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ABSTRACT

In this study, Gwen Gray Schwartz argues that students exhibit academic 
identities that do not always match their instructors’ expectations for them and 
assumptions about them, which creates problems when second language writers enter 
mainstream composition classes.  Using ethnographic methods, she examined three 
Vietnamese immigrant students from Generation 1.5 who placed into mainstream 
composition at a large university in the Southwest and found that while each student 
struggled in some ways to meet the expectations of mainstream composition, their 
academic identities and notions of success played a large role in how they engaged in or 
disassociated from the class activities and assignments.  Schwartz analyzed the students’ 
writing and through extensive conversations with them and their mainstream composition 
instructors discovered that Generation 1.5 students who cross over into mainstream 
classes have academic identities that are complicated by their status as cross-over 
students—they juggle multiple languages, cultures, and school systems, all while writing 
in English while continuing to learn English.  And while mainstream instructors do not 
know how to meet these students’ needs, their numbers are increasing steadily across the 
country.  Schwartz begins by complicating the term “Generation 1.5” and “ESL student,” 
and suggests a new term, “cross-over student,” to describe those students in Generation 
1.5 who place into mainstream composition.  Then she describes the term “academic 
identity” as a lens through which to examine these students’ experiences in mainstream 
composition and their notions of success, which often are quite different from their 
mainstream instructors’.  After extensive analysis of each student’s writing, she offers
solutions to the placement dilemma this group presents and she provides concrete ways 
for mainstream instructors to better meet the needs of this student population.   
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CHAPTER 1: COMING TO TERMS

I am the new generation of my parents. I will have different ideas to live
my life.  I will have to separating myself and to show them that I am 
different.  I am the new generation [. . . ] Entering a new community, yes, 
it is hard, I found frustration all the time not knowing what to do. 

--Excerpt from Nhat Huynh’s Freshman English Placement Exam 
Essay, based on a writing prompt from “Crossing” in Beaty and 
Hunter, New Worlds of Literature

Nhat (a pseudonym) is just one of many students who represent the “new 

generation” of college students who are placed into and enroll in mainstream college 

composition courses, despite the fact that their writing may contain features consistent 

with English as a Second Language (ESL) writing.  Typically, these students are placed 

into mainstream composition classes merely because they are graduates of US high 

schools and meet the requisite SAT or ACT scores and/or other placement standards for 

mainstream composition classes.  While it is nearly impossible to know just how many 

entering college students belong to this new generation (because college applications do 

not typically ask for information about language use from US-educated students), there is 

ample evidence that suggests this population is growing rapidly.  According to Michael 

Fix and Jeffrey Passel of the Immigration Studies Program at the Population Studies 

Center of the Urban Institute in Washington, DC, “[d]uring the 1990s more than 14 

million immigrants entered the United States; [. . . ] and children of immigrants are now 1 

in 5 students grades K-12” (1-2).1  They also assert that in 2003, “[t]here are 10.5 million 

1 In this study the term is used to describe students who are currently processed by the INS as immigrants 
but who, in the 70s and 80s, would have been processed as refugees from war-torn countries.  In fact, many 
of these immigrants are the relatives of earlier refugees to this country.  Later in this chapter, I discuss the 
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students who are the children of immigrants—one quarter of these are foreign-born” (2).  

The ensuing result is that students with relatively limited English backgrounds are 

attending and graduating from US high schools at increasing rates across the country,

even in areas that are not immigrant-heavy locations, which means that these students are 

dispersed throughout the country, some in large groups, others in smaller numbers.  And, 

according to Linda Harklau, who is currently the second language scholar most 

associated with immigrant education, these students are entering college at astounding 

rates.  She states that “[u]pon initial examination, in comparison with native-born peers, 

the demographic profile of immigrant participation in postsecondary schooling appears 

quite robust.  Immigrants are more likely than American-born peer cohorts to attend 

college and, once there, to persist and receive a degree” (“Newcomers” 636).  Therefore, 

more and more students who belong to this new generation will be accepted into 

postsecondary institutions across the country, including large four-year universities, 

where they will encounter teachers with little experience or understanding of their 

English language needs and abilities.   

No longer can mainstream instructors afford to ignore the presence of this student 

population, even though they may seem like an insignificant cohort of the total student 

population at times.  In fact, every mainstream instructor needs to recognize the presence 

of this group because mainstream composition classes will increasingly include students 

like Nhat.  In his 2004 dissertation about ESL students in English composition, Randall 

exact population included in this study—Vietnamese immigrant students who have been at least partially 
educated in the United States prior to enrolling in university mainstream composition courses.  
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Sadler found that at the University of Arizona, “only nine sections (out of a total of 264) 

of Freshman Composition for Native Speakers of English [. . .] contained solely native 

English speakers” (5).  Furthermore, Sadler found that while some of those sections 

contained only one such student, “the average number was approximately three” out of 

25 students per class, and the majority of those students were immigrants or the children 

of immigrants (6).  Sadler’s findings echo those of Leo Van Lier, professor of educational 

linguistics at the Monterey Institute of International Studies.  He argues that “[w]e 

increasingly find classrooms in which only a few, or maybe just one, of the learners 

speaks a native language which is different from the language of instruction.  For these 

learners, every classroom is an L2 [second language] classroom, and unless they are left 

to sink or swim, every teacher in such a classroom is at least a part-time ESL teacher” 

(7).  Similar to the new generation of students who entered college in the early 1970s and 

prompted the CCCC’s 1974 document Students’ Right To Their Own Language, the new 

generation of college students today prompted an ESL Special Interest Group of the 

Conference on College Composition and Communication to argue successfully for the 

need to educate CCCC constituents about the increasing numbers of  ESL students who 

enroll in mainstream classes (and the ensuing ramifications for those students, their 

teachers, and administrators of writing programs).  As a result the CCCC published the 

Statement on Second Language Writers in 2001, which states: 

[w]e urge writing teachers and writing program administrators to 
recognize the regular presence of second-language writers in writing 
classes, to understand their characteristics, and to develop instructional 
and administrative practices that are sensitive to their linguistic and
cultural needs.  We also urge graduate programs in writing-related fields 
to offer courses in second-language writing theory, research, and 
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instruction in order to prepare writing teachers and scholars for 
working with a college student population that is increasingly diverse both 
linguistically and culturally.  (CCCC 669-70).

Given the CCCC’s formal statement on the “regular presence” of this new generation of 

students, it is indeed probable that students like Nhat increasingly will enroll in four-year 

colleges and universities and will likely, at some point in their college careers, enroll in 

mainstream composition courses.

Because mainstream instructors are going to see more and more of this type of 

student, it is important for those involved in mainstream composition to recognize the 

presence of this growing group of students and to begin including this group in formal 

research projects on writing at the four-year college level.  It hasn’t been until the last 

five years that “explicit research and pedagogical attention has focused on” these students 

(Matsuda et al. “Changing Currents” 153).  This research, by ESL writing scholars, 

examines such students at the high school level (see Mohan et al.’s 2001 book, English as 

a Second Language in the Mainstream: Teaching, Learning and Identity, which discusses 

ESL students in mainstream classes in Vancouver, England, and Victoria, Australia; 

Harklau; Hartman and Tarone; Lay et al.; and Rumbaut and Ima), the community college 

level (e.g., Harklau, 2000; Hillenbrand), and at four-year institutions in ESL programs 

(see Chiang and Schmida; Leki; Silva; and Spack).  

However, there is very little research on such students in mainstream composition 

at four-year institutions, although it is emerging (see Sadler; Smoke). More significantly, 

however, is the fact that there has yet to be any significant research conducted about this 

group by scholars in mainstream composition.  One reason why this group has yet to be 
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studied extensively is the existing “disciplinary division of labor” between ESL and 

mainstream composition (Matsuda 58-59).  Essentially, this division splits the duties of 

those in composition and ESL distinctly: those in rhetoric and composition teach and 

conduct research about American students, while those in ESL teach and conduct 

research about international students or immigrant students who enroll in ESL classes.  

Terese Thonus, an assistant professor of linguistics at California State University, Fresno, 

argues that “they [immigrant students] have largely been ignored by writing specialists 

who study nonnative speakers of English because they rarely enroll in ESL writing 

classes” (17).  Similarly, the Washington Area Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 

Languages (WA-TESOL) argues that these “students have unique educational needs, 

particularly when it comes to reading and writing.  Because they exhibit characteristics of 

both native speakers and nonnative speakers, [. . . ] [they] often fall between the cracks 

that divide ESL classrooms from ‘mainstream’ classrooms” (1).  

Linda Harklau provides another explanation for the lack of research on this group.  

She contends that “the scholars who work most with [these] students—community 

college faculty, graduate students, and part-time instructors—are also the ones least likely 

to be provided with the material resources to carry out research and advocacy effort on 

behalf of [these] students” (qtd. in Matsuda et al., “Changing Currents” 155).  Harklau 

calls for more research in this area: “Contextualized longitudinal portraits of student 

experiences [. . .] would complement existing college-level longitudinal case studies 

(Leki, “Coping Strategies”;  Spack) and provide us with first-hand evidence of what [. . .] 

[these] students find new and challenging” (154).  Be it a division of labor or workload 
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conditions that have heretofore prevented research on this group, mainstream instructors 

who do have the resources and support need to include this group in their research, given 

their growing numbers on four-year campuses across the country.

Research about the growing presence of this new generation in mainstream 

composition is important because mainstream instructors do not know how to respond to 

these students.  In fact, instructors often resent having this new generation of students in 

their classes.  In Mark Roberge’s 2001 dissertation about students in this new generation, 

teachers report varying degrees of angst when asked “whether they felt prepared to work 

with immigrant ESL students when they first began teaching” (14).  The following are 

some of their responses:

• Hell no, and I’ve worked with these students for 10 years and I still 
don’t know how to help them.

• When I started teaching, I thought that all I needed to do was assign 
them some pages from . . .  [a grammar workbook], and everything 
would be fine. Within a few weeks, I was pulling my hair out with 
frustration.

• I do what I can, but I’m pretty much floundering in the dark.
• Nobody prepares us to work with them. The first semester, I found 

myself hunting around for used ESL books because that was all I could 
think of doing. I was at a total loss. (14-15)

Those teachers were “floundering” and were “at a total loss” and they taught at a school 

in California with many such students, and so they must be somewhat used to working 

with them, one might assume.  

Just imagine, however, what might be reported by teachers from schools with 

only a very few students from the new generation (and so their presence is perhaps more 

of a shock to new teachers).   Their frustrations might very well be tenfold what the 

California teachers reported.  This was the case at my institution.  During the graduate 
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assistant orientation (a two-week-long series of workshops, small group discussions and 

individual syllabus preparation) in 2000, when I began my doctoral work, the ESL 

training portion lasted for thirty minutes and was not discussed at any point after that 

during the year-long course in teacher preparation called Preceptorship.  In fact, I can 

remember the ESL “training session” very well because one person’s reaction to one 

immigrant writer’s essay made me cringe.  Upon showing this student’s paper on an 

overhead, the presenter asked the new graduate assistants what they might do with such a 

paper.  One new teacher stood up and shouted, “I didn’t come here to teach people 

English; I came here to teach them how to write.  She should be at a community college.”  

While I was dismayed at this person’s reaction, I was even more dismayed at the 

presenter’s lack of response.  Instead of engaging this new teacher and the rest of us in a 

discussion about our university’s distinct population and that one student’s particular 

writing issues, the presenter more or less silenced this new teacher, and he was forever 

after labeled as someone who disliked nonnative English speakers.2  His reaction, 

combined with those from Roberge’s study, however, suggest that when it comes to 

teaching the new generation of students, there is an overwhelming sense of frustration on 

the part of mainstream teachers.  One way to combat that frustration is to engage in 

research about the expectations and experiences of such students (and their instructors) in 

2 I later came to be friends with this teacher and learned that he reacted so strongly because he had never 
taught before and really had no idea what he had gotten himself into.  Fortunately for our students, after his 
requisite one year of teaching first-year students, he was promptly given honors sections for the remainder 
of his graduate years.  I’m not trying to defend my friend, but I would like to point out that insensitive and 
ignorant comments like his are common, especially from teachers with no prior teaching experience at all.  
And fortunately, as happened with my friend, with guided experience and coaching, teachers can come to 
appreciate and understand second language writers instead of judging them solely based on their ability to 
write in standard English. 
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mainstream composition.  Given the fact that this group is going to continue to grow, 

those in mainstream composition have an opportunity and, I argue, an obligation, to begin 

such research.  This study is an attempt to begin that task.

A New Term to Describe This Group: The Cross-over Student

In this study I will introduce a new term to refer to this new generation of 

students, which includes students such as Nhat, whose placement essay excerpt frames 

this chapter’s discussion.  I will use the term “cross-over student” in order to provide a 

very precise description of the students in this new generation.  Cross-over students are 

college students who immigrated to the United States at some point during their 

formative years: they enter the US educational system early on or for the last several 

years of secondary school; they typically begin their US schooling in ESL classes, but at 

various points and for various reasons they graduate from ESL to mainstream instruction, 

and they receive high school diplomas from US high schools.  Most importantly, after 

high school, they continue their education in America’s four-year post-secondary 

institutions and are placed into mainstream composition courses. And, as Roberge 

reports, “virtually every public college and university in the US must now contend with 

this new student population” (4-5).  In this study, then, I am concerned only with those 

students who belong to this new generation of college students and who enroll in 

mainstream composition at the four-year college level. 

I use the term “cross-over student” instead of the more widely recognized and 

more widely used term, “Generation 1.5,” because that term includes students who 
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continue to enroll in ESL classes at the college level, and that term has the potential, as 

Linda Harklau has argued, to become “reified” and used to refer to students who are not 

still actively engaged in learning English (qtd. in Matsuda et al., 156-57).  However, it is 

important to understand how the term “Generation 1.5” originated and is currently used 

because cross-over students are a subset of Generation 1.5 (the subset who enroll in 

mainstream composition as opposed to ESL classes).  Coined by sociologists Ruben 

Rumbaut and Kenji Ima, the term “Generation 1.5” was used first to describe the 

population of Southeast Asian refugee youth they studied in San Diego in 1988.  They 

state that the students of

’1.5’ generation [. . .] are neither part of the ‘first’ generation of their 
parents, the responsible adults who were formed in the homeland, who 
made the fateful decision to leave it and to flee as refugees to an uncertain 
exile in the United States, and who are thus defined by the consequences 
of that decision and by the need to justify it; nor are these youths part of 
the ‘second’ generation of children who are born in the US, and for 
whom the ‘homeland’ mainly exists as a representation consisting of 
parental memories and memorabilia, even though their ethnicity may
remain well defined. Rather, the refugee youths in our study constitute a 
distinctive cohort; they are those young people who were born in their 
countries of origin but formed in the US (that is, they are completing 
their education in the US during the key formative periods of adolescence 
and early adulthood); [. . .] they are in many ways marginal to both the 
new and old worlds, for while they straddle both worlds they are in some 
profound sense fully part of neither of them. (22) 

Generation 1.5 students can be found in elementary schools, high schools, community 

colleges, four-year colleges and major universities across the country, and they appear at 

all levels of writing curriculum, from ESL-designated courses to basic writing classes, 

traditional first-year, “regular” composition classes to honors composition.  Generation 

1.5 students are an extremely diverse group.  In fact, according to Gail Offen Brown at 
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the University of California, Berkeley Writing Programs, unlike their basic writing peers 

of the 1960s and 1970s, they are much more diverse in terms of socioeconomic status and 

educational backgrounds (“Generation 1.5 Enters Freshman Comp: A Mina Shaughnessy 

Moment?”).   For the purposes of this study, I will focus only on those students belonging 

to Generation 1.5 who cross over—those who enroll in mainstream composition courses, 

not ESL classes or classes designed specifically for this population, at large four-year 

universities.

Another reason I chose to use a new term for this study is that the term 

“Generation 1.5” has been used to describe a broad range of students (e.g., those who left 

their home countries prior to any schooling, or those who were born here but live in 

ethnic enclaves), even though Rumbaut and Ima originally defined the term to include 

only those students who were not born in the US but who have received at least the latter 

years of their secondary schooling here in the states.  The distinction is important because 

students who have received almost all or all of their schooling in the US are bound to 

have different schooling needs and abilities than those who have straddled two countries’ 

educational systems, sometimes becoming only partially literate in both languages.  Even 

in the book most associated with research about this group of students, Generation 1.5 

Meets College Composition: Issues in the Teaching of Writing to US-Educated Learners 

of ESL, the term is used loosely.  Editors Linda Harklau, Kay Losey, and Mary Siegal 

state that the collection explores the complexities of “providing appropriate writing 

instruction to second language learners arriving from US high schools,” again allowing 

for US-born English language learners to be considered part of “Generation 1.5” 
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(“Preface” viii).   Although Harklau et al. stray from Rumbaut and Ima’s original use of 

the term “Generation 1.5,” they make clear in the opening essay that it is quite difficult 

even for ESL scholars to come to an agreement about defining this part of the college 

student population.  They state: 

The fact that authors differ on something so fundamental as a name for
US-educated English language learners shows just how difficult it is to
fit these students into current ways of categorizing linguistically diverse 
college writers—ESL, developmental, regular (and by implication, how 
problematic those categories are). (“Linguistically Diverse” 4)

Not only do the contributors not agree on terms, but the editors can’t seem to come to 

terms with the terms either.  In the Prelude to this volume, Harklau et al. employ at least 

eight terms to describe the student population that their collection addresses.  They use 

the following terms interchangeably: “nonnative language college writers educated in the 

United States,” “long-term US resident English learners,” “English language learners,” 

“U.S-educated linguistically diverse students,” “language minority writers,” “nonnative 

language speakers and writers of English”, “second language learners arriving from US 

high schools,” and “US-educated second-language learners” (vii-ix).  Notice that some 

terms include a reference to being educated in the US, while others focus on the fact that 

these students are categorized as “other” in some way, as evidenced by the words 

“minority,” “nonnative,” and “second.”  The difficulty in coming to terms could be the 

focus of an entire study.  I’ve only outlined this issue here to illustrate that the term 

“Generation 1.5” is too broad a term to describe the students in my study.  I include 

“Generation 1.5” in the title of this study only so others interested in this group will be 

able to access this study with familiar key words; however, the term “cross-over student” 
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much more accurately describes the students represented in this study about mainstream 

composition and the new generation of college students of today.

I use the term “cross-over student” not only as a descriptor for the particular type 

of student this study addresses, but also as a way to blur the categories currently in use in 

composition (mainstream vs. ESL), which are too polarized, given the current college 

population emerging in the US  Traditionally, undergraduate students have been placed 

into one of two types of English composition: mainstream classes, designed primarily for 

American students, or ESL classes, designed primarily for international students with 

little to no previous schooling in the United States.  Nhat, and others like him, represent a 

third type of student who does not fit neatly into either category.3  This is the student who 

straddles at least two cultures and two languages, to varying degrees.  These students 

cross over in many ways, some more literally and some more dramatically than others, all 

of them attempting to overcome obstacles that for some are mountainous.  They cross 

back and forth from one language to another, one culture to another, one set of social 

circumstances and expectations to another, one government’s laws to another, and one 

educational system to another.  The term “cross-over student” provides those in 

composition with a useful term that complicates the categories of students who enroll in 

college composition classes.  It also just may help mainstream instructors begin to 

understand why and how these students wind up in their classes.

3 I only mention a third type of student here, although there are certain to be more types of students who do 
not fit neatly into the existing categories.  It is beyond the scope of this study, however, to investigate the 
other possible types of students who have not been considered when categorizing, developing, and 
assigning composition classes.
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Understanding Cross-over Students: Common Characteristics 

There are significant differences between traditional ESL students (those students 

who come to the United States for the first time to pursue an undergraduate education—

often known as international students or visa students) and students who cross over, 

differences which make placements into mainstream classes more appropriate, at times, 

than placements into traditional ESL classes, even though many mainstream instructors 

often do not know how to help them succeed.  While it’s crucial to understand some of 

the defining characteristics of cross-over students and traditional ESL students, it’s just as 

important to recognize that there is a wide spectrum of experiences for each group.  

Therefore, while such categorizations can be helpful when trying to understand why 

cross-over students may be more comfortable in mainstream classes than ESL classes, 

this list of characteristics should not be set in stone or used to characterize any student 

without gaining first-hand knowledge about a student’s own experiences.  Cross-over 

students come from extremely diverse circumstances (including issues such as diverse 

socioeconomic status, educational background in their home countries, immigration 

experiences, and familial separation, to name just a few).  The following list illustrates 

the diverse nature of cross-over students:

• Newly arrived4 students with adequate formal schooling in their home
language and some formal schooling in English

• Newly arrived students with adequate formal schooling in their home 
language but none in English

4“Newly arrived” typically refers to students who arrive in the United States as older adolescents, attending 
high school for just one or two years before graduating and entering the university.   
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• Newly arrived students with some formal schooling in their home 
language but none in English

• Newly arrived students with very little formal schooling

• Long-term US residents5 with little schooling in their home language but 
many years of English schooling and use English at home

•  Long-term US residents with schooling only in English (but orally fluent 
in their home language) 

• Long-term US residents with many years of English instruction and some 
formal schooling in their home language (while in the US).  (Reid, “Which 
Non-Native Speaker?” 20)

There are also “differences within the differences,” argues Joy Reid, which include:  

parental attitudes toward education that include the belief that women 
should not attend college; a prior education system that values rote 
memorization or teacher-centered classrooms in which students do not 
participate orally; a culture that values reflective thought or cooperation 
above the analysis, confrontation, and competition valued in many US 
classrooms.  Finally, there are individual student differences in 
personality, learning styles, learning strategies, and motivation. (“Which 
Non-Native Speaker?” 21)  

This brief overview demonstrates that cross-over students come to mainstream college 

from a variety of backgrounds and educational experiences.  In this study you will meet 

several cross-over students who come from similar yet distinct backgrounds.    

A Preface: Second Language Acquisition Principles

Learning a second language takes a long time.  All mainstream composition 

instructors could benefit from a brief summary of second language acquisition principles, 

as summarized here from some of the more renowned scholars in that field.  To begin, 

5 “Long-term residents” typically refers to students who have been in the United States for many years, 
often completing seven or more years of school in the United States before graduating from high school.   



23

it’s crucial to understand that the process of acquiring and learning a second (or other) 

language can be very difficult, especially for cross-over students.  Virginia Collier, an 

often-cited scholar in second language acquisition, synthesized research on academic 

achievement in a second language in a 1989 TESOL article, which I draw on extensively 

because of its comprehensive coverage.  For instance, Collier cites a study by Jim 

Cummins, a scholar on bilingual education and ESL at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education of the University of Toronto, who argues that “immigrants took approximately 

2 to 3 years to reach proficiency in basic communicative skills in English, or context-

embedded, cognitively undemanding aspects of language,” also referred to as BICS--

Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (“How Long?” 516).  

To complicate matters, Collier reports that mastery of basic language skills does 

not “correlate highly with the type of language needed for context-reduced, cognitively 

demanding language tasks, as measured on standardized tests [. . .] or with the more 

abstract thought required in the upper elementary grades and secondary school,” let alone 

with college expectations (516).  Not only do students require two to three years just to 

be able to communicate in English at a very basic social level, but they require much 

more time to acquire academic English, or CALP—Cognitive Academic Language 

Proficiency. In fact, Collier reports on three studies that all found that it takes at least 

five years for students to score at the 50th percentile of standardized tests, even for 

students from strong educational backgrounds and socioeconomic stability (519).  

According to Collier and others, becoming fully literate in a second language takes up to 

ten years or more, depending on a person’s age, the age of immigration to the US and 
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literacy level in his or her first language (Collier, “How Long?” 516; Roberge 41; see 

also Collier, “Age and Rate”; Cummins).  All that said, mainstream instructors need to 

understand that cross-over students will not typically enter their composition classes 

having completed the process of acquiring academic English; they will be in the process 

of learning it, and some will be more advanced than others.  Additionally, cross-over 

students are not likely to be able to achieve native-like English prose in one or two 

semesters of college composition, no matter how much or how hard their instructors work 

with them.  

Another principle of second language acquisition is that literacy in a first 

language helps students acquire a second language.  One of the main obstacles to 

acquiring a second language is a person’s limited literacy in his or her first language.  A 

student who has never learned to read or write in his or her first language typically will 

find learning to read and write in a second language more difficult because that student 

will not know that there are specialized vocabularies for each school subject or that 

different school subjects approach information by using different methods of 

investigation and reporting.  Students who learn these differences in their first language 

can carry that general knowledge about language use into their acquisition of a second 

language.  But it takes a long time to acquire that knowledge in a first language.  Collier 

argues that children need a minimum of twelve years to learn their first language, and that 

there are two periods of learning that children must complete in order to be linguistically 

capable of succeeding in school: 

From birth through age 5, children acquire enormous amounts of L1 [first 
language] phonology, vocabulary, grammar, semantics, and pragmatics, 
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but the process is not at all complete by the time children reach school 
age.  From ages 6 to 12, children still have to develop in the first language 
the complex skills of reading and writing, in addition to continuing 
acquisition of more complex rules of morphology and syntax, elaboration 
of speech acts, expansion of vocabulary [. . .] development, and even some 
aspects of phonological development.  [. . .] For school purposes, language 
acquisition also must include the vocabulary and special uses of language 
for each subject area, such as metalinguistic analysis of language in 
language arts classes and many other learning strategies associated with 
the use of language in each content area. (“How Long?” 510)

Therefore, if a student begins to learn a second language before completing the process of 

learning his or her first language, it will be more difficult for that student to understand 

that there are complex ways of using language, depending on the subject and purpose for 

communication.  In fact, 

[s]econd language acquisition research has found that this process of  
[first language] development has a significant influence on the 
development of L2 [second language] proficiency. [. . . and that] the lack 
of continuing L1 cognitive development during second language
acquisition may lead to lowered proficiency levels in the second language 
and in cognitive academic growth. (Collier, “How Long?” 511; see also 
Saville-Troike; Cummins, “The Role of Primary Language”; Cummins et 
al., “Linguistic Interdependence”)

In other words, students need at least twelve years of uninterrupted, active learning to be 

fully literate in their first language and, if they begin to learn a second language during 

that time, instruction in both languages will be crucial to their success in both.  

Another related obstacle students can encounter when trying to learn a second 

language is their age.  Among second language acquisition scholars, it is common 

knowledge that there is a critical period for language learning that ends around puberty;6

6 For more information on the “critical period hypothesis,” see Johnson and Newport, who tested ESL 
students in the US of varying ages, to determine what age range represented the best at which to learn 
English.  They found that those students who were pre-pubescent learned better than older students.  
Adamson argues that their data actually shows no difference between thirteen-year-olds and nineteen-year-
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when students attempt to learn a second language starting after the onset of puberty, they 

will have to learn the language using “mechanisms other than those that children 

employ,” argues Doug Adamson in his 2004 book, An Education in English (3.1.1.4).  In 

essence, this means that students who begin to learn English as adolescents will have to 

learn it rather than acquire it, as a child would be able to.  Children watch, listen, and 

imitate others speaking English and, eventually, they get it.  Adults, even though they 

may also watch, listen, and imitate, their reproduction of language will not be as natural 

as a child’s.  For immigrant students, second language acquisition depends largely on the 

age at which they arrived in the US and began to learn English.  Collier states that 

“[b]efore puberty, it does not matter when one begins exposure to (or instruction in) a 

second language, as long as cognitive development in the first language continues up 

through age 12 (the age by which first language acquisition is largely completed)” (“How 

Long?” 511).  While Collier argues for development “up through age 12,” she means that 

students receive twelve years of active learning that is uninterrupted.  

Therefore, for students who come to the US during their elementary years, 

learning English for basic social interaction will be relatively easy, compared to learning 

academic or school English, because these students will not have had adequate time in 

their home countries to learn the language of school in their first language.  Conversely, 

students who come to the US as adolescents with adequate schooling in their first 

language will find acquisition of school English less difficult, in some ways, than their 

olds, but that a difference does occur after age twenty.  I include this description and Adamson’s refinement 
of the data as a way to illustrate that although people often talk about the critical period, a more important 
finding related to it is the fact that, “as learners mature, individual and cultural factors become more 
important in the acquisition process” (Adamson 3.1.1.4).
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younger counterparts (Collier, “How Long?” 516).  However, even students with 

adequate schooling in their first language will struggle to keep up with the demands of 

academic coursework in English, primarily because of the limited length of time they 

have known and used English, and because their schooling has been interrupted due to 

immigration (for some, this is extreme; for others, it means only a few weeks or months 

of missed school).  Thus, instructors should learn when students came to the United 

States as well as the extent to which they learned their first language because their 

experiences will determine not only what instructors will need to teach, but how to teach 

it.7

Distinguishing Characteristics of Cross-over Students 

In this section I draw on existing research from ESL Writing scholars to describe 

some of the most distinguishing and salient characteristics of cross-over students.  Some 

of these characteristics are contrasted against those of traditional, international ESL 

students, as mainstream instructors often conflate the two.  While the existing research 

focuses on Generation 1.5 students in ESL classes, cross-over students as a subset of 

Generation 1.5 often exhibit similar characteristics.  To begin, cross-over students may 

have a limited knowledge of English (oral or written) upon arrival in America.  In fact, 

many “newly arrived” cross-over students learn English only once they’ve immigrated.  

Because of their limited exposure to English, cross-over students are often very different 

7 See the last chapter of this study for pedagogical implications and suggestions.  Although I will not 
generalize from this study, I will incorporate the student participants’ suggestions and those from other 
studies into my analysis of what mainstream instructors need to know and do when they have cross-over 
students in their classes.
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from their international, ESL peers because they learned English differently.  Joy Reid 

argues that “these two groups of students [international students and Generation 1.5 

students] have learned their English differently, so their language problems have different 

sources and different solutions” (“’Eye’ Learners” 17). 8

Cross-over students learn English by necessity—they are abruptly immersed in 

American life and need to use English to communicate in almost every aspect of their 

lives.  Reid argues that these students are “ear-based” learners who have picked up the 

language from listening to others use it (“Which Non-Native Speaker?” 18).  They have 

made rules based more on what they’ve heard, not what they may or may not have been 

exposed to through formal instruction in the language.  In fact, many cross-over students 

learn English by listening to peers (who often also speak the same first language) talk in 

English, which enables cross-over students to learn American slang and idioms.  Even if 

their use of these forms is somewhat foreign-sounding, they’ll experiment with these 

sayings, and so on the surface it might appear that cross-over students are extremely 

familiar with the language.  However, their ear-based learning method also means that 

they internalize what they hear, which is often not grammatically correct English.  As a 

result, cross-over students make up rules about English that are not accurate.  

International students, on the other hand, often learn English as a school subject in their 

home countries by studying grammar extensively, but they do not often have the 

opportunity to use English in spoken conversation or in substantial writing tasks above 

8 Reid differentiates international students and “US resident” students, which does not necessarily include 
cross-over students.  However, for the purposes of differentiating traditional ESL students from those 
students who were at least partially educated in the US, I do not distinguish between her categories and 
mine
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the sentence or paragraph level for communicative purposes, nor do they acquire the 

everyday language that their cross-over peers do. 

Because the two groups have learned English differently, each group has different 

needs in the classroom.  Because cross-over students have in large part been “ear 

learners,” they often do not have the metalinguistic knowledge that international ESL 

students have and therefore cross-over students often have little or no vocabulary for 

discussing their English knowledge, nor do they realize what gaps exist in it (Reid, 

“Which Non-Native Speaker?” 18).  An added burden exists when cross-over students 

are not fully literate in their home language.  They will not have any sense that a 

metadiscourse exists by which to discuss any language or the special kinds of language 

use employed by different disciplines.  Therefore, while international ESL students are 

typically conversant with parts of speech and the grammar of English, cross-over students 

often are limited by their lack of knowledge in this area, which can deter them from 

successfully completing assignments and courses if teachers and/or peers make sweeping 

references to editing for grammar or using the grammatical metadiscourse that they are 

not familiar with.9

A second defining characteristic of cross-over students is that they likely will not 

be academically proficient in English upon graduation from US high schools.  

Mainstream instructors need to know that even though these students have graduated 

from a US high school,  they are still in the process of learning English.  Often, cross-

9 I contend that mainstream instructors who use this metadiscourse of grammar without faithfully 
explaining their terms and providing real-student examples do an injustice to all students, not just cross-
over students.  There are many US-born American students who also have never learned the terms 
associated with English grammar.
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over students begin elementary and/or secondary schooling in ESL programs, but these

programs often only offer students a brief relief from constant input in English.  In areas 

with very few students of the same language background, there is often no educational 

input in their first language, so students quickly have to learn how to communicate with 

their peers and their teachers in English.  Even when certain geographic locations in the 

United States contain large populations of a single ethnic group of such students, the 

students are typically funneled through ESL programs quickly and must find ways to 

communicate with their mainstream peers and teachers once they’ve graduated from ESL 

classes. 

There are many reasons for fast-tracking students through ESL programs.  The 

recent conservative political climate in the US has prompted reductions in bilingual 

programs across the country, particularly with the No Child Left Behind legislation, 

which severely limits the amount of instruction students are allowed to receive in their 

first languages while in the process of learning English.  As I have discussed briefly 

earlier in this chapter, research shows that literacy in a person’s first language greatly 

increases a person’s ability to acquire and learn a second or other language, which is why 

bilingual programs that offer instruction solely in students’ first language can benefit the 

students in those programs, if they are given enough time to acquire academic literacy in 

their first language before having to learn and perform exclusively in English.  

