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ABSTRACT 

The inclusion of film is becoming ever-more popular in the field of First Year College 

Writing Classes for NES and NNES students around the country. Many of the reasons for this 

are self-evident. Film frequently offers a strong emotional appeal to NNES students and more 

opportunities to access what may otherwise be linguistically inaccessible material (e.g., 

Stempleski, 1990; Kasper, 2000). In addition, film offers a pleasant alternative to the use of 

literature in a First Year Writing Class which can often intimidate or discourage many NNES 

students due to its linguistic complexity (McKay, 1982). What is less clear, however, is how 

film’s inclusion may contribute to the development of academic writing skills in similar or 

different ways from print texts, such as short stories, poems, and essays.   

Therefore, this dissertation will compare the benefits and challenges of using film and 

print texts in a First Year College Writing Class for NNES students.  From data gathered from 

student essays, interviews, surveys, and field notes, the current study addresses the following 

research questions: (1.What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of academic 

discourse NES and NNES students produce about films compared to print texts? (2. What 

challenges do NNES freshman composition students face writing academic essays about films 

compared to writing about print texts? (3. What academic strategies do they say they use to try to 

overcome these challenges? Do any academic strategies correspond with particular linguistic and 

rhetorical features? (4. What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and writing about 

films in a university composition class? Do students consider watching and writing about a film 

comparable as an academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 
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The study aims to contribute to the field of Second Language Writing literature 

by considering the impact of the choice of text form, either a movie or a print text, 

on NNES students’ motivation and ability to write academic, college-level essays.  Further, it 

will explore in what ways students’ cultural, educational and linguistic backgrounds affect the 

ways they approach writing about a film and a print text. This knowledge should be especially 

helpful for Writing Program Administrators and First Year College Writing Teachers for NNES 

students. It should be noted that, as a result of this dissertation’s findings, the researcher has 

changed his approach toward the use of film in a First Year College Writing class for NNES 

students. Descriptions of activities the researcher currently uses before and after screening a film 

are included in the final chapter of this dissertation.    
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Reasons for the Study 

The inclusion of film continues to become ever-more popular in the field of First Year 

Writing (FYW) instruction in college and universities around the country, including the large 

southwestern university where this dissertation was completed. Many of the reasons for this are 

self-evident. Students generally like watching and writing about movies and the shared 

emotional experience of watching a film together as a class, in my experience, helps promote a 

closer bond and sense of closeness between students. What is less clear, however, is how film’s 

inclusion may contribute to the development of academic writing skills in similar or different 

ways from print texts, such as short stories, poems, and essays. My motivation for this 

dissertation, therefore, was in fulfilling my own personal need as a First Year Writing instructor 

to better understand the way in which my students were learning what they were supposed to be 

learning about academic writing in my classes based on the type of texts they were being asked 

to write about, film or print texts.  

Of particular importance to this study is how the inclusion of film as a medium of 

analysis in a First Year Writing course in a college setting may affect the development of 

academic writing skills among NNES students. In my collegial experience in shop-talking, some 

First Year Writing instructors feel that the multi-modal nature of film enables NNES students to 

more easily understand the plots and themes of the texts they will be asked to write about than 

the print texts featured in many First Year Writing textbooks with their often complex literary 

stories and poems full of obscure vocabulary and unconventional usage. Conversely, other First 

Year Writing instructors have expressed concern about the difficulty their NNES students have 
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in understanding the slang and spoken dialogue in films. I have felt the same confusion myself. 

When I have provided my own NNES students in my First Year Writing courses the option of 

writing some of their academic essays about films I was not able to draw upon any empirical 

evidence for assurance that this medium was fostering the development of their academic 

writing. Consequently, I decided to investigate this question in this dissertation. 

Another area of uncertainty among First Year Writing instructors is how to prepare 

students to write academic essays about films. Because this is a new experience for most 

students, especially NNES students, it often requires explicit direction from a teacher. However, 

for many teachers, writing academic essays about film is also a new experience. Compounding 

these problems, First Year Writing teachers’ anthologies often provide little support in how 

instructors can effectively teach academic writing about film. The student editions generally 

offer even less support. In fact, much of the material intended to introduce students to the nature 

of academic writing about film frequently seems more appropriate to an introduction to film 

studies class rather than a First Year Writing class. For instance, much theoretical analysis of 

selective films is often provided in FYW reader anthologies, accompanied by exhaustive lists of 

film term definitions, such as a bridging shot, meaning, incidentally, a film shot used to cover a 

jump in time or place like a calendar or seasonal changes, without practical guidance for students 

in how to prepare to write and, then actually write, effective academic essays about films. 

Furthermore, even though most First Year Writing programs have gradually steered away from 

teaching first year writing courses as literature courses per se, even though literature is still 

frequently used in these classes, I see the danger of film and multimedia becoming an area of 

study unto itself in the same way literature once did, as opposed to a medium of analysis for 

students to develop their academic writing. These pitfalls can be avoided, but in order to do so 
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more practical direction in writing academic essays about film in First Year Writing textbooks is 

needed as well as more certainty and experience, including increased teacher training, in how 

writing instructors can teach NNES students to prepare to write, and actually write, successful 

academic essays about film.     

Along the same lines, I have found that many First Year Writing instructors, including 

myself, have felt uncertain when grading, assessing, and providing feedback on students’ essays 

about films. As an example, with essays about literature, instructors usually have clear 

expectations about what constitutes effective patterns of claim and support, a cornerstone of 

successful academic writing. Since the language of literature is regarded as having special 

significance, the inclusion of short quotations to support claims about the meaning or theme of a 

text, for instance, is expected. With film, however, as a medium where stories are told in pictures 

more than words, the means of providing effective support for a claim about a film’s themes are 

less well established than with a print text. There are other areas of uncertainty as well, which 

make it difficult for instructors to assess, provide feedback and grade students’ essays with a 

high degree of confidence in this relatively new First Year Writing student essay genre.  

Attempting to better understand NNES students’ attitudes toward writing academic 

essays about films was another blurry area I wanted to bring into greater focus through this 

dissertation. Before this dissertation I knew through my own experience and reading published 

research that NNES students liked watching movies in a classroom setting, particularly an NNES 

context focused on speaking and vocabulary development. How NNES students felt toward 

writing academically about movies was less certain to me and largely unexplored in First Year 

Writing’s or NNES’s scholarship. For instance, I was not sure whether students approached 

writing academic essays about film with the same thoughtfulness and rigor they approached 
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writing academic essays about print texts. My sense before conducting interviews and surveys to 

shed light onto students’ attitudes about writing about film was that they felt more confident 

doing this than writing academic essays about print texts. The way this attitude may have 

affected their academic (e.g., Adamson, 1993) and learning strategies (e.g., Oxford, 2003) 

toward writing about film was less clear, however. For example, if students frequently decided to 

reread a print text before writing an academic essay about it, a common academic strategy, 

would students also go back and re-watch a film before writing? If so, would this prove to be an 

effective academic strategy? Desiring to understand effective and ineffective learning strategies 

toward writing about film and print texts, consequently, was another spark igniting this eventual 

dissertation study. 

  With this background in mind, the four research questions for this study are as follows:  

1. What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of academic discourse NES and 

NNES students produce about films compared to print texts?  

2. What challenges do NNES freshman composition students face writing academic essays about 

films compared to writing about print texts? 

 3. What academic strategies do they say they use to try to overcome these challenges? Do any 

academic strategies correspond with particular linguistic and rhetorical features?  

  4. What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and writing about films in a university 

composition class? Do students consider watching and writing about a film comparable as an 

academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 

1.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

As will be discussed in Chapter Three, Research Methods, the following data sources 

were used in this study: 1) A corpus of 120 NES and NNES student essays, 30 NES essays about 
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films and 30 NNES essays about print texts, as well as 30 NES essays about films and 30 NNES 

essays about print texts, 2) A survey completed by 18 NNES students 3) Interviews with eight 

NNES focus students, which were recorded and fully transcribed, 4) Curriculum materials, 

including syllabi, assignment sheets, readings from the course textbook, and two films. 

 It should be noted, the corpus data source was coded and analyzed to see how effectively 

NNES students were able to provide analysis, support, organization and task compliance in their 

essays about films and print texts. The other data collection methods described above are 

intended to provide a deeper understanding and context for interpreting students’ successes and 

struggles in their essays.   

1.3 Chapter Conclusion 

The need to reshape First Year Writing Courses for an ever-increasing number of NNES 

students has been expressed by scholars such as Matsuda (2013) who suggested a separate 

Writing Program Administrators (WPA’s) Outcome Statement be developed to address their  

unique needs. Understanding NNES students’ concerns, strategies, challenges, and successes in 

writing academic essays about film and print texts can, I hope, provide one small brick in a 

foundation of knowledge for what may eventually be such a separate Writing Program 

Administrators’ Outcome Statement for NNES students. In addition, this study is intended to 

help prepare FYW textbook publishers, teachers and Writing Program Administrators to more 

effectively prepare NNES students to develop fruitful strategies toward writing effective 

academic essays about films and print texts. And, in this way, it is hoped I can shed a sliver of 

light on the most important question in any learning setting: Are students learning what they are 

supposed to be learning and, if not, how can we help them learn better? 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

2.1 Overview of the Chapter 
 

This dissertation explores how NNES students think, approach and write about two 

different mediums, films and print texts, in a required English Composition course for NNES 

university students. The literature review in this chapter will be presented in sequence on the 

following topics: (1) Most significant to this dissertation, a historical review of the development 

of L1 and L2 Writing Theories and their relevance to this study (2) A historical review of text 

types students have been writing essays about in American college composition classrooms since 

the 1970’s, including, the rationale for these choices (3) The perceived benefits and challenges of 

using film and literature in general NNES classes and NNES writing classes (4) An overview of  

learning styles and academic strategies (5) A brief review of Arabic and Chinese traditional 

approaches toward education (6) Chinese and Arabic contrastive and intercultural rhetoric 

studies (7) A conclusion and discussion section which addresses the gaps in the literature this 

dissertation will address.   

2.2 L1 and L2 Writing Theories and Their Relevance to My Study 
 
2.2.1 L1 Theoretical Trends   

2.2.1.1 Origin and Development of the Process Writing Movement 

Before discussing the development of L2 writing’s theoretical movements, it is important 

to first consider theoretical movements in L1 writing. This is important since L1 writing theory 

has largely impacted some developments in L2 writing, particularly the L2 Process Movement 

(e.g., Krapels, 1990; Susser, 1994). Matsuda (2003) explained that much of the history of the L2 
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Process Writing movement has been oversimplified in an attempt to put the various jig-sawed 

theories and practices into a unified puzzle.  Pullman (1999) stressed the same point when he 

observed that the portrait of the Process Writing approach produced by scholars was “the 

inevitable result of the search for coherence and unity among disparate texts and practices – the 

inevitable oversimplification that language always performs on experience” (p. 21-22). However, 

the general consensus of many scholars, including Tobin (2001), Matsuda (2003) and Atkinson 

(2003) is that the Writing Process Movement, as first articulated by composition pedagogy 

researchers, such as Donald Murray (1972), encouraged writing instructors to teach writing as a 

“process,” instead of only focusing “[writing teachers’] critical attentions” on students’ finished 

essays (p. 3). This movement, according to the traditional wisdom, was a reaction against the 

Pre-Process Writing paradigm, and is usually referred to as the Product or Current Traditional 

Rhetoric approach (Matsuda, 2003, p. 67). These Pre-Process Approaches, according to Matsuda 

(2003) and Atkinson (2003), were believed by critics to place too much emphasis on students’ 

finished essays or products and not enough on their invention, composing strategies, and voice 

development. Moreover, the Product or Current Traditional Rhetoric orientation was believed to 

place too much weight on “teacher-centered,” as opposed to the “student-centered pedagogy” 

espoused by the Process Approach supporters. 

Matsuda (2003) summarized some major critiques of the Product or Current Traditional 

Rhetoric approach and also described how Process Writing advocates believed they could be 

corrected: 

In the bad old days of current-traditional rhetoric, the story goes, students learned modes 

of discourse and applied them to write their five-paragraph themes on topics assigned by 

the teacher, which were then graded without the opportunity to receive feedback or to 

revise. Then, along came the advocates of process pedagogy who emphasized the 

importance of teaching writing not as product but as process: of helping students discover 

their own voice; of recognizing that students have something important to say; of 
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allowing students to choose their own topic; of providing teacher and peer feedback; of 

encouraging revision; and of using student writing as the primary text of the 

course….The rise of process, the story continues, led the field toward a paradigm shift, 

revolutionizing the teaching of composition and providing a renewed sense of 

respectability for the profession. (p. 67) 

 

As pointed out by Matsuda (2003) above, one of the theoretical underpinnings of the 

Writing Process Approach is the notion of “discovery” through writing, which is why such 

Process scholars as Macrorie (1972) emphasized, “discovery through language” where students 

are able to discover “what… [they] know and what… [they] feel about what… [they] know 

through language” in a series of three stages, “prewriting,” “writing,” and “rewriting” (p. 4).  In 

terms of classroom practices, Process Writing advocates suggested that writers freewrite, in other 

words, write non-stop without concerning themselves over grammar, mechanics, or coherence as 

a fruitful means of invention (Elbow, 1973). In addition, Tobin (2001) noted students in a 

Process Writing classroom can “play with words and ideas; form writing groups; and rely less at 

first on doubting and more on believing, less on criticism and more on imagination”  (p. 2-3). In 

all these ways, Process Writing has been perceived as diverging from Product or Current 

Traditional Rhetoric in its emphasis on encouraging students, meeting them on their own level 

with their own self-selected writing topics and focusing on the composing processes of 

invention, writing and rewriting (Atkinson, 2003). 

In truth, however, the actual distinctions between the Process and Product or Current 

Traditional Rhetoric approach, according to several scholars, including Matsuda (2003) and 

Atkinson (2003) are more complex and nuanced. In fact, the term Product Writing was not even 

popularized until the Writing Process Movement was in full swing (Atkinson, 2003), which 

suggests that its narrative was constructed discursively. Moreover, the Product Approach’s 

synonymous and, in composition and rhetoric scholarship, more frequently used term, Current-
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Traditional Rhetoric (Matsuda 2003), did not appear in the literature until Young’s (1978) 

article, ‘‘Paradigms and Problems: Needed Research in Rhetorical Invention.’’ Based on the 

published research foci in the Pre-Process era, Young came to categorize those approaches as 

Current Traditional Rhetoric which placed an “emphasis on the composed product rather than the 

composing process; the analysis of discourse into words, sentences, and paragraphs; the strong 

concern with usage (syntax, spelling, punctuation) and with style (economy, clarity, emphasis); 

and so on’’ (p. 31). In this way, similar to the Process Movement, much of the published 

scholarship on Current Traditional Rhetoric has been constructed discursively giving the false 

impression that “composition pedagogy before the Process Movement was methodologically 

monolithic” (Matsuda, 2003, p. 68).  As an example,  Myers (1986) pointed out that Leonard’s 

(1914, 1917) views toward the teaching of writing underscored a focus on many areas considered 

neglected before the Process Movement, including invention strategies, such as free writing, and 

revision strategies, such as peer collaboration. Moreover, Newkirk (1994) drew attention to 

Barrett Wendell's historically early (1908) remarks about the need to “make composition a 

humane and intimate discipline” (p. 116-117) by incorporating what are often considered 

Process-Era-borne teaching strategies, including “writing conferences, the use of student writing 

as the primary text of the course, and peer critiquing” (p. 119). 

In the end, despite composition literature's frequent oversimplifications and factual 

omissions toward the realities of Product or Current Traditional Rhetoric writing pedagogy, 

Process Writing was, inarguably, the most influential writing theory throughout the 1970’s and 

much of the 1980’s and its influence is still strongly felt in writing classrooms today.  
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2.2.1.2 Critiques of Process Writing and the Emergence of the Post Process Era 

Similar to the distinctions between the Process and Product or Current Traditional 

Rhetoric paradigms, the differences between Process and Post Process Approaches have 

sometimes been exaggerated in the literature (Atkinson, 2003). However, for the sake of 

presenting writing pedagogies' detailed chronology it should be pointed out that “post-process’’ 

made its first significant appearance in John Trimbur’s 1994 review essay, ‘‘Taking the Social 

Turn: Teaching Writing Post-Process’’ (Trimbur, 1994). There, according to Atkinson (2003),  

Trimbur reviewed three books that enact[ed] what has come to be called the 'social 

turn'…a post-process, postcognitivist theory and pedagogy that represent literacy as an 

ideological arena and composition as a cultural activity by which writers position and 

reposition themselves in relation to their own and others’ subjectivities, discourses, 

practices, and institutions. (p. 109)  

 

Along the same lines as Trimbur’s (1994) critique, Tobin (2001) observed that Process 

Writing was “criticized for ignoring student differences in race, class and gender and their 

influence on students’ writing processes and production” (p. 15). Regarding more everyday 

teacherly concerns, Tobin (2001) also pointed out, “Process, according to the post-process 

theorists, had left us with no content…Students can’t write about nothing, the argument goes, 

which apparently is what they were writing about when the course was organized around their 

choice of topics and issues” (p. 13). However, as already alluded to, many Post Process 

advocates' criticisms toward Process have often sprung from a misrepresentation of classroom 

practices. For example, Atkinson (2003) has noted that, in contrast to the Post Process critiques 

toward Process instruction, in reality, most Process teachers actually directed students toward 

choices of texts and, consequently, encouraged them to write about “something” (p. 109). In this 

way, the notion that Process Writing left students nothing to write about was frequently not true.  



24 

 

 From my research and ten years of professional teaching experience in L1 and L2 first 

year writing, the most useful distinction between a Process and Post Process Writing classroom 

has been offered by Tobin (2001) who described Process classrooms as focused more on 

“production” and Post Process more on “consumption” (p. 15). Specifically, in the “production”, 

process classroom, “students are still apt to devote most class time to responses to students 

works-in-progress” as well as discussions of how “successful writers use to find and focus 

topics, to discover their meaning and voice” and “to productively give and take peer review” (p. 

16). Meanwhile, in the “consumption”, post-process classroom teachers  generally “assign more 

reading and devote more class time to discussions, interpretations, and assessments of the works 

of professional writers, to the identification of the characteristics of effective writing, to the 

teaching of rhetorical conventions and strategies” (p. 16). This distinction seems to be at the 

heart of the process and post-process debate and it is one that also resonates with my own 

professional teaching experience where I have observed many teacher colleagues devote more 

class time on “production” activities, such as extensive peer review and in class writing 

workshops, while others spend much more on “consumption” activities, including extensive 

discussions of stories and articles students are asked to read. Of course, many others try to 

balance the two. 

