said individual 

teachers’ personality traits could influence how students treat them regardless of their 

linguistic background (Excerpt 4.1.).  He was aware that his soft-spoken personality 

would give his students the impression that they could challenge him.  

 Thus, teacher interviews allowed for more in-depth interpretations of the NEST’s 

and the NNEST’s views on advantages and disadvantages that NS and NNS teachers 
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have, based on their own experiences and observations.  In sum, both teachers know the 

respective factors that would expose them to challenges.    

 

4.3.3. Profiles of Focus Student Participants 

 A total of 12 students participated in this study as focus student participants.  The 

12 students consist of three NS students (2 from the NEST’s class and 1 from the 

NNEST’s class) and nine NNS students (4 from the NEST’s class and 5 from the 

NNEST’s class). Each focus student participant’s profile will be given immediately 

below.    

 

Christopher (NS from the NEST’s class) 

 Christopher is a NS student in his sophomore year.  He is a double major student 

working on degrees in East Asian Studies and Economics.  At the time of data collection, 

he was in his second semester taking English composition courses.  His had a NS teacher 

in his first composition course.  Prior to college, he had very little contact with nonnative 

speakers of English excepting occasional interactions with people from 

Mexico.  However, he had a vague interest in Asian cultures.  Upon entering the 

university, he became very immersed in the Japanese and Korean communities.  He dated 

a Korean girl, and met more Japanese and Korean students through her.  His exposure to 

these people and to pop culture through music inspired him to take a Japanese language 

course in his second semester.  The more he learned, the more fascinated he became.  His 
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curiosity about the two countries deepened.  Currently, most of his friends are either 

Japanese or Korean students.  As a NS friend, Christopher helps his NNS friends learn 

English, both speaking and writing.  These international friendships have made him 

aware of many aspects he had not thought of before.  He said in the interview: 

I think that many native speakers of English, when hearing basic grammatical 

mistakes in speech and reading the writing of nonnative speakers might make the 

assumption that person is not as well educated as others, or that they might not be 

a valid authority on whatever it is they are speaking/writing about. However, in 

my relationship with my girlfriend, I quickly realized this to be a foolish 

assumption to make.  Though on the surface, the speech/writing of a nonnative 

person might be a little choppy compared to that of a native, all that really matters 

is that communication is established and the person is able to get their message 

across. (Interview, November 30, 2006) 

Christopher is very confident about his writing ability.  Very rarely does he see academic 

writing as a challenge.  

 

Julie (NS from the NEST’s class)  

 Julie is a native English speaker born and raised in the town where the University 

of Arizona is located.  She is a History major freshman.   It was her third semester taking 

English composition.  Prior to the semester that data were collected, she took classes with 

a NS teacher.  Julie had little contact with foreign people and cultures in American 
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academic contexts.  However, she had been overseas for a considerable amount of time, 

thus had been exposed to various cultures outside of the U.S.  In the interview, she said: 

Before this English class there were many nonnatives in my high school and most 

of them spoke Spanish.  However, I did not talk to them as many of them were 

not in the same type of classes I was, which were mainly AP and Honors courses.  

Before this I lived overseas in England.  There they still do talk English but in a 

different form. (Interview, November 29, 2006)  

She thinks that her writing skills need improvement because she feels that her writing 

style is not perfectly appropriate for academic settings.  

 

Tyler (NS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Tyler is a sophomore majoring in Studio Arts/Photography.  He did not have 

much contact with nonnative speakers of English prior to college.  He took his first 

English composition class with a NNS teacher prior to this course with the NNEST.  This 

former teacher was also a native Chinese female.  As this course completes the 

composition course requirement for his degree, he has had only NNS teachers for his 

college composition courses.  He recalls the course and says that it was more difficult the 

semester before because the teacher was “stricter and had an extremely heavier accent” 

(Interview, December 4, 2006) in her English.    

 Tyler is also from the city where the University of Arizona is located.  He took 

English composition classes at a local high school.  Tyler mentioned a particular 
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composition teacher he had in high school as the best teacher he had ever had.  He 

explains the reason why this teacher was the best as follows:  

This teacher really got into the every aspect of it.  She was really, really strict. 

Grammar was… well, we went through grammar on a regular basis.  This was my 

junior and senior year in high school.  Once we were through grammar, we went 

through structures and picked a part of the papers we made, in like four or five 

stages, you know.  We did basic outline, second outline, and more elaborated one, 

and then the final paper.  It was really regimented and really strict.  And she 

graded extremely hard, but I learned a lot. (Interview, December 4, 2006) 

Asked about his current writing skills, Tyler said that he still struggles in writing 

academic papers as other NS students do.   

 

Dion (NNS from the NEST’s class) 

Dion is an international student23 from Indonesia who speaks Indonesian as his 

first language.  He is working on his undergraduate degree in Mechanical Engineering.  

At the time of data collection, it was his second semester attending the University of 

Arizona as a student as well as taking English composition courses.  He had a NS teacher 

for his first English composition course.   

Dion came to the U.S. in August, 2004, after finishing high school, in order to 

pursue his bachelor’s degree.  His decision to come to the U.S. was two-fold.  First, he 

thought and still thinks that education in the U.S. is better than that anywhere else.  
                                                
23 The term international student here is used for any student who is on a student visa.  (c.f. an immigrant 
student) 
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Second, his aunt who works in Washington D.C. invited him to live with her and study 

there.  So he attended school in Virginia as a non-degree-seeking ESL student during the 

fall semester, and then became a regular undergraduate student the following semester.  It 

was when his aunt moved and he had to live on his own that he decided to transfer to the 

University of Arizona, where the tuition and the cost of living are more reasonable.  Prior 

to his arrival in the U.S., he started learning English in the third grade in Indonesia.  He 

recalls that experience as follows: 

We studied only basic stuff.  I really didn’t practice it. When you are in school, 

you will not speak English to your friends.  So we didn’t practice.  We didn’t 

learn much grammar.  It was basic reading.  You’d be given paragraphs and asked 

about the main ideas of the paragraphs.  Not too much emphasis on grammar: 

tenses, verb choices, etc.  I don’t think that reading is the most important thing, 

but that’s what we did in school in Indonesia. (Interview, November 28, 2006)  

Dion considered himself a generally interested and motivated language learner. While he 

was in high school, Dion attended a private English school for six months.  The classes 

met twice a week for an hour and a half, and they were composed of 10 to 12 students of 

different ages and backgrounds.  The two teachers he had were one native speaker of 

English from Australia and one native Indonesian teacher who was fluent in English and 

thus used only English in class.     

Being humble, Dion is reluctant to give credit to his English proficiency.  When 

asked about his feelings toward his current English skills, he expressed, “It should be 

improving.  But compared to other international students, I am still nothing.  I still want 
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to improve accent and fluency.  Well, everything, basically” (Interview, November 28, 

2006).  At the same time, he feels confident about academic writing after completing the 

English composition requirements.  He said:   

I’m confident now. I’m not good at writing at all, but after taking these classes, I 

feel that I gained a lot. I’m trying to digest all the comments my teachers wrote, 

so I can improve my writing.  I hope that you don’t think I’m a stuck-up; I’m 

happy that I got an A in my English 108 class. (Interview, November 28, 2006) 

 English is not the only concern that international students usually have.  Dion says 

that he is under much stress, and that he feels homesick a lot.  He is aware that he is 

going through culture shock in this country, and expressed as the following: 

The hardest thing was the Culture shock: Making friends is really hard here, the 

U.S. is a very individualistic country. If you come to my country, you don’t have 

to do anything. They’ll come to you and want to be your friends.  Friendship is 

more important than anything.  It’s also a key to success.  You can study together.  

It affects me not only mentally but also academically and physically.  I’d like to 

have more friends. I have tried. It’s not that I just sat there and did nothing.  It’s 

the feeling of acceptance. If you don’t know anyone and no one wants to be with 

you, you feel lonely. (Interview, November 28, 2006) 

Although he acknowledges the difficulties that he is exposed to, Dion is a positive thinker 

and is trying his best to be successful in this academic setting. 
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Gilberto (NNS from the NEST’s class) 

 Gilberto is a native speaker of Spanish from Mexico.  He was in his junior year 

working on his degree in Electrical Engineering at the time of data collection.  Gilberto 

was born in the U.S. but raised in Mexico, his parents’ home country.  At the age of 15, 

when he finished middle school, he came to the U.S. to live with his aunt – to a border 

town where the majority of residents speak only Spanish in their everyday life.  He 

attended a local high school, where he started as a sophomore.  He took ESL courses at 

school that were taught by teachers who used mainly Spanish in class.  Coming to the 

U.S. was his choice.  He thought that there were better opportunities as well as better 

education in the U.S. compared to that in Mexico.  Prior to his enrollment in the ESL 

courses at high school in the U.S., he took one English course in middle school in 

Mexico.  For Gilberto, the ESL courses at the American high school were not too 

different from those in Mexico.  He recalled his ESL course experience as follows:  

In high school, I was getting composition and grammar, but the teachers were 

lazy.  It wasn’t serious.  Everyone speaks Spanish in Nogales, so it wasn’t really 

useful.  You can’t learn English if you don’t use it.  The class was easy.  The 

teacher comes in, and we just do some exercises, work in pairs.  And you just 

copy your partner.  That’s it.  The teacher just mentioned a few words in English, 

but that’s it.  We weren’t speaking English at all. (Interview, December 7, 2006)      

Gilberto said that he came to the U.S. with limited English proficiency.  Thinking back 

on his first semester at the University, he said: 
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I didn’t know English at all.  I remember that I took a philosophy class. It was 

really hard for me.  I had friends from the dorm who knows English.  So he 

helped me. At the university, you have no choice.  Just do it.  No matter what kind 

of accent you have, you just have to do it. You really need it here. Otherwise, how 

do you communicate with your teachers and friends?  When I first came here I 

didn’t know how to speak at all.  I made some friends downstairs of the Student 

Union.  I heard a guy speaking Spanish, so I thought, “Oh, I can talk to that guy!”  

I started hanging out with those guys, and made more friends. Then I was roomed 

with two native English speakers in the dorm. You know, when you have 

roommates, you fight, and next day, and you …  You have to practice a lot. 

(Interview, December 7, 2006) 

As explained above, unlike many other NNS students who are studying at the university 

as international students, Gilberto is an immigrant student who moved to the U.S. as a 15-

year-old.  However, he identifies himself as a learner of English and hopes to achieve a 

higher level of proficiency in the future.  When asked about his current overall English 

proficiency and academic writing skills, he clearly expressed his desire to improve, 

especially, grammar.  He also expressed his desire to improve his speaking skills by 

saying, “I’d like to find a job here, so I need to be able to speak professional English.  I 

can speak it and write it out, but I need more.  At this level, you have to be more 

professional” (Interview, December 7, 2006).   

 

 



 
 

130 

Takafumi (NNS from the NEST’s class) 

 Takafumi is a native-Japanese-speaking Math major senior at the University of 

Arizona.  He was in his third semester of English composition courses at the time of data 

collection.  Both of the English composition courses he had taken prior to the semester 

during which the data were collected were taught by native speakers of English.   

Takafumi started learning English in the seventh grade in junior high school.  He 

had English classes three times a week, focusing on reading and grammar.  There was no 

listening and/or speaking practice.  In high school, again, there were English classes three 

times a week with a very similar emphasis.  As he attended a public high school, he 

almost exclusively learned reading and writing, which are the two main skills tested in 

college entrance exams. 

Before coming to the University of Arizona, Takafumi learned English at two 

different schools in two different states.  He attended an ESL program in Mississippi 

from in March 2003 to January 2004.  Then, he returned to Japan before he came back to 

enroll in his second ESL program in Nebraska in March 2005.  He happened to choose 

these two English programs in Mississippi and Nebraska only because these schools were 

convenient in terms of tuition and admission schedule.  While he was in the ESL 

programs, he started looking for degree programs.  Takafumi said that the University of 

Arizona was the only school that had accepted him.  His future goal is to pursue a 

graduate degree at an American university.  Thus, he decided to enter an undergraduate 

program in the U.S. first in order to make a smooth transition to graduate school.   



 
 

131 

Takafumi feels that a college life in the U.S. is tougher and busier than what he 

had expected it would be.  He wishes he had learned academic writing in high school in 

Japan.  He feels that the Japanese school system attaches very little importance to 

productive skills while it emphasizes development of receptive skills.  Takafumi now 

feels that writing is the most useful skill one should have to study at an American 

university. 

Asked about his current overall English proficiency, Takafumi said that he is 

moderately pleased.  While he was enrolled in the ESL programs, he only studied to 

achieve a necessary TOEFL score to be accepted to undergraduate programs.  Now that 

he has been in an undergraduate program, Takafumi does not think English is what he is 

learning.  It is only a tool to learn something else that he wants to learn.  In general, he 

says, that his English skills have not improved much as he reminds himself that he is not 

here to learn English.  He attributes his lack of improvement simply to his lack of desire 

to improve.  As a consequence, he expresses that he is doing the least that he is required 

of, in terms of learning English.   Unless there is a problem, he does not give any thought 

to his English skills.    In reality, Takafumi confesses, his busy schedule does not allow 

him to care about his English skills as much as he would like to since he has entered a 

degree program.  He is aware of himself having been more careful and concerned about 

his English, for example, pronunciation or listening comprehension skills, while 

attending ESL programs. 
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Sophie (NNS from the NEST’s class) 

Sophie was born and raised in Quebec, Canada, and she speaks French as her first 

language.  At the time of data collection, she was in her third semester at the University 

of Arizona studying physiology.  Prior to the semester during which the data were being 

collected, she had taken one English composition course taught by a native English 

speaker teacher.   

Sophie came to the U.S. in September 2005, after high school, to attend the 

University of Arizona.  The primary reason for Sophie to come to the U.S. was the 

support she would receive as an athlete.  She wanted to be academically successful as a 

college student as much as she wanted to continue her hopeful athletic career.  According 

to Sophie, it is schools in the U.S. that best support student athletes in many ways.  She 

won a scholarship to pursue her athletic career at an American university.  As the 

secondary reason, she mentions that she wanted to learn English as well.  The academic 

year begins in late August, but she was participating in an athletic meeting in Morocco, 

which consequently caused her to miss the first two weeks of classes in her first semester 

as an international student.       

In Canada, Sophie started learning English in the fifth grade in elementary school.  

The focus was mainly on just vocabulary, and it was like an introduction to the new 

language.  Then, in high school, she took English classes two or three times a week, and 

she learned grammar.  It was the last two years in high school when she became more 

interested in English because she knew that she wanted to come to the U.S. to study.  She 

recalled her English classes in Canada as follows: 
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It was really easy, actually. We read books in English.  I don’t even remember. I 

didn’t really read it; I didn’t really like English. I had good grades though.  I knew 

I would have to learn it though. I thought I would be perfectly bilingual after a 

few months after I come here, which was so wrong. (Interview, December 7, 

2006)  

She says that what she experienced when she actually came to the U.S. was far from what 

she had expected.  She remembers the bitter experience in her first semester as follows:  

It was different when I came here. During the first two months, it was so hard and 

I was crying.  I couldn’t fail my classes because I wanted to get into medicine. 

They don’t let us retake classes.  I studied two or three times harder than normal 

students.  It took forever, but it was worth it, because now I’m better. (Interview, 

December 7, 2006) 

As a student athlete, she is privileged to certain support systems that the university offers.  

For example, there is a place on campus that only students athletes can use, where tutors 

of mostly any subject are located to provide academic assistance that any athlete needs on 

an individual basis.  Sophie finds this system helpful and frequently takes advantage of 

available assistance in order to complete academic requirements. 

When asked about her current English proficiency, Sophie said that she feels 

comfortable.  In the interview, she also acknowledged her international student identity: 

But I won’t raise my hand in class to ask questions because of my accent. 

Everybody will look at me.  But at the end of class I’d go (to the teacher to) ask 

questions.  Generally, I feel okay. I know that I’m not like other normal students, 
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but that’s okay because I just think about how those students would do in Quebec, 

you know how they would do just being in the same situation. So, it’s okay. 

(Interview, December 7, 2006)  

She shared a story that helped build her confidence recently.  Her brother, visiting her 

from Quebec for a short time, went to one of her roommates’ classes.  To Sophie’s eyes, 

he is an older brother who knows English.  After visiting one university class, he said that 

he had a hard time following what the professor was saying because the professor talked 

fast.  The siblings had a conversation about how hard it is to take classes with American 

students, and how missing one word could make the whole lecture difficult to understand.  

This incident made Sophie aware of her successful academic life and she feels that she is 

doing fine.  Sophie sees things positively and says that she knows that her English will 

get better every year. 

 

Mohammed (NNS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Mohammed is a native speaker of Arabic from the United Arab Emirates (UAE).   

He is a business/management major freshman at the University of Arizona.  At the time 

of data collection, it was his second semester as a degree-seeking international student, as 

well as taking English composition courses.  Mohammed came to the U.S. in October 

2005 after finishing high school in UAE.  Prior to his enrollment in an undergraduate 

program, he studied in the intensive ESL program on campus for two months.   

Mohammed started learning English at school in the second grade.  It was only a 

basic level, mostly “ABCs and numbers” as Mohammed says.  When he was in the fourth 
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grade, Mohammed moved to Scotland with his family for four years because his father 

and mother were pursuing his doctoral and her master’s degrees at an institution in 

Scotland.  Mohammed attended English classes at a bilingual center daily, where he 

learned basic conversational English, before joining a mainstream school.  He said:   

All I knew before I went there was ABCs. My father took me to a public school, 

all English school, there.  But they didn’t accept me, obviously, because I didn’t 

speak the language.  So, he took me to a bilingual center.  And within six months, 

because I was a child, I learned English just enough to get into the school. 

(Interview, December 4, 2006)  

During the four years of residence in Scotland, Mohammed had become a fluent English 

speaker.  He would speak to his parents only in Arabic; however, communication with his 

brother and sisters was in both Arabic and English.  He also used both Arabic and 

English interacting with Arabic-speaking friends there.  These Arab friends were born in 

Scotland, so for them English was their first language.  Mohammed says that he had to 

speak English most of the time with them, and which is probably why he learned English.  

Other than social interaction, he attributes his English proficiency to television.   

In the eighth grade, Mohammed and his family moved back to UAE.  At school in 

UAE, the focus of English classes was on reading and writing skills.  The school 

Mohammed attended had all the students take TOEFL as they graduate, and they are 

expected to achieve a certain level of score.  During the last year of high school, 

Mohammed applied for a scholarship to study abroad.  Asked about why he decided to 

come to the U.S., he said, “Since I already lived there in U.K., I wanted a change.  So I 
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compared Australia with America.  I thought America is greater, you know.  Everything 

evolves around America, the media, internet, movies…” (Interview, December 4, 2006).  

Mohammed enjoys his life as an international student.  He stated his overall 

English proficiency as the following: 

I think I need to improve a lot.  I used to think I was good at English because I 

used to compare myself to other Arabs.  But once I got there, I had conversations 

with native English speakers.  And I noticed there was a big gap between me and 

them, in terms of vocabulary, just the way to speak, you know…(Interview, 

December 7, 2006)  

Mohammed seems to feel positive about his language skills.  He acknowledges 

improvement of his English skills since he came to the U.S.  Although he wishes to take 

no more ESL classes, he hopes to improve his overall English proficiency as he 

progresses in his program of study. 

 

Johnny (NNS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Johnny is from Kazakhstan, and he is working on his undergraduate degree in 

engineering management.  He was in his sophomore year at the time of data collection. It 

was his second semester taking English composition courses.  It was also his second 

semester enrolled in the degree program.  Prior to the semester, he had taken one 

semester of English composition taught by a NNS teacher.   

Johnny came to the U.S. for one month as a high school exchange student in 

2003.  After returning back to his home country, he thought he would try further and 
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applied for a scholarship sponsored by the government to pursue a college degree in the 

U.S.  He was awarded the scholarship and first came to the intensive English program in 

November, 2005.  It was only in the following month that Johnny took the TOEFL and 

scored high enough to get into the University of Arizona.  He became a degree-seeking 

undergraduate student in January, 2006.       

In Kazakhstan, Johnny started learning English in the second grade of elementary 

school.  He recalls that it was mainly for students to be introduced to a very basic level of 

vocabulary and grammar.  They had English classes about twice a week, usually taught 

by native Kazakh teachers who majored in English.  In the interview, Johnny said, “There 

were no native speakers. I went to a public school where they didn’t have any fund to hire 

NS teachers” (Interview, December 5, 2006).  Johnny says that he was not the most 

studious student or crazy about learning English, but he enjoyed English classes as one of 

the school subjects.      

Johnny seemed a little perplexed when he was asked about his own English 

proficiency.  He said that it is others around him, not himself, who could judge his 

English skills because they are the ones who hear his English.  Asked for the second time, 

he said that he felt comfortable speaking out and asking questions in classes although he 

could improve vocabulary, writing, and grammar.  He added that his English should be 

good enough as people understand him.  He feels that it was after he started taking the 

mainstream university courses that he improved his English skills very much, rather than 

the ESL program, because he was surrounded by native speakers of English.  He said:   
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CESL24 was interesting and fun, but I think I learned a lot being in native 

speakers.  At CESL, you progress when you talk to the teachers because they are 

the native speakers.  Or others like you, you know. (Interview, December 7, 2006)    

Although he seems to be satisfied with his writing skills, he still expressed his desire to 

improve.      

 

Ryo (NNS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Ryo is a native speaker of Japanese from Chiba, Japan.  He is a business major 

international student at the University of Arizona, who was in his junior year at the time 

of data collection.  He has been in the U.S. since June 2003.  As a relative was there and 

as it was not too expensive, he decided to go to Texas to prepare himself for an 

undergraduate program.  He first attended a university-housed ESL program, where he 

studied English intensively for one year.  There were two ways to enter the degree-

seeking program: achieve a TOEFL score of 500, or complete the ESL program.  Ryo 

took the latter path to enter the university.  After three semesters studying as an 

undergraduate student, Ryo transferred to the University of Arizona in January 2006.  

Since he was determined to study business, he wanted to attend a school with strong 

business programs.  

In Japan, Ryo started studying English in the seventh grade.  He had a native-

English-speaking teacher from Canada, but he was not serious about learning English at 

all.  Ryo did not particularly like English.  He said that he did not do anything beyond 

                                                
24 CESL stands for Center for English as a Second Language 
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schoolwork.  English was merely one of the school subjects he had to study.  He would 

study it only for exams, and had no desire to make an effort to become an English 

speaker.  It was also an unplanned decision he was forced to make to come to the U.S. to 

pursue his college degree.  At the same time, he had no choice but to learn English.  He 

said, “It was no longer whether I like it or not.  This is the only option left for me” 

(Interview, November 27, 2006).  To Ryo, the classes in the ESL program were very 

helpful, especially, speaking and writing classes.  In the interview, he expressed:  

In the speaking class, we had presentation practices.  It was a good practice of 

public speaking.  The writing class taught me how to write an academic essay.  I 

almost feel like I know how to organize an academic essay more than NS students 

do. (Interview, November 27, 2006) 

While he seemed to be feeling just like other international students about college life in 

the U.S. – English is definitely the hardest part in the academic life– Ryo has expressed a 

rather interesting view towards English worth noting.  Unlike other students who mention 

their desire to improve English skills continuously, Ryo shared his feelings as the 

following: 

Probably, my proficiency level is one of the lowest among Japanese students here. 

I always thought that I came here to study business, not English.  I never felt that I 

came here to learn English.  So learning English wasn’t the priority, and it isn’t.  I 

don’t care.  I don’t feel that I’m improving.  I don’t really feel anything. 

(Interview, November 27, 2006) 



 
 

140 

Ryo is here, only temporarily, as an international student in order to pursue his degree in 

business; nothing more and nothing less.  He even mentioned that life in Texas is more 

comfortable because of the weather in Arizona.  He does not wish to stay in the U.S. after 

graduation, nor does he consider being in the U.S. as anything special that he wanted to 

do. 

 

Alicia (NNS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Alicia is a native speaker of Spanish from Mexico.  She moved to the U.S. in June 

2002, when she married a U.S. citizen.  At the time of data collection, she was in her 

senior year working on her undergraduate degree in journalism at the University of 

Arizona.  It was her second semester taking English composition courses.  She had a NS 

teacher for her first English composition class.  She had an associate degree from a 

university in Mexico, and once she became a permanent resident in the U.S., she returned 

to school in order to complete her bachelor’s degree.   

 In Mexico, Alicia started studying English in the seventh grade at junior high 

school.  It was an hour and a half long class that met only three days a week.  It was not a 

speaking class, and she had no one to practice speaking English with.  All of her classes 

followed a textbook that focused on grammar, vocabulary, and comprehension.  She says 

that she had very good teachers who motivated her to learn English.  In the interview, she 

shared her story recalling the good teachers she had in high school:   

When I was sick and couldn’t go to school for one week, I got really behind and 

failed all the exams.  The teacher was really dedicated. She didn’t only follow the 
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textbook, but also brought activities that she knew would make us learn more.  

For example, songs and other things.  I got really motivated, and by the end of the 

school year, I was at the top of the class. (Interview, December 1, 2006)  

 Alicia’s successful performance in high school encouraged her to go further.  She 

was enrolled in an English class, but soon decided to withdraw since she did not think the 

teachers were good.  She took computer classes instead.  When she received her associate 

degree, she enrolled in an English language program offered at the university.  This 

program, consisted of twelve levels, with each level lasting for a month.  As she was 

placed in the fourth level at the beginning, she studied in this program for about nine 

months.  After this program, she had an opportunity to participate in a program that helps 

both Mexican and foreign students practice whatever languages they wish to.  Alicia 

became a language partner of a native-English-speaking student learning Spanish in 

Mexico.  She would spend some time with her partner outside of school for fun.  Through 

this program she met several American friends and established long-term friendships 

exchanging email.  Despite these English email exchanges, Alicia was not speaking the 

language in her everyday life; she considers that it was when she got married and came to 

the U.S. that she started speaking English full time.  She said: 

Listening and speaking English most of the time was a big part of it. It helped me 

get used to the language and learn more slang. By the time I applied to the U of A, 

I had a little more than two years reading and speaking mostly English. 

(Interview, December 1, 2006) 
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Alicia says that she had always wanted to learn English.  She had never expected 

to move to the U.S., and learning English was not instrumental for her.  She attributes her 

primary motivation for learning English to her desire to travel in English-speaking 

countries, but it was partially influenced by her father, who traveled a lot when he was 

younger but did not achieve high-level fluency due to lack of practice.  

Now Alicia is confident about her English proficiency.  She evaluated her English 

skills as follows: 

My English is pretty good. I can speak it and write it fairly well and residing in 

the U.S. it's a big part of it.  I have to speak and write in English most of the time, 

so this pushes me to improve.  I think my English is better now than when I first 

got to the U.S., especially now that I am taking classes at the University of 

Arizona where I read more and I am exposed to more academic language. … I 

think my writing skills have definitely improved since I am a college student.  My 

English is good enough to get me A's in my classes, however, my grammar could 

be better. I am still trying to be a better writer. (Interview, December 1, 2006) 

With a gleam in her eye, Alicia happily says that she loves English and that she wants to 

further improve her English skills.    

 

Satsuki (NNS from the NNEST’s class) 

 Satsuki is a native speaker of Japanese.  She is an Astronomy major senior at the 

University of Arizona.  Like Takafumi and Ryo, she is a transfer student.  In September 

2002, she went to Hawaii to attend a community college for six months.  Satsuki decided 
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to withdraw from that school soon after she found out that very few classes interest to her 

were offered.  She wanted to transfer to a different school where she wanted to study 

astronomy.  Before coming to Arizona, Satsuki went back to Japan for three months.  

When Satsuki first moved to Arizona, she attended a community college for three 

semesters.  She chose to do so rather than coming to the University of Arizona because 

the tuition was less expensive there.  In January 2005, she became an undergraduate 

student at the University of Arizona.  

 Satsuki decided to come to the U.S. for an undergraduate degree because of her 

interest in studying astronomy.  According to Satsuki, there are only two universities in 

Japan where she could major in astronomy.  These are two prestigious universities that 

are very hard to get into.  She said she was not brave enough to try getting into these top-

level schools and wait another year to pass the exam.  So, it was not that she wanted to 

study in the U.S., but that was where she could study what she wanted to study.  She has 

Japanese classmates who came here because they did not make it to one of those schools. 

To Satsuki, college life in the U.S. is hard.  She said that there are many good 

things about being a college student in the U.S. because she could easily travel to many 

places.  She expressed in the interview:  

There is a lot of homework and it takes time to finish assignments.  So I do not 

have much free time.  I have to do everything in English.  I don’t think I 

particularly like American people.  I don’t dislike America, but I don’t think I’m 

so suited to live here.  Every time I go home my friends all look pretty, and I feel 

behind. (Interview, November 27, 2006)   
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Despite her rather moderate view towards her college life here, Satsuki says that she feels 

good about being able to go home to Japan with confidence.  It can mean that she is able 

to achieve something.   

 In Japan, she started learning English in junior high school.  Like Takafumi and 

Ryo, she took English classes about three times a week.  There were no NS teachers of 

English, and classes were all taught by Japanese teachers of English who explained 

grammar rules.  She says that she liked English because it was easy in junior high school.  

However, upon entering high school, she came to care less about it and she was not 

studying seriously.  She was more interested in the tennis club she belonged to than 

studying.   

When asked about her feelings about her current English skills, she said she is not 

good at speaking.  Apparently, she did not have many occasions where she was required 

to speak English.  She would often do homework with her Japanese friends.  In the 

interview, she said:   

I am not a talkative person anyway, so I didn’t improve.  I have no problem with 

daily life English conversations, but when it comes to academic English, I don’t 

think I’m good. I have Japanese classmates.  Of the six senior Astronomy majors 

who are graduating together, four of us are Japanese. I studied with them all the 

time, and we always spoke in Japanese. (Interview, November 27, 2006) 

 Prior to the community college in Hawaii, when she graduated from high school, 

she thought of coming to the U.S. to study.  Then she decided to attend a private school 

in Japan where prospective students of American colleges learn skills required in the 
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American academic setting.  She mainly took speaking classes, TOEFL classes, and 

writing classes.  The class met twice or three times a week.  It was from ten in the 

morning to three in the afternoon every day with a lunch break. 

Currently, she does not particularly like English composition.  She says that she 

feels comfortable enough as she successfully completed her English composition 

requirement.  Prior to these classes, she paid little attention to writing essays and reports 

in English, but later she became more careful about writing “correct English” (Interview, 

November 27, 2006). 

 

4.3.4. Summary of NS Student Characteristics 

Three NS students, Christopher, Julie, and Tyler, participated in this study as NS 

focus students.  They were either 18 or 19 years old, in their freshman or sophomore 

year.  Tyler was the only one who had taken the previous composition course 

(ENGL101) with a NNS teacher.  Only Christopher said he was registered for this section 

knowing that it was open to both American and international (i.e., NS and NNS) students. 

In the third section of the questionnaire, the section in which they were asked to 

select one of the three choices (Native speaker, Nonnative speaker, or Doesn’t matter) 

about their general and/or specific purpose teacher preferences or evaluations25, all of 

them expressed that they either preferred NS teachers or had no preference based on NS 

status for all the questions.  In other words, there were no responses favoring NNS 

                                                
25 See Appendix B for the question items. 
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teachers.  The responses varied widely and only one question (Q6) elicited the unified 

response in favor of NS teachers (see Table 10).   

 
 
 
Table 10: NS Focus Students’ Responses for the Questionnaire Part 3 
 

  
 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 

Native 
Speaker 1 1 2 1 2 3 1 1 

Nonnative
Speaker 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 # of 

students 
Doesn’t 
Matter 2 2 1 2 1 0 2 2 

 
 

Although showing no preference based on NS status means that they would be happy 

with teachers of either NS or NNS background, it is intriguing that none of the three NS 

students responded in favor of NNS teachers for any of the eight questions.  Hence, it can 

be interpreted that the NS focus students expressed overall NS teacher preference. 

 

4.3.5. Summary of NNS Student Characteristics  

A total of nine NNS students participated in this study as focus students.  They are 

Dion, Gilberto, Takafumi, Sophie from the NEST’s class and Mohammed, Johnny, Ryo, 

Alicia, and Satsuki from the NNEST’s class.  Of the nine students, three are from Japan 

(i.e., Takafumi, Ryo, and Satsuki) and two are from Mexico (i.e., Gilberto and Alicia).  

The remaining four students (Dion, Mohammed, Johnny, and Sophie) are from different 

countries (Indonesia, UAE, Kazakhstan, and Canada).  Thus, six different native 
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countries and languages are represented in the NNS focus student group.  They are in 

varying academic years from freshman to senior, as well as their ages vary from 18 to 28.  

Six of them are students in the math and science majors, and two are business major 

students, leaving only one student in humanities.  Three of the nine students had taken the 

previous course in the composition course sequence (ENGL107), and they all had NNS 

teachers for that course.  Seven of the nine students said that they were enrolled in the 

respective sections because the time of the sections fitted their class schedule.          

In the third section of the questionnaire, the responses from the NNS students varied 

intriguingly although it could well be predicted because of the difference in the number 

of the students between the NS and the NNS focus student groups (Table 11).   

 
 
Table 11: NNS Focus Students’ Responses for the Questionnaire Part 3 
 

  
 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 

Native 
Speaker 4 1 3 0 2 1 0 0 

Nonnative
Speaker 2 1 0 2 2 1 0 1 # of 

students 
Doesn’t 
Matter 3 7 6 6 5 7 9 8 

No response=1 (Q4) 
 

A few noteworthy characteristics were found regarding the NNS students.  First of all, 

only four students selected the response choice of Native speaker, leaving five students 

not selecting the Native speaker response at all.  These four students chose Native 

speaker in response to at least two questions, at most four questions.  Three of the four 

students were enrolled in the NEST’s class when the data were collected.  This can mean 
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that students’ registration may partially be influenced by their teacher preferences 

regarding NS status.  On the other hand, similarly, four students chose Nonnative speaker 

as their responses.  Three of these four were all enrolled in the NNEST’s class, and these 

three are identical to the aforementioned three students who had NNS teachers in their 

previous composition courses.  Also, only one student chose either Native speaker or 

Nonnative speaker depending on the questions.  In other words, eight of the nine NNS 

students selected either (a) only Native speaker and Doesn’t matter, or (b) only Nonnative 

speaker and Doesn’t matter, in response to eight question items asked.  It seems that 

students have rather explicit and firm preferences regarding composition teacher based on 

NS status, which may well be influenced by their past and/or current teacher experience.  

 

4.4. Answering Research Question 1  

The first research question explores similarities and differences of teacher-student 

interaction characteristics at individual writing conferences based on both teachers’ NS 

status and students’ linguistic background.  In order to answer the first research question, 

video-recorded data of 24 individual writing conferences (each of 12 focus students had 

two conferences – one with the NEST the other with the NNEST) were analyzed.  First of 

all, the data were classified into four groups based on the teachers’ NS status and the 

linguistic background of the focus students: writing conferences (a) between the NEST 

and the NS students, (b) between the NNEST and the NS students, (c) between the NEST 

and the NNS students, and (d) between the NNEST and the NNS students.  Within each 

group are data from both first and second conferences.  These four groups of data were 



 
 

149 

compared in terms of the following areas: length of conference, frequency of turn-taking, 

distribution of talk time, type and initiator of questions, level of comfort, etc.   

The first writing conferences were held during Unit Three in the NEST’s class and Unit 

One in the NNEST’s class26.  As explained earlier, these first individual writing 

conferences were held between the course teachers and their respective students.  In other 

words, the focus students had conferences with their regular course teachers.  The course 

teachers assigned the persuasive essay that was discussed at the conferences.  The second 

writing conferences were held between the teachers and the students who were enrolled 

in the other section27.  Put otherwise, the NEST had conferences with the focus students 

who were enrolled in the NNEST’s class.  In the same token, while her students had 

conferences with the NEST, the NNEST had conferences with the students who were 

enrolled in the NEST’s class.  This switch of the teachers allowed the focus students to 

have individual writing conferences with both the NEST and the NNEST, no matter 

which teacher they had as their course instructor.  All of the participating students had 

been given an opportunity to decide whether or not they would like to remain in the focus 

student group.  They all had agreed to participate in the teacher switch part of this study. 

                                                
26 It is the course instructors’ decision to integrate either group or individual conferences into each unit 
they teach. The NEST planned to include individual conferences during the third unit, while the NNEST 
scheduled individual conferences during the first unit. 
27 Prior to the second conferences with the teacher switch, the NEST and the NNEST visited each other’s 
class on one occasion to learn the assignment given to the students in the unit, as well as to be introduced to 
the students as teachers of the other mixed section of the same level.  Thus, the focus students knew the 
name and the face of the teacher with whom they were going to have their second conferences. 
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 Writing conference data will be presented below based on the teachers’ NS status 

and the focus students’ linguistic background.  Thus, there are four combinations28 of the 

teacher and students.  Each combination will have two sets of data: Writing Conference 1 

and Writing Conference 2.     

 

4.4.1. Writing Conferences between NEST and NS Students 

Writing Conference 1  

Video-recorded data of two individual conferences the NEST had with 

Christopher and Julie were analyzed.  The average length of conference between the 

NEST and the NS students was 11 minutes and 36 seconds.  Both students arrived on 

time.  The NEST brought the students’ drafts that had already been turned in to him.  He 

had written his comments in them.  He placed the student’s draft in front of him during 

the conference so that he could look at his comments to guide the conference and write in 

more comments and suggestions that were discussed during the conference.  The NEST 

signaled the beginning of the conference by describing how a conference is usually 

carried out as shown in Excerpt 4.4. below.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
28 There are four combinations: (1) the NEST and NS students, (2) the NEST and NNS students, (3) the 
NNEST and NS students, and (4) the NNEST and NNS students 
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Excerpt 4.4. NEST’s Signal of Conference Beginning  
 
NEST: Okay, so the way I’ve been doing this is that, just ask students if they 

have any questions or any specific things they wanted to talk about, 
about the assignments or about their particular essay, and if not, just 
moving on to my notes. 
 

Christopher: Nothing really specific I can think of. 
 

NEST: Okay. Okay, no problem. 
 

 

As shown in Excerpt 4.4., the NEST asked Christopher whether he had any questions 

before the NEST turned to his notes to give comments on Christopher’s draft.  Since 

Christopher’s response indicated that there were no questions he wanted to ask, the NEST 

started commenting on Christopher’s essay draft.     

The conferences between the NEST and the NS students were mainly question-

answer-based in which the NEST asked most of the questions following the notes he had 

prepared prior to the conference.  Both Christopher and Julie answered the NEST’s 

questions in rather lengthy responses, explaining their thoughts clearly.  Their lengthy 

responses usually invited the NEST’s further comments and questions, which made the 

conferences look more conversational than question-answer based.  There were 

discussions in which both the NEST and the NS students had equal talk turns in terms of 

the length and frequency.  A number of negotiation and interruption instances were 

observed during these conferences.  There were instances in which the NEST was 

convinced by the NS students’ claims and dropped his initial suggestions during the 

discussions.  For example, there was an instance where Christopher rejected the NEST’s 

suggestion by negotiating his views, as shown in Excerpt 4.5.            
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Excerpt 4.5. Negotiation between the NEST and NS Student  
 
NEST: Also, I wasn’t sure, in general, like you said, you were trying to make 

the impression how this was going to be a problem because it’s kind of 
like, ah, wrong technology… But I still, I guess, I didn’t see that 
explicit, I mean, explicitly enough that, I really didn’t get the sense from 
what you’ve had so far, that the government is really starting to get 
behind this… 
 

Christopher: So get more impression that it is …(NEST interrupted) 
 

NEST: Yeah, something like … (Christopher interrupted) 
 

Christopher: Important… (NEST interpreted) 
 

NEST: 
 

Yeah… (Christopher interrupted) 

Christopher: I mean, I guess I kind of took it for granted that it would be known that 
this is  … (NEST interrupted) 
 

NEST: The government would know… Yeah, it is a good point that if the 
government is... (Christopher interrupted) 
 

Christopher: Certain issues … everyone would know that… (NEST interrupted)  
 

NEST: Right. Right. Sure, it is a really good point… Ah, God, you would think 
that the Congress should know, yeah. I think it depends on who you are 
addressing… probably. The Congress… I’m sure that they are experts… 
Ah… So, maybe you don’t need to make that case.  Ah… Ok, I guess 
it’s not a big deal. 
 

 
 

 Although the talk distribution seemed to be equal between the NEST and the NS 

students for the most part of the conferences, once it was the NEST’s turn to give 

suggestions to the NS students for revisions, he maintained the floor without being 

interrupted by the students.  The NEST’s suggestions were indirect – he did not directly 
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tell the NS students how they should organize the essay or construct sentences using 

explicit commands, as shown in Excerpt 4.6.              

 
Excerpt 4.6. NEST’s Suggestive Speech 
 
Julie: Is it okay if I do the sections like that?  