Unfortunately, there is often not enough time or support for such programs.  For instance, 

many students begin their US educations (and English learning) at an age that precludes 

enough years of language learning.  Before they acquire academic literacy in their first 
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language (let alone their second language), they are eighteen years old and must graduate, 

in many instances, in large part due to their age, not the number of years of school they 

have completed.  

One area of the country in which this situation occurs frequently is San Jose, 

California, where there is an extremely large Vietnamese immigrant population (one of 

the largest in the country) and, in the mid 1990s when I taught at a large high school 

there, many of these immigrant students began school with little formal education in 

English.  In large part because of their numbers and the availability of educators who 

spoke Vietnamese, these students were able to attend ESL classes for the majority of the 

school day that were conducted solely in Vietnamese when they first enrolled. However, 

like many ESL programs, this school also had limited funding for the ESL program and 

most of the students I encountered (in “sheltered” English classes10) had graduated from 

the ESL program by the time they were seniors.  Unfortunately, a large portion of these 

students had been in the country only for one or two years and thus had received only one 

or two years of ESL instruction.  As a result, in the best case scenarios, they had acquired 

only a basic knowledge of non-academic English and they struggled to understand their 

teachers and the coursework.  It was common knowledge at this school, however, that 

many immigrant students lie about their ages on high school enrollment forms so they 

10 “Sheltered” English is an out-dated term used to describe classes in between ESL and mainstream 
English that utilize techniques to make the content of the course more comprehensible for continuing 
English learners (such as presenting material orally and through the use of overheads, graphic organizers, 
and other visual aids).  Although this term has since been replaced by “Continuing language learners” and 
“English language learners,” those classes truly were sheltered, as they offered students a means to 
continue to develop cognitive skills while acquiring English, without having to compete with their 
mainstream peers.  Many students I encountered were in “sheltered” English until they graduated; they 
never transitioned to mainstream English classes, mostly because they ran out of time.
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could spend an extra year or two in high school, learning English and preparing for 

college (Duran, personal communication).  These students’ experiences appear to be 

typical for cross-over students across the country (Harklau, “Newcomers” 649). 

Once they graduated, their status as English language learners, immigrants, 

Vietnamese, and/or other markers that could help colleges support them better is deleted, 

simply because of their status as US high school graduates.  Oftentimes, they are 

considered to be American students by college application standards.  Therefore, 

mainstream composition instructors who teach these students need to realize that just 

because they’ve graduated from a US high school doesn’t mean that they have had 

enough years of ESL or schooling in their first languages.  So while cross-over students 

may seem to be able to function just fine in English on the surface, many of them do not 

have the requisite years of formal education in English (let alone a formal education in 

their home language) that will enable them to participate equally with their American 

peers in mainstream composition classes at the university level, at least without 

substantial support.

Even though cross-over students are not likely to be academically proficient in 

English upon graduating from high schools in the US, they are somewhat familiar with 

US educational culture.  Unlike their international ESL peers, cross-over students have 

had exposure, to varying degrees, to the American educational system and American 

English classes—they know how American education works and what’s expected of 

them, even if they do not feel comfortable with the culture of American education.  For 

instance, most likely, they have been exposed to practices such as class discussion, small-
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group work, an expectation on the part of teachers to speak up in class if a concept is 

confusing or if a student disagrees with something the teacher says.  In addition, cross-

over students likely have been exposed to the types of writing assignments typical of US 

high school English classes and perhaps the types of assignments to come in college.  

Similarly, these students have been exposed to American forms of discourse, such 

as direct argumentation (or writer responsibility vs. reader responsibility), linear 

progression of ideas, and the expectation to cite and document sources of support.  Cross-

over students vary greatly in the level of comfort they express for each of these areas, but 

the mere fact that they have had exposure to the culture of American education puts them 

in a different category than the traditional ESL student, who likely has never experienced 

such informal and at times, chaotic and perhaps disrespectful-seeming classes, not to 

mention the forms of discourse expected.  Therefore, immigrant students who find 

themselves in college ESL classes often resent such placement because they are already 

familiar with how American education works (Harklau, “From the Good Kids to the 

Worst” 45-61).  As a result, cross-over students have often by-passed, complained about, 

and contested placements into classes for traditional ESL students, where there is often an 

emphasis on American educational culture and expectations.  

Because cross-over students have spent some time, if not quite a few years in 

American schools, they often have begun to identify with their American peers and, as a 

result, many do not want to be labeled “ESL.”  Conversely, international students have 

reported that they like to be known as ESL students, for it gives teachers a way of 

knowing that they are just learning the language (Leki, “Coping Strategies” 241). For 
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instance, some international students tend to use the “ESL” label to their advantage, such 

as Ilona Leki reported in her 1995 study of ESL students at the university level.  She 

reported that one student said, “I am Chinese. I take advantage” (qtd. in Harklau, “From 

the ‘Good Kids’ to the ‘Worst’” 48).  This student used her ESL status as a way to evoke 

“sympathy and support” from her teachers (48).  For cross-over students, however, the 

ESL label can be harmful to their identity.  Many of these students identify English as 

their primary language, even when they are not completely fluent in it.  In addition, many 

cross-over students consider English to be their first language, as they often do not speak 

and/or write fluently in their home language.  As such, they cannot easily be categorized 

in terms of language use.  For example, in Chiang and Schmida’s study of language 

identity, when a Vietnamese research participant was asked about the definition of 

“native” vs. “nonnative” speakers, the student responded in such a way that demonstrates 

the limitation of those terms and the complexity of identifying with one or the other:

Researcher: What does the term nonnative speaker mean to you?

Nguyen: A person that English wasn’t their first language.

Researcher: And how about when you hear the word “native English 
speaker?”

Nguyen: Like, they constantly use English, and I think, like, their first 
language.

Researcher: Are you a native or nonnative speaker of Vietnamese?

Nguyen: I’m not sure. I don’t know [pause] I think I’m a nonnative ‘cause 
my Vietnamese isn’t that great.

Researcher: And what about English?

Nguyen: I think I’m native. (89)
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This short conversation brings home the complex nature of labels such as “ESL” and 

“native speaker.”  Instructors and administrators would do well to understand this 

complexity and the consequences students face once labeled as such; student identities 

are wrapped up in the languages they use and their perceptions about the ways in which 

they use those languages.  As Harklau argues, “labels given to students in classrooms and 

institutions [can] have consequences for students’ classroom behavior and ultimately for 

students’ motivation or investment [. . .] in English and academic learning” (“From the 

‘Good Kids’ to the ‘Worst’” 38).  Therefore, students’ self-proclaimed identities should 

be taken into consideration whenever possible; labels such as “ESL” and “nonnative 

English speaker” should not be used or, if at all, should be used with caution.

Some students have resisted the ESL label for fear that they will be stigmatized as 

“less-able” and held back.  In fact, the ESL label (and the classes that students enroll in 

when they’ve been so labeled) only hinders some of these students’ progress 

educationally.  This has been documented by Jessica Williams, who found in a survey of 

seventy eight institutions that in large part (77% of the time), ESL classes were 

prerequisites to required mainstream composition classes (qtd. in Matsuda, “ESL Writing 

in Twentieth-Century US Higher Education” 65).  While one could argue that the ESL 

class as prerequisite hinders international students as well as cross-over students, cross-

over students are hindered not only in their progress toward a degree but in social and 

linguistic ways as well.  These students have been in classes with their American peers 

for varying lengths of time, and many times they cite a desire to continue to be in classes 

with Americans.  They want to be around native speakers of English; they realize that 
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international students are just learning the language, and they’d rather be in class with 

students who have spoken English for their entire lives (Chiang and Schmida 91; 

Harklau, “From the ‘Good Kids’ to the Worst’”; Matsuda, “ESL Writing in Twentieth 

Century US Higher Education”; Leki, “’Pretty Much I Screwed Up” 28-29;  Slager 28; 

and Leki, Understanding ESL Writers 42; but note that Leki also describes a scenario in 

which an immigrant student was held back because of her insistence on enrolling in 

mainstream composition class).  Therefore, it is wise to recognize that the labels 

themselves are inadequate not only in describing such students, but also it is the labels 

that can segregate these students from the very students they went to high school with.  

Labels such as “ESL” and “second language learner” aren’t the only labels that 

can be harmful to cross-over students.  When labeled “basic writers,” cross-over students’ 

specific needs are often not met.  Cross-over students share some of the essential 

characteristics of basic writers, but their needs go beyond those of basic writers.  Cross-

over students have in large part learned English by using it—that is, they have developed 

rules about English that come from listening to it and using it, not by learning it formally 

in school.  Likewise, their particular use of English is often not the brand of English 

spoken and used at school by teachers.  Cross-over students have often been tracked into 

lower, basic skills English classes in high school and have not had exposure to the kinds 

of academic writing that is expected in college.  Their basic writing peers have 

encountered similar experiences and similar tracking, in large part due to their 

socioeconomic status and resulting lack of support for school learning at home (Shor; 

hooks; Bartholomae; Villanueva et al.; Rose).  However, as Gail Offen Brown of the 
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University Writing Programs at the University of California, Berkeley, argues, 

Generation 1.5 students are not exactly like their basic writing peers because of their 

diverse socioeconomic backgrounds (“Generation 1.5 Meets Basic Composition”).  

Indeed, not all cross-over students have come from homes in which education has not 

been highly valued and supported.  In fact, many cross-over students come from cultures 

that prize education.  Despite the diversity of cross-over students’ experiences, however, 

it remains that many of these students, like their basic writing peers, lack the background 

in using academic English that is crucial for their success at the college level.   

However, cross-over students must contend with more than a lack of academic 

English. Ilona Leki provides an excellent illustration of the differences between cross-

over students and basic writers.  She begins by summarizing David Bartholomae’s 

description of basic writers: they “are not thirteenth graders writing like seventh graders; 

rather they have an idiosyncratic version of SWE.  They are not learning the language; 

they are learning to use a particular variety of the language in a particular way” 

(Understanding ESL Writers 34).   Leki then describes ESL writers, saying that they “are 

not thirteenth graders writing like seventh graders either; they too have an idiosyncratic 

version of SWE.  But they are [her emphasis] learning the language, both the spoken and 

written variety” (34).  Even though Leki uses the term “ESL” to describe both 

international and immigrant students, the way she distinguishes basic writers from ESL 

writers is useful.  When cross-over students are equated with basic writers, their status as 

students who are still in the process of learning English is lost.  When cross-over students 

enroll in basic writing classes, support for their continuing acquisition of English is rarely 
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available, as basic writing instructors do not often have experience in second language 

acquisition.  This raises the related question, “Why are cross-over students placed into 

mainstream classes, then, if there is such a great need for them to have linguistic 

support?”  This question will be addressed in Chapter 6, when I discuss issues of 

placement in more detail.  For now, mainstream instructors should recognize that cross-

over students have an additional burden than basic writers—they are still learning 

English, not just learning how to use it appropriately.   

Cross-over students are not just struggling for command over the English 

language.  They are learning English at the same time as they are often working to help 

support their families and so are learning about balancing work, school, and home.  

While most beginning college students must learn how to balance these distinct parts of 

their lives, cross-over students also have to contend with conflicting cultural norms and 

identities.  For many, their home cultures value family above all else, which contrasts 

greatly to the concept of individualism that American teens are exposed to and taught in 

school.  In addition, cross-over students often have to act as interpreters for their parents, 

who often do not speak much English, so they are juggling family obligations that require 

a familiarity with both languages and both cultures, even though for some cross-over 

students, they are themselves still learning about American culture.  Cross-over students 

are also beginning college students, just like any other first-year student, learning more 

about themselves, the world around them, and how they fit in it, but they have an extra 

burden of straddling multiple cultures, multiple educational systems, multiple languages, 

multiple lives.  
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Given the complex nature of cross-over students, there is no easy placement 

solution for them.   This “new generation” of students does not fit easily into any 

traditional composition classes because of their distinct needs and abilities, experiences 

and sense of identity. They don’t necessarily fit in an international student ESL class, 

which often employs assignments geared toward international students’ experiences in 

their “home” culture because many cross-over students identify with the US as their 

“home” culture, not the country from which they emigrated, sometimes at a very young 

age.  Nor do they necessarily fit well in mainstream classes, where instructors assume 

that students should be able to participate fully in American educational culture and 

classroom expectations.  They also do not fit well into basic writing classes, where the 

stress on academic writing often eliminates necessary instruction in the English language.  

When thinking about placement, it is important to understand that cross-over students are 

more likely to be placed into mainstream classes than ESL classes, sometimes because of 

the simple fact that they have graduated from US high schools.  This placement trend, 

which is being discussed by many ESL scholars, makes it crucial for those in mainstream 

composition to learn about cross-over students: their backgrounds, abilities, and needs.

Limiting the Boundaries of This Study: Vietnamese Cross-over Students

In this study I examine the experiences of three cross-over students as a means to 

begin the dialogue about such students among those in the field of composition and 

rhetoric.  It is time to begin blurring the boundaries between ESL and rhetoric and 

composition, just as our students are blurring the boundaries, crossing over (and back, at 

times) between the types of courses the two disciplines offer.  As a result, I will use ESL 
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Writing theory to inform my examination of the three students who will serve as 

informants in my study.  ESL scholarship has much to offer rhetoric and composition, 

and as Tony Silva has argued, it seems time for rhetoric and composition studies to take 

some of what it has heretofore offered (Silva, Leki, and Carson 429).  Because more and 

more ESL writers are enrolling in mainstream composition courses (primarily because 

they graduate from US high schools), which are primarily taught by Americans with little 

to no background in ESL, its important for those in rhetoric and composition to join the 

conversation about what it means for ESL writers to be in composition classes with their 

American peers, and what composition instructors need to know and do in the classroom, 

as a result of this hybridity.  

Instead of analyzing the experiences of a large sampling of cross-over students 

from a broad spectrum of that population—Korean, Vietnamese, Hispanic, Filipino—I  

will showcase the experiences of just three research participants, all of whom are 

Vietnamese cross-over students.  Many scholars have argued for the importance of in-

depth looks at each subset of the population to get a better understanding of how diverse 

even those subsets are. (Leki; Chiseri-Strater; Heath; Spack; Sternglass).  I chose to 

research Vietnamese cross-over students primarily because they represent a large portion 

of the cross-over population.  Almost thirty years ago, thousands of refugees fled from 

communist-run Vietnam and resettled in the United States under the Refugee Act of 

1975.  Mark Pfeifer, editor of the Vietnamese Studies Internet Resource Center, reports 

on Census 2000 figures, showing that there are over one million Vietnamese living in the 

United States (which is twice the number counted in the 1990 Census), a figure that is 
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“widely believe[d]” to be “undercounted by 25 to 50% in the 2000 census” (1). 

According to Judy Smith-Davis, a liaison for high school principals and faculty at 

Vanderbilt University, “there are “eight languages—Spanish, Vietnamese, Hmong, 

Cantonese, Cambodian, Korean, Laotian, and Navajo—[that] comprise 85% of linguistic 

diversity” in public high schools, with Vietnamese being the second highest (1).    

Certainly, Vietnamese students are a felt presence in American public schools and will 

increasingly become a more substantial presence on university campuses across the 

county.

Some of these one million Vietnamese have not been in the United States for very 

long, which affects their level education and their needs in the classroom.  Hien Duc Do, 

a sociologist at San Jose State University, reports that some came in what is known as the 

“third wave” of refugees through the US government’s Orderly Departure Program and 

the Humanitarian Operation of 1980, programs that allowed earlier refugees to sponsor 

their relatives(37).  According to Rumbaut and Ima, these Vietnamese have come from 

poorer backgrounds than those who were the original refugees, and they are largely less 

educated (2).  Just those few facts can help mainstream composition teachers understand 

that Vietnamese cross-over students may differ significantly in terms of their first 

language literacy levels and subsequent English proficiency, depending on the time 

period in which they became immigrants to the United States.

Although Vietnamese immigrants historically have settled in geographic locations 

across the country that are the most like the climate and ecology of Vietnam, the most 

recent Vietnamese immigrants are settling in less-densely Vietnamese-populated areas.  
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They are branching out across the country, making it important for those in mainstream 

composition in many areas to understand their needs and abilities.  For instance, 40% of 

Vietnamese immigrants reside in California, while Texas hosts 10% (Pfeifer 1).  Not only 

have Vietnamese settled in certain states in large numbers, they have also tended to settle 

in large metropolitan areas such as Los Angeles, the San Francisco-San Jose metro area, 

Houston and Dallas, and Washington, DC (1).  Not surprisingly, then, there are a large 

number of Vietnamese public school students in these areas.  For instance, according to 

the California Department of Education, there were 37,797 Vietnamese “English-learner 

students” in California’s public schools in 2002; next to Spanish-speaking English 

language learners, Vietnamese students who continue to learn English are the largest 

group of public school students in California (1).11  In addition, however, more recent 

Vietnamese have settled in Minnesota, Florida, Arizona and Virginia (Pfeifer 1).  These 

facts should alert mainstream composition instructors at the university level that there 

will be Vietnamese cross-over students in numerous parts of the country.

In addition to the fact that there are a large number of Vietnamese students who 

will cross over to mainstream composition, I was also interested in this group because of 

their diversity.  During the mid 1990s, I taught high school English at a very large school 

in San Jose, California, where I witnessed numerous Vietnamese students encountering 

the same materials in very different ways and to varying degrees of success.  Chi was an 

extremely hard-working, wanting-to-please student who was very difficult to understand.  

11 The top 10 languages spoken by English language learners in California public schools in 2002 were as 
follows: (1) Spanish-speaking (1,302,383); (2) Vietnamese (37,797;); (3) Hmong (26,801); (4) Cantonese 
(24,945); (5) Filipino (Tagalog) (19,813); (6) Korean (18,002); (7) Khmer (Cambodian) (13,475); (8) 
Armenian (11,946); (9) Mandarin (Putonghua) (11,793); (10) Punjabi (8,914).  (Census 2002 data)
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Kristi was a flirtatious teenager who didn’t seem to care at all about school unless she got 

a less-than-acceptable grade.  Hoa was a terribly quiet young man who was terrified to 

speak in class but who could write beautiful narratives about his home town.  And then 

there was Tran, who skipped class often and even when he did show up, he slouched in 

his chair and chewed on a straw while his classmates were engaged in the activity for the 

day.  From these students I learned that there is a great diversity of backgrounds and 

experiences that bring people to the United States as Vietnamese immigrants, and it is 

that diversity that makes it difficult to anticipate in blanket fashion those students’ 

abilities and needs.  However, all of these students have at least one thing in common: 

even though their life experiences vary greatly, the mere fact that they all graduate from 

US high schools is likely to lump them together as American students when they apply 

for admission to college.  While some of them will enroll in community colleges first, the 

majority of these students likely will, at some point in their college careers, enroll in 

mainstream composition classes.   

The Study 

Some of the hallmarks of current mainstream composition classes are peer review, 

class discussion, and some form of teacher feedback in response to students’ drafts.  

While these activities appear in various forms from class to class, mainstream 

composition students can expect them in virtually any class they attend.  Research in ESL 

Writing, however, shows that ESL students often are not able to compete equally with 

their American peers in classroom activities such as peer review and class discussions 

(e.g., Ferris; Hansen and Liu; Leki).  Likewise, similar research demonstrates that ESL 
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students use teacher feedback differently from their American peers (Truscott; Ferris; 

Reid, “Responding to ESL Students’ Texts”; Silva).  Although much of this ESL research 

applies to international students, some of it includes Generation 1.5 students, particularly 

those in ESL classes.  Given the growing number of cross-over students in American 

higher education today, we need a more complete picture of how cross-over students fare 

in mainstream composition courses.  To that end, this study was created to expand the 

scholarship on how cross-over students navigate the expectations of mainstream 

composition.  While my initial focus was on specific issues such as peer review, class

discussion, and teacher feedback, the study evolved as I observed and interviewed the 

students and their teachers.  What became the more pressing question was about the 

disconnect between the teachers’ perceptions of the students’ abilities and needs, and the 

students’ perceptions of their own identities.  During class observations, interviews, and 

analyses of the students’ writing, I noticed that the students made choices that did not 

always match their instructors’ and peers’ guidance and feedback, and the reasons for 

those choices were embedded in the students’ cultural identities.  The study, then, is an 

examination of how three Vietnamese cross-over students navigated mainstream 

composition, given the cultural, language, and social differences from their American 

peers.

This study consists of descriptions and analysis of three Vietnamese cross-over 

students’ experiences in mainstream composition classes.  In this study “mainstream” 

includes traditional first-year composition classes and basic writing classes because they 

both have been designed primarily for American students and, because of cross-over 
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students’ status as US high school graduates, they often are placed into such classes, 

regardless of their English linguistic abilities and needs.  From 2001-05, I met, observed, 

interviewed, and corresponded with three Vietnamese students at a large southwestern 

university I call Saguaro U.  The first student I worked with, Nhat (a pseudonym), was a 

first-year student in 2001; I corresponded with him for the entire duration of the project, 

even though my official observations and interviews with him ended in 2003.  I worked 

with the other two students, Vuong and Anh, for one academic year each.    

For each student, the following methods and materials were used:

• An initial interview to gather background information on each student, 
including former schooling in Vietnam, length of time in the US, and 
family support for education;

• Several classroom observations during activities regarding revising;

• Multiple interviews to discuss the students’ participation and progress in 
class, as well as to discuss the writing assigned (including issues of 
drafting, revising, and responding to peer and teacher feedback as it 
related to their feelings of success);

• Follow-up interviews so students could respond to what had been written 
about them and their writing;

• Multiple interviews with the students’ composition teachers, to learn more 
about their teaching and grading philosophies, experience teaching
American students and ESL or cross-over students, strategies for writing 
comments and eliciting revisions, and clarifications on specific feedback 
and/or assignments;

• Follow-up interviews with the students’ composition teachers, so they 
could respond to what had been written about them and their teaching, as a 
way to further the conversation and to practice one of the central tenets of 
ethnographic research, which is to “do no harm”;

• Collection of all the writing for each composition course the student took 
towards fulfillment of the university’s composition requirement.
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As the study progressed, all but one participant read what I wrote about them and talked 

with me about how I represented them and the situations they had described to me.  I 

altered my original description of events if a participant clearly indicated that I had 

misrepresented the situation and, as much as possible, I included in the descriptions an 

account of how my interpretation of events changed after having discussed it with the 

participants.  In some cases, however, this reflective type of writing was not included 

because it would have compromised a participant in some way.  Certainly, as in all 

writing that attempts to represent the experiences of someone else, this study has been 

shaped by my interpretations—as much as possible, however, I let the students and 

instructors tell their own stories so that they could have control over what I said about 

them and so that their voices could be heard.  As Ilona Leki demonstrates in her 2001 

article, “Hearing Voices: L2 [second language] Students’ Experiences in L2 Writing 

Courses,” ESL students’ voices are sorely lacking in research about them.  It seems 

obvious, given cross-over students’ invisibility in higher education, that their voices have 

also been lacking.  This study gives three Vietnamese cross-over students, as well as their 

mainstream composition instructors, a voice so that other mainstream instructors can hear 

what it’s like to be a second language learner in mainstream composition and perhaps, to 

reconsider what happens and how it happens in mainstream composition courses. 

The three students, Nhat, Vuong, and Anh, form the core of this study, and it is 

their combined experiences that have directed my observations and framed my 

arguments.  However, I also provide shorter excerpts from other Vietnamese immigrants 

from published studies as a way to further illuminate the experiences of students in this 
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group.  Together, I have created a longitudinal study of one student, and shorter 

examinations of the two others to illuminate some of the more pressing issues for cross-

over students of Vietnamese background at one large university in the Southwest and to 

help mainstream composition instructors become more aware of some of the issues they 

will encounter when they are faced with students such as these in their classrooms. 

While this introductory chapter has laid out the need for such a study, a definition 

of the term “cross-over student,” and some of the characteristics of such students, the 

next chapter provides a theoretical grounding for my examination of cross-over students’ 

identities.  In that second chapter I describe the three most pressing theories of identity 

that appear to influence and affect cross-over students’ notions of success: social identity, 

language identity, and cultural identity.  Drawing on the work of scholars in social 

psychology, linguistics, and second language writing, I build a theory of “academic 

identity” as a way to focus my investigation.   I contend that it is a student’s sense of 

identity that reveals as much or more about their performance and growth in a given 

semester, and this chapter discusses how students’ academic identities are shaped by the 

languages and cultures with which they identify, just as they are in part defined by what 

happens in the composition classes they take.  

 Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are detailed investigations into the academic identities of 

each of the three student participants, beginning with Nhat and ending with Anh.  Each 

student presented such varied academic identities that the chapters are organized around a 

central theme for that particular student.  In Chapter 3 I analyze Nhat’s ability to 

successfully integrate his Vietnamese identity and his American identity even though his 
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English writing did not improve much as the result of his first-year writing classes.  In 

Chapter 4 I describe Vuong as a young man with an academic identity in crisis, as 

demonstrated in his writing and through the conversations he had with me.  And Chapter 

5 presents Anh, a young woman who fluctuates between her Vietnamese identity and her 

budding American identity, which can also be seen in the choices she makes in her 

writing.  

In the last chapter of this study, I focus on placement issues, pedagogical 

implications, and the need for further research in this area.  I argue that no matter what 

placement procedure is in use, better placement occurs when students have some agency 

in the final decision.  While the student participants in this study noted certain similarities 

in their experiences, making generalizations based on the small scope of this project is 

not prudent. However, I include suggestions made by the three students and their 

teachers, and I offer pedagogical implications that have been raised by others doing 

similar research.  I also call for more mainstream composition instructors to partake in 

research concerning cross-over students, as we are the scholars who most often work with 

these students in class.  Although ESL writing scholars are doing more and more research 

about ESL students at the college level, those in rhetoric and composition have an 

opportunity and an obligation to know how to best serve the mainstream population they 

teach—researching cross-over students’ experiences  is one way to examine some of the 

tenets of mainstream composition pedagogy.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORIZING ACADEMIC IDENTITY AND THE NOTION OF 
SUCCESS

In many composition classes, instructors typically get a sense for who their 

students are and what their strengths and weaknesses are.  Instructors form opinions of 

each student and make assumptions about each student’s abilities, based on what the 

instructor sees in class and in the students’ writing.  This is as true for American students 

as it is for cross-over students.  However, as I began talking with the instructors of the 

three students in this study, I soon realized that their assumptions about the student 

participants often did not match the students’ perceptions of themselves.  For example, 

one student participant sees himself as successful only when his grades are quite high, 

while his instructor thought the student had been successful simply by placing into a 

mainstream class and trying hard; the grade was irrelevant.  In addition, while the choices 

students made about their writing were at times similar to their American peers, the 

reasons behind their choices were drastically different, and the disconnect between the 

instructors’ assumptions and the students’ reasons made me realize that cross-over 

students in mainstream composition are at a double disadvantage from their American 

peers—not only do they have to contend with assignments and materials that are more 

difficult for them linguistically, but they also have to negotiate a myriad of cultural and 

social differences that are often invisible to their instructors and peers, differences that 

affect their writing, participation, and performance in class.   This is a problem because 

teachers then are not able to offer the best possible advice as to how such students can 

improve and further develop as writers.  
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When I realized that the teachers in this study had very different perceptions of 

the students’ notions of success from the students’ perceptions of themselves, I began 

looking for a way to characterize this difference, theoretically.  What I was looking for 

was a theory of identity that described this phenomenon.  Although there wasn’t quite the 

right theory available, I drew on several theories of identity to build a model for this 

study, a theory of “academic identity.”  While I encountered numerous types of identity 

theories, the three that appeared to be most directly related to the student participants’ 

experiences in mainstream composition were social identity, language identity, and 

cultural identity.  These theories come from social psychology, linguistics, and second 

language writing, all of which help to ground this study.  While all students may 

experience a disconnect between their teachers’ perceptions of their abilities and their 

own notions of success, such disconnects are more hidden with cross-over students.  

Thus, there is a need to examine some of these disconnects so instructors can understand 

the complex nature of cross-over students’ academic identities and be more attuned to 

their particular abilities and needs in the classroom.  Building a theory of academic 

identity provides a base from which to do so.

In a sense, then, I chose to study Vietnamese cross-over students as a way to 

begin an investigation into what shapes a student’s academic identity and how those 

influences affect the student in a mainstream composition class.12  I wanted to learn from 

the students what they saw as success, what they wanted to accomplish, and what they 

12 While this study is concerned only with one population of cross-over students, additional research is 
certainly needed on other cross-over populations as well as American students in mainstream composition.   
The purpose of this study was not to offer comparisons across populations but to examine the complexities 
within one population.  
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perceived to be roadblocks to their goals.  And I wanted to learn about this so I could 

have a better understanding of how to teach such students who invariably made their way 

to my mainstream classroom.  It became clear to me early on that the students in this 

study do indeed seem to struggle more in mainstream composition than their American 

peers, who certainly struggle as well.  In my attempts to find out why, I came to realize 

that their struggles centered on their complex and shifting academic identities.  

While such struggles did not always overtly appear in the students’ writing, their 

writing was a source for their struggles as well as a source for sorting through some of 

their frustrations and confusion about their academic identities.  At the forefront of these 

students’ struggles was their struggle to figure out who they are as individuals and what it 

means for them to have been born into one culture but educated partially in another, and 

to straddle both cultures at times to such an extent that they feel pulled apart at the seams.  

So while the cross-over students in this study exhibit stages of growth as writers in 

mainstream composition similar in many ways to their American peers, the sources for 

their struggles lie in the very fact that they are cross-over students, students who have to 

contend with words in far more complicated ways than do their American peers.  

Defining Academic Identity

Throughout this study I use the term “academic identity” as a way of framing my 

observations and analysis of three Vietnamese cross-over students’ sense of success in 

mainstream composition.  By “academic identity,” I mean the deep-seeded yet shifting 

beliefs an individual carries regarding his or her role in society and what that person must 

accomplish with a college education to be considered a success.  It is an identity that 
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permeates the students’ college work but does not always show itself explicitly in their 

writing.  It is an identity that is affected by their social, cultural, and linguistic 

backgrounds just as it is an identity which is in flux.  Students’ academic identities 

highlight the decisions they have made about what kinds of students they will be, how 

education will inform their lives, and what they want and demand from their education.  

Likewise, students’ academic identities provide insight into what students do not need 

and/or want from an education, and what will be enough for them to feel successful.  

The study that most influenced my use of the term comes from a 2003 High 

School Journal article.  In the essay, “’A Tug of War for Our Minds:” African American 

High School Students’ Perceptions of their Academic Identities and College 

Aspirations,” Tyrone C. Howard discusses results of research on African American 

students’ development of strong academic identities.  Over the course of one year, 

Howard conducted limited, semistructured interviews with twenty students on two urban 

high school campuses.  Three of the standard questions Howard asked were: “a) How 

would you describe your academic identity? b) Who and what were the most important 

influences in the development in your academic identity? and c) What role has your 

experience in school shaped your academic identity?” (4).  Howard heard from the 

students that there were three central influences on their sense of academic identity: the 

role of parents, the role of teachers and counselors, and role of college in their future 

lives.  Howard’s findings include general information from all participants and fourteen 

extended student responses are included.  For instance, one student responded: “When I 

hear you say ‘academic identity” college comes to mind.  I also think about how good my 
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grades are. But I also think just overall being smart, or being able to think.  So you can 

have a good academic identity but not go to college right? Or you can have grades like Bs 

and Cs and still have a good identity” (10).  Howard’s student participants’ views echo 

the perceptions of the students in this study, which help to confirm my theory that a 

student’s academic identity does not necessarily correlate with grades.  Howard’s 

research helped me articulate and give a name to that which I was uncovering as a theme 

in this study, cross-over students’ academic identities and their notions of success.  

Unlike how some might define a student’s success, I argue that a student’s 

academic identity cannot be plotted on a line by the number of good grades earned, or the 

professional level to which the student aspires, but that which the student determines will 

make him or her feel successful.  In other words, a student’s academic identity may or 

may not reflect how successful others have determined that person to be.  One of the 

central claims I make is that a student’s academic identity revolves around the student’s 

own sense of what it takes to be successful, which is not always what his or her teachers 

determine as success.  It is a fine distinction, at times, but one that combines a social-

constructivist belief about society’s influence on students’ formation as well as the belief

that students have agency in their own making, in as much as they can choose what to do 

with what society affords them.  

By using the term “academic identity,” I am not suggesting that there is one 

academic identity a person assumes, nor am I promoting the idea that a person’s identity 

at school is completely unrelated and separate from his or her identity at home.  

Conversely, I argue that by examining  another facet of a person’s identity—his or her 
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academic identity—I embrace and extend the idea that identity is complex, 

multidimensional and, at the same time, that each facet of a person’s identity is 

influenced by his or her culture and background and that each facet plays a part in every 

other facet of that person’s identity.  Likewise, each piece of a person’s identity shifts and 

changes with age and experience, time and place.  Bonnie Peirce, Associate Professor of 

Language and Literacy Education at the University of British Columbia, argues that “the 

individual language learner is not ahistorical and unidemensional but has a complex and 

sometimes social identity, changing across time and space” (“Social Identity” 25-26).  

Thus, a student’s academic identity is an ever-changing part of a person’s identity, where 

a myriad of factors collide to influence a person’s notion of success.  