2.2.2 L2 Writing Theoretical Trends 

2.2.2.1 The Extent of the Process Pedagogy Movement in L2 Writing  

 While the history of L1 writing pedagogy scholarship has often been obscured by the 

misrepresentation of actual classroom practices, the history of L2 writing pedagogy scholarship 

has been complicated by the many divergent areas of interest or, as expressed by Matsuda (2003) 

“the sequential emerging of competing foci,” such as, 'Focus on Form 1966,' 'Focus on the 
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Writer 1976,' 'Focus on Content 1986' and 'Focus on the Reader 1986' (Raimes, 1991, p. 408-

413). This history of “emerging” and “competing foci” has led to inevitable differences of 

scholars' opinions about which trends, retrospectively, have yielded larger impacts on the field of 

L2 writing. The springs of these divergent opinions have likely risen, in part, from the point 

raised by Atkinson (2003) that L2 writing lacks a, “well-documented history...as an organized 

discipline,” contributing to many L2 writing scholars' claims, such as the significance of the 

Process Movement, becoming largely “matters of interpretation, as well as of personal 

experience” (Atkinson, 2003). On this point, Atkinson (2003) pointed out, “The claim that 

Process Writing has been the dominant approach to L2 writing in the last part of the 20th century 

will perhaps be contested by some (see, for example, Leki, 1992, pp. 6–7)” or as Raimes (1991) 

asserted, “ “while ‘process’ became an influential keyword in second language writing, there 

never was an L2 writing process era in the sense that everyone wholeheartedly embraced the 

notion of process, or in which it was the paradigm for L2 writing” (p. 413). This doesn't mean, 

however, that many scholars, including Atkinson (2003) and Raimes (1991) have not asserted 

the significant impact of Process in L2 Writing. For example, as Atkinson (2003) pointed out,   

such influential publications as Second Language Writing: Research Insights for the 

Classroom (Kroll, 1990), wherein nine of the 13 chapters were centrally concerned with 

some aspect of the writing process...suggest that evidence for this claim [regarding the 

significance of Process in L2] is more than anecdotal. (p. 4) 

 

Earlier Johns (1990, p. 26) stated on this same topic, “The influence of the Process Approaches, 

especially of cognitive views, upon modern ESL classrooms cannot be exaggerated.” In a more 

recent article, Matsuda (2003) described the “development of what may be called the L2 writing 

Process Movement during the 1980s (see Krapels, 1990; Silva, 1993; Susser, 1994)” (p. 78).  
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2.2.2.2 The Origins and Implications of L2 Process Writing Pedagogy  

 Prior to the rise of the Process Movement in teaching L2 writing, what has most often 

been referred to as a “Product Approach” was the dominant paradigm (e.g., Raimes 1991; 

Matsuda 2003). Myskow and Gordon (2010) described the Product Approach as follows: 

 According to Raimes' (ibid.) historical survey of L2 writing, product-oriented pedagogies 

 were characterized by a focus on accuracy and the 'imitation of paragraph or essay form' 

 (p. 409). Typical classroom activities included writing from an outline, paragraph 

 completion, identification of topic and support, and scrambled sentences to reorder. In 

 this approach, the texts that writers are to produce represent the entry point of instruction, 

 and they are largely seen as autonomous objects that can be 'analyzed or described 

 independently of particular contexts, writers, or readers' (Hyland 2002: 6). (p. 284) 

 

 Not surprisingly, many criticisms of this approach arose. Zamel (1976), was one of the 

first significant critics of this pedagogy, and in fact the one scholar who has been often “praised 

(or blamed)” (Susser, 1994, p. 37) for starting the groundswell of interest toward applying L1 

Process Writing pedagogy in L2 writing. Along these lines, Zamel (1976) commented, in her 

critique of Product pedagogy, “the primary emphasis should be upon the expressive and creative 

process of writing,” criticizing what she described as the then widespread attitude that “writing 

entails grammatical proficiency” (p. 69, 74).  Later, by the late 1970s, according to Susser (1994) 

“handbooks were more willing to advise teachers to concentrate on context...and not penalize 

students for surface inaccuracy” (e.g., Rivers & Temperley, 1978, p. 321) while also 

“encourag[ing] Process Writing techniques such as collaboration and peer correction” (p. 37).   

Other criticisms of L2 Writing Product pedagogy came from Rohman (1965) who claimed it was 

“constraining [on] the freedom of writers” (p. 108) and, later, Zamel, who suggested, it placed 

“an over-emphasis on the surface level features of writing” (1987, p. 700).  

 Following these critiques, and likely in large part due to them, Susser (1994) pointed out, 

that L1 Process Writing pedagogy became the norm in L2 writing pedagogy by the 1980's due to 
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the urging of some of its strongest advocates, including Raimes (e.g., 1983a, 1983b, 1985, 

1987a, 1987b) and Zamel (e.g., 1982, 1983a, 1984b, 1985, 1987). Specific Process Writing 

strategies were advocated by McKay, (1982) who recommend the use of prewriting strategies, 

while journal writing was suggested by Spack and Sadow (1983). Spack (1984) also encouraged 

the teaching of invention techniques, such as freewriting and brainstorming. Finally, according to 

Susser (1994), “By the late 1980s Process Writing pedagogies had reached the mainstream of 

ESL writing instruction” indicated in no small part by the publication of Hedge's (1988) Writing, 

“the first book-length teacher's manual to adopt a full-fledged process pedagogy” (p. 39). Other 

teachers' manuals that followed also advocated a process pedagogy, such as “White (1988), 

Cohen (1990, chap. 6), Richards (1990, chap. 6), Nelson (1991, pp. 3 – 9), Nunan (1991, chap. 

5), Kroll (1991), White and Arndt (1991), Scarcella and Oxford (1992, chap. 8), and Reid 

(1993)” (Susser, 1994, p. 39). These, as Susser (1994) pointed out “drew on the L1 process 

literature and advocated Process Writing pedagogies for ESL/EFL writing classrooms” (p. 39). 

 As this L2 writing scholarship suggests, the nature of a Process Writing approach, at least 

according to the literature, has never been much different in an ESL (NNES) or L1 writing class. 

As further evidence in support of this claim, sounding very much like a pedagogical approach 

adopted by the most fervent L1 Process-oriented teacher, Johns (1990), explained that in a 

Process oriented ESL writing class,  

ESL teachers prepare students to write through invention and other prewriting activities 

….encourage several drafts of a paper, require paper revision at the macro levels, 

generally through group work….and delay the student fixation with and correction of 

sentence-level errors until the final editing stage. (p. 26)   

 

2.2.2.3 Criticisms of L2 Process and the Rise of L2 Post Process  

 Because pedagogical approaches in L1 and L2 Writing Process classrooms were so 

similar and yet the students were so different, criticisms, particularly in the 1990's, began to 
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arise. These were most often associated with the Post Process Movement which the L1 

composition scholar John Trimbur is given credit for coining in his 1994 review article, ‘Taking 

the Social Turn: Teaching Writing Post-Process.” In this article he reviewed three books which 

explored the ways in which Process Writing had mistakenly considered writing, 

“decontextualized, information-centered, impersonal activities” instead of an activity which is 

“actively construct[ed], and...centrally implicated within, power relations, society, culture, and, 

indeed, individuality itself” (Atkinson, 2003, p. 6). The problems associated with this 

conceptualization of the writing process as generic, stable and consistent, regardless of the 

uniqueness of the individual writer performing them, were particularly problematic with L2 

writing and the diversity of students it represents. Atkinson (2003) elaborated on this point 

below:   

 By the 1990s, a growing number of researchers and teachers were beginning to 

 point out the mismatch between L1-oriented process pedagogy and the life 

 experiences of various kinds of students. Scollon (1991; see also Ho, 1998; Li, 

 1996; Shen, 1989), for example, described his attempt to implement Elbow’s 

 version of Process Writing (e.g., Elbow, 1981) in a class of Taiwanese university 

 students, with strikingly poor results. He located the problem in clashing expectations 

 regarding what sociocultural action student writers saw themselves as engaged in, 

 including how to position themselves vis-a`-vis the larger society and its fund of received 

 knowledge. Somewhat similarly, Holliday (1994) argued that, without considerable 

 sensitivity and modification, process-oriented, group-based, student-centered approaches 

 to second language teaching in general were  inappropriately applied in parts of the world 

 they were not originally designed for. Allaei & Connor (1990), Carson and Nelson 

 (1996), Delpit (1995), Gee (1990, 1996), and Ramanathan and Kaplan (1996), among 

 others, also indicated ways in which non-mainstream writers might be disadvantaged by 

 an L1-oriented process. (p. 8) 

 

Summarizing more L2 Post Process objections, Atkinson (2003) elaborated: 

 

What do [Process Writing] notions like 'voice,' 'critical thinking,' 'originality,' 'clarity,' 

and 'plagiarism' mean outside the cultural contexts in which they have been developed 

and are so deeply embedded? At the level of teaching, for example, how do the student-

centered, process-oriented, and fluency-focused elements of process pedagogy impact 

students from educational backgrounds that are teacher-centered, knowledge-oriented, 

and accuracy focused? Or, to stretch Trimbur’s phrase a bit further, what does it even 
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mean to talk about ‘‘culture,’’ and its purported influence on students writing in a 

second/additional language (e.g., Atkinson, 1999; Kubota, 1999; Spack, 1997)? (p. 6) 

 

In spite of these many criticisms, the L2 Post Process Movement, which became  

 

synonymous with these objections, did not represent an alternate set of particular pedagogical  

 

approaches, or Process Approaches' complete demise in L2 writing, but more, as  

 

Matsuda (2003) noted “the recognition of the multiplicity of L2 writing theories and pedagogies”  

 

which were not given adequate attention due to “the dominance of process at the expense of  

 

other aspects of writing and writing instruction” (p. 65).  

  

It should be noted here, not incidentally, as was pointed out similarly in the L1 Product –  

 

Process and Post Process history of this chapter, some L2 writing scholars, including Atkinson  

 

(2003) and Atkinson and Ramanathan (1995) have rightly pointed out that the actual practices of  

 

many L2 Process-oriented teachers were often quite different from their critical representation in  

 

the Post Process literature. For example, many teachers did, in fact, play more than a “facilitator”   

 

role (Atkinson, 2003, p. 7) in their classrooms. Moreover, many others would often assign  

 

students writing topics, provide feedback to students' writing which was designed to “mold” it in  

 

“definite ways” and “rarely relied on self-discovery as the primary purpose of writing  

 

assignments” (Atkinson, 2003, p. 10). For these reasons, notwithstanding the criticisms that  

 

arose during the Post Process Movement, there was never a push for Process Writing approaches,  

 

such as “prewriting, drafting, feedback, and revising” to be completed eliminated in second  

 

language writing classrooms since they have been “important classroom activities” (Atkinson,  

 

2003, p. 11). Instead, Atkinson (2003) has, in terms similar to Matsuda (2003), offered the  

 

following Post Process challenge to L2 writing teachers and scholars: 

  

 not in terms of a basic 'paradigm shift,' but rather in expanding and broadening the  

 domain of L2 writing—in research as much as in teaching...to go beyond   

 now-traditional views [circa 2003] of L2 writing research and teaching which focus on   
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 issues such as  drafting, teacher feedback, peer review, editing, grammar correction, and   

 the like. (Atkinson, 2003, p. 11) 

 

2.2.2.4 Newer Directions in Genre Approaches 
 

 There's much that has been written about Genre Pedagogy and much that can be said 

about what has been written. To begin, however, forming a clear understanding of what “genre” 

in pedagogy references would be useful. Hyland (2007) has offered a clear assessment of the 

mean, value, and applications of genre as follows,  

[it] is based on the idea that members of a community usually have little difficulty in 

recognizing similarities in the texts they use frequently and are able to draw on their 

repeated experiences with such texts to read, understand, and perhaps write them 

relatively easily. (p. 151) 

 

 In this way, studying genre provides writing teachers with an “explicit understanding of texts are 

structured” (Hyland, 2007, p. 151) and organized so they can impart this knowledge onto their 

students.  

 Historically there have been three main approaches to genre identified (Hyon, 1996 offers 

a detailed breakdown) which Johns (2011) described elegantly from the perspective of 

Flowerdew (2002) who “suggested that there are two general approaches to theorizing about and 

teaching genre: the 'linguistic' [Systemic Functional Linguistics, SFL, and English for Specific 

Purposes, ESP] and the 'non-linguistic' (the New Rhetoric)” (p. 63). Johns (2011) continued with 

her commentary about Flowerdew's evolving work on Genre in this way, “Though he has 

modified his argument considerably, making it more complex and suggesting that the New 

Rhetoric and ESP ma6y be converging (see Flowerdew, 2011), the issue of pedagogical focus 

continues to be relevant and contested” (p. 63). The controversy, Johns (2011) has noted, relates 

to “whether texts [the ESP and SFL emphasis]...or processes and contexts [the New Rhetoric] 

should be the major focus” (p. 63).  
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 With this historical background in mind, the main concern with this chapter section will 

be with reviewing some of the more recent Genre scholarship which has offered, as noted by 

Flowerdew (2011) cited in Johns (2011) above, a more holistic, overarching concept of Genre 

Pedagogy attempting to bridge the very different, but complementary schools of New Rhetoric 

and ESP to form a more robust, empowering L2 writing pedagogy. Since, however, the New 

Rhetoric and ESP will be the tributaries for this new model of discussion, some background 

would be helpful. For the New Rhetoric, Hyon (1996) has offered the following:  

New Rhetoric research describes a body of North American scholarship from a variety of 

disciplines concerned with L1 teaching, including rhetoric, composition studies, and 

professional writing. Genre scholars in these areas have differed from those in ESP as 

they have focused more on the situational contexts in which genres occur than on their 

forms and have placed special emphases on the social purposes...that these genres fulfill 

within these situations (Bazerman 1988, 1994; Campbell & Jamieson, 1978, Coe, 1994). 

(p. 696)   

 

 Turning to ESP, Hyon (1996) has, in her often referenced taxonomy of the three main 

historical focuses of Genre, offered “Researchers in ESP have been interested in genre as a tool 

for analyzing and teaching the spoken and written language required of nonnative speakers in 

academic and professional settings” (p. 695). In particular, Swales' (1981, 1986, 1990) work has 

been very influential in shaping ESP's research and teaching foci. He noted that genres are 

“communicative events” with “communicative purposes” which feature common “structure, 

style, content, and intended audience” (Swales, 1990, p. 58). Subsequently, Hyon (1996) added, 

“many ESP scholars have paid particular attention to detailing the formal characteristics of 

genres [e.g., structure and organizational patterns] while focusing less on the specialized 

functions of texts and their surrounding social contexts” (p. 695).  Some of the significant ESP 

research that has been done has investigated “global organization patterns in genres such as 
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experimental research articles (Swales, 1980, 1990), master of science dissertations (Hopkins 

and Dudley Evans, 1988)...[and] business letters (Bhatia, 1993)” (Hyon, 1996, p. 695).   

  Returning to the newer, more encompassing Genre Pedagogy, Flowerdew (2011) in her 

article, “Reconciling Contrasting Approaches to Genre Analysis: The Whole Can Equal more 

than the sum of its parts” asserted that Genre Pedagogy is becoming more inclusive by 

attempting to bridge the best of ESP, whose pedagogy has traditionally focused on surface level 

text features, such as organization and specialized vocabulary, and the New Rhetoric, whose 

pedagogical focus has traditionally been on the way social contexts affect text construction. On 

this point, Flowerdew (2011) asserted that genre is becoming “a multifaceted construct 

characterized by a range of features that include social actions, communities of practice, power 

relations, texts, and the interactions among texts” (p. 120). This all-inclusive, more 

“multifaceted” (Flowerdew, 2011, p. 120) conceptualization of Genre has also been stressed by 

Myskow and Gordon (2010) who have noted, “Proponents of Genre Pedagogies have attempted 

to broaden traditional conceptions of genres by characterizing them not just in terms of their 

linguistic properties [a reference to ESP] but their social functions as well” (p. 284).  From this 

perspective, as Hyland (2002) had noted previously referring to more general genre applications, 

instead of a specific branch, ESP, EFL, or New Rhetoric,  

In genre-based pedagogies, developing an understanding of the social context within 

which texts are situated is the proper entry point of instruction. A focus then on the 

linguistic and rhetorical features of a text should only come after a social context has 

been established (p. 96-111). (Myskow & Gordon, 2010, p. 284) 

 

This perspective has much to offer L2 writing since it provides students opportunities to learn 

rhetorical and organizational features of texts through such classroom activities as “writing from 

an outline and identification of topic and support” but it also attempts to help students develop “a 

more flexible understanding of generic structures and the ways in which genres interact (Johns, 



33 

 

2002, p. 57 – 84)” (Myskow & Gordon, 2010, p. 285). In this way, this perspective effectively 

marries ESP's focus on developing students' understanding of model texts' surface features with 

New Rhetoric's focus on the way social contexts influence text construction.  

 A benefit of this approach, not incidentally, according to Myskow and Gordon (2010), is  

 

that it informs students that texts are not “rigid...templates” and, instead, “are highly complex  

 

entities” and it avoids “[prescribing] inflexible textual patterns [that] may inhibit a writer's ability  

 

to transfer their knowledge of text structure to tasks that require a more complex combination of  

 

generic forms” (p. 285). As Coe (2002), cited in Myskow and Gordon (2010) noted, “thesis  

 

statements do not always appear in introductions and 'unity of purpose may be signified without  

 

even using a thesis statement'” (p. 201). However, thesis statements, by way of example, often  

 

do appear at the end of introductions and, drawing from the NNES side of this new Genre  

 

Pedagogy paradigm, as expressed by Flowerdew (2011), Myskow and Gordon (2010) and  

 

Hyland (2002, 2003, 2007), this explicit focus on the common organizational and linguistic  

 

features of texts could be incorporated into a teacher's classroom lesson with the caveat that texts  

 

are, indeed, flexible.  

  

 An additional benefit of this approach is that it empowers students to not blindly follow 

genre conventions for the duration of their writing careers and, contrarily, empowers them to 

reshape existing conventions (Myskow & Gordon, 2010). As Johns (1997) had earlier noted on 

this point, “as individuals within a discourse community become more established and famous, 

they become more anti-conventional, in both texts and languages” (p. 68).       

2.2.3 L2 Writing's Theoretical Trends and Their Relevance to My Study 

  One of the biggest challenge in L2 writing pedagogy today is Post Processes' failure to 

provide instructors much practical orientation since, in place of offering guidance for a specific 
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pedagogical approach, it has primarily served as a reminder, albeit, an important one, that 

writing, as well as the students we ask to write, are complex; consequently, a variety of research 

and teaching perspectives are needed to shed light on its many ambiguous shadows. However, in 

my professional teaching experience, what can fairly be called Post Process or, to use the Tobin 

(2001) descriptive term, “consumption” classrooms, emphasizing reading and analysis, 

principally the texts of other writers, including often complex literary texts, which are most often 

taken from L1 anthologies and are not appropriate for L2 writers (Matsuda et. al, 2013), have 

often disfavored the ever increasing number of NNES students in college composition 

classrooms, more and more often from less commonly represented languages and cultural 

backgrounds (Matsuda, 2013). A more balanced classroom can provide challenging reading 

material for “consumption” (Tobin, 2001) and remain sensitive to L2's students linguistic 

challenges, relevant cultural familiarity regarding topics and themes, and pragmatically speaking, 

time constraints; in other words, instead of requiring L2 first-year writing students to 

disproportionately devote time to “consumption” activities, for example, by assigning 

linguistically and culturally inaccessible literary texts during a semester, and, alternately, 

assigning challenging, but less overwhelming readings or, possibly more New Media texts, more 

time and cognitive space would be available for L2 students' “production” (Tobin, 2001) 

activities, including writing and revising. A theoretical path for making this paradigmatic shift in 

our L2 first-year writing courses, however, is not clearly marked. A fully embraced return to the 

Process Writing model of the 1970's and early 1980's, for example, at least as portrayed by its 

Post Process critics (actual classroom practices being more complex and varied), with its often 

disproportionate emphasis on “production” activities (Tobin, 2001), emphasizing students' own 

writing as primary course texts for analysis and revision, would likely fail to challenge students' 
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critical thinking, critical reading, and research abilities, currently significant learning objectives 

in first-year writing courses (Matsuda, 2013). In addition, as pointed out by several scholars, 

including Atkinson (2003) and Hyland (2003), a traditional Process Approach, with substantial 

periods of peer review and peer-based collaborative activities, is often uncomfortable and, 

ultimately, ineffective, for those NNES students who come from cultural backgrounds where 

such practices conflict with established norms and values, such as the role of a teacher and 

student in a classroom. For these reasons, the current practices and theoretical perspectives of the 

Process and Post Process Movements have not been able to address major concerns of L2 first-

year writing teachers and their students.   

 Regarding the Genre Approach, many scholars, including Flowerdew (2011), Myskow 

and Gordon (2010),  and Hyland (2002, 2007) have suggested that as its framework becomes 

more inclusive, bridging the best of ESP and New Rhetoric together, it has much to offer L2 

writing. As previously mentioned, including a social dimension to writing instruction by teaching 

L2 students that “writing is a purposeful, socially embedded activity” and “that rhetorical 

patterns are not autonomous templates to be applied wholesale to any number of writing tasks” 

(Myskow & Gordon, 2010, p. 286), its proponents have distinguished themselves from Process, 

Product, or Current Traditional Rhetoric, and many traditional ESP advocates as well. Although 

this more robust, inclusive Genre Pedagogy paradigm as articulated by Flowerdew (2011), 

Myskow and Gordon (2010),  and Hyland (2002, 2007) which attempts to bridge the best of ESP 

and the New Rhetoric, sounds very promising it still is not without its problems when applied to 

L2 first-year writing instruction in a university context. 

 To begin, the Genre Approach's more recent focus on the importance of establishing a 

social context before analyzing texts' surface constructions (e.g., Flowerdew, 2011; Hyland, 
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2002, 2007; Myskow & Gordon, 2010), while empowering and potentially valuable to first-year 

writing instruction, also has limitations. Most significantly it reiterates, in different language, the 

Writing Program Administrator, WPA, (2000) Outcome Statements for first-year writing 

(Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013). With its publication, this document has largely 

continued to shape learning objectives in first-year writing courses for both L1 and L2 students 

since, currently, there is no separate Outcome Statement for L2, writers, although Matsuda et al. 