 
NEST: That’s fine, but I would say, usually, in this case if wanted to do 

something like this, it’s better, I know it’s just a first draft but, it’s better 
if you put the headings like this … 
 

 

The NEST’s suggestive speech, rather than directive, shows that he does not need to 

make an effort to show teacher authority in giving feedback.  No other topics were 

discussed or mentioned besides the essay drafts between the NEST and the NS students.  

Although the students seemed comfortable talking about their drafts, absence of small 

talk made the both conferences look in a less friendly atmosphere.  At the end of the 

conference, Julie asked whether the NEST would be available to meet with her once she 

revised her draft following his feedback.  This can be interpreted that Julie finds the 

NEST’s feedback helpful and that she feels comfortable to talk with him.  Otherwise, she 

would not have asked for another meeting with him before turning in her final draft.  The 

NEST agreed to meet with her.     
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Writing Conference 2  

 Tyler had his second conference with the NEST in order to discuss the 

organization of his in-class presentation29 and a report on the presentation.  It lasted for 

14 minutes and 45 seconds.  At the beginning, rather than starting talking about the 

presentation immediately, the NEST and Tyler briefly talked about their first names, as 

they happened to have the same name30.  Although it is not clear whether this small talk 

had made the atmosphere less threatening for them, both the NEST and Tyler seemed 

relaxed to talk to each other throughout the conference31.  

 Since Tyler showed his presentation to the NEST in the first half of the 

conference, he mostly maintained the floor of the conversation.  The NEST remained 

fairly quiet listening to Tyler and giving comments occasionally.  It did not seem 

unnatural that the NEST remained quiet due to the nature of the context at that time.  

However, when the NEST started giving feedback and asking questions in the second 

half of the conference, the conversation became lively and both talk time and turn-taking 

were more equally distributed between the two.  It seems that their shared cultural 

background allowed the NEST and Tyler to talk about topics that require familiarity with 

American culture to understand each other.  Tyler’s presentation was about a comparison 

of two TV commercials, and he talked to the NEST assuming that the NEST knew the 

people, the basketball players, who were included in the presentation.  The NEST did not 
                                                
29 Because this conference had to be rescheduled for some reasons, Tyler had already finished his 
presentation in the NNEST’s class by the time he had the conference with the NEST.  Therefore, 
discussions about the presentation were done retrospectively.  
30 In this dissertation, the same name was not used for their pseudonyms. 
31 It is predictable that the fact that Tyler had already finished his in-class presentation might have also 
contributed to the relaxed atmosphere at the conference. 
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have to ask questions in order to understand the background of Tyler’s presentation, 

which clearly seemed to have made it easier for them to communicate with each other.  

Excerpt 4.7. shows an example of their shared cultural background being beneficial to the 

communication.  

 
Excerpt 4.7.  Benefit of Shared Cultural Background  
 
NEST: It seems like a very good analysis.  Seems like it’s part of like anti-

advertising, I don’t know people still use that term. But like in the 80s, I 
think when this first started this kind of advertisement, they called it 
anti-advertising where you are advertising something other than the 
product. 
 

Tyler: Yeah, they do a lot of that lately… happened at least. 
 

NEST: Yeah, it seems very interesting, Tyler. And, ah, those are very 
interesting examples. I don’t think I’ve seen these commercials. The 
Asics one, I think I’ve seen.  But the LeBron James ones, they don’t 
look familiar.  
 

Tyler: I guess they are ... for intended target audience though.  
 

NEST: I guess that’s why. But I watch, like, ESPN.  
 

Tyler: Oh yeah? It’s on ESPN a lot though, the LeBron ones.  It depends. But 
also on different shows. Ah, like, ah, it’s interesting to see, if you watch, 
if you ever watch with ah, Quite Frankly with that guy, what’s his name, 
I don’t know, that one African American guy from like Philadelphia, it’s 
on his commercials cause he’s on his show sometimes.   … I guess 
cause he covers a lot of basketball, … but then if you watch like PTI, 
Pardon the Interruption, that has a kind of older fan base, and they don’t 
show it.  But they have it on Sports Center sometimes, or you know… 
 

NEST: Hmm. Good, nice job. 
 

Tyler: Cool. 
 

NEST: Great. 
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It is unlikely that Tyler would have mentioned specific TV programs on ESPN if he had 

been talking to the NNEST, with whom he does not share a cultural background.  In the 

individual interview after the conference, it was confirmed that Tyler thought the NEST 

would understand such cultural references.  Overall, their communication was smooth 

and there was no negotiation observed during the conference.  Without pauses and 

negotiation instances, the adequate talk pace was kept throughout the conference.  

                

4.4.2. Writing Conferences between NEST and NNS Students 

Writing Conference 1  

 The NEST had four individual conferences with the NNS focus students enrolled 

in his class (Dion, Gilberto, Takafumi, and Sophie).  The average length of conferences 

was 16 minutes and 38 seconds, approximately five minutes longer than that between the 

NEST and the NS students.  The NEST signaled the beginning of the conference by 

saying how a conference is usually carried out, as he did in the conferences with the NS 

students.  However, it was slightly different from how it was worded in the conferences 

with the NS students.   As shown in Excerpt 4.8., the NEST’s signal was more 

personalized in the conferences with the NNS students.  Instead of using the word 

‘student,’ the NEST used the second-person pronoun, and he also mentioned that he had 

read the students’ drafts and proposals.   
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Excerpt 4.8. NEST’s Signal of Conference Beginning  
 
NEST: So I read your paper, and I also looked at your proposal.  So the first 

thing I want to ask is whether, we talked about a few things before, you 
had any questions about your paper or resources, or anything about the 
assignment before I start my questions and comments? 
 

Sophie: Okay, yeah. I have some questions here.  Can I, like, since I wanna, can 
I like, write my paper directly to the audience, like, say, like I wrote here 
like, … 
 

 

As the excerpt above shows the case with Sophie, the NNS students first asked questions, 

if there were any, that they had prepared beforehand.  After answering the students’ 

questions, the NEST moved onto his notes and started commenting on the drafts.  An 

interesting case was observed in one conference between the NEST and Takafumi.    

 
 
Excerpt 4.9. Beginning of the Conference between Takafumi and NEST  
 
NEST: So, (interrupted by Takafumi)  

 
Takafumi: I want to ask about the… 

 
NEST: Sure. 

 
Takafumi: My topic… and organization. 

 
NEST: Okay. 

 
Takafumi: 
 

Before, I hand in, it’s a proposal paper.  In that paper, I want to, my 
topic is the gender, gender and discrimination.  After that, I read some 
book, and I found that, in the U.S. economy, there are minority and 
majority.  And that minority was the --- one and African American.  I 
want to talk about, it’s a minority and female worker.  So I’m confused. 
Should I focus on one topic? 
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As it is shown in Excerpt 4.9., when the NEST was about to start the conference by 

telling Takafumi how it would be carried out, Takafumi interrupted and started asking 

questions that he had prepared beforehand.  The NEST listened tentatively trying to 

understand the question.  Later Takafumi said in the interview that he felt obligated to ask 

questions.   

The conferences between the NEST and the NNS students were mostly question-

answer based, where the NEST gave comments and asked questions.  In terms of talk 

distribution, the NEST’s utterances were usually longer than those of the NNS students.  

The NEST’s questions were, in many cases, asked in yes-no question forms only 

requiring the NNS students’ short responses.  Yet, this does not mean that the NNS 

students had few opportunities to speak out or ask questions.  In the conferences between 

the NEST and the NNS students, many conversational overlap instances were observed.  

Although two of the four NNS focus students (Dion and Takafumi) expressed after the 

conference that they were nervous, they still asked questions that they had prepared 

before the conference and explained their opinions.  They all maintained eye contact with 

the NEST during the conference, and none of the NNS students seemed too nervous or 

intimidated overall.  The NEST usually signaled the end of the conference by asking the 

students whether they had further questions or concerns about anything, not necessarily 

related to the assigned essay.  It seems that the NNS students took advantage of this one-

on-one opportunity to ask questions and express concerns.  Dion asked about the blog 

that the NEST has set up for all the students in his class to use.  Sophie asked about an 

annotated bibliography that was also assigned to the students besides the essay.  
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Takafumi talked to the NEST about his concern about the difference between the writing 

style he had been exposed to and that which is expected in the American academic 

context (Excerpt 4.10.).  

 
 
Excerpt 4.10. Takafumi’s Concern  
 
Takafumi: Sometimes, ah, I can’t decide it’s a illustration and explanation.  

Sometimes, it’s very similar. 
 

NEST: Sure.  I understand.  I wouldn’t worry about that with this assignment.  I 
don’t think, I think, probably you’ve got a little bit frustrated with the 
last assignment.  I think, I think.  I think it was because of the 
assignment... may be it wasn’t natural.  
 

Takafumi: (laugh) 
NEST: I guess it didn’t happen naturally… the writing.  But I think, with this 

assignment, it will just happen naturally.  I think you won’t even have to 
think too much about.. about the PIE structure. Anyway, if you can get a 
draft and send it to me, I can give you feedback. 
 

 
 

It can be interpreted that Takafumi wanted the NEST to understand the difficulty that he 

was feeling because of the cultural difference.  In response, the NEST expressed that he 

understood Takafumi’s concern, and told him not to worry about it, as it is shown in 

Excerpt 4.10.  Had the NEST had experience writing in a different way, he might have 

responded to Takafumi’s concern differently – perhaps, with a second language learner’s 

perspective.  However, due to the lack of a shared (educational) background, the NEST 

was unable to say anything more than that he would not worry about it.       

In all the conferences that the NEST had with the NNS students, his way of giving 

advice was in a suggestive manner, as opposed to directive.        
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Writing Conference 2  

 The NEST had five individual conferences with the NNS students from the 

NNEST’s class (Johnny, Mohammed, Ryo, Alicia, and Satsuki).  The average length of 

conference was 14 minutes and 11 seconds.  They discussed the organization of 

presentations that the NNS students were going to give in class.  Due to unavoidable 

rescheduling, Mohammed’s conference took place after he had already given his 

presentation in class.  Thus, the conference between the NEST and Mohammed was 

different from the ones with other four students in that it was retrospective.  The NNS 

students were required to bring either their prepared Powerpoint presentations or their 

ideas for the organization of a presentation to the conference. 

 At the beginning of the conferences, the students explained the topic and 

organization of their presentations to the NEST, who had no knowledge, prior to the 

conference, as to the students’ presentation topics.  Hence, it was the students who talked 

more than the NEST at the beginning.  Excerpts 4.11. to 4.13. show that Johnny, Ryo and 

Alicia started their conferences with clear markers to set the scene, rather than letting the 

NEST determine the conference pace at the outset.  In Excerpt 4.11., Johnny clearly 

expressed that he had a question about the assignment itself.  By telling the NEST his 

understanding of the assignment, Johnny attempted to confirm whether he was on the 

right track.    
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Excerpt 4.11.   Conference Beginning (Johnny) 
 
Johnny: Okay, so, basically question is that firstly about the presentation. 

 
NEST: Okay, sure. 

 
Johnny: The presentation is, I chose to, like, I still don’t understand the 

assignment, what to do about rhetorical… ah, you know, that thing is 
kind of confusing. 
 

NEST: Oh, okay. 
 

Johnny: But how I understood is that’d be something written, about one thing, 
like, one topic, and just compare it. 
 

NEST: Hm hmm. 
 

Johnny: I chose like, there is like two JSTOR articles, I did research in my gen-
ed class on this, like about …(Johnny continues explaining the topic) 
 

NEST: Okay. 
 

Johnny: Is that what we are doing? Is that the assignment? 
 

 
 
 
As shown above, rather than giving a presentation and explaining the organization to the 

NEST, Johnny wanted to make sure that he understood the assignment correctly.  The 

NEST’s role remained that of a listener during the conference opening.  This shows that, 

regardless of NS status, having a clear understanding of the topic (in this case, the 

assignment given to the students) is required of teachers to be helpful.  In another 

example (Excerpt 4.12.), Ryo told the NEST that his work was still in progress before he 

started explaining his presentation topic.  The NEST’s question about the topic was 

interrupted, and Ryo maintained the floor to complete his intended utterance.  This shows 
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that Ryo’s clear understanding of this particular assignment granted him confidence in 

the interaction.      

 
 
Excerpt 4.12.  Conference Beginning (Ryo) 
 
Ryo: Actually, my written report is still in progress, so I just bring… my 

Powerpoint. 
 

NEST: So, what is your …? (interrupted) 
 

Ryo: I need to develop my Powerpoint, okay? 
 

NEST: Sure. 
 

Ryo: So my topic of the report is that comparing American resume and 
Japanese resume….  
 

NEST: Oh, okay. That’s interesting.  
 

Ryo: (incomprehensible) different requirement… and final difference in the 
business ideas between Japanese and the U.S.  
 

NEST: Oh I see.  That sounds interesting. What do you mean by the business 
ideas? So… (Ryo interrupted) 
 

Ryo: So, it means, I mention in the last Powerpoint, …. 
 

 
 
 
Alicia started the conference with a lengthy opening remark by explaining her 

presentation topic without being asked any question by the NEST.  Her utterances were 

much longer than those of the NEST at the beginning of the conference, which can be 

interpreted as her setting the scene by giving information to the NEST to have the 

conference to proceed to the direction that she had desired (Excerpt 4.13.). 
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Excerpt 4.13. Conference Beginning (Alicia) 
 
Alicia: Ah, I guess, you know, basically my idea is to compare, it’s the same 

magazine, but you know, one is directed to Latin women. So my idea 
was to compare overall, like, the rhetoric they use in the articles. So, I 
guess that was my first question. If you thought I had to pick an article 
on specific, or if I can just kinda give an, I guess, an overview of the 
rhetoric in general. 
 

NEST: Rhetoric you mean in both magazines?  Contrastive rhetoric of both 
magazines? 
 

Alicia: Yeah, because like, for example, just looking at the cover, this (i.e., the 
American one) is more specific. And because of the nature of, you 
know, the whole Catholic and Latin culture, it’s (i.e., the Mexican one) 
more toned down.  Like, it’s hinting at it, but it doesn’t tell you exactly.  
And if you look inside, this (the American one) is more graphic I 
thought.  
 

NEST: Pictures or the text? 
 

Alicia: Both. 
 

NEST: Oh, okay. 
 

Alicia: So I thought it was kind of interesting. 
 

 
 
 

Thus, as these three examples show, being aware that they are the ones with information 

made them to more actively participate in the interaction as it is characterized with longer 

utterances and rejections of interruption.  

In the conferences between the NEST and the NNS students, as the conferences 

proceeded, the talk was distributed more evenly between the NEST and the NNS 

students.  Once the students finished explaining their ideas for the presentation 

organization, the NEST asked questions related to the organization.  While Mohammed 
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and Ryo were explaining their presentations, the NEST asked more questions about the 

content than those about the organization.  Mohammed’s topic was differences associated 

with coffee drinking customs between the Arabic and American cultures.  Ryo’s topic 

was the differences in format between American and Japanese resumes.  It might have 

been the case that these topics were of interest to the NEST.  The NEST asked related 

questions that were focused on the content of the presentations.  When this occurred, the 

conversations between the NEST and the students digressed and the students talked more 

about their own cultures, which made the conference talk like casual conversations 

between two individuals sharing any relationship, not necessarily teacher and student. 

 Of the five NNS students, four of them (Johnny, Mohammed, Ryo and Alicia) 

asked several questions about the organization of the presentation they had prepared 

beforehand.  Satsuki, on the other hand, came to the conference without a written plan 

and had no questions of the NEST after briefly explaining her topic.  This led the NEST 

to ask questions in order to understand the organization of her presentation.  It seemed 

that the NEST and Satsuki had difficulty communicating during the question-answer part 

of the conference for two reasons: (1) Satsuki’s not taking an active role in the 

conversation due to her lack of preparation, and (2) Satsuki’s relatively low proficiency 

in English.  Excerpts 4.14. to 4.16. below illustrate such communication instances.  
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Excerpt 4.14.   Observed Communication Difficulty (Satsuki) 
 
Satsuki: What do you think? 

 
NEST: Differences in the holidays?  Okay.  Hmm.  And, maybe, what you, so, 

like, what kind of differences, just like the differences, the different 
reasons for the celebration, what people do? Or what …do you know?  
 

Satsuki: Yeah. Reasons? 
 

NEST: Well, like, so, like, differences in the holidays, so just you mean, just 
describing the (interrupted) 
 

Satsuki: You mean, why they provide the holidays? 
 

NEST: Well, ah, maybe. Yeah. I was wondering what you were thinking for 
your, for your approach. I mean, do you mean just kind of describing the 
differences or I mean, it would be… I don’t know if I’m being clear.  
Do you understand my question? 
 

Satsuki: Yes, uh hm.  Maybe… what kind of things… that people … Hmm.  I 
don’t know.  (laugh). (Satsuki is unable to finish her sentence.  NEST is 
listening to her very carefully trying to understand her.) 
 

NEST: I’m sorry, what?  What did you say?  (NEST looks at Satsuki smiling) 
 

Satsuki: Ah. Hmm.  It’s, for example, we have holiday for Empire’s birthday, oh, 
Emperor’s birthday. 
 

NEST: Emperor’s birthday?  Okay. 
 

Satsuki: So maybe I can say Japanese people …(incomprehensible speech)… 
 

NEST: Oh I see.  I see what you’re saying.  Okay. 
 

Satsuki: They works? 
 

 
 

In her conference, Satsuki told the NEST that she would talk about differences in 

holidays between the U.S. and Japan because the two countries observe different 
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holidays.  The NEST’s understanding of the assignment was to compare rhetorical 

differences rather than cultural differences, so he asked her questions to see how her idea 

was related to the expected rhetorical comparison.  Not only Satsuki’s lack of 

understanding of the assignment but her English proficiency level made it difficult for her 

to express herself.  Therefore, some utterances of hers were unfinished, or she said, “I 

don’t know” when she was unable to respond to his questions.  As Satsuki’s response to 

the NEST’s initial question was not clear to the NEST, after a few utterances, the NEST 

asked whether he was being clear and whether she understood his question.  His utterance 

“I don’t know if I’m being clear” suggests that he was trying to modify his explanation so 

that Satsuki would understand.  Satsuki responded that she did; however, she was unable 

to answer his question clearly, resulting in the further question from the NEST.  The 

NEST’s facial expressions at that time also showed that he had difficulty communicating 

with Satsuki.  Unable to clearly understand Satsuki’s approach to the assignment, the 

NEST realized that she had misunderstood the assignment.  He then tried to explain the 

assignment to her, which turned out to be unsuccessful.  Satsuki negotiated her 

understanding of the assignment (Excerpts 4.15. and 4.16.), which caused the NEST to 

try to further explain the focus of the assignment in an indirect way without rejecting 

what she said immediately.    
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Excerpt 4.15.  Misunderstanding of the Assignment 1 (Satsuki) 
 
Satsuki: Should I explain why there’s a holiday for each holiday? I mean, should 

I explain the reasons for each holiday? 
 

NEST: Well, I guess, I guess the thing is, maybe, where are you, because I 
think, you have to, I mean, don’t you have to look at two, compare two 
things, like two articles, two documents? Is that what you have to do? 
No? 
 

Satsuki: No. I don’t think so. 
 

NEST: You don’t have to do it. Okay, okay. Ahh… so… ahh. So, in that case, I 
think you can, I mean, you could compare the two cultures. I guess, 
which is, sounds like, what you are going to do as opposed to two 
documents. But I think if you, yeah, maybe you can compare, kind of, 
maybe, like, similar, yeah, you know, look at holidays and just kind of, 
you can use the holidays to look at what people value, and society in 
Japan, and history, …  
 

 
 
 
As Satsuki responded with confidence that she did not have to compare two different 

rhetoric styles, the NEST gave suggestions following Satsuki’s understanding of the 

assignment despite the fact that he had been explained the assignment by the NNEST 

beforehand.  Because of the discrepancy, the NEST’s utterances were not too confident 

and characterized with rather equivocal suggestions including a number of hedges.  He 

did not tell Satsuki that she had misunderstood the assignment clearly.  Instead, he still 

tried to suggest that Satsuki include a comparison of different rhetorical styles.  Yet, his 

suggestion was confidently rejected by Satsuki, which stopped the NEST from giving any 

further advice.  Instead, he changed the topic of the conversation from the organization to 

the subject itself (Excerpt 4.16.).  This might have been done to avoid further difficulties 
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in the interaction.  There was no more discussion about the presentation organization at 

the conference.             

 
 
Excerpt 4.16.   Misunderstanding of the Assignment 2 (Satsuki) 
 
NEST: I don’t know what the rhetoric sides of the talk if you are comparing, I 

guess that could be, I guess that would work, I guess I was thinking, 
more about, kind of looking at specific documents. 
 

Satsuki: Documents? No. She didn’t say. She said I can pick anything. Just 
compare something. (laugh)  
 

NEST: Okay, okay, that sounds like it’d be fine.  What’s your favorite holiday 
in Japan? 
 

Satsuki: Ah.. Golden Week, because it’s long. 
 

NEST: Because it’s long, okay, that makes sense. Okay. Do you have any 
questions that I can answer? 
 

 
 
  

Another negotiation instance was observed in the NEST’s conference with 

Johnny.  It was again about the assignment, which made it difficult for the NEST to give 

advice to the students.  In this conference, Johnny first explained to the NEST that he was 

going to compare two academic articles about two different pieces of artwork from the 

same culture.  When the NEST suggested that the comparison be between two different 

rhetoric styles based on cultural differences, Johnny expressed his understanding by 

telling the NEST that he had already talked to the NNEST about the assignment (Excerpt 

4.17.).  In this negotiation instance, similar to the aforementioned Satsuki’s example, 

Johnny’s confidence allowed him to maintain the floor of the conversation without letting 
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the NEST to interrupt.  What made it more difficult for the NEST to give advice to 

Johnny in this conference was that the NEST had little knowledge about the topic of his 

presentation, while it was Satsuki’s misunderstanding of the assignment in the case of the 

conference with her. 

 
 
Excerpt 4.17.   Negotiation 3 (Johnny) 
 
NEST: Ahmm. Okay, I’m not sure if you, ahm. Yeah, I guess the documents 

don’t need to necessarily be from two different cultures… 
 

Johnny: I asked, I asked [the NNEST] yesterday in the office hours, …if it’s 
okay if I took two articles, because we came this idea yesterday while I 
was discussing, I wanted to make like two movies, two actors. You 
know Robert De Niro and Al Pacino? 
 

NEST: Yes. 
 

Johnny: I wanted to compare them. 
 

NEST: Oh, okay. 
 

Johnny: The movie ‘Heat’ you know? 
 

NEST: Yes, I know the movie. 
 

Johnny: Then, the conversation when they were drinking coffee, you know? And 
I like that movie.  In general they have the same character … that I 
wanted to compare the two actors. And she said it had to be something 
written. So…  
  

 
 

Thus, as the examples shown above indicate, whether it was the student’s 

misunderstanding or the instructor’s lack of knowledge in the topic being discussed, there 

were instances in which the NEST was unable to give helpful advice during the 
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conferences.  The NEST, in these cases, still tried his best to help the students, but his 

comments were rather neutral without offering clear advice as shown in Excerpts 4.18. to 

4.20. below.  Excerpt 4.20. especially illustrates that the NEST is trying to help Johnny 

organize his presentation.  

 
 
Excerpt 4.18.   Difficulty in Giving Advice 1 
 
NEST: If you can do that kind of analysis, I think it would be probably more 

interesting.  But I’m not sure with this topic without knowing about the 
differences and journals…  
 

 
 
Excerpt 4.19.   Difficulty in Giving Advice 2 
 
Johnny: I don’t know. 

 
NEST: Okay, yeah, it sounds … complica .. .I don’t know much about that, 

yeah, that… the statue or journal or anything… 
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Excerpt 4.20. Difficulty in Giving Advice 3 
 
NEST: When are you doing your presentation? 

 
Johnny: Friday. 

 
NEST: You’re doing presentation on Friday. 

 
Johnny: I don’t know. 

 
NEST: (after silence) Well, maybe if you just kind of, yeah, kind of write down 

some of the differences, and you can try to…  
 

Johnny: Because how I noticed, that people mostly do differences and 
similarities and then summary… I think most people do that. 
 

NEST: Oh, okay.  Okay.  Well, if that’s what people were doing, that would 
probably work. 
 

  

 

While these unsuccessful communication instances were observed, the 

conferences between the NEST and the NNS students included a number of instances that 

indicated successful communication.  It seemed that Mohammed and Ryo especially 

actively participated in the conferences, partially because the NEST had asked them 

many questions about the content.  In addition to the NEST’s questions about the content, 

they both asked questions related to the presentation organization spontaneously.  

Excerpts 4.21. and 4.22. are examples where the students participated in the conference 

conversation actively.   
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Excerpt 4.21.   Student’s Active Participation 1 (Mohammed)  
 
NEST: …so, those kinds of things, I think, it might be interesting. And it says 

something about the culture. Yeah.  
 

Mohammed: But, would you recommend just speaking about, like those details? Or 
including them in the slides? 
 

NEST: I think you don’t want to have too much information on the slides, 
because then everyone would be just reading the slides and not listening 
to you. I think that with Powerpoint it’s great just to have a little bit of 
information on the slides, where you can elaborate.  Because it’s too 
hard for people to read a lot of text and listen to a lot of speaking at the 
same time. 
 

Mohammed: Hmm hmm. 
 

NEST: So I think that you cover those points in the slides and you can just 
elaborate. You can even write down some notes. 

 
 
 
Excerpt 4.22. Student’s Active Participation 2 (Ryo) 
 
NEST: Good. Wonderful. I think it looks great. 

 
Ryo: So, what development to make a good, more good, more better, no, 

better presentation? 
 

NEST: How can you make it a better presentation? 
 

Ryo: Yes. 
 

NEST: Hmm… Ah… 
 

Ryo: I think, I need to add some information to clear the topic.  I think it’s a 
little bit unclear, ambiguous.   
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In these examples, the students asked questions after the NEST had praised their work.  It 

can be interpreted as the sign of the students being proactive and motivated to gain as 

much insight as possible during the conference.  It also indicates that the NNS students 

consider the NEST’s advice helpful.  Mohammed asked a question regarding the number 

of slides that should be included in his Powerpoint presentation even when the NEST had 

asked a question that was not related to Mohammed’s presentation (Excerpt 4.23.).     

 
  
Excerpt 4.23.  Student’s Active Participation 3 (Mohammed) 
 
NEST: Where in Emirates are you from? 

 
Mohammed: Abu Dhabi. 

 
NEST: Abu Dhabi. 

 
Mohammed: Hmm hmm. How about the number of slides? Are they too little? 

 
NEST: How many do you have? Sixteen? 

 
 
 
 
As shown above, although the NEST initiated small talk by asking where Mohammed 

was from, Mohammed quickly brought the conversation back to the presentation.  The 

end of the conferences was marked either by the NEST or the student.  Those who came 

to the conferences with questions prepared took advantage of the individual conference 

opportunities and asked them of the NEST.  Alicia, for example, indicated the end of the 

conference once she knew that she had asked all the questions she needed to ask (Excerpt 

4.24.).  On the other hand, in the conference with Satsuki who came less prepared 
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compared to other students, the NEST indicated the end of the conference (Excerpt 

4.25.).   

 
 
Excerpt 4.24. Conference Ending (Alicia) 
 
Alicia: So, I guess that was all the questions I had. 

 
NEST: Okay, okay, perfect. 

 
Alicia: Okay. 

 
NEST: Sounds perfect. Thank you. 

 
Alicia: Thank you. 

 
NEST: … so, can I keep the magazines? (laugh) 

 
 
 
 
Excerpt 4.25. Conference Ending (Satsuki) 
 
NEST: Do you have any question that I can answer? 

 
Satsuki: Hmm… (shaking her head to mean ‘no’). I … don’t know. 

 
NEST: Okay, that sounds good.  That would be interesting if you can look at 

those things. 
 

Satsuki: Thank you. 
 

NEST: Thank you. 
 

 
 
 
 Overall, the conferences that the NEST had with the NNS students from the 

NNEST’s class were carried out in a relaxed atmosphere.  There were a number of 
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instances where both the NEST and the students smiled at each other, laughed, and made 

jokes.  They also engaged in small talk not related to the assignment during the 

conferences.  For example, Ryo and the NEST, at the beginning of the conference, talked 

about Ryo’s first name being very difficult to pronounce for native English speakers.  

This worked as an icebreaker for the conference conversation, and Ryo did not seem 

nervous at all afterwards.  Satsuki’s conference, although characterized with several 

communication difficulties, ended in a relaxed mood, too.  After the NEST indicated the 

end of the conference, Satsuki remained seated and asked the NEST questions such as 

whether he was teaching the same level at that time and whether he had any Japanese 

students in his class.  She went on to talk about her recent trip to Boston, which 

developed into a casual conversation between the two.  Despite the fact that the 

communication did not go smoothly during the conference, Satsuki seemed happy in the 

end after casually talking to the NEST and left the conference room smiling.  It is 

possible that Satsuki did not perceive the conference as unsuccessful.     

 Thus, the conferences between the NEST and the NNS students varied in many 

ways (e.g., the degree of successfulness, talk distribution, etc.) depending on the topic 

being discussed, the NEST’s familiarity with the topic, the students’ proficiency level, 

and/or the students’ preparedness. 

 

4.4.3. Writing Conferences between NNEST and NS Students 

Writing Conference 1   
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Tyler is the only NS focus student from the NNEST’s class who participated in 

this study32.  Therefore, this section about conferences between the NNEST and the NS 

students automatically means the conference between the NNEST and Tyler.  The length 

of the conference was 9 minutes and 25 seconds.  It is shorter than the conferences that 

the NEST had with his NS students.  It might have been truncated intentionally as Tyler 

was late for his conference, and a few students were waiting outside the room for their 

turns to have conferences with the NNEST.  He might have felt that he had lost some of 

his conference time because he was late.  The conference began by the NNEST’s asking 

whether Tyler benefited from the peer review session that took place a few days ago in 

class.  Tyler replied that it was not helpful and that he could not understand some of the 

comments he had received.  Then the NNEST asked him how he was progressing in his 

writing process.  She asked Tyler whether he had any questions or concerns, and Tyler 

started asking a question (Except 4.26).          

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
32 Initially, there were two NS students participating in this phase of the study from the NNEST’s class. 
However, the researcher has lost contact with one student.  It was beyond the researcher’s control that there 
is only one NS focus student participant from the NNEST’s class in the end. 
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Excerpt 4.26. Beginning of the Conference between Tyler and NNEST  
 
NNEST: So do you have any questions or problems about your essay? 

 
Tyler: Ah…, it seems, I don’t know if it matters, that the paragraphs are pretty 

big. 
 

NNEST: How long is the paragraph? 
 

Tyler: About a page. 
 

NNEST: That’s kind of long. 
 

Tyler: 
 

Yeah, I know. 
 

NNEST: Can you break it up? 
 

Tyler: Yeah, that’s what I’m trying to do. Also, not all of them are like that, 
but, I broke it up into rhetorical strategies that I was analyzing pretty 
much, which is …   
 

NNEST: Okay. 
 

Tyler: And I wrote about her anecdotes, and…  (lengthy explanation) 
 

NNEST: What kind of peso are you talking about? 
 

 

 

The NNEST suggested that Tyler break the long paragraph into multiple ones, which 

started their discussion.  The NNEST’s questions for Tyler usually initiated topics to be 

discussed.  As both of their utterances were usually longer than just a few words, there 

were some overlaps observed.  When one interrupted the other, the one being interrupted 

kept talking.  Overall, it seemed that both the NNEST and Tyler had equally distributed 

talk time during the conference. 
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Writing Conference 2  

 In this phase, the NNEST had conferences with two NS students (Christopher and 

Julie) from the NEST’s class.  The average length of the conferences was 7 minutes and 

45 seconds, which was almost 4 minutes shorter than the conferences that these NS 

students had with the NEST (11 min. 36 sec.).  In the conferences with the NNEST, 

Christopher and Julie discussed the organization of their upcoming in-class presentations 

on their persuasive essays.  Both came to the conference with their Powerpoint 

presentations. 

 In the conference with Christopher, he marked the beginning by telling the 

NNEST his presentation topic.  Julie’s conference, on the other hand, began as the 

NNEST asked Julie what her topic was.  When Christopher told the NNEST that his 

presentation was about Ethanol 85, the NNEST said that she had little knowledge of it, so 

he explained what it is.  Then she started asking questions regarding the organization of 

his presentation (Excerpt 4.27.).     
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Excerpt 4.27.  Conference Beginning (Christopher)  
 
Christopher: All right, I just brought, first, my printout of the Powerpoint 

presentation.  And in case you want to look at my essay. 
 

NNEST: Okay. That seems so interesting. What’s your paper about? 
 

Christopher: Ah, Ethanol 85.  
 

NNEST: Ah.. 
 

Christopher: It’s a new type of fuel that they are proposing to use. 
 

NNEST: Okay. So, so, you are proposing to use this…. 
 

Christopher: Ah… no.  It has been proposed to Congress but my paper says it should 
not… 
 

NNEST: Okay. So, what is the, I’m not, I’m not, I don’t know much about the oil, 
the, the, …  
 

Christopher: Oh, it’s that gas that is 85% alcohol and 15% regular gasoline.  So using 
much less oil and that’s why they think it should be used because it 
lowers oil prices but through the processes of my paper I show prices 
won’t actually go down and it creates other problems.  
 

NNEST: So you are against using this oil.  Okay, it’s interesting.  Okay, ah, so, do 
you also include your, I mean that, statements in the Powerpoint?  The, 
your point, like, that you are against using this oil. Do you also have the 
statements in your Powerpoint?  
 

 
 
 
 The main part of the conferences started with the NNEST’s questions.  The 

NNEST first asked both Christopher and Julie whether they had included their thesis 

statements in their presentations.  Most of the NNEST’s questions concerned the 

organization rather than the topic of their presentations.  Although she clearly mentioned 
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that she was not familiar with the topics of their presentations, the NNEST continued 

asking questions in order to proceed, as shown in Excerpts 4.28. and 4.29.        

 
 
Excerpt 4.28.  NNEST’s Question 1 (Christopher) 
 
NNEST: So, I see, the, the first slide is about the, okay, the problem with this oil? 

 
Christopher: No, the problem is just the regular… 

 
NNEST: Oh, okay, regular oil. And, ah, okay, so, this is, ah… 

 
Christopher: Just basic background information. What it is. Because a lot of people 

don’t actually know what it is.    
 

NNEST: Just like me. I don’t know.  
 

 
 
 
Excerpt 4.29.  NNEST’s Question 2 (Julie) 
 
NNEST: Okay, well, if you can go back to the previous, well, the first few slides. 

I don’t remember the number but it seems that there are a lot of 
information about the topic. 
 

Julie: I think it’s this. 
 

NNEST: So is this the… what is this information about?  I mean, is that 
something about your statement?  Or the problem? 
 

Julie: It’s, ah, for this assignment, I took each problem and summarized it.  
 

 
 

 The NNEST’s utterances contained a good deal of advice for the students to 

improve the organization of their Powerpoint presentations.  Her advice included 

straightforward suggestions characterized with directive statements.  This is one aspect 
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that made the NEST’s and the NNEST’s conferences very different.  Excerpts 4.30. and 

4.31. below show such utterances of the NNEST.  The NNEST clearly told the students 

what they ought to do.     

 
 
Excerpt 4.30.  NNEST’s Directive Advice 1 (Christopher) 
 
NNEST: That seems good. Ah…and, ah, well, well, I think, well, I think that the 

Powerpoint seems very good.  But what you need to add to the 
Powerpoint is the very clear statement of your opinion.  So like, 
you’re against using this new oil.  But you are suggesting use the 
hydrogen. So yeah, the very clear statement.  Because it’s also in your 
assignment sheet.  You have to have your statement clearly 
addressed in the Powerpoint.  So maybe, yeah, use one slide to just 
clearly state your point of view.  And then you can go ahead and say 
why you are against using this oil and why you are suggesting using the 
hydrogen.  But this Powerpoint is very good. 
 

Christopher: I thought that since it’s … Powerpoint is just general presentation.   
Maybe I have too many, too much text.  
 

NNEST: Yeah, I am thinking… this might be a problem.  So are you including 
all the information in your slides?  
 

 
 
Excerpt 4.31.  NNEST’s Directive Advice 2 (Julie) 
 
NNEST: So, ah, what is your, I mean, I think you need to include your 

statement of the thesis statement. 
 

Julie: My thesis?  Okay. 
 

NNEST: Did you also include that in your Powerpoint?  
 

Julie: No. 
 

NEST: Yeah, you need to include that.  Yeah, the topic, and the, yeah, your 
statement. 
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 A negotiation instance was observed in the conference between the NNEST and 

Christopher.  When the NNEST suggested that Christopher include his thesis statement in 

the Powerpoint, he expressed his understanding of the assignment and how the 

Powerpoint could be developed for this particular assignment.  Once Christopher 

expressed his opinion, the NNEST had a second thought and accepted his view (Excerpt 

4.30.).  However, the talk was not evenly distributed between the NNEST and Julie.  The 

NNEST mainly asked questions and gave advice about the presentation organization, and 

Julie responded to the NNEST’s questions and listened rather quietly to her advice.  No 

negotiation instances were observed.  Excerpts 4.32. and 4.33. below show how the 

NNEST’s advice was accepted by Julie without negotiation.  Julie did not try to negotiate 

in response to the NNEST’s especially straightforward and lengthy advice shown in 

Excerpt 4.32.   

 
 
Excerpt 4.32. Absence of Negotiation 1 (Julie) 
 
NNEST: Okay, it seems that there are just too many slides about the information, 

and it seems that too much information is included.  I don’t know how 
many slides you have in total.  Cause the presentation itself is seven to 
ten minutes. So, I am not sure if you have to explain all the information. 
I don’t know if you have enough time to explain your own statements 
and the solutions. Maybe, kind of, have less information, and go to your 
thesis statement quickly. And, yeah, focus on your own statement and 
solutions offered to the problem. 
 

Julie: Oh, Okay. Oh, I see.  
 

NNEST: So you don’t have to spend too much time there, you don’t have enough 
time to explain your own paper. 
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Excerpt 4.33.  Absence of Negotiation 2 (Julie) 
 
NNEST: So, I think it’s good. Just, kind of, kind of too much information.  

 
Julie: Oh I can get rid of some.  I don’t mind that at all.  

 
 
 
 
 Throughout the conferences with both Christopher and Julie, the NNEST did not 

ask questions about the topic of the presentations because it was clear that the NNEST 

lacked knowledge in the topics of their presentations.  Yet, the NNEST maintained the 

floor of the conversation quite significantly by contributing to much of the talk and 

giving advice.  Her advice exclusively concerned the organization of the Powerpoint 

presentations that they had prepared beforehand.  This showed that lack of knowledge 

about the topic being discussed did not prevent the NNEST from participating in the 

conference and providing advice to the students.  Since her feedback was mostly on 

formatting, rather than the content, the fact that she knew little about the topic under 

discussion did not make much difference in how she was involved in the interaction.  

There was an instance in which the NNEST were unable to understand the content of the 

presentation due to a lack of knowledge about the topic.  However, this did not hinder the 

communication in any way, and the NNEST moved on, as it is shown in Excerpt 4.34. 

below.  
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Excerpt 4.34.  NNEST’s Misunderstanding of the Content 
 
NNEST: Yeah, the structure is very clear, and, just need to (interrupted by 

Christopher) 
 

Christopher: Have a little less explanation? 
 

NNEST: Right. Yes. Yeah, and I like your, the, the, comparison of the two.  It’s 
very nice. Oh, it’s not a comparison? 
 

Christopher: Oh. Well, this is just kind of explaining how hydrogen works...  
 

NNEST: Okay, okay, yeah. It’s very good that you use those in the Powerpoint.   
It’s very clear. 
 

 
 
 
 At the end of the NNEST’s conferences with the NS students, she praised them 

for their work and gave suggestions for improvement.  Both Christopher and Julie 

seemed satisfied at the end of the conference as they received clear feedback on 

formatting from the NNEST.  With only one negotiation instance during the two 

conferences, the overall conference atmosphere was relaxing and non-threatening.      

   

4.4.4. Writing Conferences between NEST and NNS Students 

Writing Conference 1  

 The NNEST had five individual conferences with the NNS students from her 

class (Mohammed, Johnny, Ryo, Alicia, and Satsuki).  The average length of the 

conferences was 14 minutes and 23 seconds.  However, Ryo’s conference was 22 
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minutes and 15 seconds, which was much longer than the ones of the remaining four33. 

Mohammed and Alicia showed up late for their appointed conference times.   