In fact, a student’s academic identity in one academic setting might be very 

different from his or her academic identity in another academic setting.  Psychologist and 

Assistant Professor of Education at Stanford University, Robert W. Roeser and his 

colleague, Shun Lau, argue that a student’s identity is largely developed in the context of 

school.  In their essay, which appears in the book Understanding Early Adolescent Self 

and Identity, Roeser and Lau “propose a working definition of ‘positive’ (e.g., engaged) 

and ‘negative’ (e.g., disengaged) forms of student/academic identities. We outline a view 

of identity as a situated phenomena reflecting how an individual constructs a sense of him 

or herself in relation to the people and tasks characteristic of a particular activity setting 

(e.g., the classroom)” (94-95).  Thus, the definition of academic identity that I use in this 

study is situated in the mainstream composition classroom.  While the students discussed 

with me many aspects of their academic lives, I concentrate my analysis on their 
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experiences in the mainstream composition classroom in order to contribute to the 

conversation about cross-over students’ specific abilities and needs.

Social Identity Theory

One of the contributing factors to a person’s academic identity is that person’s 

social identity.  Social Identity Theory (SIT) was formulated in 1979 by social 

psychologists Henri Tajfel and John Turner, who posit that an individual desires to 

belong to a group that will provide him or her with a sense of social prestige or 

advantage.  Once a person belongs to such a group, he or she shows affiliation to that 

group by disassociating with those who belong to other social groups.  At the same time, 

the individual has unique characteristics within the group but they are sometimes pushed 

to the background in order to maintain a sense of belonging within the group (24).  Social 

identity is an important aspect of a student’s academic identity, for a person’s academic 

identity is wrapped up in the social groups he or she belongs to or stays away from.  

The cross-over students in this study identify with very diverse social groups, and 

although they are primarily social in nature, they all have some connection to students’ 

academic lives.  The study participants belong to groups such as the Vietnamese Student 

Association (VSA), which is comprised primarily of second generation Vietnamese 

students; the Computer Science Study Group, an educational yet social group comprised 

of American students, immigrant students, and international students, and that gives 

students the opportunity to blow off steam and collaborate on homework assignments and 

test preparation in the field of computer science; and a Capoeira dance group, an off-

campus dance class that requires its participants to attend at least four classes every week.  
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Each of these social groups gives its members some social prestige or advantage.  One 

student participant in this study reported that 

belonging to the VSA marks you as an active student, not an international 
student who doesn’t understand American social stuffs. And we don’t just 
do social stuffs, either. We celebrate our Vietnamese traditional holidays 
and we form study groups, too. It makes me a better student to belong 
there. (Nhat)

Of the Computer Science Study Group, another participant in the study said, “I wouldn’t 

be pass my class if it wasn’t for those guys; even though it take us ten hours to do ten 

problem, I got done faster there. They great” (Vuong).  And although the student who 

participated in the Capoeira group eventually stopped attending, she said that 

I felt like I belonged somewhere, finally. I can express myself in ways that 
I don’t get to in my classes. And the girls all hang out together on campus, 
too, so I can say I have a group now. I fit in. And it help with my school, 
because a lot of these girls know what classes to take, what ones are easy
and stuff, so I learn a lot from them. (Anh)

While cross-over students’ social identities are somewhat peripherally related to their 

academic identities, social bonds that form as a result of belonging to such groups can 

contribute significantly to a student’s sense of belonging and success in school.

For many students, the cross-over student included, belonging to social groups 

that raise one’s social status can boost a student’s self-esteem.  Self-esteem is a 

motivating factor for individuals to desire to belong to such social groups.  For instance, 

an individual is motivated to have positive self-esteem and that is often obtained by 

belonging to a social group that has high social value.  In other words, SIT is based on the 

premise that everyone wants to belong somewhere, and people choose to identify and 

associate with social groups that will boost their self-esteem and perceived social status.  
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A prime example of this is the very placement of cross-over students into mainstream 

composition, as such a placement often boosts and reaffirms cross-over students’ sense of 

self-esteem, whereas a placement into an ESL class or a basic writing class might very 

well lower such a student’s self-esteem.13

SIT addresses a student’s motivation to join certain social groups, and it also 

addresses another important aspect of a cross-over student’s academic identity.  SIT 

discusses the importance of social identity in individualistic versus collectivist cultures, 

an important distinction to consider when studying cross-over students who straddle both 

types of cultures to varying degrees.  Social psychologists Dario Paez et al., in an essay 

on status and collective values, differentiate between two types of cultures:

individualism is a set of beliefs, values and cultural practices in which 
people manifest an emotional independence from groups and 
organizations. [. . . ] [C]ollectivism as a cultural syndrome is associated 
with an emotional dependence towards a group.  A collectivist culture is
that in which there is a [. . . ] subordination of individual objectives to 
those of the collective. (213)  

The differences between individualist and collectivist cultural values can wreak havoc for 

cross-over students, as parents from collectivist cultures often teach their children to be 

“compliant, nurturing, and obedient,” argues David Lackland Sam, a psychologist at the 

Research Centre for Health Promotion in Norway (7).  For Vietnamese students who 

cross over, affiliations with both types of cultures can create tension and confusion when 

attempting to develop their social identities, and those social identities influence the 

academic identities these students craft.  For instance, the three students in this study 

13 A more detailed discussion of self-esteem as it relates to placement can be found in Chapter 6, which 
deals specifically with placement issues for the cross-over student.
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exhibit varying degrees of collectivist and individualist cultural and social identities that 

influence and affect their notions of success, as will be explored in much more depth in 

the next three chapters.  What is important to understand here is that social identity 

influences a student’s academic identity in profound ways.

SIT has been defined, debated, and utilized heavily in social psychology, 

sociology, anthropology, and second language acquisition.  In a special TESOL Quarterly

issue on language and identity in 1997, numerous ESL scholars reference SIT and its 

value to the study of second language writers.  Jette G. Hansen and Jun Liu address the 

numerous theoretical stances SIT has taken in relation to second language learning, and 

they map some methodological issues and limitations thus far in the study and use of this 

theory in second language scholarship.  In the same issue, Bonny Norton Peirce discusses 

the issue of an English learner’s investment to “signal the socially and historically 

constructed relationship of learners to the target language and their sometimes ambivalent 

desire to learn and practice it.”  She argues that “[t]he construct of investment conceives 

of the language learner as having a complex history and multiple desires,” which 

demonstrates that a student’s academic identity is complex, multi-faceted, and in need of 

further study by those who teach cross-over students (“Language” 411).  Social Identity 

Theory, then, is quite useful to academic identity theory in that it sheds light on some of 

the complex decisions students must make in terms of social belonging and perceptions 

of success.      
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Language Identity and Cultural Identity 

The two other facets that appear to be most significant in cross-over students’ 

academic identities are language identity and cultural identity.  I group them together 

here, as they are intertwined in many ways and cannot easily be teased apart.  The term 

“language identity” is not an easily defined concept, as cross-over students in particular 

acquire and use multiple languages for multiple purposes throughout their lives.  In 

addition, a recent body of research posits that language acquisition and literacy are 

embedded in specific social and political contexts, which further complicates the notion 

of a static language identity.  The complexity of this piece of a student’s academic 

identity is best illustrated in a study of language identity and language ownership among 

US-born college students of immigrant parents. Yuet-Sim D. Chiang and Mary Schmida 

examine how such students align themselves in terms of their language identities, arguing 

that the traditional labels such as “native speaker” and “nonnative speaker” do not 

describe accurately students’ language identities nor their facility with English (82).  For 

example, some students identify English as their native language even though they 

learned another language first.  Change and Schmida explain that some students use 

English more than their first languages and, even though they may speak another 

language at home, they identify and align themselves as English speakers, native 

speakers.  Language identity, like social identity, contributes to my theory of a cross-over 

student’s academic identity for it highlights the shifting and complex nature of language 

use and language affiliation as it pertains to how students construct their identities.  A
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more thorough examination of each student participant’s language identity will be 

included in the following three chapters.

Because language identity is fluid and contextual, it also cannot be easily 

separated from cultural and/or ethnic identity, which I also consider as central 

components of a person’s academic identity.  To illustrate, Jean S. Phinney, a Professor 

of psychology at California State University, Los Angeles, and her colleagues Irma 

Romero, Monica Nava, and Dan Huang, report on the connection between one’s ethnic 

language proficiency and one’s ethnic identity.  Phinney et al. collected questionnaires 

and conducted interviews with forty-seven Vietnamese, eighty-one Armenian, and 

eighty-eight Mexican families in Los Angeles.  They argue that “as an aspect of social 

identity, ethnic identity can be thought of as a subjective sense of belonging to an ethnic 

group and the feelings and attitudes that accompany this sense of group membership” and 

that there are three factors that “influence ethnic identity among adolescents from 

immigrant families: ethnic language proficiency, cultural maintenance by parents, and 

social interaction with peers from the same ethnic group” (136-37).  Their findings point 

to an argument for considering ethnic and cultural identity in a study of academic 

identities, as students’ perceptions of their academic selves are certainly bound up in their 

sense of their cultural and ethnic identities.  

Cultural identity for the cross-over student is extremely complex.  Because these 

students have been placed into mainstream composition classes, they are assumed, on 

some level, to have acculturated to the American educational system and are prepared to 

take on the work of the mainstream classroom.  However, cross-over students exhibit 
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varying degrees of acculturation and their academic identities are influenced greatly by 

the degree to which they have been able and willing to balance American cultural values 

with the values of their home countries.  A study about the psychological adaptation of 

immigrant teenagers cogently describes some of the inherent issues with acculturation 

and provides language that I use to help describe the three students in this study.  David 

Lackland Sam found that “immigrants’ successful adaptation involves the balancing of 

their heritage culture and the culture of the society of settlement” (5).  Sam identifies four 

acculturation strategies: assimilation, integration, marginalization, and separation.  

Briefly, assimilation is when a student “devalues maintenance of his or her own cultural 

values and instead seeks almost exclusive interaction with members of the host society” 

(6).  At the opposite end of the spectrum, “separation is a strategy in which an individual 

places a higher value on maintenance of his or her original culture and minimal 

interaction with other groups, particularly with members of the host society” (7).  

“Integration,” Sam argues, “entails a positive attitude toward the maintenance of one’s 

cultural heritage as well toward interaction with members of the host society” while 

“marginalization involves devaluation or rejection of one’s own cultural heritage as well 

as avoidance of interaction with members of the larger host society” (7).  Certainly, 

acculturation strategies play a large role in cross-over students’ academic identities and 

their notions of success, as they influence the decisions students make as they read, 

interpret, and write their way through composition classes.

Cultural identification and acculturation strategies have been documented in 

research on students’ perceptions about academic achievement.  For instance, in a study 



62

of students’ views on race, gender and academic engagement, Anne Locke Davidson 

argues that “[i]mmigrant minorities, [their parents] having chosen voluntarily to come to 

the United States, perceive academic success as additive learning” and “adoption of an 

academic identity is not viewed as antithetical to maintenance of ethnic/racial identity; in 

fact, in some cases the two may be viewed as complementary” (3).  More specifically, 

however, Davidson’s three-year study of high school students’ sociocultural worlds 

highlighted the acculturation conflicts present in two Vietnamese immigrants.  One of 

these students, Andrea, spoke of the conflict she perceived between maintaining her 

ethnicity and the behaviors she viewed as necessary for academic achievement:

Sometimes at home when my grades go down I promise myself Okay, I’m 
not Americanized so I learn more English and be good [but] when I see 
Vietnamese hanging around with Americans at school they’re always 
speaking English. [. . .] I mean, if I hate them and I become one of them 
it’s not good. (6-7)  

Andrea speaks about her identity in terms of her language use and behavior in school, but 

she hints at another aspect of identity, the degree to which she is willing and able to 

acculturate to the accepted norms of behavior and language use at her school.  What 

Andrea is saying is that she is caught between two identities: that of a Vietnamese-

speaking student and that of a student who knows that better facility with English will 

help her earn better grades.  She is torn between wanting to preserve her Vietnamese 

identity and becoming bicultural.  Davidson’s study shows just how important it is to 

examine the cultural and ethnic identification students adopt as a way to analyze how 

they experience and understand school.  The students I interviewed and observed also 
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shed light on some of the internal conflicts cross-over students can experience with 

acculturation and cultural identity. 14

Cultural identity is a facet of a student’s academic identity that perhaps can be 

seen most readily in a composition classroom, where students write extensively.  Helen 

Fox, an instructor in the Sweetland Writing Center at the University of Michigan, argues 

that the changing face of university students is indeed seen in the classroom.  She states:

Today, an increasing number of students on US campuses come from
cultures that value styles of teaching, learning, communication, and 
understanding the world that are [. . . ] radically different from the ones 
most US faculty are familiar with. [. . . ] These differences, learned from 
early childhood, affect the way students interact with their Professors and 
classmates, their attitudes toward the books they read, and the problems 
they are called upon to solve.  They affect how students give oral 
presentations [. . . ], how students understand assignments, how they 
study, and how they comment on their classmates’ papers.  But most of 
all, these differences affect the way they write.  For writing touches the 
heart of a student’s identity, drawing its voice and strength and meaning 
from the way the student understands the world. (xiii) 

Fox is clearly invested in making writing instruction sensitive to a diverse student body, 

and she connects the expectations of the writing classroom to a student’s cultural identity.  

And a student’s cultural identity is but one part of a student’s academic identity, a part 

that can be, at times, hidden and yet challenged in the writing classroom. 

Cultural identity tells us much about a student’s academic identity, which includes 

how students contend with words.15  Scholars in composition and ESL writing agree, 

14 See Chapter 3 for a description and analysis of Nhat, the student who has integrated his Vietnamese 
cultural identity with his American identity and has found a balance that is psychologically rewarding for 
him.  In Chapter 4, I discuss Vuong’s reluctance to integrate and his complete psychological breakdown as 
a result, while in Chapter 5 I describe Anh, who is forming an academic identity that includes both 
integration and assimilation.
15 I refer to culture as encompassing the many aspects of a person’s being which affect his or her 
understanding of the world.  Therefore, culture is an umbrella term that encompasses a person’s ethnic 
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although they approach and analyze cultural influences from different vantage points.  

For example, Patricia Bizzell argues that students’ “problems with academic writing may 

not lie in a lack of innate ability but rather in the social and cultural factors that influence 

composing (qtd. in Spack, “Initiating” 91; see also Rose; Shaughnessy; Sternglass).  

Likewise, ESL scholars Harklau, Losey and Siegal argue that 

US-resident English learners’ college careers must often be understood 
within the context of social webs that surround each student.  Social 
relationships at home, at school, and in the community and background 
characteristics such as race, ethnicity, class, gender, and immigrant 
generational status shape students’ efforts as college writers. (5; See also 
Hansen & Liu; Lantolf; McNamara; Peirce, “Language” and “Social 
Identity”; Rampton; Schecter & Bayley; Siegal; Thesen; Toohey)  

Cross-over students’ struggles and sense of success with writing in English are certainly 

bound up in their cultural backgrounds.  

Because cross-over students are still in the process of acquiring and learning 

English, let alone learning how to use English in a university setting, the link between 

language use and cultural background is even more pronounced.  Ruth Spack, Director of 

ESL Composition at Tufts University, argues that “the gap [between problems with 

academic writing and the social and cultural factors that influence composing] is even 

wider for ESL students.  [. . . ] The students’ lack of L2 linguistic and cultural knowledge 

can stand in the way of academic success” (91-92).  In the next three chapters I examine 

the academic identities of three cross-over students, Nhat, Vuong, and Anh, as a way to 

introduce cross-over students’ struggles to mainstream instructors and as a way to 

highlight the complexity of cross-over students’ experiences, including the peculiar 

background and beliefs, religious and political influences, educational opportunities or lack thereof, their 
family’s background and values, and a person’s own sense of self, as it relates to all these factors.



65

problems these students encounter as they attempt to balance two sets of linguistic and 

cultural knowledge.  I illuminate the many disconnects these cross-over students have in 

the mainstream writing classroom as a direct result of their uncertain identities.  Each 

chapter includes sections on the student’s social, language, and cultural identities as a 

way to understand some of the issues the student encountered in his or her composition 

classroom.  I include relatively brief accounts of the students’ histories, but I examine at 

length their writing as a tangible way to understand their academic identities. I argue that 

students’ academic identities reveal significant differences in the ways they approach and 

complete assignments, differences that mainstream instructors need to be aware of and 

need to attend to so cross-over students can have more rewarding and successful 

experiences in mainstream composition.  
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CHAPTER 3: NHAT: THE CONTENT LIFELONG LEARNER

Everything in life has reason; I go to China and it opens my eyes.  I’m not
smart, but I try hard, over and over.  I should graduate next year but I need 
two more years to get it right.  I will finally have enough good grades for a 
BS in Physiology, and then I will go to physical therapy school and learn 
acupuncture.  I still want the MD, and if I keep going, I know I get there. 
But I take my time.  I am a lifelong learner.  I know I will always be 
learning English, always be learning about life. China showed me that. 
Buddhism is about the long ride.   It’s not a race. It’s a path. My path is 
sand, so I have to walk slow.  Some people would put down boards to 
walk faster, but me, I like the sand.  It feels good on my feet.  (Nhat, in an 
interview about his future)

This chapter begins one of three chapters in which I apply the theoretical concept 

of an “academic identity” to examine how three Vietnamese cross-over students fare in 

mainstream composition classes.  As I discussed at length in Chapter 2, I define 

“academic identity” as the identity that students present in college and which is 

influenced by a host of factors not necessarily related to college—their unique histories, 

social identities, cultural affiliations, language development and language identity.  And 

while I draw on all of these factors, I have not used these terms with the students as I 

have talked with them.  Instead, I have asked students to think about their perceptions of 

success, in class, in college, and in life at large.  Their reflections on success naturally 

evolved into discussions about their identities, without using any of the theoretical terms I 

have used to frame my analysis.  

My decision to start from the ground up and let the students talk with me about 

their successes (and likewise their struggles) in mainstream composition was a conscious 

one; instead of giving the student participants a language with which to describe and 

reflect on their situations, I wanted them to show me what were the most pressing issues 
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in their academic lives at the university they attended.  As I talked with the three students 

in this study about their experiences with writing, with English, at the college level and as 

influenced by their particular backgrounds, it became clear to me that they were painting 

pictures of their academic identities, pictures that told me much about why they reacted 

as they did to the demands and expectations of mainstream composition.   This is the first 

chapter of three in which I describe and analyze the students’ experiences; my analysis 

revolves around the students’ reflections on their notions of success; and I provide in 

these chapters a very detailed picture of each student’s academic identity as a way to 

show how these students are different from their American peers and yet are often treated 

in similar ways.  

In these three case study chapters, I begin by providing a picture of each student’s 

background—how long they’ve been in the United States, their level of schooling prior to 

coming to the US and the type of education they received once in the US but prior to 

starting college.  I also provide some details about their family lives to give these 

students’ decisions and struggles some context.  The majority of each chapter is devoted 

to analyzing the students’ writing.  By focusing on one or two major issues for each 

student, I show how mainstream composition has a lot to learn about cross-over students’ 

abilities and needs, and I argue that cross-over students have much to teach us about 

teaching, that students’ perceptions of success are often very different from our own and 

often are influenced by cultural factors to which instructors may not have immediate 

access and/or understanding.    
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My analysis is grounded in the students’ writing itself; my conversations with the 

students about their writing and the decisions they made; conversations I had with the 

students’ instructors, and observations of these students’ mainstream composition classes.  

Throughout my analysis, I maintain that it is important not to judge students or their 

writing without considering the students’ own sense of what counts for success.  In other 

words, when I examine a participant’s piece of writing, I do so through the lens of the 

student’s goals for that piece, as much as I can.  I argue that it is, after all, the students’ 

self-perceptions of their success that enable me to better understand some of the 

disconnects between cross-over students’ desires to write well and the way they interpret 

(or misinterpret) and use instructions, feedback, and advise from their mainstream 

instructors and peers.

Nhat is the first student in this study, but before I introduce him, I need to 

describe the university in which all three student participants were enrolled during this 

study, which ran from 2001-05 to provide contextual information important to my 

analysis.  Saguaro University is a large research institution in the Southwest that enrolls 

approximately five thousand new students every year.  Within the English department, 

there is a writing program that offers over two hundred sections of first-year writing 

every semester.  Most of the instructors who teach these classes are graduate students in 

one of four programs within the English department: rhetoric and composition, creative 

writing, literature, or English language and linguistics.  First-year graduate student 

instructors are initiated to the university and their teaching duties during a two-week 

orientation just prior to the start of the fall semester every year.  During that orientation, 
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teaching advisors facilitate a number of discussions about teaching, including nuts-and-

bolts sorts of details such as constructing a syllabus and choosing readings, as well as 

some more theoretical considerations such as teaching philosophies and their 

underpinnings. 

 Throughout the first year of teaching, graduate student instructors attend a three-

credit class, also facilitated by teaching advisors, to discuss further the issues raised 

during the summer orientation.  Teaching advisors are experienced instructors who have 

master’s degrees or higher in English, from rhetoric and composition to creative writing.  

After the first year of teaching under such supervision, graduate student instructors 

continue to be matched with a teaching advisor and are required to submit twice-yearly 

reflections upon their teaching as well as other materials, including samples of writing 

assignments and graded papers.  Each of the students in this study was taught by a 

graduate student instructor whom I knew prior to their involvement in the study. As I 

describe each student’s experiences in mainstream composition, I will include more 

specific information about the students’ instructors. 

I enrolled three students in this study who turned out to have very different 

academic identities, even though they share a common country of origin and have some 

similarities in background and educational experience prior to college.  The names I use 

for these students and their instructors are all pseudonyms the participants chose to 

represent themselves.  To give a brief introduction, the chart below provides some basic 

details about these students.
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Student 
Participant

Birth 
Year

Year 
Came to 
US/
Age Then

# Years in ESL 
Classes

Grade 
Level  
Upon 
Arrival 
in US 

# Years in 
US H. S. / 
Age at 
Graduation

Actual FYC 
Placement/
Expected 
Placement

Nhat 1981 1995 / 14 3 / Crossed over 
as a 9th grader

7th grade
(was 9th

grade 
age)

6 / 20 101/ESL101

Vuong 1984 2001 / 17 <1 / Crossed 
over as a junior

11th

grade
2 / 19 101/ Chose 

100

Ahn 1986 1994 / 8 1 / Crossed over 
in 4th grade

3rd grade 10 / 18 101/100, but 
secretly 
wanted 103

At Saguaro University, students are required to complete at least two courses, 

sequentially arranged into English 101 and English 102, to fulfill the school’s general 

education requirement in writing.  Both Nhat and Anh placed into English 101, as do 

roughly 75% of Saguaro’s incoming US-educated students.  Some students place into 

English 100, the class which precedes English 101.  English 100 is Saguaro’s equivalent 

of basic writing for native English speakers, although an informal survey among English 

100 instructors revealed that many students in English 100 are minorities who speak a 

language other than English at home.  English 100 carries general education credit but 

does not count as one of the two required semesters of composition. Vuong started his 

university studies in English 100, although originally he had been placed into English 

101.16  Students can also place into an honors composition sequence, but none of the 

three participants in this study were so placed.  

16 For a detailed description of Vuong’s decision to begin with English 100, see Chapter 4. 
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Nhat: “Success” Not Necessarily Connected to Grades

I begin these three chapters with Nhat because he is the student with whom I have 

been working the longest, and he is a student who convinced me that traditional notions 

of “success” aren’t always useful to apply to every student.  Nhat is the kind of student 

who is comfortable earning a C in a class, not because he is lazy or just doesn’t care, but 

because he views his education and, to a greater extent, his life, as a journey.  Nhat sees 

his education as a journey that is really just beginning, and he is comfortable with that.  

Not only is Nhat comfortable with the fact that he isn’t as traditionally successful as 

many of his peers, but he is proud of the fact that he can take pleasure in the journey he’s 

on instead of merely attempting to reach his destination as quickly as possible.  As a 

cross-over student, Nhat demonstrates that there are many levels of “success” and 

instructors are wise to learn where students see themselves on this continuum and just 

what they need to reach success at that level.  

  I have known Nhat since 2001 when he was a 20-year-old first-year student 

enrolled in English 101 at Saguaro University.   I met Nhat through a friend in the 

graduate creative writing program at Saguaro with whom I taught English for a special 

program at Saguaro the previous summer.  Initially, I wrote about Nhat’s experiences in 

English 101 for an ESL graduate course project I was conducting about cross-over 

students’ perceptions of peer review, as that was a topic of considerable debate by ESL 

scholars at the time.  The first time I met Nhat, he had come to the cubicles—a large 

room squared off into open-air graduate student instructors’ “offices” that were each 
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shared by at least four instructors—to meet his English 101 instructor, John, for some 

help with his first paper.  John walked Nhat over to my cubicle and introduced him to me.  

I was surprised by Nhat’s height, all six feet of him, and his easy smile when I 

asked if he wouldn’t mind if I asked him a few questions about being in a mainstream 

class.  I think Nhat could win over anyone instantly, he is so charming, interested and 

enthusiastic about life.  Immediately on that first encounter, Nhat launched into a 

monologue about how his English “needed a lot of helpers.”  When John indicated that 

they really needed to get to work on Nhat’s essay, Nhat turned to me and said, “My 

English is just terrible.  This [project] could be great fun; I help you, you help me, okey 

dokey, Miss Gwen?”  Nhat’s very outgoing nature that first day, his openness with me 

during our conversations, and his vivid descriptions of his experiences solidified my 

belief that cross-over students needed to be better understood by mainstream college 

composition teachers.  I asked him later that semester if he would be willing to participate 

in an expanded version of the project that could last for the duration of his college career.  

Nhat responded, “Oh sure, Miss Gwen, I keep helping you, you keep helping me.  We 

both learn a lot, I think!”  

As I write this chapter, Nhat is a fifth-year senior who hopes to graduate in May 

2006.  He has contributed significantly to this chapter, specifically—not only has he 

provided the material for me to write this chapter, but Nhat has read and edited every 

sentence about him, cleaning up the direct quotes at times to sound “more correct,” the 

way he wants to be remembered.  I met with Nhat weekly while he was in English 101 

and 102.  During his second year at Saguaro, we met once a month for most of the year, 
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chit-chatting and talking about his writing in his general education courses.  After that, 

Nhat and I sat down together a few times so I could get clarification about a section of the 

chapter I was working on, or we’d meet to catch up.  Nhat contacted me a few times 

because he wanted to share a recent school/life decision with me, and I contacted him 

several times just to see how he was doing.   Although we seldom sit down to talk 

anymore, Nhat continues to reflect on his shifting academic identity and contacts me 

when he has a really great story to share.  Nhat’s experiences are crucial to this study 

because he demonstrates that cross-over students’ notions of “success” vary greatly, 

depending in part on their cultural underpinnings and adaptation to the American 

educational system, as well as their ability to understand how much they’ve already 

learned and just how much they still need to learn. 

Nhat’s Vietnamese Identity 

Nhat’s academic identity has been shaped in great measure by his family’s inner 

strength despite their poor, rural life in Vietnam.  Nhat was born in 198117 in the south of 

Vietnam where he explained, “almost everyone is a rice farmer.”  Nhat was born just 

south of Saigon but grew up in a rural town much farther south.  He lived with his mother 

and siblings on his mother’s family’s farm and they took care of the rice crops and 

tangerine fields, fished in the river that was at the edge of the property, and lived humbly.  

Nhat described his childhood as “busy but easy, simple.”  When I asked him what that 

17 Nhat says he was born in 1981, although his birth certificate from Vietnam indicates he was born in 
1982.  Nhat explained that “the Communist, they do it in the paper, birth certificate [. . .], they make it look 
like the number 2.  And I was born in January 13th, they switch it to March 2nd.”  Nhat has been noting 
March 2nd as his birthday for over 20 years and even though he knows his real birthday is actually in 
January, he says he’ll continue to celebrate March 2nd, because “birthdays are kind of random anyway.”   
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meant, he told me that his house had “no electricity, no TV, no light. We were poor, but 

we played outside every day, and my uncle was my first grade teacher. He let us play 

most of the day.  But I did well; I think I was like the second or third in my class.”  

Although Nhat grew up poor, he remembers his childhood home fondly.  When 

discussing one of his papers for English 101, Nhat described a movie in which a 

successful man suddenly was homeless.  He said, “It’s terrible to have nowhere to go 

home to, nothing to fall back on if things get screwed up in the city where they live.  I’m 

lucky even if I’m from a poor family. I don’t worry about that.”  He explained that no 

matter what happened to people in his family, they would always have the family farm to 

go home to if they needed to.  Nhat’s description of his childhood and his attitude toward 

his family’s home has carried through to his attitude about life as a college student.  Nhat 

takes life as it comes and feels lucky to have the opportunity to attend college at all.  

In fact, Nhat’s academic identity has been shaped not only by his childhood on 

the farm, but it’s also been shaped by his father who, ironically, was largely absent for 

much of that time.  After spending five and a half years in a re-education camp for his 

part in the fight to overthrow the communists during the Vietnam War, Nhat’s father 

worked long hours on his wife’s family’s farm.  While he had been a commander in the 

Vietnamese Army, “a Military Policeman who caught communists and knew how to 

make him talk,” once released from the camp, Nhat’s father was forced to work as a 

farmer, like so many men in Vietnam who were “re-educated” after the communists took 

over.  Even though Nhat did not spend much time with his father as a child, Nhat told me 

that it was the way his father lived that impressed Nhat.  Nhat learned about  Buddhism 
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from his father, which has profoundly influenced Nhat’s life.  When I asked him to 

explain it to me, a person who knows nothing about Buddhism, Nhat laughed and 

promised to bring me a book that would tell me “everything you need to know about it!”  

Nhat’s book, The Buddha Speaks of Amitabha Sutra: Pureland Buddhism The Way of 

Practice, claims that

the majority of the people travel the path of materialism and luxury; they 
are mesmerized and are consumed by FORM (beauty), MONEY, FAME,
and POWER.  These external realities are quickly becoming the meaning
of existence. For these reasons, a moral and virtuous life is declining 
rapidly, and yet evil transgressions are increasing with each passing day. 
(Chon Hoan, trans. iii-iv)

Nhat strives to live like his father, who led “a moral and virtuous life” despite all the 

hardships he endured.  As a way to respect his father and lead a good life, Nhat practices 

Buddhism daily and cherishes this part of his Vietnamese identity.  From my very first 

meeting with Nhat, I could see that this was a young man who had found a way to be at 

peace with his life, no matter what he encounters.  

Nhat’s Identity in America

Nhat’s identity in America is that of a bicultural young man who embraces the 

challenges that such a life presents.  Nhat’s successful bi-cultural existence is due in large 

part to his commitment to Buddhism and the fact that he came to the US with his entire 

family, with whom he has a close relationship.  Nhat has been able to hold onto and 

further develop his Vietnamese cultural, social, and linguistic ties here in the US in large 

part because his entire family is here with him, in Saguaro City, and he lives at home 

with them.   Nhat speaks Vietnamese at home with his parents and older siblings, but he 
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uses English when he talks with his little brother, who does not know Vietnamese. 

Because he lives at home, Nhat participates in the day-to-day rituals and routines of his 

family.  As a result, Nhat is constantly immersed in Vietnamese life.  At the same time, 

Nhat also immersed himself in American life at school because he knew that to be 

successful in the US, he would have to become fluent in English and American culture.  

Nhat’s positive attitude and his desire to learn enables Nhat to cross over daily, and he 

appears to manage the crossings quite well, given his relaxed and jovial demeanor.  

Nhat’s positive attitude about learning English distinguishes him from some other 

Vietnamese cross-over students who view English learning as impossible or not entirely 

necessary.  Although when his family arrived in America, Nhat “didn’t speak a drop” of 

English, he embraced the challenges of learning a new language and was determined to 

maintain his Vietnamese literacy at the same time.  Nhat said that many 

Vietnamese believe that when you speak in English, you’re not supposed 
to say anything in Vietnamese at all; you know you’re Vietnamese, but in 
your future, you speak in English.  I thought, it doesn’t have to be that 
way. [. . .] I keep my language, because it’s really hard to learn one, and I 
have it already, just I just keep it up, try to read more books, and keep this 
going.

In fact, Nhat recently told me that he has been taking Vietnamese classes at the university 

to keep up and improve his Vietnamese writing skills.  Because Nhat maintains his 

Vietnamese literacy, he was able to learn English fairly quickly and without the huge 

obstacles people face who are not literate in their first language.  Nhat’s experience 

supports research in second language acquisition which suggests that first language 

literacy is crucial to a person’s acquisition of a second language (see “A Preface: Second 

Language Acquisition Principles” in Chapter 1).  Unlike some other cross-over students 
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who studied English in school in Vietnam, Nhat learned English once he got to the US  

Second language writing scholars claim that when a student learns English first to 

communicate basic needs, that student often picks up incorrect language usage and rules 

that are difficult to correct later on, in school (See Reid).  Nhat fits this profile well.  He 

can speak English with much the same fluency of an American speaker, including subtle 

nuances and appropriate colloquialisms and slang.  