(2013) have suggested there should be. Raising students' awareness of texts' rhetorical features, 

including audience, purpose, and context, and the ways in which they are shaped by them, are the 

major focus of the Outcomes Statements (Matsuda et al., 2013). For these reasons, the “social 

purposes” embedded in the new scholarship on Genre in L2 Writing which provides a bridge 

between ESP and New Rhetoric (e.g., Hyland, 2002, 2007; Myskow & Gordon, 2010; 

Flowerdew, 2011) have already been considered and applied in first-year writing pedagogy. 

Although it should be noted that the scholarship in teaching L1 and L2 first-year writing students 

about rhetoric has been done primarily by L1 scholars, not surprisingly, in New Rhetoric studies. 

This clearly suggests that similar scholarship offered from the perspective of L2 researchers, who 

may be more sensitive to the unique challenges of teaching rhetoric to non-native English 

speakers, could be a fruitful contribution to L2 first-year writing pedagogy. Finally, the Genre 

Approach's focus on text types' explicit conventions is, in my experience, effective in first-year 

writing and, actually, already commonly taught, perhaps not surprisingly since this focus is 

included in the WPA (2000) Program Outcomes Statement  

 The limitations of a Genre Approach in first-year writing, however, are most strongly 

pronounced their orientation toward course readings. Assigned readings in an ESP or EAP 

(English for Academic Purposes) Genre Based classroom, for example, have most often 
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emphasized students' own writing, as well as their analysis of model, professional texts which 

presumably will need to be written in their future academic or professional careers. In contrast, 

readings assigned in first-year writing classes have been primarily, in my ten years of 

professional teaching experience and reading of L1 first-year writing scholarship, intended to 

challenge students' critical thinking and broaden their understanding of political and social 

issues, such as globalization, immigration and economic inequality. More pragmatically 

speaking, assigned readings in first-year writing classes have most often featured rhetorically and 

stylistically different models than what ESP or EAP students would read. The divergences 

between the text types in all likelihood stems from their different purposes. To be more specific, 

while an assigned poem, short story, or film may provide first-year writing students with ample 

opportunities for critical thinking about the human experience, an important component of most 

first-year writing classes, it would be far less successful as a “model” for EAP or ESP students' 

future academic or professional writing.   

 As the above discussion suggests, a Genre Approach's explicit focus on rhetorical and 

surface level conventions of text types, traditionally, the ESP focus, with its increasingly added 

rhetorical dimension, as suggested by scholars including Flowerdew (2011), Hyland (2002, 

2007),  and Myskow and Gordon (2010), has much to offer L2 first-year writing. As pointed out 

previously, however, the WPA (2000) Outcomes Statement has emphasized a rhetorical focus in 

first-year writing pedagogy, and this has already percolated down to a strongly brewed rhetorical 

emphasis in many first-year writing classrooms. Much of the research informing this pedagogy, 

however, has been provided by L1 New Rhetoric scholars (Matsuda et al, 2013) which leaves a 

window open for L2 writing Genre scholars to make significant contributions. Pragmatically, 

however, in order for that to happen, the WPA would, ideally, as Matsuda et al. (2013) 
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recommend, create a separate Outcomes Statement for L2 writers. Even with these changes, 

however, with their vastly different learning objectives in reading, critical thinking and global 

understanding, a Genre Approach's applications in first-year writing, while helpful, may still be 

limited.     

  The remaining sections of this chapter will review the literature from other relevant 

theoretical areas to this study. 

2.3 Academic and Learning Strategies  
 

 Since the research questions in this study explore the type of challenges NNES university 

students face when writing about film or print texts and how they try to overcome them with 

their academic strategies and learning strategies, these concepts, which consider how students 

approach academic tasks consciously and subconsciously warrant discussion.   

 Rubin's (1975) foundational study exploring the ways in which successful language 

learners studied has been noted as one of the most influential in learning strategies (Rose, 2012). 

In the study Rubin concluded there are different strategies successful and unsuccessful language 

learners use. Consequently, Rubin encouraged more research to try to bring into focus the 

“productive” learning strategies used by successful language learners (Rose, 2012, p. 92).  Not 

surprisingly, Rubin (1975) also suggested language teachers inform students about effective 

learning strategies. Subsequently, Rubin (1981) defined learning strategies as “the technique or 

devices that a learner may employ to acquire a language” (p. 42). A later and more broadly 

applicable definition was offered by O'Malley and Chamot (1990) who described learning 

strategies as “the special thoughts or behaviors that individuals use to help them comprehend, 

learn, or retain new information” (p. 1). Later, Scarcella and Oxford (1992) described learning 

strategies as a way to characterize the specific skills and practices students resort to in order to 
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complete assignments, including “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or techniques—such as 

seeing out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle a difficult language 

task—used by students to enhance their own learning” (as cited in Oxford, 2003, p. 63).  

 Academic strategies, a term first offered by Adamson (1993), is similar to learning 

strategies but not exactly the same. On this point, Adamson (1993) explained that academic 

strategies  refer to “study skills such as reading, dictionary use, note-taking, use of research tools, 

organization, and studying for tests” as well as, “ways of completing assignments without high 

proficiency in academic English, and often with less than a full understanding of the material” 

(p. 71). As Adamson (1993) added, “These limitations require special ways of taking tests, 

writing papers, and participating in class discussions” (p. 71). The associated concept, learning 

strategies, is a broader term than “academic strategies” because it includes unconscious 

strategies, like abstracting grammatical patterns from input. Adamson’s (1993) academic 

strategies correspond more or less to what Oxford (2003) calls metacognitive strategies which 

Oxford (2008) described as a way of “planning, organizing, and evaluating one's own learning” 

(p. 12).   

 Many research studies have explored the effect of learning strategies. Mori and Shimizu 

(2007), for example, investigated students’ attitudes and strategies toward learning kanji, the 

adopted Chinese characters used in the modern Chinese writing system, as well as students’ self-

reported feelings about the effectiveness of their strategies. Some of their findings highlighted 

the following major attitudes and strategies, 

six attitudinal factors (kanji is fun; kanji is difficult; kanji has cultural value; kanji has a 

future; kanji is useful; kanji learning requires special abilities) and six strategy belief 

factors (morphological analysis, rote memorization, context-based strategies, association 

strategies, metacognitive strategies, and helplessness). (Everson, 2011, p. 258) 
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An interesting finding was that the students' attitudinal factors, for example, “kanji is fun,” often 

impacted their particular learning strategy. For example, students who thought learning “kanji is 

fun” were often more creative in “coming up with imaginative memorization strategies” whereas 

students who thought learning kanji was difficult often relied on “rote memorization” (Everson, 

2011, p. 259).  

 In another study investigating students' learning strategies and attitudes, Rose (2013)  

explored students' attitudes regarding the effectiveness of mnemonics as a way of learning  

Japanese written kanji. According to Rose (2013) while “while some participants perceived  

mnemonics as a useful strategy for kanji learning, others perceived them as 'ridiculous' stories’” 

(p. 989). Additionally, in a data recall task, Rose found that “the overuse of mnemmonic devices   

overuse of mnemonic strategies caused limitations in learner recall of kanji due to the  

multiplicity of kanji readings” (2013, p. 989). For these reasons, Rose (2013) has suggested  

learners and teachers use mnemonic devices, but not overuse them. A final recommendation  

from Rose (2013) is that more studies involving mnemonics-based kanji learning include  

interviews and data recall tasks, instead of the traditional form of student-self-reporting to more  

accurately assess not just students’ attitudes and strategies, but their actual learning.  

2.4 Trends in the Texts Used in First Year College Writing Classes 

An NNES writing instructor’s choice of texts for students to read, watch, think and write 

about on students’ motivation, engagement, critical thinking, and, ultimately, writing process and 

development is foundational to this study.  
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2.5 Film and Literature in the ESL Classroom 

2.5.1 Benefits and Challenges of Using Film in the ESL Classroom 

For ESL (NNES) students, who are the primary focus of this study, the use of film in 

second and foreign language classes has been widely touted as an effective means of engaging 

and teaching students with a wide variety of academic, linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

(Stempleski, 1990). On this point, as Kasper (2000) has noted, film offers a strong emotional 

appeal for non-native English speakers.  Kasper (2000) has also stressed that films allow course 

content to be more accessible to ESL (NNES) students by providing graphic representations of 

what might otherwise be linguistically inaccessible material. Along the same lines, Wood (1997) 

described how culture and vocabulary can be effectively taught with film in an ESL classroom 

since “the way it is contextualized so vividly…provides an excellent focal point for developing 

students’… knowledge” (p. 115).  Wood (1997) further described several “composition 

activities” which can be paired effectively with film as a way to develop vocabulary and cultural 

knowledge, including students writing diary entries from the point of view of different characters 

in a film or writing film reviews (p. 115).  

 On a slightly different note, some scholars, including Kasper (2000) have described how 

incorporating film into a discipline-based, high-intermediate ESL course can support the 

teaching of rhetorical modes, including, comparison and contrast, cause and effect, and 

argumentation. She described, for example, how a film she screened in her class, Secrets of the 

Wild Child, presented different theoretical arguments surrounding the young girl, Genie, who 

was kept isolated in an attic and deprived of language input. In this way, Kasper claimed, 

students could see a “highly accurate and detailed model for this rhetorical mode 

[argumentation]” (p. 53). In a similar vein, Jan Fluit-Dupuy (2001) described how she taught 
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argumentative writing to secondary and college level ESL writing students by having them 

watch films and write reviews. She detailed, in fact, how the film reviews helped students 

identify and develop thesis statements as well as details to support and expand a thesis. Finally, 

Pally (1998) explained how she taught low-intermediate through advanced-level university 

bound ESL students basic academic writing skills of paper organization, text analysis and 

exemplification (i.e., providing examples to illustrate claims) in a sustained content course, 

“Film and Society.” In her study, she illustrated, with examples from student portfolio writing, 

how students were able to improve or not improve in these skills areas in the various 

composition assignments she assigned. 

The principal challenge scholars have suggested toward the use of film in an ESL class is 

students’ difficulties in understanding dialogue. For example, Li-Yun Lin’s (2002) study, 

“Effective Learner-Centered Strategies for Extensive Viewing of Feature Films,” described 

challenges L2 learners face in understanding accent, slang, and pace of speech. She suggested, 

however, students can, at least partially, overcome these obstacles by incorporating strategies 

like repeat viewing, reading film scripts before watching a film, and reading subtitles in their 

native language and/or target language depending on their needs. Other scholars, including 

Katchen (1996), have suggested similar language comprehension difficulties for incorporating 

films in ESL classrooms and, like Lin, recommended the use of repeat viewing and subtitles.  

2.5.2 Benefits and Challenges of Using Literature in the ESL Classroom  

Many scholars have long indicated literature's ability to provide ESL students with an 

opportunity to understand the subtle brushstrokes of language, such as “subtle vocabulary usage, 

and complex and exact syntax,” thus, improving their “linguistic knowledge” (Povey, 1972, p. 

187). These Povey (1972) remarks touch upon the notion of language usage which Widdowson 
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(1978) distinguished from language use in the following way, “usage involves a knowledge of 

linguistic rules, whereas use entails knowing how to use these rules for effective 

communication” (p. 3). In this way, Widdowson’s (1978) distinction mirrors Bachman’s (1990) 

distinction between grammatical competence and pragmatic competence. For these scholars then, 

the modeling of linguistic forms and rules by expert writers is thought to be a helpful way for 

ESL students to come to understand complex grammar, syntax, and vocabulary, but not 

necessarily to be able to apply them in communicative situations. Finally, as McKay (1982) 

continued on this line of argument, “Most present day literary texts assume that literature can 

provide a basis for extending language usage,” for which she provides the following example,  

“vocabulary expansion is dealt with by attention to word forms and common expressions” (p. 

529). Again, the notion of greater usage awareness rendered through the study of literature is 

stressed. On the same page of literature's benefits in a language classroom, but played in a 

different note, Kramsch (1997) suggested that the study of literature in another language allows 

learners the pleasurable opportunity to 'trespass' its culture, giving them privy access to 

otherwise unseen experiences and uses of language in the target culture.   

On the other hand, a number of scholars have pointed out the challenges of literature in a 

language classroom (e.g., Hall, 2003; Hall, 2005; McKay, 1982). To begin, it has been noted that 

due to often complex vocabulary, language usage, and “unfamiliar” cultural themes, reading 

literature can be difficult, time consuming and sometimes discouraging for ESL students 

(McKay, 1982, p. 532).  Along the same lines Hall (2005) has noted: 

The communicative critique of traditional approaches to literature teaching stemmed 

from the perception that the study of literature is not always necessarily pleasurable or  

meaningful for all readers, despite the claims of its enthusiasts. A number of classroom   

studies across time and space have shown that classroom uses of literature put off at least   

as many students as they encourage. (p. 51) 
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 One such study that indicated many students have been put off by the study of literature 

has been provided by Hall (2003). In the introduction to this 2003 study, “Poetry, Pleasure, and 

Second Language Learning Classrooms,” Hall noted that the “experience of literature” has most 

often perceived as a “task” rather than a “pleasure” in a typical classroom (p. 395). This is 

important pedagogically, since as Hall explained, “Readers report high degrees of engagement 

with texts they enjoy” which leads to “measurably heightened degrees of attention, including 

slower processing of the text (Nell, 1988; Kneepkens & Zwaan, 1994; Miall & Kuiken, 2001)” 

and a “'deeper processing of the text'” (2003, p. 397). In these ways, the benefits of language 

students enjoying the literature they read is not only important for their overall experience with a 

teacher and class, but, more significantly, for their learning. Unfortunately, many language 

students “report at best ambivalent attitudes to the use of literature” leaving them more often 

“[puzzled]” than pleased  (Hall, 2003, p. 397).    

For this reason, the importance placed on instructors’ choosing texts which are not too 

linguistically complex has been stressed by McKay (1982) in the following way,  

The key to success in using literature in the ESL class seems to me to rest in the literary 

works that are selected. A text which is extremely difficult on either a linguistic or 

cultural level will have few benefits. (p. 531) 

 

As an option for sidestepping these linguistic obstacles McKay (1982) proposed an ESL 

teacher can, “select texts from literature written for young adults” (p. 532) and,  

in addition to selecting literary texts that are stylistically uncomplicated, it is important to 

select themes with which the student can identify. Certainly, one common experience of 

most ESL students is their struggle with a language and culture with which they are not 

familiar. (p. 532) 

 

Unfortunately, in a college First Year Writing course, which was the setting for this dissertation 

study, young adult literature, even if available, would probably not be considered appropriate. In 

fact, the instructors of the First Year Writing courses at this large southwestern university, were 
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limited to an assigned anthology, the same anthology assigned to NES composition sections, and 

thus, often linguistically and culturally inappropriate for ESL (NNES) students.  

A number of scholars, however, have suggested ways students can adapt and learn to 

enjoy difficult literature with effective reading strategies. On this point, McKay (1982) 

emphasized the importance of instructors guiding students toward an aesthetic reading of a text, 

as opposed to an “efferent reading” (p. 535). McKay commented that Rosenblatt (1978) draws 

this distinction in the following way, “She [Rosenblatt] defines efferent reading (from the Latin 

‘to carry away’) as reading in which the reader is concerned with what she will carry away” (p. 

532). In other words, “using a text to gain information” (McKay, p. 533). In aesthetic reading, 

however, Rosenblatt (1978) has argued, “the reader’s primary concern is with what happens 

during the actual reading” (as cited in McKay, 1982, p. 532). Furthermore, McKay (1982) 

contended, “What is most important to a reader in aesthetic reading is the enjoyment attained by 

interacting with the text. Usage comes into play only when it impedes or highlights that 

experience” (p. 533). Part of this enjoyment, McKay (1982) pointed out can come about by 

encouraging readers to create associations between their “world of experience to the text. After 

reading the passage, students might be asked if anything similar ever happened to them” (p. 535). 

Therefore, according to McKay and Rosenblatt, students will enjoy and understanding literature 

more fully if their instructor can help guide them toward this aesthetic approach. However, this 

can be easier said than done, given many international students’ academic backgrounds which, 

particularly in the Middle East and East Asia, often emphasize the explicit study of English 

grammar and vocabulary in preparation for high stakes tests, such as in the Arab educational 

system (e.g., Farag, 2003; Torres, 2006) and the Chinese system (e.g., Cheng & Zheng, 2008; Gu 

& Liu, 2005). Such an efferent approach often emphasized in these world regions, which focuses 
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on what students can acquire and demonstrate to a teacher or test examiner from their reading of 

a text, conflicts with the Rosenblatt (1978) aesthetic reading of texts aimed at establishing 

personal connections and deeper understanding. Since all eight of my focus students came from 

Arab and Chinese educational systems, which, from their self-reported educational experiences, 

emphasized a predominantly efferent approach toward learning, their cultural backgrounds are 

relevant to this study. Consequently, they will be discussed in more detail below. 

2.6 Cultural Influences 

2.6.1 Cultures of Learning in China and the Arabic Middle East 

 Since all eight of my focus students had been educated in the Middle East and China 

(four from each place) before coming to the university where the dissertation data was gathered, 

it is important to consider their educational and cultural background since these variables have 

been given tremendous importance in affecting the way teachers teach and students learn (e.g., 

Joy & Kolb, 2007; Rogoff, 1991; Wu & Alrabah, 2009), even the way they learn when they 

leave their native country to study abroad (Wu & Alrabah, 2009). These phenomena are 

described as cultures of learning by Jin and Cortazzi (2006) which, they explained reflect, 

“frameworks of expectations, attitudes, values and beliefs about how to teach or learn 

successfully and about how to use talk in interaction, among other aspects of learning (Cortazzi 

& Jin, 1996)” and, as they elaborated, “A culture of learning frames what teachers and students 

expect to happen in classrooms and how participants interpret the format of classroom 

instruction” (p. 5).  

 Although as Jin and Cortazzi (2006) have suggested, international students most often 

change their expectations toward culturally -bound ways of teaching and learning after arriving 

in a new country, the influence of a student's educational background in their home country will 
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still, it seems in all probability, be important to consider. With that said, this remaining chapter 

section will first offer a review of educational perspectives in the Arabic Middle East and then 

China. 

2.6.1.1 Traditional Approaches toward Education in the Arabic Middle East 

 For an orientation to this chapter section, it should be noted that the countries, or 

territories, referenced by the Arabic Middle East include Egypt, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, 

Syria, United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain 

(Middle East). It may be self-evident that differences more than likely exist between, and within 

these countries, in their approach toward teaching and learning. However, since a common 

language, history and cultural background is shared, it is probable that the findings from the 

research studies below will apply toward the focus students in my dissertation who came from 

three of these countries, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. As Wu and 

Alrabah (2009) pointed out, citing Rogoff (1991), “[Rogoff] proposed that culture, as learned by 

the child from family, community, and school has a strong influence on the cognitive activities 

practiced by members” including “in patterns of teaching and learning” (p. 397). Consequently, 

since students from these countries share a common culture, it is likely they share common 

values, styles and preferences toward learning and teaching.     

 Unlike the Chinese system of education which has historically been influenced by one 

primary source more than any other, Confucianism, the dominant influences of the education 

system in the Arabic Middle East have not been clearly defined in the literature. What is clear 

from the scholarship, however, is that its systems, which often emphasize high-stakes testing, 

much memorization and teacher authority, are not without its critics (e.g., Al-Barakat & Al-

Karasneh, 2005; Farag 2003). For example, Al-Barakat and Al-Karasneh (2005) have suggested 
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that the Arabic Middle East approach toward education at all levels does not sufficiently 

encourage students to think critically and, instead, often promotes rote learning and 

memorization. Specifically, Al-Barakat and Al-Karasneh have blamed school “textbook[s]” that 

“do not nurture critical thinking” and the “teaching,” which  is often based on ‘reciting 

information’” (2005, p. 172). More specifically, their problem with the pedagogy of teachers in 

the Arabic Middle East is their tendency to function as “‘sources of information; they present, 

explain and clarify,’ thus engendering ‘a passive role in learners’ and ignoring ‘the importance of 

their learning to be active and effective citizens’” (Al-Barakat & Al-Karasneh,  2005, p. 172). 

Iman Farag (2003) drew out the problems further in this teaching approach when he interviewed 

primary, preparatory and secondary school teachers in Egypt and concluded: 

The job of the teacher, as succinctly defined by one of the interviewees, is to impart 

knowledge and maintain control...teachers are expected to transmit the official 

knowledge of the textbooks....for his/her [the students] main objective is to retain the 

maximum amount of information and earn high grades on the exams. (p. 122) 

 

In the same article, Farag (2003) suggested the teachers he interviewed did often provide lip 

service toward encouraging students to develop critical thinking in their classrooms but may 

have lacked the training to do so and were also hindered by the pressure for their students to pass 

nationally standardized graduation exams. 