 As it was also the case with the conference she had with Tyler, the NNEST first 

asked the students whether the peer review was beneficial, then went on to ask whether 

they had any problems, questions or concerns about the essay.  Since the students had 

their drafts in front of them during the conference, eye contact was maintained except for 

the time that they were not looking at their drafts.  One clear characteristic in the 

conferences between the NNEST and the NNS students was that when the students asked 

questions, the NNEST asked the same question back to the student trying to elicit 

answers from them.  For example, during the conference with Alicia, the NNEST asked 

her for her opinion when Alicia asked whether her conclusion was long or strong enough 

(Excerpt 4.35.).  Instead of answering Alicia’s question directly immediately, the NNEST 

initiated a discussion about it and had Alicia talk more in detail.  It might have been the 

NNEST’s strategy to lead the students to talk actively in the individual conferences.        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
33 The average length of the remaining four’s conferences was 12 minutes and 25 second. 
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Excerpt 4.35. NNEST Asking a Question to NNS Student  
 
Alicia: And then I guess the last question I have is just, you know, I’m not sure 

if my conclusion is that strong. (laugh). 
 

NNEST: Why it’s not? 
 

Alicia: Well, because, I kind of, you know, it was short in my first version, so I 
changed it, but still, I don’t know … 
 

NNEST: Did you restate your thesis? 
 

Alicia: Yeah, I think so… 
 

NNEST: Why do you feel it is not so strong? What do you feel you lack? 
 

Alicia: 
 

I guess, like, the punch, you know. I’m trying to be persuasive myself. 
But I don’t know if I should write more, or if it makes a difference. 
 

NNEST: I don’t think you have to write a long conclusion as long as you restated 
your thesis. … I think it’s pretty good. You don’t have to write a very 
long conclusion. As long as you have the information, it’s fine. 
 

 
        

   Overall, both the NNEST and the NNS students asked questions.  In the 

conferences with Mohammed, Johnny and Alicia, the students asked questions that they 

had prepared beforehand.  Hence, they were the determiners of the conference pace.  On 

the other hand, Ryo and Satsuki, the two Japanese students from the NNEST class, did 

not ask many questions.  In the conferences between the NNEST and these two students, 

most of the questions were asked by the NNEST.  The NNEST mainly asked yes-no 

questions that only required the two students’ short responses.  When the NNEST asked 

Ryo whether he had any questions, he responded in the negative (Excerpt 4.36.).        
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Excerpt 4.36. Conference between Ryo and NNEST  
 
NNEST: You have any questions or problems about the essay? 

 
Ryo: Ah… no. 

 
NNEST: Not really?  So, everything is going fine? 

 
Ryo: Hmm.  No, not fine.  But I can manage. 

 
 
 

Although Ryo said no when the NNEST asked whether everything was fine, he did not 

ask questions; rather, he said that he could manage.  Another intriguing aspect found in 

the NNEST’s conferences with her NNS students is interruption.  Besides interruption 

instances in which one starts talking before the other finishes his/her utterances, there 

were several interruption instances in which the NNEST finishes the NNS students’ 

sentences and the NNEST responds to her own questions without waiting for the students 

to respond.  It seemed that these types of interruptions occurred when the NNEST wanted 

to change the topics of conversations or simply to save time.  Also, it seemed that the 

NNEST changed or restated her questions without waiting for the students’ responses 

when the students seemed to be having difficulty in responding.  Of the five NNS 

students, only Ryo’s and Satsuki’s conferences included such interruption instances.  It 

can be interpreted that the NNS students’ limited English proficiency led the NNEST to 

do so.  Both Ryo and Satsuki, when they were unable to respond to the NNEST’s 

questions immediately, remained silent trying to put their thoughts together rather than 

indicating to the NNEST that they were unable to answer.  Excerpt 4.37. shows an 

example of the NNEST’s interruption during the conference with Ryo.               
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Excerpt 4.37. NNEST’s Interruption  
 
NNEST: Did you receive any helpful comments on the peer review? 

 
Ryo: Somehow, but, ah, (interrupted) 

 
NNEST: And lots of them were too polite? 

 
Ryo: Yes, and that (interrupted) 

 
NNEST: Okay, okay, did you actually take any comments from the peers? 

 
Ryo: Yes, some comments were pretty useful that (interrupted) 

 
NNEST: What, what kind of comments did you take? 

 
Ryo: Basically the problem of the grammar, so (interrupted) 

 
NNEST: Okay, those very detailed local revisions. 

 
 
 

The NNEST asked him several questions one after another, and Ryo’s responses to them 

were interrupted by the NNEST.  Ryo spoke quite slowly in response to the NNEST’s 

questions, and it seemed that the NNEST tried to save time by moving onto next 

questions rather than waiting for him to finish his sentences. 

 One characteristic that made the NNS students different from the NS students was 

that they explicitly asked questions about grading criteria.  Below are examples of such 

interaction between the NNEST and Mohammed (Excerpt 4.38.) and Johnny (Excerpt 

4.39.).    
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Excerpt 4.38. Question about Grading (Mohammed) 
 
Mohammed: What things, like, will you be focusing on when you are grading? 

 
NNEST: Well, a lot of things. Your thesis, your structure, organization. And like, 

ah, is there enough detailed description, analysis, ah, you know, 
conclusion. Are you restating your thesis, restating your points? All the 
stuffs. And also the format. 
 

Mohammed: What’s better, like, including many points? Or just like, three points, and 
discuss so much about them. What do you think is better? 
 

NNEST: Ah… 
 

Mohammed: For example, I’m speaking about … (started explaining what he 
included in his essay) 
 

 
 
When asking about grading, Mohammed talked about his essay as an example.  It might 

have been the case that he wished to receive specific feedback concerning his own essay 

rather than to get a broader and abstract idea.  This also shows that Mohammed was 

concerned with his grade and he would revise his essay with the NNEST’s grading 

criteria taken into consideration. 

 
Excerpt 4.39. Question about Grading (Johnny) 
 
Johnny: Will you like be grading, like, too much, for, like, grammar mistakes? 

 
NNEST: Yeah, I will look at grammar. But, ah, yeah there are a lot of stuff that 

I’m looking for. 
 

Johnny: Okay. 
 

NNEST: So, it’s not just grammar. 
 

Johnny: Yeah, but I’m just afraid of grammar because I have problem with that. 
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Besides questions regarding grading criteria, Ryo and Satsuki asked about the required 

number of pages for the essay.  Satsuki also mentioned her concern regarding her English 

proficiency when the NNEST asked about the peer review.  She said that she benefited 

from the in-class peer review session; however she expressed that her English skills did 

not allow her to be helpful to her classmates (Excerpt 4.40.). 

 
 
Excerpt 4.40.  Satsuki’s Concern about English 
 
NNEST: How do you think about the comments that you received? 

 
Satsuki: Yeah, it is very helpful.  But I couldn’t help other people. 

 
NNEST: Really? 

 
Satsuki: Cause, seems like I have lower skills than them.  So, I’m not sure I’m 

correct or their grammar is correct. So… 
 

NNEST: Okay. 
 

 

 

The NNEST only responded “Okay,” to Satsuki’s concern rather than giving her advice 

or encouragement.    

 

Writing Conference 2  

 The NNEST had conferences with four NNS students from the NEST’s class 

(Dion, Gilberto, Takafumi and Sophie).  The average length of the conference was 12 
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minutes and 2 seconds.  The students were assigned to give in-class presentations based 

on the essays they had written before; therefore, they brought Powerpoint presentations to 

the conference.  Sophie brought her essay, instead of her presentation, as she had realized 

before the conference that she had made a mistake and had to re-do her work. 

 Dion and Gilberto started their conferences by showing the NNEST the 

presentations that they had prepared.  During this time, they talked more and thus 

determined the conference pace.  Excerpt 4.41. below shows an example of a conference 

beginning.   

 
 
Excerpt 4.41.  Conference Beginning (Dion) 
 
NNEST: So, you have, how many slides? 

 
Dion: Five. Because mine is actually not until November the 20th but I was just 

rushing to do the slides. 
 

NNEST: Okay. 
 

Dion: Basically, I can revise one of my essays, and do a Powerpoint 
presentation, and I chose to make a Powerpoint presentation of Nixon 
Checkers speech. 
 

NNEST: Okay, this is the, which paper, your second one? 
 

Dion: My first, the rhetoric analysis one. 
 

NNEST: Okay. 
 

 
 
 
Dion first set the scene by explaining his presentation topic.  He also explained that he 

had only five slides and his presentation was still in progress because his in-class 
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presentation had been scheduled about a week later than the date that conference was 

held.  While Dion was showing his presentation to her, the NNEST asked a question 

about the organization of the presentation.  He interrupted her question and told her that 

he was moving on to the main part of his presentation.  By doing this, Dion maintained 

the floor and remained as a pace maker of the conference (Excerpt 4.42.).     

 
 
Excerpt 4.42.  Student Determining the Pace of the Conference 
 
NNEST: So, are those the strategies that you are (inetrrupted) 

 
Dion: Ah, I’m going to move on. 

 
NNEST: Okay. 

 
Dion: To the body. 

 
NNEST: So this is the, about the background, or the (interrupted) 

 
Dion: Yeah, the style of the speech. 

 
NNEST: Okay. 

 
Dion: And the way he builds his credibility is … 

 
 
 
 

Once Dion finished showing his presentation, the NNEST immediately started 

giving advice to him.  The NNEST did so before Dion had asked any questions.  There 

was a clear shift of the conference pace maker role from Dion to the NNEST.  The 

NNEST’s first utterance after Dion’s presentation was lengthy as it is shown in Except 

4.43. below.      
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Excerpt 4.43.  Shift of Conference Pace Maker from Student to NNEST 
 
Dion: So, that’s it. 

 
NNEST: Let’s go back to the previous slides. 

 
Dion: Okay. 

 
NNEST: So, maybe you can, I mean, just talk about one appeal in one slide. Like, 

Just talk about ethos in one slide and then, just list the examples. That 
would be clearer. I mean, you know, your audience will just look at the 
single appeal at that time, …   
 

Dion: Yeah.  
 

 

 

After this, they both asked questions and the conference talk seemed to have been equally 

distributed between the NNEST and Dion.  Because the talk was equally distributed and 

talk turns went back and forth, their conference was lively and successful.   

 Gilberto, although he came to the conference with his presentation, seemed not to 

have prepared questions.  Thus the NNEST started asking him questions, and the talk 

from that point was mainly question-answer based after which he showed his 

presentation.  Although he was not prepared, Gilberto was lively in responding to the 

NNEST’s questions and no silence or awkward pauses were observed during the 

conference.  The NNEST was playing the role of conference pace maker, and her advice 

had solicited Gilberto’s participation (Excerpts 4.44 and 4.45.).         
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Excerpt 4.44.  NNEST Determining the Pace of the Conference 
 
NNEST: Okay, so can you tell me your topic sentences of your paper? 

 
Gilberto: My topic what? 

 
NNEST: Topic sentences. The, the claims you are making in your paper. 

 
Gilberto: Like my thesis statement? 

 
NNEST: Ah, the, well, the thesis statement is that you’re suggesting sex 

education. 
 

Gilberto: Ah huh. 
 

NNEST: So the first claim you make? The first topic sentence you have? 
 

Gilberto: Let me see. Let me find out really quick. 
 

 
 
Excerpt 4.45.   NNEST’s Advice Soliciting Student’s Participation 
 
NNEST: Okay, well, I think that if you can put the problems at first, that might 

work better. 
 

Gilberto: Ahh.  
 

NNEST: Like the problems associated with sex education. 
 

Gilberto: (Listening to NNEST very carefully.) 
 

NNEST: Because of the lack of sex education, what happen to the students? And 
the, what problems in society? Something like that… 
 

Gilberto: Yeah, that’s good.  Actually I was thinking, right now, like, get, I wanna 
do some little bit of research about that facts right now, what is the 
percentage, … 
 

NNEST: Oh, that sounds good. 
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 Negotiation instances were observed in the conferences between the NNEST and 

Takafumi and Sophie.  These two instances are different in terms of the nature of the 

negotiation.  In Excerpt 4.46. below, Sophie, who realized that she had misunderstood the 

assignment before the conference, told the NNEST that she was thus unable to bring her 

Powerpoint.  When the NNEST tried to explain what the assignment was, Sophie 

explained that she had talked to the NEST and she had started re-organizing her 

presentation.  This segment of the conversation included interruptions.  After Sophie 

explained the situation, the NNEST made a comment that indicated Sophie was not 

prepared appropriately for the conference.  By saying that, the NNEST made Sophie’s 

misunderstanding more apparent; however, Sophie was positive about the situation and 

mentioned that she could easily reorganize her Powerpoint presentation.         
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Excerpt 4.46.  Negotiation 1 (Sophie) 
 
NNEST: So, ah, did you print out the Powerpoint? 

 
Sophie: Yeah, but this is, cause I thought we had to do, ah, like, the revision 

Powerpoint.  So I thought in the Powerpoint we had to say what we 
changed in our essay, … (interrupted) 
 

NNEST: Well, I think, in the Powerpoint, … (interrupted) 
 

Sophie: I started it like this.  
 

NNEST: Hmm hmm. 
 

Sophie: But I just met my teacher today, and he told me it’s only like a summary 
of… (interrupted)  
 

NNEST: Your own paper. 
 

Sophie: Yeah. 
 

NNEST: Basically the problems and solutions. 
 

Sophie: So I just started it today. But that’s okay. 
 

NNEST: So your Powerpoint right now is that, that, how you revised your paper? 
 

Sophie: Yeah… I mean, I can just pick those points and put them in my 
Powerpoint. 
 

 
 

The other negotiation instance, between the NNEST and Takafumi, was not 

directly related to the organization of the presentation but about the assignment itself.  In 

Excerpt 4.47. below, Takafumi said that he did not understand what he had to do for this 

assignment although he brought a printout of his prepared presentation.  For personal 

reasons, Takafumi had to go home to Japan for one week that made him miss one class in 

which students asked questions about the assignment.  Therefore, although he 
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communicated with the NEST about the assignment, he had a limited understanding of it.  

Despite the fact that the assignment was given by the NEST, Takafumi asked the NNEST 

the purpose of the presentation.  The NNEST was surprised to hear Takafumi’s question, 

since she did not give the assignment to the students and she had expected that the 

students would know what they were required to do for this assignment.        

 
 
Excerpt 4.47. Negotiation 2 (Takafumi) 
 
NNEST: Okay. Do you have the slides with you? The Powerpoint slides? 

 
Takafumi: Oh. Yeah. I created Powerpoint but… Actually I don’t understand what 

we should do. 
 

NNEST: The assignment? 
 

Takafumi: Yeah, the assignment, because I didn’t stay in the class. 
 

NNEST: Oh yeah, you went back to Japan. 
 

Takafumi: So, before I want to know the purpose of this Powerpoint. 
 

NNEST: I think that the purpose is to present … 
 

 
 
 
 Another point worth noting about the conference between the NEST and 

Takafumi was that it included some observable communication difficulties.  It seemed 

that Takafumi’s English proficiency level caused such instances, as the same instances 

occurred in the conference that he had with the NEST earlier in the semester.  Excerpt 

4.48. is an example of a communication difficulty that caused further difficulty for the 

NNEST in giving feedback to Takafumi.  
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Excerpt 4.48.  Communication Difficulty 1 (Takafumi) 
 
Takafumi: It’s like, ah, example. 

 
NNEST: Oh, okay. Japan, Holland. Oh. Why did you choose Holland? 

 
Takafumi: Ah, because in the situation, I show that, it’s the, I show about example 

of it’s the part time job, it’s a, the, Japan has the very low condition, it’s 
a part time job, but the compare of Holland. Holland have, a, it’s a same 
condition, the part time job and full time job. So, I think it’s a one of the 
solution. 
 

NNEST: Okay. 
 

Takafumi: So… 
 

NNEST: Seems that Holland is a very good example for many issues. (laugh) 
 

Takafumi: (laugh) 
 

NNEST: Lot of people picked up Holland as sample to solve problems.  
 

Takafumi: (laugh) 
 

NNEST: Yeah. That’s a very nice country. Can be used in many different ways.  
(laugh) 
 

Takafumi: (laugh) 
 

 
 
 
In this example, it is apparent that Takafumi’s response to the NNEST’s initial question 

was incomprehensible to the NNEST.  Takafumi was unable to explain his thought 

clearly to the NNEST, while the NNEST listed to him attentively.  The NNEST’s reply 

was neutral, which could be interpreted as the sign of her bewilderment.  Because she did 

not understand what Takafumi said, she was unable to give advice regarding the 

organization of the presentation like she did for other students.  Instead, she made a joke 
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and laughed a little so as not to make the unsuccessful communication situation obvious.  

Since this assignment, in-class presentation, is on the essays that they had already written, 

the NNEST asked Takafumi what comments he had received from the NEST in order to 

find a way to help him at the conference.  However, as is shown in Excerpt 4.49., it was 

also unsuccessful. 

 
 
Excerpt 4.49. Communication Difficulty 2 (Takafumi) 
 
NNEST: What kind of comments did you get from your teacher? 

 
Takafumi: Ah, actually, I couldn’t get comments because after hand in this 

assignment, assignment 3, I just go back to Japan. So, now I don’t see 
it’s a comment from the teacher. 
 

NNEST: So you didn’t get a grade for this assignment? 
 

Takafumi: Yeah. (Meaning ‘No’) 
 

NNEST: So, what are you going to do? I mean, are you going to turn in this paper 
later? Or… 
 

Takafumi: Excuse me? 
 

NNEST: Are you going to turn in this paper later for a grade? Since you don’t 
have a grade for this paper. 
 

Takafumi: (did not understand what the NNEST said) Ah, … yeah… so…  
 

NNEST: Okay, ah, yeah, so maybe, if you think people need to do something, I 
think that’s okay also fine to do that.  If you think people should do 
something, you can propose that as your claim. And, and, then give 
reasons why they should do that.  Then you can find examples and 
evidence for why people should do this. I think it’s also fine. 
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At the end of this segment of the conversation, it was apparent that Takafumi did not 

understand the NNEST’s question or comment.  When the NNEST realized that the 

communication was unsuccessful, she decided to give whatever advice she could give to 

Takafumi.  Thus, obviously, the student’s proficiency level influenced the degree of 

success.   

Although communication difficulties were discernible in Takafumi’s conference, 

the other students’ conferences did not include such instances.  Overall, the conference 

was held in a relaxed atmosphere.  Dion and Gilberto, especially, seemed satisfied at the 

end of their conferences.  The fact that both the NNEST and the NNS students are 

nonnative speakers of English who are in a foreign academic context contributed to the 

relaxed and friendly atmosphere of the conferences.  At the end of the conference, Dion 

and the NNEST immediately started a casual conversation (See Excerpt 4.50.).      

 
 
Excerpt 4.50.  Conference Ending (Dion) 
 
NNEST: So, I guess that’s pretty much about it. (the end of conference) 

 
Dion: Yeah. 

 
NNEST: How long did you spend you time making this Powerpoint? 

 
Dion: Probably about an hour. 

 
NNEST:  I like Powerpoint stuff.  

 
Dion: Are there any students in your class doing the Powerpoint? 

 
NNEST: Yeah, yeah, they are doing presentations, and I encourage them to use 

Powerpoint. 
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A simple question such as the one shown above would start a conversation that was not at 

all related to the assignment between the NNEST and the students.  All four NNS 

students who had conferences with the NNEST had some casual conversations with the 

NNEST before they left the conference room.  This was not the case when they had 

conferences with the NEST.  Dion, who enjoyed his conversation with the NNEST, 

noticed that there was another student waiting to have a conference with her outside the 

conference room and rushed to step outside saying that he enjoyed the conversation and 

that it was unfortunately time for him to leave.  Thus, overall, the conferences between 

the NNEST and the NNS students from the NEST’s class seemed successful in varying 

degrees.    

 

4.4.5. Similarities and Differences in NS Students’ Interactions Based on Teacher’s 

NS Status 

In both Writing Conference 1 and Writing Conference 2 that the NS students had 

with the NEST and the NNEST, several aspects in interaction were found as similarities 

regardless of the teacher’s NS status.  First of all, the NS students did not seem nervous at 

all.  Although the second conferences were with the teachers who were not their course 

instructors, the students appeared relaxed and comfortable.  In the first conferences, the 

teachers mainly asked questions, to which the NS students responded well.  Therefore, 

the question-answer based conversations usually developed into discussions in which 

both the teachers and the students had seemingly equal amounts of talk time.  The second 

conferences were not question-answer based because of the assignment and the topics 
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discussed as they had been predicted.  With both teachers, the students first explained or 

showed the presentations that they were going to give in class or they had just given in 

class.  Therefore, the conference started with unequal talk distribution between the 

teacher and the student.  On the one hand, in Writing Conference 1, the talk frequently 

turned back and forth between the teacher and the student, and there were occasions of 

negotiation and interruption because of the active participation from the both sides.  On 

the other hand, there were no negotiation instances observed in Writing Conference 2, 

especially about the content of the presentation.  Although there was an instance where 

Christopher expressed his understanding of the assignment in the conference with the 

NNEST, it did not develop into an apparent negotiation instance.  Also, neither the 

teachers nor the students initiated any topic that was not related to the essay being 

discussed during the conference.  

 One major difference observed in both the first and the second conferences was 

the aspect on which more time was spent.  Much time was spent discussing the essay 

content in the conferences with the NEST, while the conferences with the NNEST 

included more time spent on the NNEST’s giving feedback on formatting.  It was also 

found as a difference that the NEST’s feedback was usually formed in a suggestive way, 

while the NNEST’s was in a directive way.  Especially, in the second conference, 

conversation between the NEST and Tyler seemed as if they were casually talking 

because the NEST did not give much instructional feedback to Tyler.  Once the NEST 

asked a question about the content, the communication developed into a casual 

conversation where the two talked about something that was not directly related to the 
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presentation.  Also, small talk was observed only in the conference between the NEST 

and Tyler.  In Writing Conference 1, it was found that Christopher’s and Julie’s work and 

opinions were more explicitly verbally praised and/or acknowledged by the NEST.  

However, such instances were not found in the conference between the NNEST and 

Tyler.  In Writing Conference 2, the average conference lengths were different based on 

the teacher’s NS status.  While the conference between Tyler and the NEST was 14 

minutes 45 seconds, the average length of the NNEST conferences was 7 minutes and 45 

seconds, which is seven minutes shorter and almost half of the average length of the 

conferences with the NEST.  Besides the length of conference with the NNEST being 

much shorter, the talk was not equally distributed between the NNEST and the NS 

students.  The NNEST was observed to give lengthy advice to both Christopher and Julie 

about the presentations they had prepared.  

 

4.4.6. Similarities and Differences in NNS Student’s Interactions Based on Teacher’s 

NS Status 

Writing Conference 1 and Writing Conference 2 that the NNS students had with 

the NEST and the NNEST, yielded several similarities and differences based on the 

teacher’s NS status.  Similarities include, first of all, the average length of the conference.  

The conferences with the NEST and the NNEST lasted about the same amount of time 

(14 minutes and 11 seconds for the NEST, 12 minutes and 2 seconds for the NNEST).  In 

Writing Conference 1, no small talk was initiated regardless of the teacher’s NS status.  

Because the NNS students came to the conference well prepared, when asked questions 



 
 

204 

by the teachers, they were usually able to express their opinions clearly.   In Writing 

Conference 2, the students did not seem nervous even when they met individually with 

the teachers who were not their course instructors.  Another similarity concerns 

negotiation.  The students negotiated with both the NEST and the NNEST about their 

understanding of the given assignment rather than the content of their work or their ideas.  

Although negotiation and interruption instances were observed in the conferences with 

both the NEST and the NNEST, the NNS students’ English proficiency level had much to 

do with talk turn distribution.  There were a considerable number of occasions in which 

the NNS students tried to respond to the teachers’ questions that resulted in unsuccessful 

communication.  

In addition to the similarities explained above, quite a few differences were found 

in the conferences between the NNS students and the NEST and the NNEST based on the 

teacher’s NS status.  In Writing Conference 1, the average conference length with the 

NEST was longer than that with the NNEST.  In the conferences with the NNEST, three 

of the five students (Mohammed, Johnny, and Alicia) maintained the floor of the 

conversation fairly well by initiating topic changes and asking prepared questions.  This 

did not occur in the conferences with the NEST in which the pace of the conferences was 

usually determined by the NEST rather than the students.  In both Writing Conference 1 

and 2, the NEST mainly asked questions of the students, and the NEST asked more 

questions than the NNEST did.  This might have been the reason that the NNS students 

who had conferences with the NEST seemed to have been less talkative compared to 

those who had conferences with the NNEST.  The NEST’s questions mainly concerned 
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the content.  In Writing Conference 2, both the NEST and the students asked questions.  

The NNS students asked more questions of the NEST than they did of the NNEST.  

Therefore, the conferences between the NEST and the students were more question-

answer based, resulting in more frequent changes of talk turns and more distributed talk 

time between the both of the participants.  Such equal distribution of talk time and turn-

taking between the teacher and the students were not realized when the students had low 

proficiency or were unprepared.  The NNEST’s utterances were longer than those of the 

students, especially when she gave advice.  The NNEST, who did not ask as many 

questions as the NEST did, gave more unsolicited advice to the students.  She decided 

when and to what aspect she would give advice during the conference.  Thus, the NNEST 

seemed to be the primary pacemaker in the conferences. The NNEST’s advice was 

primarily about formatting when compared to that of the NEST who focused on content.  

One noteworthy difference found in Writing Conference 1 was that the students asked 

questions regarding grading criteria only to the NNEST.  No such questions were asked 

to the NEST; however, the students had questions regarding other course assignments.  

The students did not ask questions about grading in the second conferences, and it was 

predictable as they did not meet with their course instructors.      

 Thus, more differences were found in the conferences that the NNS students had 

with the teachers, than the NS students had, based on the teacher’s NS status.  In other 

words, it is the NNS students whose interaction styles and/or characteristics change based 

on the teacher’s NS status.  It needs to be noted that the general interpretations made in 

this chapter should only be taken in this specific context. 
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4.4.7. Characteristics of Teacher-Student Interaction in Relation to Teacher’s NS 

Status and Students’ Linguistic Background  

Although it is understood that any interaction is characterized by a number of 

intertwined factors that make it unique, many of the interaction patterns observed in the 

individual conferences seem to have emerged based on the following three fundamental 

factors:  

(1) The teachers’ NS status 

(2) The students’ linguistic background  

(3) Other factors such as the power relationship or language proficiency levels of the 

participants   

Each of these factors will be discussed below.   

 

The teachers’ NS status 

 The following interaction characteristics seem to have been related to the 

teacher’s NS status.  First of all, while the NS students came to the conference on time 

regardless of the teachers’ NS status, except for the one first conference that Tyler had 

with the NNEST, several of the NNS students did not.  Being on time for a scheduled 

appointment can be interpreted as a sign of showing respect; thus, the NNEST’s concern 

that she would be less successful in showing authority when interacting with NS students 

appeared not to be true.  Rather, two of the five NNS students who were enrolled in her 

class came to the conference late.  This can mean that it was in fact more difficult for the 

NNEST to show authority to her NNS students contrary to her expectation.  None of the 
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NNS students were late for their conferences with the NEST.  They arrived earlier than 

the scheduled times and waited outside the conference room reviewing their work.  Thus, 

it is not only the NNS students’ cultural background that caused the tardiness.  The 

teacher’s NS status may have made the difference in the level of punctuality on the part 

of the NNS students.   

 Another interesting interaction characteristic that seemed to have been influenced 

by the teacher’s NS status is the distribution of talk time.  The conference talk was not 

equally distributed between the NNEST and the students regardless of the students’ 

linguistic background.  In those conferences, the NNEST was characterized with higher 

volubility because of her frequent lengthy talk turns.  None of the students interrupted her, 

especially when she was giving advice, which resulted in the NNEST’s more talk time 

during conferences.  As far as the NNS students are concerned, more frequent turn-taking 

was observed in the conferences with the NEST.  The NEST’s utterances were not as 

long as those of the NNESTs.  Therefore, the conferences between the NNEST and the 

NNS students were characterized with the unequally distributed talk time and the unequal 

length of utterances.  It was, in some cases, the NNS students’ English proficiency that 

caused the NNEST’s higher volubility.  However, the conferences between the NNEST 

and the NS students were also characterized with the unequally distributed talk time 

between the two participants, which suggest that the students’ linguistic background was 

not the primary factor for the unequal distribution of talk time.   

 Although the NNEST was observed to have more talk time than the students, 

interestingly enough, the NNS students asked more questions of the NEST than of the 
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NNEST.  In the case of the NS students, it was the teachers, regardless of their NS status, 

who asked more questions than the students.  In the conferences between the NEST and 

the NNS students, although the NNS students asked fewer questions than the NEST did 

in the first conference, the second conference was characterized with both sides asking 

questions.  Therefore, the NNEST’s high volubility cannot be attributed to the questions 

asked by the students.  The NNEST was simply more voluble whether or not the students 

asked her questions.  In relation to this view, there are two aspects that also characterized 

the teacher-student interaction pattern, both regarding the feedback that the teachers gave 

during the conferences.  Differences were observed in (1) the type of feedback given 

during the conference, and (2) the manner in which the feedback was given.  The NEST, 

regardless of the students’ linguistic background, seemed to have centered his feedback 

on the organization of, as well as the opinions expressed in, the student essay drafts.  On 

the other hand, the NNEST’s feedback, for the most part, regarded formatting and 

mechanical issues rather than organizational and structural ones.  The NNEST’s feedback 

on formatting was conspicuous in most of the conferences that she had with both the NS 

and the NNS students, whether or not the students asked questions about it.  Excerpts 

4.51. to 4.53. below are examples of the NEST’s feedback on the content (Excerpt 4.51.) 

and the NNEST’s feedback on the formatting (Excerpts 4.52. and 4.53.).    
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Excerpt 4.51. NEST’s feedback on the content of student’s essay 
 
NEST: The topic is fine, and it definitely seems like you’re going the right 

direction. So you don’t have to worry about that.  But I do have some 
specific questions.  And one of them is you say that the government 
should regulate alcohol industry. It doesn’t seem you get, I know it’s 
just a draft, but it doesn’t seem you really get specifically into what they 
should do.  So you’re talking about regulating advertisements? Or 
regulating, like, more carefully, the settle, the content about the 
advertisements or…? 
 

Julie: They would regulate it, …(incomprehensible)… FDA, they would 
regulate.  And they want to say …(incomprehensible)…  times and the 
places where they’re advertised? That was it.  I really didn’t go into 
specifics.  So I still have to find an article about that. 
 

NEST: Regulate the times and places where they advertise? Okay, so, not 
during what programs that… 
 

Julie: Yeah, not like, not a lot during sport event, that’s what they do a lot. 
And Popular Sit-coms. 
 

NEST: Okay.  
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Excerpt 4.52. NNEST’s feedback on the format of student’s essay (1) 
 
NNEST: In the peso paragraph, are you just talking about… uhm, what kind of 

pathos are you talking about? 
 

Tyler: Let me see. Umm… it kinda goes along with, a lot of her anecdotes in it, 
it’s her kind of moral emotional appeal to the audience, I guess.  That’s 
pretty much what I was talking about. And I just used examples of, uh, 
when she would use it, I guess. 
 

NNEST: So you are using the anecdotes, uh, as the pathos, and that…  you’re 
talking about that later separately, also. 
 

Tyler: No, I’m using them as like an example of pathos.  Some of the 
anecdotes.  And I think I might have used it in different situations. 
 

NNEST: Oh. Cause I thought you were also talking about the use of anecdotes 
separately as a strategy, or you’re just... 
 

Tyler: Oh, no, I didn’t. I used them as… I didn’t use them as specific 
strategies. 
 

 
 
Excerpt 4.53. NNEST’s advice on the format of student’s essay (2) 
 
NNEST: It’s better if you can just include all the headlines in the Powerpoint. 

 
Christopher: Uh hmm. 

 
NNEST: And, uh, explain the headlines. You know, just explain them by 

yourself. Not putting all the detailed information in the Powerpoint. It’s 
kind of distracting if there’s too much information there. 
 

Christopher: Uhm. 
 

NNEST: And people won’t read the information. They are just interested in the 
headlines. 
 

Christopher: Okay. 
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In terms of the way feedback was given, whereas most of the NEST’s feedback 

was offered in a suggestive way, much of the NNEST’s feedback was put in a more 

directive way.  The NNEST also gave unsolicited and rather lengthy advice regarding 

formatting.  Directive ways of speech usually are characterized as displaying authority.  

As it was already mentioned above, although the NNEST expressed her concern that 

earning NS students’ respect and showing authority to them was not easy, her speech 

style in one-on-one interaction showed that her authority as a teacher was displayed.  It is 

unclear whether or not she purposefully did so; however, the fact that no interruption 

instances by the students were observed suggests that the NNEST’s authority was 

recognized.  The fact that the NEST’s feedback was given in a suggestive way shows the 

absence of the NEST’s effort to show authority as a teacher.  Another perspective to look 

at this characteristic, the NNEST’s unsolicited directive advice, is due to the fewer 

questions the students asked her.  Because the NNEST’s understanding of her role at the 

conference was to provide one-on-one assistance to students, she purposefully searched 

for opportunities to give feedback, which resulted in the unsought feedback on formatting.  

Also, as an Asian, taking the teacher’s role means providing directive advice rather than 

suggestive so it will be received clearly as feedback for improvement.    

 

The students’ linguistic background 

 In addition to several interaction characteristics that seemed to have been 

attributed to the NS status (and lack thereof) of the teachers discussed in the above 

section, aspects based on the students’ linguistic background were also observed.  The 
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most salient characteristic was the type of questions the students asked to the teachers 

regardless of the teachers’ NS status.  It was clear that the NS and the NNS students 

asked different types of questions during the conferences.  Many of the NNS students’ 

questions regarded the grading criteria, while none of the NS students did.  It thus seems 

to be a point of concern for the NNS students rather than for the NS students.  Moreover, 

the responses by the teachers to the students’ questions were usually followed by more 

specific questions.  Since the NNS students asked questions regarding grading criteria 

mainly of the NNEST, it is the case that not only the students’ linguistic background but 

also the teachers’ NS status influenced the teacher-student interaction.  The NNEST’s 

NNS status might have allowed the NNS students to ask the question that the NNEST 

herself would have been concerned about.  Besides the questions about grading, the NNS 

students asked questions to confirm their understanding of the required assignment.   

 Another example of student-based interaction characteristics is the point of 

negotiation.  Several negotiation instances were observed during the conferences, but the 

points of negotiation were different based on the students’ linguistic background.  The 

NS students negotiated more about the opinions they had incorporated in their drafts, as 

well as the organization of their drafts.  The NNS students, on the other hand, negotiated 

more about the assignment itself.  In other words, the NNS students negotiated their 

understanding of the given assignment with the teachers, rather than the ideas they had 

incorporated, or were going to incorporate, in the assignment, or the structural aspects of 

their essays.   
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Other factors 

 Besides the aforementioned characteristics that seem to have been influenced by 

either the teacher’s NS status or the students’ linguistic backgrounds, a few noteworthy 

phenomena were found in the conference data.  One of them concerns who determined 

the conference pace.  None of the NS students determined the pace of the conference by 

initiating or changing topics of discussion regardless of the teacher’s NS status.  However, 

in the NNS student group, the students who were enrolled in the NNEST’s class, except 

for the two Japanese students (Ryo and Satsuki), proactively asked questions they had 

prepared, which largely determined the pace of their conferences regardless of the 

teachers’ NS status.  On the other hand, the NNS students from the NEST’s class did not 

do so in their conferences at all.  This leads to two views.  First, their regular course 

instructor’s NS status (or lack thereof) somehow influenced how these NNS students 

behaved during the writing conference.  Since the two groups of NNS students (i.e., one 

from the NEST’s class and another from the NNEST’s class) consist of students with 

various linguistic/cultural backgrounds, interpretation based entirely on the students’ 

backgrounds would not be valid.  For instance, if this was due to the students’ cultural 

backgrounds, Gilberto, a Mexican student from the NEST’s class, would have acted 

similarly to some extent to the way Alicia, a Mexican student from the NNEST’s class, 

and would have shown some sign of determining the conference pace by attempting topic 

shifts or asking prepared questions.  Instead, the difference was clearly seen between the 

groups based on their regular course instructor.  Therefore, it may be the case that the 

course instructor’s identity plays a role in establishing students’ general idea of how the 
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teacher-student interaction ought to be.  Once the idea had been formed while interacting 

with the NNEST in class, the NNS students (except for the two aforementioned Japanese 

students) acted in a way that conforms to that idea during the individual writing 

conferences, and there was no room for them to adjust that strategy while they were 

interacting with the NEST.  The NNEST’s regular classroom interaction, as seen in the 

classroom observations described in the previous chapter, was characterized with more 

frequent turn-taking and active participation by students.  Hence, such an atmosphere 

resulting in the students’ idea of interaction with the NNEST could have influenced the 

conference interaction.  Interestingly enough, the two Japanese students were observed to 

be very quiet in the classroom.  They had never proactively participated in class 

discussions or asked questions, and their conference behaviors were consistent with their 

classroom behaviors.  Therefore, it can be inferred that individual students’ one-on-one 

teacher-student interaction may be influenced by the regular classroom interaction 

characteristics that they are exposed to.    Another interesting view is that an explanation 

based on cultural background can indeed be valid for the case of Japanese students, Ryo 

and Satsuki, who did not determine the conference pace at all.  Their observed interaction 

patterns were similar to that of Takafumi, a third Japanese student in the study who was 

enrolled in the NEST’s class.  Thus, it can be said that these students’ Japanese 

background influenced their one-on-one interaction with the teachers, as well as their 

regular classroom interaction, no matter in whose class they were enrolled.                  

 In addition to the issue regarding the conference pace, another noteworthy 

characteristic regards the NNS students’ interaction patterns in the conferences with the 
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NEST.  Their interaction patterns with the NEST were different between the first and the 

second conferences despite the fact that the NS status of the teacher did not change.  

While the NEST, of the both parties, asked more questions than the students in the first 

conferences, both the NEST and the NNS students asked questions equally in the second 

conferences.  Judging from the differences in the nature of the conferences between the 

first and the second conferences, it can be interpreted that the NNS students might have 

been less nervous at the second conference.  This is also supported by the explicit 

remarks of two of the four students that they were nervous for the first conference, while 

no student nervousness was expressed at the second conference.  The nervousness might 

have come from the fact that the assignment discussed in the first conference was going 

to be graded by the NEST later, while the assignment discussed in the second conference 

was not going to be graded by the other teacher.  As it was clear that the NNS students 

were obviously concerned about their grades, it might well have been that the fact that the 

students were to receive grades for the assignment resulted in their nervousness which 

prevented a more comfortable atmosphere and which hindered opportunities to ask 

questions.                

 The last point worth noting is that the students’ level of English proficiency is a 

stronger factor influencing interaction patterns than their linguistic background and/or the 

teachers’ NS status.  Among the nine NNS students, the three Japanese students’ 

developmental proficiency level in spoken English was discernible.  Because of their 

level of spoken English, their communication with the NEST and the NNEST at 

individual conferences involved instances in which questions asked by one side were not 
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understood by the other side.  On several occasions, the Japanese students were unable to 

explain their opinions or thoughts clearly.  Therefore, the teachers had difficulty 

understanding the students’ views, thus giving appropriate feedback.  Neither the 

teachers’ NS status nor the students’ linguistic background made it hard for the teachers 

to provide assistance to these students.  Rather, it seemed to have been the language 

proficiency level only that influenced the interaction.  This, by no means, should be 

interpreted as the case with students from Japan specifically.  It happened to be the three 

students from Japan whose English levels were not as high as the other NNS students in 

the study; however, the same would have occurred to any NNS student if his or her 

English proficiency were not at a level allowing smooth interactions since no decision-

making based on cultural norms is pointed out.  It is an intriguing instance where 

interaction patterns are largely established by the language proficiency level, mostly free 

from cultural aspects.  It can be said, thus, that it is more likely that the influence of 

cultural aspects can be seen in interactions involving NNS students who are more 

proficient.  Then, admittedly, the issue of pragmatic competence arises.  Some may argue 

that NNS students who have achieved high English proficiency might be equipped with a 

more developed level of pragmatic competence.  The interface of language proficiency 

level and interaction patterns is worth exploring further. 

 Although the discussion above focused on differences, similarities were also 

found from the data.  For example, the teachers and the students, regardless of their NS 

status and linguistic backgrounds, largely maintained eye contact during the conferences.  

How they were seated was also similar, as was the use of gesture.  Both the teachers and 
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the students used hand gestures in explaining their ideas, and no outstanding differences 

were observed.  The students were well prepared for their conferences, therefore, they 

responded to the teachers’ questions without having to stop and think unless their 

proficiency level interfered with the communication.  In all of the first conferences, 

neither the teachers nor the students initiated small talk at the beginning or at the end of 

the conference, while the second conferences were characterized by more instances of 

small talk initiated by both attendants. 

 Thus, both similarities and differences in the teacher-student interaction emerged 

at individual writing conferences.  Differences due to the teachers’ NS status (or lack 

thereof) contributed to many observable differences in teacher-student interaction 

patterns. 