Nhat’s writing is another story.  His writing is poetic but is often extremely dense, 

which makes it difficult to wade through to find a point.  Although Nhat has struggled to 

develop his English skills, he does not consider his limitations to be limiting.  In fact, 

Nhat takes on English learning as a lifelong challenge instead of a lifelong burden, an 

attitude that on the surface may seem nonchalant but is really a deeper indication that 

Nhat is a young man who understands that he still has much to learn.  Of course Nhat is 

frustrated at times, particularly when he works hard on a paper and it doesn’t produce an 

A, but Nhat’s overall demeanor shows him to be a person who is dedicated to learning, 

regardless of the time it takes or the grades he receives.  When he doesn’t succeed in the 

traditional sense of earning high grades, Nhat finds alternate routes to reach his desired 

goals.

One way that Nhat allows himself to be at peace as a lifelong learner is by 

listening to others’ advice.  Although he indicated that he should have enrolled in 9th

grade, based on his age upon arrival to the US, he was small for his age then and spent 

two years in middle school before advancing to a local high school.  He said that a 

Vietnamese translator and “helper” at his school said that “7th grade would be better, give 
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more chance of college.”  As a former high school English teacher, I can attest to the fact 

that many immigrant students enroll in lower grades to give themselves more years to 

learn English in school, a strategy that works well for many of them but confounds 

administrators and teachers, whose curricula doesn’t often match these students’ maturity 

levels or cognitive abilities.  For Nhat, starting out in middle school sounded like the best 

thing for him to do.  He said he didn’t mind being older than the other kids if it meant he 

might learn enough English to go to college.  He chose well because the extra time 

allowed him to become quite fluent verbally in English and the time in school gave him a 

good sense of American culture and education.

Another factor that helped Nhat succeed was his ESL classes in high school.  

There were no Vietnamese-speaking teachers in his ESL program, but Nhat found 

another Vietnamese student to take him to class.  But “then they just drop me there, and I 

have to be on my own; I have no clue what, what they were saying.  Just totally strange.”  

Although Nhat recounts his feelings of strangeness about English, he remembers that he 

learned a lot in his ESL classes “because there was a lot to learn!”   Nhat also recalls his 

ESL teachers fondly, saying that “I just liked my teacher so much that I, I kind of want to 

stay [in ESL].  Everybody liked her, it’s not just me.  Everybody.  For all the kids, like 

Russian, we have Russian, Korean, especially Mexican.”  But Nhat told me that it was 

really his American friends who helped him the most with his English.  While his ESL 

teachers taught him important things like vocabulary and pronunciation, he could ask his 

American friends for help with really important things, “like, How do you say this? or 

What is that?”  Clearly, Nhat approached his early experiences with English in a positive 
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way, using whomever was available to help him succeed.  Nhat was forming an academic 

identity in which he valued others’ help and understood that his English learning would 

take a long time to master.

Nhat also believes that the lessons in ESL applied to everyday life, not just 

school, which contributes to his attitude that “success” is about becoming and being a 

good person, not just a good student.  He said, “Because actually everything you learn in 

class, you’re gonna use outside of class.  So, everything you learn that day, you can use it 

in Math, and other classes, and at home, to show your parents how to do stuff.” In 

mainstream content classes, Nhat recalls that they were fun.  He carried a dictionary with 

him and eventually switched from using an English/Vietnamese dictionary to an 

English/English dictionary, citing his desire to learn English as fast as possible.  From 

one of his English teachers, Nhat recalls that “if you want to put a word in your head, you 

have to repeat it, to yourself and you have to be able to understand the word and repeat it 

to yourself like 26 times . . . so it’ll be part of your memory.”  Nhat seems to have taken 

his teacher’s advice to heart—he continues to look up words and tries to use new words 

frequently to increase his English vocabulary.  In the third year of this study, Nhat told 

me one day that he was “recognizing words now.  I don’t have to look them up and I 

don’t have to learn at every curve.”  Nhat is the kind of person who does all he can to 

learn and adapt, and he recognizes and appreciates the small steps he is making.

Not only does Nhat continuously try to do his best, he knows how to get the most 

from his education.  When talking more about his high school classes, Nhat told me that 

he visited his  teachers often after class.  He remembered one teacher in particular: “Her 
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work is really hard, she’s hard on grading, but easy when you go talk to her, and then 

she’s easy on you. . . . and well, I talked to every teacher.”  Nhat is a self-starter who 

appears to have a healthy attitude toward school and the process of acquiring and learning 

English.  This attitude has served him well, for he knows that in order to do well, he 

needs to make personal contact with his teachers so they can provide help to him on an 

individual basis.  Not all cross-over students are as outgoing and forward as Nhat is.  

Nhat’s willingness to go out of his way to get help speaks to his ability to cross cultures 

successfully.  Instead of putting the onus for understanding on himself, he realizes that he 

can and should ask for help when he doesn’t understand something.  Nhat does whatever 

he can to improve his chances of success.  Even when Nhat falls short of his own goals, 

he claims success for himself in the fact that he learned something, even if it was just 

how to do it better the next time around.

After his sophomore year of high school, Nhat graduated to mainstream English 

classes, so his academic identity has been shaped by his experiences in mainstream high 

school English classes.  Although he noticed a difference in the level of difficulty 

between the two classes, he was able to succeed.  He recalls his junior-level English 

teacher as an older woman who was very nice, “too nice” even—a teacher whose class 

wasn’t very difficult for Nhat.  Although this teacher was nice, Nhat remembers that 

because she was old, many of the students never gave her a chance.  He explained that in 

Vietnam, you are expected to respect older people and teachers, and Nhat showed some 

disapproval for his peers who disrespected that particular English teacher.  Indeed, in 

Vietnamese culture, teachers hold an elevated position in society and elders are treated 
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with utmost respect.  Furthermore, education is highly valued.  According to Hien Duc

Do, a Vietnamese sociologist at San Jose State University, “ to achieve high education is 

the way to achieve high status and to be considered successful in the society” (10).  

Nhat’s respect for his teachers and his desire to do well in school so he can make 

something of his life form the foundation of his academic identity. 

But Nhat’s academic identity is also in part embedded in his outgoing nature and 

social interactions, for they enable Nhat to network, which is his greatest asset as a 

lifelong learner.  At Saguaro University, for example, Nhat enrolled in ballroom dancing 

classes for over one year.  He told me that one of the benefits of joining this club was that 

“you get to meet like decent girls in there. They not like one of the party people.  Very 

educated people, too. . . .We got a lot of doctors, engineers, you know.”  In addition to his 

participation in the ballroom dancing club, Nhat is able to engage people in conversation 

when he works at his family’s nail salon.  He said it’s fun to work there, because lots of 

students come in and say, “Hey, I know you. You in my class,” and then he makes their 

nails look great.  Nhat is obviously the kind of person who can strike up a conversation 

with almost anyone, and he makes friends easily.  His almost flamboyant personality, 

combined with his overt respect for his teachers and other elders, combine to make 

people want to help him, whether it be with his English or with the cha-cha-cha.  For 

Nhat, “success” means being able to ask anyone, anywhere, about anything.  

Nhat’s Composition Placement at Saguaro U

Of the three students in this study, Nhat is the only one who had to write a 

placement exam upon admission to the university, for purposes of English composition 
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placement.18  It’s instructive to include Nhat’s placement exam essay here for two 

reasons: to demonstrate that cross-over students may have very sophisticated ideas that 

do not necessarily come out strong and clear in timed writing exams; and to show that 

even cross-over students with significant writing difficulties are being placed into 

mainstream composition.     

Following his admission to Saguaro University in the spring of 2001, Nhat 

attended an orientation session during which he completed an English placement essay, 

the placement method at that time for US graduates.  At Nhat’s orientation session, the 

placement exam was based on a passage from “Crossing,” excerpted from the anthology, 

New Worlds of Literature.  The selection states: 

In growing up, [. . . ] it is often necessary to rebel against the familiar and 
secure, to assert our own sense of individuality, freedom, difference, by 
separating ourselves from our parents and their values, and to define 
ourselves by our differences from them. [ . . . ] Sometimes the experience 
of “crossing” into a new community is a difficult one.  The community we 
aspire to may seem hostile, or its conventions may seem so strange that we
hesitate to embrace them.  Still, the experience of reaching into a new 
community is an essential part of human growth. It is a step toward 
personal maturity and a learning experience of Incalculable value.
(English Placement Exam Sheet, Saguaro University, 2000)

Students were instructed to read the passage and the instructions and then write an essay 

that responds to the following question: “To what extent do you agree and/or disagree 

with the author’s assertions about entering new communities?”  The instructions 

continued: 

Your essay should do the following:

18 The year after Nhat began his university studies, the Writing Program at Saguaro replaced the timed 
placement exam with a numeric formula based on the student’s high school record and SAT/ACT scores.
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• State the main idea of the authors’ passage in your own words

• Briefly summarize the main supporting points the authors provide

• Clearly state your thesis expressing agreement or disagreement with 
the authors

• Provide good reasons for accepting your thesis, giving examples and 
illustrations from your personal and/or educational experience. 

Below is Nhat’s placement essay:
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At first glance Nhat’s essay seems simplistic and his writing is halting at times.  

But Nhat’s message isn’t simple.  In one sentence he says he must join a new group, but 

he must also respect his parents and their beliefs. Later he talks about the freedom he 

might find by joining a new community, but he also talks about his need to “exchange his 

knowledge in school and help them [his parents] to be more familiar with the new life.”  

Nhat’s essay actually speaks to his bicultural existence and his ability to begin again, to 

branch out, but to also reach back to his family, his parents, so they don’t get lost in this 

new life.  At one point Nhat described what it was like when he was new to this country. 

He writes: “It is a blindness, but every human have the right to be immature so then we 

will learn from it.”  The blindness he refers to speaks to Nhat’s understanding of his own 

situation, his sophistication.  He accepts the blindness that comes with new experiences 

and appreciates the chance to learn as a child might, from the beginning.  While Nhat’s 

essay speaks to his maturity and his acceptance of his status as a continuing English 

language learner, his essay is also riddled with grammatical problems.  However, none of 

his sentences is incomprehensible, and his ideas are communicated loudly, a conclusion 

that the essay readers also came to.

Nhat’s essay was scored by two readers.  Although I do not know who read his 

exam, during the summer of 2001, most Freshman Placement Exam readers were 

graduate students in the English department who also taught composition.  Some may 

have been in Saguaro’s graduate program in English Language and Linguistics—which 

trains students to teach ESL—although there weren’t many such readers over the course 
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of the summer.19  Nhat received a total score of 4 on his essay which, combined with his 

SAT Verbal score of 250, did not indicate a definite placement.  Nhat would have had to

submit an SAT Verbal score of 470 or higher, along with his essay score of 4, in order to 

be placed definitively in English 101, the standard first-year composition class at Saguaro 

U.  Following the guidelines for placement put into place by writing program personnel 

in June 1996 at Saguaro University, “for any student whose total essay score was a 4 and 

whose re-centered SAT Verbal score was between 200-460, a third reading was required 

in order to obtain a placement.”  While I was able to obtain Nhat’s initial essay scores 

and his SAT scores, no records are kept concerning third reads and/or other means of 

placing what this writing program calls “unplaced” students.   

Apparently, a third person read Nhat’s essay and deemed it good enough for an 

English 101 placement, for that’s the class into which he was placed.  Nhat revealed that 

he 

gave up on it [the SAT] ‘cause I had a high GPA. I didn’t even study.   
And then I come here and I got this essay to write. At least I had 
something to say.  But I never expect this class, 101.  Most of my friend 
was like, they got into this level too, [English 101] like Nancy, she’s like 
fascinating writer, excellent writer.  She like number 4 student in 
graduating class. . . and she got into this level, and I can’t believe I got 
into it.  Like, are you sure? Really, I thought they’re like going to put 
me into ESL or something. . . . but they put me in 101. I’m like, whoa, 
scary. . . . I don’t know if they mistaken or something, but—it’s kind of 
scary.

19 My knowledge of the people who read Freshman Placement Exams in Summer 2001 comes from my 
years as an intern with the Writing Program from 2001-03, during which time I served as an English 
advisor for orientation sessions and then as the English Placement Coordinator for summer orientations.  
Not only have I scored many such exams, but I have worked with the Writing Program Director to develop 
better tests for international students and to encourage ESL-trained readers to participate in grading 
sessions.
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Nhat recognizes that his English is not perfect and just assumed that he would be placed 

into an ESL class, given that his high school teachers told the students that college 

English teachers were extremely demanding and the courses were much more difficult 

than high school classes.  Nhat’s expectation to be placed into an ESL class may have 

come from his understanding that his writing is riddled with grammatical issues, but none 

of Nhat’s writing issues interferes with comprehension, which is the defining distinction 

between placement into ESL and mainstream classes at Saguaro U.  The other distinctive 

difference is the amount of text a student can produce during the exam.  Nhat wrote 

almost two and one half pages, which is quite a bit more than many international ESL 

students can produce in an hour exam.   While surprised and a bit anxious, Nhat told me 

about his placement with pride.  It is clear to me that Nhat felt successful, albeit anxious, 

and he was excited by the prospect of a mainstream college English class. 

Mainstream Composition and Nhat’s Academic Identity

Nhat entered his first semester of mainstream composition happy to be there, but 

thinking he probably should have been placed into an ESL class, given what he considers 

his limited English ability.  And Nhat’s academic identity as someone who knows just 

how much he has yet to learn enabled him to enter a mainstream first-year composition 

class expecting to have to work harder than some of his peers to produce similar work.  

And so it was that Nhat entered first -year composition as a real learner, cognizant of his 

abilities and his needs, and eager to seek out those who could and would help him learn.

Nhat’s academic identity enables him to feel successful in situations that may not 

appear successful on the surface.  His first-semester composition class is a good example. 
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In this section I show how “success” can be found even in some fairly unsuccessful 

locations.  To start, Nhat discovered early on that he would need to “have helpers” with 

his English.  Although Nhat wanted to have people help him become a better writer in 

English, what he learned was that nobody was prepared to do that.  Instead, what he 

found was people who were willing to help make his papers better; in essence, editors.  

Because Nhat views himself as a lifelong learner, one who finds success wherever he is, 

and with whatever grade he gets, this realization did not completely deflate Nhat.  At one 

point Nhat suggested that Saguaro should offer a class for students like him so they could 

improve their grammar and “learn the rules of English,” so it was clear to me that Nhat 

wanted to become a better writer of English.  But I also saw that Nhat found ways to 

improve his writing even though he himself hadn’t learned how to improve individual 

sentences.  “Success” for Nhat meant doing whatever was necessary to do his best in his 

classes.  Although grades mattered to Nhat, they didn’t make or break him.  “Success” 

was finding his way and coming out at the end of a semester having learned something 

useful, having moved forward even if just a little bit.  In Nhat’s case, “success” came 

when he learned that his “helpers” wouldn’t teach him English but would make his 

papers more readable. 

One of Nhat’s big discoveries was that in mainstream composition, grammar is 

not discussed.  While this disappointed him, it didn’t stop him from finding helpers to 

improve his written products.  The feedback Nhat received on this first assignment set the 

tone for how Nhat viewed feedback throughout his two semesters of writing at Saguaro 

University.  While the feedback he received was not always useful, especially feedback 
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on first drafts, Nhat’s academic identity allowed him to recognize that his peers and his 

teachers always had good intentions, if not good suggestions for improvement.  His first 

essay, titled, “My Father,” is an analysis of Robert Hayden’s poem, “Those Winter 

Sundays,” which portrays one son’s realization that fathers do a lot for their families that 

goes un-thanked.  The peer feedback Nhat received on his first draft was divided between 

open-ended questions and editing marks.  For instance, Nhat writes, “What he does 

around the house seem to be unnecessary was important to the family.”  One peer edited 

the sentence to read, “What he does around the house seems to be unnecessary but was 

important to the family,” while another peer wrote, “Why was it unnecessary?” in the 

margin near that sentence.  While the question is certainly more useful in terms of 

revising at the global level, the edits that were offered also help to make Nhat’s sentence 

more understandable.  Unfortunately there aren’t as many probing questions and good 

edits as there are small and sometimes insignificant edits throughout the paper.  

Another thing Nhat learned early on was that his instructors meant well even if 

they did not help him develop his understanding of English grammar.  While his peers 

edited his paper, Nhat’s instructor, John, paid no attention whatsoever to Nhat’s frequent 

and sometimes intrusive grammatical issues.  John was a first- year instructor who was in 

the MFA program for fiction writers at Saguaro University.  In a conversation I had with 

John early in the semester, John told me that he was grading Nhat on his ideas, not so 

much on the actual writing.  When I asked him to elaborate, John said, “Well, he’d fail if 

I did that.”  John’s response is instructive for it speaks to a larger issue in first-year 

writing classes: the fact that most instructors don’t know what to do with students who 
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need work in English grammar.  Instead of attempting to teach them something about 

some of their weak areas, many instructors completely ignore the grammatical problems 

students have and grade on ideas or content only.  As a result, instructors implicitly put 

the onus on a student’s peers to work on grammatical issues, when many of those peers 

also are not equipped to actually help the student learn and improve.  Instead, peers 

simply edit the really weak areas so a student’s ideas can be understood.  The end result: 

students don’t learn how or why certain things must be written a certain way, and peers 

miss another important aspect of peer review, which is getting at the big concepts of a 

paper.  In addition, and more importantly, the student is sent mixed messages:  his or her 

peers indicate that the most important areas to work on are their poorly constructed 

sentences, while the instructor may only comment on bigger issues such as idea 

development or organization.   

Nhat’s success in his first-semester class also came from his persistence in 

revising to his instructor’s liking.  Nhat had to work hard to do this.  He met with John 

frequently during office hours and always emailed John his drafts ahead of time to 

receive extra feedback before the true deadline for turning in work.  Not all cross-over 

students would seek out an instructor to clarify comments in the margins of a paper.  

Nhat made this his signature, and with good reason.  The comments that Nhat received 

from John on idea development were extremely difficult to interpret, so it was difficult 

for Nhat to work on even the big issues to any great improvement.  John’s feedback 

doesn’t indicate specifically how Nhat could improve his essay.  For instance, John wrote 

at the top of Nhat’s paper: “Intro: Working, Sundays, Love, Sans Guilt. Conclusion:.”  
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Additionally, in the first paragraph, John indicates: “Could change or remove” but he also 

writes at the end of that paragraph, “Thesis:.”  Throughout the paper, John continues to 

offer comments that are vague.  In the second and third paragraphs, John circles 

numerous phrases and uses arrows to indicate a better placement.  At the same time, 

however, he indicates in the margin that the paragraph is “good.”  So while John attempts 

to help Nhat see where his argument is going and how it could be improved, he sends 

Nhat mixed messages that in the end, help Nhat decide to leave well enough alone.  After 

all, if at the end of a paragraph you receive a comment that says, “good,” why change 

anything in that paragraph?  As a result, Nhat ends up spending most of his revising 

efforts on sentence-level edits that his peers have indicated, which ironically, overrides 

John’s global revising suggestions. 

Nhat found success in the fact that he was surrounded by American writers whose 

work would help him see how to improve his own writing.  Nhat told me that although he 

always hoped for A’s, “a B is pretty good when you’re in class with American students!” 

At the end of his final draft, John wrote the following comment: “Your paper is very 

sincere and heartfelt, and it shows how much an impression this poem had on you. Your 

writing could be a bit sharper: some word choices are awkward, and some lines are too 

personal for an academic paper.  Still, you did a good job here.  Content: B+  Writing: B-

Grade: B.”  While John indicates that there are problems with the conventions of 

academic writing, nowhere in the text itself does John highlight for Nhat the “too 

personal” lines or the “awkward” word choices.  John graded Nhat on effort and a desire 

to “help Nhat keep moving forward.”  When I talked with Nhat about his first-semester 
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grades in composition, he said that although he would prefer A’s, he felt as if he were 

learning, even if his grades didn’t show it.  

Another aspect of Nhat’s success is his ability to complete peer reviews in a 

manner that makes him most comfortable.  In John’s class, peer review is completed 

entirely during class time—students exchange papers, read them, and offer written 

feedback, all in a fifty minute class session.  For Nhat, completing such a task is not only 

impossible, but it makes him terribly uncomfortable.  Instead of writing comments to his 

peers as he reads, Nhat takes notes and then finds a way to discuss his notes with the peer 

author before the class ends.  He wants to be taken seriously and he has substantial 

feedback to offer, but his classmates see his reluctance to write his feedback as a sign of 

his inability to offer quality feedback.  Although Nhat laughed this off when we talked 

about it, I discovered from John that Nhat’s peers felt uneasy and went to John to 

complain.  As a result, Nhat’s peers don’t always want to be in his peer group, and Nhat 

feels this tension to some extent.  He and I talked about it one day after a very 

disappointing peer review session.  This was the first time I ever saw Nhat angry.  He 

stomped into my office and plopped down at my desk, thrusting his paper at me to read.  

What he gave me was a copy of his draft, on which were numerous editing marks but no 

feedback on the content of the essay.  Nhat was terribly disappointed in his peers’ 

responses, mostly because it meant that he would have to schedule an appointment with 

John to figure out what he needed to work on the most.  What Nhat didn’t understand was 

that his peers were tired of getting very little feedback from him; they felt cheated, too, so 

they stopped trying to steer Nhat toward a better-developed essay.   Nhat said, “It’s like 
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they don’t even try anymore. I don’t understand what happened.  I gave them a lot of 

feedback at the end of class, when everyone was clearing out, and then I find that they 

didn’t even read my work carefully.”  Ironically, Nhat’s oral peer review completion was 

only successful to him, not his peers, and their written feedback did not seem adequate to 

him.   For cross-over students, and I would argue, all students, peer review must be done 

in part, at home.  There is not enough time in class to read and respond in writing.  When 

writing in English takes a lot of time and thought, even just for a peer review, that writing 

must be allowed to happen on the student’s own time, not during class time.  

Even though Nhat’s composition classes were not what he thought they would be, 

Nhat learned how to be successful by being persistent, by seeking help from friends 

outside the class, and from spending a lot of time with his instructors during office hours.  

To Nhat, “success” is learning little bit by little bit how to be a more fluent writer in 

English.  Although he received very different types of feedback from his peers versus his 

instructors, Nhat was able to address both types of feedback and revise in such a way as 

to satisfy the course requirements.  For cross-over students like Nhat, who are able to 

cross cultural boundaries in order to succeed, contradictory feedback does not pose a 

problem.  However, cross-over students who are not as comfortable asking for 

clarification and help may be at a disadvantage.  Nhat was able to improve his writing 

because he found helpers who worked with him to make it more clear and focused.  As a 

cross-over student, Nhat has learned that learning takes a long time, and he is satisfied 

with the average grades he received in his composition courses, even though he wants to 

be a better writer of English.
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Learning from Nhat: Four Years after English 101

I met with Nhat periodically over the next several years when he wanted help with 

writing assignments in various classes, and when I needed clarification on some of the 

information he had provided.  These meetings were largely social: we caught up on each 

other’s lives first, then talked business.  Nhat had an American girlfriend for most of his 

first year, but decided that he couldn’t stay with her because he was committed to a future 

life with a family who spoke Vietnamese at home, and “it just too hard for Americans to 

learn our crazy language!”  Over the years, Nhat had struggled mightily in the sciences 

classes he needed in order to pursue medical school.  Although he failed several classes 

and had to retake them, he found a chemistry professor who was willing to spend extra 

time with him to explain concepts.  Nhat told me that he was “the best professor in the 

world; he listen and let me figure thing out on my own; he just there to listen and guide 

my thoughts.”  Between his first and fourth year of college, Nhat had changed his major 

numerous times to accommodate his shifting sense of his scientific abilities.  Although he 

was still interested in pursuing medicine as a career, his goals shifted dramatically after a 

summer trip to China in 2004 with a group studying Buddhism.  At the beginning of the 

fall semester that year, Nhat and I met so he could read “his chapter.”  Although business 

was our original purpose, as usual, we began by catching up.  Nhat brought out a thick, 

plush photo album to show me all the places he had been in China, and he described for 

me how the trip had influenced his decision to pursue alternative medicine.  The epigraph 

at the beginning of the section about Nhat is what Nhat said as explanation for his life 

decisions.  Even though sand slows you down when you walk, Nhat likes to walk slowly.  
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Nhat is truly a lifelong learner.  He is able to adjust his expectations so he can reach his 

goals in his own time, and he doesn’t feel pressured to accomplish his goals in the same 

timeframe or by following the same paths as his American friends.  He knows he has a 

double burden, learning science and continuing to learn English, all at the same time.  

Nhat is a cross-over student whose success comes in large part because of his ability to 

cross cultures easily.
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CHAPTER 4: VUONG: AN ACADEMIC IDENTITY IN CRISIS

There are a host of acronyms used to describe immigrant students and second 

generation ESL students on American college campuses. Some acronyms have been 

coined by the students themselves, others by academics trying to find ways to better 

identify and understand these students’ needs.  For example, immigrants who have just 

come to the United States are often referred to as “FOB,” or “Fresh Off the Boat.”  

Oftentimes, these students’ English speaking and writing abilities are very limited, 

indicating little exposure to English prior to their arrival.  There is another acronym for 

relatively “newly arrived” students, though, that more accurately represents the 

experience of the second research participant in this study, Vuong.  In a recent post to a 

listserv for second language writing professionals at the Conference on College 

Composition and Communication, John Lovas explained that some immigrant students 

refer to themselves as “SIB,” or “Stuck in Between” (Lovas, 3-25-05). Such students 

have had just enough exposure to American education and culture to be able to compare 

it to their home countries’ educational systems and cultural norms, yet they are unable to 

combine the two successfully.  They are stuck in between the old and the new. The 

familiar and the strange.  Unlike students such as Nhat, who have found ways to cultivate 

successful bicultural identities, students who are stuck in between are literally without a 

culture to call home.  For instance, Vuong straddles the cultures of Vietnam and America 

yet belongs to neither culture fully anymore.  It is this in betweenness that has begun to 

haunt Vuong.  His academic identity is that of a marginally acculturated immigrant; he 

separates himself from American culture and yet has begun to question his Vietnamese 
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cultural affiliation; he belongs nowhere.  Vuong’s  in-betweenness manifested itself in his 

composition classes at Saguaro University and throughout the year in which he 

participated in this study.  

In this chapter I will describe the tug-of-war in which Vuong is mired and which 

can be seen both in his writing from his first-year composition class and from the 

conversations I had with him about his life.  After a brief introduction to Vuong’s 

participation in this study, the chapter first focuses on Vuong’s cultural identity, which is 

steeped in his life prior to enrolling in Saguaro University.  I then discuss one of the 

major setbacks Vuong experienced in his writing class as an example of his confusion 

about his academic identity, and I close the chapter by analyzing why Vuong’s identity is 

in crisis right now by describing two recent and related events that have set Vuong 

spinning into limbo.  In all, this chapter describes a young, intelligent man who straddles 

two cultures but is a full member of neither; a man without a country, without anything 

stable to hold onto as he makes his way through mainstream composition and life as a 

cross-over student at the university.

Vuong became a participant in this study as a second-semester first- year student.  

I met Vuong through a female colleague in the Writing Program with whom I have 

worked for a number of years.  Vuong was enrolled in her English 100 class to “G.R.O.” 

it—a term used at Saguaro University that stands for “Grade Replacement Option,” in 

which students have the chance to retake a course for a better grade.  Students are 

allowed to “G.R.O.” a limited number of classes, at their own expense, in order to 

improve their overall grade point average.  Vuong received a C the first time he took 
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English 100 and wanted to better his grade.  English 100 is Saguaro University’s 

developmental composition class which acts as a prerequisite for English 101 and English 

102.20  English 100 carries three units of credit applicable to the number of electives 

students need to graduate, so it does not hold students back in the traditional manner of 

not carrying any college credit.  Because Vuong was “G.R.O.”ing his English 100 class, 

it was  clear that grades matter to him.  

Vuong enrolled in Saguaro University in the fall of 2003, just two years after 

coming to the United States.  He is a small young man who speaks very quietly and in 

thoughtfully-composed sentences, even though he finds himself lacking an appropriate 

word in English on occasion.  Vuong wears glasses and rarely looked me in the eye 

during our interview sessions.  Vuong not only is diminutive and soft-spoken, but he also 

ends a sentence or explanation before he completely explains himself.  It’s as if he 

finishes his thoughts in his head instead of aloud.  This speech habit presented problems 

as I attempted to capture some of our more telling conversations on tape, prompting me 

to ask many follow-up questions to draw Vuong out.  What I found, however, is that, 

given enough quiet time to think through his thoughts, Vuong will offer further 

explanation on his own.  This trait is indicative of Vuong’s struggle to articulate the 

complex thoughts that he wants to share in English without having much intellectual 

conversational experience in English.  Together, however, we found a comfortable 

20 While developmental classes are not typically considered “mainstream,” for the purposes of this project, 
I include English 100 as a mainstream class because it is taught by mainstream instructors.  Unfortunately, 
while English 100 at Saguaro University typically is more ethnically diverse than the other mainstream 
classes, instructors are not typically prepared to include language diversity and ESL issues in their 
instruction.  
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balance between silence and talk, questions and explanations, and Vuong revealed his 

high intelligence despite our communication problems.  

Although most of my discussions with Vuong relate to his experiences prior to 

college and during his second attempt at English 100, our discussions occurred when 

Vuong was enrolled in an English 101 class that I taught.  I do not focus on Vuong’s 

writing in English 101, however.  He had not completed any major writing assignments 

in my class when, five weeks into the semester, Vuong reached a critical point in his 

struggle to balance his Vietnamese identity with his growing awareness of his 

dissatisfaction with that identity21.  Vuong emailed me a suicidal note to which I 

responded and shared with Saguaro’s Dean of Students and the campus police.  Two 

officers located Vuong in his home, curled up on his bed for what appeared to be over a 

week.  He spent a full week in the psychiatric wing of the university hospital in Saguaro 

City and, once released, he did not return to school.  Eventually, he took a medical leave 

of absence from Saguaro University.  After his release from the hospital, I met with 

Vuong, at his request, one afternoon at a coffee shop to talk.  Since then, I have made 

repeated and varied attempts to contact Vuong, but he has all but disappeared.  He has not 

re-enrolled in the university.

I am deeply saddened by this student’s confusion and I feel a sense of 

responsibility for his crisis; after all, it was to me that Vuong articulated out loud for the 

21Vuong enrolled in my class primarily because he knew me from the previous semester and he told me that 
he would rather take my class than a stranger’s.  I was hesitant, but I could not prevent him from doing so.  
I explained to Vuong the potential problems we might encounter as teacher/student and 
researcher/participant, but he was insistent.  However unfortunate the circumstances, Vuong’s withdrawl 
from my class simplified our relationship and eliminated some, if not all of the potential problems that can 
be attributed to enrolling students as research participants.   
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first time some of the confusion he was experiencing about his academic identity and 

how that confusion was affecting his life.  Vuong called on me to be a listener after his 

hospital stay and I was glad to fulfill that role, but I also didn’t want to be someone who 

told him what to do, which identity to choose, which seemed to be what he wanted from 

me.  Although I lost contact with Vuong shortly after he withdrew from Saguaro U., the 

conversations we had do provide some insight into some of the struggles that he was 

facing as a cross-over student trying to define his role in life.  Toward the end of this 

chapter I discuss at greater length the events leading up to Vuong’s breakdown as a way 

to contextualize my analysis of his identity confusion as seen in his writing, and as a way 

to demonstrate that composition instructors often do not see the cultural conflicts that are 

present in cross-over students’ writing.  

Vuong’s Vietnamese Identity

One of the factors that caused Vuong so much anguish is his cultural identity.  

Vuong bears a huge responsibility for the well-being of his family and this responsibility

wears on him and contributes to his current confusion about his identity.  In keeping with 

Vietnamese culture, Vuong is not only expected to take care of his family but also he is 

expected to accept his parents’ vision for his life.   Born in 1984 in Ho Chi Minh City 

(formerly Saigon), Vuong is the elder of two children by six years.  Not only is he the 

eldest child, but he is the only male child.  When talking with Vuong, this weight of 

responsibility was always present.  Vuong’s sense of responsibility stems from the 

physical absence of his mother and the limitations of his father, who is blind.  Vuong’s 

mother, who was unable to immigrate with the rest of the family, remains in Vietnam and 



103

tends to the family company, which provides cleaning supplies to hospitals and schools.  

Vuong’s sense of responsibility is a common Vietnamese cultural trait that can cause 

cross-over students anguish once they have been exposed to American individualist 

tendencies.  According to Hien Duc Do, a Vietnamese scholar and former refugee, 

’Hieu,’ or filial piety, is one of the basic virtues.  This refers to the idea of 
love, care, and respect that children give to their parents.  This obligation 
is unconditional. [. . . and] one of the most well known Vietnamese 
proverbs is ‘Cong Cha nhu nui Thai Son, nghia me nhu nuoc trong nguon 
chay ra.  Mot long tho Me kinh Cha, cho tron chu hieu moi la dao con,’ or 
‘The debt we owe our father is as great as Mount Thai Son; the debt we 
owe our mother is as inexhaustible as water flowing from its source. We 
must repay their debt in order to fulfill our obligations as children.’” (9-
10)    

In other words, according to Vietnamese culture, Vuong has a responsibility to take care 

of his family and to do so unconditionally.  Vuong has had to adapt to life in the US very 

quickly and with little support, all the while being a parent in a sense to his younger sister 

and an interpreter of language and sight for his father, even though Vuong said his father 

“is fine; [he] goes to work and gets along just fine; it [his blindness] doesn’t affect us.”  