 In addition to criticisms over textbooks and teaching methods in the Arabic Middle East 

school systems, the emphasis on standardized testing as a gateway to diplomas has been 

problematic. On this topic, Mazawi (2006) pointed out, “Writers also raise concerns over the 

‘dipoma disease’ that plagues Arab school systems (Hargreaves 1997): school graduation 

examinations ritualize and undermine learning and teaching while actively reproducing social 

inequities and social exclusion” (p. 210). Consequently, Mazawi claimed,  
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In the majority of Arab states, schooling operates along a ‘banking model’ which is so 

powerfully critiqued and rejected by Paulo Freire (1993) who noted that with this 

approach, a teacher’s task is ‘to fill the students with the contents of his narration—

contents which are detached from reality.’ (p. 71)  

 

In this way, Mazawi (2006) continued, “students become passive consumers of knowledge 

owned by teachers. Teachers transfer their knowledge to students, and students passively 

memorize what teachers have said” instead of encouraging students to form connections between 

knowledge acquired in school and what Freire (1993) described as their own “existential 

experiences” (p. 71). As a result, knowledge is imparted onto students without encouraging their 

critical thinking. This, according to many scholars, has been a problem in the Arab school 

systems.  

 More recently, Prowse and Goddard (2010) investigated teachers' perceptions of Arabic 

students in Qatar. More specifically, they explored the ways in which Canadian university 

teachers adapted their teaching style in a business class based on the geographical context of 

their teaching, in St. John's, Newfoundland or Labrador, Canada or at their international campus 

branch in Doha, Qatar. In this study, they adopted a cultural dimensions framework based on the 

work of Hofstede (1980, 1991, 2001, 2005) and Dimmock and Walker (2000, 2005), with 

modifications added from Hall (2003). The cultural dimensions framework addresses “sets of 

values, beliefs, and practices” along these six dimensions, “monochronic/polychronic time 

orientation; power distance; individualism/collectivism; uncertainty avoidance; 

generative/replicative; and aggression/consideration” (Prowse & Goddar, 2010, p. 35). The 

relevant findings for this dissertation study have most to do with two framework areas. First, 

“power distance,” i.e., the way power is shared (Dimmock & Walker, 2005), in the case of my 

dissertation how it is shared between teachers and students in a classroom is of particular 

interest.  The second interest area for this dissertation is the “generative/replicative” dimension. 
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As Prowse and Goddard described in citing Dimmock and Walter (2005), this dimension 

emphasizes the ability for “innovations” as compared to “imitata[ations]” (2010, p. 35).  As 

Prowse and Goddard elaborated, “Replicative traits might include reliance on memorization, 

while generative societies make greater use of critical-thinking skills” (2010, p. 35). 

 Regarding the “power distance” dimensions, the participant teachers in Doha, Qatar 

indicated that their students most often saw them as “authority figures, but the Canadian students 

did not” (Prowse & Goddard, 2010, p. 39). Additionally,  

The [Doha, Qatari] students were observed to be polite and respectful and always used a 

title when addressing teachers...they rarely interrupted and would usually wait to be 

called on to answer questions, a strategy that would be expected in a society with higher 

power distance (Dimmmock, 1998). (Prowse & Goddard, 2010, p. 39) 

 

 Regarding the “generative/replicative” dimension, the participant teachers in Canada and 

Doha, Qatar, felt many of their students were often replicative and relied frequently on 

memorization and rote learning. However, the teachers in Qatar felt their students were less 

generative than the Canadian ones since, as one teacher in Qatar pointed out, “Students often 

repeat from pages in the text on exams, but the important ideas are not clearly understood” 

(Prowse & Goddard, 2010, p. 42).  Consequently, the teachers in Qatar felt their students needed 

more development of their critical thinking skills than the Canadian students. Not incidentally, 

the critical-thinking skills of both Qatari and Canadian students was reported as improved during 

the semester (Prowse & Goddard, 2010).    

2.6.1.2 Traditional Approaches toward Education in China 

 As pointed out previously in this section, Jin and Cortazzi's (2006) culture of learning 

reflects how students expect to be taught and learn within a specific cultural context. In China, 

Jin and Cortazzi (2006) have described the following example of how students come to expect 

how they will learn and be taught: 
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 Literacy in Chinese...is acquired with well-defined practices of learning including   

demonstration, modelling, tracing, repeated copying, and ultimately active memorization  

 of the precise movement, direction and order of strokes to consolidate the linguistic skill  

 to produce several thousand characters of the Chinese script with deeply associated  

 kinaesthetic and aesthetic awareness and socio-cultural knowledge. Such practices for 

 calligraphy in a context of linguistic and educational socialisation are likely 

 to influence children’s general ideas of learning including repeated practice 

and mimetic production of teachers’ models or textbook examples, with the concomitant 

idea that being creative or artistic can only happen later after 

 precise mastery of basic forms. (p. 6)  

 

 Along with these notions of “repeated practice” and “production of teachers' models or 

textbook examples” (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, p. 6) described above, the culture of learning in China 

includes a teacher-centered classroom. The teacher is more often than not seen as the authority to 

whom students should listen and respect. One outcome of this is that students are expected to “sit 

in lines and rows straightly” and not interrupt the teacher’s talk with questions” (Zhao, 2007, p. 

129 – 130). Additionally, they should “make a strong effort to learn and remember,” leading 

some students to describe their classroom learning as “being stuffed like a Peking duck” (Jin & 

Cortazzi, 2006, p. 11). “‘We Chinese get used to a pouring and filling method,’” as one Chinese 

students commented (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, p. 11). This does not mean, however, it should be 

noted, that learners are not “expected to internalize models thoughtfully” (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, 

p. 11). In contrast, students are expected to understand and deeply reflect upon the knowledge 

they are internalizing from their teachers. In fact, according to Watkins and Biggs (2001) such a 

process, though often referred to negatively as rote learning can often lead to further 

understanding “in which input is internalized and memorized but understanding comes later in 

reflective practice” (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006, p. 11). 

 This culture of learning, which stresses the authority and knowledge of the teacher and 

the more passive role of the student has been noted by myriad scholars to have been strongly 

influenced by the history of Confucianism in China (e.g., Scollon, 1999; Zhao, 2007). In fact, Hu 
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and Smith (2011) noted that Confucianism has been “the orthodox philosophy in China since the 

time of Emperor Wu (156 – 87 BC)” (p. 20) and, Confucius himself has been described as the 

'First Teacher of China' (Hinton, 1998, p. 14). Confucianism, it should be noted, emphasized the 

study of a canon of texts which were intended to teach students to read carefully, reflectively and 

develop moral values (Yao, 2000). Currently, the impact of Confucianism on teaching, learning 

and communication in China is still considered significant despite the many changing social and 

economic forces (Cheng 2011; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998).  

 As a way of explaining the significance of Confucius on Chinese education and to cast 

light on his distinctive pedagogical beliefs, Scollon (1999) contrasted his major philosophical 

differences with Socrates, the greatest influence on western education. On this point, Scollon 

explained, “[Socrates] was interested in truth and universal definitions, his method centering on 

following out the consequences of a hypothesis” (1999, p. 17), often by a “parent or teacher 

[who] asks leading questions in order to pursue truth by following a line of argument” (1999, p. 

18), whereas “the Confucian approach was less concerned with reaching truths through dialogue 

and more concerned about action” (1999, p. 17). In this way, “[a Confucian student] learns in 

order to gain wisdom so that one may act appropriately” (Scollon, 1999, p. 17). Pedagogically 

speaking a Confucian teacher, stemming from a concern with “consequences rather than 

truth…used rhetorical rather than leading questions” (Scollon, 1999, p. 18). Consequently, even 

when the students are asked questions, the Confucian teacher typically answers them. This 

practice is still “common in Chinese classrooms as well as in Chinese textbooks” (Scollon, 1999, 

p. 19).   

 In these ways, the traditional role of the Chinese teacher has been presented as a source 

of knowledge who will “transmit the wisdom of the ancients” in contrast with a Socratic 
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influenced teacher who adopts more of a “mid-wife” role (Scollon, 1999, p. 19). This is not to 

say, however, that the overarching methodology of the Confucian and Socratic teacher, “to 

communicate with students” through “listening and speaking,” is dissimilar but simply that “the 

goals of communication, the modes of questioning, and the stance toward tradition and written 

authority differ” (Scollon, 1999, p. 20). While the Confucian approach places emphasis on the 

importance of students listening to their teachers, carefully selecting words when speaking, and a 

reverence for the sacredness of traditional written texts, such as The Odes, the Socratic approach 

encourages students to actively develop their ideas through oral communication with their 

teachers and classmates. Scollon summarized these differences in the following way, “Confucius 

frequently exhorts his disciples to study The Odes, while Socrates elevates to the status of 

philosopher those who do not rely on written text but are able to use spoken arguments to prove 

or defend propositions” in a way which Goffman (1981) describes as “fresh talk” (cited in 

Scollon, 1999, p. 21). Because of this elevation of the written text in the Confucian system and 

the emphasis placed on analytical, oral speech in a western educational system, Scollon (1999) 

noted, “While the Western teacher is likely to assign readings for which the teacher does not take 

responsibility, [Chinese] students often assume that readings are assigned because they have 

value for their own sake” (p. 21).  

 It must be emphasized, however, that the conception of a teacher described in this 

chapter's section ready to fill students from an already filled pail of knowledge has been 

contested by scholars as being very un-Confucian in nature. In fact, it has been contended that 

the Confucian-inspired approach to teaching was disrupted long ago by the introduction of the 

Imperial Civil Service Examinations in the 7th Century (Cheng, 2011; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006). 

According to Cheng (2011) these examinations required Chinese students to memorize an 
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emperor's chosen texts in order to pass civil examinations which would lead to “credentials,” 

“fortune,” and “status” (p. 594). The process of memorizing and regurgitating texts without 

understanding has been considered diametrically opposed to the more reflective, inquiry-based 

study of texts which Confucius believed would help develop stronger thinking abilities, wisdom, 

and moral values (Cheng, 2011; Jin & Cortazzi, 2006). This tension between the ideal Confucian 

beliefs toward education and the practical needs of passing high stakes examinations in China, 

including the all-important English examinations, such as the CET (College English Test) still 

continue today (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006).  

 To conclude this chapter section, the scholarship presented is important since it has been 

suggested that Chinese students’ previous Confucian-influenced academic experiences have 

colored their expectations toward learning and teaching as they enter Western classrooms in 

ever-larger numbers (Scollon, 1999), including the classroom where this dissertation data was 

gathered. Of course all international students, including Chinese, do have opportunities to adapt 

to their new culture of learning but not without obstacles in expectations toward teaching and 

learning (Jin & Cortazzi, 2006).   

2.6.2 Rhetorical Writing Patterns of Arab and Chinese Students 
 

As Robert Kaplan (1966) noted in his foundational work on contrastive rhetoric, Cultural 

Thought Patterns in Inter-Cultural Education, one’s cultural and linguistic background can have 

a tremendous influence on the form, in other words, the rhetorical patterns, of their writing and 

argumentation. Kaplan added that this influence can transfer to the way a second language 

learner writes. For example, he concluded that since writers from an East Asian L1, such as 

Japanese, generally present their arguments indirectly, this pattern could carry over to a Japanese 

L1 student learning to write in English. It should be noted that these perspectives on writers from 
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East Asia have since been criticized by many scholars including Cahill (2003), who concluded 

that Chinese writers do not write indirectly and wander off topic in his study, “The Myth of ‘The 

Turn.’” However, these criticisms and new perspectives do not detract from the significance of 

Kaplan’s original contrastive research, research which has spawned numerous other studies, 

including, perhaps most significantly, the work of Ulla Connor (2004) who coined and 

popularized today’s more commonly used term, intercultural rhetoric.  

To situate these theories more squarely with my study, the ability to present and support 

written arguments that adhere to an L1 reader’s expectations is the backbone of successful 

academic writing and the skill the NNES students in my study were expected to learn in their 

first-year writing class. Since my eight focus students came from the Arabic Middle East and 

China, it would be helpful to comment more on these areas of research. Twenty one years after 

Kaplan wrote his foundational work, Ostler (1987), investigated rhetorical differences between 

Arabic, English, Spanish and Japanese native speakers, concluding, that even highly skilled non-

native speaking Arabic learners, for example, who have an English L1 will likely continue to 

have an accent in their Arabic speaking and writing because of the rhetorical differences between 

Arabic and English. Ostler (1987) concluded that two primary rhetorical features in Arabic 

writing are coordination and repetition. Previous to Ostler’s (1987) work, not incidentally, Koch 

(1981) concluded in his study of Arabic that the repetition of ideas is more important in Arabic 

persuasive writing than logical argumentation. In a more recent study, Hamdi (2006) pointed out 

the following rhetorical differences between English and Arabic native speakers which he felt 

could lead to transfer problems for Arabic students learning English, “The main rhetorical 

difference between English and Arabic is that while the latter favors oral characteristics such as 

repetition and coordination, the former has abandoned these characteristics long ago, and, 
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therefore, prefers short and subordinated sentences” (p. 28). As a result of these inherent 

differences, Hamdi (2006) concluded out that the “main problem” for Arabic native speaker 

students learning to write compositions in English is “related to the excessive repetition and 

coordination, which is a clear transfer from their L1” (p. 36). It should be noted in these studies, 

repetition most often refers to a writer’s practice of repeating a previously stated idea with 

different words. On the other hand, “coordination” refers to the practice of using one or more of 

the following categories in Table 2.01 below:  

Table 2.01: Coordination Types with Examples 

 

Type of Coordination Coordination Type Examples 

Additive Too, and, also 

Adversative But, however, yet 

Temporal  After, before, then 

Causal Since, as, for, because 

 

 Looking at Chinese intercultural rhetoric research, as previously mentioned, Cahill 

(2003), claimed the earlier contrastive rhetoric findings of the East Asian writer wandering off 

topic in a ‘turn,’ had always been a myth. In addition, Mohan and Lo (1985), after studying a 

series of textbooks used to teach Chinese academic writing, concluded that it is not structurally 

or stylistically much different from English. Both emphasize, according to these scholars, the 

importance of directness and staying on topic, for example. However, it should be noted, in their 

article, Mohan and Lo (1985) did not address whether teachers and students in China were 

following these prescriptions in their writing.  
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On the other side of the argument are those researchers furthering the inherent 

intercultural rhetoric differences between Chinese and English, such as Wei Wang (2004), who 

concluded, after comparing ten letters to an editor written in English and Chinese, that different 

strategies of argumentation and support did exist. Specifically, he found at the rhetorical level, 

the Chinese and English editorials both began with a claim. However, then the Chinese editorial 

writers tended to develop their point with counterclaims and appeals to values, whereas the 

English editorials tended to develop their claims with evidence such as direct observation and 

statistics. Wang noted that these strategies used by the Chinese writers to develop their claims 

may appear “circular” or “indirect” to American writers. 

2.7 Discussion and Conclusions 

 

This dissertation explores how NNES students’ think, approach and write about two 

different mediums, films and print texts, in a required first year writing course for NNES 

university students. To this end, this literature review has addressed the following relevant 

topics: (1) Most significant to this dissertation, a historical review of the development of L1 and 

L2 Writing Theories and their relevance to this study (2) A historical review of text types 

students have been writing essays about in American college composition classrooms since the 

1970’s, including, the rationale for these choices (3) The perceived benefits and challenges of 

using film and literature in general ESL classes and ESL writing classes (4) An overview of  

learning styles and academic strategies (5) A brief review of Arabic and Chinese traditional 

approaches toward education (6) Chinese and Arabic contrastive and intercultural rhetoric 

studies    
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2.7.1 A Review of this Chapter's Theoretical Areas and their Gaps and Relevance   

 

 The final section of this chapter will explain and discuss any unaddressed questions from 

each theoretical area covered in this chapter and their relevance to this dissertation. 

 The first section of this chapter presented the theoretical developments in L2 writing 

pedagogy which, due to the unique demands of a First Year Writing course, have collectively 

fallen short.  Consequently, a theoretical model or to use Matsuda's (2003) term, “foci,” from the 

the Product or Current Traditional Rhetoric, Process, Post Process and Genre Approach, more 

fully exploring the unique learning objectives of these courses and the demands they place on L2 

students is needed. In my ten year professional experience as an L1 and L2 first-year writing 

instructor and in my review of the scholarly literature, the one area in particular remaining vastly 

unexplored are the comparative ways in which different text types and modalities, such as 

traditional print texts, such short stories and poems, and New Media, such as films or videos, 

affect L2 students' attitudes, approaches and ultimate successes or failures with writing academic 

essays. In other words, the relationship between the texts a first-year writing teacher asks L2 

students to write about and students' abilities to develop analytical, well-supported and well-

organized essays, has, in my experience, not been given enough attention, both in teachers' 

collegial water cooler talk and in the scholarly literature. It is for these reasons that I have chosen 

to focus on these topics for dissertation. 

 In the next section the perceived benefits and challenges of using film in general ESL  

 

classes were described from several studies. The literature well was largely dry,  

 

however, regarding the use of film in university L2 first year writing class settings. Although it  

 

should be noted that a few recent dissertations have explored how New Media has been utilized  

 

in L1 first year writing classrooms, how widely it has been used and what type of program  
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support composition instructors who are using it receive. Nonetheless, the ways in which L2 first  

 

year writing students are able to develop and demonstrate essential academic writing skills,  

 

including, analysis, support, and organization, when writing about film, has been virtually  

 

ignored in these dissertations and in the scholarly journals.   

 

 In the following section, the benefits and criticisms of using literature in general  

 

ESL and ESL writing classes were explored. Although the review did point out the potential   

 

benefits of literature inclusion, such as ESL students’ increased language usage and linguistic  

 

awareness, how effectively ESL students are able to write academic essays about literature was  

 

largely unexplored. This is an important topic many ESL (NNES) First Year Writing instructors,  

 

who are using literature in their classes would like to know more about, which is why it was been  

 

included as a research question in this study, details provided in the Findings Chapter. 

 

 The subsequent section presented an overview of academic strategies and learning  

 

strategies. This has been provided since the academic strategies NNES students’ utilize when  

 

writing academic essays about film and literature has been mostly ignored in the literature. It is  

 

believed, however, that shedding light on these processes can illuminate the type of challenges  

 

NNES university students face when writing academic essays about films and literature and how  

 

they try to overcome them. In addition, it will enable future L2 writing teachers to inform their  

 

students about productive learning strategies when writing about film.  

     

 The next section addressed traditional approaches toward education in China and the  

 

Arab world. This was included since it is the researcher’s assumption that the way students are  

 

taught, what they are expected to learn and how they are assessed will affect the way they  

 

approach future academic tasks. Since four of my focus students were from China  

 

and four from the Arabic Middle East, the traditional approaches toward teaching and learning in  
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these regions has been described from the scholarly research in these areas. What has not been  

 

investigated in the existing literature, however, is how these previous academic backgrounds and  

 

experiences might influence the way students complete a more familiar, traditional academic  

 

task, writing about literature, and a less traditional one, writing about film in a new academic  

 

context. Consequently, this question has been included in my study. 

 

 Finally, a review of the contrastive and intercultural rhetoric literature on Chinese and  

 

Arabic writing was offered. This has been included because of the national origins of my focus  

 

students, four coming to the US from China and four from the Arabic Middle East. The  

 

possibility that the rhetorical traditions of Chinese and Arabic may have influenced the academic  

 

writing patterns of my focus students was considered in my study and the results of this  

 

investigation will be presented in my Findings Chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE:  

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview of the Chapter 

 In this chapter I will explain how I chose my research topic, as well as my approach and 

methods to investigate the questions for this study. My methods for analyzing the data collected 

will also be discussed. 

3.2 Research Topic 

As a Graduate Associate in Teaching English Composition at this university, I have been 

a strong advocate of incorporating films in English composition courses, particularly those 

courses for NNES students, as a way to contextualize course content, generate student interest 

and motivation and encourage a stronger sense of classroom community. However, when I began 

to allow my NNES and NES students the opportunity to write academic essays about films I 

noticed they seemed rhetorically different from the essays students typically write about print 

texts, such as short stories and poems. For this reason, I decided I would explore a pilot study in 

the spring and fall of 2009 addressing how students approached writing about films and print 

texts; that is, what similar or contrasting attitudes and academic strategies did they exhibit when 

writing about these two different genres? Investigating the rhetorical, linguistic and 

organizational differences between their film and print texts essays was another area I decided I 

would explore in the 2009 study. 