 One aspect that I wish to mention is nonverbal communication.  Scholars of 

interactional sociolinguistics (IS) pay close attention to interaction and nonverbal 

communication, rather than discourse, in any given communicative setting.  This study 

employed an IS approach, thus, importance of nonverbal communication needs to be 

acknowledged.  Although not so many characteristics relating to nonverbal 

communication were found from the individual writing conference data, there were some 

nonverbal features that were recognized when the data were analyzed.  The writing 

conferences took place in a small room where the table and the chairs were already 

placed in a way that did not allow both the teachers and the students to be seated in any 

other way.  Also, the nature of the teacher-student conference required that the two sit 

together so they could both look at the student’s essay draft.  
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For example, one apparent nonverbal communication feature was eye contact.  

Eye contact was maintained between the teachers and the students regardless of either of 

their backgrounds during the conferences in general.  The more actively the teacher and 

the student both became involved in a conversation, the more frequently they both moved 

their seats to sit facing each other directly, rather than just sitting at the table.  This can be 

interpreted as evidence of successful communication in which the both parties are willing 

to pay attention to and understand each other. 

It needs to be stated that the data collection for this study was done in a very 

specific circumstance that did not allow much flexibility for delving into the role of 

nonverbal communication beyond what was just described above.  If the seating 

arrangement for the individual writing conference had not been initially indicated, the 

teacher and the student might have chosen to be seated differently, which could have 

changed the communication dynamics. 

 

4.4.8. Summary of Research Question 1 

 As it is discussed above, similarities and differences in how NS and NNS students 

interact with the NEST and the NNEST are identified based on the individual writing 

conference data as well as the post conference interview data.  For example, it was found 

that NNS students’ interactions with teachers varied more than that of NS students 

depending on the teacher’s NS status.  The NEST and the NNEST were characterized by 

different types of feedback which they provided during writing conferences.   
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4.5. Answering Research Question 2 

The second question attempts to explore whether or not there are differences 

between students’ attitudes expressed in the pre-conference written questionnaire34 and 

their attitudes observed during individual writing conferences with the two teachers.  In 

order to answer the second question, relevant portions of the student questionnaire data 

(Phase One) and the first and the second writing conference data (Phase Two) were 

analyzed.  In the following section, first of all, the salient parts of attitudes expressed by 

the students will be presented.  Then, observed attitudes that concern those initially 

expressed aspects will be discussed.  Finally, the comparison of the questionnaire 

responses and actual conference interaction characteristics will be made and more in-

depth discussions and interpretations will be offered. 

 

4.5.1. Pre-conference Student Questionnaire  

In Phase One, the student questionnaire, consisting of three parts,35 investigated 

NS and NNS students’ general attitudes toward English composition teachers.  Of all the 

43 students enrolled in both the NEST’s and the NNEST’s sections, a total of 41 (21 NS 

and 20 NNS) students participated in Phase One36.  Demographics of the student 

participants are summarized in Appendix H.  Many of the NS student participants are in 

                                                
34 For the questionnaire, see Appendix B 
35 For the student questionnaire, see Appendix B 
36 The remaining two students were absent the day on which the questionnaire was administered.  
Therefore, all the students who were present the day the questionnaire was distributed participated in the 
study. 
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their sophomore year, and the majority of them are between 18 to 20 years of age.  On the 

other hand, the NNS student group represents more varying academic standings and ages.  

Although there are more students who are between 18 and 20 years of age, nine out of 20 

NNS students are older than the age of 21.  Only three students are classified as older 

than 21 in the NS student group.  There are three students in their senior year in the NNS 

group, although the sophomore year students still outnumbered the others in this group. 

The gender of the students is nearly equal between male and female students in the both 

NS and NNS groups.  In the NNS group, there are more male students (N=12) than 

female students (N=8).  A total of nine different native languages are represented by 20 

students in the NNS group as shown in Table 12.  The composition program has no 

control over student registration based on their native languages.    
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Table 12: Native Languages of NNS Students (N=20) 
 
 
 Native language # of students  

 
 Kazakh 4  

 
 Spanish 4  

 
 Arabic 3  

 
 Japanese 3  

 
 Chinese 2  

 
 French 1  

 
 Indonesian 1  

 
 Swahili 1  

 
 Urdu 1  

 

        

Only four and five of NS and NNS students, respectively, took the first semester course 

of the composition course sequence (ENGL 100/106).  Of these nine students, none had a 

NNS teacher.  It is likely that no class was taught by NNS teachers in the semester that 

they took the course37.  Eighteen out of 21 NS students took the second course in the 

sequence (ENGL 101).  Only three of the 18 who took ENGL 101 were in sections taught 

by NNS teachers, meaning that the majority of the NS students took ENGL 101 with NS 

teachers.  On the other hand, nine out of 20 NNS students took ENGL 107 taught by 

NNS teachers.  It is intriguing that most of the NNS students who were in the NEST’s 
                                                
37 Usually, only one section of this course is offered. 
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class (8 out of 9) had taken ENGL 107 with NS teachers, while most of the NNS students 

in the NNEST’s class (8 out of 11) had taken ENGL 107 with NNS teachers.  It might be 

the case that students purposefully choose to enroll in either NS or NNS teacher’s class 

based on their preferences that stem from their experience.     

Questionnaire responses will be presented below based on the students’ NS status.  

That is to say, NS students’ responses are grouped together and so are the responses of 

NNS students no matter in which section they were enrolled.  For example, where ‘NS 

students’ is indicated, it means all the NS students from both the NEST’s and the 

NNEST’s sections. 

Two sections from the student questionnaire administered in Phase One were 

analyzed carefully: (1) open-ended questions regarding NS and NNS teachers’ strengths 

and weaknesses38, and (2) the set of eight specific questions about composition teachers 

that asked the students to select one of the three choices Native speaker, Nonnative 

speaker, or Doesn’t matter to indicate their perceptions towards teachers in relation to the 

teacher’s NS status.  

 

4.5.1.1. Strengths and Weaknesses of NS Teachers 

For each of the NS and NNS student groups, strengths and weaknesses of NS 

teachers are summarized in Tables 13 to 16 below.  Responses were classified into either 

general comments or comments directly related to teaching composition.  Some 

responses can be considered both general and specific as related to teaching composition.  
                                                
38 The questions about ideal and undesirable college composition teachers are not included in the analysis 
for the second research question.  
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In such cases, responses were classified at discretion of the researcher.  Effort was made 

to maintain students’ verbatim responses as much as possible.  Similar responses were 

considered one answer type and the frequency of the answer (the number of students who 

gave the same or a similar answer) is indicated in parentheses in the tables39.  

 

Table 13: NS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Have better knowledge of and 
perfectly fluent in English (11) 

• Range of vocabulary and casual 
articulation ability 

• Easier to understand (4) 
• Easier for NS students to understand 

(2) 
• Able to communicate more effectively 

(4) 
• Know what “sounds” right without 

needing a grammar book at hand 
• Know how slang is used in everyday 

life 
• Students are familiar with their 

teaching style 
• Have a better understanding of the 

culture (2) 
 

• More knowledgeable in some cases 
• Clear understanding of English 

language and composition (3) 
• Have varying ways of teaching 

English composition 
• Explain more in detail  
• Have an immense amount of 

experience reading and writing in 
English in the U.S.   

• Have a better understanding of the 
subtleties in students writing  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
39 Students were encouraged to write as much as they like in this part of the questionnaire, thus, the added-
up number of response items classified in the tables does not necessarily much the number of students in 
each group. 
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Table 14: NS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Nothing (2) 
• Not able to understand NNS students’ 

cultural issues (3) 
• Not able to communicate with NNS 

students (3) 
• May not know/use proper English 

grammar (2) 
• May use slang (2) 
• Students cannot learn from a different 

culture 
• Don’t know the difference between 

native speakers and nonnative 
speakers 

 

• Might impose their own view of 
how people should write onto 
students (2) 

• Make assumptions about what 
background knowledge the class as a 
whole has about English language 

• Grade NNS students’ work too 
strictly without considering that 
English is their second language (2) 

• Not able to explain certain things 
(e.g., grammar) 

 

 

 
 
 
 NS students consider that NS teachers’ strengths are, primarily, aspects regarding 

their English language proficiency.  As it is shown in Table 13, half the students in the 

NS student group said that NS teachers are ‘perfectly’ fluent in English.  Although 

specific comments about teaching composition which concern NS teachers’ familiarity 

and experience with English academic writing were given, NS students were more prone 

to commenting on the efficacy of general communication between NS teachers and 

themselves.  Interestingly, on the other hand, when it comes to the weaknesses of NS 

teachers, several of them shifted the focus to communication between NS teachers and 

NNS students.  Comments about grading were also meant for NNS students.  This 

suggests that these NS students consider the weaknesses of NS teachers to be related to 

NNS students, not to themselves.  In addition, two students responded ‘Nothing’ as 
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weaknesses of NS teachers.  Another intriguing point is that two students pointed out that 

NS status does not necessarily guarantee one’s perfect English proficiency, and two other 

students considered teachers’ use of slang to be a weakness.              

 NNS students did not provide comments that exclusively concern the NS student 

group in their responses about strengths and weaknesses of NS teachers.  Their responses 

focused on NS teachers and on themselves as students.     

 
 
Table 15: NNS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Have better knowledge of and 
perfectly fluent in English (10) 

• Easier to understand (5) 
• More relaxed and comfortable around 

students 
• I don’t know. (2) 
• NNS students can be challenged by 

them, so it leads to improvement 
• American way of teaching 
• American attitude 
• Speak in the American way 
 

• Have better writing skills 
• More confident when teaching 
• Explain better (5) 
• Open to all kinds of discussion 

topics including current issues 
• Provide better feedback 
• Have publication that gives them 

credibility 
• Have knowledge necessary for 

teaching the mixed section 
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Table 16: NNS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Not understand problems/concerns 
that NNS students have (5) 

• No regard for language barrier (2) 
• Speak too fast and hard to follow (3) 
• Too sarcastic 
• Little interest in international issues 
• Too much ideology 
• Little experience with nonnative 

speakers.  
 

• Too busy to help NNS students one-
on-one 

• Doesn’t know how to teach because 
they don’t know what it is like to 
learn English 

 

 
 
 

Similar to NS students, many NNS students cited NS teachers’ perfect English 

proficiency as their strength.  NS teachers’ familiarity with American culture, which is 

the learning context of the NNS students, was another strength identified.  Five students 

said that NS teachers explain better and one said that they provide better feedback.  NNS 

students seem to view NS teachers’ experience in the American academic context as one 

of their most outstanding strengths. 

For weaknesses, NNS students’ comments heavily concerned general 

communication.  Many of such comments are applicable to NNS students only, however, 

it is important to acknowledge that such aspects are the primary concern pointed out by 

NNS students.        
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4.5.1.2. Strengths and Weaknesses of NNS Teachers 

 NS and NNS students’ responses regarding strengths and weaknesses of NNS 

teachers are summarized in Tables 17 to 20 below.  Again, responses were classified into 

either general comments or comments directly related to teaching composition. 

 

Table 17: NS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NNS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Bring international flavor to class 
• Able to understand NNS students 
• Sympathize with NNS students 
• More knowledgeable about English 

(e.g., grammar, spelling, etc.) because 
they learned it (4) 

• Able to interact with both NS and 
NNS students 

• Well-organized 
• Open to learning from students 
• More helpful 
• Stricter 
 

•  More open to varying styles of 
writing, less likely to insist students 
write in a particular way 

• Had rigorous education in the 
subject 

• Have different perspectives on 
materials which can open up NS 
students (2) 

• Probably better and explain well  
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Table 18: NS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NNS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Not able to communicate effectively 
because of limited English (13) 

• Speaks English with funny accents 
• Not able to understand slang and/or 

idioms (3) 
• Don’t know all aspects of the 

language 
 

• Might not understand all the rhetoric 
of a student’s writing 

• Hard to teach a language that they 
had to learn 

• The ways of teaching are too 
complicated and different from what 
we are accustomed to 

 

 
 
 

NS students pointed out quite a few aspects as strengths of NNS teachers, 

including personality traits.  However, their perceptions of NNS teachers’ weaknesses 

primarily concern the assumed limited English proficiency of these teachers and the 

resulting communication difficulties.   NS students again provided a few comments 

concerning NNS students only, however, two students mentioned that NNS teachers’ 

points of view could positively affect NS students’ learning.  Moreover, several students 

recognize NNS teachers’ knowledge about English from the second language speaker 

perspective rather favorably.   

Besides the anticipated communication difficulties resulting from their assumed 

limited English proficiency, lack of familiarity with the American academic context was 

cited as a weakness of NNS teachers.      
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Table 19: NNS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NNS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• More aware of and can understand the 
problems that NNS students have 
because they learned English as a 
second language (14) 

• Pay more attention to NNS students 
• Know grammar well 
• NNS students feel more comfortable 

with NNS teachers 
• Have experience in dealing with NNS 

students 
• Speak slowly and clearly (3) 
• More responsible 
• More careful  
 

• Explain the material more clearly 
and better  

 

 
 
 
Table 20: NNS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NNS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Limited English proficiency (9) 
• Subject to students’ lack of respect 

because of limited English 
• Hard to understand (3) 
• Unable to work in the American way 
 

• The writing style maybe is not 
American style (2) 

• Doesn’t explain clearly 
• Not helpful in terms of creativity 
• Might make the class too easy 

 

 
 

 Most of the NNS students pointed out, as NNS teachers’ strengths, that NNS 

teachers are able to understand NNS students’ problems and difficulties because of their 

own L2 background.  In addition to the NNS teachers’ experience in dealing with NNS 
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students, their assumed personality traits were also mentioned.  NNS students seem to be 

particularly supportive of the NNS teachers’ English learning experiences.  Yet, as for 

weaknesses, many NNS students cited NNS teachers’ assumed limited proficiency of 

English.  Lack of familiarity with the expected writing style in the American academic 

context was also pointed out as it was pointed out by NS students.    

  

4.5.1.3. Students’ perceptions of English composition teachers            

The third and last part of the student questionnaire asked about their perceptions 

of English composition teachers in more specific contexts.  Responses are presented 

below question by question, based on the students’ linguistic backgrounds.  Table 21 is a 

summary of NS students’ responses, followed by interpretation, and Table 22 is a 

summary of responses given by the NNS counterparts followed by interpretation.  The 

two student groups will be compared at the end of this section.        

 

 
Table 21: NS Students’ Responses  
 
Q1.  Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as your composition  
       teacher? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

10 
(47.62%) 

0 
(0%) 

11 
(52.38%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• I have yet to have a nonnative teacher I liked better than a native.  
• I can understand them better.  
• They will understand hidden meanings, emotions, and language nuances better.  
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Doesn’t matter 
• Teaching style is more important.  
• As long as they are more or less fluent in English and are accredited, I don’t mind 

either way.  
• As long as they are good teachers. 
 
 

Q2.  Who is better at teaching grammar?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

9 
(42.86%) 

2 
(9.52%) 

10 
(47.62%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They are bound to know the language better. 
• English grammar is very complicated – sometimes even English major have 

problems.  
Nonnative speaker 
• Knows English through a book, rather than by experience of listening to speaking 

patterns.  
Doesn’t matter 
• Anyone can teach it as long as they are knowledgeable. 
• Depends on the person, native or not.  
 
 

Q3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

9 
(42.86%) 

1 
(4.76%) 

11 
(52.38%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Generally has more experience with skills and styles.  
• They can read between the lines better.  
• More experience with various types of media.  
Doesn’t matter 



 
 

232 

• I don’t think native or nonnative would have an affect; they both are teachers with 
same degrees.  

• It’s a personal trait; it’s not general.  
• I’m not good at grammar so anyone is better than me.  
 
 

Q4. During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

7 
(33.33%) 

0 
(0%) 

14 
(66.67%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Just because it is usually easier to relate to native speakers.  
• I can understand better.  
• Simply because of cultures similarities, I feel less likely to offend a native-English 

speaker when being assertive, etc.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It depends on the personality of the teacher.  
 
 
Q5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

6 
(28.57%) 

2 
(9.52%) 

13 
(61.90%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They probably have more experience.  
• They understand more, because they are native like me.  
Nonnative speaker 
• My grammar is bad, I usually cannot dissect my own sentences well.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It’s down to personal ability.  
• Writing skills are not dependent on native language.  
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Q6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on your writing when you turn in your 
writing assignment? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

7 
(33.33%) 

0 
(0%) 

14 
(66.67%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• I think I have gotten better feedback from native speakers.  
• They are more used to the ‘sound’ of good writing.  I think they can ‘hear’ better.  
• Better understanding of writing styles and culture.  
Doesn’t matter 
• Anyone can proofread who has studied English before.  
 
 

Q7. Who do you think is a better teacher?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

7 
(33.33%) 

0 
(0%) 

14 
(66.67%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• My best writing teacher was native.  
• I am only saying this based on the lectures.  It is often hard to understand (nonnative 

speaker’s) every word and/or sentence.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It would depend on their education, not their background.  
• They are equal.  
• You can have a bad native teacher and a good nonnative and vice versa.  
 
 
Q8. Who do you think is more empathic with you about your learning academic 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

2 
(9.52%) 

3 
(14.29%) 

16 
(76.19%) 
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Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They understand the type of writing I was taught because they were also probably 

taught that way.  
Nonnative speaker 
• Had to learn English from scratch.  
Doesn’t matter 
• I think the only important thing is that they are fluent in English.  
• Learning is universal.  
• I don’t see one’s background as effecting their ability or dedication to teaching.  
• Both care just as much about students.  
 
 
 
 All of the 21 students in the NS student group responded to all eight questions in 

this part of the questionnaire.  Of all, only four questions (Q2, Q3, Q5, and Q8) received 

at least one response selecting Nonnative speaker as the answer.  In other words, 

responses to the remaining four questions (Q1, Q4, Q6, and Q7) were either Native 

speaker or Doesn’t matter.  For all the questions, Doesn’t matter was by far the most 

frequently chosen response.  This suggests that NS students have little opinion about 

teachers based on the teacher’s NS status and that there are other factors to be taken into 

consideration that form their opinions/perceptions.  Q2 (Who is better at teaching 

grammar?) received two responses (9.5%) favoring Nonnative speaker.  This was, in fact, 

predictable because grammatical knowledge is a common strength for which NNS 

English teachers are acknowledged.  Only one student chose Nonnative speaker in 

response to Q3 (Who is better at teaching writing skills?).  It is worth noting that this 

student is ethnic American who grew up in an English-Navajo bilingual environment40.  

                                                
40 The researcher has no knowledge about her literacy development; however, her bilingual/bicultural 
identity might have something to do with her response that was different from other NS students. 
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Hence, if this particular student had identified herself as a nonnative speaker of English, 

there would have been no students who chose Nonnative speaker.  Q5 (During writing 

conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your writing?) elicited the 

Nonnative speaker response from two students.  One of them is the bilingual student 

described above.  The comment left by the other one who chose Nonnative speaker is 

intriguing.  This student wrote, “My grammar is bad, I usually cannot dissect my own 

sentences well.”  It can be inferred that this student sees providing better/useful advice 

about writing means providing feedback particularly on grammatical aspects – the point 

that NNS teachers are often credited for.  Q8 (Who do you think is more empathic with 

you about your learning academic writing?) is the only question for which the Nonnative 

speaker response outnumbered that of Native speaker, although the difference is marked 

only by one student.  Three students chose Nonnative speaker, and two chose Native 

speaker, leaving the majority (16 students out of 21, 76.19%) answering Doesn’t matter.  

Therefore, as suggested above, it is appropriate to interpret that the majority of NS 

students’ attitudes towards teachers are not based the teacher’s NS status only.     

 This part of the questionnaire drew out quite a few comments that follow up on 

the student’s chosen response.  Selected comments are presented verbatim below the 

results for each question in Table 21 above.  Many comments accompanying the choice 

of Doesn’t matter mentioned the proficiency level of the teacher, for example, “as long as 

the teacher is fluent in English” or “as long as I can understand what the teacher is 

saying.”  This means that what many NS students ask of their teacher is the ability to 

communicate without difficulties.  This also means that many NS students assume that 
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there are NNS teachers whose English proficiency level interferes with smooth 

communication.  Besides the teacher’s proficiency level, personality traits and 

educational backgrounds are frequently pointed out.  Interesting and thought-provoking 

are two comments that suggest that the teacher’s role is to merely proofread students’ 

writing, rather than to give feedback to help students develop their writing skills.  For 

instance, one comment given for Q6 was “Anyone can proofread who has studied English 

before.”  It is understandable that those who see teachers as proofreaders have little 

teacher preference based on the teahcer’s NS status.                                     

 In sum, NS students’ responses were mainly between Native speaker and Doesn’t 

matter.  There were very few responses favoring Nonnative speaker, although the 

overwhelmingly chosen Doesn’t matter suggests that teacher’s NS status is not a 

significant factor to determine or influence NS students’ views towards teachers.  Below 

are the results from NNS students, followed by interpretations.       

 
 
 
Table 22: NNS Students’ Responses  
 
Q1.  Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as your composition  
       teacher? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

8 
(40.0%) 

3 
(15.0%) 

9 
(45.0%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• There is a better chance that they won’t make the same mistakes I do, and/or that the 

English level will be better.  
• Native teachers bring good knowledge to class as they don’t make mistakes. 
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Nonnative speaker  
• He/she will understand me more, because I’m an international student.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It depends on teacher’s personality, not their native language.  
• For me, I’m more concerned with the attitude the teacher has to the class and how 

better he/she treats me in class.  
• Both can be helpful and both can be disaster.  
 
 

Q2.  Who is better at teaching grammar?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

5 
(25.0%) 

3 
(15%) 

11 
(55%) 

No response=1 
 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They have spoken English their entire life so more often than not they have better 

knowledge of it.  
Nonnative speaker 
• They have studied English grammar more than native.  
Doesn’t matter 
• If they both get good education they would be equal.  
• It depends more on the English level the teacher has.  
• There is no difference because grammar is rule.  
 
 

Q3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

7 
(35.0%) 

4 
(20.0%) 

8 
(40.0%) 

No response=1 
 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Because they own it where nonnative study it and take it from native people.  
Nonnative speaker 
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• Nonnative teachers know what exactly needs to be explained to international students.  
• Since they were taught these skills, they can teach them more effectively.  
Doesn’t matter 
• Everything depends on what kind of person is the teacher (what he/she studied, can 

he/she understand students, can he/she explain the material for the students to 
understand).  

 
 

Q4. During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

6 
(30.0%) 

5 
(25.0%) 

8 
(40.0%) 

No response=1 
 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Better critique on style.  
• I pay more attention.  
Nonnative speaker 
• They understand my situation more than native.  
• It seems that he/she does not feel uncomfortable about my English.  
• Usually puts more effort for you to understand.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It doesn’t make a difference to me, the teacher is the teacher and I know their role is 

to help or provide assistance.  
• This doesn’t have anything to do with language.  
 
 
Q5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

6 
(30.0%) 

3 
(15.0%) 

10 
(50.0%) 

No response=1 
 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• I had a native teacher who was great at giving me advice on my writing.  
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• Because it is about English, native language of native teachers.  
Nonnative speaker 
• They understand more tips to learn a new language.  
• Usually puts more effort.  
Doesn’t matter 
• If both are trained teachers, I believe they can help me the same way.  
• Native can be better in advancing and nonnative in improving.  
 
 
Q6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on your writing when you turn in your 
writing assignment? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

6 
(30.0%) 

2 
(10.0%) 

12 
(60.0%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• More critique on grammar and style.  
• It’s its idiom he/she has to know more than the nonnative in almost all the cases. 
Nonnative speaker 
• They understand why I mistake.  
Doesn’t matter 
• Depends on how good a teacher is.  
• Both are able to give me constructive advice.  
 
 

Q7. Who do you think is a better teacher?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

2 
(10.0%) 

1 
(5.0%) 

17 
(85.0%) 

 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Nonnative speaker 
• Because I can relate to their teaching style.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It really doesn’t matter, as long as they are competent.  
• Origins do not determine teacher’s ability to work.  Often, nonnative teachers work 

harder and get better results.  
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• To be teaching this class I’d expect them to be good at English.  
• If they are good teachers there should not be a difference.  
 
 
Q8. Who do you think is more empathic with you about your learning academic 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response (%) 

1 
(5.0%) 

3 
(15.0%) 

15 
(75.0%) 

No response=1 
 
Selected verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Nonnative speaker 
• More or less same experiences we are going through.  
Doesn’t matter 
• It depends on the person.  
 
 

There are 20 NNS students, and five out of the eight questions were left 

unanswered by one student each.  As was also the case with NS students, this part elicited 

many verbatim responses accompanying the chosen answers.  Overall, NNS students’ 

responses vary more when compared to those of NS students.  Yet, there were still more 

Native speaker responses than Nonnative speaker ones for almost all the questions, 

except for Q8, which will be explained later.  The numbers of NNS students who chose 

Doesn’t matter are relatively small when compared with NS students for more than half 

the questions, suggesting that NNS students expressed clearer ideas about composition 

teachers.  NNS students selected the Nonnative speaker response more frequently than 

NS students.  Interestingly, the Nonnative speaker responses were given more by students 

who were in the NEST’s class (except for Q4) than those in the NNEST’s class.  If 

exposure to NNS teachers helps ameliorate students’ attitudes towards NNS teachers, as 
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discussed in past studies (e.g., Moussu, 2002), more Nonnative speaker responses could 

have come from the students enrolled in the NNEST’s class.  However, judging from the 

fact that those favoring NNS teachers were enrolled in the NEST’s class, it is not the 

exposure itself, but the quality of experience, that influences students’ perceptions of 

teachers.  In other words, these students’ experiences with NS teachers, depending on the 

quality of the experience, could have led their preference for NNS teachers.  This 

question (Q4: During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with?) drew out 

five Nonnative speaker responses, all of which were from students enrolled in the 

NNEST’s class.  This confirms the findings of Moussu’s 2002 study that exposure and 

experience improves students attitudes.   A rather generally written question, Q7 (Who do 

you think is a better teacher?), elicited as many as 17 Doesn’t matter responses (85%).  

Only one student from the NEST’s class chose Nonnative speaker.  No students from the 

NNEST’s class chose Nonnative speaker, which drew the researcher’s attention because 

it was the researcher’s assumption that NNS students in the NNEST’s class purposefully 

registered for this class hoping to be taught by someone who is not a native speaker of 

English.  As was the case with NS students, Q8 (Who do you think is more empathetic 

with you about your learning academic writing?), is the only question that yielded more 

Nonnative speaker responses than the Native speaker ones.  A total of 19 students 

responded to this question, 15 of which (75%) chose Doesn’t matter.  Again, the 

difference between the remaining two responses was very small – one student chose 

Native speaker while three chose Nonnative speaker.  Two of these three students 
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favoring Nonnative speaker were from the NEST’s class, which again suggests that the 

quality of experience matters in forming students perceptions.       

In general, questions related to affective factors, rather than questions directly 

related to teaching and learning academic writing, seemed to attract responses favoring 

Nonnative speaker.  Accompanying comments also confirm this point.  Comments 

favoring Native speaker regarded the unquestionable level of English proficiency that can 

be inferred from such words as “perfect English” and “no mistakes.”   On the other hand, 

comments favoring Nonnative speaker were more concerned with other perspectives, for 

example, acknowledging NNS teachers’ experiences as learners of English, and work 

attitudes that they were associated with.  Although they pointed out English proficiency 

issues, verbatim responses for the Doesn’t matter response suggest that the teacher’s 

native language is not the primary concern, but personal traits and teaching style are more 

important.  There was also a comment that acknowledges complementary contributions 

of both NS and NNS teachers to teaching.    

To summarize, as stated above, for both NS and NNS students, Doesn’t matter 

was the most frequently selected response for all the questions.  This suggests that it is 

not the instructor’s linguistic background that is considered most important in deciding 

who is better and/or who can be more effective in teaching English composition.  

However, when the Doesn’t matter responses are excluded, there were clearly more 

Native speaker responses chosen by the both student groups.  Students’ opinions 

expressed varying opinions.  While some students consider teaching performance to be 

more important, others think a teacher’s linguistic background determines a teacher’s 
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teaching ability and qualifications.  Then, when linguistic background is the issue, NS 

teachers undoubtedly gain more credit.  Only Q841 received more responses of Nonnative 

speaker (N=6) than those of Native speaker (N=3).  Q8, asking who is more empathic 

with them about their learning academic writing, still received Doesn’t matter response 

from a total of 31 students.  Overall, NNS students exhibited their opinions more 

remarkably because they chose Doesn’t matter less frequently than their NS counterparts.  

Q7 (Who do you think is a better teacher?) is a question that overarches Q2, Q3, Q5, and 

Q6.  These four questions include the word “better” and ask students to choose who is 

better at various instructional tasks regarding teaching English composition.  Of all the 41 

students, 31 students (14 NS and 17 NNS students – 75.61%) chose Doesn’t matter.  

Hence, to reiterate, the teacher’s NS status is not the primary factor that contributes to 

student decisions on teacher effectiveness.  However, it is worth noting that nine of the 

remaining 10 chose Native speaker.  This suggests that when students are made aware of 

NS status (or lack thereof) of teachers in questions, they are inclined to respond favoring 

NS teachers.  Overall, NS teachers are considered better and more frequently preferred, if 

the choice needs to be made, but many students expressed that the teacher’s NS status 

does not matter in various situations.   

 

                                                
41 Q8: Who do you think is more empathetic with you about your learning academic writing? 
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4.5.2. Summary of NS Students’ Attitudes Expressed in the Questionnaire 

Many NS students seem to be less opinionated as to the teachers’ NS status since 

they frequently chose Doesn’t Matter to the questions.  However, opinions expressed by 

NS students can be summarized as the following: 

(1) NS teachers are better because of communication effectiveness.  Communication 

with NNS teachers is not easy because of their limited English proficiency.    

(2) Although NNS teachers can bring different points of view, their lack of cultural 

understanding and limited exposure to the expected writing style in the American 

educational system make them less helpful.  

(3) Since English is not NNS teachers’ native language, it is difficult for them to 

teach effectively.  

(4) NS teachers are easier to talk with because of their perfect English proficiency 

and shared cultural background.  

NS students seem to attribute the NS status of teachers to communication effectiveness 

and assume that communication with NNS teachers involves difficulties because of 

linguistic issues such as fluency and accents.   

 

4.5.3. Summary of NNS Students’ Attitudes Expressed in the Questionnaire 

NNS students’ attitudes towards teachers are summarized as the following: 

(1) NS teachers can teach better because of their perfect English proficiency, 

familiarity with American culture and the expected writing style.  More attention 

is paid to NS teachers than to NNS teachers.     
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(2) NNS teachers are more understanding because of their experience as learners of 

English.   

(3) NS teachers can explain better and give more useful feedback on writing style. 

(4) NNS teachers are more conscientious and caring.   

 

4.5.4. Comparison of Students’ Expressed Attitudes and Actual Conference 

Interaction  

In order to see whether or not the above-mentioned attitudes expressed in the 

student questionnaire can be observed in actual teacher-student interaction, the following 

questions guided analysis of the conference data.  Any segment of the conference data 

that provides an answer to the following questions was considered as an observation of 

actual occurrence of the expressed attitude(s):   

In individual conferences between the NEST/NNEST and the NS/NNS students, are there 

instances in which:  

(a) the NS/NNS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated communication difficulty 

with the NNEST due to the NNEST’s English proficiency? 

(b) the NS/NNS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated that the NNEST was not 

helpful due to the lack of familiarity with American culture and the expected 

writing style?  

(c) the NS/NNS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated that the NEST gave helpful 

feedback? 
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(d) the NS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated the they were not comfortable to 

talk to the NNEST? 

(e) the NNS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated their acknowledgement of the 

NNEST’s experience as a learner of English?  

(f) the NNS students’ utterances/behaviors indicated their acknowledgement of the 

NNEST’s conscientiousness or empathy?  

 

The first question (a) investigates whether or not the level of the NNEST’s 

English proficiency hindered teacher-student communication during the conferences.  No 

instances were found in which the NS or NNS students’ utterances or behaviors indicated 

communication difficulty with the NNEST because of the NNEST’s English proficiency. 

A few minor language-related instances were observed; yet, there was no communication 

difficulty.  In the conference with Tyler, for instance, the NNEST was observed to have 

trouble understanding what he said immediately.  This caused Tyler to repeat what he 

said, but it by no means hindered the communication.  In the conference with Alicia, the 

NNEST misunderstood the question asked by Alicia and gave a response that did not 

answer her question.  Alicia simply asked her question again, and the NNEST was able to 

answer immediately.  Although several instances were found during the conferences with 

the NNS students in which smooth and effective communication was not realized, it was 

discernible that the communication difficulty was attributed to the low proficiency on the 

part of the NNS student, not the NNEST.  Therefore, the view that NNS teachers’ limited 

English proficiency results in communication difficulty, expressed by both the NS and 
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NNS students, was found to be a perception only.  The comparison of this expressed 

attitude and the actual conference data shows that some students falsely underestimate 

NNS teachers’ language proficiency.  It is not clear from the available data whether the 

NS and NNS students arrive at the view by the same mentality; however, what is clear is 

the lack of NS status that the image of ‘NNS teachers’ have in common.  It can be 

inferred that lack of NS status, together with surrounding facts such as appearances and 

accents, is what led the students to hold a negative image towards NNS teachers.  If the 

communication between the NNEST and the students were in fact not smooth, the 

interaction would have been characterized with frequent use of confirmation checks or 

clarification questions, instances of silence, question-response mismatches due to 

misunderstanding, and so on – common strategies to help facilitate successful interaction.  

Hence, the expressed attitude failed to bear out what occurs in actual interaction.  It is 

worthwhile to investigate what factors the expressed attitude is based upon, and examine 

whether such factors are observed.   

The second question (b) explores whether the NNEST’s lack of familiarity with 

American culture and the expected academic writing style limited her helpfulness at the 

conference.  Based on the conference data, it is clear that the lack of familiarity with the 

American culture limited the NNEST’s helpfulness in providing feedback.  For example, 

when Dion explained the organization of his essay to the NNEST, due to the lack of 

knowledge about the Nixon speech and the reaction in the society, the NNEST was 

unable to provide any specific comment as to how he could improve his work.  The 

NNEST’s turns then were solely limited to short utterances such as ‘yes’ and ‘okay.’  
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Therefore, the discussion was characterized with a pendular topic shift between Dion 

mentioning specific points in his work and the NNEST commenting on general 

formatting.  This was also seen in other conferences – the NNEST’s feedback did not go 

beyond the one described in generic terms (e.g., statement, anecdotes, information, 

problems, etc.) without being tailored for individual students’ specific essay topics.  

While the NEST would ask specific questions to discuss the students’ views towards the 

essay topics, the NNEST did not do so at all, resulting in the absence of teacher-student 

discussion part of the conference.  If discussing ideas with the teacher leads students to 

have a clearer view for revision, it is understandable enough that NNS teachers’ lack of 

cultural familiarity can limit their ability to provide more helpful feedback.  In terms of 

the lack of familiarity with the expected writing style, no instances were observed in the 

conferences that were indicative of the NS and the NNS students’ perception that the 

NNS teachers could not offer helpful feedback.  In fact, both NS and NNS students asked 

many organizational and formatting questions.  If they indeed had the presumption that 

the NNEST’s feedback would not be helpful due to the lack of familiarity with the 

academic writing in the American context, they had been more reluctant to ask questions 

of her.  The NNEST responded to those questions skillfully, which suggests that training 

gives sufficient expected knowledge for teaching academic writing.    

The third question (c) explored whether the NEST’s feedback was helpful to the 

students.  Much of the conference data confirmed that the students’ attitude that NS 

teachers explain well and provide helpful feedback.  For example, almost all the students 

asked multiple questions of the NEST regarding the organization, formatting, sources, 
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and so on during the conferences with him.  The NNS students especially asked many 

questions.  Before ending the conferences, the NEST without fail asked the students 

whether they had more questions, although several questions had already been asked and 

answered.  Most of the students had further questions to ask him then.  Even in the 

second conferences, regarding the assignment discussed (which was not given by the 

NEST) the NNS students had various questions from organization to formatting.  The 

students took notes while the NEST gave feedback as to how to reorganize the essays, 

which parts needed to be clarified, and what else to include.  This also indicates that the 

NNS students considered the NEST’s feedback helpful.  The NEST’s explanations were 

clear because they were personalized – he pointed out specific parts of the students’ 

essays and quoted sentences in the drafts while giving feedback.  Since his feedback was 

personalized and he asked questions concerning the students’ views on the topics of their 

essays, the students seemed to be able to speak out in a greater deal.   

In addition, as the NEST had written down feedback in the students’ essay drafts, 

he advanced the conferences by following the already written comments, which made the 

conferences proceed effectively.  This seemed to have been well appreciated by the 

students, as Christopher’s comment at the end of the conference shows: “I think it’s 

pretty clear from just seeing your notes.”  The NEST offered detailed advice for 

improvement without being asked specific questions by the students, and the students 

seemed to have largely benefited.  In other words, the NEST assured that all the students 

left with clear ideas for revisions by giving clear and thoroughly explained feedback, 

whether or not they had prepared questions prior to the conferences.     
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Moreover, the NEST praised the students’ work by pointing out well-organized 

and well-written parts in their essays and by explaining why they deserved the positive 

comments.  This seemed to be a significant difference between the conferences with the 

NEST and the NNEST.  Another aspect that confirmed that the students received helpful 

comments was that many of them asked the NEST whether they could send revised 

versions of their essays to the NEST for further feedback before the due date of the final 

draft.  This indicates that they considered the NEST’s feedback helpful.  As was stated 

earlier, Tyler expressed that he would have liked the teacher’s (the NNEST’s) comments 

to be concerned with his essay, not any essay, suggesting that the students appreciated 

personalized feedback.     

Thus, judging from various aspects observed in the conferences that the NEST 

had with the NS and NNS students, the students’ perception that NS teachers explain well 

and provide helpful feedback is confirmed valid and to exist in actual conference 

interaction.    

The next question (d) sought whether the NS student seemed uncomfortable 

talking to the NNEST during the conferences.  It was observed, in the conference 

between the NNEST and Tyler, that Tyler’s responses to the NNEST’s questions and 

feedback were short such as the one-word answer “okay,” which did not display his 

interest in confirming the feedback or asking further questions.  When the NNEST was 

about to finish the conference, Tyler said, “Thank you,” without glancing at the NNEST.  

Both Christopher and Julie did not seem too uncomfortable talking to the NNEST; 

however, they were not as actively engaged in conversation as they had been with the 
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NEST.  In interaction with the NNEST, they spoke more softly in a low-tone than they 

did in their conferences with the NEST.  The NS students did not have many questions to 

ask the NNEST, which could serve as another supportive element to confirm the attitude.  

Thus, the NS students’ attitude elicited from the questionnaire that they feel more 

comfortable talking to NS teachers than to NNS teachers was confirmed as observed in 

the individual conference interactions.             

The last two questions (e) and (f) investigated whether the NNEST’s learning 

experience, conscientiousness, and empathy were acknowledged by the NNS students.  

Analysis of the conference data did not confirm the NNS students’ attitude that they 

acknowledged the NNEST’s learning experience and conscientiousness to be existent, or 

at least observable, in conference interaction.  The NNS students did not seem to have 

treated the NNEST as their peer English learner because of the expected hierarchy (i.e., 

teacher-student relationship).  The NNEST, too, did not seem to have acted in a way to 

suggest to the students that she was indeed an in-group member in terms of her identity as 

a nonnative speaker of English.   

The NNS students’ view that NNS teachers are empathic was observed in actual 

interaction occasionally.  The most apparent was the fact that the NNS students asked 

questions regarding grading criteria.  Another case was seen in the conference with 

Satsuki, in which Satsuki expressed her concern regarding her English proficiency when 

the NNEST asked about the peer revision session in class.  Since the NNEST did not 

respond in an empathic way to Satsuki and changed the topic immediately, it did not 

develop into an instance in which Satsuki’s comments strongly signified the attitude that 
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she thought that the NNEST would understand her concern.  However, it is likely that the 

NNS students also express concerns due to their English proficiency to NS teachers.  For 

example, Takafumi said to the NEST that his writing style was different from what is 

expected in the American academic context and it was hard for him to write an essay in 

the way expected in the composition course.  Thus, it might be the case that the NNS 

students want their teachers to be empathic regardless of the teacher’s NS status. 