These responsibilities have weighed heavily on Vuong, and he knows they are his 

responsibilities alone.  Vuong has long been the dutiful son, studying hard, taking care of 

family matters, and respecting his parents’ decisions and choices for his life.

Another factor that contributes to Vuong’s Vietnamese identity is the value his 

family places on literacy.  Vuong and his sister both read voraciously in Vietnamese and 

read and write in English.  While in Vietnam, Vuong’s family kept a small library in their 

home.  Vuong’s mother reads romance novels in Vietnamese, and his father keeps a large 

collection of books in Braille.  Vuong’s father was partially blind at birth and went 
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completely blind by age seven.  Although his father has numerous books in Braille, 

Vuong is not able to read them because he has not learned how to read Braille.  However, 

Vuong has tried to carry on the tradition of a personal family library here in the US  He 

collects books whenever he can and adds them to the family’s collection.  In contrast to 

his parents’ library in Vietnam, Vuong’s library in the US is all in English.  When I asked 

him what kind of books he’s found, he replied, “not often fiction . . . references, um, 

novels . . . well, I just pick up a book and see if I like it.”  Reading is important in his 

family and his parents have tried to provide him with ample materials, both in Vietnam 

and here in the US.  Vuong indicated that he is quite well-versed in Vietnamese literature 

and he considers himself a scholar.  At one point during this study, Vuong told me that he 

was not like most of his peers in Vietnam because of his love for reading.  This was his 

way of telling me that he didn’t fit in socially in Vietnam.  Vuong’s perception of himself 

as a scholar and his belief that he was more mature than his peers isolated him 

considerably, an isolation that has continued here in the United States.

Vuong’s high Vietnamese literacy is closely related to the Vietnamese emphasis 

on education.  Vuong’s parents completed some education in Vietnam and place a high 

value on  education.  His mother studied accounting “for 1-2 years, maybe at a 

community college sort of school,” and his father graduated from a musical academy in 

Vietnam, where he studied mandolin and guitar.  Vuong’s father also taught mandolin 

and guitar at the same academy.  Although his parents’ educational opportunities were 

limited by the circumstances of the Vietnam War, Vuong’s family subscribes to the 

Vietnamese belief that “to achieve high education is the way to achieve high status and to 
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be considered successful in the society” (Do 10).  Vuong willingly accepted this belief 

throughout his schooling in Vietnam and unquestioningly pursued a high level of 

education in order to show respect for his parents and to prove that he was indeed a 

scholar of the highest class.

Vuong’s Identity in America

While Vuong’s Vietnamese identity was quite strong in many ways, he struggles 

to find an identity that suits him in America.  He continues to seek intellectual stimulation 

through education, but he has found that such stimulation is isolating.  Upon arriving in 

the US in 2001, Vuong and his family settled in Saguaro City where Vuong attended US 

high schools for two years before graduating and enrolling in Saguaro University.  Of his 

first year of high school, Vuong recalls with a rare smile that he had one period of ESL 

and “it was easy!”  The next year, he transferred to a more prestigious school, a public 

college prep high school that admits students by application only.  Vuong told me, “I 

wanted it to be like high school in Vietnam; challenging.  It was.  But not in the ways I 

expected.  There was no ESL class” and he “had to try harder.”  When I asked him what 

was so different, he said that “most people know friends for four years; I didn’t know 

anything about them. I didn’t fit in, socially. I survived.  I felt like I was back to the old 

time.”  Vuong later explained that the “old time” referred to his school in Vietnam, which 

also had an entrance exam and in which he also had few friends, because “I don’t joke 

around like the others, doing silly things; I like to learn, to read, nobody else do that 

there.”  While Vuong wants to do well, he also realizes that he doesn’t really fit in—he 

didn’t have time to make friends in high school in the US, and his desire to push himself 
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is isolating as well, in  part because of his struggle to communicate effectively in English 

and in part because he is so reserved.  These are just some of the significant contributors 

to Vuong’s confusion about his academic identity, an identity that is in part influenced by 

his Vietnamese background and in part influenced by his experience as a US high school 

graduate.   

Vuong’s academic identity as a very intellectual person was shaken when he 

enrolled in the college prep high school.  He said his status as a fine writer vanished 

because the “expectation here for organization are much tighter.”  Vuong earned a C in 

his senior English class but said it was “not so good, not so bad, either.”  When I later 

asked him to expand on what he meant by that, Vuong responded, “I’d rather get a C in a 

hard course than an A in an easy one.”  Vuong seems to be a serious student who wants 

to do well but has yet to figure out how to accomplish his goals of succeeding.  He has 

constructed an academic identity in which he sees himself as a bright student who can 

achieve but has to work very hard in order to succeed in ways that are reflected in his 

grades.  Even though Vuong believes he is a good writer in Vietnamese and his 

confidence in his English writing is less strong, he would rather take difficult courses and 

get a C rather than take easy courses and get a better grade.  This speaks to Vuong’s 

academic identity, which is both steeped in his belief in himself as a good writer and his 

desire to push himself as much as possible when it comes to writing in English.  

However, unlike Nhat, who has come to peace with the fact that his writing will most 

likely “never be as good as Americans’,” Vuong places huge pressure on himself to excel 

in English writing right now, only three years after coming to the United States.    
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Mainstream Composition and Vuong’s Conflicted Academic Identity

Vuong portrays himself as someone who knows what he wants and is 

intellectually capable of achieving his goals.  When Vuong was admitted to Saguaro 

University, he was placed into a first-year writing class via a mathematical formula based 

on his high school record and his verbal SAT score.  Vuong’s placement was mainstream 

composition, English 101, just like Nhat’s, but he didn’t enroll in that class.  In fact, 

during the orientation session Vuong attended, which is a prerequisite for registering for 

classes, Vuong chose to attend an English advising session on English 100, not his given 

placement of English 101.  When I asked Vuong how this happened, he said he “want to 

learn more grammar and understand English better before taking 101.”  While this 

explanation did not really tell me how he happened to attend an English 100 session 

instead of the session on 101 he was supposed to attend, Vuong’s cut and dry response 

did tell me that he had taken charge of his academic future by deliberately choosing a 

lower section of composition in order to learn more about the English language.  

Unfortunately for Vuong, he had been misinformed or he had misperceptions about what 

English 100 was all about.  English 100 at Saguaro University does not necessarily 

include an integrated approach to teaching argument and essay forms as well as the ins 

and outs of English grammar, as Vuong assumed.  However, Vuong liked what the 

English advising session leader had to say and enrolled in a section of English 100 taught 

by the same person.   Although some students elect to take English 100 out of a desire to 

take what they perceive to be an easy class, Vuong wanted to take this class so he could 

learn English better; he wanted to push himself.  
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Vuong did not consider his work in that class to be successful.  Although I did not 

know Vuong until the semester after he took this class, he told me that he earned a C and 

was clearly disappointed in himself, primarily because he didn’t learn anything new 

about the English language in English 100: “It was all analysis and essays; [there was] no 

way to learn English better.”  When I approached Vuong’s instructor about participating 

in my research on Vuong, he declined, saying there were just too many issues with 

Vuong’s writing, and he didn’t want to revisit them all over again.  This was the only 

instructor who refused to participate in this study.  Clearly, this particular instructor had 

been frustrated by the experience and did not wish to examine the root of his 

frustrations.22  Vuong also wanted to move on; while he gave me his folder of writing 

from that class, he did not want to talk with me about it.  He simply wanted to clear his 

transcript of the C from this class by re-enrolling in an English 100 class.  Vuong’s 

notion of success does not include a grade of C in English, and he wanted to improve his 

academic record.  So even though Vuong told me that he’d rather earn a C in a hard class 

than an A in an easy one, it was clear that Vuong didn’t want any Cs on his record, either.  

Vuong believes that success is best demonstrated in taking difficult classes but also in 

earning good grades.  

As I’ve indicated in the introduction to this chapter, Vuong re-enrolled in English 

100 the next semester as a “Grade Replacement Option” that Saguaro offers.  Because his 

22 This instructor did not tell me if his frustrations were a result of something Vuong did or did not do in 
class, if they were a result of the instructor’s lack of training in teaching English language learners, or a 
combination thereof.  While this study would have been much richer with this instructor’s insights, I did 
not press the matter.  It is unfortunate that an instructor’s frustrations regarding a cross-over student’s 
writing have been left unexamined, as there are certainly more instructors like this one out there, just as 
frustrated, just as lost as to what to do and how to teach cross-over students such as Vuong, instructors who 
could have benefited from hearing this teacher’s story. 
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first instructor refused to offer any insights into Vuong’s work for English 100, my 

analysis of Vuong’s writing as it relates to his academic identity is focused on the second 

semester that Vuong took English 100.  That instructor, whom I call Catherine, has taught 

mainstream composition at Saguaro University for a number of years as a graduate 

student in the multidisciplinary English department.  After a two-year hiatus from 

teaching while working on her dissertation, Catherine taught this class for the first time as 

a recent English PhD.  The class met at eight o’clock in the morning on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays in a medium-sized room on Saguaro’s campus.  On the days that I visited the 

classroom to observe Vuong, many students wandered in late and there were never more 

than fifteen students present on any given day.  Catherine told me that there were 

officially nineteen students enrolled but that at least two had stopped coming altogether 

because they knew they were going to fail the class anyway.  Of the students who 

attended regularly, there were several Chicana/o students, a few Caucasian students, two 

young men from Iran, and a male from Lithuania, who spoke very little English and who 

was auditing the class. Vuong was typically a few minutes late to class, but he was

always prepared to participate, which was clearly not the case for several of his peers, 

who seemed to hide, sleep, or ignore Catherine when she asked students to form groups 

or complete particular writing exercises.

However, Vuong’s participation in class was not an indicator that he was willing 

to adapt his beliefs about what constitutes good writing to the beliefs of his classmates or 

Catherine’s instructions and expectations.  This conflict can be seen in two different types 

of writing Vuong completed in Catherine’s class.  The first is a textual analysis essay in 
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which cultural differences regarding documentation and citation arose.  The second is a 

reflective essay Vuong wrote as part of his final exam.  I describe the assignment and 

provide numerous examples from Vuong’s final exam because it demonstrates another 

cultural difference Vuong has to negotiate—the difference between reader and writer 

responsibility in texts.  Vuong’s experience with this assignment also illustrates Vuong’s 

strong belief in himself as an intellectual and a superior writer, despite the setbacks he 

has encountered in English 100 and in his other classes.  And it is his strong sense of 

what constitutes good writing that contributes to the problem he encountered in the 

examples I provide in this chapter. 

 But his problems with the class weren’t just his alone.  Catherine also struggled 

with Vuong’s writing and his decisions for revision.  During one of our conversations 

about the class, Catherine indicated that she puts a lot of responsibility on the student to 

figure out how to make a piece of writing work better.  She said: 

There’s a part of me that feels that it’s the students’ responsibility to look 
and see there’s a problem and work with me, come to office hours, figure
out how to deal with it; whether students get that . . . I thinks there’s also 
often a loss between them hearing me say there’s a problem and them 
saying, well, I need to figure out how to fix it.

This philosophy played itself out in surprising ways with Vuong, which I will 

demonstrate in more detail later in this chapter.  He acknowledged Catherine’s comments 

and wanted to revise his papers to be more successful and to receive a good grade, but 

there was often a disconnect between Catherine’s understanding of Vuong’s writing and 

her expectations for it, and Vuong’s decisions about revising to meet his perception of 

her expectations. In other words, both Vuong and Catherine believed they had 
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successfully communicated— Catherine thought her comments clearly showed Vuong 

how he needed to revise to be more successful, and Vuong thought his revisions took into 

consideration Catherine’s comments—but there was a disconnect between what they 

thought had occurred and what actually occurred. 

This disconnect can be linked directly to Vuong’s strong Vietnamese writer 

identity.  He believes that Vietnamese writing is much more beautiful than American 

writing, and he often refuses to adapt his writing to his current, American audience.  This 

refusal speaks in large part to his decision to separate and marginalize himself instead of 

integrating his two cultures in more positive and productive ways.  As I described in 

more detail in Chapter 2, some immigrants decide to preserve their associations with their 

home country’s culture and language rather than adopting or integrating into their lives 

the culture and language of their new country (Sam 7-8; see also Berry, Kim, Power, 

Young, and Bujaki; Berry and Sam).  Vuong fits into this category to some extent.  He 

holds onto the literary traditions of Vietnam in his writing at Saguaro University, despite 

the repeated attempts by his instructor, Catherine, as well as his peers and me to persuade 

him otherwise.  Unfortunately, Vuong’s refusal to adapt separates him and isolates him in 

his composition course, and his academic identity is shaken when he fails to succeed in 

his writing class.  He remains stuck in between.

The Vietnamese Way of Writing: No Documentation Required

  Vuong’s struggles in mainstream composition stem from his decision to cling to 

his Vietnamese writer identity instead of adapting his writing to the needs and 

expectations of his current, American audience.  His refusal to adapt can be seen in a 
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textual analysis essay he wrote early in the semester in response to reading an Amy Tan 

essay, “Two Kinds.”  Vuong clings to his notion of what constitutes good writing, a 

notion that he developed in Vietnam and was rewarded for at his high school there.  He 

says, “We write about our collective history, about what makes us strong people.  We use 

famous writings to explain what we mean, and when we know them word for word, 

others know our intelligence, know we are strong and will succeed in life.”  What Vuong 

means is that in Vietnam, he was highly praised for incorporating speeches and writing 

from national figures into his writing assignments.  What he didn’t say was that in 

Vietnam, using others’ words is a form of respect for those people and for the country; 

using others’ words without attribution is not only expected but revered.  When I asked 

Vuong if he had ever been taught differently in the US, he gave me a concerned look and 

pushed up his glasses.  Instead of answering my question directly, he said, “People in 

America don’t think for themselves. They have no connection to history . . . and no 

respect for great thinker[s]. You have to tell everything, there [is] no imagination to be 

left with. . . . It’s like people here are stupid and need instructions to understand it all.”  

After Vuong said this, I recognized that there were a host of cultural differences that had 

come to the surface based on one question about attribution.  

On the surface, it appears as if Vuong’s academic identity is strongly situated in 

his Vietnamese academic identity, one in which his sense of success comes from 

respecting the great minds of his country by using their words to express his own 

thoughts.  And for the most part, it is.  However, Vuong’s academic identity is much 

more complex than that.  On the one hand, Vuong clings to his notion that successful 
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writing incorporates the writing of others as a means to show respect for their abilities 

and status.  On the other hand, Vuong made an attempt to cite the main source of support 

in question in his textual analysis paper in order to mollify his instructor, Catherine, and 

his peer group members, all of whom indicated very loudly that he needed to cite his 

sources.  He made an attempt to modify his paper enough to satisfy his teacher and his 

peers.  However, Vuong did not cite exactly as Catherine believed she orally had 

instructed him to, and she was not satisfied that his attempt was a sincere effort at 

adapting his writing to the expectations of American academic discourse.  Thus, the 

problems Vuong encountered in this particular essay were a combined result of cultural 

differences in writing style and expectations as well as a breakdown in communication 

between Vuong and Catherine about how he needed to revise in order to succeed.  

This breakdown in communication can be seen most directly by looking at 

Vuong’s writing; it shows that instructors’ comments do not always explicitly tell 

students what is expected of them.  For cross-over students like Vuong, such explicit 

instruction might have convinced him that in order to be a successful writer in 

Catherine’s class (and I would argue, in any American university in general), citing 

sources is imperative.  Vuong’s citation problems begin on the first page of the essay, 

when he writes:

First published in the Fall 1990 issue of the Three penny Review, “Mother 
Tongue” was later on chosen for Best American Essays in 1991.  Tan 
writes the essay in a way that lets readers relate themselves no matter they 
speak a “perfect” English or a broken one.

In a conference with Vuong, Catherine discussed the need for him to cite information he 

had gleaned from outside sources, although nothing was noted on his first draft with 
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regard to any specific part of the essay that needed citations.  When Vuong turned in his 

final draft, Catherine wrote a comment in the margin next to this part of the essay.  Her 

comment does not explicitly address the need for a citation, however.  Instead, she 

approaches the problem another way:

This sentence did not prepare me well for the rest of the paragraph and I 
was confused about your point, at first, as a result.

While Catherine does address the need for citations explicitly later on,  her comment here 

does not give Vuong any indication that a citation is absolutely necessary.  Catherine 

wanted to give Vuong another chance to revise before she graded this essay, so Vuong 

revised and turned in another draft.  Vuong’s final, graded draft remains unchanged in 

this particular section.  Catherine commented about the need for a citation in this part of 

the essay on the draft she eventually graded.  Her comment is much more directive and 

clear and may have been what Vuong needed to see in order to revise appropriately in the 

first place.  She writes in the margin:

What is your source for this info? You must cite this type of detailed 
information even when it is not a direct quote. 

Vuong’s decision to leave the first instance alone could indeed be a result of Catherine’s 

indirect comment on the draft she declined to grade.  But because Catherine identifies 

more clearly this instance in the final, graded copy, it is clear that she is disappointed in 

Vuong’s revisions.  Had Vuong been able to work on this paper even more, he may have 

decided to utilize Catherine’s more directive feedback.  For Vuong and other cross-over 

students, such directive feedback may be necessary and, as Joy Reid argues, “many ESL 

writers are unable to identify the needs and expectations of US audiences.”  It is 
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important for a teacher to “share her cultural and rhetorical knowledge with her students,

to intervene in student writing in order to educate her students” (“ESL Expectations” 221; 

see also Casanave 170).  One way to strengthen communication between teachers and 

students is to be explicit when providing written and oral feedback.  For a cross-over 

student such as Vuong, feedback might be most useful if provided in a variety of 

contexts, oral and written, so that the cultural divide Vuong has to navigate and perhaps 

cross will become more clear.

The cultural divide that contributes to the communication problem between 

Vuong and Catherine continues later in the paper, when Vuong draws on a quote from 

Hemingway to illustrate what he is trying to say about Tan’s writing.  Vuong writes:

Hemingway, once replied to a criticism of the simplicity of his writing, 
stated: “Poor Faulkner. Does he really think big emotions come from big 
words? He thinks I don’t know the ten-dollar words. I know them all right.
But there are older and simpler and better words, and those are the ones I 
use.”

In her conference with Vuong, Catherine pointed to this section and told Vuong that he 

needed to cite the source for this quote.  Vuong wrote on the draft, “(Richards),” which is 

exactly the way he cited the quote in his revision of the paper.  Apparently, this was not 

what Catherine told Vuong to do, as her comments reveal on the final, graded version of 

the paper:

We discussed this in person. If your quote is quoted in a source write “qtd
 in” for quoted in.”  

When I discussed the matter of citations with Catherine later in the semester, she said that 

she was “disappointed that he made that decision. I wish he would have come clean and 

talked with me about it.”  Although Catherine was disappointed, she graded the paper 
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after Vuong turned in another revision and in her end comments about the citation issues, 

she wrote, “Most of my comments on the previous draft still stand. There are some 

continued quoting and referencing problems that I have indicated, plus you need to make 

sure that research is not a substitute for your own analysis.”  To Catherine, Vuong had 

simply disregarded her instructions to cite outside sources.  Vuong, on the other hand, 

thought he had taken care of all the citation problems that Catherine had pointed out to 

him.  Had Catherine provided very directive feedback earlier in the process, she and 

Vuong may have had an opportunity to discuss some of the deeper reasons for his citation 

hesitation.  If he didn’t revise exactly as she told him to, Catherine would have had the 

opportunity to question Vuong’s decision and a more meaningful conversation about 

cultural norms for citing sources could have taken place. 

Vuong straddles two identities: his Vietnamese writer identity, in which the reader 

is responsible for understanding the author’s intentions and in which attributions are 

unnecessary, and his identity as a cross-over student, in which his desire to succeed in the 

American educational arena can be seen in his attempt to cite the Hemingway quote in 

order to get the job done.  Vuong made a conscious decision that enabled him to 

complete the assignment without losing face and without spending an inordinate amount 

of time on the project.  As a computer science major, Vuong does not have much time to 

spend on classes outside his major, so he makes decisions that will get the job done in a 

satisfactory manner without losing time.  All of these decisions and factors are the 

undercurrent to Vuong’s academic identity.  While he values the Vietnamese way of 

writing as superior to what he calls “the American way,” he also knows that ultimately, 
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the instructor gives the grades and he does what he can, in all good conscience, to do 

what’s expected of him.  But Vuong remains conflicted and has not had the opportunity 

to work though these competing notions of success in his English classes, so he does the 

best he can and harbors resentment and confusion within himself when his writing is not 

determined to be as successful as he thinks it is.  

Cultural Identity in Question in a Final Exam Essay

While Vuong clings to his Vietnamese writer identity, his US academic identity 

also exhibits a fissure in this identity.  His confusion about who he is can be seen most 

directly in his final exam essay and through the discussions I had with Catherine and 

Vuong about this assignment.  Vuong’s final exam consisted of four parts; the one I will 

discuss here is the “writer essay,” in which students were to reflect on a time when 

writing was important to them.  Students drafted the essay a few weeks prior to the end of 

the semester and received feedback from their peer groups and from Catherine before 

they had to revise and turn in a copy during the final exam itself.23

The essay is about Vuong’s sense of himself as a writer, as shown through three 

separate but equally important events in his life.  The three experiences are separated 

only by a line of hyphens and extra white space on the page, to show gaps in time and 

place.  The first is about an experience Vuong had in Vietnam when he was selected to be 

on his high school’s writing team for a city-wide writing competition and his reflection 

about how that experience affected his sense of who he is and what writing means to him.  

23 Saguaro’s Writing Program was trying to move away from the traditional timed final essay exam; in 
English 100, the means to do this was to assign an essay to be written and worked on during the end of the 
semester AND during the final exam period, instead of just during the final exam period.  
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He then discusses a writing assignment in one of his English classes in the US, in which 

he was to write about his biggest fear.  The essay then concludes with some very 

philosophical writing about life and death and writing’s relationship to both.  While the 

writing is eloquent, the essay makes sense to me only because I had the opportunity to

ask Vuong for clarification about many portions of it.  In order to understand fully the 

extent to which Vuong and Catherine failed to connect as reader and writer, teacher and 

student, in a satisfactory manner, I have included large portions of this essay, as well as 

Catherine’s written comments and notes from my conversations with Vuong.  

The first part of the essay shows Vuong’s strong sense of voice and an underlying 

sense of superiority over his fellow Vietnamese peers.  Combined, these two elements 

show Vuong’s Vietnamese academic identity—his sense of himself as a strong and 

intellectual writer.  The essay begins:

Fifteen minutes from noon, the summer’s sultry heat spread to every 
corner, draining out the very last sweat of the body. There must be more 
than fifty students, crowded in this tiny school yard. Strangely, it was all 
quiet. Walking through the halls, I could hear myself stepped on the dried 
leaves and the chirping birds here and there.

Ten minutes from noon, four officials walked out the exam room and 
began to call out the candidates’ name.  There were some whispers here 
and there; some tried to look at their notes for one last time. . . totally 
useless…, some wished each other luck…such hypocrites…They all 
looked smart, though, this was the city’s final after all.

Five minutes from noon—five minutes until the officials handed out the 
exam. I sat at the corner of the room, took a deep breath in hope of 
calming down the beating heart and looked around…this was it; sleepless 
nights in the library, countless hours of writing and revising, a year long of 
preparation, it was all for this moment; The city’s writing competition for 
high school student had begun. Little did I knew my definition of writing 
was about to change.
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As the beginning of an essay about writing, Vuong paints a very clear picture of his 

anxiety and excitement about being selected to take the city exam.  He also indicates 

some contempt for his fellow examinees and indicates that he feels superior to them, 

particularly when he uses italics to comment on his peers’ last minute antics.  As a reader, 

I was immediately drawn in and I wanted to read on.  I got a clear sense that Vuong 

viewed himself as a highly intelligent student who was superior to and more mature than 

his Vietnamese peers.  The writing itself showed good attention to the senses and it drew 

me in.  Catherine’s initial comments echo my sentiments:  “I enjoy the way you use detail 

in this essay to create scenes for your experience writing [. . . ]. You appear to be a strong 

writer of personal narrative.”  She and I both agree that Vuong has shown a side of 

himself as a writer that is creative and intellectual, an aspect of Vuong’s academic 

identity that shines here.  

Vuong’s sense of himself as a writer and a scholar becomes clear when he 

backtracks, explaining what it was like for him to make the writing team.  He writes: 

I made it to the school’s writing team.  Being the only guy in an all female 
team made me feel quite. . . different. Literature had been long the girl’s 
dominance.  I never had a serious thought about competitive writing at 
first. Like most of male students, I was more into science subjects. “You 
are a good writer” My teacher said in our meeting.  A writer? I was 
thrilled by the thought.

Being in the team wasn’t a job trip to the park; all students must have 
extra hours after school.  For our writing team, it meant books, hours of 
writing and revising, mock exams. . . Those extra works didn’t bother me 
much... a writer. . . I’m a writer. . . As the city’s competition date came 
close, the preparation was harder than ever.

Clearly, Vuong is pleased and surprised by his discovery that a teacher considered him a 

good writer, and he began to identify himself as a writer after that.  Including this piece 
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of information in this particular essay helps readers understand how much Vuong 

respects writers and considers himself among that group.  He continues:

I did well on the essay; at least, that was what I thought. The topic was 
about discussing a classic poem and its social effects. It was a lesser 
known poem but luckily, one of my favorites.

Again, Vuong here distinguishes himself from the crowd.  Although the poem was not as 

well-known as others, it was well-known and well-liked by him.  His sense of superiority 

over his Vietnamese peers comes out in that statement.  

However, Vuong then writes about what happened at the competition and how 

that one event changed him and made him question his identity.  This part of Vuong’s 

essay is particularly telling for it illuminates a shift from his Vietnamese identity as a 

scholar and writer to a young man in limbo:

I waited and waited for the result, three weeks seems more than three 
months.  It came. [. . . ] Everyone was laughing, everyone was hugging 
and congratulating each other, everyone had an envelope, I didn’t.  

I was sitting in my teacher’s office.  It was a long silence; the same silence 
when I walked in the school yard before the exam; it was the same silence 
when the official handed out the exam; a silence of nervousness, a silence 
of waiting, a silence of eagerness. Finally he spoke hesitantly: “_____, this 
is hard for me to say but your essay was disqualified. . . The board read 
your essay carefully…they found some of the contents were rather 
controversial…” He stood up and reached the drawer “I have your essay 
back with the comments on it. To be frankly… I understand…” He talked 
and talked.  I was sure he tried to console and encourage me but I didn’t 
hear anything at all.  My head seemed to be exploding…I forced a smile 
and left his office, there was no point to look at the essay, there was not 
point to look at the comments.  I came back to class, tired and dispirited.  
[. . . ] Am I to be pity now… [. . . ] A year of preparation, a year of practice 
was all but vain…what? A writer?...what? controversy?...am I to say what 
I’m supposed to? There was a price being different.  I broke my pen and 
swore I never write again.  Boys don’t cry. I didn’t cry. I did not.
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In this section of Vuong’s essay, I got a clear sense that for the first time, Vuong was 

confronted by the fact that he was different from many of his peers in Vietnam.  He was 

in a sense, more aware of the social turmoil of his country and instead of writing what 

was expected of him, what was socially acceptable, he took a different angle.  

Unfortunately, his response was unacceptable to the judges.  The outcome was that 

Vuong felt betrayed and lost; there was, indeed, “a price [to] being different.”  Vuong 

didn’t fit in socially or academically.  

In this essay Vuong shifts between time and country several times, although these 

shifts are not explained at all in the essay itself and they contribute to much consternation 

on the part of Vuong’s instructor, Catherine.  More importantly, these shifts speak to 

Vuong’s conflicted academic identity—they illuminate Vuong’s strong sense of himself 

as a writer and, at the same time, his inner turmoil about who he is.   One of the bigger 

jumps occurs when Vuong shifts from his memory of the competition in Vietnam to a 

writing assignment in one of his high school English classes in the US, in which he wrote 

about his biggest fear.  Vuong never describes explicitly what his biggest fear is, but his 

thoughtful, philosophical nature is apparent when he writes about this moment.  He 

writes: 

Two years…so it’s been two years since the day I swore I’d never write 
again. I was still writing, literally.  Every paper I wrote since then was no 
more than mandatory homework. I did what I had to do; I wrote what they 
wanted me to write, nothing more. “____, the teacher is looking at you!” a 
friend whispered, bringing me back from the daydreaming.  As usual, my 
English class had another discussion; this time the topic was about what it 
means to be a writer. Boring and useless, kids were the same in the States 
and in Vietnam; they talked about what they even didn’t understand, 
receive a few compliments from others and thought they knew it all. I half 
wanted to laugh out loud but instead chose to sit back and yawn. The bell 



122

rang, there was no better time.

“We stop here for today. Remember your essay is due next week” my 
English teacher announced “The topic is write about your biggest fear.  
Goodbye class!” The essay was turned in a long time ago; still, I read and 
re-read, write and re-write.  Who am I? Who am I?  I’ve long been 
searching for an answer. Like a kid who can never make up his mind, I 
turn back whenever it comes close.  I write and write about my lack of 
courage, about a day the answer will find me. I write about a dreadful day 
when I realize my limits, a dreadful when I realize barriers I can never
pass, a dreadful day when I realize all my dreams are but dreams. 

In this section Vuong jumps from one topic to the next with no examples, no 

explanations.  This section was very difficult for me to understand, and yet I liked it for 

reasons that lay underneath the writing itself.  Without sitting down with Vuong to 

discuss what this really meant, I would have never had figured it out.  However, Vuong 

explained that he was alluding to the fact that his biggest fear is not knowing who he is.  

He is afraid that some day, he will recognize the limits placed on him because of his 

background and the barriers set by his parents and his culture.  He is afraid of the day 

when he will realize that his dreams will never come to pass.  Although Vuong didn’t 

give me any details about his dreams during that particular conversation, he later told me 

that he once dreamed of being a writer in Vietnam. While none of these specifics come 

out in Vuong’s final exam essay, the scattered nature of the essay itself speaks to a 

fractured identity, an identity in crisis.  

Vuong’s final exam essay ends with a third experience that provides further hints 

about his identity crisis.  He writes:

Time continued to flow, bringing so many unexpected turns. I learnt that 
writing is a way to preserve one’s feelings. His name is Joe, Joe who lived 
in room 280 next to mine, Joe who liked to hum while taking a shower, 
Joe who laughed and jumped like a maniac when I showed him how to 
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pirate a Windows, Joe who was always confident and strong, Joe who 
smiled and waved me goodbye before heading out in that fateful night.  In 
this quiet space, I write again, a letter to a friend who never comes back, a 
letter will never be sent.  Walking down the hall, I can still feel his 
presence; I can still hear his steps, his laughs.  He’d never come 
back but these echoes, these feelings would stay forever in this letter. I 
wrote to preserve those precious memories, to weave by picking up those 
pieces that remain. I wrote and realized for the first time in my life, 
writing is invaluable.

Life is full of surprising twists, one essay made me never want to write 
again but there is one essay that brought back all the joy and passion, and 
a letter that showed me that there is much more about writing. In the end, 
we are all dead since we were born. Humans don’t exist until proving they 
have a life worth living. Who am I? What is my role? It might take 
months, maybe years to find the answer but for all I know, I’ll keep 
writing. Time passes by; friends come and go; things happen just as 
suddenly as they disappear.  Life is but a series of short dreams which are 
chained together by precious memories. I’ll keep writing to ensure those 
priceless moments will never fade.

In this last section of Vuong’s final exam essay, he recounts memories of a hallmate who 

was killed in a motorcycle accident just a few days before Vuong had to write this essay.  

Although those details are missing from the essay itself, Vuong’s poetic voice shows us a 

young man in pain.  In my field notes from a discussion about this portion of the essay, I 

wrote: 

He [Vuong] was obviously moved, hurt, his pen twiddling in and out of 
his fingers nervously, no eye contact.  He and some friends went to the 
funeral last weekend. I wonder how much this death has affected his 
classwork? Catherine mentioned that he’s been late more and more often 
lately, and she had high hopes for him in the beginning but he’s 
deteriorated lately. Vuong is a deep, thoughtful person. He cares deeply 
for his friends and his pain showed about his friend’s death.  

As Vuong and I talked, he told me that the very last paragraph troubled him.  He was 

“wrapping up the essay, like a conclusion, but it feels like a beginning.”  I asked him 

what he meant, and he said, “Well, it’s like death changes things. I don’t know who I am 



124

or what I’m supposed to do. What my role is . . . Writing is a way for me to find myself, 

but then I disappear again when I have to get my work done. It’s confusing, you know?”  

I think I said something inane like, “Yeah, it is confusing.”  At that point, I really didn’t 

know what to say.  I couldn’t figure out if Vuong wanted to talk about his writing in the 

essay, about revising, or about his life.  He didn’t offer anything else then, as he had 

another class to get to, but it was clear to me that Vuong was troubled.  The writing, 

scattered as it was, demonstrated that he was questioning who he was and where he fit in 

the world. 