 Since the results of that initial pilot study piqued my curiosity, in an attempt to learn 

 

more about NNES students’ attitudes when writing about films and print texts as well as their 

 

essays’ rhetorical differences,  I decided to re-analyze the pilot-study-gathered data 

 

for this dissertation. 
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3.3 Research Questions 

Although the initial question for my spring and fall 2009 pilot study was simply, “How 

do NNES students write differently about film and print texts?” after thinking further I realized it 

needed reconsidering since it presumed differences between the two types of essays would be 

found before completing extensive data analysis. Further, I realized other questions were needed 

to get a more three dimensional view of the factors that may have contributed to students writing 

similarly or differently about films and print texts. With this in mind, I created my final list of 

research questions below:   

1. What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of academic discourse NES and 

NNES students produce about films compared to print texts?  

 

2. What challenges do NNES freshmen composition students face writing academic essays about 

 

films compared to writing about print texts? 

 

 

3. What academic strategies do they say they use to try to overcome these challenges? Do any 

 

academic strategies correspond with particular linguistic and rhetorical features? 

 

 

4. What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and writing about films in a university 

 

composition class? Do students considers watching and writing about a film comparable as an 

 

academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 

 

 Before moving to the next section of this chapter it should be noted that the first research  

 

question initially included two parts. In addition to the question presented above there was the  

 

following, “Do the features of the NNES students’ writing change over the course of the  

 

semester?”  While it is likely some differences in the rhetorical and linguistic features of  

 

students’ essays did exist for some individual students during the semester, I did not  



63 

 

 

find a significant pattern of differences to warrant further pursuit of the question, and ultimately,  

 

eliminated it from this dissertation.  

 

3.4 Research Setting 

3.4.1 The University and Course 

This research was conducted in four sections of a required first year English Composition 

course, English 101 and English 107, for which I was the instructor. One section of English 101 

and one section of English 107 were taught in the spring of 2009 while one section of English 

101 and one section of English 107 took place in the fall 2009 semester. These classes met two 

times per week at a large southwestern university for a total of two and a half hours and were 

worth three credits. 

Undergraduate students at this university are required to take two semesters of English 

composition in order to graduate. Most frequently, English 101 and 102 are taken by American, 

NES students, while English 107 and 108 are predominantly taken by international, NNES 

students. In the schedule of classes on this university’s website English 101 and 102 are referred 

to as “First Year Composition”, while English 107 and 108 are referred to as “English 

Composition for ESL Students.” Note, the usage of “ESL” in this 2009 course description. Since 

“NNES” has since become predominant in the L2 writing scholarship, this term is more often 

used in this dissertation. The content and expectations for these courses are the same. However, 

the NNES courses are generally taught by Graduate Associates in Teaching (GAT’s) who have a 

background in Applied Linguistics and ESL, predominantly English Language and Linguistics 

(ELL) and Second Language Acquisition and Teaching (SLAT) students, although some Rhetoric 

and Composition (RCTE) graduate students have taught these sections as well. Generally 

English 101 or 107 and English 102 or 108 are recommended taken during a student’s first year 
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since they are intended to provide a solid foundational basis in academic writing, critical reading, 

and college level research, skills applicable to virtually all of their future coursework at the 

university. However, some students do decide to take these courses later during their sophomore, 

junior or sometimes even senior year. Although I cannot explain every possible reason why some 

students decide to take these course after their first year, when I asked students about this while I 

was teaching these classes, the most common reason was a fear or dislike of writing.  

The overarching goals of English 101 and English 107, according to the most current 

common syllabus (i.e., the syllabus graduate students are generally supposed to follow in the 

courses they teach), include the following: 

(1) to develop critical thinking skills, introduce college-level research, reading and 

writing strategies, and improve reading and writing skills at the college level 

(2) to emphasize writing as inquiry, in other words, writing to discover, create, and 

communicate meaning. 

(3) to foster students’ abilities as writers to explore a variety of  texts, including print 

texts such as essays, poems and short stories and visual texts such as films and 

photographs, and through discussion, research, and writing begin to articulate their 

understanding and arguments regarding the texts   

(Above list adapted from the University of Arizona Writing Program’s Common Syllabus) 

These classes can be rigorous, particularly for the NNES students since they must read 

and write about a variety of texts which often contain difficult vocabulary and cultural themes, 

including poems, short stories, non-fiction, speeches, films, and essays. The particular short 

stories and films the students in my courses had to read, watch and write about are presented in 

the Table 3.01 below. 
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Table 3.01 

Short Stories and Films Used in Class 

Name of Text Text Type Author or 

Director 

Brief Summary 

“Mrs. Dutta Writes 

a Letter” (1998) 

Short story Chitra Divakaruni An Indian woman from Calcutta 

comes to the United States to visit her 

son, daughter-in-law and 

grandchildren after the passing of her 

husband. She experiences a culture 

shock and personal transformation 

during her visit. 

 

“The Darling” 

(1899) 

Short story Anton Chekhov Set in 19th century Russia, the main 

character, Olenka, also known as 

“The Darling,” experiences a series 

of relationships with several men 

who give her life a sense of meaning 

and purpose. 

 

“Sonny’s Blues” 

(1957) 

Short story James Baldwin Set in 1940’s, 1950’s Harlem New 

York a narrator tells the story of his 

brother, “Sonny,” who gets trapped 

by drugs and then finds redemption in 

music. 

 

The Namesake 

(2006) 

Feature Length 

Film 

Mira Nair This film depicts the experience of a 

young couple trying to adapt to life in 

the United States after their arranged 

marriage in India. Given the most 

attention in the film is the journey of 

the couple’s son, Gogol, to figure out 

where he stands between these two 

cultures, the Hindu culture of his 

parents and the American culture in 

which he grows up.   

 

Life Lessons 

(1989) 

Short film Martin Scorsese This short film portrays the 

tumultuous experiences of a Jackson-

Pollock stylized abstract painter, 

Lionel Dobie, as he prepares for a 

new exhibition of his work while 

seeking artistic inspiration from his 

romance with his live-in assistant, 

Paulette.  
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3.4.2 The Instructor 

 As a fifth year PhD student in the Second Language Acquisition and Teaching program 

and Graduate Associate in Teaching English for this university, I was the instructor for the two 

sections of English 101 and two sections of English 107 where the dissertation data was 

gathered. 

3.5 Participating Students 

Thirty six NES students from my spring and fall 2009 English 101 classes and 35 NNES 

students from my spring and fall English 107 classes consented and participated in the pilot 

study. All students in all classes were asked to participate since I wished to analyze writing 

samples representative of the range of proficiency typical in a first year writing class. 

Participation for the NES English 101 students involved allowing me to analyze specific 

linguistic and rhetorical features contained in the essays they wrote for class.  For the 35 NNES 

students in my two English 107 classes, participation entailed allowing me to analyze their 

essays as well as completing an in-class survey (see copy of survey in Appendix A) exploring 

their attitudes and strategies toward writing about films and print texts. In addition, eight focus 

students, four from China, two from the United Arab Emirates, one from Kuwait and one from 

Saudi Arabia, were selected from this group for interviews. Although the focus of the surveys 

and the interviews were similar, NNES students’ attitudes and strategies toward writing about 

film and print texts, interviewing focus students was intended to gather information that could 

constitute, not only richer, but also “non-obvious” and “counterintuitive” experiences which may 

have been missed by the survey (Abramson, 1992, as cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 33).     

These particular focus subjects were chosen for several reasons. First, since I have 
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studied and worked in northeast Asia and the Middle East (Egypt), I have some familiarity with 

their culture, languages, and educational institutions. I felt this knowledge would help me better 

understand how these factors may have influenced their writing in my course. Moreover, many 

students enrolled in NNES composition classes come from these cultural backgrounds, so I was 

especially interested in trying to further understand their perspectives.   

3.6 Research Design 

This dissertation utilizes a descriptive case study approach with eight focus subjects. The 

case study approach was chosen, since, as Adamson (1993) commented in referring to Yin 

(1984), “the case studies method of research is often used to investigate a new area of inquiry” 

(p. 68). Because there is not a great deal of literature on my topic, NNES students’ processes in 

writing academic film essays as well as the written products they produce, the case study method 

makes sense for the researcher. A case study approach can also potentially provide a rich source 

of data for future research. Along this line, Adamson (1993) pointed out, “because case studies 

can provide rich pictures of individual subjects that are helpful for getting a first look at the 

nature of the new area of investigation, and for identifying questions for future research” (p. 68). 

In the hopes of planting a seed for future research, the case study method made sense.    

The descriptive approach has been chosen for many of the same reasons as the case study 

framework. As Merriam (1998) noted, “a descriptive case study in education is one that presents 

a detailed account of the phenomenon under study” which helps to present “basic information 

about areas of education where little research has been conducted…such studies often form a 

database for future comparison and theory building” (p. 38). I would like to note here I chose a 

descriptive approach instead of the other principal qualitative approach, ethnography, since 

description is more geared toward answering the specific questions my research was addressing, 
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whereas an ethnographic focus is usually broader and more geared to an understanding which 

will be co-constructed with members of a specific community. Along these lines, Agar (1996) 

noted the need for an ethnographer to approach understanding a phenomenon with a wide, open 

lens in the following way, “The ‘funnel’ metaphor is still apt, with its emphasis on openness, 

emergence, and the gradual narrowing of focus as the bigger picture turns more clear” (p. 7). 

Furthermore, Agar (1996) elaborated that a foundational goal of ethnography is, “learning to 

give accounts of an event” like “community members” participating in the event do and then 

checking with these “members” to see if they “are possible interpretations of what is going on” 

(p. 7). Although interviews and surveys were given to learn about my focus students’ 

backgrounds, strategies, and attitudes toward writing about films compared to print texts, co-

constructing interpretations or eliciting feedback on my analysis of their written work was not 

part of my methodology. Finally, it should be noted, even though my study was descriptive in 

nature, some of my methods, such as interviews and field notes, are shared by ethnographers.  It 

is my hope that the descriptions I can create in my case studies of the students’ academic 

strategies and written essays will be useful for future researchers, in perhaps, theorizing what 

special challenges film analysis may present for NNES university students. 

3.6.1 Description of Data Sources 

The following data sources were used in this study: 1) A corpus of NES and NNES 

student essays, 2) A survey completed by 18 NNES students, 3) Interviews with eight NNES 

focus students that were recorded and fully transcribed, 4) Curriculum materials, including 

syllabi, assignment sheets, readings from the course textbook, and two films 
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Table 3.02 

Relation of Data Sources to Research Questions 

Research Questions Data Source 

What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of 

academic discourse NES and NNES students produce about films 

compared to print texts?  

Corpus of students’ essays, 

readings from the course 

textbook, and the two films   

What challenges do NNES freshmen composition students face 

writing academic essays about films compared to writing about 

print texts? 

 

Interviews, surveys, essays, field 

notes   

What academic strategies do they say they use to try to overcome 

these challenges? Do any academic strategies correspond with 

particular linguistic and rhetorical features? 

 

Corpus of students’ essays, 

interviews, surveys, field notes 

What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and 

writing about films in a university composition class? Do students 

considers watching and writing about a film comparable as an 

academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 

 

Interviews, surveys, field notes 

 

3.6.1.1 Survey 

Students in English 107 were asked at the end of the fall 2009 semester to complete a 

survey asking about their background with writing academic essays about films for my pilot 

study. The questions on the survey (see Appendix A) tried to illuminate such topics as whether 

students had previously written academic essays about films and, if so, whether they found them 

to be more or less difficult to write than essays about print texts. It was my intention that the 

results from this survey could be used to provide a comparison with the insights provided by my 

focus subjects to evaluate their representativeness. The survey will also help form additional 
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insights into the “representativeness of” my “focal student experiences” (Harklau, 1994, p. 246). 

3.6.1.2 Interviews 

I conducted interviews in the spring of 2010 with eight focus subjects, four Chinese and 

four Arabic students, to understand the processes, challenges and perceptions of NNES students 

in writing essays about films compared to print texts. Although surveys were administered to 

elicit the same general information, interviewing focus students was intended to gather 

information that would constitute, not only richer, but also “non-obvious” and “counterintuitive” 

experiences which may have been missed by these other methods of data collection (Abramson, 

1992, as cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 33).   

 The interviews themselves were semi-structured, since I prepared general questions in 

advance in the form of what Richards (2003) refers to as an “interview guide” (p. 55). I audio 

recorded all interviews, which lasted from 22 to 35 minutes.  During the interviews with the 

eight focus students, I asked them to discuss their linguistic, cultural, and academic backgrounds, 

particularly regarding writing about film and print texts in English. In addition, focus subjects 

were asked to describe their strategies for writing about films compared to print texts and, from 

their point of view, the challenges of each. All interviews were fully transcribed, analyzed and 

coded regarding significant themes and patterns relating to academic strategies, challenges and 

perceptions in writing academic essays about films compared to print texts. A category that 

emerged from these interviews, for example, was, “Writing about film is easier than writing 

about a print text.” These categories, incidentally, were gleaned and coded according to 

“informational phrases” (Gumperz & Berenz, 1993, p. 95).   
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3.6.1.3 Field Notes 

 Field notes were taken by the researcher after my writing conferences with focus 

students about their essays to record how prepared they were with any needed drafts, notes, 

questions, and readings in hand. Notes were also taken about how well students seemed to 

understand the assignments. I decided to limit my field notes to these areas since preparation for 

writing conferences has always been, in my experience, one of the key factors in a student’s 

success or challenges in a first year writing class. Students who come to conferences prepared 

with a complete or almost complete draft give themselves more time to make any significant 

revisions from the feedback they receive from their instructors. Notes were taken about students’ 

comprehension of the assignments since it was the instructor’s assumption that many students 

may have been unclear about the expectations of the essays since this was the students’ first 

semester in a college writing class in a new country where, additionally, they were learning in a 

second language.  

3.6.1.4 Essays  

From the spring and fall 2009 semesters I collected 38 essays from NNES students about 

films and 35 essays from NES students about films as well as 47 essays from NNES students 

about print texts and 45 from NES students about print texts. It should be noted all essays 

collected were in hard copy form and, therefore, were scanned. The essays were of three types, 

reader response, textual analysis, and text-in context. However, since I plan to look for common 

academic writing features across these 4 types of essays the fact that they are of different types 

should make no difference. I would also like to note, although I’ve collected 165 total essays, I 

would like to limit my corpora to 120 total essays (30 of each type) since the intent is to analyze 

a small, specialized, learner corpora which will hand-tagged and contextualized by the 
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researcher; in this way, it should make for a rich and productive source of data for this 

dissertation. 

3.6.2 Data Analysis 

3.6.2.1 Analyzing the Essays 

In total, 120 student essays were analyzed and coded, 30 NNES essays about film and 30 

NNES essays about print texts, as well as 30 NES essays about films and 30 NNES essays about 

print texts. The coding was focused on how effectively or ineffectively students provided 

analysis, support, and organization in their class essays. Also considered was how successfully 

students complied with task requirements. It should be noted that three types of essays were 

analyzed: 1) a textual analysis, 2) a reader response and 3) a text in context. A description of each 

essay assignment is offered below: 

(1) A Textual Analysis Essay (see Appendix B for assignment sheet): students are asked 

to analyze a text and discover, based on their own interpretation, what a text means to them (i.e., 

what is the text ‘saying’) 

(2) A Reader Response Essay (Appendix C): students must analyze and examine their 

reaction to a theme or idea from one or a combination of texts, and then compare their analysis 

and reaction to something they know about first-hand or something they’re concerned about. 

 (3) A Text in Context Essay (Appendix D): students analyze and identify a particular 

theme or issue in a text which they must contextualize with research (e.g., the experience of the 

children of immigrants growing up in the United States, which is presented in the film The 

Namesake, would need to be compared with what researchers have to say about children and 

immigrant issues). 
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3.6.2.2 Developing Codes 

My five-step process for data coding included the following: 

1. Reading through my 60 NNES student essays while taking a few sparse notes. It should 

be pointed out that I decided to read through my NNES student essays first, instead of the 

NES essays, since their features were the focus of this dissertation. 

2. Applying the codes created from the 60 NNES essays’ analysis toward the 60 NES to see 

how the differences in language, culture, and educational backgrounds may have 

contributed to differences and similarities in their essays’ features. 

3. Reading through the 60 NNES essays again and taking more detailed notes. 

4. Looking through the notes and noticing recurring themes and patterns led me to write my 

first list of initial codes shown in Table 3.03 on the following page. 

5. After beginning to apply the codes from Table 3.03 to my 60 NNES essays, I realized  

 

some of my initial categories, such as “Poor Analysis” and “Poor Organization,” needed  

 

to be more nuanced. This is what led me to add these additional codes to Table 3.04,  

 

which directly follows Table 3.03.   

 

Table 3.03 

Original Codes and Their Explanations 

Code Category 

and 

Abbreviation 

Explanation Examples 

Good Analysis 

(GA) 

At the paragraph level the student 

presents a strong claim which 

demonstrates analysis,  

interpretation, and critical 

thinking about a text 

This excerpt below from Zhefu’s 

essay about “The Darling” was 

considered to be an example of 

good analysis since it was 

insightful and demonstrated 
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 critical thinking. 

________________ 

 

However, there's a change after she 

met Sasha…Love gave her the 

strength to make the diction 

[decision], to do something she 

wanted to do…to someone who 

bravely pursue for her love, even 

it’s a crazy one 

 

 

Poor Analysis 

(PA) 

At the paragraph level there is too 

much text summary or quotations 

from the text and not enough 

analysis or unclear, vague analysis    

 

This excerpt below from Sameera’s 

essay about “The Darling”since 

used this much too lengthy quotation 

(only a portion is displayed here) as 

supporting evidence   

_________________ 

 

Tolstoy, the famous writer, in his 

own analysis of Olenka’s character, 

says that she is the perfect wife. The 

following excerpts would provide us 

an idea why: 

 

“And what Kukin said about the 

theater and the actors, she repeated. 

Like him she despised the public for 

their ignorance and their indifference 

to art; she took part in the rehearsals, 

she corrected the actors, she kept an 

eye on the behavior of musicians, 

and when there was an unfavorable 

notice in the local paper, she shed 

tears, and then went to the editor’s 

office to set things right…” 

 

Supports 

Argument Well 

(SAW) 

Adequate evidence from the movie 

or short story the student is writing 

about is offered to support their 

argument or claim 

 

This excerpt from Na’s essay about 

The Namesake was judged to be 

effective since the quotation provided 

thoroughly supports her claim. 

_______________ 

 

Sexism in India can also be found in 

the stereotype ideas of Indians. As in 

The Namesake, Gogol’s wife, 
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Moushimi says, “Don’t worry. I 

turned down the job at the Sorbonne 

and I’ll be a good Bengali house wife 

for you, stay home and make 

samosas every Thursday” 

 

 

Supports 

Argument 

Poorly 

(SAP) 

The student doesn’t provide enough 

evidence, offers inaccurate evidence, 

or their evidence 

doesn’t match their argument or 

claim 

 

This excerpt from Ahmed’s essay 

about The Namesake needed more 

detail describing the scene he’s using 

as supporting evidence. 

_________________ 

 

Finally, being treated less equally 

and less respected might be an issue 

for the immigrant families...   

For example, in The Namesake 

movie…when the lady in Max’s 

party treated Gogol like Indian guy, 

instead of treating him like an 

American person who he is 

 

Good 

Organization 

(GO) 

At the paragraph level the student 

provides a claim in a topic sentence 

and offers clearly linked, supporting 

evidence in the same paragraph 

 

 

This topic sentence taken from 

Ahmed’s essay about The Namesake 

was considered to be an example of 

good organization since it clearly 

presented the main idea of the 

paragraph 

_____________ 

 

Sometimes the second generation of 

the immigrant families doesn’t 

understand that there are some rules 

and customs that their families 

expect that the children will keep and 

follow 

 

 

Poor 

Organization 

(PO) 

At the paragraph level a student 

provides unclear topic sentences 

and/or an organization of ideas 

which is difficult to follow or not 

unified 

 

This excerpt from Ali’s essay about 

“Sonny’s Blues” touched upon many 

interesting topics but lacked a clear, 

main idea. 

______________________ 

 

Sonny's situation was difficult to 

pass as he got caught because of his 
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 drug addiction. By looking into his 

issue, it can be said that he was 

affected by his family ties and the 

lack of opportunities in his 

community.  Education quality 

seemed to be not effective enough to 

teach people about all the risks they 

might face at that period of time. 