  

4.5.5. Summary of Research Question 2       

In order to answer the second research question, the questionnaire data 

(perceptions) and the conference interaction data (practice) were analyzed in order to 

investigate general students’ attitudes expressed in the pre-conference questionnaire were 

reflected in actual writing conference interaction via the six guiding questions.  As a 

result, three aspects: (1) NS students feel more comfortable talking to NS teachers, (2) 

NS and NNS students think that NNS teachers are not helpful due to a lack of familiarity 

with American culture, and (3) NS and NNS students think that NS teachers can provide 

more helpful feedback, were observable in actual interaction during the individual writing 

conferences.  The fact that not all the expressed attitudes were seen in practice suggests 

that some attitudes expressed in the questionnaire were found to be only perceptions that 

were not reflected in actual behaviors.  Hence, there are discrepancies between students’ 

perceptions and actual behaviors in some aspects.  It is worthwhile to explore the reasons 

for the expressed attitudes towards teachers that were not confirmed in actual teacher-

student interactions.       
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4.6. Answering Research Question 3 

The third research question sought to determine whether or not there are 

differences in students’ attitudes towards NS and NNS English composition teachers 

from those expressed in the pre-conference written questionnaire and those expressed in 

the post-conference individual interviews.  In order to answer the third research question, 

the same relevant portions of the student questionnaire data (Phase One) that were 

analyzed in order to answer the previous research question, as well as the student 

individual interview data (Phase Three) were analyzed.  In the following sections, first, 

general answers to the third question will be presented based on the students’ linguistic 

background.  Because of the nature and purpose of this study, it is imperative to delve 

into each student’s case rather than treating the student participants as NS or NNS groups 

only.  Therefore, more detailed analyses of the students’ attitude changes will also be 

discussed by individual cases. 

 Student individual interviews (Phase Three) attempted to explore qualitative 

aspects underlying the observed interaction patterns, areas that were not captured in the 

writing conference video-recording (Phase Two).  First, the attitudes expressed in the 

questionnaire will be briefly restated based on the students’ linguistic background.  Then, 

findings of the interviews will be presented, again based on the students’ linguistic 

background, in the following order: (1) strengths and weaknesses of NS and NNS 

teachers, (2) attitudes towards teachers based on the teacher’s NS status, (3) reflections 

on the experience of two writing conferences, (4) similarities and differences found in NS 
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and NNS students’ responses. Then, case studies that delve into each focus student’s 

attitude change through the writing conference experiences with the two teachers, as well 

as characteristic aspects found in the students’ focus group42 interview will follow.       

 

4.6.1. Revisiting Pre-conference Student Questionnaire Findings 

General student attitude changes 

 As the second research question dealt with student attitudes expressed in the 

questionnaire, the same analyzed characteristics used in answering RQ2 were again used 

in order to answer RQ3.  First, Tables 23 and 24 show the pre-conference student 

attitudes based on their linguistic backgrounds.  Then, discussions of whether or not those 

attitudes are confirmed or changed will follow.   

 

Table 23: NS Students’ Attitudes Expressed in the Pre-conference Questionnaire 
 

NS students’ opinions  
 

(1) NS teachers are better because of communication effectiveness.  Communication 
with NNS teachers is not easy because of their limited English proficiency.   

  
(2) Although NNS teachers can bring different points of view, their lack of cultural 

understanding and limited exposure to the expected writing style in the American 
educational system make them less helpful.  

 
(3) Since English is not NNS teachers’ native language, it is difficult for them to 

effectively teach.  
 
(4) NS teachers are easier to talk with because of their perfect English proficiency and 

shared cultural background.  
 

 
                                                
42 Student focus group includes three Japanese students: Takafumi, Ryo, and Satsuki. 
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Table 24: NNS Students’ Attitudes Expressed in the Pre-conference Questionnaire 
 

NNS students’ opinions  
 

(1) NS teachers can teach better because of their perfect English proficiency, familiarity 
with American culture and the expected writing style.  More attention is paid to NS 
teachers than to NNS teachers.     

 
(2) NNS teachers are more understanding because of their experience as learners of 

English.   
 
(3) NS teachers can explain better and give more useful feedback on writing style. 
 
(4) NNS teachers are more conscientious and caring.   
  

 

 

4.6.2. Student Individual Interviews 

By the time this study had progressed to Phase Three, through classroom 

observations on a regular basis and individual writing conference observations, I had 

established a rapport with the NS and NNS focus students.  This helped create a relaxed 

atmosphere for the individual interviews, enabling the focus students to express their 

views to me with little pressure.  A total of 12 focus (3 NS and 9 NNS) students met with 

me individually for casual conversation-style interviews that lasted for 45 to 60 minutes.  

Each interview consisted of two sections: (1) a set of common questions – a total of 10 

questions that are identical with the second and the third parts43 of the initial student 

questionnaire, and (2) individual questions – questions prepared for each of the students 

about the two writing conferences he/she had with the NEST and the NNEST (See 
                                                
43 The second part is about strengths and weaknesses with NS and NNS teachers.  The third part is about 
the respondent’s (student’s) perceptions about composition teachers based on tasks and/or situations that 
are related to freshman composition courses.   
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Appendix D for interview questions).  Video-recorded interviews were summarized and 

partially transcribed for analysis.   

 

4.6.3. NS Focus Students’ Interview Responses  

 NS focus students’ interview responses will be presented in the following 

sections.  Their views on NS and NNS teachers’ strengths and weaknesses will be 

presented first.  Then, their attitudes towards teachers based on the teacher’s NS status 

will follow.  Since the identical questions had already been asked in the student 

questionnaire (Phase One), comparison of the responses will be made and interpretations 

regarding changes in attitudes will be discussed.  Then, students’ reflections on the 

writing conference experience with the NEST and the NNEST will also be discussed.      

 

4.6.3.1. NS Students’ Views: Strengths and Weaknesses of NS and NNS Teachers 

 First of all, the three NS students’ (Christopher, Julie, and Tyler) interview 

responses about their views on the strengths and weaknesses of NS teachers are 

summarized in Tables 25 and 26 below.   
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Table 25: NS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Have better knowledge of and 
perfectly fluent in English  

• Able to communicate more effectively  
• Easier to understand  
 

• Explain more clearly 
• Understand colloquialism  
• Notice clichés  
• Read between the lines better 
• Able to teach properly if they 

‘know’ English 

 

 
 
 
Table 26: NS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Can be boring if they speak monotone 
 
 

• Unable to look at English writing 
objectively 

• Pay less attention to format and 
grammar  

• Take it for granted that we all know 
grammar already 

 

  

The strengths of NS teachers, as clearly seen in Table 25, are exclusively 

associated with their proficiency in English.  This is not different from what was found in 

the questionnaire administered in Phase One.  Not only the communication skills that 

many NNS teachers can achieve but a more culturally grounded domain of English 

language proficiency, something that is thought to be hard for NNS teachers to achieve, 

was pointed out as NS teachers’ strengths in teaching academic writing. 
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 As was the opinion that the majority of the NS students expressed in Phase One, 

the focus NS students maintained the view that it is NS teachers’ weakness that they are 

likely to look at students’ writing subjectively.  In the interview, Christopher said that it 

should not be an issue how he expresses himself unless there are grammatical mistakes.  

He said, “as long as it is linguistically correct, it’s okay how I say things” (Interview, 

November 30, 2006).            

Below, in the same manner, the NS students’ responses concerning the strengths 

and weaknesses of NNS teachers are summarized in Tables 27 and 28. 

 

Table 27: NS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NNS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

 • More open to varying styles of 
writing, less likely to insist students 
write in a particular way 

• Focus on format and grammar 

 

 
 
Table 28: NS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NNS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Missing cultural references 
 
 

• Less attention to organization and 
content 

• Cannot help in a larger scale (e.g., 
essay development) 

• Less able to read between the lines 
compared to NS teachers 
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Interestingly, NNS teachers’ strengths as perceived by the NS students were 

almost precisely the opposite of what they had pointed out as NS teachers’ weaknesses.  

For example, accepting varying writing styles was mentioned as a strength of NNS 

teachers, while the opposite idea was pointed out as a weakness of NS teachers.  Another 

strength that was also expressed as NS teachers’ weaknesses was an emphasis on format 

and grammatical aspects.  As a whole, ideas expressed by the NS students seem to 

suggest that NS and NNS teachers’ strengths and weaknesses are almost reversed.        

 While it was one of the most common attitudes expressed by the NS student 

group in Phase One, none of the NS students mentioned that NNS teachers’ limited 

proficiency would hinder communication.  Another intriguing aspect is that the NS 

students pointed out NNS teachers’ lesser attention to content and/or development of 

essays.  It was observed in Phase Two that the NNEST’s feedback during the conferences 

was mainly on formatting.  Therefore, the students’ expectations that had not been 

realized might have been reflected in these comments regarding NNS teachers’ 

weaknesses.    

     

4.6.3.2. NS Students’ Views: Attitudes towards Teachers based on the Teacher’s NS 

Status 

 In this section, the NS students’ responses to the set of eight questions identical to 

the third part of the student questionnaire will be presented.  The responses are presented 

question by question in Table 29, followed by pertaining qualitative data that provide 

deeper insight of the students’ views.     
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Table 29: NS Students’ Responses  
 
Q1.  Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as your composition  
       teacher? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 0 
 
1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Because they’re NS and they have the strengths. (Christopher)  
• Because they speak the language, and their first language is English. (Julie) 
Doesn’t matter 
• At first I thought there was a significant difference, but now I don’t think so. I 

wouldn’t request a NS teacher, and if I were in a NNS teacher’s class, I wouldn’t drop 
it just because the teacher is a nonnative speaker. (Tyler) 

 
 

Q2.  Who is better at teaching grammar?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

1 2 
 
0 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Because I had a really really good English grammar teacher in high school. (Tyler) 
Nonnative speaker 
• NS tend to be unaware of grammar. NS knows how it works, but not really know why 

the grammar is the way it is. NNS teachers studied it so they know it well. 
(Christopher) 

• Those who don’t speak English as their first language, they learned it proper way to 
do it. If you know English already, you could just disregard the rules of grammar. 
(Julie) 
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Q3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 0 
 

1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They have better commands of the language, in most cases, the command of the 

language matters. (Christopher) 
• They can play around with the words and the style. They know ‘style’ better. (Julie) 
Doesn’t matter 
• Equal. Neither really stands out. (Tyler) 
 
 

Q4. During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

1 0 
 
2 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• I am a NS. I think NNS teachers would feel more comfortable talking to NNS 

students. (Tyler) 
Doesn’t matter 
• It depends on the person. I’d like someone who tells me what’s strong about my 

writing first then gives me feedback for improvement, not just pointing out what’s 
wrong. (Christopher) 

• It depends on the person. I like a mellow person.  I would not like someone who 
judges my paper by just telling me what’s wrong. (Julie) 
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Q5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

3 0 
 

0 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• As I don’t have much problem with grammar, NS teachers would be good for 

providing global comments and making flow better. (Christopher) 
• I might just disregard rules of grammar and mechanics.  NS teachers would 

understand where I’m coming from, slang, etc. NS teachers would understand culture 
and background better. (Julie) 

• I got more elaborated feedback from my NS teacher. (Tyler) 
 
 
 
Q6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on your writing when you turn in your 
writing assignment? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

1 1 
 
1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• I tend to not have much problem with grammar. Although NS teachers don’t speak 

with perfect grammar often times (NS don’t speak in complete sentences), NNS 
teachers tend to miss the same thing more often. So that’s the sign that they are 
indeed NNS teachers. (Christopher) 

Nonnative speaker 
• Because it’s a different perspective. They focus on a lot of format and grammar. They 

are more strict a lot of times, but I think it’s good in the end. I don’t feel bothered to 
receive feedback from NNS teachers. A lot of times, NNS teachers know a lot about 
English. They learned real in and out of it. They know a lot more proper English. 
(Tyler) 

Doesn’t matter 
• NS teachers for the style and organization. NNS teachers for grammar stuff. Some 

teachers check everything (grammar) but others don’t.  I like teachers who check 
grammar. (Julie) 
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Q7. Who do you think is a better teacher?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 0 
 
1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• Just because of the background of English. (Julie) 
• The NS teacher I had was really the best teacher I ever had. (Tyler) 
Doesn’t matter 
• I cannot say anyone is better based on their nationality.  I need to see their teaching. 

(Christopher) 
 
 
Q8. Who do you think is more empathic with you about your learning academic 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 0 
 
1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• They’ve gone through the same kind of writing classes.  They’ve done this, they 

know the assignments that we do and why we do it. They are more relatable. 
(Christopher) 

• My NS teacher was very realistic about the fact that a lot of NS students are not 
getting proper education in writing. (Tyler) 

Doesn’t matter 
• As English teachers, they have to know English anyway no matter what their native 

language is. (Julie) 
 
 

 Despite the smaller number of students (N=3) who responded to these questions 

compared to that in Phase One (N=21), the data collected in Phase Three through 

individual interviews yielded intriguing student views.  Apparently, experience with and 
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exposure to NNS teachers influenced the NS students’ general views of teachers in 

multiple respects.  One such example is the preference for teachers (Q1).  Although two 

out of three still expressed their preference for NS teachers, the NS students were more 

willing to acknowledge NNS teachers.  Julie said, “I wouldn’t have minded if NNS 

teacher were my teacher.  NNS teachers’ language skills are high enough” (Interview, 

November 29, 2006).  Tyler said, “Last semester, I had a Chinese teacher.  She had an 

extremely heavy accent, too.  First I was intimidated a little bit, but in the end, it wasn’t 

too bad” (Interview, December 5, 2006).  This comment shows how his experience with 

his previous composition teacher, who was a female native Chinese speaker, had changed 

his perception.  Tyler no longer indicated a preference for NS teachers.  When they were 

asked with whom they would feel more relaxed with at the writing conference (Q4), 

interestingly, responses included predicted teacher’s perspectives.  Tyler’s comment, “I 

think NNS teachers would feel more comfortable talking to NNS students” (Interview, 

December 5, 2006), shows his assumption that it is the NNS teachers who may have a 

certain degree of discomfort rather than he.  Christopher also mentioned in the interview 

that he did not think the NNEST was nervous during the conference, instead of 

mentioning whether or not he had felt nervous during the conference with her.  It can be 

inferred from these expressed opinions that the one with NS status need not experience 

uncomfortable feelings or nervousness at writing conferences.   

Another aspect worth paying attention to is the difference in a teacher’s ability to 

give helpful feedback during writing conferences (Q5).  All the NS students said that NS 

teachers could give more helpful advice during conferences.  Tyler reflected on his 
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conference with the NNEST and said, “I got some out of it, but not as much as I thought.  

I definitely wanted more specific feedback” (Interview, December 5, 2006).  Although 

Julie said that NS teachers could give better feedback, when she was asked about her 

conference with the NNEST, she said that the NNEST was straight to the point and able 

to give her helpful information.  Similar to Julie was Christopher, as he mentioned that he 

had benefited from the NNEST’s comments.  He said, “Native speakers can understand 

what I am trying to say and might think it’s okay.  But NNS teachers might say what 

needs to be stated more clearly.  So, nonnative speakers might be able to evaluate writing 

better” (Interview, November 30, 2006).   Christopher also mentioned in the interview 

that NNS teachers would be better for students who have problems with grammar 

because they would need local revision comments from their teacher.   

 In response to Q7, two of the three students said that NS teachers are better.  

Christopher said it would depend on their teaching, however, he predicted that many 

students would choose native speakers anyway.  Julie, who responded in favor of NS 

teachers, explained that it was because she is a native speaker herself.  She added, “If I 

were a NNS student, I’d like a nonnative speaker or someone from my country” 

(Interview, November 29, 2006).    This suggests that she would like her teacher to be 

someone from the same background as hers.  Q8 also received the response favoring NS 

teachers from two students.  Christopher acknowledged NNS teachers’ expertise, while 

he still thought that NS teachers would be more understanding.  His comment, “I’m sure 

that NNS teachers are trained to teach English composition, but they’ve written different 

ways for a long time.  They probably went though the language curriculum, not writing,” 
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(Interview, November 30, 2006), indicates that NS teachers who also had to learn 

academic writing in the same way (while English is their first language) would be able to 

understand them better, rather than NNS teachers who learned English as a foreign 

language.  Tyler said that his high school composition teacher understood that even 

native speakers of English do not know proper grammar and struggle with writing.  

Obviously, this is an example of his previous experience influencing his perceptions.        

                

4.6.3.3. NS Students’ Views: Reflections on the Individual Writing Conferences with 

NEST and NNEST                           

Besides the questions asking about their attitudes about teachers in relation to NS 

status, the students were asked about their actual conference experience.  This part 

consisted of five questions:  

(1) How do you feel about the individual conference experience you had with 

both NS and NNS teachers?  

(2) Has this experience changed any of your perceptions of NS/NNS teachers that 

you had before?  

(3) Which conference was more successful to you?  

(4) Is there anything that did not occur during the conference(s) that you wish it 

had occurred?  

(5) If you’re writing a final essay for this class and will have one more conference 

with either one of the teachers, which one would you like to have it with?    
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Tables 30 and 31 are the NS students’ responses to these questions, presented question by 

question based on the class in which they were enrolled, so it is clear to the reader which 

conference of the NEST’s and NNEST’s that the students had first.  For example, 

Christopher’s responses are presented in the ‘Students in the NEST’s class’ column, 

indicating that his first conference was with the NEST and the second one was with the 

NNEST.  Interpretations will be provided following the students’ responses.    

 
 
Table 30: NS Students’ Comments about the Conference Experience 
 

1. General comments about the conference experience  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• I don’t really like live conferences.  
I’d like teachers to take my work and 
take the time to read and analyze it, 
rather than just giving feedback 
quickly in 15 minutes. In 15 minutes, 
neither the NEST nor the NNEST 
could give very good feedback. 
(Christopher) 

• I felt more comfortable with the NEST 
because I’m in his class. I want to 
know what he wants in my paper.  
When I had a conference with the 
NNEST, I wasn’t sure if that’s what 
my teacher (the NEST) wants or not. 
(Julie) 

 

• Now if I think of it, I felt more 
comfortable with the NEST. He 
helped me understand it a lot easier. 
(Tyler) 

 

2. Changes in attitudes before and after the conference experience  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• I had some presumption, but the 
NNEST was very helpful. She 
obviously knew how to make a 
Powerpoint presentation and how to 

• Definitely yes. I didn’t like the NNS 
teacher I had last semester, but it 
was very good this semester. We 
had good projects.  I really enjoyed 
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revise it (but I didn’t know). It was 
helpful.  This experience changed my 
perception of NNS teachers in general 
positively. (Christopher) 

• Not really. (Julie) 
 

the class with NNS students. It gave 
me a good perspective. (Tyler) 

3. Perceived more successful conference  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• The one with the NNEST, because she 
gave me more useful feedback. The 
NEST pointed out what I already 
knew as weakness in my essay (I just 
didn’t do it because of my laziness). I 
kind of knew what he would say 
already. (Christopher) 

• The one with the NEST. Because I 
figured out what I needed to do with 
my paper. With the NNEST, I showed 
her what I had and she just gave me 
her opinion and I wasn’t sure if that’s 
what my teacher (the NEST) wanted. 
(Julie) 

 

• Hard to say, but the one with the 
NEST. His feedback and comments 
helped me write my report a lot. The 
one with the NNEST had a lot to do 
with the format. (Tyler) 

 

 

Table 31: NS students’ Further Comments 
 

1. Missing elements in the conferences  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• Not really.  Maybe, more revision on 
bibliography, I guess. I feel weak 
about it. I don’t think they really 
checked if the MLA style was 
correct. It could have been beneficial 
if the teacher checked it carefully. 
(Christopher) 

• I wish I had finished my paper 
beforehand. (Julie) 

 

• I wish the NNEST had looked through 
my paper quickly and gave me some 
comments. That’s what I thought what 
was going to happen. She was giving 
general advice, not to ‘my’ paper but 
to just ‘a’ paper. (Tyler) 

 

 



 
 

269 

2. Teacher choice for a further conference  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• The NNEST, because I’m less sure 
what she would pick out as my 
weakness. I can predict what the 
NEST would pick as weakness about 
my paper.  I know a certain part of 
my essay is weak but I don’t know 
how to make it better. I’d rather see 
what the NNEST thinks. 
(Christopher) 

• The NEST, because he’s grading my 
paper. If he doesn’t like something 
about my paper, I’ll change it. This 
has nothing to do with the teacher; 
it’s just that I’m in his class. (Julie)  

 

• The NNEST, because she grades it. I 
think she grades pretty strictly. I felt 
pretty good about my first paper, but I 
didn’t do very well. I didn’t think it 
was that bad.  My second paper was 
all right, I guess. I thought it was 
worse than the first one, but I got a 
better grade. (Tyler) 

 

 

  

 

 Three general themes have emerged from the NS students’ responses to the 

questions about the conference experience.  First of all, the NS students seem to expect 

teachers to spend much time in order to give personalized and specific feedback to 

students’ individual essays.  Secondly, the students are heavily concerned with their 

course grades.  It is important for them to know what their teachers look for in their 

essays, and a writing conference is one occasion that can be realized.  For example, Julie 

was trying to estimate what the NEST was looking for in her work, even during the 

conference that she had with the NNEST.  She explicitly said, “It was more like I wanted 

to know what [the NEST] wanted” (Interview, November 29, 2006).   Two students, Julie 

and Tyler, said that they would have another conference with their course instructor if 

they were to have another one for an essay required for the course.  They made their 
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decisions based on who grades the essay.  Thirdly, the students acknowledged NNS 

teachers’ expertise, as well as the different strengths they can bring to teaching.  In 

response to the second question, Christopher and Tyler said that their perceptions of NNS 

teachers had changed positively after their conference experience.  Tyler, particularly, 

expressed that he did not like the NNS teacher he had the previous semester; but the 

experience being in the NNEST’s class had ameliorated his attitudes towards NNS 

teachers. 

 In addition, it seems in their opinion that the feedback that the students receive 

during a conference, in terms of both amount and type, determines the degree of 

successfulness of the conference.  They come to a conference with a specific purpose, 

and whether or not this particular purpose is met is the key for them to decide whether it 

was successful or not.  For example, Christopher, who perceived his conference with the 

NNEST more successful than the one with the NEST, said, “I thought [the NEST] would 

be able to point out points where there wasn’t as good of flow … general flow of a paper, 

where I thought it made sense to me.  I expected he would be able to point out that much 

better” (Interview, November 30, 2006).    He indicated that he wanted the NEST to point 

out something that he himself had overlooked.  He also said: 

 [The NEST] would say my solution paper was a little weak just because I already 

knew it was kind of weak.  But I thought it was good enough for a 102 good grade 

rough draft.  So I just kind of turned it in and I expected him to say something 

else. (Interview, November 30, 2006)  
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On the other hand, the reason why he thought that the conference with the NNEST was 

successful was that the NNEST provided feedback from a different perspective.  

Christopher expressed that it is to the NNS teachers’ asset that they can provide different 

types of feedback from their perspectives.  Tyler said that the conference with the NEST 

had different foci from the one with the NNEST.  According to Tyler, the NNEST 

focused more on format, which was exactly what was observed in the NNEST’s 

conferences in Phase Two.     

Thus, as I have summarized, in terms of the NS students, only the second opinion 

of the four revisited (See Table 23, p. 254) was confirmed after the writing conference 

experience with the NEST and the NNEST.  Although the NS students acknowledged and 

appreciated NNS teachers’ different points of view, it was again expressed that lack of 

cultural understanding could hinder NNS teachers’ helpfulness in giving feedback to 

students’ writing.  The opinion that NS teachers are easier to speak with because of their 

perfect English proficiency and shared cultural background was found to be partially 

changed after the conferences.  While the NS teachers continued to be seen easier to 

speak with, the reason for it did not remain the same.  NS teachers were perceived to be 

more understanding after the conference.  NS students’ two changed opinions are related 

to linguistic issues of NNS teachers.  Although a number of NS students expressed, prior 

to the conferences, that NNS teachers’ English proficiency levels would hinder not only 

general communication but also the degree of teacher helpfulness, this opinion was 

nonexistent in the post-conference interviews.  This can be interpreted as what was 

actually smooth communication at the conferences with the NNEST had improved the 
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NS students’ attitudes.  This can also be the predicted reason for the partially changed 

idea mentioned above.   

 

4.6.4. NNS Focus Students’ Responses 

NNS focus students’ interview responses will be presented in the following 

sections.  First, their views on NS and NNS teachers’ strengths and weaknesses, then, 

their attitudes towards teachers based on the teacher’s NS status will be presented and 

discussed.  Again, comparison will be made between the responses to the pre-conference 

questionnaire and the post-conference interviews to see whether their attitudes have 

changed.  The NNS students’ attitude changes, if any, will be discussed.  Finally, 

students’ reflections on the writing conference experience with the NEST and the 

NNEST will be explored in order to support the qualitative data. 

 

4.6.4.1. NNS Students’ Views: Strengths and Weaknesses of NS and NNS Teachers 

A total of nine NNS students’ (Mohammed, Johnny, Ryo, Dion, Gilberto, Takafumi, 

Alicia, Sophie, and Satsuki) responses about strengths and weaknesses of NS 

composition teachers are summarized in Tables 32 and 33 below. 
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Table 32: NNS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Have better knowledge of grammar 
and perfectly fluent in English (3) 

• Speak more clearly  
• Handle everything well 
• Understanding 
• Open 
• Understand NNS students are shy and 

do something about it, for example, 
ask questions 

• The fact that there are no weaknesses 
(2) 

• American cultural background  
 

• Clear class content 
• Clear and easy-to-follow class 

organization 
• Learned English composition in the 

past 
 

 

 
 
 
Table 33: NNS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Not understand problems/concerns 
that NNS students have (3) 

• Less patient than NNS teachers  
• No regard for language barrier (2) 
• Would not know all the rules of 

English because it’s natural to them 
• Intimidating to NNS students 
• Assume NNS students know what 

they know 
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 Two students, Ryo and Satsuki, said that NS teachers’ strength is the fact that they 

could not find weaknesses associated with these teachers.  NS teachers’ teaching style 

that encourages NNS students to be involved in class was also considered a strength.  It 

was only the NNS students who acknowledged the experiences of NS teachers’ learning 

academic writing.  It can be inferred that the NNS students see academic writing as skills 

that need to be learned even by native speakers of English.  However, the common 

opinion held by the NNS students of NS teachers’ being unable to understand the 

difficulties that NNS students go through was again mentioned in the interviews after the 

conferences.  In addition to explicit responses, this opinion was also expressed in the 

following NNS students’ comments: “[NS teachers] think we should be able to speak 

English as well as they do” (Dion, Interview, November 28, 2006), “More consideration 

should be given because of the difference in background” (Mohammed, Interview, 

December 4, 2006). 

The NNS students’ interview responses regarding strengths and weaknesses of 

NNS teachers are summarized in Tables 34 and 35 below.   
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Table 34: NNS Students’ Responses: Strengths of NNS Teachers 
 

Strengths of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• More aware of and can understand the 
problems that NNS students have 
because they learned English as a 
second language (3) 

• Conscientious (3) 
• Know grammar well (3) 
 

• Explain more (3)  

 
 
 
Table 35: NNS Students’ Responses: Weaknesses of NNS Teachers 
 

Weaknesses of NNS teachers  
 

General comments Comments directly related to teaching 
composition 

 

• Less fluent (2) 
• Hard to understand because of thick 

accent  
• Less experience with English 
 

• Their English might be a bit 
awkward when it comes to speaking 
or making sentences 

• Might translate from their own 
language 

• Grade harder 
• Provide little advice on how to 

develop an essay compared to NS 
teachers 

 

 

 
 

The only aspect pointed out as NNS teachers’ strength directly related to teaching 

composition is that these teachers explain more for students than NS teachers do.  

Takafumi said, “If I ask one thing, NNS teachers would usually give me two or more 

answers.  I ask one question, and they give me multiple answers” (Interview, December 
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1, 2006).  A few points worth noting include an opinion that was expressed only by the 

NNS students with regard to grading.  The NNS students perceived NNS teachers’ 

tendency to grade students’ work harder to be their weakness.  Mohammed commented, 

“I think it is because they are trying to ‘make up’ by sticking to the rules.  That is how 

they make up their nonnative-ness” (Interview, December 4, 2006).  Another aspect is 

that the NNS students too pointed out the lack of feedback NNS teachers provide 

regarding essay development (as opposed to format and grammar) as their weakness.  

Although NNS teachers’ English proficiency level was still pointed out by the NNS 

students, Sophie’s explicit comment “You don’t necessarily have to be perfectly fluent to 

teach writing though” (Interview, December 7, 2006) indicates that lack of NS status 

does not disqualify NNS teachers as composition teachers.  Other side comments given 

by the NNS students concerned sympathetic views for NNS teachers, illustrated by the 

following comments: “Students might just underestimate their ability just because they 

are nonnative” (Alicia, Interview, December 1, 2006); “If the person doesn’t know how 

to deal with American students well, they can be taken advantage of” (Satsuki, Interview, 

December 7, 2006).   

As a whole, the NNS students pointed out more weaknesses of both NS and NNS 

teachers than did the NS students. 
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4.6.4.2. NNS Students’ Views: Attitudes towards Teachers based on the Teacher’s 

NS Status 

 This section will present the NNS students’ responses to the common questions.  

Their responses are summarized in Table 36 below.   

 

Table 36: NNS Students’ Responses  
 
Q1.  Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as your composition  
       teacher? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

1 3 
 
5 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• NS teachers have better knowledge of English grammar. (Dion) 
Nonnative speaker 
• They understand disadvantages of NNS students. (Ryo) 
• I believe NNS teachers explain things in a better way.   (Mohammed) 
• Combined with writing center tutors. (Takafumi) 
Doesn’t matter 
• Depends on the personality.  Someone who is comprehensive and understanding that 

English is my second language, working with my strengths and weaknesses. (Sophie) 
• If this person can explain the material well, then I’m glad. Native language does not 

matter to me. (Johnny) 
• I don’t mind, as long as I learn.  Someone who can teach grammar because I’m bad. 

(Gilberto) 
• It doesn’t matter if they know their stuff. (Alicia) 
• As long as this person knows more than I do, I am the student who needs to learn. 

(Satsuki) 
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Q2.  Who is better at teaching grammar?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 6 
 
1 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• In Mexico, definitely NS teachers were better because I was learning English as a 

foreign language.  I had the perception that NS teachers are better from my 
experience. (Alicia) 

Nonnative speaker 
• For example, my teacher at CESL44, a NNS teacher, was very good. (Johnny) 
• They seem to know more. NS teachers might just state the fact and that’s it, but NNS 

teachers can explain why things are the way they are. (Mohammed) 
• They had to learn it. (Satsuki) 
 
 

Q3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

4 2 
 

3 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• NS teachers have more experience. They know how it works. They’ve been doing 

this for a long time. (Gilberto) 
• It’s not just grammar. Nuance, cultural background, etc.  They are experienced. 

(Takafumi) 
• My NS friend taught me how to write an essay.  She made it very simple. It was very 

helpful. She said “this is how we learned it in school,” and taught me. (Johnny) 
• I get my questions answered in NS teachers’ classes. (Alicia) 
Nonnative speaker 
• I don’t feel intimidated to come up to the teacher to ask questions, but to an American 

teacher, I am not sure if I could do that. (Mohammed) 
Doesn’t matter 
                                                
44 CESL stands for Center for English as a Second Language, the university-housed intensive English 
program where this NNS student studied before entering a degree-seeking program at the university.   
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• When it comes to writing, both can teach me how to compose the thesis, organize my 
essay, etc.  Not just grammar, but there are more technical issues.  I’m okay with 
both. What’s important is the skills they have. (Dion) 

 
 

Q4. During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

0 0 
 
9 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Doesn’t matter 
• It’s one-on-one. As long as we can understand each other, as long as they understand 

what I need. (Ryo) 
• I’d like someone who can have a student perspective.  I’d like one who sees student 

questions as their “data”. One who uses student questions as valuable sources. 
(Takafumi) 

• As long as I get my questions answered. (Alicia) 
• As long as they give me good advice. (Johnny) 
• It doesn’t matter except for NNS teachers with a thick accent. (Satsuki) 
 
 
Q5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

1 3 
 

5 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• NS teachers emphasize the content, rather than grammar. (Ryo) 
Nonnative speaker 
• They are good at giving advice.  They have the experience on their own. Advice 

coming from actual experience is more convincing to me. (Takafumi) 
• They would explain more. They would kind of know my way of thinking. 

(Mohammed) 
Doesn’t matter 
• NNS teachers would understand me more. (Sophie) 
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• If the person knows what he’s doing, he’d give good advice. It has nothing to do with 
whether the teacher is a native speaker or not. Also, it depends on the teacher’s 
personality. (Johnny) 

 
 
Q6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on your writing when you turn in your 
writing assignment? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 1 
 
4 
 

No response=2 
 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• NNS teachers know more about the language (e.g., idiom, style, etc.). (Johnny) 
Nonnative speaker 
• I appreciate the comment my NNS teacher gave me. I doubt American teachers would 

make the same effort as she did. (Mohammed) 
Doesn’t matter 
• They are both good.  NS teachers give more suggestions on the way of writing (voice, 

etc), NNS teachers give suggestions about structure rather than language issue. 
(Alicia) 

• Diligent teachers would be good, as they’d take the time to provide comments. Native 
language doesn’t matter, but one who gives mode detailed comments is better. 
(Satsuki) 

 
 

Q7. Who do you think is a better teacher?  
 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

3 1 
 

5 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• The more experience, the better. (Alicia) 
• To make my paper better and more developed, I think a NS teacher is stronger. (Ryo) 
Doesn’t matter 
• Someone who is helpful and not sarcastic at all is good. (Gilberto) 
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• I like those who know the stuff, those who care about the students. Those who want 
us to succeed. (Johnny) 

• If I’ve already learned the basic of composition, then NS teachers would be better.  
But, if not, NNS teachers would be better. (Takafumi) 

• It depends on the purpose.  NNS teachers might consider I should be able to do it if 
she/he could have done it. To just get by easily, NS teachers. NS teachers don’t grade 
as strictly as NNS teachers do. (Satsuki) 

 
 
Q8. Who do you think is more empathic with you about your learning academic 
writing? 

 

Response choices Native speaker Nonnative speaker Doesn’t matter  
 

# of students who 
chose the 
response 

2 5 
 
2 
 

 
Verbatim reasons for the responses: 
Native speaker 
• NS teachers have more experience. They could see the difference between NS and 

NNS students. (Gilberto) 
• I had a NS teacher who pointed out everything that I was doing wrong in my paper 

like ‘you can’t say this; you don’t say this’. (Johnny) 
Nonnative speaker 
• They passed by the things I’m being through. (Sophie) 
• They would understand me better. (Mohammed) 
• Sometimes if you haven’t tried to write in another language, you could make an 

assumption that he/she is not trying hard, but if you yourself have gone through that 
experience, you can understand problems more easily. (Alicia) 

• NNS teachers went through the same experience. (Satsuki) 
 
 

First of all, although the Doesn’t matter response still outnumbers either native or 

nonnative speakers in many cases (Q1, Q4, Q5, Q6, and Q7), qualitative responses 

indicate that the NNS students have varying opinions.  The students particularly 

expressed opinions regarding Q4 that asked with whom they feel more relaxed to have 

conferences with, and Q5, that asked who provides better feedback during writing 

conferences.  In response to Q4, Mohammed said, “I am afraid that NS teachers would 
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think I am asking simple questions” (Interview, December 4, 2006).  He said that he 

would be intimidated to ask questions of NS teachers.  Similarly, Alicia expressed the 

opinion that NNS students could be intimidated by NS teachers and that they would have 

a hard time actively participating in class.  For Takafumi, it is the language he has to use 

for communication, not necessarily the teacher’s NS status.  In his comment, “When I 

speak in Japanese, I can sit back with my arms folded in front of me.  But when I speak in 

English, I lean forward (because I need to concentrate)” (Interview, December 1, 2006), 

Takafumi’s effort for communication itself can be observed.  This extra effort he needs to 

make in communicating in English, his second language, does not allow him to feel 

relaxed in one-on-one conferences in which he is forced to communicate face-to-face.  

Thus, his response to Q4, Doesn’t Matter, is interpreted that it is unlikely that he feels 

sufficiently relaxed to have individual conferences in his second language anyway.  Ryo 

said that he did not feel nervous with the NEST because the NEST was skillful in 

providing a friendly atmosphere for the NNS students to feel relaxed.  Because he was in 

the NNEST’s class, the fact that the NEST would not give him a grade on his project was 

another reason that allowed Ryo to feel relaxed.  Ryo said, “I do not get nervous at 

conferences as long as it has nothing to do with my grade” (Interview, November 27, 

2006).  Thus, unlike the aforementioned Takafumi’s case, his Doesn’t matter response is 

related to his concern about grades.  Gilberto, who also chose Doesn’t matter in response 

to this question, was observed to have exchanged a handshake with the NEST at the end 

of the conference.  His comment, “I would just to do it (a handshake) to mean ‘thank 

you.’  Probably with a female teacher, it would be different.  In Mexico, to say hi to a girl 
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I would kiss on the cheek.  So it is just different” (Gilberto, Interview, December 7, 

2006), suggests that teachers’ gender might influence the level of comfort he feels in a 

conference interaction.             

 Some qualitative comments that the NNS students provided in addition to their 

responses to Q5 seem to be specifically concerned with their conferences with the 

NNEST.  For example, Sophie responded that NNS teachers are able to give better 

feedback during writing conferences because they would understand her better.  She 

added that NS teachers who are really open and understanding could also be good, since 

what determines the teacher’s ability to assist her in her learning academic writing is the 

degree to which the teacher could understand her NNS background, not the NS status of 

the teacher.  Yet, Sophie commented on her conference experience with the NNEST as 

follows:  

I thought my Powerpoint would be boring, but I learned what I could do from [the 

NNEST].  I felt ‘Great! I can make something interesting for other people!’ It is 

not because I am a nonnative speaker; it is a good point for everybody.  It is good 

she told me that. (Interview, December 7, 2006)  

In this comment, she appreciates the NNEST’s advice, but she does not associate the 

NNEST’s helpfulness with her NNS status.  She explicitly mentioned that the NNEST’s 

advice could have been useful for any student.  While Sophie seemed satisfied with the 

advice she received from the NNEST during the conference; Satsuki, on the other hand, 

commented that the NNEST’s advice did not meet her expectations.  She said:  
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After all, we only discussed the topic sentence.  A good topic sentence does not 

necessarily mean that the essay is good.  So I could have been more benefited if 

we could talk more about the content as a whole.  I thought that [the NNEST] 

would look at my paper as a whole, but it was only about the point I asked. 

(Interview, November 27, 2006) 

This comment is interesting for two reasons.  First of all, her direct response to Q5 was 

Doesn’t matter and she said, “Whoever, as long as they understand English well, because 

that is what makes it difficult for me anyway.”  Obviously, the NNEST understands 

English well, and it was observable in their video-recorded conference that Satsuki’s 

proficiency, not the NNEST’s, made it difficult for them to communicate with each other.  

Thus, if the teacher’s limited English proficiency prevents him/her from providing 

effective feedback, Satsuki would not have felt dissatisfied with the conference outcome 

regarding the NNEST’s feedback.  Another reason, according to Satsuki, was lack of 

preparation on her part, which did not allow her to ask questions to the NNEST.  

Although she mentioned that she was not ready and thus unable to ask questions during 

the conference, she said that she would have liked to talk more about the content.  

Therefore, it needs to be considered that students’ responses could also be based on their 

perception rather than reality. 

 Another example is Ryo’s comment in response to Q8.  When he was asked who 

understands more about his learning academic writing, he answered that NNS teachers 

would have a higher level of empathy.  However, reflecting on his conference with the 

NEST, Ryo said, “I feel that all composition teachers, whether native or nonnative 
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speakers, are considerate about NNS students.  They seem to understand our situations.  I 

have no complaints about teachers in this writing program at this university” (Interview, 

November 7, 2006).  This comment does not support his direct response to Q8.       

 Overall, it was found that the NNS student group displayed varying opinions 

about college composition teachers, which was also the case with the NNS student group 

in Phase One.  The fact that there are discrepancies between the students’ direct 

responses to the questions and their comments deserves much attention.  Therefore, it is 

too premature to only look at the questionnaire responses, because the questionnaire 

items might have forced the students to express their opinions for the sake of responding.   

   

4.6.4.3. NNS Students’ Views: Reflections on the Individual Writing Conferences 

with NEST and NNEST 

In the same manner as the NS student group above, the NNS students’ responses 

to the questions about their individual conferences with the NEST and the NNEST are 

summarized in Tables 37 and 38 below, followed by interpretations.  