Catherine tried to help Vuong narrow the topic for his final exam so the essay 

would make more sense, but her comments did not convince Vuong that the fractured 

nature of the essay was confusing.  Instead, he chose to cling to his own perceptions of 

what makes for good writing.  For instance, Catherine’s comments show her concern for 

the style of writing Vuong has adopted and she points out problems that she encountered 

as a reader, indicating that Vuong should revise to help his reader/s better understand his 

point.  In type-written comments about his draft, Catherine writes:

As a reader, it is difficult for me to follow some of the transitions between 
multiple sections of the essay. [. . . ] Your first section prepares me to 
focus on the city’s writing competition.  As a result, your next five 
sections (ending with “I didn’t cry. I did not.”) are easy for me to read—
they fit the expectations your opening gave me.  Your next section is more 
difficult for me to connect to the rest of the essay.  For example, I can 
guess that “your most fear” (fix the grammar on this) might be related to 
the city’s writing competition, but I’m not sure.  Whether or not there is a 
connection between your fear and the competition, you need to find some 
way for your readers to understand why the competition and the 
English classroom experience belong in the same essay.  My concern with 
your lack of coherence-building transitions becomes even more 
pronounced in the final section. “Tonight, in this quiet space” is the only 
transition you have [. . . ].  Again, why does this belong in an essay that is 



125

mostly about the city’s competition? 

Clearly, Catherine wanted Vuong to lead readers more explicitly through the three 

important segments of the essay.  Her comments were thorough and had the potential to 

be helpful; however, Vuong did not agree with her assessment and refused to see his draft 

from the viewpoint of an American reader.  

In fact, Catherine’s comments frustrated Vuong, who showed them to me soon 

after receiving them.  Only after talking with him at great length was Vuong able to help 

me see the point he was trying to make, a point that he actually makes at the end of the 

second segment of the essay itself but which does not play a prominent role in the essay 

itself: “Writing is a journey to discover one’s self. I write not to be recognized by others, 

I write to see how I’ve changed. And at the end of the day, if writing makes me feel I am 

of today is better than I am of yesterday, that’s enough.”  Vuong explained to me further: 

“All the things I put here in this essay, they all part of who I am, my biggest fear is not 

knowing who I am, of being lost.  All these things make me, today.”  While I was then 

able to understand Vuong’s reasons for including such disparate events in his essay, I 

was, like Catherine, unable to convince him that he needed to help readers see the 

connection more clearly.  After my discussion with Vuong about what I’d want him to do 

to revise if he were my student, I wrote these field notes:

The experience he’s writing about seems to be a writing contest he 
participated in during high school in Vietnam, although the essay contains 
a lot more than that.  It becomes very philosophical at times, very 
sophisticated, very dense, and extremely vague.  [. . . ] There is real 
potential for this essay—it seems to be an essay about life, about what 
writing means to Vuong in terms other than school.  It almost gets at the 
value of writing for Vuong, but it remains so vague in many places that it 
doesn’t do it yet. As a reader, I was often confused about what Vuong was 
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trying to say, what was just under the surface.  We talked about how he 
needs to bring to the surface what he really means, that he can’t just leave 
it up to the reader to figure out.  Vuong replied that it seems so obvious; 
American readers need to have everything spelled out for them, while he 
likes to be a little less obtruse, a little less “elementary.”  

Vuong’s insistence that each piece of the essay made sense, as they were, spoke to his 

pride as a good writer and his reluctance to have to adapt his style to the needs of a 

“stupid” American audience who needed things to be “all spelled out like children.”  For 

Vuong, protecting his sense of what constituted good writing was of the utmost 

importance.  

In contrast to everything else that had been turned upside down in his life, his 

academic identity rested on his perception of himself as an intellectual writer, and he 

clung to that identity as a way to know who he was.  Starting over, or substantially 

revising his style of writing for this particular essay would have been completely 

humiliating to Vuong—it would send him the message that he was not, in fact, a strong 

writer, a writer at all, and Vuong needed to cling to the idea that his views on writing 

were better, more sophisticated than those he was hearing from his instructor, classmates, 

and me.  His fragile academic identity depended on his belief that his writing was strong.  

Without that, he would be completely at a loss for who he was.

Ironically, Vuong wrote that essay to express his need to write to know himself, 

while the essay itself caused him to question who he was, again.  Vuong’s need to hold 

onto his philosophical style of writing cost him a better grade in Catherine’s class—he 

got a B on the final and a B in the class—and the experience left him shaken.  Not only 

had he been humiliated by a grade of C the first time he took the class; the second time 
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around, ostensibly when he knew all the requirements and expectations before beginning 

the semester, he was not able to raise his grade to an A, the only visible sign of success 

he could share with his family.   Not only did his grade disappoint him, but Vuong was 

also shaken by the fact that his sense of what it means to be a good writer does not work 

in the American educational system, a system in which he wants to succeed but has yet to 

master.  Ultimately, Vuong’s academic identity has been thrown into turmoil by the very 

educational system in which he must now perform and in which he wants to perform 

well.  

Identity Breakdown

The confusion and resentment Vuong experienced during his second attempt to 

successfully complete English 100 came to a physical point of crisis during the following 

semester, when Vuong was enrolled in my English 101 class.  While his breakdown and 

eventual hospitalization for suicidal thoughts did not occur as the result of anything in my 

class, his association with me, through this research project, gave him the opportunity to 

discuss the frustrations and confusion he had been experiencing for some time.  However, 

it was only after he returned from a trip to Seattle and after he was released from the 

hospital that our conversations turned to his utter confusion about who he is and what he 

should do with his life, so I’ll begin by explaining what Vuong told me about his trip to 

Seattle, as that trip contributed to his utter confusion and despair.

During the Labor Day holiday of 2004, Vuong flew to Seattle to visit a dear friend 

from Vietnam whom he had not seen since he left the country in 2001.  Although Vuong 

didn’t reveal the nature of the trip until after he had returned and after he had spent a 
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week in the hospital under suicide watch, later he told me that the trip left him completely 

broken and afraid.  The friend he visited was a woman who had been his good, female 

friend at home in Vietnam.  While he anticipated a happy reunion in which the two could 

reminisce and interact like they used to, Vuong found his friend to be greatly changed.  

“She had,” Vuong said, “become American, completely gave up her ties to Vietnam. She 

seemed like American girl, ready to take on world, pursue whatever dream she had at 

moment.”  While Vuong said this to me with contempt, he also seemed jealous of her 

new identity.  I asked him about this and he replied, haltingly, 

I don’t know who I am anymore. I know I a good writer in Vietnam; I 
could be a writer there. Or I could go into military; generals are in my 
family, and I know that life. But here, I don’t know anything. I do 
computer science because my family know I good at math . . . it make a 
lot of money.  But I hate . . . it take me hours to do just ten problems. . . . 
that’s why I can’t spend time on other classes, classes I like, like English.  
I am pulled like rubber band, but last week, the band broken.

While Vuong was saddened by his friend’s abandonment of her Vietnamese identity, he 

was also quite interested in the possibilities such a change could bring.  It was this 

encounter that, while setting his sense of identity into a tailspin, enabled Vuong to start 

thinking more consciously of his place in America.  

Unfortunately, Vuong didn’t think he had anyone to talk to about his desire to 

explore other options for his life.  His isolation became more pronounced as he stopped 

attending classes when he returned from Seattle.  During this time, Vuong missed two 

classes and a conference with me.  I  attempted to contact Vuong several times without 

success.  The next time I heard from him, it was in the form of a suicidal email.  Vuong 

wrote:
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Gwen...what should I do now, what can I do now...my foolish pride keeps 
me from crying out for help for years but...this time...I'm already at my 
limit...

I've looked myself up in my room for days looking at the strange ceiling. 
This is my room, my world...but now, my last shell even rejects me. I lay 
on the bed, hoping someone comes and takes me far away. I don't care 
whether it's an angel or a devil...I'm just too tired of fighting month after 
month, year after year. I'm too tired of acting strong, acting tough to cover 
up a weak, wretched half of me poising break at anytime...tired..enough...

I don't care if I look like a coward, I don't care if I commit the most sinful
and shameful act...I want to stop, I want to rest...

12pm...a new day begins...new?...what am I looking forward to when the 
cycle is there to repeat itself again just like it did hundreds of time
before...Gwen,what should I do, what should I do...lost ...I lost it all...

I responded right away, telling Vuong I wanted to help in any way I could.  I didn’t hear 

back from him.  With the assistance of my teaching advisor and Saguaro’s counseling 

center, I was directed to contact the Dean of Student’s office, who requested to see the 

email and, upon receipt, immediately notified Campus Police, who went to Vuong’s 

home and found him indeed, in bed, staring at the ceiling.  He was admitted to Saguaro’s 

University Hospital and stayed under suicide watch for one week.  

Upon his release Vuong contacted me and asked to meet for coffee to talk.  I 

readily agreed although I was nervous about the meeting.  Vuong appeared at the coffee 

shop, thinner and pale, and a bit groggy looking.  He greeted me with a sarcastic 

comment about doctors: as far as careers go, he told me, he’d choose to go into 

psychiatry if he wanted to be a doctor, because all they are is well-paid babysitters.  I 

asked him if he was able to talk through any of his problems and he said that it was 

impossible for him.  He had never had an occasion to question his life before, let alone 
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talk about what his life meant.  In addition, he said that when the doctor asked him what 

made him happy, he just laughed.  He told me that in his culture, people didn’t talk about 

individual happiness, so the question was ridiculous.  The hospital stay, he said, did 

nothing for him other than give him some much needed rest.  

Then Vuong began to ask all sorts of questions about how people decide what to 

do with their lives in America.  He wanted to know how I decided to become an English 

teacher.  I described briefly my journey, but I kept it short because I wanted Vuong to 

have a chance to talk, if he so chose.  He did, in halting starts and stops.  He told me that 

he dreamed of being a writer, or a painter. That computer science did nothing for him. 

That he had no hope of pursuing his dreams because of his family’s expectations for him.  

And eventually, he said that he just really didn’t know what to do next.  He was looking 

for direction, and he wanted me to tell him what to do.  At that point, I asked him if the 

doctors had suggested a career counselor, or counseling in general.  Vuong had an 

appointment for the following week at Saguaro’s counseling center, so I felt hopeful that 

a professional would be able to talk with him and steer him to some resources that might 

be useful.  At that point, I felt completely overwhelmed.  Here was a young man who 

seemed to me to still be on the brink of suicide, and he wanted me to advise him.  I did 

the best I could before he had to go, but I left feeling very defeated and helpless.

Vuong never contacted me again, although I e-mailed him several times in the 

following weeks to see how he was doing.  I followed up with the Dean of Students’ 

office and was informed that he had taken a medical leave of absence for the rest of the 

semester.  I never heard from Vuong again, and he has not re-enrolled in Saguaro 
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University.  Vuong’s breakdown, hospital stay, cry for help, and in fact, his writing, all 

suggest that he was struggling to figure out who he was as a Vietnamese immigrant in the 

United States, a cross-over student in an American university, a young man who held 

onto a Vietnamese writer identity while beginning to be exposed to American culture and 

options, options which intrigued him and yet were not available to him in many respects.  

For Vuong, success meant abiding by his parents’ wishes and doing well in computer 

science.  But it also meant struggling to accept that notion of success when, all around 

him, his peers were experimenting with career options and finding more individualistic 

paths to success.  It meant that Vuong was caught in between two worlds—the one he 

came from just a few years ago, and the one in which he was now seemingly immersed.   

On the surface Vuong appears to be a success—he graduated from a very good 

college prep school and was admitted to a large research university.  He was placed into 

mainstream composition and finished his introductory class with a B.  Like many of his 

American peers, he struggled to understand assignments and revise according to his 

instructor’s wishes.  But unlike his American peers, Vuong’s academic identity is mired 

in two cultures that at times are at complete odds with each other.  And he has been 

placed into a system where he must find a way to balance the two.  Unfortunately, Vuong 

did not find a way to do so while he was at Saguaro University, and although his second 

writing teacher, Catherine, truly wanted to help Vuong learn how to succeed in American 

academic discourse, she was unable to.  And Vuong, for his part, was unable to articulate 

to her his reasons for writing what he did and how he did.  As a cross-over student, he 

was “left to sink or swim” because he did not have a built-in support network for his 
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continuing cultural and linguistic needs (Silva, “On the Ethical Treatment” 39).  

Unfortunately, Vuong sank.  

Learning from Vuong

In order for Vuong’s story to be more than that, just a sad story of one more 

student whose needs were not met at the university level, composition instructors need to 

understand that there are many Vuongs out there, cross-over students who are stuck in 

between.  And because first-year composition is a place where identity issues often 

surface, instructors can utilize that teaching space to help students negotiate their 

identities.  For cross-over students, identity confusion such as Vuong exhibited can be 

mitigated when instructors provide plenty of examples of writing that utilizes the 

methods expected in American academic discourse.  Such examples may include 

readings where documentation styles are highlighted in terms of their importance to a 

text’s reliability, and readings that showcase the kind of point-driven, spelled-out writing 

that is often expected of students but not often seen or highlighted in first-year 

composition readers.  In addition, instructors can learn from Vuong that there is often a 

disconnect between the feedback that is provided and the way that feedback is interpreted 

in terms of how to revise a draft.  As such, instructors can craft more explicit forms of 

feedback—being more directive instead of facilitative, perhaps, or providing examples of 

feedback that are likely to occur and what the desired result is, before students are given 

written feedback about their own writing.  Likewise, cross-over students like Vuong may 

benefit from a combination of oral and written feedback, with explicit written instruction 
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in how to cite properly and how to direct readers through a complicated piece via topic 

sentences and transitions.  

While cross-over students like Vuong have been placed in mainstream classes 

because of their status as American high school graduates, these students have not always 

had very much time to learn how to acclimate and adjust to the American educational 

system and its expectations, particularly as they pertain to academic writing in English.  

Cultural differences likely will tug at a cross-over student as he or she tries to decide how 

to write and what to write and, as seen with Vuong, even when a cross-over student 

attempts to negotiate an academic identity that is wrapped around two cultures and two 

languages, oftentimes such students struggle to find a cultural home base from which to 

exist, to write.  They feel like they are “SIB,” (Stuck In Between).  Composition 

instructors can help such students by making their classrooms a place for critical inquiry 

into the nature of language, argumentation, reflection.  And instructors can better meet 

the needs of all the students in their classes by inviting whole class and one-on-one 

discussion about rationales for differing writing styles and techniques.  Had Catherine 

known earlier in the semester that Vuong was struggling to reconcile two cultures’ 

competing writing norms, she might have been better able to help Vuong continue to see 

himself as an accomplished writer in both Vietnamese terms and American academic 

discourse.  There are complex cultural and linguistic issues at hand that affect what and 

how and why cross-over students write, and stories like Vuong’s shed light on some of 

the issues in which mainstream instructors increasingly need to be aware. 
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CHAPTER 5: ANH: FINDING HER VOICE

Identity is what one must find in this country. 
(Anh, in her final essay in first-year composition)

The third student in this study, Anh, provides another example of a Vietnamese 

Generation 1.5 student in Mainstream composition.  Anh’s experiences resonate with 

Vuong’s and Nhat’s to a certain extent.  She has uncritically accepted her parents’ career 

choice for her for a long time and, at the same time, she recognizes that she is a lifelong 

learner of English, which she believes may hinder her success in the scientific field of 

medicine.  However, she has recently begun to shape her career path into a choice more 

of her own making, which challenges her parents’ notions of success.  Although she 

respects her parents and wants to please them, she is the product of ten years of American 

education and American cultural influences, which have influenced her more 

considerably than Vuong and Nhat, who have been in the US for shorter periods of time.  

In addition, Anh’s academic identity is punctuated by the fact that she is a young woman 

straddling two cultures.  

Although Anh’s academic identity was shaped initially by her early years in 

Vietnam, particularly through her parents’ expectations to be a well-educated and 

obedient daughter, Anh’s life in the United States has influenced her academic identity 

considerably.  Anh has an even more complicated academic identity than her male 

counterparts because she is a woman.  She has been influenced by her female American 

peers and yet, at the same time, wants to please her parents and be a dutiful daughter.  

Fortunately for Anh, her family supports many of her decisions and works with her to 
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find acceptable paths to success.  Anh has just begun to articulate an academic identity 

that welcomes aspects of American individualism, but she has yet to come to terms with 

how far she wants to break from her parents’ expectations for her.  She is not in the state 

of crisis that Vuong was, and she’s not as comfortable with her existence as is Nhat.  She 

exists somewhere in between.  Anh’s experiences are important to understand because 

they speak to issues that are often below the surface—both in conversations and in her 

writing.  She appears to be a very Americanized student but under the surface, there are 

cultural issues that influence her decisions about writing and about how she approaches 

life.      

I met Anh in August 2004 on her third day of classes as an eighteen-year-old first-

year student at Saguaro University.  As with my recruitment of the other student 

participants, I did not actively recruit Anh for this study; she simply happened to be in a 

composition class taught by a woman I teach with in the writing program at Saguaro and 

who knew I was looking for participants.  This instructor talked with Anh about my 

project and Anh agreed to meet me.  I met Anh after class during the first week of the fall 

semester and she seemed very willing to participate.  We met two days later at my office 

for the first interview.  Anh is about 5’2” with long, black hair that she often allows to 

partially shade her eyes.  While Anh first struck me as a shy young woman because she 

hid behind her hair, she quickly changed my mind.  Anh was enthusiastic about 

participating in my project and spoke freely during that first interview.  In fact, Anh put 

me at ease and the interview turned into more of a conversation, complete with sentences 
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half completed and left in favor of more interesting topics.  At the end of the allotted 

time, Anh commented that she had rarely talked in high school but “this made up for it!” 

Indeed, Anh had thoroughly engaged in all of my questions and our time was over 

before either of us knew it.  As she left my office, I felt energized by Anh’s excitement.  I 

had just met a happy and outgoing young woman who had already enriched my project 

immensely with her experiences.  I was also energized because I had finally found a 

female participant for my project.24  I knew that a woman’s experiences likely would 

differ in significant ways from a man’s and this became even more clear to me after 

talking with Anh.  Toward the end of our first session together, Anh asked if she would 

ever meet the other participants.  I told her that at some point I wanted to arrange a focus 

group in which they would all get together and talk about their experiences with writing,

with a Vietnamese adult as the interviewer so they could talk in Vietnamese for a change.   

While Anh didn’t tell me this was a bad idea, she indicated that such an arrangement 

would be uncomfortable for her.  She dipped her head and her voice got soft, her long 

hair protecting her.  I asked her if it was a gender thing, and she said, “Yeah, there are 

very different rules in Vietnam about women and men.”  And with that, a new phase of 

this project began.  Until that point, I had not had any female input nor had I had any way 

24 Over the course of this study, both in its informal phase (projects for graduate classes) and in its current, 
more formal phase (dissertation project), I hadn’t been able to recruit female participants.  Although I 
actively recruited during the fall semester of 2004 (through fliers, e-mails to the Vietnamese Student 
Association, and by word of mouth through my other two participants), it was young men who I found, not 
young women.  I attribute this in large part to the fact that my male participants were students of people 
whom I knew and interacted with frequently, just as Anh was a student in a colleague’s class.  If I 
continued this project and recruited more actively, I imagine I would be able to find more female 
participants.  However, in my limited experience, I have found that it is the personal connection to a teacher 
that seems to be my magic ticket for enrolling participants, and I attribute that to the Vietnamese cultural 
values placed on both education and respect given to teachers.   There is a duty or obligation to do what the 
teacher asks, including meeting other teachers who want to engage in research projects about Vietnamese 
students.
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of interpreting the genderedness of the information I gathered from the two male 

participants, particularly in their subtle actions and body language.  Anh’s participation in 

this project enabled me to gain a broader sense of what “success” means to Vietnamese 

Generation 1.5 students in mainstream composition.  

Anh’s Vietnamese Identity

Anh’s academic identity revolves around her close relationship with her parents 

and their underlying connection to their Vietnamese past.  Anh does what’s expected, 

which is to do her best to be the best.  Anh has been striving to do her best from the 

moment she entered school.  She was born in Saigon25 on January 11, 1986.  Her family 

consists of her mother, father, and a sister who is four years older than Anh.  Anh lived in 

Vietnam until she was eight years old.  During her first eight years, her family lived in 

Saigon with her family, her grandmother and two of her aunts.  Anh’s mother came from 

a large family; she had to help out with the younger children as she attended high school 

and when she graduated, she had to go straight to work.  Anh’s mother worked as a 

secretary of sorts for an airline company, doing computer work.  Although Anh’s mother 

had to forgo further education in order to help her family financially, Anh indicated that 

her mother is an intelligent woman with high ideals, a trait Anh has inherited.  At one 

point Anh told me that her mother is not a traditional Vietnamese woman because she is 

the dominant person in the family.  Anh indicated that she liked having a mother who 

made the rules and a father who followed them because it allowed her and her sister to 

25 All three participants used the old city name, “Saigon” as opposed to the communist name, “Ho Chi 
Minh City,” as their way of distancing themselves from the communist regime.
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experience America in different ways than many of their Vietnamese friends.  Anh said, 

“It’s like she wears the pants; I go to her for the hard decisions I’m making, not my dad. 

He just goes along with it.”  Anh respects her parents and their connection to Vietnamese 

culture, but she recognizes that her family is not a traditional Vietnamese family, and 

Anh says she is sometimes more free to experiment with her life because of that.  

Anh also shows great respect for her father, who was a private English tutor who 

did not make as much money as her mother in Vietnam.  Anh’s father had finished high 

school, and he was fortunate enough to complete some college as well.  In addition, Anh 

told me that at some point, her father had studied abroad, in Texas.  During our first 

conversation, Anh thought that her father had attended a university in the States, but after 

asking her father about it, she reported back to me that he had attended military training 

schools here: six months at the Defense Language School in Texas, and six months at 

Fort Pennington Officer Candidate School in Georgia.  When Anh’s father returned to 

Vietnam, he was promoted to second lieutenant in the Vietnamese Army and served his 

country throughout the war.  When the communists took over the country, he was held in 

what Anh described as an “internment camp” for four and one-half years.26  Anh’s 

mother waited for him and when he was released, they started a family.  Because he was 

not allowed by the government to hold what Anh called a “professional position” (one 

26 Many soldiers and officers from the Vietnamese Army were told to report to the new government offices 
to “become acquainted with the new administration and the regulations” and that they’d be “sent for re-
education for a length of time that varied according to their rank” (Hitchcox 47).  There was no definitive 
length of retention and many former military personnel were held in these “re-education camps” for years, 
with very little food and limited to no access to their families.  While the goal of the communist 
government was to sway the loyalty of these military personnel, they did little more than detain these 
people as if they were common criminals.  The detention often worked against the communists’ purposes 
(47-48).  
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with connections to the government), he was limited in his employment options.  

Although Anh’s father was not permitted to hold a “professional position” after the war, 

Anh’s descriptions of her father indicate that he is an intelligent man27 who instilled in 

his daughters the cultural values of dignity and respect.     

Anh’s respect for her parents came through in everything she told me, and her 

notion of success is wrapped around bringing respect to her parents.  For instance, Anh 

told me the story of how she learned her first words in English as a way to pay respect to 

her father.  She said that when the family left Vietnam, she knew very little English, “just 

like the simple word, like ‘the apple is red’ or ‘hello’ but very limited English.”  When I 

asked her how she learned even that, she told me that her father taught her.  She said, 

“My dad, like he would teach us like, the sentence and stuff, and like ‘pig,’ ‘snake.’  I 

remember learning that.  And then he would get frustrated because our pronunciation was 

wrong.”  Ironically, Anh said that her father’s English speaking skills are not that good, 

although she attributed it to his accent, not just his pronunciation.  However, Anh said 

that her father’s grammar is “pretty good.”  Even though Anh joked about her father’s 

English abilities, she made sure to praise him at the same time.  

Like many Vietnamese parents who immigrate with their children to the United 

States, Anh’s parents instilled in her the value of a good education, and so her idea of 

success is bound in attaining high grades.  Anh attended school in Vietnam through the 

second grade.  Anh remembers being bad at math which prompted her parents to enlist 

her second grade teacher as her after-school tutor.  While in school in Vietnam, Anh was 

27 The Vietnamese Army only sent their best to the United States for officer training.  Anh’s father’s 
position in the Army indicates that he held a position of authority and respect.  
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taught in Vietnamese.  In addition to math, she recalls being taught the history of 

Vietnam, literature, and the Vietnamese language.  She said students were also required 

to memorize famous phrases and sayings in Vietnamese.  In fact, Anh recalls that 

students were punished for not memorizing the required phrases, and that school in 

general was much more structured in Vietnam.  Anh elaborated: “you listen to the 

teacher, she teaches you.  You’re not able to be creative, like in America, kids can be 

outspoken, creative, looser, liberated.”  In Vietnam, Anh told me, students wear 

uniforms, listen to the teacher and do what is asked.  Because Anh was only in second 

grade when her family came to the United States, she had not fully developed her 

Vietnamese vocabulary nor had she learned how to write in Vietnamese.  Further, she had 

no formal English education in Vietnam.  According to Anh, Vietnamese schools do not 

introduce English as a school subject until sixth grade.  This information has been 

corroborated by the other two participants in this study as well as by former students of 

mine in California.  

Anh’s education extended beyond academic subjects, which has contributed to 

her thirst for knowledge in general.  Even though Anh never reached a point where she 

received formal English instruction in Vietnam, she told me that her parents encouraged 

her and her sister to learn some English and to expand their knowledge in areas not 

covered in school in Vietnam.  Anh’s parents enrolled the girls in art classes and an after-

school program.  They also bought the girls children’s magazines, and Anh recalls buying 

books at bookstores.  She told me that the family had “money, and more education” than 

some Vietnamese families, which helped her and her sister learn a lot.  From Anh’s 
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descriptions of her life in Vietnam, it is clear that Anh’s parents instilled in her the value 

of education and an expectation for learning and succeeding.    

Anh’s American Academic Identity

The value placed on education and the expectation for success carried over to 

Anh’s schooling in the United States.  The family left Saigon for the US in September 

1994 and landed in Texas, where Anh enrolled in third grade.  Initially, the family 

thought she would go to a school where there was a Vietnamese teacher, but that was not 

possible.  Ironically, Anh said she couldn’t get into that school because her English 

wasn’t good enough.  At the school she did enroll in, however, there were two 

Vietnamese boys that Anh thought could be her friends, but she said “that didn’t work 

out.”  Anh speculated that a friendship with them had been impossible perhaps because

they had been in the US for a long time and she hardly spoke any English.  Anh doesn’t 

remember much about her time in Texas other than her P.E. class, where she couldn’t 

understand anything.  In fact, Anh said there were “a couple years in the US I don’t

remember that well because I couldn’t understand; just like a picture in my mind, no 

words and stuff.”  As an eight year old with very little English abilities in a new country, 

it’s no wonder that Anh doesn’t remember much.  However, even though she didn’t 

understand much, Anh never painted a picture of herself as a girl to pity; she told me of a 

girl who wanted to learn and,  when she failed in some way, she just kept on trying until 

she could claim success for herself.     

Anh has constructed an academic identity in which she finds a way to claim 

success for herself, which brings respect to her parents, in almost everything she does.  
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When I asked her about the ESL classes she took, she started by relaying a negative 

experience, but by the time she stopped talking, she had turned the story into something 

positive.  Anh also shed some light on her attitude towards education and being 

successful.  The following excerpt from my initial interview with Anh shows this 

transformation:

G: In elementary school, were you in ESL classes?

A: In 3rd grade I was in ESL.  Just one year.  Yeah, it was scary. Because at 
the end of third grade I got out, but then later they say I have to take a test 
or something, but I never did, so and like, the reading material was like 
tough, because you have to read like a book, so that was kind of different, 
and I don’t know English that well, so I read it and it got me frustrated and 
like one time, I was doing homework, and I got to the English homework 
and I got so frustrated I asked my mom but then she didn’t know either, so 
I like got mad.  I crumpled the paper, and I guess, yelled.  

G: Did you give up?

A: Then I did, but then I got back and do it . . . And I think that’s when I 
realized I have to help myself.  Cause I didn’t do it again.  I get frustrated, 
but I don’t blame it on my mom or anything.

G: So how did you help yourself?

A: Either I just do it or um, I would go for help and stuff.  Like in 4th grade, I 
asked my teacher to help me with social studies, and she helped me, but 
still I wasn’t that sure, like I still couldn’t understand it that well, you 
know?

G: But you got by?

A: Yeah.  Oh yeah, and I got honors list and principal list and stuff, which is 
pretty good . . . It’s proving to my parents that I’m doing good, so it’s 
good for them to get that.

G: Is it good for you, too?

A: It wasn’t that great.  It was OK.  It was expected
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G: from your parents?

A: so it wasn’t 
really . . . I felt great cause it was something for them to be proud of, but it 
wasn’t really great because I did it.

Even though Anh begins this section by saying how frustrated she was about her English, 

she makes a point to tell me that she made the honor roll and principal’s list, as if she 

wanted me to know that she did more than just getting by.  However, Anh doesn’t take 

full credit for her successes.  She backtracks and says that her excellent performance in 

elementary school was expected by her parents and she was just doing as they expected.  

In fact, by telling me that those honors didn’t really make her feel proud of herself, she 

was in essence telling me that she adheres to her parents’ expectations and she does what 

she’s been told to do.  While Anh said she is proud of those accomplishments, her pride 

comes from pleasing her parents.  At that point in time, success for Anh was meeting her 

parents’ expectations.  

Anh continued to be a dutiful daughter through the rest of elementary school and 

throughout middle school as well.  Anh succeeded in school even though she told me that 

her English was “still kind of shaky.”  Instead of seeking help from her teachers, 

however, Anh found a way to complete her work on her own.  She said that she was 

“kind of intimidated . . . cause like, I’m not that strong, but then not a lot of people know 

that . . . I don’t want people to know . . . because they have the image of, like, you don’t 

know that they’re not from here.”  In a round-about manner, Anh articulated that she was 

silent in school, doing the required work without calling attention to herself.  Fearful that 

people would equate her limited English with a limited capacity to succeed, Anh did what 
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she could to make it on her own.  And in fact, she did quite well, despite her limited 

number of years speaking English and her limited vocabulary in Vietnamese.  

Anh’s academic identity, which is embedded in her Vietnamese cultural identity 

of a young woman who respects her parents and wants to balance her parents’ plans for 

her with her own budding ambitions, also carried over to her high school years, even 

when she struggled with grades.  For instance, in high school, Anh was placed into a 

math class that she felt unprepared for.  When she approached the teacher and asked to 

drop the class, Anh remembers him telling her that “as long as you have a C then it’s OK, 

you can always do it.”  It was obvious that Anh wasn’t satisfied with the teacher’s 

explanation or her grade.  She told me: “I always have a C in that class.  It’s like my 

expectations were for an A, a B at the lowest.”  She said, “Sometimes, I got a B, like on 

quizzes and stuff, but then on a test, it goes back down to a C.  And then the report card 

comes out and it’s a C.  High C, but still.”  Then she said, “I’m kind of depressed because 

of the grade thing.”  Even though she struggled through Algebra II Honors, Anh’s 

experience in that class didn’t change her desire to meet her parent’s expectations, which 

included numerous years of math in preparation for medical school.   

Anh did not take the easy path through high school, a fact that demonstrates her 

desire to meet her parents’ expectations.  The following conversation illustrates the 

complexity of Anh’s desire to do what’s expected.  The conversation started when Anh 

tried to explain why she had taken all honors classes in high school: 

A: Well, I have to, I don’t know.  I guess there’s a goal, that I can’t get lower 
than… like, I have to be up top, you know? 

G: Why?
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A: Because that’s why I’m here for, I guess, for an education, because I have 
to be the best.

I wasn’t sure what Anh meant, so we talked some more about this subject.  She said, “if 

I’m not the best, I have to do my best to be close.  It’s expected.  By my parents, and 

myself.”   Anh’s desire to be the best stems from her duty to her parents and a deep-felt 

sense of  gratitude/ obligation for their decision to bring the family to the US. By this 

point, it was clear to me that Anh’s sense of obligation to her parents was deeply 

embedded in her sense of who she is, and she seemed to feel no sense of resentment 

about her position:  

G: Do you feel that “being the best” is a pressure on you from your parents 
that you don’t really want?

A: Well, they don’t really always drill us with that, but in my mind, that’s 
why I kind of push myself to that, because I guess I’m expected to do that, 
although they don’t push us that hard.  Like, we don’t get punished for 
getting bad grades and stuff. . . . so I push myself.

Anh seemed perfectly comfortable with the pressure she lives with.  She indicated that 

it’s always there, but that her parents don’t really “drill” it into Anh and her sister, so she 

pushes herself.  Anh has accepted the traditional educational values of Vietnamese 

culture even though she has lived in the United States since 1994.  Even though she has 

been exposed to the American cultural norm of individualism, this young Vietnamese 

woman chooses to push herself so she can please her parents.   

And push herself is what she did.  Anh earned a B in English 1 honors, an A in 

English 2 honors, an A in English 3 honors, and an A in AP English her senior year of 

high school.  Even though Anh told me she pushes herself, she didn’t often directly 

attribute her good grades to her worth ethic.  Instead, she told me that she “got an A 
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because the teacher was easy, fun, creative and stuff” or “it’s weird cause if like I get 

lower than an A on a project, it’s hard, but I got an A so it’s easy.” At first, I thought Anh 

was just being modest, but then I asked her more about the grades she got:

G: When you get an A in a class, do you typically have to work really hard to 
get it?

A: No, typically I don’t.  But then, I feel like if get lower than an A then I feel 
like I worked so hard but I couldn’t get an A.