One more thing, the uncle's death is a 

sign that implies how racism took 

place in their community. 

 

  

Task 

Compliance 

(TC) 

A student successfully follows 

most instructions for an essay, 

including: the inclusion of a thesis 

statement with body paragraphs 

supporting and developing it, an 

introduction and conclusion, and a 

minimum number of pages. 

 

 

 

Task 

Compliance 

Issue 

(TCI) 

A student unsuccessfully follows 

most instructions for an essay, 

including: the inclusion of a thesis 

statement with body paragraphs 

supporting and developing it, an 

introduction and conclusion, and a 

minimum number of pages. 
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Table 3.04 

Additional Codes and Their Explanations 

Code Name 

and Abbreviation 

Explanation Examples 

Poor Analysis – 

Insufficient 

(PA – I) 

At the paragraph level there is too 

much text summary or quotation 

from the text and not enough 

analysis 

This excerpt below from Sameera’s essay about 

“The Darling” uses a  much too lengthy 

quotation in the second paragraph (only a 

portion is displayed here) as supporting 

evidence   

_____________________ 

 

Tolstoy, the famous writer, in his own analysis 

of Olenka’s character, says that she is the 

perfect wife. The following excerpts would 

provide us an idea why: 

 

“And what Kukin said about the theater and the 

actors, she repeated. Like him she despised the 

public for their ignorance and their indifference 

to art; she took part in the rehearsals, she 

corrected the actors, she kept an eye on the 

behavior of musicians, and when there was an 

unfavorable notice in the local paper, she shed 

tears, and then went to the editor’s office to set 

things right…” 

 

 

 

Poor Analysis – 

Unclear 

(PA – U) 

Analysis is presented but it’s 

not clear, often due to a language 

issue or just fuzzy thinking about 

the text   

 

 

This excerpt below from Sameera’s essay about 

The Namesake was considered to be an 

example of vague, unclear analysis mostly 

because of her word choices such as, “things,” 

and “small human actions.”   

_______________ 

 

From an international student’s perspective of 

living abroad in the United States of America, I 

think that The Namesake by Mira Nair has 

reflected a lot of things in my life and life of 

other Kuwaitis living abroad. Those “small” 

human actions that have been illustrated in the 
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movie are mostly what stroke my attention as 

soon as I saw the movie…Those tiny actions 

which some people might think of being 

unimportant  are very significant and therefore 

decided to focus on. 

 

 

Supports Argument 

Poorly – Lacks 

Evidence 

(SAP – LE) 

A student provides no evidence 

from a text to support an argument 

about it or provides vague, 

inadequately detailed evidence 

This excerpt below from Ahmed’s essay about 

The Namesake needed more detail describing 

the scene he’s using as supporting evidence. 

____________________ 

 

Finally, being treated less equally and less 

respected might be an issue for the immigrant 

families...   

For example, in The Namesake movie…when 

the lady in Max’s party treated Gogol like 

Indian guy, instead of treating him like an 

American person who he is 

 

 

Supports Argument 

Poorly – Inaccurate 

Evidence 

(SAP – IE) 

A student describes supporting 

evidence from a movie or short 

story inaccurately or ignores 

evidence that may counter a claim 

they’re supporting 

This excerpt below from Ahmed’s essay about 

The Namesake provides an inaccurate 

quotation which significantly changes the 

significance of the telephone conversation he 

describes.   

__________________ 

 

For some cultures the familial ties is something 

sacred, and nothing should 

replace it. However, not all of the sons of 

immigrant families understand that. That 

was obvious when Gogol denied his mother 

request “I want you to come home next 

Saturday. Mom I don’t think I will come that 

weekend.” 

 

 

Supports Argument 

Poorly – Evidence 

Not Matching Claim 

(SAP – NMC) 

A student provides evidence 

but it does not match or support 

their claim or it only weakly 

matches 

This excerpt below from Moustafa’s essay 

about “Sonny’s Blues” provides an interesting 

claim about the transformative power of music 

for Sonny but is followed by a quote from the 

text which does not pertain to that theme.    
_____________________ 

 

Sonny wants to play piano because he loves 
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that kind of music, and he feels better when he 

plays jazz music. Sonny found that music was 

the way in which he can express his feeling, 

prove himself in the society, show the people 

that he forget his past, start a new life, and 

show that everyone can overcame their 

problems to be great people in the society. It 

seems that Sonny also know some jazz 

musicians when he said “Bird! Charlie Parker! 

Don’t they teach you nothing in the goddamn 

army?” (48). 
 

 

Poor Organization – 

Topic Sentence 

(PO – T) 

Inadequate topic sentence that does 

not adequately frame and preview  

the main idea of a  paragraph 

This excerpt below from Ali’s essay about 

“Sonny’s Blues” doesn’t begin with a topic 

sentence which is able to frame and preview all 

of the points raised in this paragraph 

_________________ 

 

Sonny's situation was difficult to pass as he got 

caught because of his drug addiction. By 

looking into his issue, it can be said that he was 

affected by his family ties and the lack of 

opportunities in his community.  Education 

quality seemed to be not effective enough to 

teach people about all the risks they might face 

at that period of time. One more thing, the 

uncle's death is a sign that implies how racism 

took place in their community. 

 

 

Poor Organization – 

Unclear Main Claim 

(PO – UMC) 

A main claim or argument isn’t 

clearly presented in a paragraph 

because of the order in which the 

ideas are presented or the lack of 

unity between the ideas 

This excerpt from Ali’s essay about “Sonny’s 

Blues” touched upon many interesting topics 

but lacked a clear, main idea. 

______________________ 

 

Sonny's situation was difficult to pass as he got 

caught because of his drug addiction. By 

looking into his issue, it can be said that he was 

affected by his family ties and the lack of 

opportunities in his community.  Education 

quality seemed to be not effective enough to 

teach people about all the risks they might face 

at that period of time. One more thing, the 

uncle's death is a sign that implies how racism 

took place in their community. 
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Poor Organization – 

Unclear Link 

(PO – UL) 

An unclear link between a claim 

and its support 

This excerpt from Ahmed’s essay about “The 

Darling” presents an interesting argument 

about Olenka’s need for tender relationships in 

the face of life’s hardships but it’s not clear 

how the relationship he describes with 

Pustalov is an example of that. 

__________________ 

 

She [Olenka] showed that people could be 

harmed, but they could always make their path 

to success. All that she was concerned about is 

having what I can call warm love. 

Kukin passed away and that caused an extreme 

sadness to Olenka. However, she overcame her 

dilemma by being married to a timber 

merchant called Pustolalov…There life went 

easily even though she was kind of a servant to 

her husband… 

 

 

Poor Organization – 

Intro Conclusion 

(PO – IC) 

An introduction which does not 

present background information 

about the text and/or topic before 

funneling down to a thesis 

statement 

 

OR 

 

A conclusion which does not offer 

a brief summary statement of a 

student’s main claims and/or a 

discussion of relevant themes 

directly connected to the text 

This conclusion below, which lacks a summary 

statement referring back to the text, was taken 

from Yingke’s essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a 

Letter”     

________________ 

 

I understand that the Asian married couples 

want to give their parents a better life in 

America, they support that ask their parents to 

live with them is the best way to take care of 

them. But they don’t realize that they don’t 

have time to communicate with their parents, 

to help them live in a new country or to teach 

their children to respect old people… 

 

  

 

Taken together, Tables 3.03 and 3.04 comprised the final code list used in my essay data 

analysis. 
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3.6.2.3 Drawing Conclusions Based on Coded Essay Data 

The next step in my data analysis, after creating my coding categories and applying the 

codes to my corpus of essays, was tabulation. Specifically, I tabulated how often each NNES and 

NES student’s film and print text essays were coded in the categories described in the preceding 

table, such as, “GA” for good analysis or “PA” for poor analysis. To elaborate on this example 

further, if an individual student’s essays about film contained more “GA” codes than “PA,” his 

or her film analysis was considered successful. On the other hand, if a student’s film, or print text 

essays, contained more “PA” than “GA” codes than its analysis was judged as unsuccessful. For 

the eight focus students in this study, the judgments regarding their overall effectiveness in 

analysis, support, organization and task compliance, were presented in summary tables in chapter 

4, Findings. See Table 3.05 below, reprinted from the Table 4.02 for illustration purposes, for the 

focus student Zhefu: 

Table 3.05: Overview of Zhefu’s Strengths and Weaknesses in his Essay Writing 

Essay 

  

Type 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

 

Successful 

Support/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

Task Compliance/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

 

B 

 

  

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

 

Support/ 

 

Successful 

Organization/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

Task Compliance/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

C, C+ 

 

 It should be pointed out that, as shown in the preceding table, many of the major coding 

categories, such as SAP, Supports Argument Poorly, contained subcategories, such as SAP – LE, 

Supports Argument Poorly – Lacks Evidence. In this case, these subcategories were tabulated 



82 

 

and recorded for the eight focus students to determine whether there were particular areas where 

each student struggled, such as lacking adequate evidence when attempting to support a claim or 

providing evidence which does not actually support or correspond to a claim, SAP – NMC, 

Supports Argument Poorly, Not Matching Claim.  These coded subcategories, it should be noted, 

were also useful to the researcher in being able to quickly identify textual examples of students’ 

unique struggles when writing Chapter Four which presents my findings and results.  

The intent of tabulating the coding results of the eight focus student essays was to 

provide a detailed, microscopic view of the unique challenges NNES students faced in providing 

effective analysis, support, organization and task compliance in their essays. On the other hand, 

for the 22 non-focus NNES students and 30 NES students, the intent of the coding tabulations 

was to provide a broader overview of students’ strengths and weaknesses. In this way, a context 

and framework of comparison for the focus student results could be provided. For this reason, 

with the NNES and NES corpus essays only major coding categories were tabulated and 

recorded, such as, Good Analysis, Poor Analysis, Supports Argument Well or Supports 

Argument Poorly, without tabulating subcategories, such as, Supports Argument Poorly – 

Argument Not Matching Claim. By tabulating the major coding categories in this corpus, the 

themes that emerged could be compared to the focus student essays’ for similarities, differences 

and more meaningful insight.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

4.1 Overview of the Chapter 

 This chapter will investigate how NNES students thought about and approached writing 

academic college level essays about films and print texts in one semester. The effectiveness of 

these essays, specifically regarding their analysis, support, organization, and task compliance, 

will also be explored. Finally, to provide further insight, a comparison of 60 NNES student 

essays, 30 about films and 30 about print texts, as well as 60 NES student essays, 30 about films 

and 30 about print texts, will be offered.      

 To investigate these areas described above, the results of a survey exploring NNES 

students’ attitudes and strategies toward writing about films and print texts will first be 

presented. Next, a series of eight focus studies will be provided to explore the significant features 

of NNES students’ essays about films and print texts, as well as the attitudes and strategies 

which influence these features. Finally, a discourse-informed corpus analysis of 60 NNES 

student essays, 30 about films and 30 about print texts, as well as 60 NES student essays, 30 

about films and 30 about print texts, will be given to explore their comparative effectiveness in 

the areas of analysis, support, organization, and task compliance. 

4.2 Survey Results 

 Before presenting the eight focus studies in this chapter results from a survey from my 

fall 2009 English 107 class will be introduced to explore how the NNES students thought about, 

approached and conceptualized writing academic essays about films compared to print texts. 

Although there were 23 students enrolled in the class, only 18 agreed to participate in my study. 

For this reason, for most of the survey questions that will be presented in this section there were 

18 responses.  It should be noted, however, that there were a few questions not all students 
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answered, resulting in a lower number of responses. The questions for the survey and their 

respective answers can be seen in Table 4.01 on the following page. The total number of 

responses is shown for each question while students’ comments are provided for questions six, 

eight, and 10. 

Table 4.01  

Survey Results about NNES Students’ Attitudes and Strategies toward Writing about Film and 

Print Texts 

Questions Answer n Answer n Answer n Answer n 

1. Is this your first university 

composition course? 

 

Yes 17 No 0     

2. In my free time  

I prefer… 

 

Watching  

Movies 

 

16 Reading  2     

3. Which type of movies do 

you like? 

 

Action 11 Comedy 9 Drama 4 Romance 0 

4. Did you write an academic 

essay about a film before? 

 

Yes 6 No 11     

5. Did you write one of your 

class essays about a film we 

watched? 

Yes 16 No 2     

6. If you did write about a film 

did you watch it again before 

you wrote your essay? 

Comment. 

 

Yes1 7 No2 9     

                                                 
1  Student comments provided include, ““Get some more details from the film to support my idea”/ “Let me 

find some detail and strong support in film”/“I really liked The Namesake so I decided to watch it again” 

 
2  Student comments provided include, “I remembered it well”/“Did not have time” 
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7. Did you take notes while 

watching either one of the 

films (in class or at home)? 

 

Yes 5 No 11     

8. Writing an essay about a 

film was ________ than 

writing about the short stories 

we read in class. Comment. 

 

Easier3 8 Same 

difficulty4 

 

7 Didn’t 

write  

about 

film 

 

2 More5 

difficult 

 

1 

9. I feel that watching and 

writing about films 

was_______ for my English 

than writing about a story. 

 

More 

helpful 

 

11 Same 6 Less 

helpful 

0   

10. I had a stronger personal  

reaction to the films we  

watched in class than the texts. 

Comment. 

 

Agree6  17       

11. Did you feel comfortable  

watching the films with  

your classmates? 

 

Yes 17 No 1     

*A = Answer, N = Number 

4.2.1 Students’ Background and Interest in Film 

 As can be seen in Table 4.01 above, question two asked whether students preferred 

reading books or watching movies in their free time, or whether they liked the activities equally, 

or, whether they disliked both activities. Sixteen of the eighteen student respondents indicated 

                                                 
3
  Student comments provided include, “I hate reading” / “more interesting”/  “the film because of 

similarities in culture”/ “stories are difficult to read”  
 
4
   Student comments provided include, “just different experience”/ “I think a good film or story is the same” 

 
5
  Students comments provided include, “hard to get quotes” 

 
6
  Students comments provided include, “attracted” / “an image express 1000 words” / “I like films” / “Use 

less time to understand the material” 
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they preferred watching movies and only two indicated preferring books. Concerning the 

students’ backgrounds in writing academic essays about films, addressed in question four, 11 of 

the students indicated they had never written an academic essay about a film before the class and 

six indicated they had, while one student left this question blank. It should be noted, though, that, 

during the interviews, when I asked three focus students who indicated they had previously 

written an academic essay about a film, they told me their “essay” was more of a short film 

review rather than an extensive essay written in MLA style exploring a theme or issue in a film 

and illustrating it with supporting evidence, which is what they were asked to do in our class. 

Therefore, for other students who responded “yes” to this question, it is possible their experience 

was also limited to writing film reviews but this is uncertain. 

 Question five addressed how many students chose to write an essay about a film in our 

class. Sixteen students indicated they did write at least one essay about a film and two did not.  

4.2.2 Students Strategies for Writing about Films 

 Question six focused on how many students watched a film a second time before writing 

their essay about it. Seven students indicated “yes” and nine “no.” It should be emphasized, 

though, that when I asked three focus students who indicated watching a movie again before 

writing their essay about it, four said they only watched selected parts and not the whole movie 

from start to finish. For this reason, those who answered “yes” for this question may include 

students who only watched selected parts of a movie again before writing their essays. For the 

students who did watch a movie again before writing their essays, some of the reasons given 

included, “Get some more details from the movie to support my idea,” “think about it more 

deeply,” and “Let me find some detail or strong support in film.” In addition to reasons like 

these, which seem to be motivated by the desire to write a stronger essay, other students 



87 

 

indicated they watched a movie again because “I liked it,” and “I really like The Namesake so I 

decided to watch it again.” 

 Questions seven asked whether students took notes while watching the movie, either at 

home or in class. Five students indicated “yes” for this question and 11 “no.” More details about 

this will be provided in the “Comments about Survey Results” section. 

4.2.3 Students’ Attitudes toward Writing about Film and Print Texts  

 Question eight asked students to consider whether writing about a film was more difficult 

than writing about a print text, easier, or equally difficult. For this question, only one student said 

it was more difficult, since, as the comment written on the survey pointed out, “no quotes can be 

used.” On the other hand, eight students indicated writing about film was easier, while seven felt 

it was equally difficult. Incidentally, two students, who did not write about a film, were not able 

to answer this question. Among those who felt writing about a film was an easier task than 

writing about a print text, comments given on the survey included, “I hate reading,” “film is 

more interesting,” and “stories are difficult to read.” On the other hand, students who suggested 

writing about film presented them with an equal challenge as writing about print texts indicated,   

“I think a good film or story is the same,” and, “just different experience.” 

  For the next question in this category, Question 10, students were asked whether they 

had a stronger personal reaction to the films they watched in class or the print texts they read. 

Seventeen students indicated they had a stronger personal reaction to the films, while one student 

left this question blank. Some of the comments students wrote in for this question, indicating a 

stronger reaction to films,  included, “attracted,” “an image express 1000 words,” “I like films,” 

and “Use less time to understand the material.” 
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4.2.4 Comments about Survey Results 

 Clearly, as the survey results provided for question 10 above suggest, the NNES students 

in my class enjoyed watching and writing about movies. As to the source of this enjoyment, it 

should be emphasized that my students genuinely seemed to appreciate and identify with the 

feature length film they watched in class, The Namesake. In addition, as the survey results 

presented above indicate, the majority of these students, 16 out of 18, preferred watching movies 

to reading print texts. This preference could be influenced by the feeling several students 

commented on above that watching and writing about movies seems to be an easier, less 

intimidating task for them than writing about print texts. Along these lines, interestingly enough, 

although only six of the 18 student respondents acknowledged writing an academic essay about a 

film before taking the class, the majority still felt it was an easier task for them. In fact, only one 

student of the 17 who responded to this question felt writing about a film was more difficult than 

writing about a print text, while eight felt writing about a film was easier and seven thought it 

was equally difficult. Logically speaking, the confidence many students expressed in their ability 

to understand and write about films may have percolated down to their task approach. Only five 

of the sixteen students who wrote essays about films in the class took notes about the film they 

wrote about, while only seven of sixteen re-watched even a portion of a movie before essay 

writing. These patterns, I imagine, must have been partially forged by the NNES students’ 

confidence in being able to understand and remember the images they saw in the movies they 

watched. 

4.3 Overview of the Focus Studies 

Now that a broad picture of my students’ reactions to the course and the work they 

completed in it have been presented, in the next section of this chapter eight focus studies, which 
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were informed by the survey results, will be offered to provide a more detailed view. For each 

study, a student’s three major essays about films and print texts will be analyzed in the areas of 

analysis, evidential support, organization and task compliance. These areas were chosen because, 

I believe, they strongly reflect a student’s engagement, effort and thoughtfulness towards an 

academic writing task. In all cases, excerpts from the students’ essays will be presented. In 

addition, the attitudes and academic strategies of the focus students toward writing about these 

two genres will be discussed. Efforts will be made to compare these attitudes and strategies with 

the corresponding features of the students’ essays. Following the presentation of each focus 

study a discussion of common themes emerging from the studies will be presented. Finally, a 

comparison of the features of the eight NNES focus students’ analysis, support, organization and 

task compliance will be compared alongside a sample of similar essays from a class of native 

English speaking students 

 The focus studies will be presented according to a student’s or group of students’ success 

with film analysis compared to their success with print text analysis. For example, students who 

were successful overall in analyzing films but unsuccessful in analyzing print texts will be 

presented as one group. In fact, this will be the first category of focus students presented, 

represented by Zhefu, Ali, Yingke, Moustafa, and Ahmed. Conversely, offering unsuccessful 

analysis with films but successful analysis for print texts will be the distinguishing characteristic 

of the second group, of which Jin Song is the only representative. Thirdly, a focus student who 

was able to provide successful analysis with both films and print texts, Na, will be presented. 

Finally, a strong writer, Sameera, who, for reasons which will be discussed in her study struggled 

with analysis in both her film and print text essays, will be the focus of the last study. As a final 

preface before the studies’ presentations, successful analysis is, I believe, one of the greatest 
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indicators of a college student’s comprehension, engagement, and critical thinking, key factors in 

academic success. This, then, was why I focused on how successfully students analyzed films 

compared to print texts in determining the studies’ grouping and ordering.   

4.3.1 Successful Film Analysis with Unsuccessful Print Text Analysis  

4.3.1.1 Focus Study 1 Zhefu  

 Zhefu is a tall 20 year old, Pre-Business Major from China with dark, straight black hair 

which he often parted to one side, leaving the bangs just above his rectangular glasses. Zhefu 

was most often casually dressed in jeans, t-shirts and tennis sneakers. On a personal level, Zhefu 

said he enjoys spending time with friends, playing video games, travelling and watching movies. 