 
 
Table 37: NNS Students’ Comments about the Conference Experience 
 

1. General comments about the conference experience  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• Both were good. NEST answered my 
questions. NNEST brought me good 
questions. (Sophie) 

• It was great. It was cool. (Gilberto) 
 

• It was helpful. Now I know different 
characteristics of teachers. 
(Mohammed) 

• I felt that NNEST was close and more 
open to me it might be because I’m 
also a NNS. (Johnny) 
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• NNS is stricter (not that it’s bad). 
(Ryo) 

• I feel more comfortable to talk about 
things that are not related to 
composition, as they are more flexible 
about casual small talk. (Satsuki) 

 

2. Changes in attitudes before and after the conference experience  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• Although I’d rather be taught by a 
NS teacher, both NS and NNS 
teachers are competent. As for NNS 
teachers, maybe it is just accent that 
is different. They can be fluent in 
English. (Dion) 

• Not really. I didn’t like my teacher 
last semester.  It was a NS teacher. If 
you asked me which I prefer last 
semester, I would have said that I 
liked NNS teachers better. But this 
semester, I really liked the NEST. 
(Sophie) 

• Not really. (Gilberto) 

• Not really. I still stick to my previous 
thoughts. I still prefer NNS (just 
because I am a NNS student). I think 
for Americans, NS teacher would be 
better. (Mohammed) 

• Not really. It didn’t change anything.  
I’m from the culture that teacher is 
like God. Teacher is everything. You 
cannot judge him. I came from this 
system. I am a student, so all teachers 
are right and we need to respect them. 
(Johnny) 

• I didn’t know what kind of experience 
it would be to have a conference with 
a NNS teacher. I think the NNEST did 
very well.  Based on my experience in 
Mexico, I was skeptical.  I thought 
that NNS teachers know English, but 
they still make mistakes.  But, the 
NNEST brought useful things, not just 
following the textbook. (Alicia) 

• I had thought NNS teachers would be 
snobbish, as they know that they’ve 
achieved the high level of English 
skills.  But it wasn’t like that with the 
NNEST.  She is easy to talk to. 
(Satsuki) 

 

 

3. Perceived more successful conference  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
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• The one with the NEST, because I 
came more prepared. I wasn’t 
prepared well for the conference 
with the NNEST. (Gilberto) 

• The one with the NEST, because I 
was confused and I had a lot of 
questions.  I got my questions 
answered in the conference with the 
NEST. (Sophie) 

• The one with the NNEST. She 
provided practical and thorough 
advice. (Takafumi) 

• Both, because I was able to revise 
my paper and presentation after 
conferences. (Dion) 

 

• The one with the NNEST because she 
was helpful. The NEST was helpful 
but the conference with him created 
more questions. (Johnny) 

• The one with the NNEST, because I 
got more advice.  I like the teacher 
who points out things that need to be 
improved. (Ryo) 

• The one with the NEST. I don’t know 
if it could have gone better, because 
of the topic.  It was more complete 
with the NEST even though there 
were some elements missing. (Alicia) 

• I really didn’t feel anything.  Both 
gave me good advice.  I made sure 
what I had to do during the 
conferences. (Satsuki) 

 

 

 
 
 
Table 38: NNS Students’ Further Comments 
 

1. Missing elements in the conferences  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
 

• Not really. If there was something 
missing, I would be asking 
questions. (Sophie) 

• I wanted the NEST and the NNEST 
ask me more questions about my 
essay/project, rather than me asking 
questions to them only. (Takafumi) 

• No. (Dion) 
• Not really. (Gilberto) 
 
 

• I would have liked NNEST to read 
my paper beforehand. (Alicia) 

• Not really. Of course I’d like it if the 
teacher reads everything and corrects 
all the mistakes of my paper. But we 
don’t do that at the conference. 
(Johnny) 

• I wanted more specific comments on 
the content of my paper from the 
NNEST, as I tend to be narrow-
minded while I write my paper. (Ryo) 

• Not really. (Satsuki) 
 

 

2. Teacher choice for a further conference  
 

Students in the NEST’s class Students in NNEST’s class  
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• The NEST, since he’s my teacher. I 
need to know what he wants in my 
paper. If I know what he’s expecting 
in my paper, I’d get a better grade. 
(Gilberto) 

• The NEST because he’s my teacher.  
I have to follow his guidelines; every 
teacher has his own guidelines. This 
has nothing to do with the teacher’s 
native language. (Dion)  

• The NEST, because he’s my teacher 
and he’s the one giving me the grade.  
As long as grades are concerned, I 
need to pick my teacher. (Takafumi) 

• The NNEST, just because I’d know 
what the NEST would want. I would 
like a different perspective. That way 
my paper would be more complete 
with two perspectives. (Sophie) 

 

• The NNEST, she’s grading the paper. 
I want to know what she’s looking 
for. (Mohammed) 

• The NNEST, because she’s my 
teacher. (Johnny) 

• The NNEST, she’s grading the paper. 
(Alicia)  

• NNS, because the NNEST’s advice is 
more straightforward and stricter. 
(Ryo) 

• Depends on the topic of the paper.  It 
doesn’t matter.  Gender might be the 
deciding factor based on the paper 
topic, but native language is not the 
deciding factor. If I write about 
American society, the NEST is better, 
but if I write about culture shock, the 
NNEST is better. (Satsuki) 

 

 

 

 

 The same three themes found in the NS student group also existed in the NNS 

student group’s interview data.  They are: (1) students’ expectations for personalized 

feedback from teachers, (2) students’ concern about their grades, and (3) students’ 

acknowledgement of the NNEST’s expertise and the different contributions that NS and 

NNS teachers make.  In addition to these themes, the NNS students’ rich qualitative data 

yielded more perspectives that are specifically found in the NNS student group.  Before 

presenting them, noteworthy verbatim comments from the NNS students about the 

second theme, issues related to grades, will be presented.  It is not only the NS students 

that have concerns about grades.  In fact, questions about grading were asked more by the 

NNS students during the conferences.  During the interview, Mohammed said:  
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I am not that confident about my paper.  That is why I was trying to find out what 

[the NNEST] is looking for, so I can aim for that direction.  I have only been 

writing English papers, hmm, for two years now? (Interview, December 4, 2006) 

When asked whether he was specifically trying to find out the NNEST’s expectations in 

his work during the conference with her, Mohammed replied, with a surprising look on 

the face, “Well, is that wrong?  I was going to ask that question (about grading), and it is 

one of the most important things for me.”  In response to the question asking which 

teacher they would like to have another conference with, six of the nine NNS students 

said they would like their course instructor because of the grades.  Only three expressed 

their preferences based on the advice they would receive or predictable characteristics of 

the conference with a certain teacher.           

 About half of the NNS students (N=4) expressed that their attitudes towards 

teachers had not changed after the conference experience.  Sophie’s comment indicates 

that NS status does not determine the teacher’s effectiveness.  She explicitly stated, as it 

can be seen in Table 38, that she would have responded in favor of NNS teachers had she 

been asked the question in the previous semester, because she did not like her NS teacher 

then.  This shows that students’ experience with individual teachers strongly influences 

their perceptions, more specifically; having an undesirable experience with a teacher 

could lead to the idea that the opposite is better.  In any case, her positive comment 

implies that individuals’ teaching performance is more important than NNS status. 

 When the NNS students were asked which conference was more successful, 

Sophie said that the one with the NEST was more successful because her questions were 
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answered in the conference with the NEST.  Alicia had the same opinion.  Yet, the idea 

that NS teachers are able to answer students’ questions while NNS teachers are unlikely 

to do so is not valid.  Johnny, who felt that the conference with the NNEST was more 

successful, said, “[The NEST] did not solve my problem.  I still had doubt.  My 

presentation was already ready and I just needed to clarify a few things” (Interview, 

December 5, 2006).  It can be inferred from his comment that NS status does not 

automatically grant teaching effectiveness.  In other words, NS status of the NEST did 

not mean that he could answer all of the questions Johnny had prepared.  He reflected his 

feelings at that time as, “Okay, if there is no suggestion, I am going to stick to what I 

already have.”  This shows his frustration at that time due to the NEST’s inability to 

assist him in the way that he had expected.  The NNS students, as well as the NS students, 

are likely to determine the degree of conference successfulness primarily based on the 

type and amount of feedback they receive.  Words such as “practical” and “thorough” 

seen in Takafumi’s response indicate that more specific advice is desired for students to 

revise their essays.   

 Thus, as for the NNS students, two of the four opinions (the second and the third 

in Table 24, p. 255) were confirmed to still exist.  The remaining two were only partially 

confirmed.  However, none of the NNS students’ attitudes were drastically changed after 

the conferences.  This means that NNS students have ideas about teachers that are deeply 

rooted in their minds.  One of the two partially changed opinions is the same as that of 

the NS students.  An initially provided reason for NS teachers’ teaching effectiveness is 

that their perfect English proficiency was no longer expressed in the interviews.  This 
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suggests that factors other than proficiency (e.g., types of feedback, etc.) determine 

perceptions of effectiveness of teachers in helping the NNS students.  The last opinion 

that NNS teachers are more conscientious was still maintained, but the NNS students no 

longer mentioned that NNS teachers are caring after the conferences.    

 

4.6.5. Similarities and Differences Found in NS and NNS Students’ Interview 

Responses 

 After the individual writing conference experience with each of the two teachers 

(Phase Two), both NS and NNS students’ attitudes towards teachers became more based 

on the experience they actually had with the NEST and the NNEST.  In the questionnaire 

(Phase One), students gave opinions that seemed to have stemmed from their generally 

held stereotypes of NS and NNS teachers primarily based on the teacher’s NS status (or 

lack thereof).  In the post-conference interviews (Phase Three), the NS and the NNS 

focus students pointed out more specific reasons (e.g., NS teachers are able to provide 

more detailed and specific feedback), which were likely to be the consequence of the 

conference experience, for their opinions in expressing teacher effectiveness.  Both the 

NS and NNS students also came to acknowledge that NS and NNS teachers contribute to 

teaching differently.  This means that the conference experience has led the students to be 

aware of the expertise of teachers based on their NS status.  Especially, the NS students 

acknowledged the ability of NNS teachers in teaching English grammar, which is one 

important element in academic writing in English.   
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Overall, the most discernible aspect was the improvement of NS students’ 

attitudes towards NNS teachers regarding their communication skills attributed to their 

English proficiency level.  Because this was the most commonly expressed opinion by 

NS students in the questionnaire, the focus NS students’ ameliorated attitude towards 

NNS teachers regarding communication efficacy, perhaps, is the most positive change 

that was observed in the interviews. 

 As stated in the previous sections, overall, three similar themes have emerged 

from the NS and NNS student interview responses.  Both of the NS and NNS student 

groups have expressed their expectations of teachers in their commitment to assisting 

students.  For example, taking the time to read students’ essays in order to provide 

personalized comments is a common opinion expressed by multiple students regardless 

of their linguistic background.  Another similarity is the general concern about grades.  

Many of the NS and NNS students either explicitly or implicitly expressed that they are 

constantly concerned about their grades.  Several comments even suggested that they 

write their essays only to meet the teacher’s preferences.  It was apparent for some 

students that development of their writing skills was less a concern than their grades.  

Another theme that emerged is the positive views acknowledging and understanding the 

teachers’ expertise regardless of NS status.  Overall, both the NS and NNS students have 

expressed that their conferences with the NEST and the NNEST were beneficial, and that 

they have gained something out of the conference experience.  The students’ responses 

indicated that teaching performance is more important than NS status, and that it depends 

on the personality of individual teachers whether or not he or she can be a ‘good’ teacher.   
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 Differences between the NS and the NNS students’ responses are, mainly, extra 

opinions expressed by the NNS students.  These include the perception that the NEST 

could answer students’ questions, implying that the NNEST was unable to do so, 

mentioned only by the NNS students.  The other difference is that the NNS students had 

comments indicating that NS status does not guarantee NS teacher’s helpfulness.  Instead, 

teachers who know the materials well, who know the subject being discussed, and who 

have a clear understanding of any given assignment are the ones who can better assist 

students.  

 Thus, the students’ individual interviews yielded rich data that allowed general 

themes to be seen that apply to both of the NS and NNS student groups, as well as ones 

that are only applicable to the NNS student group.    

 

4.6.6. Case Studies 

As stated thus far, the third research question of this study investigates changes in 

the NS and the NNS focus students’ attitudes towards NS and NNS English composition 

teachers in general as a result of exposure to the both teachers through individual face-to-

face writing conferences.  A total of 12 (3-NS and 9-NNS) students participated in all the 

data collection phases.  Exploring these students’ expressed attitudes as well as actual 

interaction that took place in the conferences individually allows for a more in-depth 

understanding of each student’s case.  This can also lead to a clearer understanding of the 

whole picture that has been discussed in the previous section.  Therefore, relevant attitude 

changes and underlying opinions expressed by the individual students will be selectively 
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discussed below, together with salient interaction instances observed in the writing 

conferences, in order to better understand each student’s change and/or confirmation of 

attitude.  Table 39 shows the individual focus students’ responses to the questions asked 

in the questionnaire (Phase One) and later in the interviews (Phase Three).  For each 

student, responses given at two different times (Phases One and Three) to the same set of 

questions are presented in juxtaposition.  As can be seen in Table 39, many of the 

students changed their initially expressed opinions in the questionnaire later in the 

interviews while many of their opinions are kept the same, thus confirmed after the actual 

interaction with the two teachers.  Of all, only salient aspects will be discussed in this 

section. 
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Table 39: Comparison of Students’ Responses in Phase 1 and Phase 3 
 

  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Phase  1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 
Christopher DM NS NS NNS NS NS DM DM 
Julie DM NS DM NNS DM NS NS DM NS  

Tyler NS DM DM NS NS DM DM NS 
Dion NS NS NS NS NS DM DM DM 
Gilberto DM DM DM NNS DM NS DM DM 
Takafumi NS NNS DM NNS NS NS DM DM 
Mohammed NNS NNS DM NNS DM NNS NNS DM 
Johnny NNS DM DM NNS DM NS DM DM 
Ryo DM NNS NNS NNS DM NNS NNS DM 
Sophie NS DM DM DM NS DM   DM 
Alicia NS DM DM NS DM NS DM DM 

NNS  

Satsuki DM DM DM NNS DM DM DM DM 
          

  Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 

Phase  1 3 1 3 1 3 1 3 
Christopher NS NS NS NS DM DM DM NS 
Julie DM NS NS DM DM NS NS DM NS  

Tyler NS NS NS NNS NS NS DM NS 
Dion NS DM DM   DM NS DM DM 
Gilberto DM DM DM NS DM DM DM NS 
Takafumi DM NNS DM   DM DM DM DM 
Mohammed NNS NNS DM NNS DM NNS DM NNS 
Johnny DM DM DM NS DM DM DM NS 
Ryo DM NS NNS NS DM NS DM NNS 
Sophie NNS NNS DM DM DM DM NNS NNS 
Alicia NS DM NS DM DM NS DM NNS 

NNS  

Satsuki DM DM DM DM DM DM DM NNS 
NS = Native speaker; NNS = Nonnative speaker; DM = Doesn't matter   
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Christopher (NS) 

 Christopher indicated no teacher preference in the questionnaire but later 

expressed preference for NS teachers while still equally giving credit to NNS teachers as 

well.  His initial ‘Native speaker’ advocacy for grammar instruction was changed to 

‘Nonnative speaker’ after the conference experience.  This was the only aspect for which 

he chose NNS teachers over NS teachers.  Christopher’s opinion that NS teachers provide 

better feedback to his writing than NNS teachers was confirmed after having the 

conference with the NEST and the NNEST.  Despite his view that NS teachers provide 

better feedback, he said: 

NS teachers can understand what I am trying to say and might think it’s okay.  

But NNS teachers might say what needs to be stated more clearly.  So, NNS 

teachers might be able to evaluate writing better. [The NNEST] gave me more 

useful feedback. (Interview, November 30, 2006)   

Thus, he acknowledged that NNS teachers’ feedback contributes to improvement of his 

writing.  Also, he indicated resentment towards NS teachers’ subjectivity in evaluating 

students’ writings.  Christopher probably does not wish to be told by NS teachers – who 

he thought to be more subjective – what to change in his essay when he knows that his 

way of writing is not incorrect.  This can be interpreted that Christopher, as a confident 

writer, is reluctant to accept the teacher-student power relationship that would make him 

conform to NS teachers’ rather subjective views on his essays.  NNS teachers’ objective 

views, on the other hand, seem to be seen as absence of intrusiveness, and thus he is more 

willing to hear NNS teachers’ viewpoints.                   
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Julie (NS) 

Julie’s attitude towards teachers changed from favoring NS teachers to 

acknowledging NNS teachers after the conference experience.  In terms of teaching, 

although she initially had no opinions as to who can better teach grammar and writing, 

after the conferences, she thought that NNS teachers could teach grammar better while 

NS teachers are better at teaching writing skills.  This means that she came to realize 

different types of contribution both teachers can make to teaching through the experience.  

Another major change in her opinion was related to affective domains.  The conference 

experience with the NNEST led to improvement in her subconscious attitude towards 

NNS teachers.  She mentioned, “NNS teachers’ language skills are high enough” 

(Interview, November 29, 2006), rejecting the common view seen in NS students that 

NNS teachers’ English skills would hinder communication.  Yet, she also came to think 

that NS teachers provide better feedback after the conferences.  Although she expressed 

that she had benefited from the NNEST’s feedback, more detailed and specific feedback 

provided by the NEST perhaps led her to advocate NS teachers. 

   

Tyler (NS) 

Although Tyler was enrolled in the NNEST’s class, he had expressed a preference 

for NS teachers and gave more credit to NS teachers in the questionnaire based on his 

past experience in high school.  While the latter remained the same after the conferences, 

his opinion regarding preference was later changed to ‘Doesn’t matter.’  Since the 

questionnaire was administered during the first week of the semester, being in the 
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NNEST’s class throughout the semester improved his opinion towards NNS teachers in 

general.  His comment “I didn’t like the NNS teacher I had last semester, but it was very 

good this semester” (Interview, December 4, 2006) can be interpreted that his 

presumption towards NNS teachers in general prior to the semester with the NNEST 

became less valid, and he realized that the assumption based sorely on NS status might 

not hold true in all situations.  In other words, attitudes resulting from stereotypes based 

on NS status was changed through experience with the NNEST.  This also confirms past 

study findings that exposure and experience can lead to improved students’ attitudes 

(Moussu, 2002).  While all of the participants in her study were NNS students, Tyler’s 

case suggests that it also applies to NS students’ attitudes towards NNS teachers.  On the 

other hand, his initial opinions in relation to affective factors that saw NS and NNS 

teachers equally were changed favoring NS teachers. His successful conference with the 

NEST, in which their shared cultural background granted a relaxing atmosphere for 

discussion, might have influenced this change in opinion.  Tyler said, “[The NEST] 

helped me understand it a lot easier” (Interview, December 4, 2006).  Therefore, although 

the experience positively changed Tyler’s attitude towards NNS teachers in general, lack 

of successful one-on-one communication might have more strongly influenced his 

opinion.  Finally, in terms of the ability to give helpful feedback, he explained that the 

absence of personalized feedback on the organization and content in the conference with 

the NNEST did not allow his opinion to improve.  He repeatedly expressed that he had 

wished to receive feedback on his particular essay during the conference with the 

NNEST.                
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Dion (NNS) 

 Dion, who was enrolled in the NEST’s class, seemed to be more in favor of NS 

teachers than other NNS students.  His initially expressed preference for NS teachers 

remained the same at the end of the semester, and credit given equally to NS and NNS 

teachers was changed to that given to NS teachers only.  Yet, after the conference with 

the NNEST, his opinion that NS teachers provide more helpful feedback during the 

conference was changed to include NNS teachers.  Opinions that concern affective 

factors expressed in the questionnaire were confirmed.  To him, the NS status of the 

teacher has little to do with the level of comfort he feels in interaction with teachers.          

  

Gilberto (NNS) 

 Gilberto did not indicate particular opinions about teachers based on NS status in 

the questionnaire.  He noncommittally chose ‘Doesn’t matter’ in response to all the 

questions.  However, in the interview, while his general views were not changed, he 

expressed clearer opinions regarding specific views that must have grown through the 

conference experience.  For example, he gave credit to NNS teachers in terms of effective 

grammar instruction, whereas NS teachers were thought to be more effective for writing 

skills instruction.  He is one of the only two NNS students45 who said that NS teachers 

had more empathy for their learning.  Judging from his successful conference with the 

NEST, as well as personalized classroom interaction he had with the NEST throughout 

                                                
45 The other one who said that NS teachers are more empathic about their learning academic writing was 
Johnny.  
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the semester seen in regular classroom observations, he and the NEST had developed a 

favorable teacher-student relationship.   

        

Takafumi (NNS) 

 Although Takafumi kept his noncommittal view regarding overall teacher 

effectiveness, his teacher preference was changed from NS to NNS teachers after the 

conferences.  He had no experience with NNS teachers prior to the conference with the 

NNEST, but the experience seemed to have made him aware of NNS teachers’ strengths.  

He advocated for NNS teachers by saying that NNS teachers are able to teach grammar 

better than NS teachers, and that NNS teachers’ feedback is more helpful.  It is highly 

likely that this opinion is attributed to the conference with the NNEST that he found 

successful.  His comments in the focus group interview in a later section also suggest that 

NNS teachers can be more helpful.    

 

Mohammed (NNS) 

 Of all the NNS students, Mohammed was particularly in favor of NNS teachers at 

the time of the questionnaire.  He said that he was enrolled in the NNEST’s class because 

he wanted to be in a NNS teacher’s class.  Through the conferences, he confirmed his 

preference for NNS teachers.  He said that NNS teachers could provide more helpful 

feedback and that they had more empathy for him about his learning.  The only 

‘Nonnative speaker’ response that was later changed to ‘Doesn’t matter’ is about the 

level of comfort he can have at writing conferences.  Despite his comment that he can be 
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intimidated by NS teachers, his conference with the NEST showed that Mohammed was 

relaxed and able to ask questions.  Besides this, all the other opinions expressed by 

Mohammed either confirmed his NNS teacher preference or changed his noncommittal 

opinion to NNS preference.  Thus, although his conference with the NEST went well, he 

still outstandingly favors NNS teachers.     

 

Johnny (NNS) 

 Johnny expressed no particular attitudes towards teachers in relation to their NS 

status in the questionnaire, except that he indicated NNS teacher preference.  This, 

however, was changed to ‘Doesn’t matter’ at the end of the semester.  This means that he 

now has reasons to prefer NS teachers as well.  The conference experience seemed to 

have led him to clearer ideas.  Several ‘Doesn’t matter’ responses changed to either 

‘Native speaker’ or ‘Nonnative speaker’ after the conferences.  For instance, in his 

opinion, grammar is better taught by NNS teachers while writing skills are better taught 

by NS teachers.  In addition, he later thought that NS teachers could provide better 

feedback to submitted assignments, and that NS teachers could be more understanding 

about his learning.  It needs to be noted that he actually mentioned his NS friends, not his 

NS teachers, while answering to this question.  Hence, it is doubtful that the experience 

with the NEST influenced this opinion change.  Interestingly, as Johnny did not perceive 

the conference with the NEST to be successful, he did not change his opinion as to who 

can provide better feedback during writing conferences.  It might have been caused by his 

unsatisfactory experience with the NEST.  Therefore, it shows that unsuccessful one-on-
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one interaction could lead to the formulation of certain attitudes in students’ minds.  In 

other words, teacher-student interaction at conferences can be a crucial part of a 

students’s attitude formation.         

   

Ryo (NNS) 

 Ryo, like some other NNS students, initially expressed no particular attitudes 

towards teachers based on NS status but later came to have clearer opinions.  He also 

chose either ‘Native speaker’ or ‘Nonnative speaker’ except for the one question that 

asked about with whom he could feel comfortable at writing conferences.  It is intriguing 

that he said that NNS teachers could better teach both grammar and writing skills than 

NS teachers in the interview; however, he expressed that NS teachers could provide more 

helpful feedback both at conferences and to submitted assignments.  His obviously 

successful conference with the NEST might have influenced the change of opinions.  

While he initially said he could be more relaxed with NNS teachers at conferences, after 

the conferences in this study, he chose ‘Doesn’t matter’ suggesting that his relaxed 

feelings at the conference with the NEST might have lead to the change.       

       

Sophie (NNS) 

 Sophie’s opinions about teachers only slightly changed after the conference 

experience.  While many of the NNS students’ opinions changed from rather 

noncommittal ones to clearer ones, Sophie’s case is opposite.  Two ‘Native speaker’ 

responses she gave in the questionnaire were changed to ‘Doesn’t matter’ after the 
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conference experience – one of them is general teacher preference, the other is about 

teaching writing skills.  She favored NNS teachers for the ability to provide helpful 

feedback during writing conferences before and after the conference experience with the 

NEST and the NNEST.  In addition, she was the only one of the nine focus NNS students 

who said NNS teachers are more understanding about her learning at the beginning of the 

semester.  She maintained her ‘Nonnative speaker’ response, and four other students 

changed their opinions to be the same as hers making the ‘Nonnative speaker’ response 

the most common.  Judging from her interview responses, her attitude towards NNS 

teachers was much ameliorated after the experience with the NNEST.        

         

Alicia (NNS) 

 Alicia is probably the one whose opinions changed most after the conference 

experience.  Interestingly, her responses were either ‘Native speaker’ or ‘Doesn’t matter,’ 

which can be interpreted as no particular NNS preference.  While she gave more credit to 

NS teachers after the conference experience, her initial NS preference was changed to 

‘Doesn’t matter’ suggesting that she would equally accept NNS teachers.  However, her 

views regarding the instruction changed, and she expressed that NS teachers were better 

for both grammar and writing skills instruction.    

      

Satsuki (NNS) 

While Satsuki answered ‘Doesn’t matter’ to all the questions in the questionnaire, she 

later expressed that NNS teachers had more empathy and that they could teach grammar 
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better after the conference experience.  Besides these, all the remaining questions elicited 

the same attitudes with absence of no distinctive opinions based on the teacher’s NS 

status.  Her opinions expressed during the focus group interview indicated that she had 

little preference regarding teachers due to her low level of interest in learning academic 

writing. 

 

4.6.7. Student Focus Group – The Japanese Students 

 As explained in Chapter 3, three native Japanese students formed a student focus 

group.  They are Takafumi, from the NEST’s class, and Ryo and Satsuki, from the 

NNEST’s class.  The focus group interview was carried out once the individual interview 

data had been summarized in order to gain deeper understanding of these three particular 

students’ attitudes towards teachers.  What follows are several aspects of interest, 

presented with excerpts as well as interpretations.  These aspects include the three 

students’ attitudes towards the English composition course, their views on grades, writing 

conferences and writing center tutorials, and the teachers (i.e., the NEST and the 

NNEST).      

 

Attitude towards the English composition course 

 Takafumi, Ryo, and Satsuki expressed opinions that were not shared with other 

NS and NNS students.  One such opinion is their attitude towards the English 

composition course in general.  It was found that these three students were not as 

motivated as I had expected to actively participate in class.  As it can be seen in Excerpts 
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4.54. –  4.56., they did not seem to have any desire to participate in class actively.  It is 

because they saw an English composition class as a class in which they learn writing, not 

as a class to exchange opinions and have culturally-based discussions.  It is usually the 

case in the mixed section that NS students are more talkative than NNS students.  The 

three students said it was rather convenient and easy for them because the class would 

flow without their having to participate fully.       

 

Excerpt 4.54.  Focus Group – Motivation for Class 1 
 
Yumika: So, how did you like the mixed section? Did you like it better than a 

pure ESL class with just international students? 
 

Satsuki: It’s a lot easier with American students.  Because they talk. 
 

Yumika: Oh. So you don’t have to talk? 
 

Satsuki: Exactly.  That’s what my friend told me before I registered for this 
section, and I was convinced. 
 

Yumika: So, that’s the reason you took this class? Because you heard that from 
your friend? 
 

Satsuki: No, not really. This was the only section that would fit my schedule.  I 
was intimidated first and didn’t know if I wanted to register for this 
class. But when my friend said that it wouldn’t be hard at all as 
American students would just talk, I was convinced and decided to take 
this class. 
 

Yumika: I see.  How about you, Ryo? 
 

Ryo: American students know what’s going on, NNS students could just 
listen to them.  And a 50-min class is over, even if we are lost.  For an 
English class, it’s okay to be that way.  It’s a composition class.  We just 
have to write essays.  That’s it. 
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Excerpt 4.55.  Focus Group – Motivation for Class 2 
 
Yumika: So, it’s okay if you didn’t get to speak out in class? 

 
Ryo: 
 

Well, I don’t mind talking, but to me, an English composition class is a 
class in which you don’t have much to say.  There really isn’t any 
occasion where I want to speak out.  
 

Yumika: I see.   
 

 
 
Excerpt 4.56.  Focus Group – Motivation for Class 3  
 
Yumika: Do you wish you had more opportunities to talk in class? 

 
Takafumi: 
 

Hmm. I am not that talkative anyway, so I don’t know if I liked it 
when [the NEST] asked ‘so what do you think, Takafumi?’ 
  

Yumika: Hmm. 
 

Takafumi: It’s a composition class.  It’s not a place where we exchange 
information.  It’s not a culture class.  I was taking the class to learn how 
to write essays.  I wasn’t taking that class for exchanging cultural 
information. I felt that way. 
 

Yumika: I see.  So you couldn’t care much about the cultural side of the class. (to 
the three students) In your classes, the teachers asked you about 
Japanese culture.  They asked you to contribute. 
 

Satsuki: I didn’t mind it when the NNEST asked us to share information about 
Japanese culture.  Other classes I’ve taken are different. Most professors 
just give lectures without inviting students to participate, so students 
don’t talk to each other.  
 

Yumika: So you would have liked it if she asked you more questions about 
Japan? 
 

Satsuki: (Smiling) No. 
 

Ryo: We are not in the class for that.  We cannot avoid it if the topic 
concerns cultural matters, but it’s basically an English class. 
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It seems that, they, especially Takafumi and Ryo, see learning academic writing as 

individual learning processes rather than whole-class learning that incorporates much 

discussion and interaction with others.  Similarly, as shown in Excerpts 4.57. and 4. 58.,  

Takafumi and Ryo seem to have no problem with NS students who dominate class 

interaction by talking excessively.  Satsuki, on the other hand, expressed that she did not 

like to listen to these proactive students and that it should have been the instructor’s 

responsibility to control situations in which the limited number of students dominate the 

class interaction.  It was intriguing that Takafumi and Ryo did not like to share their 

views based on their cultural background with the class.  I had expected that the students 

appreciated it that their teachers specifically gave them occasions to speak out.         

 
 
Excerpt 4.57.  Focus Group – Motivation for Class 4 
 
Yumika: Well now I see that it’s easier for you to be in the mixed section because 

American students talk.  But, sometimes, there are students who just talk 
so much.   
 

Satsuki: 
 

Yeah. 

Yumika: You saw those students, right? (turned to Ryo)  
 

Ryo: Yes. There was one.  (Looking at Takafumi) And your (Takafumi’s) 
class, probably [the NEST] talks a lot. 
 

Takafumi: Hmm. Not really.  But those who talked a lot were, yeah, American 
students and… yeah, Mexican students. 
 

Yumika: I see. 
 

Takafumi: You know how [the NEST] is.  He just lets whoever wants to talk talk.   
 

Satsuki: (Laugh) That’s funny that he gets that comment by his student. 
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Excerpt 4.58.  Focus Group – Motivation for Class 5 
 
Yumika: Yeah, so, do you feel bothered by those students who talk so much? 

 
Ryo: I don’t mind those students who dominate the class discussion.  If their 

talk makes the class proceed, then I am fine with that.  I have no 
problem. 
 

Satsuki: 
 

I don’t like it.  If they want to talk, they should talk about something 
more meaningful. I didn’t enjoy listening to the dominant students 
because the content was too bad. 
 

Ryo: Oh, yeah, I agree. 
 

Yumika: I see.  And in [the NEST’s] class, there was not much time when 
someone just talked for a long time without letting others talk. 
 

Takafumi: That’s true.  But…  I think that the teacher is responsible for keeping the 
class discussion on the right track.  The NEST wouldn’t stop it when 
someone dominates class conversation. Even when the topic 
digressed, the NEST wouldn’t try to bring it back to where it should 
be.  I would have liked it if he did that so we could stay on the topic. 
 

Satsuki: [The NNEST] skillfully cuts off such students. 
 

Ryo: Yeah, she does it so sharply. 
  

Satsuki: I guess [the NNEST] doesn’t like that type of person. She cannot 
stand it.  She doesn’t want to be listening. 
 

 
 
 
 While Takafumi said that the NEST did not control class conversations as much 

as he had liked him to, Satsuki and Ryo thought that the NNEST was successful in such 

situations.  They all agree that it is the personality of the NNEST.  Satsuki’s comment, 

“She cannot stand it.  She doesn’t want to be listening,” indicates her interpretation of the 

NNEST’s straightforward personality.  Ryo nodded, silently agreeing with Satsuki on 
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that point.  It can be inferred from this that the individual teacher’s personality makes a 

difference in how class interaction is carried out.      

 

Attitude towards writing conferences 

 The student focus group talked about how they usually prepared themselves for 

individual writing conferences, what they tried to gain from conferences, and how they 

felt about writing conferences in general.  According to Ryo’s first comment (Excerpt 

4.59.), although an individual conference is a time in which he can talk to his teacher 

one-on-one and receive feedback, it is not considered any more important than other 

course-related responsibilities such as tests and homework for other courses.  He said that 

he would not necessarily prioritize his conferences.        

 

Excerpt 4.59.  Focus Group – Preparedness 1 
 
Yumika: How are you prepared for writing conferences?   

 
Ryo: 
 

It varies how prepared I am or how I feel about writing conferences.  It 
depends on how busy I am.  For example, if I have a test around that 
time, I don’t feel that engaged or active. 
 

Yumika: I see.  Satsuki, you were relaxed because it was right before the 
Thanksgiving holidays.  No? You seemed really excited. 
 

Satsuki: Yeah. And also because I was done with my exam then. 
 

Yumika: What do you think, Takafumi? 
 

Takafumi: I am not that sociable.  I am not the type of person who could just 
have a lively conversation with someone I met for the first time. 
When I had a conference with [the NNEST], I just knew her name and I 
didn't know what kind of person she is.  So…  
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 As it is shown in Excerpt 4.60., Satsuki expressed that it is not her primary 

concern whether or not she goes to a conference well-prepared because, in her opinion, 

what can be discussed at a conference is limited.  Ryo said that he had not yet taken his 

complete draft to a conference, since he usually does not have time to finish his work 

beforehand.  These comments suggest that neither Satsuki nor Ryo see one-on-one 

conferences as something that needs to be prioritized at any rate.      

 
 
 
Excerpt 4.60.  Focus Group – Preparedness 2  
 
Satsuki: It doesn’t matter to me, since not much is discussed during 

conferences anyway. 
 

Ryo: I always take my incomplete papers.  No matter who the teacher is, I 
cannot finish my draft before the conference.  I just don’t have time.  
I’ll take whatever I can.  Sometimes I did not have time to finish my 
work, other times I don’t have my idea finalized. 
 

Satsuki: Really? Always? 
 

Ryo: Hmm. Basically, I haven’t have conferences to which I brought my 
complete draft.  I don't have time. 
 

 
 
 
 Another noteworthy attitudinal aspect regards questions during conferences.  

Previously, in individual interviews, Ryo and Takafumi mentioned that they would feel 

obligated to ask questions of teachers to fully use up the allotted time even if all of their 

prepared questions were already answered.  Ryo said, reflecting on his conference with 

the NNEST in the individual interview, “I thought that I had to ask more questions.  I 

couldn’t end the conference then, could I?”  Takafumi had the same opinion.  A series of 



 
 

311 

Takafumi’s comments in Excerpt 4.61. below explains why he feels it is necessary for 

him to devise questions on the spot although there is nothing left that he actually wants to 

ask. 

 
Excerpt 4.61.  Focus Group – Asking Questions Feeling Obligated 
 
Yumika: Do you ask questions because you feel obligated, even if you don’t 

really have to ask anything?  Someone mentioned it in the interview.  It 
was either Ryo or Takafumi, I think.  
 

Satsuki: No. End the conference, or talk about something that’s not related to the 
paper. 
 

Takafumi: It’s like being invited to a dinner.  If you don’t ask for more, the 
host might think that I didn’t like the dinner.  So the more I eat, the 
better. 
 

Satsuki: So asking more food means asking questions during a conference?  
 

Takafumi: Yeah, when a 15-minute slot is given to me, I feel that I have to talk 
for 15 minutes.  Even if I finish asking all the questions I prepared 
beforehand in 10 minutes, I feel bad if I don’t use the remaining 5 
minutes.  
 

Satsuki: So you do it for the teacher? 
 

Takafumi: It’s like you didn’t finish the dinner that was served to you.  You’d 
feel bad for the host. 
 

Satsuki: Wow… you are thinking that way? That’s too polite.  Why don’t you 
just chat? Just for fun, talk about something that has nothing to do with 
the essay? 
 

Takafumi: I don’t think I am close enough to the teacher to want to chat.  In 
Japan, we don't talk with teachers anyway.  I have no experience 
talking with my teacher about something that is not related to class.  
 

Satsuki: Hmm. I was talking to [the NEST] though. 
 

Ryo: I thought I had to make the conference last a bit longer. 
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Yumika: I see. 
 

Ryo: But usually, I don’t have any remaining time.  Since I always want to 
find out, as much as possible within the allotted time, what the teacher 
thinks about my essay.  The time is up before I know, most of the time. 
 

 
 

 Takafumi uses a very intriguing analogy as to how the conference time is spent.  

He explicitly explained his feeling of obligation to make the conference last longer. 

Takafumi did not respond in the negative to Satsuki’s question whether he does that for 

the teacher, not for himself.  He then continued that his task is to use up the time that is 

allotted for him.  In response to Satsuki’s suggestion that Takafumi talk about something 

that is not related to his essay, Takafumi clearly said that he would not do so because he 

have not done it in Japan.  Thus, it is observed that his educational background in Japan 

influenced Takafumi’s view on how a student should act at a writing conference.  He 

does not believe that he is close enough to his teacher to chat with although there is 

remaining time.  His analogy seeing a writing conference as dinner is also heavily based 

on his cultural background.  His idea of asking for more food so as not to appear impolite 

is based on his Japanese thinking, and he is connecting it to the writing center situation 

that takes place in an American educational setting dealing with non-Japanese teachers.  

It is intriguing how Takafumi’s cultural background influences his view of how a writing 

conference should be carried out.         
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Issues related to grades 

 Next, I asked the student focus group whether they were concerned with their 

grades.  As could be predicted based on the individual interview results, they all 

responded in the positive.  Satsuki and Ryo expressed different reasons why grades 

matter to them, as it can be seen in Excerpt 4.62. below.     

 
 
Excerpt 4.62.  Focus Group – Grades 
 
Yumika: Do you worry about your grades? Do you actually worry how the 

teachers grade your essays? 
 

Satsuki: Well, yes, grade matters.  I always worried that I could not get 
anything but a C or higher.  Don't we have to have a C to take the 
next class in composition?  
 

Ryo: Before transferring to the University of Arizona, I was always 
concerned with my grades.  I needed a certain GPA to transfer.  So, 
it became my habit to worry about my grade.  When I submit an 
essay I would always predict my grade.  
 

Satsuki: Those who are receiving scholarships have to watch their grades.  
And the end of the semester, of course. 
 

 
 
 
 Satsuki, on the one hand, said that she was worried that she had to receive a C or 

higher to proceed to a next level of the composition sequence for her degree requirement.  

Ryo, on the other hand, explained that, while he was at a university in Texas, he had to 

maintain a certain GPA in order to transfer to the University of Arizona.  Since he had 

always been concerned with his grades, it became a habit and he still cared about his 

grades after he had transferred.  Satsuki mentioned that those who hold scholarships were 
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also concerned about their grades because their overall GPA could determine whether or 

not they could continue receiving the scholarships.  Thus, students had their respective 

‘high-stakes’ reasons to pay attention to their grades.  Therefore, questions about grading 

during writing conferences seem understandable.   

 

Writing conferences vs. writing center tutorials         

 The three students also expressed their opinions about writing center46 tutorials, 

and they compared writing conferences with their composition teachers to writing center 

tutorials.  First of all, they discussed whether or not, and for what purposes, they go to 

Writing Center at the university (Excerpt 4.63.).             

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
46 The lower-case ‘writing center’ means any writing center (generic one) while the title case ‘Writing 
Center’ is used to refer to the one at the University of Arizona.  
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Excerpt 4.63.  Focus Group – Writing Center  
 
Yumika: Do you go to Writing Center? 

 
Satsuki: No. 

 
Ryo: Hmm, just once this semester. 

 
Takafumi: I go every time I write an essay.  

 
Ryo: If I feel that I need to do well, I go to Writing Center. If I am not, I just 

tell myself that it’s the content that matters.  I feel bad to ask my 
teacher to correct my grammar mistakes, so I would go there for 
grammar check. I just ask for grammar check and word choice. 
 

Satsuki: I don’t use Writing Center. I don’t hear good things about it.  The tutor 
returns your essay to you with so many red markings.  It’ll be an 
essay full of corrections in red.  What's worse, the tutor might just 
change the content. 
 

Takafumi: Yeah, I don’t ask writing center tutors to check the organization.  I only 
ask to check grammar.  And spelling mistakes.   
 

Ryo: Me too. 
 

Yumika: So, to you (to Takafumi and Ryo), Writing Center is where you get a 
proofreader.  But they don’t like it, do they? I believe that they actually 
don’t want you to ‘use’ them as proofreaders. 
 

Takafumi: I just say, “I don’t have time today, so please check my grammar.  
For the next assignment, I’ll come back for the organization.”  But 
of course I never go for that purpose though. 
 