In high school, Anh didn’t have to work too hard to get As but when she got an 

occasional B, she felt as if she had worked really hard and missed the A mark.  Anh’s 

academic identity in high school was that of someone who wanted to do what was 

expected, to please her parents, which meant doing very well.  Anh succeeded 

marvelously in high school and at times, she showed me that she was proud of her 

accomplishments, even if she didn’t take full credit for the work that she completed in 

order to do so well.

Anh is a young woman who finds opportunities to succeed and she is not daunted 

when she fails.  She learned of a summer residential Upward Bound program in 

California that focused on math and science. After her sophomore year of high school, 

she applied but was turned down.  Again after her junior year, Anh applied again and was 

admitted.  She spent six weeks on a college campus just outside of Los Angeles, taking 

classes and learning about university life with about fifty other students.  Anh also 

participated in the program after her senior year of high school and had an equally good 

experience.    Not only does Anh do what’s expected of her, she finds ways to help 

herself succeed.
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Just before her first semester at Saguaro University, Anh enrolled in a two-week 

college preparation program for first-generation and low-income students at Saguaro U.  

According to the program description, Segways, as I’ll call it, is an experimental program 

at Saguaro U that is designed to help students gain a sense of ownership at the university, 

learn how to organize time and gain study skills which, in turn, should help increase the 

university’s retention rates.  Anh told me that it was nice to participate in this program 

because it made her a little less scared about the university.  She also wondered out loud 

what it must be like to start classes without having a two-week orientation on campus.  

Participation in Segways continues throughout the first year.  Participants take classes 

together—there were seven Segways students in Anh’s English 101 class and four in her 

English 102 class—and all fifteen participants take a three-unit class that Anh refers to as 

her “cushion class,” in which study skills, time management and tutoring are provided.  

As an experimental program, Segways is not widely publicized.  Anh is a go-getter who 

strives to take advantage of any opportunity to succeed.

A College Academic Identity 

Anh has constructed an academic identity that blends American individualism 

with hints of her Vietnamese cultural identity.  For instance, Anh chose to attend Saguaro 

University instead of the university in her hometown, which is two hours away from 

Saguaro.  She chose to attend a pre-semester orientation program that would help her 

learn how to be independent and self sufficient.  At the same time, she keeps her thoughts 

to herself in class while, at the same time, she strives to complete her assignments as her 

professors expect.  In many ways, Anh appears to be quite Americanized.  She moved 
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away from home to attend college, she has struggled with her science classes in her first 

semester and has shifted her career goals from pursuing medical school to pharmacy and 

then to architecture, although she admitted to me that secretly, she wants to open a 

restaurant and be a businesswoman but she won’t ever pursue that path because it would 

shame her parents, who gave so much for her to receive an education in the United States.  

Like many first-year students, Anh is trying out many different options for her future.  

However, she differs from her American peers because in addition to the typical 

American first-year college student identity struggles, Anh continues to grapple with her 

Vietnamese identity and her status as an English language learner.  

Anh had high expectations for herself in high school, and those expectations are 

carrying over to college as well, but her expectations are now more individualized than 

they are a product of her parents’ wishes.  Anh’s outstanding high school record is what 

enabled her to enroll in mainstream composition her first semester.  According to 

Saguaro University’s Writing Program’s records, Anh’s high school record, combined 

with her SAT verbal score, earned her a place in English 101.  Although Anh’s placement 

procedure and placement were the same as Vuong’s, these two students differ 

significantly in what they did with that placement.  While Vuong chose to enroll in 

English 100 because he wanted more work on his grammar, Anh accepted her English 

101 placement but would have preferred an English 103 Honors placement.  Also, unlike 

Vuong, who attended the English advising session during his orientation, Anh could not 

remember attending such a session.  Had Anh attended such a session, she would have 

learned that she could appeal her placement by submitting a writing portfolio to the 
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Writing Program.  She also would have learned that over fifty percent of students who 

submitted appeals were granted the classes they wanted (2004 Statistics from Saguaro’s 

Writing Program Placement Procedures).  Even if Anh had heard about the appeal 

process, she may not have chosen to appeal her placement.  During our conversation, 

Anh mentioned that she was surprised by her placement at Saguaro, especially since she 

received a lower placement (English 100) at another university in the state.  So, even 

though Anh wanted to take honors English, English 101 at Saguaro was certainly a better 

placement than the English 100 she got at the other university.  

Although Anh has high expectations for herself, she realizes that they do not 

always match her abilities and she adjusts accordingly and without too much 

consternation.  For instance, Anh applied to the Honors College at Saguaro University 

but was turned down.  She told me that it was because of her low SAT scores.  Even 

though Anh has an excellent high school record, her standardized tests scores are quite 

low.  She attributes the low scores to her limited vocabulary in English.  Anh recognizes 

that she has limitations but she doesn’t let her weaknesses limit what she hopes to attain.  

Anh is a young woman determined to respect her parents and when her expectations do 

not match her abilities, she re-evaluates what it means to be successful.  Although Anh 

was not admitted to the Honors College at Saguaro U, she wants to bring respect and 

honor to her parents by finding other ways of attaining success in school.  One way Anh 

has accomplished this is to find alternate career paths that will be meaningful to her and, 

at the same time, bring respect to her parents.  Her most recent decision revolves around 

her poor performance in her first-year science classes.  Instead of forcing herself to re-
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take those classes and find a way to do well in them, Anh talked with her parents about 

some other career options, namely architecture, which they consider a respectable career 

without all the hard science requirements of medicine.  Anh loves to draw and has 

discovered a very practical way to include art in her life while still bringing respect to her 

family.  As a result of this latest career decision, Anh will transfer to the university closer 

to her family’s home because it has a good architecture program and she says that “living 

at home will help me stay on track better.”  Clearly, Anh finds ways to be successful and 

happy, even when she has to shift her expectations for herself and her career path, or 

perhaps more importantly, because she has felt free to do so.  

Identity Issues Just under the Surface 

Anh’s academic identity has been influenced by American culture, but it is also 

deeply embedded in her Vietnamese cultural identity.  This dualism comes to the surface 

at times in her writing in first-year composition classes but, at other times, it lies just 

below the surface of her writing.  In this section I analyze some of the writing Anh 

produced in her first-year composition classes as a way to show how cross-over students’ 

struggles are not always those that their instructors assume.  For Anh two big issues that 

came to the surface only after talking with her about her writing were her reluctance to 

“say too much” about any given topic and her confusion and fascination about an 

assignment that asked her to write about a time when she was able to “use her [sic] 

voice.”  I highlight these two issues as they are important and sometimes quite different 

issues that cross-over students may encounter in mainstream composition classes.
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In her first semester of mainstream composition, when Anh had to write a textual 

analysis of a poem, she struggled to understand what her instructor and her classmates 

meant when they told her to focus on one point.  While American students also 

sometimes struggle to focus and develop their arguments, Anh’s problems arose because 

she didn’t think others really cared about the details of her thoughts on one topic and 

there were too many ideas to connect: “I have so many ideas and they’re all related, but I 

guess I don’t know how to connect them better, get more specific.”  Although Anh told 

me that she struggled to “get more specific” when revising her first essay in English 101, 

she did a remarkable job of transforming a rough draft with many tangential topics into a 

coherent essay demonstrating a remarkable facility with the expectations for US 

academic discourse.  Many essays written by ESL students undergo only minor revisions 

which are mostly at the editing level; however, Anh’s essay underwent a major 

transformation from a three-page rough draft with no cohesive devices to a four and a 

half page essay that analyzes Ben Johnson’s poem, “Though I Am Young and Cannot 

Tell” quite well. 

For Anh success means shaping her initial ideas to fit the expectations of her 

peers and teacher, which requires a good deal of work.  Anh wrote a rough draft that was 

workshopped by her peers in class; a second draft that received additional, limited 

feedback in class from her peers; a third draft that could have been turned in for a grade 

(Anh’s instructor gave students an optional extra weekend); and one more revision that 

resulted from a consultation with a free writing tutor at a special program through 

Saguaro for minorities and low-income students. It is instructive to show the process of 
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the transformation because it demonstrates Anh’s willingness and ability to consider 

others’ feedback as a constructive means to revise.  I argue that this transformation was 

made possible because Anh fully understands how important it is in American education 

to utilize the comments of peer readers and one’s teacher when revising.  Anh’s academic 

identity is that of a young woman who has learned that to succeed in school, she needs to 

take the advice of those around her and work hard to conform to the expectations of US 

academic discourse

On initial examination, Anh’s writing is scattered and seemingly without purpose.  

Like many of her American peers, Anh admits to just writing up a rough draft at the last 

minute.  During a whole-class workshop early on in Anh’s first semester at Saguaro 

University, her peers identified three sentences as possible thesis statements in her first 

draft; and Suzie, her instructor, added a fourth.  Anh’s essay discusses the power of love, 

even in the face of death.  She ends her first draft’s opening paragraph by saying, 

“Therefore, Love is the savior to the human’s soul.  With it, one can live, despite  

knowing the lingering of Death tailgating right behind.”  Anh’s instructor, Suzie, set the 

class up so that throughout the semester, each student will receive feedback via class 

workshop on one rough draft.  Suzie, a second-year instructor just two years out of 

college herself, designed the workshop experience to allow students to provide 

constructive feedback for their peers.  She did not set a rigid agenda for these workshops, 

but she did facilitate them in order to move student responders towards the most useful 

feedback possible.  One of the potentially more frustrating moments occurred when Suzie 
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asked the class to list all the points Anh made in her paper.  Anh’s peers identified at least 

ten points:

1. Similarity between love/death; both powerful and both hurt
2. Humans need love
3. We’re victims to love and death
4. Love is universal
5. Death is cold and lonely
6. Love is more bearable than death
7. Love is the “victor”
8. Young people are more innocent/ humane and open to love
9. There are different types of love: heterosexual versus parental/child
10. We don’t feel fulfilled without love.

After listing these ten points on the board, Suzie stopped the class and said, “They’re all 

over the place; she’s got like twenty points in this paper.  This will be helpful for all of 

you. So you write a whole bunch of stuff about your poem and then you have to glomp it 

all together to make an essay.  What do you do?” A student in the class replied, “You 

pick out things that are similar and group them,” to which Suzie replied, “OK, so then 

you have to make them relate to one another.  And that’s what helps you create a thesis.”  

The class workshop ended there, without any specific advice as to how Anh could group 

her ideas or points together into a thesis.  

Anh considered the comments she heard during the class workshop of her essay 

as well as the feedback Suzie provided on her first draft.  Suzie wrote that “you have 

many points but many of them seem to be unrelated to your main topic.”  Instead of 

feeling overwhelmed, as I had thought could be the result of the workshop, Anh realized 

that the feedback she received helped her realize that she needed to focus the essay on 

one topic instead of trying to expand her main idea into multiple points throughout the 

paper.  When Anh and I talked about her revision strategy, she told me that she “worked 
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on PIE [point, illustration, explanation], added more quotes, and took out stuff that’s off-

topic.”  Anh’s decision to “take out stuff that’s off-topic” enabled her to delete many of 

the points her peers had identified in her paper.  Anh was not daunted by the task ahead 

of her, as I thought she might be.  Anh seemed to understand what her classmates meant 

and she took their feedback seriously.  In fact, in a conversation with Anh about the

workshop experience, she told me that that “it was easy to take the suggestions and revise 

because I already knew what I wanted to say, it just hadn’t come out right yet.”  Anh’s 

academic identity as a young woman who wants to shape her writing to fit the

expectations of her instructor came out strong as she discussed her revision plan with me.  

It was clear that Anh wanted to do well on this essay and she was willing and able to 

transform her draft into a more cohesive essay on just one topic.

Just before the final draft was due, Anh met with Suzie during office hours to 

discuss how to revise the essay even more, at which point Suzie suggested that Anh 

enroll in the tutorial program for minority students as a way to get reliable and regular 

help with her writing.  Suzie indicated that Anh could get some more specific help with 

language issues and organizational problems Anh was still having.  After Anh left Suzie’s 

office, Suzie and I talked informally about Anh’s writing.  Suzie and I, along with at least

six other graduate students, share the same office, which is one small part of a very large 

space divided into cubicles for graduate students who teach in the writing program at 

Saguaro University.  Much of my interaction with Suzie came informally, during regular 

office hours when neither of us had students to attend to.  At one point, Suzie confessed 

that she didn’t really know what to do with Anh’s writing.  While she didn’t come out 
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and say “I don’t know how to help her improve her English grammar,” that’s essentially 

what Suzie meant.  Like so many Mainstream instructors, Suzie has no formal 

background in English grammar and has no training to help her work with students whose 

first language is not English.  And, like many other Mainstream instructors, the only 

solution Suzie could offer to Anh was to enroll in the tutorial program, where they could 

help her.

Anh’s determination to succeed becomes apparent in the thesis statement of her 

final draft, which succinctly states exactly what she’ll analyze in the essay: “According to 

the author, Love, regardless of its fatality, is more bearable than Death.  In this poem, 

Johnson is able to depict this concept by displaying it through point of view, diction, 

images of touch, and tone.”   Anh was able to write such a thesis after meeting with her 

tutor, who showed her how to list the topics she would discuss in her paper.  

Unfortunately, Anh said that the tutor did not help her understand how to do this herself, 

“he just fixed it for me.”  Likewise, the “help” she got at the tutorial program was not 

self-help but correction.  

In addition, Suzie’s comments on Anh’s graded product reflect a lingering 

problem that Anh could not rectify.  Suzie states: “The time you took to revise your work 

carefully really shows [. . .] The best part of this paper, I think, is the thesis. [. . . ] What’s 

holding this paper back, however, is organization and paragraph development.  

Remember that each par. Should only make one point—and that point should remain the 

same throughout the paragraph.”  Anh revised this paper one more time and received the 

following comments: 
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What an improvement! ☺ Still a few (small) areas to tweak—try these in 
Essay 3 (and 2)!
1. Less abstract language
2. mechanical/grammatical errors. 
Keep up the hard work! 

Anh clearly took Suzie’s comments seriously and, with her tutor, revised her paper to be 

more organized and focused, even though she had very little direct instruction in how to 

accomplish such a revision.  Anh said of the process: 

I need someone else to look at it and tell me how it’s relating or not 
relating to my thesis. I can’t see it.  I listen to my peers out of politeness, 
but they’re not Suzie.  Suzie’s the one grading my paper.  They point out 
what’s wrong, but not how to make it better.  I don’t know how to fix it.  

Even though Anh struggles to understand what to do with her peers’ feedback and, to 

some extent, with Suzie’s feedback, she nonetheless finds ways to succeed.  She enrolled 

in the tutorial program and even though she doesn’t like how they just fix her papers for 

her, she continues to go because her papers are getting better grades.  And she talks with 

Suzie about her work so she can better understand what’s expected of her.  Anh’s 

academic identity reveals her to be a hard worker who is concerned with good grades, 

which she says are the “face” she can show her parents and others.  But she’s also a 

young woman who has begun to think of a future of her own design.  In other words, Anh 

follows the path her parents have set for her, but she feels most successful when that path 

is also one she wants to traverse for her own satisfaction.

Coming to “Voice,” Coming to Self

Anh’s academic identity shows her to be a young woman who wants to please her 

parents, but it also shows her to be a young woman whose academic experiences have 
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complicated her ideas for her future, her self.  These complications came to the surface 

during an assignment in Anh’s second semester of first-year composition at Saguaro U.  

Suzie, who was Anh’s instructor for both semesters, asked the class to write an essay 

about a time when “voice” was important.  The assignment sheet read:

In short, I want you to give an account of a time when you used your own 
voice to express or assert yourself, and then relate that experience to a 
larger issue.  Can you remember one moment in your life when you “came 
to voice,” when you realized your voice had a say in the way the world 
works? 

Anh told me early in the assignment process that she didn’t even know what Suzie was 

talking about when she talked about “voice.”  As Anh and I talked, she told me that she 

had never been asked to focus on herself like that before, and it made her uncomfortable.  

We talked at length about differences between American education and Vietnamese 

education, American culture and Vietnamese culture.  Anh said that until recently, she 

had never thought much about her path in life: 

I guess I never stop to think about it; it’s just what I did. I go to school 
and try to do really well, for my parents. They brought us here so we could 
have a better life, so I want to have a better life, for me and for them.  But 
now, I’m seeing how American students experiment with careers, with 
their plans, and I want to, too, in a way. It’s like I have two lives, and I’m 
having trouble connecting them. I want to please my parents, and show 
respect, but I also want my own life. The two aren’t always the same. 

By the end of our conversation, Anh had an idea for her essay.  She wanted to write about 

how her voice came out so easily when she was talking with me about her writing.  She 

told me that she had never had the opportunity to talk about her feelings before, and once 

she started talking, all sorts of things came to the surface.  I was excited by the prospect.  

Anh would be able to make our conversations useful for her, too.  
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Anh’s essay is her attempt to come to terms with the fact that she feels voiceless.  

Because the assignment was so foreign to her, the essay itself was difficult to produce 

and it wasn’t her best writing.  However, Anh’s ideas are poignant.  She began with a 

commentary about the notion of “voice”:  “I find that coming to America, I have no 

voice.  I am like many Vietnamese students who came here without an identity, and do 

not know the meaning of self.” Anh expanded a bit on this idea by writing about not 

being understood:

Sometimes I feel that I can’t get my point across to people. It’s like I say 
one thing and they interpret it into something else. It is frustrating not 
being understood. I feel like a mute person in a way. I want to speak but 
nothing will come out, or if it does then it will be misunderstood once 
again.  It is getting tiring almost, up to the point that I do not see the need 
for me to speak up anymore. It happens everywhere. At home, there is a 
language barrier, if one word is misused, then I am too disrespectful.  In 
class, a profound idea will be confusing to the majority of the people in 
class, because I do not express it in a way they are used to 
understand[ing].  

Anh struggled to articulate her feelings, but it is this uncomfortable space that is 

important.  If Anh couldn’t express her feelings of being muted in an essay addressed 

specifically to her instructor, then I could only imagine how uncomfortable she must have 

been in class, where she felt like she couldn’t talk to anyone because they wouldn’t 

understand her.  

Anh is frustrated that others don’t understand her ideas, and although she hasn’t 

yet discovered a way to be better understood, her academic identity is that of a young 

woman who knows she is in the process of learning how to communicate effectively in 

English.  Although she becomes frustrated, she does not give up; rather, she seeks 

alternative means to succeed.  In class, her frustration manifests itself in silence.  Anh 
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does not contribute to class discussions or whole class workshops unless called on by 

Suzie.  One day when I was observing, Suzie asked if anyone had a good idea for their 

paper on voice.  When only one person ventured an idea, Suzie called on Anh, whom she 

knew had an interesting idea.  Anh’s response was self-effacing and short.  She said, 

“Well, I don’t really know what voice is, so I’m going to write about that.”  After class,

when Suzie and I talked, she told me that Anh had a much more compelling description 

but she didn’t offer it in class, which disappointed Suzie.  Although Suzie had been able 

to hear about Anh’s idea, the class didn’t benefit from it because Anh had already 

decided that they would not understand her and she told me she didn’t want to feel stupid.  

In a later conversation with Anh, she said, “Well, I guess I just close myself off –I don’t 

want to have to explain in another way, because I don’t know how to, so I just don’t say 

much.”  Anh has experienced communication problems with her classmates and she 

recognizes that they are largely due to cultural differences in speaking and receiving 

information.  Instead of putting the onus for understanding on her classmates, however, 

as Vuong did, Anh blames herself for not being clear and for not knowing how to 

describe things to her classmates so they’ll understand.  She blames herself for a faulty 

vocabulary and a limited understanding of how to make her peers understand what she’s 

talking about.  But Anh does not portray herself as someone who can’t figure it out; 

instead, she says she is just learning, and she reaches out for help as she feels 

comfortable, such as talking with Suzie about her ideas instead of talking in front of the 

whole class.  
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Anh’s decision to write about her lack of voice led her to discuss many other 

topics in her essay, a decision which made her final product fragmented and 

underdeveloped.  Her struggle to develop any one point comes out when Anh writes 

about who she is:

For many years I have gotten the impression that classmates question my
submissive actions and how I just focus on school.  I, myself, did not 
understand what was wrong with that.  Now, I’m gradually searching for 
who I really am, but I find it hard to break out from behind that wall that I 
was building and cemented myself into.  Everyone has a voice that they 
can identify as their individualism.  As for me, indeed, I am an individual, 
but as for something as abstract as individuality, I find that it is something 
I must keep searching for.   

Here Anh attempts to talk about the fact that she’s different from many of her American 

peers, and that everyone has a voice, but she digresses into a meditation on individuality, 

something she doesn’t clearly define.  

Later in her essay, however, Anh recognizes that she is at the beginning 

stages of a long journey into voice and self, which contribute to her academic identity.  

She writes: 

I have not clearly identified myself yet. Am I the person that wants a 
family, or am I just expected to have one?  Is my future only based on my 
academic success? I want a career in the arts but I have been told that you 
need exceptional skills to earn a decent salary.  At times I want to break 
free from this small space and search for my dreams, whatever they are.  I 
have not got a specific idea yet.

Anh recognizes that she is at the beginning of a journey into figuring out who she is.  She 

realizes that she is a young woman of Vietnam and of America, and that she has to define 

for herself what that means in her life.  She has to reconcile the two forces that tug and 
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pull on her, those from her Vietnamese culture and past, and those from her American 

culture and future.  

Although Anh was disappointed with her final grade of B- for the essay on voice, 

she understands that her writing is not as cohesive and developed as it could be.  She and 

I talked about Suzie’s comments, which read:

I really admire that you’ve taken on such a huge project—I think it’s 
difficult enough to reflect on a personal experience, let alone family, 
culture, and moving to a new country. Nice work trying to blend all of 
these factors into one essay!  What this essay needs most, I think, is more 
focus. While you do a really nice job of giving us a lot of information, 
you’ll want to be as pointed throughout the essay as you are in the 1st few 
sentences.  How could your story impact others’ understanding of you as a 
Vietnamese-American? A writer? A daughter? Be on the lookout for those 
mechanical errors—I’ve marked a few, and we can go over them together 
if you want.  

Suzie’s comments are thorough and supportive of Anh, who struggled with focus 

throughout her two semesters of first-year composition.  Anh’s reaction was that Suzie 

was always so nice in her feedback, even when she felt like Suzie was telling her that the 

essay was “bad.”  To Anh, anything less than an A is “bad” writing, and she strives to 

earn the A.  When she doesn’t earn an A, she takes the instructor’s comments to heart and 

works to do better the next time.  Again, Anh realizes that she is at the beginning of a 

long educational journey, one in which time and practice will help her succeed.

Because Anh had to write an essay on voice, she was given the opportunity to 

reflect on how little a voice she’s had in her life, an experience that enabled her to think 

about her future in a different light.  Anh’s beginning to question the path her parents

have set for her.  For Anh, though, success isn’t a complete refusal to follow her parents’ 

predetermined path.  Instead, Anh blends her desire to please her parents with her 
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budding interest in following her own dreams by negotiating with her parents what is and 

isn’t acceptable for her life.  Although her essay is not very well-developed or clear, the 

act of writing has given Anh the opportunity to think about her life and her goals, and for 

Anh, that experience has been valuable.  While she was dissatisfied with her grade, she 

was able to reconcile it with the knowledge that she had truly learned something about 

herself.   Although Anh still views success as earning top grades, she has begun to 

understand the value of a real liberal education, one in which she learns more about 

herself as she learns about the world around her.  

One of Anh’s bigger struggles in her composition classes was also her biggest 

success.  She was not accustomed to bringing so much attention to herself, by developing 

and maintaining a single point in an essay, and by talking about herself in essays.  

However, through the process of bringing such attention to herself, Anh was able to 

examine more critically her identity and her place in the world.  In several reading 

responses Anh wrote in Suzie’s classes, Anh reflected on her status as a cross-over 

student:

I had adapted to the American way of living, eating the American food 
and speaking the American tongue, though a slight accent are still 
detectable.  Suddenly, I realized that I am forgetting my own language. 
My mother often corrected me because of the way I talk in mix English 
and Vietnamese.  At times, it is difficult to express myself in complete 
Vietnamese because I do not know enough, and I often feel sad… I just 
want to live in a country where I can speak my own language with out a 
single struggle in my speech, but I realize how much my parents had given 
up for an opportunity like this one for us and I am thankful for that 
chance…My voice is slowly blossomed and I will find myself someday, 
and soon enough I would have a voice like anyone else.   
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Although Anh acknowledges a sadness in losing part of her language, she also believes 

that she is slowly finding out who she is.  She is finding her voice in America, finding her 

identity.  She is a young woman who is working hard to understand the Vietnamese 

influences in her life and, at the same time, not be completely constrained by them.  

Anh’s academic identity is that of a young woman who wants to respect her parents and 

also have a say in how she lives her life.  For Anh, success is finding a way to live with 

the old while exploring the possibilities that life in America presents.   
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CHAPTER 6: PLACEMENT ISSUES AND PEDAGOGICAL CONCERNS

As Lester Faigley and James Berlin have suggested, education is
ultimately and always about identity formation, and this is no less true for 
writing assessment than for any other discipline.  What we are about, in a 
phrase, is formation of the self: and writing assessment, because it wields 
so much power, plays a crucial role in what self, or selves, will be 
permitted.  (Kathleen Blake Yancey, “Looking Back as We Look 
Forward: Historicizing Writing Assessment,” 499)

“Formation of the self,” or identity formation, as Yancey argues, is indeed at the 

heart of American higher education.  In this study I have theorized the term “academic 

identity” to analyze how three cross-over students navigate the expectations of 

mainstream composition at Saguaro University.  These students present varied academic 

identities, as seen in their notions of “success” and in how they work with, through, and 

against the writing requirements in their classes.  Two factors that contribute or detract 

from a student’s notion of success are the classes these students are placed into and the 

activities that occur in class.  In this closing chapter, I analyze placement issues for cross-

over students, and I argue that mainstream composition was the best placement option for

the cross-over students I studied, but such a placement was not ideal. Likewise, 

placement into mainstream composition may not be the best option for all cross-over 

students.  Instead of assuming that a single, perfect placement exists for an entire cohort 

of students, writing programs would do justice to students by granting some agency in the

placement process to better ensure enrollment in classes that are the best suited to 

students’ needs, abilities, and identities.  

In addition to my analysis of placement issues, I also argue that because the cross-

over student population is growing substantially across the country, mainstream 
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instructors need to learn more about these students to better prepare for their presence in 

class.  I offer several pedagogical considerations that the students in this study 

highlighted for me, and I add to their suggestions findings from others who have 

conducted similar research.  Specifically, I argue that while cross-over students may 

behave in similar ways to their American peers during the writing and revising process, 

and at times during in-class activities, the reasons for their behavior are steeped in their 

status as cross-over students.  In other words, mainstream instructors would be better able 

to serve cross-over students if they were to understand the complex cultural and linguistic 

balancing act cross-over students must do in order to succeed in American higher 

education.  Once instructors seek to learn more about cross-over students’ identities, 

needs, and abilities, they can reconsider the pedagogies they bring to the classroom so 

that cross-over students can be more successful there.  

First-Year Composition Placement 

Throughout this study, several people have asked me, “Why weren’t these 

students in ESL Comp?”  For cross-over students at Saguaro U, the answer appears to be 

quite simple: placement mechanisms do not take into consideration students’ identities, 

their linguistic backgrounds and oral fluency in English, nor do they give students much, 

if any, agency in the placement process.  In fact, at Saguaro University, placement for 

cross-over students is the same as placement for American students, who can place into 

basic writing, traditional first-year composition, or honors composition.  In contrast, 

international students can place into all of the “American” placement-level courses in 

addition to ESL basic writing and ESL first-year composition.  The actual placement 
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mechanism at Saguaro determines what placements are even possible, to some extent.  

For instance, Nhat’s placement was based solely on a timed essay, and he was the only 

student whose placement mechanism made the option of an ESL placement even 

possible.  Once essay readers identified a student as a possible nonnative English speaker, 

they made an attempt to discuss placement options with the student when returning the 

results of the exam, which were done in person.  Nhat does not remember anything about 

the moment when he received his essay results other than being in a state of disbelief, 

joy, and fear about mainstream composition.  While many scholars have argued against 

the timed essay exam as a placement procedure, it does allow several readers to see actual 

writing by every student.  In the case of cross-over students, these readers, if well-trained, 

can pick up on potential problems with writing in a mainstream class and talk with the 

students about other options, if the institution offers alternative placements or special 

programs for English language learners.   

In contrast to the timed-essay exam, the other placement method in place at 

Saguaro U during this study did not even allow for the option of an ESL placement for 

cross-over students. Shortly after Nhat enrolled at Saguaro U, the writing program 

changed its placement mechanism to better reflect students’ overall academic 

performance, instead of relying on one timed writing exam for placement.  Vuong and 

Anh received mainstream placements based on a numeric formula that took into 

consideration their SAT/ACT scores, their overall high school records, and their 

performance in high school English classes.  They were notified of their placements 

electronically and never had to speak with a placement advisor, like Nhat did. Vuong and 
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Anh were supposed to attend an orientation session on the English class into which they 

had been placed, but those sessions held over two hundred students each, and they were 

poorly announced as a requirement during orientation.  Likewise, even when the advisors 

leading those sessions spoke to the group about alternative placements such as ESL 

sections, those snippets of information didn’t speak to these two students because the 

ESL sections were presented as options for international students.  In addition, students 

like Anh do not even consider themselves “ESL” students.  Even if Vuong and/or Anh 

had been interested in alternative placements, no part of Saguaro’s placement process 

and, in fact, no specific placement, was an alternative that would have spoken to their 

academic identities as continuing English language learners who had passed out of ESL 

classes in high school.   

Many first-year composition placement procedures are problematic for 

administrators and for students, including the cross-over student.  Poor procedures don’t 

give students any decision-making agency, which can lead to poor performance and/or 

instructors who are faced with students they are not prepared to teach.  But even good 

procedures don’t guarantee a student’s success, and “proper” placement is at best, 

subjective.  Even when universities identify continuing English language learners in 

application materials and can therefore potentially offer special programs for special 

populations, such as Generation 1.5 students, some students resent being identified and 

“outed;” they just want to be placed into the same classes that their American peers are.  

Just as it should be clear that there is no simple way to characterize Generation 1.5 

students, there is no simple way to place these students effectively.  Therefore, 
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institutions need to understand the complexities of placement for this population so they 

may be more attuned to the diverse needs and abilities of this group of students.  Even 

though a particular institution’s placement procedure may not change as a result of an 

increased understanding of the procedure’s drawbacks, writing program staff can devise 

ways to help Generation 1.5 students navigate the placement process in the most effective 

way possible, given the restrictions of their particular institution.  

One way to help Generation 1.5 students navigate the placement process is to 

address them specifically in departmental web sites devoted to issues of composition 

placement.  On many university web sites, composition placement information includes 

special sections for students with disabilities, international students, and honors students.  

Writing program administrators would better serve Generation 1.5 students if they too 

had a special section devoted to their particular needs regarding placement.  Information 

in such a section could include simple pros and cons of certain placements so these 

students could be well-informed of the various placement-level classes.  In addition, this 

section could include the name of a contact person within the writing program who would 

be able to answer students’ remaining questions.  By providing a special section just for 

Generation 1.5 students, writing programs can acknowledge the existence of this 

population and alert such students to any special placements, programs, and/or resources 

available to them.

Another way to help Generation 1.5 students navigate the placement process is 

through quality advising.  Well-trained writing program advisors can increase the odds 

that a Generation 1.5 student takes the best possible first-year composition course given 
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his or her academic identity.  Advisors need to learn the differences between traditional 

ESL students and Generation 1.5 students, in terms of language use, ability, identity, and 

affiliation.  For example, if an advisor can determine through conversation that a student 

is a Generation 1.5 student who has been in the US for fifteen years and speaks only 

English at home, that advisor can then provide the student with information that could 

help the student articulate his or her placement desires and needs more readily and more 

accurately.  If advisors make assumptions about students’ placement needs based on 

surface factors such as last names or the existence of ESL features in the student’s 

writing, they could very well misjudge a student’s academic identity and that student’s 

best placement option.  

While individual advising can be quite beneficial for students who are unsure of 

their best composition placement option, or if advising is too expensive an option for a 

university, information on a student’s language background and language use may be 

obtained by asking for that information on the university application itself.  Such 

information can be integrated into a numeric placement formula.  For instance, if a 

student’s SAT/ACT English scores were low and the student indicated very few years 

using English at home, that student might automatically be placed into an ESL class. The 

downside of this automation, of course, is that students do not have any say in their 

placement.  However, students certainly can decide how they choose to complete their 

application materials, and at one university, students actually lied on their applications 

about their language use at home because they had heard that such information would 

place them into ESL classes.  Students are resilient and resourceful, but universities can 
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do a better job of helping students through the placement process by providing well-

trained and sensitive advisors. 

Another placement-related suggestion is to collect information from each student 

during the first day/week of class, along with some writing, to help instructors understand 

the reasons for a mainstream placement and to give students an opportunity to provide 

information that might be useful during the writing process.  Such information could 

include, for example, the student’s first language; the language used most at home, at 

work, and with friends; the student’s primary identification (native speaker, nonnative 

speaker, second language writer); number of years in the US if born elsewhere; country 

of birth; number of years educated in English; and the number of years studying English.  