In fact, Zhefu told me he “loves movies” and watched about 100 movies in his first semester as a 

college student in the United States.  Overall, he prefers action movies and romantic comedies.  

  Regarding his English ability, Zhefu started to study English when he was four or five 

years old.  While he was in primary school and junior high school, he was required to take an 

English subject class every day, which focused mostly on grammar and vocabulary. Later, he 

attended an international high school where he did not have a specialized English class every day 

but most of his general subject classes, including history, business and mathematics, were in 

English since he had foreign teachers from England, Australia, and America. Zhefu decided he 

wanted to study in the United States because he felt it will be easier for him to get a job in China 

if he had a Bachelor’s degree from the United States. Studying in a country where students are 

encouraged to express themselves in a “free environment” was another reason Zhefu wished to 

pursue a college degree in the United States. The reasons he chose to come to this specific 

university were because of the overall ranking of the university, and, also, the strength of the 
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business program. Finally, the weather was a strong attraction too, since he said it’s similar to the 

weather in his hometown in China.  

 Zhefu did not progress much during the semester and, overall, he did not seem to work 

quite as hard as many other students, particularly, many other Chinese students. Although when 

called on in class he would offer his own insights, the rest of the time he was often on his laptop, 

which may, at least partially explain, why he often failed to understand the expectations of essay 

assignments. He also tended to be unprepared for our teacher-student writing conferences and 

usually came without a draft, which prevented me from giving him much constructive feedback 

before submitting his final essays. Although he did eventually submit drafts, they were often not 

very different from the final, usually just a little shorter and not indicative of a thorough re-

working of his ideas. On the whole, when writing about film, Zhefu’s analysis was thorough and 

effective, though it lacked evidence. In addition, although his film essay failed to comply with 

task requirements and frequently lacked organization, the richness of its analysis earned him a 

grade of “B.” On the other hand, while writing about print texts, Zhefu’s analysis was extremely 

limited, while his evidence was overly extensive. Additionally, he failed to comply with task 

requirements, and demonstrated both effective and equally ineffective patterns of organization. 

For these reasons he earned a grade of “C” and “C+” on his two print text essays. Although 

Zhefu did struggle at times in class, he became quite friendly with me over the course of the 

semester and we developed a very good relationship. 
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Table 4.02 

Overview of Zhefu’s Strengths and Weaknesses in His Essay Writing 

Essay  

 

Type 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

 

Successful 

Support/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

 

Task Compliance/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

B 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

 

Successful 

Organization/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

 

Task Compliance/ 

 

Unsuccessful 

C, C+ 

 

4.3.1.1.1 Zhefu’s Film Essays 

 For the second essay, a reader response essay, students were instructed to provide a claim 

about a theme or issue presented in a text or film, illustrate it with textual evidence and compare 

it with their own experiences.  Zhefu chose the Mira Nair film, The Namesake, because he said 

he felt he had similar experiences as the characters in the movie.  The most interesting aspect of 

Zhefu’s writing for this essay was in the area of analysis and evidence.  Overall, Zhefu provided 

effective analysis in his essay but failed to include adequate supporting evidence. In his first two 

body paragraphs, for example, (he had three in total) Zhefu does comment on themes and issues 

from the texts and, while he effectively compares them with his own experiences, he fails to 

illustrate how these issues were presented in the film, which was a critical part of the evidence 

students were expected to provide for this assignment.  

 Meanwhile, in Zhefu’s final body paragraph, he begins on a strong note comparing and 

contrasting the experiences of the main character, Gogol in the film, and his own, 
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 In the movie, The Namesake, Gogol was facing the same kind of situation just as I am,  

but what held his back was his family, not his girlfriend. 

 

He follows this with an explanation of his topic sentence, 

 He [Gogol] grew up in American, and he’s totally an American inside his body, but his   

parents were still trying to make him accept most of the Indian culture.  

 

At this point, in attempting to provide evidence from the film to support these claims, he falters a 

bit. Although the evidence he provides in the following excerpt is relevant to the claim, it is not 

explained in enough detail to support his argument, 

 Many different parts in the movie showed this conflict. The first thing was his name, his   

father named him ‘Gogol’ but he didn’t like it, he thought it was stupid and not cool,  so   

he changed it to Nike [Nikhil] after he got into college. 

 

Since Zhefu was not always attentive in class he may have missed the point that “Gogol” was the 

name of a Russian writer, not an Indian name. This point was also raised in the film many times. 

So, the point he makes about his parents giving him the name “Gogol” in order to affirm his 

Indian identity does not make sense and, at the very least, requires more explanation.  Also, as 

several scenes in the film illustrate, the name “Nikhil” which Gogol eventually adopted, was also 

the “good name” (formal name) given to him when he was seven years old by his parents. At this 

time, the seven year old boy was given a choice about which name he wished to be called and he 

chose “Gogol.” The fact that Gogol chose his own name early in life and, later, wished to change 

it, was a point also raised by Gogol’s mother later in the film. In this way, Zhefu fails to 

adequately explain the complexities surrounding the protagonist’s name in the film. Based on 

some admissions Zhefu made to me during our interview about his difficulties understanding 

some of the spoken dialogue in the film, it is probable that Zhefu’s failure to include these details 

was due more to a lack of understanding than simply forgetting about them when it came time to 
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write his essay. These points will be discussed in more detail in a later section of this focus 

study. 

 Regarding his organization, overall, Zhefu struggled for most of the essay. His 

introductory paragraph shown below, although interesting and insightful, lacks a clear thesis 

statement or reference to the text he’ll write about in his essay: 

 Since human can travel a long distance, there was a new group off people 

 appeared--the settlers. They went through so many hardships, traveled thousands 

 miles to live in new area or even new countries for different reasons…The settlers 

 have to face all these differences as soon as they moved in the new place, like the very 

 first problem they have to solute, is the language. Nowadays, the 

 communication is very convenient, so people can learn the language or get to know 

 that place before they go, but there are always difficulties to really acclimatize 

 yourselves to the new life styles, cultures and concepts. I’m not a settler, but just a 

 student who is studying abroad, however, I can totally understand this feeling, 

 because I had these kinds of  problems myself sometime. Fortunately, I' m still having 

 a good time in America and in Tucson. 

 

Zhefu actually begins his next paragraph, his first body paragraph, with this topic 

sentence which sounds very much like a thesis statement, “The movie ‘The Namesake’ and the 

novel ‘Mrs. Dutta writes a letter’ are both about this kind of experience, and I can really feel 

what it is like or what the director/author wanted to annotate in their product. “ Although this 

statement, as is, lacks specificity, placing it in the last sentence of his introduction would have 

better helped the reader understand his main, organizing idea for this essay than his 

introduction’s final sentence in the draft he submitted stating that he’s “still have a good time in 

America and in Tucson.” 

 Regarding his task compliance, Zhefu failed to meet the four to five page minimum page 

requirement for this one. In fact, his essay was just a little more than two and a half pages with 

three body paragraphs. And, unfortunately, the first two body paragraphs failed to comply with 
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the assignment’s instructions since he did not reference specific events from the film to illustrate 

his claims.  

4.3.1.1.2 Zhefu’s Print Text Essays 

 Zhefu chose to write his textual analysis and text in context essays about the Anton 

Chekhov story, “The Darling,” since he told me during our interview that he genuinely liked the 

story. An interesting aspect of these essays was Zhefu’s tendency to provide limited analysis and 

discussion and an almost overwhelming amount of supporting evidence. For example, in Zhefu’s 

textual analysis essay in which students were expected to comment on a theme or issue presented 

in a text and support it with evidence, Zhefu begins his first body paragraph with the topic 

sentence,  “Olenka was always loving somebody in her life, because she couldn’t live a life 

without loving somebody.” Shortly after presenting this very reasonable claim in his topic 

sentence, Zhefu notes Olenka “had no opinion, no passion, and even no soul when she lost the 

person  she loved” before presenting these extensive, consecutive block quotes: 

 And what was worst of air [all], she no longer held any opinions. She saw and 

 understood everything that went on around her, but she could not form an opinion about 

 it. She  knew of nothing to talk about. And how dreadful not to have opinions! For 

 instance, you see a bottle, or you see that it is raining, or you see a muzhik riding by in a 

 wagon. But what the bottle or the rain or the muzhik are for, or what the sense of them all 

 is, you cannot tell-you cannot tell, not for a thousand rubles. 

 

Olenka's house turned gloomy, the roof rusty, the shed slanting. Dock and thistles  

overgrew the yard. Olenka herself had aged and grown homely. In the summer 

she sat on the steps, and her soul was empty and dreary and bitter. When she 

caught the breath of spring, or when the wind wafted the chime of the cathedral 

bells, a sudden flood of memories would pour over her, her heart would expand 

with a tender warmth, and the tears would stream down her cheeks. But that lasted 

only a moment. 

 

 As the excerpts above illustrate, there is no analysis in between the extensive block 

quotes. Whether Zhefu was trying to finish his essay quickly by copying and pasting many long 

quotes into this section of his essay, or whether he truly felt providing such extensive quotations 
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was necessary, the end result is that he was unable to engage in a thoughtful discussion toward 

the text, which, for this essay, was a crucial component.   

 After this section, however, Zhefu makes this very interesting claim about Olenka’s 

motherly relationship with a boy named Sasha, a young son of one of her former lovers in the 

story, and how it begins to change her:  

 However, there's a change after she met Sasha. That was the first time she had her 

 opinion….Olenka became different from who she was before. Love gave her the 

 strength to make the diction, to do something she wanted to do…to someone who 

 bravely pursue for her love, even it’s a crazy one. 

 

This analysis is well illustrated with a quote from the story which makes this final section of his 

paper, the last paragraph before his conclusion, much more effective than the previous. 

Although, in this case, Zhefu did need to provide more detailed evidence and analysis about how 

Olenka’s feelings for Sasha were more than just maternal, which he suggests, he still shows a 

much stronger attempt at analysis and discussion than before.   

 Regarding Zhefu’s organization, as with his essay about the film, his introductory 

paragraph for his text in context essay lacked a clear thesis statement, or even a debatable claim. 

In fact, most of his introduction was composed of a long quote from a scholar of this text, and 

little else, as the excerpt below will illustrate:  

When I first read Chekhov's story "The Darling" I felt like I was reading an uninviting 

analysis of a Russian girl. It was very calm, unromantic and ordinary. I did not know why 

someone would write a story like this. Therefore, I did some research about "The 

Darling", and it surprised me when I found out that this story had gotten such a high 

estimate.  "Anton Chekhov's short story 'The Darling,' considered one of his finest, was 

first published in 1899. Leo Tolstoy his contemporary and one of the greatest Russian 

writers of the nineteenth  century, was quick to celebrate Chekhov's achievement in 'The 

Darling,' comparing it to 'a piece of lace,' like those woven by 'old maids,' who 'put their 

whole life, all their dreams of happiness, into their lace.' 'The Darling' is a character 

sketch of Olga Semyonovna, the 'darling,' a young woman whose life takes on meaning 

only in relation to the men to whom she attaches herself " (http:/ jwww.enotes.comj) This 

really interested me, and I decided to do some digging to find out why this story is so  

brilliant. 
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Although Zhefu does put forth an over-arching idea his essay, namely, the brilliance of this 

Chekhov story, it fails to conform to the instructor’s expectations of a thesis statement containing 

a debatable claim. An interesting point, however, is that Zhefu does, eventually, provide a strong, 

debatable claim in the middle of his third body paragraph; the idea he expresses here would have 

provided an effective thesis statement for his introduction. In this excerpt Zhefu notes: 

 We find out that Olga is a traditional woman, who does not have personal opinions and 

 always does everything for the one she loves. She brought out a topic that is: the  

 role of women in society and made us think about it—are women living for their men 

 or for themselves. 

 

With these two sentences at the end of his introduction, when reading his body paragraphs, the 

reader would be able to better understand much more clearly how they fit in or did not fit in with 

the organizing idea of his essay; as is, it was difficult to grasp this.  

 Regarding his task compliance, as with Zhefu’s film essay, his two print text essays were 

too short, just four lines over three pages in his text in context essay, which was supposed to be 

five to six pages and just ten lines over three pages in his textual analysis essay, which was 

supposed to be four to five pages in length.  

4.3.1.1.3 Themes in Zhefu’s Essays 

 There were many common problematic threads running through Zhefu’s work during our 

semester. First, there was a major task compliance issue. Zhefu often did not seem to understand 

or, if he did understand, was not willing to comply with the instructor’s expectations for the 

writing assignments, perhaps most significantly, consistently falling well short of the minimum 

page requirements expected. In addition, with his essays about the print text, “The Darling,” 

Zhefu did not demonstrate an attempt to provide thoughtful analysis in his body paragraphs, 

which is a crucially important aspect of these essays and these freshman composition courses. In 

addition, Zhefu struggled with organization in his essays about the print text and the film.  On 
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the positive side, however, Zhefu did offer some rich, well-thought-out insights in his essay 

about the film The Namesake and earned a grade of “B”. On the other hand, his struggles in his 

two print text essays earned him grades of “C” and “C+” respectively. 

4.3.1.1.4 Zhefu’s Attitudes and Strategies  

 Zhefu’s struggles with analysis in his essays about the print text and his comparative 

success analyzing in his film essay may be better understood by discussing some remarks he 

made during our interview where he shared with me the difficulties he has reading and 

understanding English texts compared to watching movies: 

 Because movies they have like sounds, visions and they're easier for you to 

 understand what they are trying to tell you and, easier, to understand the characters so 

 when I was like, when I want to write a paper about it I have more, like, I understand this 

 story and this characters more than when I was reading. Because when you just read it’s  

 more difficult and more confused about the story because some stories they didn’t give 

 you a very clear picture about what he or she, what the author wanted to write about 

 ...like "The Darling," like, the writer didn’t like mention his opinion about this. You 

 cannot totally understand that. It’s difficult for you to write about. For movies they have 

 no opinions but they showed it very clearly, like musical, visions, things. I just found 

 movies are easier to understand.   

 

With such difficulties comprehending the “characters” and “opinions” of the author in a 

print text, such as “The Darling,” it is understandable why analysis may have been so difficult 

for Zhefu with his textual analysis and text in context essays. On the other hand, with more 

confidence in his ability to understand the “story and this characters more than when….reading,” 

it is also understandable how Zhefu seemed to be more intellectually engaged in the process of 

thinking about the larger themes and issues of the film, The Namesake, than with the story, “The 

Darling.” The excerpt below, from his essay about The Namesake, will illustrate this point, “In 

the movie ‘Namesake,’ Gogol was facing the same kind of situation just as I am, but what held 

his back was his family, not girlfriend.”  Successfully identifying an origin of the principal film 
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character’s conflict, then comparing and contrasting it with his own, was a highly, successful and 

engaged intellectual response to this film.  

 Focusing on the possible reasons for his success, or lack of success, presenting adequate 

evidence in support of his claims with print text and film essays, Zhefu’s remark here about his 

process in writing “The Darling” essay may be helpful: 

 For the Darling essay, I went back and read the story again, some certain parts, but also  

to check quotes, and re-read certain parts again to see what I could say about it. 

 

Contrastingly, he shared with me when writing his essay about the film, The Namesake, the  

 

following: 

  

I didn’t re-watch certain scenes of the Namesake but did look up character names online   

because I felt remembered certain scenes so I did not have to watch it again but I did   

check character names online.   

Relying principally on memory and recall when searching for evidence to support his analysis 

was, overall, not an effective strategy for Zhefu. The shortcomings of this strategy may have 

been exacerbated by Zhefu’s inability to understand some of the dialogue spoken by the 

characters in the film since “sometimes he had to guess what the actors were talking about….but 

it was not a big deal” and he felt he could “still understand everything that was going on.” On the 

other hand, going back to the print text to re-read specific scenes to “check quotes…and see 

what” he “could say about it,” seemed to be more successful, allowing Zhefu to supply an 

abundance, as noted previously, in fact, an overabundance of textual evidence.   

 Regarding Zhefu’s difficulties in organization with his essays about film and a print text, 

most of his problems seem to start with his introduction since, for his three major essays of the 

semester, he was not able to present a clear thesis statement in his introduction. Although some 

highly advanced student writers are able to write successful, coherent essays without a clear, 

explicit thesis statement, it is far more common for students to meander their way through. This 
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seems to have been the case for Zhefu. The reasons for his writing such short essays, is a little 

more difficult to explain. Motivation could be a factor, except that the essay he most enjoyed 

writing, on the film The Namesake, was his shortest of the semester. Perhaps as an NNES 

student writer, four to six page essays in English were just overwhelming for him.    

4.3.1.2 Focus Study 2 Ali  

 Ali is a wiry, outgoing and gracious 20 year old male from the United Arab Emirates 

(UAE) majoring in economics. Similar to Zhefu, Ali provided mostly successful analysis when 

writing about films and predominantly unsuccessful analysis when writing about print texts 

during the semester. While in my class, Ali was most often appeared dressed in blue or black 

jeans, with t-shirts and sneakers.  On a personal level, Ali enjoys playing and watching soccer 

with a passion, as well as watching documentaries in order to, as he told me, “increase [his] 

knowledge in all aspects of life.” In addition, about three times per month, Ali enjoys watching 

feature length, commercial movies, his favorite type being horror movies, which he watches for 

more than sensationalistic reasons since he likes to discuss the controversial themes and 

messages of all films, he told me, including these, with his friends.  

 Ali started to study English in first grade in UAE and continued to study through high 

school, three times per week. In addition, he participated in an intensive English program for one 

year in UAE before travelling to the USA. In this program, his English classes met for five hours 

per day and included courses in general English and TOEFL preparation. Ali told me the reason 

he wanted to study abroad in the United States was to improve his English and experience living 

on his own and learning how to be self-reliant. He chose this large southwestern university 

because he feels it is a good school with a good reputation and a diversity of students. Finally, he 

noted the warm weather in Arizona attracted him too. Overall, during the semester he was in my 
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class, Ali impressed me with the confidence and fluency of his spoken English, as exemplified 

by his consistent and extensive contributions on a wide range of discussion topics. Although his 

speaking and writing were not without their grammatical and mechanical errors, his fluency and 

voice always came across strongly. 

 Ali was, for the most part, a very hard-working and conscientious student from the 

beginning until the end of the semester. He was one of the more active students in class 

discussions and was rarely absent.  He also tended to be well-prepared for classes and 

conferences with any needed books and drafts in hand. Overall, Ali worked hard on his essays 

and was successful, particularly when writing about film where he offered strong analysis, 

although he did struggle a bit in offering adequate supporting evidence. At the same time, his 

organization was mostly successful and, on the whole, he complied with task requirements. All 

these successes earned him grades of “B+” on these two essays. On the other hand, when writing 

about the print texts in this course, Ali failed to provide adequate analysis and support. More 

significant, however, was his inability to create a clear sense of organization, while, on the 

positive side, he successfully complied with task requirements. For these reasons, Ali earned a 

grade of “C” on his print text essay. Throughout the semester, Ali was a very pleasant, 

philosophical and memorable student in my class. 
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Table 4.03 

Overview of Ali’s Strengths and Weaknesses in His Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film  Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

B+, B+ 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/

Unsuccessful 

Task Compliance/ 

Successful 

C 

 

4.3.1.2.1 Ali’s Film Essays  

 Ali chose to write his reader response and text in context essays about the Mira Nair film, 

The Namesake, because he told me the experiences of the characters in the film were similar to 

his own situation as an international student coming to the United States. Regarding his analysis 

and evidence, like the previous focus student, Zhefu, Ali was generally thoughtful and successful 

with his analysis for these two essays but, for the most part, struggled in supporting it with 

accurate, detailed evidence. As an example, in an excerpt from Ali’s third body paragraph below 

(he had four in total) from his reader response essay about The Namesake, he competently 

alludes to the cultural differences between India and the United States represented in the film and 

the impact they have on the experiences of the film’s main characters but he falters in supporting 

these claims with evidence:   

 Culture differences are another aspect which is may cause conflicts on people traditions, 

 religious beliefs, and even close family ties. As known, the film opens capturing a view 

 of the suburbs of Calcutta which effectively showed the Indian way of everyday living.  

 And then, the film successfully represents New York City as a modern city and 
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 completely the opposite of Calcutta. Therefore, the use of architecture to draw 

 comparisons was entirely great to show the big difference between both cities. These 

 differences are not relate only to the culture only itself, but it is much concerned about 

 every single detail about any culture such as colors like the comparison above. 