Yumika: Hmm. I see. 
 

Takafumi: It is like voluntary work for them, because those tutors are students 
anyway. 
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 Ryo’s comment indicates that he expects writing center tutors to check 

grammatical features of his writing only.  He would go to the Writing Center since he 

feels bad to ask his composition course teacher to correct his grammatical errors.  

Takafumi agreed with Ryo and said that he would only ask writing center tutors to check 

grammar and spelling mistakes in his essay drafts.  Ryo and Takafumi did not deny that 

they merely see writing center tutors as proofreaders.  I mentioned to them that writing 

centers usually have rules, and that they make it clear to students that proofreading is not 

within the service they provide.  Both Ryo and Takafumi seemed to be aware of the rules 

but they still considered writing center tutorials as proof reading services before they 

submit their essays to the teacher for a grade.  Satsuki, however, expressed a different 

view.  She said that she does not ‘use’ the Writing Center because of the corrections 

tutors would make on her essay drafts.  Her view on the Writing Center seemed to 

heavily rely on what she had heard from her friends.  In addition, Takafumi’s comment 

suggested that he does not expect much in writing center tutors, because they are 

“students anyway.”  As it can be seen in Excerpt 4.64., the purpose of going to the 

Writing Center, for Ryo, is only to have a native speaker check grammatical mistakes in 

his essay.  Since he specifically said ‘a native speaker,’ I mentioned that there were also 

NNS tutors at Writing Center.  Besides Ryo’s assumption that it is always a native 

speaker who would assist him and check his grammatical mistakes, Takafumi said that 

being assigned to a NNS tutor is an “unlucky case”.  Satsuki, who had a different view, 

said that it should not matter whether or not they are assigned to NS tutors if tutorials 

were for grammar checks only.  This comment can be interpreted that she acknowledges 
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NNS tutors expertise and that NS and NNS tutors can obtain equal grammar skills.  Still, 

according to Takafumi, it depends on who the assigned tutor is – if it is a NS or NNS 

tutor, and if the tutor is skilled for proofreading – whether or not the tutorial is 

meaningful.         

 
 
 
Excerpt 4.64.  Focus Group – NNS Writing Center Tutors 
 
Yumika: So what’s good about going to Writing Center? 

 
Ryo: It is just that a native speaker checks my essay.  That’s it.  

 
Yumika: But there are NNS writing center tutors. 

 
Takafumi: In that case, you are unlucky. 

 
Yumika: So, if you got a nonnative speaker, you are unlucky? 

 
Satsuki: But it shouldn’t matter because you are just asking for basic things. 

 
Ryo: Well, yeah. 

 
Takafumi: It makes a big difference who your tutor is.  You don’t always get 

a good tutor.  If you didn’t get a good one, too bad. There is 
nothing you can do. 
 

Yumika: I see.  So you come home feeing dissatisfied then. 
  

Takafumi: Well, at least it is better than proofreading my own essay. 
 

 
 
 
 I asked the three students the difference between writing conferences and writing 

center tutorials (See Excerpt 4.65. below).  Their concern about grades was apparent.  All 

of them indicated that the advantage of having a writing conference with the course 
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teacher was that it helps them revise their essays in the way they should be revised – 

following the individual teacher’s specific preferences for a better grade.  Satsuki 

explained that there could be discrepancies between a course teacher and a writing center 

tutor about the quality of essays.  In other words, she wants to make sure, in order to earn 

a better grade, that she would write her essay following her teacher’s particular interests 

and preferences, not those of a writing center tutor.  Ryo’s comment, “So, it is the matter 

of matching my writing style to that of the teacher,” suggests that his main purpose of 

writing an essay for a composition course is to write an essay that his teacher likes.    

 
 
Excerpt 4.65.  Focus Group –Writing Conference and Writing Center 
 
Yumika: So what is it that can be realized in writing conferences that cannot be 

realized at Writing Center? 
 

Satsuki: Writing conference is good because it helps me revise my paper in 
the specific way the teacher prefers. 
 

Yumika: So you are writing for your teacher? 
 

Satsuki: Because I have to get a B or higher, I am concerned with grades.  I 
don’t want to lose any point only because I wrote an essay that 
does not match the teacher’s preferred style.  There are cases that 
a writing center tutor likes my paper, but my teacher thinks it is 
not good at all. 
 

Takafumi: We can revise our papers depending on the teacher’s preference. 
 

Ryo: Most of the time, NS teachers have their own preferred styles.  So, 
it is the matter of matching my writing style to that of the teacher.   
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Attitudes towards composition teachers and academic writing in general 

 Lastly, the students talked about their general impressions of the teachers, the 

NEST and the NNEST, as well as their general attitudes towards taking composition 

courses (Excerpt 4.66.). 

 

Excerpt 4.66.  Focus Group – the NNEST 
 
Yumika: What did you like about your classes and teachers? 

 
Satsuki: I liked how [the NNEST] organized her lecture.  It was very time-

effective.  What I didn’t like was that she didn’t collect homework.  
I spent much time and effort to do it, but she did not even take a 
look at it.  I was sad.   
 

Ryo: Not great, but not bad either.  It was okay.  I thought that [the 
NNEST] would be a very strict person. 
 

Satsuki: I thought [the NNEST] would be stricter.  When she said, ‘if you 
want an A, you have to do an A work!’ I was nervous. 
 

Ryo: Yeah, I thought that I was going to have a hard time. 
 

Satsuki: But she gave us only one easy quiz.  I didn’t want to do my 
homework because she didn’t check it. 
 

 
 
 
 Ryo and Satsuki had an impression, at the beginning of the semester, that the 

NNEST would be quite strict; however, they both felt later that she was not as strict as 

they had initially thought.  One weakness of the NNEST that was pointed out is that she 

did not collect students’ work.  Satsuki’s comment, “I didn’t want to do my homework 

because [the NNEST] didn’t check it,” indicates her desire to have her work graded.  She 

said that it was time-consuming to complete the assignments, and that it would only be 
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fair to students who completed the homework if the NNEST evaluated it.  Agreeing with 

Satsuki, Ryo said that he was reluctant to spend much time to complete assignments that 

he knew would not probably be graded.  Takafumi’s opinion in Exerpt 4.67. indicates 

that he was also conscious about his teacher’s (the NEST’s) grading.  Although he did not 

display a disappointed attitude, his utterance suggests that students’ essays were not 

graded based on the individual’s work.  It seemed that he was not happy that everybody 

would get the same grade for completing an assignment either on or after the due date.     

 
 
Excerpt 4.67.  Focus Group – the NEST and the NNEST 
 
Yumika: So you felt it was easy too? 

 
Takafumi: For me, it was very subtle.  I wonder whether due dates ever existed 

for any of the assignments.  I thought that he wasn’t recording our 
grades.  It was either you did it or you did not do it.  As long as you 
did it, he’d give you the same grades.  [The NEST] was so laid-back.  
Even when students said something wrong in class, he was always 
smiling. 
 

Satsuki: [The NNEST] was not like that.  She would explicitly say so if 
something is wrong.  And [the NNEST] gives stricter feedback to 
your work.  
 

Takafumi: Maybe she gets carried away, because she is aware of her 
nonnativeness.  She might think, students would not respect her, 
like, ‘she cannot even correct a mistake,’ if she misses a 
grammatical mistake.  So she is so careful not to miss any 
grammatical mistakes in students’ work. 
 

 
 
 
Takafumi also pointed out the NEST’s laid-back personality.  Especially, he commented 

on the NEST’s way to treat students’ mistakes in class.  He said, “Even when students 
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said something wrong in class, he was always smiling,” which solicited Satsuki’s 

comment that the NNEST was the opposite.  Takafumi mentioned that the NEST had 

shown little authority in class; rather, he had acted as if he were the students’ peer.  It is 

intriguing, in the teacher interviews, that the NNEST was concerned that it was difficult 

for her to show authority in class.  However, the NEST was the one who was mentioned 

for not showing his authority to his students.         

 When asked about their overall impression about the composition courses, none 

of the three students explicitly expressed positive attitudes (Excerpt 4.68.).  Nevertheless, 

they chose not to respond when I asked whether they liked the composition class.  

Instead, they all gave me grins that indicated their lack of interest.  Takafumi explained 

the reason why he is not interested.  As a math major student, he does not find the feeling 

of ambiguity whether a complete essay is of high quality rewarding.  Ryo and Satsuki 

shared the similar opinion that it is time-consuming, especially after saying that they did 

not want to spend much time on something that would not be evaluated.  They all had 

rather hesitant attitudes towards English composition courses, and they had a unified 

opinion that it was just unavoidable.  Satsuki said, “I do it (take composition courses) 

only because I have to.  Otherwise, English composition is the last class I would take.  In 

fact, I kept avoiding it.  That is why I took it in my last semester.”  Ryo expressed his 

happiness for not having to worry about essays any more because this course (ENGL108) 

completes his composition course requirement for his degree.  He said, “It is great that I 

no longer have to feel ‘oh no, I have an essay draft due next week,’ because that feeling 

discourages me.”  
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Excerpt 4.68.  Focus Group – the Composition Class and Preferred Teachers 
 
Yumika: It’s the end of the semester.  Did you enjoy your English class overall?  

Did you like it?  
 

All three: (No response, looking at the researcher’s face smiling) 
 

Takafumi: Writing an essay is not fun anyway.  If you’re working on math 
homework, there is a formula, a way to solve a problem, and an answer.  
But think about essays. No certain way to write, no answers.  When you 
finish writing an essay, you don’t know if it is good or not because there 
is no one answer.  I don’t like that.  You just have to wait for your 
teacher to grade it.  I don’t like it that you never know if you did a good 
job or not. 
 

Satsuki: It’s just too much.  It is time-consuming.  I don't mind going to class, 
but writing essays is too much.  So, I like shorter essays better. 
 

Ryo: Me too.  It is time-consuming. 
 

Yumika: So, you actually don’t like the composition class that much. 
 

Takafumi: It’s just that we cannot avoid it, because we are here going to school. 
 

Yumika: So you are okay with most of the teachers.  
 

Ryo: I don’t mind whether my teacher is a native speaker or not.  At any rate, 
they are trained teachers. I don’t think there is much difference, 
basically, in terms of knowledge that teachers have to have to teach 
composition. I don’t mind if my teacher does not have a master’s 
degree. 
 

Satsuki: Well, I am not an English major anyway.  I don’t care.   
 

 
 
 
They all expressed that they were satisfied with their teachers (the NEST and the 

NNEST), and that they had no specific preferences in terms of the teacher’s NS status – 

because they are not English majors anyway. 
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 Thus, as I have described above, much was expressed by the student focus group   

to indicate their low motivation for composition courses and learning English academic 

writing.  Other opinions stemming from their shared cultural background include: (1) 

their beliefs that the teacher is responsible for controlling class interaction, (2) students’ 

work on which much time and effort was spent should be graded on an individual basis, 

(3) feelings of obligation for asking questions at writing conferences for which a certain 

amount of time is allotted.  These views were not observed in individual interviews with 

other students with different cultural backgrounds.  Therefore, it can be concluded that 

the Japanese students in this study maintain culturally-based opinions and apply them to 

their learning context while they are in an American academic setting as mainstream 

students. 

 

4.6.8. Summary of Research Question 3 

 In order to answer Research Question 3, data from the student questionnaire 

(Phase One) and the student individual interviews (Phase Three) were analyzed.  

Comparison of students’ attitudes towards English composition teachers based on NS 

status expressed in two different times and instruments found that experience and 

exposure influenced students’ perceptions of teachers.  Findings include the change in the 

NS students’ perceptions of NNS teachers.  While the majority of NS students expressed 

initially in the questionnaire that NNS teacher’s English proficiency interferes with 

communication in general, the interview data showed that this particular view improved 

after the conference experience.  Analysis of the focus group interview data yielded 



 
 

324 

qualitative aspects underlying the three Japanese students’ attitudes expressed in the 

aforementioned two instruments.  It was found that these Japanese students maintain 

views of writing conferences (or teacher-student interaction) that are influenced by their 

cultural background.  It was also found in the interview that these students had relatively 

low motivation for learning English academic writing and little teacher preference.  Their 

lack of interest might have caused the absence of remarkable changes in attitudes.  Future 

research is needed in order to explore the connection between the level of motivation and 

teacher preference.         

 

4.7. Summary of Chapter 4  

 In this chapter, first, three research questions were restated.  Then, the profiles of 

the two teachers in this study, the NEST and the NNEST, as well as those of NS and 

NNS focus student participants (N=12; NS=3 and NNS=9) were presented.  Each of the 

research questions was answered with relevant data collected in Phases One through 

Three.  Each question was discussed in-depth with interpretations by triangulating all the 

data sources in order to delve into emerged aspects.  In the following chapter (Chapter 5), 

based on the findings discussed in this chapter, implications of the current study will be 

offered. 
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

5.1. Overview of Chapter 5  

In this concluding chapter, at first, the three research questions that guided the 

current study will be restated.  Then, a summary of the findings47 will be presented and 

implications of the study will be discussed.  Finally, based on the findings and 

implications, suggestions for NNEST research and teacher training will be offered.  

Before concluding the chapter, limitations of the study will be acknowledged and 

suggestions for future research will be addressed.  

 

5.2. Revisiting the Research Questions 

This qualitative study explored the influence of both teachers’ and students’ NS 

status and linguistic and cultural backgrounds on teacher-student interaction at individual 

writing conferences in English composition classes.  Using multiple data collection 

techniques such as questionnaires, interviews, observations, etc., the point of this 

investigation was whether or not NS and NNS students’ attitudes expressed in the 

questionnaire were reflected and observed in actual face-to-face interaction.  Changes 

and/or confirmation of the initially expressed student attitudes after experience with and 

exposure to both NS and NNS teachers were also searched via post-conference 

interviews.  The following three research questions guided this study:     

(1) What are the similarities and differences in how students and teachers from 

diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds interact at writing conferences? 

                                                
47 See Chapter 4 for a more detailed presentation of findings.  
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(2) How are the attitudes and perceptions towards teachers (obtained through a pre-

conference questionnaire) reflected in actual teacher-student interactions during 

writing conferences?  

(3) In what ways do the experiences of face-to-face writing conferences with native-

English-speaking teacher (NEST)/nonnative-English-speaking teacher (NNEST) 

confirm or change students’ perceived attitudes and perceptions towards 

NEST/NNEST? 

 

5.3. Summary of Findings  

 Analysis of data collected in the three phases of this study yielded not only clear 

results that could be numerically measured or thematically categorized, but also valuable 

viewpoints addressing unobservable domains and underlying aspects of the participants’ 

attitudes and perceptions, teacher-student interaction characteristics, and cultural factors 

that affected face-to-face interaction.  What follows is a brief summary of the findings, 

question by question, categorized based on themes that emerged. 

 

Q1: Teacher-Student Interaction Characteristics   

Characteristics of face-to-face teacher-student interaction were investigated 

through one-on-one writing conferences that a total of 12 (3 NS and 9 NNS) focus 

student participants had with both the NEST and the NNEST.  A total of 24 individual 

writing conferences (2 conferences each, one with the NEST, the other with the NNEST) 

were video-recorded for analysis.  Several characteristic patterns of interaction were 
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found that seem to have attributed to the teachers’ NS status and the students’ linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds.   

 The teacher’s NS status, first of all, seemed to have influenced the average 

lengths of conferences.  The conferences that both NS and NNS students had with the 

NNEST were shorter than those they had with the NEST by approximately two minutes.  

As for NS students, the average length of the second conferences with the teachers that 

they had just met showed a remarkable difference.  The average length of conferences NS 

students (who were enrolled in the NEST’s class) had with the NNEST was almost half 

the length of what the NS students (who were enrolled in the NNEST’s class) had with 

the NEST (7 min. 45 sec. and 14 min. 45 sec.).  There may be multiple factors for the 

difference; yet, one factor can be that NS students feel more comfortable talking to NS 

teachers in general, especially, in the case that the two parties are not familiar with each 

other.  It confirms Thonus’s (2004) claim that NS-NNS conference interaction is 

characterized by its length being shorter than that of NS-NS conferences.  Also, Thonus 

(1999, 2004) sees writing conference interaction as a face-threatening act.  When two 

individuals from different cultural backgrounds are in interaction, it is more difficult to 

make assumptions as to what is considered a ‘norm’ in the given communication. Thus, it 

might have been the case that NS students tried to avoid a rather difficult situation, 

resulting in the conference length being shorter.  It also seems to reflect Hofstede’s 

(1986) claim that intercultural learning situations can be problematic, and Wingate’s 

(2000) claim that conferences between two individuals from different cultural 

backgrounds are more likely to contain missteps that lead to unsuccessful experiences.  
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Although conferences between the NNEST and NNS students in this study represent two 

individuals from different cultural backgrounds, conferences between the NNEST and 

NS students might have clearly and more strongly been influenced by the lack of shared 

cultural norms.             

 In the question-answer based individual conferences, teachers were the ones that 

usually asked questions of the students.  Interestingly, NNS students who were enrolled 

in the NNEST’s class (except for two Japanese students) asked a lot of questions to the 

NEST while the NNS students in the NEST’s class were rather nervous (especially two 

Asian students who verbally expressed their nervousness) and remained quieter during 

the conferences.  Whether the NNS students receive grades or not might have affected 

how they interacted with the teachers.  This might have created the context characterized 

by a difference in power between the two sides, which thus made the interaction more of 

a face-threatening act.  Asian students, who are usually seen as coming from a grade- and 

exam-driven educational background (Liu & Littlewood, 1997), were thus a lot more 

nervous than other students.  Talk time and turns were more equally distributed in the 

conferences the students had with the NEST.  The conferences with the NNEST were 

characterized by the NNEST’s longer utterances, regardless of the students’ linguistic 

backgrounds.  In the conferences that the NNEST had with her own students, except for 

the aforementioned two Japanese students, talk time and turns were distributed quite 

equally.  Although Yamada (1997) claims that the Japanese use silence as a 

communication strategy, it seemed that the silence observed in the conferences that 

Japanese students had with the NEST and the NNEST was attributed to their proficiency 
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level in English as was also the case in a past study involving native-Turkish-speaking 

students (Tatar, 2005).   It was apparent that, whatever the causes were, the teachers 

found it challenging to treat the instances of silence during the writing conferences, as 

Saville-Troike (1985) points out that silence can make intercultural communication more 

challenging.  In terms of the NNEST who is also from a similar cultural background, it 

seemed that her teacher identity prevailed over her cultural identity in this specific 

context.  As a teacher, in order to facilitate a successful conference, she might have felt 

obligated to treat the silence in ways that the interaction would become more active.  

Although Eodice (1998) claims that the longer the wait time, the better the conference 

experience students can have, the NNEST’s decision-making of not waiting long for the 

Japanese students to respond in fact facilitated the conference conversation.      

Most interruption and overlap instances were observed in the conferences 

between the NEST and the NS students of all the teacher-student combinations.  This 

supports Thonus’s (2004) finding that NS-NS interaction involves more negotiation 

instances compared to NS-NNS interaction.  The students (especially the NS students) 

negotiated more frequently with the NEST, which led the NEST to accept the students’ 

points of views and/or claims and drop the suggestions he had previously given.   

The types of questions and feedback brought up during the conferences were 

different depending on the teachers’ NS status.  The NEST mainly asked questions 

regarding the content and gave advice on the organization of the essay that the students 

were working on.  The NNEST, on the other hand, asked questions and gave advice on 

formatting.  It was this difference in the question and advice type that further 
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characterized the difference in interaction patterns between the conferences with the 

NEST and the NNEST.  This coincides with the findings in Weigle and Nelson’s (2004) 

study.  It seems to be the case that when NNS teachers are not too familiar with the 

content, they shift the focus and give advice on grammar and/or format, which has less to 

do with the content.  Because the NEST and the students talked more about the content, 

their question-answer based conferences became more like casual conversations where 

the students expressed their views on the essay topics.  Hence, talk turns between the 

NEST and the students were more equal in length, while the NNEST’s talk turns were 

longer than those of the students.  The NEST’s advice was worded in an indirect and 

suggestive way while the NNEST’s was formed in a more direct and instructive way.  It 

is a broad understanding that, in Asian cultures, teachers are seen as absolute authority 

that students do not dare to challenge in the educational context (Liu & Littlewood, 1997; 

Nishiyama, 2000).  The NNEST, coming from China, may have kept that concept in her 

mind.  As scholars say, we all bring our own cultural norms and values to communication 

even when communicating with someone with a different background using L2 (Jordan, 

1992; Kowner, 2002; Liu & Littlewood, 1997; Philips, 1983).  Because the NNEST had 

the students bring their essay draft to the conference rather than had them submit it to her 

in advance, she discussed the students’ work without reading it beforehand.  It is likely 

that this was another reason that made it difficult for her to ask questions and give 

suggestions in terms of the content and the organization of the students’ essays.  

 As I have stated in the previous chapter, several teacher-student interaction 

characteristics were found in the face-to-face individual writing conferences based on the 
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teachers’ NS status and the students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  Besides these 

two factors (i.e., teachers’ NS status and students’ linguistic/cultural backgrounds), other 

factors such as the students’ English proficiency or academic backgrounds seemed to 

have influenced the teacher-student interaction patterns.  Findings in this study confirmed 

much of what has been found in previous research.  In addition, new information has 

been added to the literature, as this study is unique in that it involves NNS teachers, who 

were not usually considered as teacher participants in previous studies. 

 

Cultural aspects in Teacher-Student Interaction – Student Focus Group 

 As stated already, a total of nine NNS students participated in the second phase as 

NNS focus students, representing six different native languages (Arabic, French, 

Indonesian, Japanese, Kazakh, and Spanish).  In general, little was observed that showed 

the influence of cultural backgrounds of the NNS students that differentiated one culture 

from another.  It was found that NNS students particularly asked questions about grading 

during the writing conferences; however, there were no remarkable differences 

depending on different cultural backgrounds within the group of NNS students.  The most 

overt difference was how the Japanese students acted at the conferences.  It is my 

observation that their behaviors or characteristics were different from the other NNS 

students in many aspects, as I have stated in the previous chapter.  Of all the nine NNS 

students, the three native-Japanese-speaking students, Takafumi, Ryo, and Satsuki, 

formed Student Focus Group in order to allow for a more in-depth analysis of cultural 

aspects reflected in their interaction with the teachers.  In addition to the conference 
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video-recording, the data from the student focus group interview in Japanese provided 

more insightful views regarding culture-specific aspects.   

Analysis of the focus group interview script yielded several attitudinal aspects and 

interaction characteristics that are closely related to their Japanese background.  First of 

all, the Japanese students were much quieter than other NNS students and did not initiate 

questions as other NS and NNS students did during the conferences regardless of the 

teachers’ NS status.  Confirming what Nishiyama (2000) illustrates, the three Japanese 

students in this study usually waited to speak until they were prompted to do so.  

Moreover, they were still relatively quiet even when they were called upon and given 

opportunities to speak up.  This, subsequently, seemed to have made it rather challenging 

for the NEST and the NNEST, because most other students would have asked questions 

and were more talkative regardless of their backgrounds.  Once asked whether they had 

any questions, the Japanese students seemed to have been trying to create one on the spot 

just so they could ask a question.  Although Takafumi’s conferences were quite unique in 

the way that he even interrupted the NEST and started asking a question at the beginning, 

he later told me that he felt obligated to do so.  This is a clear sign of his trying to achieve 

his understanding of teacher-student communication conventions (the concept of 

politeness).  He said in the interview that students should not go see teachers without 

questions prepared, which reflects what is considered as conventional in Japan.  This is 

Takafumi’s view of how the conference should be carried out, deeply driven by his 

cultural background.  Both Takafumi and Ryo said that they felt obligated to make 

conferences last so the allotted time could be filled, whether or not they had further 
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questions.  This is another instance where their culturally-based understanding of 

politeness is apparent.  For them, not having enough questions, thus, not being able to 

fully use the time allotted means invalidating the negative face that they assume that 

teachers have.   Despite this, as I have mentioned earlier, the number of questions they 

asked of the teachers during the conferences was smaller compared with that of other 

students, which can be interpreted as their still maintaining their idea of the academic 

hierarchy that is deeply-rooted through their education in Japan.  Although Yamada 

(1992) explains that the Japanese attempt to have conversational turns equally distributed 

among communication participants, because of this notion being a strong factor that 

influences the interaction, neither Takafumi nor Ryo found it problematic to remain as a 

less active (talkative) participant in the communication.  Thus, it seems that, among the 

multiple factors that shape a specific interaction pattern, one factor can be displayed more 

strongly than others to make the whole interaction even more complex than can be 

imagined.  Since teachers schedule individual conferences as a part of the course 

requirement, rather than students asking for them, it can be interpreted that these students 

might have seen the conferences as something done for their teachers.      

Another thing the Japanese students seem to do for the teachers rather than for 

themselves is going to the Writing Center to have tutors proofread their essays, so that 

their course teachers would not have to correct grammatical errors.  Both Takafumi and 

Ryo said that they did so because they would feel bad to have their teachers correct their 

grammatical errors.  It is also a significant aspect of Japanese culture in relation to the 

power relationship.  In a hierarchical relationship, the one of the lower status would try 
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not to cause any inconvenience to the one of the higher status.  In this situation, both 

Takafumi and Ryo, being students, tried not to cause the NEST and the NNEST the 

inconvenience of having to correct errors in their essays.  They might have felt that it 

might result in imposing their want onto the teachers to ask something that writing center 

tutors could do instead.  It violates their concept of politeness in interacting with someone 

with a socially higher status. Clearly, writing center tutors are seen as the ones with the 

lower status compared to the teachers, probably because they do not assign grades to 

students’ work.  Course instructors are the ones that have power, as they give grades to 

the students’ work and grades mean a lot to the students.  It has been pointed out that, at 

writing centers, tutors and tutees are supposed to be seen as peers on an equal status basis 

(Thonus, 2002).  Both Takafumi and Ryo seem to have this idea.  Their view of utilizing 

the writing center service can be interpreted as one way to reflect what was found in 

Storch and Tapper’s (2002) study that students showed their preference for teacher 

feedback on content rather than mechanics.  They understand that mechanics can be 

treated in writing centers while composition course teachers can focus on the content.   

Thus, it was found that the Japanese students’ behaviors and ways of thinking 

reflected their cultural values and characteristics even in the U.S. educational context 

dealing with non-Japanese individuals.  This confirms scholars’ claims that whatever 

context we are in, much of our understanding of cultural values is reflected (Jordan, 1992, 

Liu & Littlewood, 1997; Philips, 1983).  There was clear evidence that the Japanese 

students (especially Takafumi and Ryo) in this study interacted with their English 

composition teachers like they would interact with teachers in Japan.  This is the major 
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reason that made their conferences different from other NNS students in this study.  Be it 

the NEST or the NNEST, it was the teacher who has the absolute authority not the 

Japanese students.  NS status or lack thereof was not as important as the power 

relationship in shaping this particular interaction pattern at writing conferences.  

Moreover, since the NNEST is a native Chinese who is presumably from a similar 

cultural background, the notion of politeness was relatively maintained between the 

Japanese students and the NNEST without the understanding of the notion being violated 

due to dissimilar cultural backgrounds.  In the student focus group interview, these 

Japanese students made comments expressing the idea that the NNEST is more 

demanding than the NEST.  This was previously found to be the case in Benke and 

Medgyes’s (2005) study.           

 

Q2: Students’ Attitude towards Teachers  

 In Phase One, students’ attitudes towards English composition teachers in relation 

to the teacher’s NS status were investigated via a written questionnaire48.  This student 

questionnaire was administered at the beginning of the semester in order to minimize the 

possibility of the students’ forming ideas towards NEST’s or the NNEST’s specifically.  

A total of 41 (21 NS and 20 NNS49) students responded to the questionnaire that 

consisted of three parts: (1) demographic information and NS/NNS teacher experience, 

(2) a short-answer question section about strengths and weaknesses of NS/NNS teachers, 

                                                
48 See Appendix B for the Student Questionnaire. 
49 The following 9 native languages were represented by the 20 NNS students: Arabic, Chinese, French, 
Indonesian, Japanese, Kazakh, Spanish, Swahili, and Urdu.    
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as well as descriptions of ideal and undesirable teachers, and (3) a set of eight multiple 

choice questions asking about specific aspects such as teacher preference, feedback, 

writing and grammar instruction, etc.  What follows are the summaries of students’ 

attitudes expressed in the questionnaire, presented based on the students’ linguistic 

backgrounds.  Then, whether or not these attitudes were observed in actual writing 

conferences will be discussed.      

 

(a) NS students’ Attitudes towards NS and NNS Teachers 

In NS students’ responses, the most frequently identified NS teachers’ strength is 

their English language proficiency.  A total of 19 comments elicited pointed out NS 

teachers’ proficiency level and effectiveness of communication as a consequence.  

Comments related to these general linguistic aspects outnumbered other issues related to 

teaching.  Several NS students (N=7) mentioned difficulty in communication between NS 

teachers and NNS students as NS teachers’ weakness.  Apparently, it is not meant that 

NS teachers are responsible for the communication difficulty.  Rather, it seems that NS 

students meant that it is NNS students that make teacher-student communication 

challenging (Orletti, 2001; Zuengler, 1989).  As it is the case that the linguistic issues 

(i.e., English proficiency level, communication effectiveness, etc.) were the primary 

strength pointed out for NS teachers, their perceptions of NNS teachers’ weaknesses 

principally concerned the assumed limited English proficiency of NNS teachers and 

communication difficulties that might arise subsequently (N=17).  It is worth mentioning 

that two NS students acknowledged NNS teachers’ points of view, which are presumably 
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different from those of their own, as positive influences on NS students’ learning.  

Moreover, several students (N=4) recognized NNS teachers’ knowledge about English 

from the second language (L2) speaker perspective rather favorably.  Overall, NS 

students seem to automatically attribute teachers’ NS status (or lack thereof) to 

communication effectiveness and assume that communication with NNS teachers, those 

who do not have NS status, involves difficulties because of linguistic issues such as 

fluency and accents on the part of NNS teachers.  This result coincides with what was 

observed in Shuck’s (2001) study that students possess preconceived ideas towards 

NNSs.  As Amin (1997) argues, students’ stereotype of an authentic English teacher can 

cause preconceived ideas that students have in viewing teachers.  This view also supports 

Lindemann (2006) that, in NS-NNS communication, the NS side holds an assumption 

that the NNS-ness of the other side impedes smooth communication, showing a lack of 

willingness to communicate.    

 

(b) NNS students’ Attitudes towards NS and NNS Teachers 

Many NNS students considered NS teachers’ perfect English proficiency as their 

strength just as NS students did, confirming past study findings (e.g., Barratt & Kontra, 

2000; Cheung, 2002 cited in Braine, 2005).  A total of 15 comments mentioning NS 

teachers’ linguistic aspects were elicited from 20 NNS students (Lee, 2004).  For 

weaknesses, NNS students’ comments heavily concerned general communication, again 

as it was the case with NS students.  Many of such comments on NS teachers’ 

weaknesses are applicable to NNS students only.  In other words, it is highly unlikely that 
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these comments were elicited from NS students.  Therefore, it can also be interpreted that 

assumed communication difficulties are not thoroughly the teachers’ weaknesses because 

such situations would occur due to the students’ linguistic background.   

In addition, NNS students see NS teachers’ experience of American academic 

writing as a strength.  At the same time, the opposite was mentioned as NNS teachers’ 

weakness.  Lack of familiarity with the expected writing style in the American academic 

context was pointed out as NNS teachers’ weaknesses as was found the case in Weigle 

and Nelson’s (2004) study comparing NS and NNS writing tutors.  This implies that NNS 

students are aware of differences between what is expected in academic writing in the 

U.S. context and that in other countries.  The fact that they know the differences, and that 

they feel the need to learn the conventional American academic writing style, might have 

led NNS students to mention NNS teachers’ lack of familiarity in the American academic 

context.  Despite these comments, NNS students identified several aspects as NNS 

teachers’ strengths.  First of all, NNS teachers understand NNS students’ problems and 

difficulties because of the shared L2 learning background (N=14).  Not only NNS 

teachers’ experience of learning English or dealing with NNS students, but also their 

assumed personality traits, such as responsible or careful, were mentioned as their 

strengths.  This supports claims often made in the NNEST literature (e.g., Benke & 

Medgyes, 2005; Cheung, 2002, cited in Braine, 2005; Liu, 1999; Medgyes, 1994; 

Phillipson, 1992). 

 

(c) Attitudes towards English Composition Teachers 
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In the third part of the questionnaire, both NS and NNS students most frequently 

chose the neutral response ‘Doesn’t matter,’ avoiding an explicit opinion based on 

teachers’ NS status only.  Admittedly, as Braine (2005) points out, in the situation where 

the given questions explicitly attempt to measure the respondents’ perceptions of teachers 

solely based on NS status, it can be seen as rather blatant, possibly even problematic, to 

express extreme or clear opinions.  Thus, it is reasonably undeniable that the students’ 

responses might have been modified in order not to violate their morality when 

answering the explicitly written questions.  However, when this neutral response was 

excluded, NS teachers were overtly favored compared to NNS teachers, especially by NS 

students.   

There were quite a few NS students’ comments such as “As long as the teacher is 

fluent in English,” or “As long as I can understand what the teacher is saying,” 

accompanying the neutral response.  This can be interpreted that what many NS students 

ask for in their teachers is the ability to communicate in English without any difficulties, 

rather than expertise in teaching academic writing.  As mentioned earlier, this also 

implies that they see NNS teachers’ English proficiency level as a factor that interferes 

with smooth communication (Lindemann, 2006). 

Judging from their less frequently chosen ‘Doesn’t matter’ responses, NNS 

students expressed clearer ideas about composition teachers than NS students did.  Also, 

NNS students selected the ‘Nonnative speaker’ response more frequently than NS 

students did, meaning that NNS students give a greater amount of credit to NNS teachers 

than NS students do.  Counterintuitively, in response to some questions, a larger number 
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of ‘Nonnative speaker’ responses came from NNS students who were enrolled in the 

NEST’s class than those enrolled in the NNEST’s class.  This can be interpreted that the 

experience and exposure has to be of good quality for the improvement of students’ 

perceptions to occur.  In general, questions related to affective factors yielded more  

‘Nonnative speaker’ responses than the ones related to teaching or feedback.  Thus, it was 

found that NNS teachers were preferred for affective reasons while NS teachers were 

preferred for pedagogical reasons.  This confirms several points made by scholars in the 

past that NS and NNS teachers are valued for their respective strengths (e.g., Liu, 1999, 

2001, 2005; Mahboob, 2004; Matsuda, 1999-2000, 2003; Matsuda & Matsuda, 2004; 

Medgyes, 1992, 1994; Pacek, 2005; Tang, 1997).    

To summarize, the questionnaire results in this study showed that students’ 

teacher preference is not solely determined by the teachers’ NS status.  A number of 

accompanying comments suggested that individual teachers’ personal traits and teaching 

styles are more important than NS status, as it has already been claimed widely in the 

field of NNEST (e.g., Amin, 1997; Astor, 2000; Lazaraton, 2003; Liang, 2002, cited in 

Braine, 2005).  Therefore, it can be concluded that students prefer quality teachers 

regardless of NS status.  This confirmed the findings of Ferguson’s (2005) study that 

investigated Spanish as a foreign language (FL) students’ attitudes towards teachers.  

However, when the ‘Doesn’t matter’ responses are excluded, both the NS and NNS 

student groups clearly favor NS teachers.  While a considerable number of students 

expressed their views in favor of NS teachers, very few responded favoring NNS 

teachers.  The questionnaire results for this study indicated that, among all NS and NNS 
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teachers of good teaching qualities, NS teachers might be preferred more widely in 

general. The students in Ferguson’s study did not have this NS teacher preference.  The 

difference between her study and the current study is the subject matter.  In FL classes, in 

which the subject matter is not the students’ native language (i.e., Spanish in Ferguson’s 

study), NNS teachers can be more widely accepted and preferred in several aspects.  

However, this was not the case in the present study – English composition classes in 

which most of the students are NSs of English.  It is also necessary to acknowledge that, 

while some students consider teaching performance more important to determine the 

significance and value of teachers, others think NS status is what can determine an 

individual teacher’s teaching abilities and qualifications.  This, apparently, is because 

these students make the assumption that NS status automatically warrants teaching 

effectiveness in academic writing.    

 

Observed Student Attitudes during Writing Conferences 

 Of various attitudes commonly expressed in the questionnaire by NS and NNS 

students, a few (or the signs of a few attitudes) were observed during individual writing 

conferences that NS and NNS students had with the NEST and the NNEST.  These 

include the following: (1) NS students feel more comfortable talking with NS teachers 

than with NNS teachers, (2) both NS and NNS students perceive that NNS teachers are 

not as helpful as they expect due to the lack of familiarity with American culture and the 

American academic writing style, and (3) both NS and NNS students think that NS 

teachers’ feedback is more helpful than that of NNS teachers. 



 
 

342 

 Since not all the attitudes frequently expressed in the initial questionnaire were 

observed in the individual writing conference, it can be concluded that some attitudes are 

only perceptions that are not reflected in actual teacher-student interactions.  It is well 

understood that not all types of attitudes are observable, and that expressed attitudes are 

unlikely reflected in every interaction instance.  However, the results of this study show 

that exploring attitudes only via questionnaire, as much of the past research has done, can 

be problematic because it is clear that there is much more to it when a specific context is 

given.  It is also questionable to what degree questionnaire responses should be taken as 

valid because of the discrepancies extracted in this study, although this study should not 

be interpreted beyond its scope.        

 

Q3: Students’ Attitude Change after Experience with NEST and NNEST 

The changes in students’ attitudes (i.e., whether or not students’ attitudes towards 

NS and NNS teachers changed after interacting with both teachers at individual writing 

conferences) was explored through the same questions as the ones that had already been 

asked in the initial questionnaire as well as post-conference individual interviews.  Table 

40 presents a brief summary of the students’ attitudes expressed in the questionnaire.  

The interviews explored whether these opinions were changed after the conference 

experience.    
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Table 40: Summary of students’ opinions before the writing conferences 
 

Summary of student opinions expressed in the questionnaire  
 

NS students NNS students  
 

(1) NS teachers are better because of 
communication effectiveness.  
Communication with NNS teachers is 
not easy because of their limited 
English proficiency.   

(2) Although NNS teachers can bring 
different points of view, their lack of 
cultural understanding and limited 
exposure to the expected writing style 
in the American educational system 
make them less helpful.  

(3) Since English is not NNS teachers’ 
native language, it is difficult for them 
to effectively teach.  

(4) NS teachers are easier to talk with 
because of their perfect English 
proficiency and shared cultural 
background. 

 

(1) NS teachers can teach better because 
of their perfect English proficiency, 
familiarity with American culture and 
the expected writing style.  More 
attention is paid to NS teachers than to 
NNS teachers.     

(2) NNS teachers are more understanding 
because of their experience as learners 
of English.   

(3) NS teachers can explain better and 
give more useful feedback on writing 
style. 

(4) NNS teachers are more conscientious 
and caring. 

 
 
 

Post-conference individual interview data showed changes in student attitudes in 

several respects.  Of all, the most remarkable change was the improvement of the NS 

students’ perceptions towards NNS teachers.  For example, in the interviews, none of the 

NS students mentioned communication difficulties resulting from NNS teachers’ English 

proficiency, although it was the most frequently expressed opinion in the initial 

questionnaire.  The NS students also came to express that the NNS teachers are helpful in 

the areas of formatting but less concerned about the content and/or development of 

essays, as has already been pointed out by Weigle and Nelson (2004).  Although Storch 
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and Tapper (2002) reports that NNS students in their study desired more feedback on 

content than NS students did, the present study found that NS students express their 

desire for receiving more feedback on content50.  One particular NS student who initially 

expressed a NS teacher preference changed his opinion after the conferences to viewing 

both NS and NNS teachers equally.   

Of the four opinions expressed by NS students in the initial questionnaire, only 

one was thoroughly confirmed after the writing conference experience with the NEST 

and the NNEST – NNS teachers’ lack of cultural knowledge and limited exposure to the 

expected writing style can cause them to be considered less helpful.  As for the NNS 

students, of the four opinions expressed in the initial questionnaire, two were repeatedly 

expressed in the interviews.  While the NS students’ attitudes were positively changed, 

none of the NNS students’ interview data indicated such major positive changes after the 

conferences.  Judging from the fact that many ideas extracted from the interviews are 

similar between the NS and the NNS students, it can be interpreted that the NNS students 

had had favorable attitudes towards NNS teachers in general from the beginning.  This 

confirms Moussu’s (2002) finding that NNS students have relatively positive attitudes 

towards NNS teachers even before they have experience with NNS teachers.  As a whole, 

the NNS students again pointed out more weaknesses of both NS and NNS teachers than 

the NS students did after the two writing conferences with both the NEST and the 

NNEST.  These results can be interpreted that NNS students have firm and clearer 

opinions about teachers.  After having the conference experience, two of the nine NNS 

                                                
50 It might have been the case that NS students in Storch and Tapper’s study might not have experience 
with NNS teachers.  In their study, teacher participants were NS.  
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focus students said that NS teachers do not have weaknesses. The most common opinion 

that NS teachers are unable to understand NNS students’ difficulties was confirmed 

unquestionably in the post-conference interviews.  Four of the nine NNS focus students 

maintained the attitudes, expressed in the initial questionnaire, after the conference 

experience.  However, no clear evidence to support this attitude was observed in the 

actual conference data between the NEST and the NNS students.   