The most extreme outcome of this collection could be a re-placement if teacher and 

student agree that the mainstream placement wasn’t the best option.  For classroom 

purposes, the best outcome could be more-informed teachers and students more actively 

engaged in their learning.  

Because no placement options were presented to the students in this study, I have 

not included a lengthy discussion of placement mechanisms and the issues that arise for 

second language writers.  For a more thorough examination of this issue, see Deborah 

Crusan’s analysis of placement procedures at the university level (“An Assessment of 

ESL Writing Placement Assessment.” Assessing Writing: An International Journal, 17-

30).  Instead of focusing here on how placement occurs, I have narrowed the next section 

to examine the consequences for students’ academic identities once they’ve been placed.  
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Below I discuss some of the issues raised by Nhat, Vuong and Anh, as well as other 

Generation 1.5 students who have been placed into various levels of English composition.           

Mainstream Composition: Traditional First-Year Composition and Basic Writing 
Classes

For the purposes of this study, I have considered “mainstream” to mean those 

classes that are developed for and comprised primarily of American students, not 

international students.  At Saguaro U they include honors-level composition, traditional 

first-year composition and basic writing classes.28  I do not distinguish among these 

because cross-over students can be found in all of them.  They are classes that are filled 

with students who graduated from high schools in the United States—a distinguishing 

feature of the cross-over student.  In this section, I intersperse analysis of traditional 

mainstream classes and basic writing classes because the issues are often the same.  For 

instance, Vuong placed into English 101, the traditional, mainstream first-year 

composition course; but he enrolled in English 100, a basic writing course.  The problems 

Vuong encountered with writing would have been the same, regardless of the specific 

non-ESL class he took.  

Cross-over students often are placed into mainstream composition courses simply 

because they have graduated from a US high school.  “Because US colleges and 

28 I do not discuss honors courses here, for cross-over students who are placed into such courses typically 
are advanced English writers and they do not have the same types (if any) of linguistic problems that other 
cross-over students encounter.  For this study, I interviewed three such students as possible participants but 
found that their writing was much more advanced than what I hoped to accomplish with this study.  There 
are, however, interesting issues that honors cross-over students share with other cross-over students, such 
as resistance to speak in class and being silenced during group projects even though their ideas can often be 
on par if not superior to many of their American peers.  This could be the focus of further research on 
cross-over students, for certain.
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universities collect virtually no information about US residents’ or citizens’ native 

language status,” write Harklau, Losey and Siegal in Generation 1.5 Meets College

Composition, these students are often invisible, as are their unique abilities and needs, 

which cannot be determined or met before they show up to class the first day (2).  

Because these students’ language abilities and needs often are invisible, and because 

many large four-year universities employ numeric data placement procedures, 

mainstream placements are often given to cross-over students, regardless of their written 

English language literacy levels. This is especially true when universities only consider 

SAT/ACT scores as a method of placement, as some cross-over students are quite 

capable of rendering decent SAT verbal scores, even though they may have limited 

academic writing and/or speaking ability.  

Even though certain placement mechanisms may not reflect cross-over students’ 

academic writing and/or speaking abilities, placement into mainstream composition 

allows cross-over students to continue to nurture their academic identities as students 

who no longer see themselves as ESL students, or at least no longer align themselves 

with international students who are not only ESL students but are students just learning 

how to learn in American schools.  For Nhat, a mainstream placement meant he could be 

in the same class as his American peers, many of whom he had been in class with in high 

school.  The same was true for Anh, who considered a mainstream placement a given.  

She told me that she was disappointed that she hadn’t gotten an honors-level mainstream 

class, and she was vehemently opposed to an ESL placement, in which she’d “learn 

nothing; those classes are worthless and they just like hold you back. Besides, I’m not 
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like the Vietnamese [international students] who would be in there.  They don’t know 

anything about school here, and stuff, so the class would be boring for me.”  Anh and 

Nhat are like the students in Chiang and Schmida’s study on UC Berkeley students of 

immigrant parents. They found that the students who could have enrolled in an ESL 

section of writing instead chose the native speaker sections almost exclusively, attesting 

to their academic identities as American students (91).  In addition to Anh, Nhat, and the 

students in Chiang and Schmida’s study, other students also have made it clear that 

mainstream composition placements are not only desired but expected, given their 

identities as students who are somewhat to well-versed in American education and their 

affiliation as “not-international” (see Matsuda; Sadler; Silva, “An Examination”).  For 

Generation 1.5 students, a mainstream composition placement seems to foster a positive 

sense of self.  As these students’ identities are already wrapped up, to varying degrees, in 

American culture and education, cross-over students are able to further their academic 

identities in mainstream classes.

One potential drawback to placing cross-over students in traditional mainstream 

classes is that they have not always had enough time to gain adequate fluency in 

academic literacy.  Beth Hartman and Elaine Tarone, second language specialists at the 

University of Minnesota, summarize Miramontes’ article on ESL policies, explaining:

[P]ublic school administrative guidelines often suggest that L2 learners 
should stay in ESL classrooms no longer than 2 years.  This is long 
enough to gain proficiency in oral skills, but not long enough to become 
proficient in English literacy skills—literacy skills that involve no only the 
ability to handle complex decontextualized language but also the ability to 
participate in the culture of mainstream classrooms (Hartman and Tarone 
101).
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When cross-over students are placed into mainstream classes before they are ready to 

participate at the same level and pace as their American peers, they are put at a great 

disadvantage.  Mainstream instructors often do not have the time and, sometimes, are not 

willing to help these students integrate into the classroom.  More harmful, though is 

mainstream instructors’ assumption that because cross-over students have graduated from 

ESL instruction, they should be able to participate and perform similarly to their 

American peers (101).  Even though mainstream classes appear to be the preference of 

Generation 1.5 students, these classes may disadvantage Generation 1.5 students who are 

not proficient in academic English writing.  

In order to avoid disadvantaging cross-over students, mainstream instructors need 

to plan and carry out class activities knowing that some students’ English language 

abilities will be less developed than their peers.  For instance, instructors need to 

introduce, model and monitor carefully the peer review process to ensure success for all.  

Nhat experienced some discrimination during his first semester when some students did 

not want to work with him in a small group.  He told me that they turned away from him 

when the instructor told them to form small groups and he was “left like an island to join 

another group.”  I witnessed this discrimination one day when I visited Nhat’s English 

101 class.  As the instructor told the students to form groups, Nhat was like the lone 

elementary student left to be picked for the kickball team; however, he didn’t seem to 

resent his classmates’ reluctance to include him in their group.  He simply sought out 

students in the class who were willing to work with him, students whom, according to 

Nhat, were the better students anyway.  
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I spoke with Nhat’s instructor, John, about this event, and he acknowledged that it 

was a problem that he didn’t know how to fix.  Apparently, some students had come to 

him during office hours, complaining about “having to work with that Vietnamese guy.”  

According to John, these students were unhappy because they had given Nhat a lot of 

feedback on his essay and he hadn’t written anything at all on their papers.  When John 

talked with Nhat about it and, later, when we three sat down together to talk about it, 

Nhat gave us his side of the story:

See, it’s like this you guys. You know how long it takes me to write a 
good sentence. So when I have to like give comments right there, in class 
while they’re waiting for me, I just can’t do it. So I wait until the class is 
over, and then I have all these good feedbacks to give them in person, 
from my head. So it’s like I’m doing the work, don’t worry, it’s just not in 
writing, like they want. And see, here’s the feedback they give me: yeah, 
it’s a lot of marks on my paper, sure; I know my English sucks, but hey, I 
need that help, and they’re supposed to help me figure it out.  What I do 
for them is ask the bigger questions, like you do with me, John. 

John sat back and, in his very slow and soft way of talking, apologized to Nhat for such a 

bad experience in class.  Then he looked at me and asked, “What can I do differently? I 

hate peer review, but I do it because apparently it works.  I guess it’s not working, 

though.”   John had been told in his one-week training sessions that peer review was a 

typical classroom practice, but he had been given no guidance to learn how to make peer 

review effective.  And he certainly had not received any training about second language 

writers’ special needs during peer review.  To remedy the problem, John and I worked 

together to find ways to make peer review a more positive experience for the students in 

his class.  
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To make peer review effective and successful, students need to be taught the 

purpose of each peer review session; they need to practice, with the instructor as model 

and facilitator, providing the kinds of feedback desired during that peer review; and they 

need continuous monitoring during any activity that occurs during class time.  In 

addition, I would argue, all students can benefit from having time at home to read drafts 

and write comments, so that class time can be used to relay comments and suggestions 

for revision to their peers, orally.  ESL scholarship on peer review supports the idea that 

second language learners will not respond to and succeed in peer review in the same 

ways as their American peers, and that these students will need varied methods to 

complete peer reviews successfully (see Belcher; Ferris, “One Size,” Response; Ferris 

and Hedgcock; Leki, Understanding; Mittan; Raimes; Zhang).  As more and more 

mainstream classes are inhabited by cross-over students, peer review practices must 

change to meet their needs as well as the needs of their American peers.  Instructors 

cannot assume that students will be well versed in peer review practices; instead, 

instructors should discuss with their classes the purposes for peer review at that particular 

stage of the writing process and what’s to be expected of each student.  Then instructors 

must follow up to make sure that all students have equal opportunities for success during 

peer review.  This can be accomplished by managing the formation of peer groups and by 

checking students’ reviews for appropriate kinds of responses.  

When mainstream instructors deliberately direct the course of peer review, they 

can prevent discrimination against cross-over students’ perceived and real language 
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limitations.  Such deliberate instruction and inclusion honors and respects cross-over 

students’ identities.  Roberge argues that 

It is clear that college writing programs must work to integrate and affirm 
these students rather than further stigmatize, separate, and isolate them 
from the academic mainstream [. . . ].  However, at the same time, it raises 
questions about simplistic mainstreaming arrangements whereby 
immigrant ESL students are “dumped” into mainstream classes and 
expected to “sink or swim” with little extra support.  It is clear that these 
students need more [author’s emphasis] than mainstream students need 
and that these students must somehow “catch up” and fill important gaps 
in experience, knowledge, and skills if they are to succeed in college.  
(217) 

Roberge raises an important point: cross-over students cannot simply be dumped into a 

mainstream class and be expected to perform like their American peers, without extra 

support.  Nhat and Anh both told me repeatedly that they would like to take an extra class 

on English to help them “get the basics down,” as Nhat said, so, as Anh said, they could 

then “concentrate more on the bigger issues in [composition] class.”  Unfortunately, no 

such class exists at Saguaro U that bears credit and counts toward graduation.  Nhat and 

Anh could have enrolled in an intensive English language institute that is separate from 

but physically on Saguaro’s campus, but such classes again are designed primarily for 

international students who are just beginning to learn the language.  

Because intensive English classes are not likely to be offered as credit-bearing 

classes on university campuses, cross-over students need instructors to work with them 

on language issues they encounter.  One such issue that is frequently cited as a glaring 

problem is article use. It is unlikely for a mainstream class to include grammar instruction 

on an ongoing and persistent basis, although all students could benefit from targeted 

lessons in areas instructors found to be weak.  Explicit, ongoing instruction and 
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structured, repeated self-practice correcting article omission and misuse is necessary 

because immigrant writers cannot easily “fix” the grammatical errors that often inhabit 

their writing.  Such students’ “felt sense” of how English works is likely to overshadow 

any formal grammatical rules this group has been exposed to, leading to what ESL 

scholars call “fossilization,” a term used to describe the kinds of linguistic errors that 

many second language learners likely will never overcome, especially without ongoing, 

intensive instruction and use. ESL scholars have shown, however, that with ongoing, 

intensive instruction and practice using  correct forms, cross-over students have become 

better editors of their own work and have been able to improve some of the grammatical 

problems with their English (see Ferris, “Teaching ESL Students”; Leki, “Preferences”; 

Reid, “’Eye’ Learners”; and Truscott for important texts on this debate).  Such instruction 

seems necessary in order to facilitate cross-over students’ sense of themselves as 

independent, able learners who just happen to be second language writers.  

While such devotion to individual students’ needs can be a daunting task, it is the 

responsibility of mainstream instructors to help all students develop as writers, and 

grammatical proficiency is just part of a student’s overall academic literacy development.  

In order for instructors to be able to best help their students with grammatical concerns, 

instructors themselves may have to learn more about English grammar, as they too often 

have learned what is “right” by immersion in English from a young age.  Further, 

instructors cannot blindly use the metalanguage associated with English grammar in class 

discussions and as feedback on students’ papers.  
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Vuong ran into a problem with his instructor’s comments on grammar and could 

not address the issue because the comments were inadequate.  Catherine wrote on one 

draft of an essay, “Fix for grammar,” and “watch article use.”  While her intentions were 

good—she wanted Vuong to find the errors and learn how to fix them, so he wouldn’t 

rely on others to be his editor—she had not given Vuong enough information for him to 

realize what the problems were.  When he and I talked about this draft, I was able to 

show him that perhaps Catherine’s comment about article use referred to a number of 

missing articles, namely, the word “the.”  In a rare moment, Vuong laughed and told me 

what he had been taught in Vietnam about articles:

I do what I was taught: use “the” only once in sentence so I don’t be 
repetitive. I don’t want to piss off teacher, so I do that. Now I learn “the” 
is everywhere, I will try to put it everywhere, too. I need grammar book, 
so I can see where to put it, because, well, I just don’t know.

Because we were in my office at the time, I gave Vuong a grammar handbook to borrow 

and we looked at the section in it about articles.  Vuong said he needed time to think 

about this new knowledge, and he wanted to revise without help from me.  Like other 

students who want to develop their academic identities as competent and successful 

students, Vuong demonstrated that with just a little bit of one-on-one help, he was willing 

to take on the challenge of inserting articles into his text.  His final draft does not show 

much  improvement based on that one meeting with me, but it does show a sincere 

attempt to address the problem.  Second language writers can make strides toward 

improving their use of articles, but it is likely that they will never be fluent in this regard.  

Perfecting article use takes a long time for second language writers, and they must work 

on this issue persistently and with guidance from their instructors for their efforts to pay 



180

off.  But their efforts can pay off, and instructors need to give such students the tools with 

which to work on their grammar issues.

Because many cross-over students do not have the grammatical metalanguage at 

their disposal, instructors must work with students to best articulate areas of weakness 

that need attention.  One simple method of addressing grammatical issues is to identify a 

problem area and then hold the student accountable for that grammar problem in his or 

her paper.  In all subsequent papers, the student should be accountable for that particular 

issue and perhaps one or two more.  While instructors may be inclined to send a student 

to the writing center to take care of such issues, I argue that such issues are better dealt 

with in class over the entire semester, during which time the instructor can monitor the 

student’s progress and provide ongoing instruction and assistance if needed.  In other 

words, instructors need to work with students to identify their weak areas and then they 

need to address those weaknesses in an ongoing and persistent manner. 

Another important area in which cross-over students may benefit from explicit 

instruction and ongoing discussion is the use and citation of sources.  Such discussion in 

mainstream classrooms would help all students learn the expectations of American 

academic discourse, and instructors could also take that opportunity to discuss other 

cultures’ assumptions and expectations for academic writing.  In Vietnam, for instance, 

people are expected to integrate into their writing phrases and arguments from the 

country’s great writers, philosophers, and others in highly esteemed positions.  By doing 

so, authors show respect for their national figures and their country’s history.  Likewise, 

it is a sign of intelligence when a reader recognizes those phrases as another person’s 
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ideas.  Citations in the form of quotes are not the standard form of writing, this study’s 

students argue.  Instead, the reader has the responsibility to know when someone else’s 

ideas are being used as well as whose ideas they are. 

Because of such diverse beliefs and customs about using others’ work in one’s 

writing, cross-over students may have great difficulty with the expectations of American 

academic discourse, in which every idea taken from someone else must be cited, and 

cited appropriately.  Perhaps because of his strong beliefs about what makes for good 

writing, Vuong struggled with citing others’ ideas.  As I laid out in detail in the case 

study chapter devoted to Vuong’s experiences in his mainstream class, the main problem 

was one of miscommunication between him and his instructor, Catherine.  Had they 

talked in class or one-on-one during office hours about different cultures’ expectations 

for using others’ ideas, Vuong may have been more successful in that class.   Cross-over 

students and American students alike would benefit from ongoing discussions about the 

use of outside source material and the role it should play in any given paper.  Instead of 

assuming that mainstream students already know when and where citations are 

appropriate, as well as when they would detract from the student writer’s own argument, 

instructors need to spend a considerable amount of time thinking through their approach 

to source material and its affect on student writing.  Additionally, instructors need to 

provide students with writing that uses sources in the manner the instructor desires, 

modeling for students when and how to appropriately incorporate and cite source 

material.     
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Despite cross-over students’ struggles to understand the expectations of their 

mainstream classes, these students proved to me that they can, in fact, succeed, as they 

have defined “success,” with little or no extra help at times. And although I agree with 

Roberge and Silva who caution against the “sink or swim” model of mainstreaming, 

cross-over students find ways to swim in mainstream composition when they could very 

well sink.  Given what I witnessed of Nhat’s and Anh’s resourcefulness and push to 

succeed, and Vuong’s beliefs about what makes for good writing, I argue that some 

cross-over students are likely to succeed despite mainstream composition’s lack of 

experience teaching them, that they will find ways to pass mainstream classes at levels 

acceptable to them and to their teachers, that they will continue to learn English, to 

varying degrees, despite mainstream teachers’ inabilities to help them learn English, and 

that they know, perhaps more than mainstream teachers know, that they are able to 

participate in and successfully complete college classes even though they have lingering 

English language issues.  Unfortunately, even though they may need more, these students 

aren’t likely to get more from their mainstream instructors any time soon; these students 

know it, and they find ways to succeed in spite of the field’s ignorance about them. 

ESL Classes

ESL classes are another type of class into which cross-over students are often 

placed, but these classes are quite problematic for many Generation 1.5 students.  To 

begin, cross-over students are so named because they have placed out of ESL classes 

prior to graduating from their US high schools.  To backtrack into ESL in college is to 

negate their progress and success in high school.  Whether or not their graduation from 
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ESL was due to actual progress or a simple matter of program length limitations, cross-

over students’ identities are greatly affected when they are re-designated as ESL students.  

Linda Harklau’s article, “From the ‘Good Kids’ to the ‘Worst’” demonstrates this 

phenomenon well.  The students she studied were very good students in high school but, 

when re-designated as ESL upon entering college, they became belligerent and did not do 

well in their ESL classes or in school in general; they thought they were being held back 

unnecessarily and the ESL class assignments were developed for international students, 

not students with substantial American schooling experiences (66).  The students Harklau 

studied have valid reasons for being resentful.  In many cases, ESL composition classes 

are pre-requisites to mainstream composition and, even when they are offered as parallel 

courses, the content often does not speak to cross-over students’ needs and identities. 

Instructors who design ESL classes typically count on a completely international 

student population, which makes placement for cross-over students into such classes 

problematic.  Developed primarily for international students, assignments often ask 

students to write about their native countries, or customs in their native lands.  Cross-over 

students often have problems with such assignments because many of them consider the 

US to be their “home country,” because they arrived in the US at an early age and do not 

remember much about their actual home country.  Even when cross-over students could 

write about such things, they often have completed such assignments in their ESL classes 

in elementary and secondary school.  In addition, many cross-over students do not 

practice the cultural traditions of their home countries.  Their families have assimilated to 

varying degrees to American culture and, for students who have been here for a long 
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time, their cultural traditions may be a matter of distant recollection or a simple act of 

paying respect to their parents out of loyalty.  

For instance, Anh missed a meeting with me one week because she went home to 

visit her parents during the New Year holidays.  When I asked her what kinds of things 

her family did to celebrate, she said, “Um, we don’t really celebrate the New Year; I just 

use it as an excuse to go home!”  If Anh had been placed into an ESL composition class 

and had been asked to write about her native culture’s traditions surrounding the new 

year, she would have been at a loss.  Likewise, if students like Anh write about traditions 

in the US as their cultural traditions, they are penalized for not sticking to the assignment.  

Clearly, until ESL classes are designed to accommodate a more heterogeneous population 

of second language writers, Generation 1.5 students will not fit in well or benefit much 

from such a placement.

When Generation 1.5 students don’t fit in, their levels of success will suffer.  

While students often have trouble with assignments that ask them about their “home” 

countries, they also have trouble when ESL instructors assume that they, like their 

international peers, have the metalinguistic knowledge to talk about their problems with 

English grammar.  Cross-over students often have learned English by listening to it being 

spoken instead of being taught its rules, as many international students have.  When 

international students can’t produce fluent English writing, they at least have the 

vocabulary with which to discuss their problems with writing in English.  In many 

instances, Generation 1.5 students do not have that vocabulary.  If cross-over students are 

going to be placed in ESL classes, those instructors need to give them the language with 
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which to discuss their grammatical problems instead of assuming that they have the same 

metalinguistic background as their international peers.

Yet another reason why ESL classes can be problematic for cross-over students is 

the focus on introducing American educational expectations, expectations that cross-over 

students often are well-versed in by the time they get to college.  Examples of such 

expectation are peer review, process writing, and student input in class design and 

discussion.  In ESL classes instructors might introduce these concepts and slowly 

encourage students to participate.  This hand-holding approach can be very frustrating for 

Generation 1.5 students, who have been exposed to these concepts to varying degrees in 

secondary schools in the US  The introduction to classroom expectations is often used as 

a tool to help international students practice using English.  For some cross-over students, 

such as Vuong, this practice would be helpful because he had not been in the US for very 

long before enrolling at Saguaro U and hardly ever spoke in his composition class.  Anh 

also indicated that she was reluctant to speak in her mainstream class for fear of bringing 

attention to herself and what she calls her “limited English vocabulary.”  While practice 

using English could help some cross-over students, others are completely at home 

speaking in class and participating in the activities of class.  Nhat, for instance, is a very 

outgoing young man who is fully conversant in English.  When I asked him if he would 

have wanted a class that focused more on learning how to participate orally in class, he 

laughed.  He said, “Miss Gwen, I talk your ear off, you know, so I don’t think I’d need 

more practice speaking! You can’t shut me up as it is!” Clearly, for a cross-over student 

like Nhat who is fully bilingual, an ESL class would not be an appropriate placement, 
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given his astute understanding of the American educational system and classroom 

expectations.        

Those students who have not been in the US for a long time may very well benefit 

from an ESL composition placement, if their primary identification still lies with their 

home culture and language.  Vuong is such a student who seems to have been 

misplaced—he identifies more with his international peers, is not orally fluent in English, 

and has not yet adopted the tenets of American academic discourse in his writing.  In fact, 

George Braine, Ilona Leki, and others provide evidence that some second language 

writers do indeed benefit from an ESL placement.  For instance, Braine found that “the 

enrollment figures [at his research site] clearly indicate that, when given the option, an 

overwhelming majority of ESL students preferred to enroll in ESL Composition [. . .] and 

some ESL students who enrolled in mainstream classes may have chosen ESL classes if 

more places had been available” (99).   Braine admits that his study is limited to one 

school and he recognizes that at other schools (he names a school in California), such 

students may choose the opposite option, a mainstream composition class.  Similarly, 

Leki describes a student who chose a mainstream class twice over and then regretted her 

decision when she was unable to succeed in the mainstream environment (Understanding 

ESL Writers  98).

One option that seems to be successful is to develop special ESL sections for 

Generation 1.5 students, where there is a large population of such students.  By 

designating a special section for Generation 1.5 students, instructors can focus on their 

particular needs without having also to meet international students’ needs.  This is the 
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case at the University of Minnesota.  Robin Murie directs a year-long program 

specifically for Generation 1.5 students called “Commanding English.”  Students in the 

program take the following classes: 

anthropology, sociology, anatomy, or humanities (students choose one 
each semester); paired with an ESL reading course that uses the textbooks 
from the other courses; freshman speech; immigration literature (which is 
open to other students as well); and basic writing I and II (several sections 
of these classes are for students in the program only).  (Murie, “Second 
Language Writing at CCCC Listserv” Query Response, 2001)

If ESL classes, such as the one in the special program at Minnesota, bear the same weight 

as a traditional mainstream class, some cross-over students might feel more at home in 

one, particularly if they are just crossing over now, as they enter college. 

However, the majority of the time, ESL classes are not offered as parallel classes 

to mainstream composition.  In a 1995 study, Jessica Williams surveyed seventy-eight 

institutions and found that “in most cases (77%), [. . . ESL classes are] a prerequisite for 

required NS [native speaker] composition courses” (159). Williams also found that of the 

institutions that identify students as second language writers or nonnative English 

speakers, a large percent of those institutions automatically place those students in ESL 

classes.  This placement ethic is very problematic, especially for the cross-over student 

who does not want to continue to be identified as a nonnative English speaker. 

Even though placement into an ESL class may be quite problematic, mainstream 

composition instructors can learn a lot from ESL writing scholars about second language 

writers.   As Silva, Leki, and Carson argue, it is time for mainstream composition 

instructors to pay more attention to the available scholarship in ESL writing, which has 

been largely ignored by those in composition to date (398).  There is a rich and very 



188

useful body of literature available to mainstream instructors about ESL students, and 

much of it translates to cross-over students.  For instance, Chiang and Schmida call for all 

teachers who serve ESL students to be versed in ESL issues, to “reconceptualize the 

labels,” and to “accommodate the intersections of race, culture, and ethnicity” (95). 

Similarly, Hartman and Tarone describe eight implications for teaching nonnative 

English speakers at the secondary and college level.  Among them are for teachers to 

spend enough time teaching students to learn how to write well; spend more time on the 

problems these students have with organization and content; include more process 

writing in ESL writing instruction; and consider using peer tutors in roles that make sense 

(116).  

Likewise, Dana Ferris outlines four broad areas in which mainstream pedagogy 

could be transformed positively for second language writers.  Her four categories are: 

“Considering Students’ Competence,” “Considering Students’ Preferences,” “Assessing 

the Effectiveness of Commentary,” and “Assisting Students With Revision” (“One Size 

Does Not Fit All” 153-4).  Yet another study reveals that 

instructors [. . . ] need more awareness that writing is a developmental 
process for all students, but especially so for L2 students because the 
development of academic language skills requires prolonged exposure to 
the academic target.  Instructors need to reflect on and clarify the purposes 
for which they use writing in their courses and be better informed about 
the availability—or unavailability—of resources for L2 students.  
That would allow them to determine when it is worth requiring perfect 
grammar and mechanics, and when, instead, students should focus on the 
presentation and clarification of ideas that will help them develop their 
knowledge of course content. (Wolfe-Quintero and Sagade 206)

There are plenty more studies available from ESL writing scholars and ESL teachers that 

provide insights into reasonable accommodations for second language writers as well as 
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pedagogical shifts, in a way, to assignment design and delivery all the way to the final 

product.  Cross-over students are, in many ways like their international ESL peers and 

mainstream composition instructors have much to learn from the scholarship available.

Conclusion

Not all cross-over students should in fact be cross-over students, but the students, 

with the help of well-informed advisors, should be allowed to determine for themselves 

where they would belong the most.  It is the responsibility of the writing program to offer 

such students ways to become more informed about their options as continuing English 

language learners.  Tony Silva, Paul Kei Matsuda, and others have argued that the most 

ethical treatment of second language writers is to provide such students with placement 

options.  Silva writes, 

I believe it is necessary to offer ESL writers as many placement options as 
possible.  According to their abilities and preferences, they should be 
given the choice of enrolling in mainstream composition classes, basic 
writing classes, sheltered ESL classes, or classes designed to 
accommodate both native and nonnative speakers of English. (36)

Likewise, in a 2001 conversation on WPA-L, a listserv for writing program 

administrators, Matsuda agrees: 

[G]iving students a choice is really important—students have various 
reasons for their preferences (e.g., anxiety of being in a writing class with 
native speakers; social stigma of being labeled ‘ESL’ or ‘foreign’; the 
desire to be exposed to texts written by NES [native English-speaking] 
peers). For this type of self-placement to work well, however, I think it’s 
important to communicate to students about the availability of various 
placement options as well as their advantages and disadvantages. If ‘ESL 
sections’ are considered to be equivalent of ‘non-ESL sections’—i.e., they 
have comparable work load and expectations—it’s important to let 
students know.  
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Placement mechanisms that give students agency in their placements and thus, in the 

identities that become possible for them, do in fact seem like the most ethical way to treat 

second language writers.  Critics of such self-placement do not attempt to abolish self-

placement altogether; rather, they call for student reflection and an assessment by writing 

program personnel who know the institutional context (see Lewiecki-Wilson, et al. 168).  

Clearly, the best placement for cross-over students is reached when the student has input 

into the decision, as it is the student who knows his or herself the best.  

Just as a placement exam or standardized test score will not provide the most 

crucial information about a second language learner’s English writing abilities and 

attitudes toward writing, neither do mainstream instructors know if a cross-over student 

should really be in a mainstream class or not, because those instructors often do not know 

the difference between “functional bilinguals”—those who have some lingering, 

“fossilized” problems with standard English but who are beyond the scope of ESL—and 

“insipient bilinguals”—those who are still learning English and whose writing shows 

many grammatical errors (Valdes 104).  Similarly, Roberge warns against “the potential 

for misidentification and misplacement [. . . because] many regular English teachers “had 

no way of knowing whether their students really ‘belonged’ in ESL classes or not” (172).  

This was the case for the student participants’ composition instructors whom I 

interviewed.  For instance, both of Nhat’s first-year mainstream instructors believed that 

Nhat would have been better off in an ESL class so an ESL teacher could help him with 

his English.  For Vuong’s instructor the issue was centered around Vuong’s discomfort 

participating in class.  She believed that in an ESL class, Vuong would have felt more 



191

inclined to speak up and contribute because “there would have been other students like 

him there,” even though this would not have been the case.  And even Anh’s instructor, 

Suzie, indicated that she didn’t really know where Anh belonged—Suzie loved having 

her in class because her ideas were so refreshing and different, but Suzie also admitted 

that she had no idea how to help Anh improve her English.  

Placement procedures that allow students opportunities to be their own advocates, 

to acquire some agency in the placement process, allow students to then have a more 

active role in the identity formation that best fits them.  If students are placed, or have 

room to place themselves, in classes that best suit their self-identified needs and abilities, 

then it seems natural that those students’ identities, as they shift and grow, will be 

identities that the students themselves step into instead of identities that were handed to 

them to wear. 

The students in this study all struggled to some extent with their placement into 

mainstream composition, but they all worked hard to come to terms with who they are 

and what they want their academic identities to be.  Nhat struggles mightily with English 

grammar but has found abundant “helpers” with his writing—friends, peers in class, his 

instructors, and his social networks—that enable him to get by.  Although he’d like to 

earn top grades, particularly in writing, he recognizes that his English language learning 

is still incomplete.  Nhat’s academic identity is that of a young man who has found ways 

to be at peace with the lengthy process of learning, in composition as in other classes.  

Vuong, on the other hand, came to Saguaro University knowing that he had a lot 

of learning to do but believing himself to be a sophisticated writer.  While Vuong was 
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quite successful in his high school in Vietnam, and to some degree in his American high 

school, his beliefs about good writing were challenged at Saguaro, and he struggled to 

succeed in mainstream composition.  According to Vuong, he failed miserably because 

he was not able to earn an A in the lowest possible mainstream first-year writing class, a 

class in which he thought he would be able to advance his English proficiency and gain 

some experience and practice with his oral English.  

While Vuong represents the polar opposite of Nhat, the third student participant, 

Anh, exists somewhere between the two.  Anh is more like Vuong in that she struggles to 

reconcile the cultural differences she lives with every day—dutifully following her 

parents’ plans for her future or trying on new possibilities that she is interested in 

pursuing, for example—but Anh is also like Nhat in some ways, as she is able to live 

with uncertainty and the cultural “pull” from her Vietnamese family and her American 

friends.  Although Anh has begun to think consciously about her status as a cross-over 

student, she has not come to a point of crisis like Vuong did.  

In all, these students show just how varied are the experiences of cross-over 

students, even when they all share a common cultural background and first language.  

Because of their varied experiences, these students show that mainstream instructors 

should not make assumptions about any one group’s background, abilities, and/or needs, 

and the students also show that when they can talk through the issues they are 

experiencing with their writing, instructors have an opportunity to get at the heart of 

some of the barriers to these students’ success.   
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While one could study the academic identities of any college student, I chose to 

focus this study on the cross-over student because of their unique place within the 

academy—mainstreamed yet continuing to learn the English language; exposed to 

American education yet sometimes still not comfortable with it or its implicit 

expectations; English language speakers yet often speakers of one or more other 

languages.  Furthermore, I chose to study one sub-set of cross-over students, Vietnamese 

students, as a way to begin a conversation about the rich and complex issues that cross-

over students raise for students and teachers in mainstream composition.  The next step is 

for more research about Vietnamese and other cross-over students in mainstream classes 

across the country.  At present, I am aware of only three other similar studies—one in 

Massachusetts that includes high school and college second language students; one in 

Indiana that deals exclusively with second language students in basic writing classes; and 

one in California, in which success in composition is being used to discuss retention 

issues among cross-over students.  Once more studies have been conducted, second 

language writing specialists need to form a consortium in which research results are 

shared and compared in order to make informed placement assessment decisions and 

pedagogical changes to mainstream curricula.  Finally, it is my hope that the experiences 

of Nhat, Vuong, and Anh that I have analyzed here will act as a catapult for other 

mainstream instructors to reach out more systematically to the cross-over students in their 

own classrooms.  
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