It deserves attention that, although the focus NS and NNS students expressed their 

opinions favoring either NS teachers or NNS teachers in response to the questions, their 

accompanying comments suggested, often times, that that their opinions were rather 

noncommittal.   

Preference for one type of teacher does not necessarily means the opposite (i.e., 

dislike) for the other type of teacher.  For example, the NS students’ opinion that the 

NEST provided better feedback at the writing conferences than the NNEST should not be 

interpreted that they benefited only from the NEST’s feedback and that the NNEST’s 

feedback was not helpful.  On the contrary, the NS students acknowledged NNS teachers’ 

expertise.  They explicitly mentioned how helpful NNS teachers could be for NNS 

students by acknowledging NNS teachers’ learning experiences and shared background 

with NNS students.  Similarly, one of the NNS students explained his preference for NNS 

teachers by his identity as a NNS student (Tang, 1997; Snow, 2007; Tarnopolsky, 2000). 

Analysis of the individual student interview data showed that the nine focus 

students share the following three opinions regardless of their linguistic backgrounds: 

1. Students expect teachers to provide personalized feedback. 
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2. Students are concerned about grades; hence, they want to know teachers’ 

expectations.  They are willing to write essays to match the specific writing style 

preferred by their teachers. 

3. Students are aware that NS and NNS teachers have respective contributions to 

teaching.         

 

For the most part, both NS and NNS students expressed similar opinions.  

However, extra opinions, for instance, the NEST answered to the NNS students’ 

questions (implying that the NNEST did not), yielded in the interviews made the 

difference.  Only the NNS students expressed that it is the knowledge of the subject 

matter and the understanding of the given assignment, not NS status, that determine the 

helpfulness of teachers. The interview results also showed that teachers’ feedback during 

the conference, in terms of both amount and type, is a significant factor for students to 

determine the level of successfulness of the conference.  Storch and Tapper’s (2002) 

study that compared NS and NNS students’ preferences regarding teachers’ written 

feedback found that students, especially NNS students, want teachers to provide specific 

feedback for revision such as alternative phrases.  It seems that this idea can be applied to 

verbal feedback during writing conferences, and it supports Chanock’s (2000) claim that 

students desire more detailed comments.  The first opinion listed above supports the 

second one, because personalized feedback, presumably, helps students revise their 

papers accordingly, which can lead to better grades. 
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An intriguing aspect worth stating is that successful conferences, chosen by the 

focus students, are not necessarily the ones with the teachers that they identified as their 

teacher preference in terms of NS status.  This suggests that students may express their 

opinions based on teachers’ NS status; however, it is merely one domain around which 

students’ general opinions are formed.  Put otherwise, individual students’ views of the 

quality of experience surpass the abstract concept based on NS status. The students 

identified their respective successful conferences based on their own experience with 

teachers without being influenced by teachers’ NS status.  As past research shows, 

successful conferences are characterized with two-way communication, students’ active 

participation, teachers’ guidance and advice leading students to develop their ideas 

(Freeman & Sperling, 1985; Goldenberg, 1993, cited in Hyland, 2000b; Harris, 1995; 

Ritter, 2000; Walker & Elias, 1987; Wingate, 2000).  NS status, thus, is only a clear and 

visible element that is taken into consideration when classifying teachers.  The writing 

program classifies students into two groups based on their linguistic background; hence, 

the idea of classifying teachers based on their NS status might not seem too inconsequent.  

As opposed to what Walker and Elias (1987) found that students view their conference 

experience as unsuccessful when the teachers become the dominant speaker, the student 

participants in the current study hardly mentioned that the NNEST’s volubility made their 

conferences unsuccessful.  Although the NNEST was observed to be rather dominant in 

conference conversations, this was not identified as a reason that determines the degree of 

successfulness in this study.  It shows that NS and NNS students granted both teachers 

the authority regardless of their NS status.  Zuengler (1989) found that, in NS-NNS 
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communication, it is the one who is more knowledgeable in the subject matter, rather 

than the one who is the NS, that determines the conversation dominance.  This was 

observed in the conferences between the NNEST and NS students in the present study.  

When it comes to the three Japanese students, it does not seem that lack of two-way 

communication made their conference experience unsuccessful.  DeMott (2006) found in 

his research that students’ limited participation in conference interaction hindered 

scaffolding opportunities.  This might have also been the case with the Japanese students 

in this study; however, as stated above, no sign of dissatisfaction could be interpreted.      

It was not uncommon to see unimproved opinions.  There was a comment that 

showed that NS status does not guarantee effectiveness and helpfulness.  Another aspect 

is indifference on the part of students.  In terms of the three Japanese students in this 

study, their lack of interest in learning English academic writing might have caused the 

absence of remarkable changes in attitudes before and after the writing conference 

experience.  Because exposure does not always change students’ attitudes positively, in 

other words, because it can also change it negatively based on the quality of actual 

experience, both pre-service and in-service teacher training seems important.  The former 

can prepare teachers to be equipped with necessary knowledge regarding instruction as 

well as administration.  The latter can create venues for teachers to share and discuss how 

one can effectively handle specific situations that might occur to others too. 
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5.4. Implications of the Present Study 

Building on the findings that have been presented in the previous chapter and 

above, the implications of the present study will be discussed in this section.  Then, 

suggestions for NNEST research and teacher training will be offered from both 

pedagogical and administrative points of view.  

First of all, based on NS students’ questionnaire responses, it is appropriate to say 

that students have presumptions about their teachers in relation to the teacher’s NS status.  

These presumptions can be evident in English composition courses because some 

students seem to view an English composition course as if it were a language course (i.e., 

NS status can make one a proficient teacher), while others view it as a course in which 

students develop their academic skills.  It is justifiably unrealistic to control this 

phenomenon, since such ideas may have been rooted in their minds even before students 

enroll in English composition courses at a college level.  It is also understandable that 

such ideas could not have been changed without exposure to circumstances that trigger 

their perceptions to be apparent to the students themselves.       

Therefore, there is a need to inform students of the notion that NNS status does 

not make one an inferior or ineffective teacher in English composition courses.  

Considering absence of NS status being the only (or most influential) factor to place NNS 

teachers below NS teachers is inappropriate when pedagogical aspects should also be 

taken into consideration.  More importantly, there is a need to have students informed 

that NNS status does not necessarily make one an inefficient communicator and that 

communication success should not be determined by one side’s NS status or lack thereof.   
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Second of all, NNS students are likely to maintain their cultural norms in the 

American classroom context.  As discussed in past literature, this study has confirmed 

that NNS students (especially, Japanese students in this study) display their 

understanding of how teacher-student interaction should be carried out even in a context 

that is outside their own backgrounds.  Thus, it is less likely that a successful outcome 

would be brought about if we assumed NNS students to act in the way that is expected in 

the American academic context.  Although it is quite impossible to train teachers so that 

they can adjust to different cultural norms that NNS students bring to the American 

educational setting, I believe that dissemination of information based on empirical 

evidence is useful for teachers whose classes involve NNS students.        

In sum, having a conference with the teacher of preference in terms of NS status 

does not guarantee that students have a good conference experience.  This study has 

shown that it is the quality of the experience realized in each individual conference that 

makes the particular conference either positive or negative (preferable or not preferable), 

and one evidential factor to determine the quality seemed whether or not that the 

conference was tailored for the individual student.  Therefore, I argue that focus should 

be on how teachers can make the most use of the individual writing conferences, where 

the teacher and students can have one-on-one face-to-face communication within an 

English composition course, in order to help students develop their academic writing 

skills. 
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5.4.1. Suggestions for NNEST Research 

Much past research on NNEST issues has been perception studies, rather than 

empirical studies.  It was not common for the perceptions of teachers expressed via 

questionnaire and/or interviews to be examined further to see whether or not the 

‘perceptions’ could be observed in actual teaching practice.  Let alone, little research to 

date has explored the accuracy of the expressed attitudes.  This study attempted to fill the 

gap by employing multiple data sources in order to investigate not only students’ 

perceptions of teachers but also actual reflections of such perceptions in practice.        

Ferguson (2005) suggested that studies be conducted to investigate whether or not beliefs 

expressed by students and teachers are accurate.  The present study found that 

perceptions and practice do not always match.  Moreover, students’ opinions were not 

consistent at times.  For example, when students were asked to provide reasons for the 

expressed opinions, their explanations were not always supporting the already expressed 

ideas.  As I have stated earlier in this chapter, students’ perceptions of teachers are much 

influenced by the quality of individual experiences, and their perceptions can be changed 

through experience and exposure to teachers.  This confirms Moussu’s (2006) study 

findings.  In her study conducted in the ESL context, students’ attitudes towards NNS 

teachers improved over time.   

In order to yield a higher degree of validity and reliability to the findings of past 

studies, more research needs to be conducted in specific contexts that allows for 

comparison of perceptions and practice.  It needs to be taken into consideration, for future 

NNEST studies, that perceptions that already exist in students’ (or any individual’s) 
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minds are firm based on what they have experienced.  Because of the nature of the study 

and human conscience, it is likely that study participants express opinions following their 

already existing beliefs, rather than what they actually do, without being aware of doing 

so.  Since only a limited number of past studies compared perception and practice, more 

research needs to be done in order to investigate and better understand the issues 

underlying students’ attitudes towards teachers in relation to NS status.  One way to make 

it more feasible to measure students’ attitudes is to conduct research in specific contexts, 

for example, contexts that are combined with specific skill areas.  For example, this study 

was conducted in the specific context of first-year English composition courses at a 

university in the United States taught by two linguistically different (i.e., a NS and a 

NNS) teachers. 

Also, this study explored an under-researched population in the NNEST research 

field.  Most past NNEST research was conducted in the context in which the student 

population was limited to NNS students only.  This study included NS students taught by 

a NNS teacher as student participants like Liu’s (2005) study.  Since these students’ 

attitude changes were a remarkable finding of the study, I suggest that more research be 

done in the future to follow up on the findings of this study in order to see patterns in the 

positive change of NS students’ attitudes.         

  

5.4.2. Suggestions for Teacher Training 

There are some aspects, that are not based on teachers’ NS status (or lack thereof) 

only, that can be achieved in order to realize effective teaching and teacher-student 
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relationships in general.  The findings of this study clearly showed that students indeed 

evaluate and acknowledge teachers based on various areas such as an individual teacher’s 

expertise, knowledge, teaching performance, and teaching techniques.  Teachers’ 

personality traits and unique perspectives are also appreciated.  Therefore, it is beneficial 

to purposefully incorporate those aspects into teacher training programs.   

One such example is feedback.  As it was found in this study, in the context of 

academic writing, students appreciate and expect personalized feedback from teachers 

rather than advice that could be used for any essay written by any student.  Hence, 

teacher training programs that emphasize that specific aspect would be useful regardless 

of the teachers’ linguistic backgrounds.  For NNS teachers, it is especially useful to 

include a segment in a training program that focuses on giving feedback on the content or 

organization, because it was an issue pointed out by both NS and NNS students in this 

study.   

It also deserves attention that students’ views of teachers can be influenced by the 

experiences they have with specific teachers.  One undesirable experience with any given 

NS teacher can lead to a student’s reservation toward NS teachers in general, while 

another undesirable experience with any given NNS teacher can negatively change a 

student’s general ideas towards NNS teachers including teachers from various linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds.  Therefore, I suggest that teacher training programs take into 

consideration actual voices of students regarding their experience that both positively and 

negatively influenced their attitudes and perceptions of NS and NNS teachers.  I argue 

that it would be more insightful to nullify the NS-NNS dichotomy and treat students’ 
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anecdotal cases that marked attitude change or indexed awareness of perceptions as 

valuable information in teacher training programs.  It is also useful to incorporate 

teachers’ anecdotal cases that reflect teachers’ voices as well.  I would like to emphasize 

this, not only because of the study findings that showed students’ attitudes towards 

teachers are not solely determined by teachers’ NS status, but also because of the 

essential purposes of the teacher training programs.   

It is also important that all NNS students should not be categorized as a general 

group only because they do not speak English as their mother tongue.  This study clearly 

showed the differences that exist within the NNS groups.  Therefore, it is inappropriate to 

treat all NNSs as one group and instead try to prepare teachers to handle this group of 

students as individuals.  By administering both student and teacher surveys, developers of 

teacher training programs are able to incorporate issues based on students’ and in-service 

teachers’ voices drawing on their experience in training in applicable ways that are 

suitable for the local context.                

 Although mainstream freshman English composition courses are not language 

courses, the findings of this study showed that some students see them as if they were.  

Students in this study expressed reluctance towards NNS teachers simply because of the 

absence of NS status.  Thus, it will also be helpful to incorporate in composition teacher 

training programs issues regarding the difference between instruction in academic writing 

and English as a language.  More specifically, NNS teachers in freshman English 

composition courses are not there to teach English as a language, but they are there to 
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teach academic writing – how to improve writing skills that are expected and appropriate 

in the academic context.                 

 

5.4.3. Suggestions for Administrators 

 First of all, that some issues stated in this section can be applied to pedagogical 

views as well could have been stated in the above section about teacher training, rather 

than only in this section addressed to administrators.  It is believed that the issues and 

implications that emerged from this study cover multiple aspects that are important in a 

broader perspective of foreign language education, applied linguistics, and 

sociolinguistics.       

 One area that is more exclusive to administrators is hiring practices.  The findings 

of the present study suggest that it is not appropriate to consider NS status as a major 

factor for hiring—not only in English composition programs—but also in language 

programs in general.  It is clear that more emphasis should be placed on professional 

training. 

Students prefer teachers who take the time to help them by preparing well for one-

on-one conferencing.  They prefer teachers who give personalized feedback on the work 

done by individual students rather than general comments that apply to any work.  They 

would like teachers who care about them and their development of writing skills.  Thus, I 

suggest that administrators should consider students’ needs.  In order to realize this, it is 

important that administrators be informed of updated research findings in the area.  As 

NNS teachers were believed to be in need of more education that leads to gaining 
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confidence and empowerment when the field of NNEST first emerged, it is imperative 

that administrators be exposed to updated discussions in related areas. 

Administrators, when making decisions on hiring, should be reminded of the 

implications from this study and other studies that explore students’ attitudes.  It is 

unavoidable that hiring entails issues beyond teaching performance.  For example, work 

eligibility is one aspect that administrators cannot disregard in the process of hiring.  

However, it is hoped that findings from this study will motivate administrators to 

reconsider what needs to be the core for their programs. 

Another suggestion for administrators regards reconsideration of the classification 

of students based on their student status, i.e., whether they are domestic or international 

students.  Although the distinction between domestic (or American) and international 

students may sound like the distinction between NS and NNS students, the reality is 

much more complicated than the labeling itself.  Not all domestic students are NS 

students, since immigrant students, whose English proficiency levels vary as they learn 

English as their second language, are considered domestic students.  On the other hand, 

not all international students are NNS students because international students include 

those from English-speaking countries.  Therefore, a more appropriate classification of 

students is called for especially at institutions where students consist of those with 

various backgrounds. 
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5.4.4. Suggestions for ITA Training 

 Findings of this study have clearly shown that students have preconceptions about 

teachers.  However, such prepossessions can be changed after experience and exposure.  

One remarkable example of student attitude change was that of NS students towards NNS 

teachers.  This offers some promise to the area of ITA training.   

I suggest that the content of ITA training emphasize the role of teachers, rather 

than relying too much on the issue of language proficiency or cultural differences.  

Although these (language and cultural) issues are inevitably covered, what is more 

important is that ITAs become aware of the expected role of instructors.  Once ITAs are 

made to realize the importance of the teacher role and feel empowered, their attitudes will 

likely be characterized by more confidence, which can lead to the respect of the students.   

ITA training programs should also include a segment instructing the ITAs that it 

requires both parties’ willingness to communicate for successful intercultural 

communication to occur.  Thus, training programs should lead ITAs to understand that 

their language proficiency (assuming that it is at or beyond the level for sufficient 

communication in academic settings) is not exclusively responsible for smooth 

communication when they interact with NS students.       

 

5.5. Limitations 

Throughout the three data collection phases in this study, I repeatedly reminded 

the students that their respective course teachers had no access to questionnaire results 

and interview recordings and asked that they express their honest feelings.  I believe that 
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my having been able to build rapport with student participants allowed them to express 

themselves with little pressure.  However, the apparent focus of the investigation being 

the issue in relation to the NS-NNS dichotomy, I cannot fully deny that my identity, as a 

NNS researcher, might not have affected how student participants responded to the 

questionnaire and how they expressed themselves in the individual interviews.   

  As Braine (2005) points out, the majority of NNEST research has been conducted 

by scholars who are NNESTs themselves, and this can influence the validity of research.  

NNS researchers may have different perspectives in interpreting data than NS researchers 

because of the issue directly related to their NNS identity.  This study is not an exception.  

Replicated by NS scholars, with whom NS student and/or teacher participants might be 

better able to relate, it would allow the issue under investigation in this study to be 

explored with valuable and alternative perspectives in interpretation. 

 This study was conducted in the specific context of college English composition 

courses.  Since only two sections of the course were open to both American and 

international students, the student questionnaire in the first phase was distributed to a 

total of 43 students who were enrolled in these two sections.  More general views of 

students’ attitudes towards teachers based on NS status would have been gained if there 

had been more sections taught by a larger number of NS and NNS teachers, thus more 

student participants in the first phase.  Similarly, it would have made it possible to have a 

more generalized interpretation of students’ attitudes if students who were enrolled in 

classes with multiple NS and NNS teachers had participated.  Although it is a unique 
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context that is not too frequently seen, a larger number of participants would undoubtedly 

raise the degree of validity and reliability of the current study.   

 It also needs to be acknowledged as a limitation that the student focus group 

consisted of Japanese students only.  This restricted the scope of this part of the 

investigation to cultural aspects within this specific cultural group.  Without other 

cultural groups of students to compare to, it remains unclear whether or not the findings 

of this study about the focus student group are only applicable to Japanese students.  

Although this is a qualitative study that was designed to explore the specific context, 

more groups of students with different cultural backgrounds would make the findings to 

interpretable from a more general point of view.  

 Most importantly, this dissertation research is a case study that was conducted in a 

specific context.  Interpretations made based on the collected data for this study should be 

treated as applicable exclusively to this research context.  As case study researchers 

remind the reader, I do not wish to generalize the interpretations beyond the specific 

context in which this research was conducted.   

The limitations of perception studies also need to be acknowledged.  I cannot say 

that perception data generated by questionnaires, as well as some expressed insights 

prompted by interview questions prepared by the researcher, accurately reflect the 

participants’ actual and natural perceptions.  Nonetheless, such data may not represent the 

levels of the teachers’ capabilities in the classroom.          
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5.6. Future Research Suggestions 

The present study found that the NS status of both students and teachers 

influenced on how they interacted with each other in individual writing conferences.  

Analysis of the data collected in order to explore the NS and NNS students’ attitudes 

towards teachers showed that teachers’ NS status had an influence on the students’ 

perceptions to a varying degree.  Although students seem to have opinions about teachers 

that could largely be relying on presumptions, this study found that exposure to and 

experience with NS and NNS teachers can change students’ attitudes either positively or 

negatively.  It would be, therefore, worthwhile to explore what types of experiences cause 

either positive or negative attitude changes.  More specifically, whether or not interaction 

with teachers both inside and outside of the classroom influences the formation of 

students’ attitudes equally, or whether or not positive and negative experiences with 

teachers influenced students’ attitudes at the same rate.  Furthermore, it would be 

intriguing to investigate if there is any relation between the type of experience that is 

considered to influence students’ attitudes towards teachers and teachers’ (and/or 

students’) NS status.        

It would also be worth exploring specific student cases in a longitudinal study – to 

see whether the attitude or opinions expressed were only applicable for this particular 

study setting, or students with backgrounds similar to the ones in the current study 

display similar attitude changes.  This study involved three native-Japanese-speaking 

students as the focus student group, and some characteristics that were applicable only to 

those students were found.  However, in order to confirm the interpretations made in this 
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study, more studies with Japanese students in the same or similar contexts need to be 

conducted in the future.  Although many students fulfill their college English 

composition course requirements within a few semesters, conducting the same type of 

qualitative study with a group of students with the same particular background might 

reveal what part of the attitude change is culturally grounded and what part is more 

attributable to individual differences. 

 This study was conducted in a context where mixed sections of English 

composition courses are offered.  There were not ESL only sections offered during the 

time that the data were collected for this study; however, it could have yielded different 

perspectives if the ESL only sections had been included.  It is possible that NNS students 

enrolled in a section that accommodates only international students, without any 

American classmates, would not only interact differently with teachers but also with 

classmates.  Future research might look into these expanded contexts that are similar yet 

can create different dynamics.      

 

5.7. Conclusion 

Some general patterns in students’ attitude changes were identified through 

analysis and comparison of multiple data sources (i.e., questionnaire, individual 

interviews, and other available data such as focus group interview and conference video-

recording).  Yet, it needs to be stated again that each individual student’s attitude is 

applicable only to that specific student.  Therefore, the patterns found in this study should 

be interpreted as patterns specific to the students who participated in the present study.  
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One type of opinion change, for instance, from ‘Doesn’t matter’ to ‘Native speaker’ in 

response to a question ‘Who do you think is a better teacher?’ can occur taking 

completely different paths involving a number of factors that should be treated as 

individual cases.  Hence, it is crucial to carefully analyze the students’ comments beyond 

the mere responses by taking into consideration underlying reasons that influenced the 

choices made.   

Notwithstanding the aforementioned claim that each student’s case should be 

treated as an individual case in order to fully understand his or her attitude change 

throughout the semester, the findings presented in the previous chapters showed that one-

on-one writing conference experiences with the NEST and the NNEST influenced the 

students’ attitudes towards teachers based on the teacher’s NS status.  The most salient 

was the amelioration of the NS students’ attitudes towards NNS teachers in general.  The 

most frequently stated opinion by the NS student group – NNS teachers’ English level, 

both fluency and pronunciation, interferes with effective teacher-student communication 

– was found to be improved undoubtedly after being exposed to the NNEST in this study.  

Many factors that were identified as significant and influential include: linguistic and 

cultural background of both teachers and students, beliefs that stem from particular 

cultural and educational backgrounds, different levels of motivation for learning language 

skills and writing skills, general personal characteristics, language proficiency, and 

beliefs about successful communication.            

 Since the current study included a relatively large number of student participants 

for case studies (N=12), I was able to show how individual student’s interaction with the 
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teacher can be differently characterized involving varying factors.  Attitudes and 

perceptions brought to teachers with and without NS status, as well as the reflection of 

such attitudes in actual teacher-student interaction, can be viewed as multiple factors that 

are importantly influencing the dynamics of the very complex issues. 

 With what is found in the present study as a starting point, it is hoped that future 

studies will explore pedagogical and sociocultural factors that help realize successful 

experiences for both teachers and students in academic writing courses, especially, in 

relation to teacher-student interaction within English composition courses.  Also, even 

within the frame of NNEST research, the NS-NNS dichotomy may be treated differently 

since this study added further evidence to the constructive idea that NS status is what is 

there, but it is not what makes one a competent teacher.  Thus, the central issue in the 

NNEST research field today should focus on professionalism, rather than the NS-NNS 

dichotomy, as this dissertation research has strengthened the constructive view of valuing 

teachers for what they do as teachers.  It is hoped that NNEST research will develop 

further and be known more widely to include a wider audience with more emphasis on 

professionalism, so it not only continuously grows as a research field but also helps what 

occurs in the classroom become pedagogically meaningful without being restricted by 

dichotomous labeling based on NS or NNS status.  I believe that, in a more multilingual 

and multicultural U.S. higher education setting, the ultimate direction toward which 

NNEST, as a field of study, should turn is the importance of professional development.  
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APPENDIX A: Teacher Questionnaire 

TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Part I: Please answer the following questions about yourself. 

1. Age: ____  

2. Native language: _____________  

3. This is my ___first ___second  ___third or ____th semester as a student at the U of A. 

4. This is my ___first ___second  ___third semester teaching English composition. 

5. List all the courses you taught at the U of A: 

_________________________________________  

6. Did you request to teach this mix course/section?  ___Yes   ___No 

7. How do you feel about teaching a “mix section”?   

8. List all the different places you lived so far.  

Example: Tokyo, Japan (until age of 4); Nagoya, Japan (for 20 years, age of 4 to age 

of 23); etc. 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

________________________ 

9. List all the languages you speak.  Include information such as (a) when you began 
learning the language, (b) the context in which you studied the language (e.g., high 
school, live in country, etc.), (c) the proficiency level of the language using the 
following scale.   

 
1= Limited: know a few phrases 
2= Basic communication: can formulate simple sentences  
3= Intermediate: can construct complex sentences 
4= Advanced: can carry a conversation with a native speaker with ease 
5= Native-like: in both proficiency and  pronunciation  

 
Language English                           Age began learning:_________ 

Learning context:__________________________________   Proficiency level: ____  

Language 1__________________  Age began learning:_________ 
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Learning context:__________________________________   Proficiency  level: ____ 

Language 2__________________   Age began learning:_________ 

Learning context:__________________________________   Proficiency level: ____ 

Language 3__________________   Age began learning:_________ 

Learning context:__________________________________   Proficiency level: ____ 
 

10. How long have you been teaching English in general? ___years and ___months 

11. How long have you been teaching English composition? ___years and ___months 

 
 
Part II: Please answer following questions freely and in detail.  You can also use the 
back of this paper.  Your responses remain anonymous.  
 
1. What strengths and weaknesses do you think native speaker teachers have? 

Strengths: 
 

 
 
 
Weaknesses: 

 
 
 
 
2. What strengths and weaknesses do you think nonnative speaker teachers have? 

Strengths: 
 

 
 
 
Weaknesses: 

 
 
 
3. What strengths and weaknesses do you think YOU as a composition teacher have? 

Strengths: 
 
 
 
 
Weaknesses: 
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4. Please describe your ideal college composition teacher.  Be descriptive and include 
characteristics such as his/her academic background, teaching experience, native 
language, teaching style, etc.  

 
 
 
 
Part III: Here are some questions about composition teachers.  Please choose only 
ONE answer from three choices: Native, Nonnative, It doesn’t matter.  There are no 
right or wrong answers.  Please be as honest as possible.  Your responses remain 
anonymous. 
 
1. Who do students prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as their composition teacher? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter. 
 
Why?  
 
 
 

 
2. Who is better at teaching grammar? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter. 
 
Why?  
 
 
 

 
4. During writing conferences, who do students feel more relaxed with? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 
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5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about students’ 
writing? 
 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on students’ writing when they turn in their 

writing assignment? 
 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
7. Who do you think is a better teacher? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
8. Who do you think is more empathic with students about their learning academic 

writing? 
 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Thank you very much!! 
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APPENDIX B: Student Questionnaire 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Part I: Please answer the following questions about yourself. 

1. Academic standing: ___Freshman  ___Sophomore  ___Junior  ___Senior  ___Other 

(________)   

2. Age: ____  

3. Gender: ____Male  ____Female 

4. Major/area of study: ____________ 

5. Native language: _____________  

6. I am a ___native ___nonnative speaker of English. 

7. This is my ___first ___second  ___third or ____th semester as a student at the U of A. 

8. This is my ___first ___second  ___third semester taking English composition. 

9. Composition courses taken prior to this semester: ___ENGL100 or 106   

___ENGL101 or 107 

10. If you have taken 100 or 106, who was your teacher?  

___a native speaker of English  ___a nonnative speaker of English 

11. If you have taken 101 or 107, who was your teacher? 

___a native speaker of English  ___a nonnative speaker of English 

12. Reasons for enrollment in this section (Choose all that apply.) 

___ This is the only section that fits my schedule. 

___ This section fits my schedule better than other sections do.  

___ I wanted to take a class from this particular instructor. 

___ I didn’t want to take a class from other instructors who teach this course.  

___ (For American students) I wanted to learn new things from international students.  

___ (For International students) I wanted to learn new things from American students.   

___ I didn’t know that this section was open to both American and international 

students.  



 
 

369 

___ Other (please describe) 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

  

 
Part II: Please answer the following questions about English composition teachers.  
Please feel free to write your honest opinions and in detail.  If necessary, you can 
also use the back of this paper.  Your responses remain anonymous. Your teacher 
has NO access to your responses. 
 
1. What strengths and weaknesses do native speaker teachers have? 

Strengths: 
 
 

 
 
Weaknesses: 

 
 
 
 
2. What strengths and weaknesses do nonnative speaker teachers have? 

Strengths: 
 
 
 
 
Weaknesses: 

 
 
 
 
3. Please describe your ideal college composition teacher.  Be descriptive and include 

characteristics such as his/her native language, teaching style, etc.  
 
 
4. Please describe a college composition teacher you would NOT like.  Be descriptive 

and include characteristics such as his/her native language, teaching style, etc. 
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Part III: Here are some questions about composition teachers.  Please choose only 
ONE answer from three choices: Native, Nonnative, It doesn’t matter.  There are no 
right or wrong answers.  Please be as honest as possible.  Your teacher has NO 
access to your responses. 
 
1. Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as your composition teacher? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter. 
 
Why?  
 
 
 

 
2. Who is better at teaching grammar? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
3. Who is better at teaching writing skills?  
 

____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter. 
 
Why?  
 
 
 

 
4. During writing conferences, who do you feel more relaxed with? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 
 
 

5. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your writing? 
 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 
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6. Who can provide better/useful feedback on your writing when you turn in your 
writing assignment? 
 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
7. Who do you think is a better teacher? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
8. Who do you think is more empathic with you about your learning academic writing? 

 
____Native  ____ Nonnative  ____It doesn’t matter.  
 
Why? 

 
 
 

 
 

Thank you very much!! 
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APPENDIX C: Example of Classroom Observation Log 

 
NNEST Classroom Observation Unit 2-7 (10/16/2006)                                                                                                                                               
 

 NNEST T J M R A S 
11:
00 

Lecture on 
plagiarism.  
Give scenarios 
to Ss to 
determine 
whether they 
are examples 
of plagiarism 
or not.  

   
 
 
 

 
 

  

11:
10 

 
 
 
Q: “what is 
plagiarism?”  
Asks Qs to 
students 
 

SR 
 
Q to T 
(T: SR) 
 
 
SR 

11:15 Arrived  
 
 
SR—T 
seemed that 
she didn’t 
understand 
what J said. 
So she just 
says “okay” 
and moves 
on.   

   
 
 
 
[k]SR – 
was the 
only one 
to raise 
her hand 
to answer 
 
  

 

11:
20 

 
 
 
 
“Any Qs?” 
 
 

 
 
SR 
 
 

 
SR  
SR 
 
“Can you 
give an 
example?” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

11:
30 

Ask Q  
Ss: S 
 
 
 
Q 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
SR 
SR 

[k] 
SR 
 
 
 
Q: 
comprehensio
n check 

     
 
.  

J’s utterance was just a one-word 
answer, T gives explanation and 
J agrees. 

5,6 QAs b/w them 
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11:
40 

 
 
 
T divided Ss 
into groups of 
3 or 4 for the 
upcoming 
group 
conference 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 

arrived     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• T (Tyler)—participates class discussions actively 
• J (Johnny) – again, he doesn’t seem hesitant about asking Qs when he needs to.    
• M (Mohammed) -- Arrived at 11:40. He missed most of the class, but still showed up. 

As there were no discussions when he arrived, he didn’t get any chance to speak in 
class.    

• R (Ryo) – Didn’t talk at all 
• A (Alicia) –  was the only one who raised her hand to answer T’s question 
• S (Satsuki) – Didn’t talk at all. 
 
• NNEST asks a NS male to read a passage on PPP. The NS male rejects her request by 

saying “I don’t feel comfortable reading.” NNEST then says “Okay, who feels 
comfortable reading?”  
I wondered if this student would have said the same thing to a teacher if the teacher 
had been a NEST and/or male.  Is NNEST’s authority being challenged?      

• “How can teachers prove plagiarism? (a NS male)” 
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APPENDIX D: Student Individual Interview Questions 

The following questions guided the student individual interviews.  
 
1. In general, what are the strengths and weaknesses of native speaker composition 

teachers? 
 
2. In general, what are the strengths and weaknesses of nonnative speaker composition 

teachers? 
 
3. Who do you prefer, a native or nonnative speaker teacher, as your composition 

teacher? Why? 
 
4. Who is better at teaching grammar? Why? 
 
5. Who is better at teaching writing skills? Why?  
 
6. During writing conferences, who do you feel more comfortable with? Why? 
 
7. During writing conferences, who can provide better/useful advice about your writing? 
 
8. Who can provide better/useful written comments/feedback on your essay? 
 
9. Who do you think is a better teacher? 
 
10. Who do you think have more understanding about your learning academic writing? 

Why? 
 
Based on the experience during this semester: 
1. How do you feel about the individual conference experience you had with both native 

and nonnative speaker teachers?   
 
2. Has this experience changed any of your perceptions of NS/NNS teacher that you had 

before? 
 
3. Which conference was more successful to you? 
 
4. Is there anything that didn’t occur during the conference(s) that you wish it had 

occurred? 
 
5. If you’re writing a final paper for this class and will have one more conference with 

either one of the teachers, which one would you like to have it with? 
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APPENDIX E: Student Focus Group Questions 

The following questions guided the focus group interview.  The language of the focus 
group interview was Japanese.  
 
 
1. 今学期のこの英語のクラスはアメリカ人の学生と留学生のミックスのセクシ
ョンでしたが、この様なセクションをどう思いましたか。 

 
2. ミックスのセクションの方が留学生だけのセクションよりもいいと思います
か。 

 
3. 今学期は留学生だけのセクションがなかったようですが、もしあったら留学
生だけのセクションを取りたかったと思いますか。 

 
4. 授業中、他の人に気を使わずに一人でずっと話しているような、本当によく
発言するアメリカ人の学生がいますが、そういう人が気になりますか。  

 
5. 授業中もっと発言できればよかったと思いますか。 
 
6. 一人ずつのインタビューで「セメスターの初めのうちは緊張するけど、最後
の方になるともう気が楽になる。だから２回目のライティング・カンファレ

ンスの方がリラックスできた。」と聞きましたが、やはり先生に慣れればラ

イティング・カンファレンスも楽ですか。 
 
7. インタビューで「たいていにおいてライティング・カンファレンスをする時
点でエッセイがまだ完成してない。」と聞きましたが、ライティング・カン

ファレンスの時期を自分で決められたらと思いますか。できればもっとエッ

セイが進んだ時点でカンフェレンスをしたいと思いますか。 
 
8. インタビューで「カンファレンス中に無理矢理でも質問する。これといって
特に質問もないけど、聞かないのも悪いから適当に質問する。」と聞きまし

たが、やはりみなさんそうですか。これに関してどう思いますか。 
 
9. ライティング・カンファレンス中にエッセイのページ数についての質問が多
かったように思えましたが、やはりページ数は気になりますか。 

 
10. インタビューで「エッセイの締め切りの日とページ数とエッセイの質を天秤
にかけて、それでどんな成績が取れるかを考える」と聞きましたが、やはり

そう思いますか。  
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11. ライティング・センターには行きますか。 
 
12. ライティング・センターはどんなところがいいと思いますか。 
 
13. 先生とのライティング・カンファレンスはどんなところがいいと思いますか。 
 
14. 今学期のこのクラスを終えての感想を教えて下さい。 
 
15. 他のクラスではあまりエッセイを書かないとのことなので、この英語のクラ
スで色々なエッセイを書いて楽しかったですか。 

 
16. 英語の先生に期待することは何ですか。こういう先生はちょっと困る、とい
う先生はどんな人ですか。 

 
 



 
 

377 

APPENDIX F: Teacher Individual Interview Questions 

The following questions were asked in the teacher individual interviews.  
 
General questions: 
 
1. In general, what strengths and weaknesses do you think YOU as a native/nonnative 

speaker composition teacher have? 
 
2. Who do you think your students prefer, a native or nonnative teacher, as their 

composition teacher? 
 
3. Who is better at teaching grammar? Who do you think your students think is better at 

it? 
 
4. Who is better at teaching writing skills? Who do you think your students think is 

better at it? 
 
5. During writing conferences, do you think your students feel comfortable talking to 

you? 
 
6. What are the occasions where you think you are at advantage as a native/nonnative 

speaker composition teacher?  
 
7. What are the occasions where you think you are at disadvantage as a 

native/nonnative speaker composition teacher?  
 
Based on the experience during this semester: 
 
1. How do you feel about teaching the mixed section?  
 
2. Has this experience changed any of your perceptions of the mixed section? 
 
3. How do you feel about the individual conference experience you had with the 

students?   
 
4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the mixed section? 
 
5. What were challenging in teaching the mixed section? 
 
6. Were there occasions/situations where you felt that you were at advantage (or 

disadvantage) as a native/nonnative speaker teacher teaching the mixed section? 
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7. Is there anything that didn’t occur during the conference(s) that you wish it had 
occurred? 

 
8. How can one be well prepared to teach a mixed section?  
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APPENDIX G: Teacher Group Interview Questions 

The following questions guided the teacher group interview.  
 
1. Do you have different grading criteria for the two different groups of students, native 

speakers and nonnative speakers of English?   
 
2. Students have questions about grading criteria. How do you feel about this issue? 

What would you say to students if they asked you whether or not you would grade 
their essays differently? 

 
3. Do you think students would come to conferences more prepared if you are a native 

speaker teacher?  Do native speaker teachers have some students who come to 
conferences unprepared?  

 
4. The NEST’s comments: advantage being a male Caucasian. What other advantages 

can you think of?  Are these advantages something that nonnative speaker teachers 
can achieve?  Or the advantages are things that nonnative speaker teachers cannot 
achieve (something that you (a native speaker teacher) are born with)?  

 
5. Do you think you can be a more effective teacher if you’re teaching an ‘ESL students 

only section’ or an ‘American students only section’?  Why or why not? 
 
6.  Do you think nonnative speaker students would come talk to you more frequently if 

you are a nonnative speaker teacher because they think you can understand their 
situation better?  In the same token, do native speaker students come talk to you more 
often if you are a native speaker teacher, because they think you can understand them 
better? 

 
7. Is there anything you wish you had known before teaching the mixed section? 
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APPENDIX H: Demographic Information of Student Participants 

 
NS Students’ Demographic Information (N=21) 
 

Academic 
standing 

 Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 

# of students  
 4 11 6 0 

  
 

Age group  
 18-20 21-23 24-26 27 and up 

# of students  
 18 0 2 1 

 
 

Gender  
 Male Female 

# of students  
 10 11 

 
 
 
NNS Students’ Demographic Information (N=20) 
 

Academic 
standing 

 Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 

# of students  
 5 7 5 3 

 
 

Age group  
 18-20 21-23 24-26 27 and up 

# of students  
 11 5 2 2 

 
 

Gender  
 Male Female 

# of students  
 12 8 
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NS Students’ Teacher Experience in Past Composition Courses 
 

Courses  
 English 100 English 101 

Total # of students who took the 
course  4 18 

Course teacher  
 NS NNS NS NNS 

# of students who took the 
course with the teacher  4 0 15 3 

 
 
NNS Students’ Teacher Experience in Past Composition Courses 
 

Courses  
 English 106 English 107 

Total # of students who took the 
course 

 5 20 

Course teacher  
 NS NNS NS NNS 

# of students who took the 
course with the teacher 

 5 0 11 9 

 
 

NS Students’ Reasons for Enrollment in the Mixed Section  
 

Reasons for enrollment in the mixed section Total # of 
students 

 
 

This is the only section that fits my schedule. 6  
 

This section fits my schedule better than other sections do. 10  
 

I wanted to take a class from this particular instructor. 1  
 

I didn’t want to take a class from other instructors who teach this 
course. 4  

 

I wanted to learn new things from international students. 6  
 

I didn’t know that this section was open to both American and 
international students. 10  

 

Other 5*  
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NNS Students’ Reasons for Enrollment in the Mixed Section  
 

Reasons for enrollment in the mixed section Total # of 
students 

 
 

This is the only section that fits my schedule. 7  
 

This section fits my schedule better than other sections do. 9  
 

I wanted to take a class from this particular instructor. 0  
 

I didn’t want to take a class from other instructors who teach this 
course. 0  

 

I wanted to learn new things from American students. 3  
 

I didn’t know that this section was open to both American and 
international students. 6  

 

Other 2**  
 

 
*None of the 5 NS students who chose “Other” provided explanations.  
 
**Only one NNS student provided an explanation for the “Other” response selected.  
This student wrote: “I enrolled in this class because I thought an instructor with second 
language experience would be able to teach me better and deliver the class in an easier 
way.”  
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