 

Ali, in this excerpt, intelligently touches upon one of the main themes of the film that the cultural 

differences between immigrants’ home countries and the countries they immigrate to, can strain 

and test the strength of traditions, religious beliefs and family ties.  He begins his support of this 

argument on a strong note, citing the opening contrasting scenes where panoramic shots of 

Calcutta are juxtaposed with images of New York City. However, his description of 

“architecture” as the focal point of the differences between the two cities is a bit vague and 

unclear. Then, further along, he begins to make a perceptive observation, although not clearly 

expressed, how “colors like the comparison above” (i.e., the architecture differences) are 

represented in the film’s images of Calcutta and New York City. Here, the student seems to be 

alluding to the bright, vibrant colors displayed in scenes representing Calcutta and the dark, 

grayer colors for New York City. However, the way the student described this evidence requires 

a great deal of deciphering.  

 A similar issue can be seen in Ali’s first body paragraph (he had four in total) from his 

text in context essay, in which he describes how the protagonist in the film, Gogol, had a difficult 

time finding acceptance for his waspish American girlfriend in the film, Maxine, among his 

Bengali family:  

Gogol has found his love interest in Maxine and was soon accepted by her family. In 

general, Americans are a hugging and kissing people that is contrary to Indian people 

who were brought up to hide their feelings. He felt awkward for Maxine when she 

visited him at home. Therefore, it can be said that the whole Indian community seemed 

to abhor the way Maxine behaved towards Gogol. 

 

In this section, Ali offers some truly thoughtful analysis about the cultural differences between 

the United States and India which were reflected in the film. Further, he justly makes note of the 
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awkwardness stemming from Maxine’s public displays of affection during her visit to Gogol’s 

parent’s house, including hugging Gogol’s mom, kissing Gogol’s dad on the cheek and holding 

Gogol’s hand. His point, however, that the “whole Indian community seemed to abhor the way 

Maxine behaved towards Gogol” required much more support from the film. Although there was 

not much evidence suggesting “the whole Indian community seemed to abhor the way Maxine 

behaved towards Gogol,” there were, in fact, several scenes in the film suggesting some 

members of Gogol’s family did not approve of Maxine. Ali seemed to have observed some of 

these scenes, as he interpreted the anti-Maxine stance among Gogol’s family, however, he failed 

to draw upon these potential sources of supporting evidence. It is not clear whether this resulted 

from forgetting these details when it came time to write his essay or, perhaps, not knowing such 

details would even be needed as evidential support. These possibilities will be explored in a later 

section of this focus study.  

 Meanwhile, Ali constructed his two film essays with a predominantly clear, logical 

pattern of organization, beginning with his introduction and continuing through his body 

paragraphs and conclusion. As an example, Ali’s reader response essay conclusion below offers 

a restatement of his views on the central themes of the film as well as some well thought-out 

final reflections about its merits and flaws, leaving the reader with the impression of a well-

organized and thoughtful finish:  

  In conclusion, being far away from the place you grew up in is really a tough experience. 

 Without any doubt, nobody can feel the pain of being far away from any place that is 

 surrounded with loved ones and a complete different way of living. The film messages 

 are clear enough to show the differences between cultures and how a generation is 

 different from one to another in term of living. Although the film is a great example of 

 what some immigrants face in the United States, it failed in one particular aspect which is 

 mainly about Sonia. Sonia, Ashoke's daughter, was not a fully structured and established 

 character with taking into consideration that she was born in the U.S. The film failed to 

 present the character of Sonia from which some assumptions may exist such as gender 
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 difference. If you are looking for a mature drama, this film is definitely your choice 

 because it demonstrates its lessons very well. 

 

Ali’s summary statement, as well as the text-world connections he makes about the significance  

of the film’s messages for what immigrants who come to the United States actually experience  

 

are well-placed in this concluding paragraph. Additionally, his critical commentary about what  

 

he felt was lacking in the film, as well as his general recommendation for who may be interested  

 

in watching it in his final sentence, were also suggested by the instructor to be appropriate topics  

 

for this essay’s concluding paragraph. Although his remark about the sketchy coverage for the  

 

American-born daughter in the film, Sonia, representing “some assumptions…such as gender  

 

differences” was lacking adequate explanation, overall, this was a successful and well-organized  

 

conclusion. 

 

 Regarding his task compliance, Ali marginally failed to meet the minimum page 

requirement for both essays. His reader response essay, expected to be four to five pages, was a 

little over three and a half pages and his text in context essay was just under four, although it was 

expected to be five to six. However, in both essays, Ali did present clear, debatable thesis 

statements in his introductions, which he, as the instructor required, were developed in his body 

paragraphs with examples from the film as well as from his own personal experience, in the case 

of the reader response essay and from outside research, in the case of the text in context essay.     

4.3.1.2.2 Ali’s Print Text Essays 

 Ali chose to write his textual analysis essay about the James Baldwin story, “Sonny’s 

Blues,” since he told me during our interview that the story was clear to him and he genuinely 

liked it. In contrast to his film essays, the most significant theme in Ali’s print essay was his 

difficulty in effectively organizing his body paragraphs. While some of his body paragraphs were 

moderately successful with analysis and some moderately with support, on the whole, he 
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struggled in both of these areas in this essay. In the example below, taken from his fifth body 

paragraph (he had eight in total), Ali struggles in his organization, analysis and support as he 

tries to describe the many traps and obstacles surrounding the story’s main protagonist, Sonny:  

 Sonny's situation was difficult to pass as he got caught because of his drug addiction. 

 By looking into his issue, it can be said that he was affected by his family  ties and the 

 lack of opportunities in his community. Education quality seemed to be not effective 

 enough to teach people about all the risks they might face at that period of time. One 

 more thing, the uncle's death is a sign that implies how racism took place in their 

 community. 

 

 In this excerpt Ali touches upon many critical themes in the text, including drug addiction, 

racism and a lack of social and educational opportunities for black Americans in the 1940’s and 

1950’s as expressed by James Baldwin. However, a clear main idea is hard to find in this 

paragraph. The overarching theme seems to be racism and how this has impacted the life of the 

protagonist, Sonny, in the story. However, the way Ali has organized his paragraph makes it 

difficult to understand the main point he intended to express. By not beginning with a topic 

sentence to preview and frame his main idea, and, instead, beginning by focusing on a more 

narrow, superficial observation about Sonny’s drug addiction, Ali does not create a big enough 

box for the contents of this paragraph to fit. As a result, it comes across as random and 

disorganized. Although his analysis in the middle of this paragraph is genuinely interesting, it 

requires more elaboration and, more importantly, he fails to support his claims, such as his 

observation about the “Education quality seemed to be not effective enough to teach people 

about all the risks they might face at that period of time” with adequate textual evidence and 

illustrations. 

 There are similar patterns of disorganization in Ali’s body paragraphs throughout this 

essay, including the example below, taken from his final body paragraph in which Ali, somewhat  
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randomly, discusses the impact of music on Sonny’s life and, in a general sense, Sonny’s way of 

thinking:  

He said to his brother while describing a musician "He's just one of the greatest jazz 

 musicians alive" (48). In addition, when the narrator asked him whether or not he wanted 

 to be a classical pianist, he answered, "I don't want to be a classical pianist" (47). It can 

 be said that the impact of music was taking a huge part of Sonny's mind. It is clearly seen 

 that his way of thinking was simple and [not] based on the future. For instance, his older 

 brother advised him to finish high school or he would feel sorry if did not do so. Sonny's 

 reaction is an example of a denied idea and unawareness as his older brother described," 

 He pulled away. ‘I hear you. But you never hear anything I say’" (49). 

 

Organizing this paragraph with what is very much like a sandwich structure, with textual 

illustrations in the beginning, analysis in the middle and more illustrations at the end, creates 

problems for the reader in understanding the main point Ali is trying to get across here. It is not 

clear to me whether Ali is suggesting music was having a negative impact on Sonny’s mind and 

preventing him from paying attention to other concerns in his life, or whether Ali is only 

suggesting Sonny cared a lot about music and the simplicity of Sonny’s thinking was an 

additional and unrelated observation he wished to make in this same paragraph. For this reason, 

unlike the previous example, while the evidence in this paragraph was not lacking, the 

organization and analysis was difficult to follow.  

Finally, on the subject of his task compliance, Ali did successfully follow the 

requirements and expectations for this assignment.   

 4.3.1.2.3 Themes in Ali’s Essays 

 Ali was, on the whole, successful with his essays over the course of the semester and, 

perhaps, more importantly, he did demonstrate improvement in his writing as the semester went 

on. With his film essays, although he struggled in supplying adequate supporting evidence, he 

offered strong analysis in an organized fashion and complied with most task requirements and, 

for these reasons, earned a grade of “B+” for these two essays. Meanwhile, with his essay about 
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the print text, “Sonny’s Blues,” in which he received a “C”, his success was much more limited, 

as he struggled with organization and, although some success was achieved in his analysis and 

support, overall, he was not effective in these areas. The one positive area with his print text 

essay was his ability to comply with most task requirements 

4.3.1.2.4 Ai’s Attitudes and Strategies  

Ali’s essays about the film, The Namesake, were highlighted, primarily, by strong 

analysis and organization and poor evidence. On the other hand, convoluted organization 

patterns, as well as analysis and support of mixed success, sometimes effective, other times not 

so, were the distinguishing characteristics of his essay about “Sonny’s Blues.” Perhaps these 

differences can be better understood by discussing some remarks from my interview with him. 

To begin, when I asked him how he felt reading and writing about a story compared to reading 

and writing about a film, he offered the following: 

While watching movie it’s easier for to get the idea from the author or the idea of that 

movie rather than reading and trying to analyze that text. Sometimes you don't know 

what the reading is about so you need to figure it out but the movie everything is 

clear…So many details in the written story and in movies they just pick two or three 

points to talk about so that's...you know... like other that's more helpful, I think. 

 

An interesting point here is that, like other focus students, such as Yingke, Ali suggested 

writing about a film was much less overwhelming for him than writing about a print text. As he 

said, he did not have the time and, seemingly, did not feel the need to watch the movie again 

before writing his essay. However, he did make use of a strategy to help prepare him to write his 

two essays about The Namesake, which he shared with me below: 

I usually discuss with Moustafa [his classmate] the movie and we just discuss every detail 

of the movie you know and you know it was just such meetings we would benefit from, 

both parts, parties….while watching a movie...I think you don't expect me to… you 

know… be focused on every detail mentioned in the movie so I think meeting with 

friends was a solution for me to keep track of the movie rather than watching it 

again…because you have...so many things to do.  
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Discussing it with a friend, Ali felt, would provide enough preparation for writing his 

essay, maybe particularly, since as he told me, he did not think I would expect students to 

remember “every detail mentioned in the movie.” To this end and, perhaps, due to the time 

constraints he told me about, Ali chose not to watch the movie again before writing his essay. 

Although his essay was well-organized, followed most task requirements and provided some 

thoughtful analysis, it was, also, often short on much-needed supporting evidence, particularly 

one of his stronger and more controversial claims, “Therefore, it can be said that the whole 

Indian community seemed to abhor the way Maxine behaved towards Gogol.” Although Ali 

mentioned discussing this film with classmates before writing his two essays about it, as well as 

outlining some ideas about it before beginning to write (this strategy he told me about in another 

excerpt, not shown here), in his case, watching the film again, particularly after drafting his 

essay, would have helped him. It would have allowed him to not only find more evidence to 

support his claims but, also, check to see if his initial impressions of what occurred in the film 

were correct, such as his claim that, “the whole Indian community seemed to abhor the way 

Maxine behaved towards Gogol.” Such a perspective, although probably not readily perceived 

by most observers of the film, did have some evidence Ali could have drawn from if he had a 

more detailed recall of the film or if he chose to watch it again to refresh his memory. On the 

other hand, it is equally likely that he may have changed his mind about his interpretation of 

these events in the film after watching it, or at least portions of it, for a second time. For this 

reason, not watching it again not only disallowed him the chance of finding more supporting 

evidence to write a richer, more well-supported academic essay, but, even more importantly, it 

took away an opportunity he may have had to challenge his own initial assumptions about this 

film, which is a valuable intellectual exercise for any student.  
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In contrast, with the film, his strategy and focus when writing about the print text, 

“Sonny’s Blues”, seemed to center on keeping track of the details. As the interview excerpt 

below will reveal, Ali told me several times about the many “details” he needed to “keep track 

 of ” when preparing to write his essay and his strategy for doing so: 

When I started writing the “Sonny's Blues” essays I tried to divide the story in sections. 

The story took place at different stages. Ah, you know, he was addicted to drugs and he, 

ah...lost his dad…so I didn’t remember every detail in the story but, you know, as I said, I 

divided the story into sections to keep track of every detail in the story and make 

connections between them to you know…to make my points reachable to the reader…to 

keep events in order...not to you know to jump to and talk about something that not 

related to the previous point so it was like you know an outline that was followed point 

by point, event by event 

 

It seems with Ali’s essay, his preoccupation with “keeping track of every detail” in the  

story may have prevented him from also being able to step back, as he seemed to be able to do 

with his essays about the film, and see his essay through a more holistic lens. Organizing and 

thinking about how the different pieces of his essay fit together, including at the paragraph level, 

would have required Ali to step back and focus on the overall arc of the story and its characters 

instead of just focusing on the many smaller details he seemed to struggle with. Maybe for Ali, 

stepping back and looking at the forest of the story, in conjunction with examining the leaf of 

every tree in the forest, particularly, in a complex literary story, such as this, and in a second 

language, was too taxing for him. Thus, his final essay, even after our conferencing and in class 

peer review session, remained disorganized. 

It should be emphasized that Ali did use similar, thoughtful strategies for preparing to 

write his essays about the film and print text. For both, he told me his strategies included 

brainstorming discussions with friends as well as brief note-taking and outlining before starting. 

The biggest difference seems to be that Ali chose to revisit the print text before writing his essay 

about it, methodologically dividing it into three thematic sections with page numbers referencing 
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different quotes and scenes he wanted to include for each section, whereas, with the film, his 

approach seemed more casual and informal; relying mostly on the memory and memory of his 

friends during brainstorming sessions, followed by some brief outlining without revisiting any of 

the film’s scenes to confirm or challenge his initial interpretations. 

4.3.1.3 Focus Study 3 Yingke  

Yingke, a 20 year old female majoring in pre-business came to the United States from 

China. Like Zhefu and Ali she provided mostly successful analysis when writing about films in 

the course. However, unlike Zhefu and Ali, who experienced very little success with print text 

analysis, Yingke was, at times, successful, although, on balance, more often unsuccessful; in this 

way, she displayed the same general pattern in her essays as these other two students. While in 

my class, she often had a serious expression in her eyes and across her pursed lips which could 

both change at a moment’s notice into a warm twinkle and an open, wide smile. She is slightly 

taller than average with long black hair, glasses and a casual, but slightly dressed up style, 

mostly jeans and bright, polo style shirts. On a personal level, Yingke told me she likes to surf on 

the internet, read the news or fashion magazines and go shopping. She also enjoys movies and 

usually watches one or two per week. Her favorite movies are suspense movies but she also, 

occasionally, watches dramas.   

 Yingke started to study English in sixth grade in China and studied in her country 

through high school, with the exception of six months she spent in the United Kingdom while in 

middle school. She told me this improved her English greatly. Before becoming a registered 

student at this large southwestern university, Yingke took English as a Second Language classes 

at its ESL center for two months. She decided to study abroad in the United States because she 

feels the universities in the United States have stronger reputations than the Chinese ones and, 
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for this reason, it would be easier for her to find a  job in China’s competitive labor market after 

graduation. The strong reputation of the business school, the affordable cost and the relative 

quiet of the city around the university, which her father felt would allow her to more easily 

concentrate on her studies, are the main reasons she decided to come to this large southwestern 

university. 

 In my class, Yingke was a very hard-working and conscientious student from the 

beginning until the end of the semester. Although she did not voluntarily participate in class 

discussions often, when called upon, she would enthusiastically offer her own opinions. 

Furthermore, when not called upon, she seemed to pay close attention and was rarely absent. She 

also tended to be well-prepared for classes and conferences with any needed books and drafts in 

hand. Overall, when writing her academic essays about the films in the course, she succeeded in 

her analysis, support, organization and task compliance, as was reflected by her grade of “B+” on 

her film essay. On the other hand, in her essays about print texts, Yingke’s effectiveness in 

providing adequate analysis, supporting evidence, and a clear pattern of organization were quite 

mixed, as was her ability to comply with the essays’ requirements. This mixed success was 

reflected in her grades of “B” and “B-“on these two essays.  
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Table 4.04 

Overview of Yingke’s Strengths and Weaknesses in Her Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task Compliance/ 

Successful 

B+ 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Unsuccessful 

Task Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

B, B- 

 

4.3.1.3.1 Yingke’s Film Essays 

 For her first essay of the semester, a textual analysis essay, students were instructed to 

comment on a theme, or issue, presented in a text and support it with textual evidence. Yingke 

chose the Martin Scorsese short film, Life Lessons (1989), since she said she did not understand 

the authors’ points with the three, short story options for this essay and, although she had 

difficulty understanding much of the dialogue in the film, she could “catch the actors’ emotions” 

and “relate to them.” An interesting aspect of Yingke’s writing was in the area of analysis and 

evidence.  Overall, Yingke produced effective analysis in her essay which was, on the whole, 

adeptly supported by accurate, detailed evidence from this film. For example, in an excerpt from 

Yingke’s second to last body paragraph (she had six in total), she skillfully discusses how the 

settings where the actors appeared helped the viewer better understand the conflicts of the two 

main characters, Lionel, a famous painter, and Paulette, his young, live-in apprentice and love 

interest:    
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 The film’s scenes and music changed frequently to show roles’ [characters’] 

 emotions…Furthermore, scenes changed between Lionel's studio and Paulette's room. 

 When he finished painting, he came to Paulette's room; and when he felt painful and 

 helpless, he back his studio again. These showed whether the painter desire to get love 

 and inspiration from Paulette  or release his love and creativity.   

 

Yingke, in this excerpt, competently analyzes one of the central points of her essay, that although 

the two main characters, Lionel and Paulette, may have acted like they were in love at times, in 

truth, they were simply manipulating each other for their own personal gain. In this case, 

Yingke’s point that Lionel would only interact with his live-in assistant, Paulette, when he 

needed love and inspiration, then only return to his studio when he needed to express his 

frustration over his unrequited feelings was well-taken but not clearly expressed. Nonetheless, 

Yingke’s description of the film’s visual and musical details, which she uses as evidence for her 

claim, indicates to me a level of academic competency in writing about film.   

 Regarding her organization, Yingke, overall, composed a well-planned essay from start to 

finish. For example, her introduction, shown below, includes a brief summary and discussion of 

relevant points of the film for her essay which logically funnel down to her thesis statement:   

 The film, "Life Lessons" directed by Martin Scorsese and written by Richard Price tells 

 us a story between an abstract painter Lionel Dobie and his assistant Paulette. Lionel 

 loved Paulette in spite of she didn’t love him; after Paulette dated with other guys, Lionel 

 still loved her and felt couldn't lose her. It’s a love story, however, there's no true and 

 pure love between them. Quarrels, disappointed and tension were full of the film. Lionel 

 Dobie and Paulette both live in New York which is a city full of passion and desire. 

 People lives in New York has many requirements, if they can get help from others, it’s  

 easier for them to get want they want. So the film represents that between Lionel Dobie 

 and Paulette there is no pure emotions but physical and spiritual requirements. 

 

 In addition to the success of her introduction, Yingke presents clear topic sentences 

throughout her six body paragraphs, as well as a conclusion which effectively offers a brief 

summary statement about the film, as well as intelligent insights about the significance of the 

film’s messages and relevance to life outside of the film text, as show below:  
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 The director describes Lionel Dobie and Paulette's story to represent how  

 people learning and spending their lifetime in the modern city. The life lesson is the 

 lesson that people spend all their life to get what they want and finally understand if 

 the things they wanted were meaningful for them. For most of the people, life is a 

 circle which will end while they realize what we really want. Lionel Dobie spent his 

 love to create his great paintings,  he repeated to search for loves which are full of his 

 passion  and desire; Paulette spent her time to satisfy her selfishness,  nobody knows 

 if she can be successful  or not. Their love is just cost a small part of time of their 

 life, both of them burned their lives to obtain and to learn in the city. As far as 

 they sober, they can find love or career, which is more important. 

 

Although, at times, Yingke’s language seems to get in the way of the clear expression of her 

ideas, as in the somewhat nebulous final two sentences of this excerpt, this conclusion is, 

nonetheless, quite well-organized and appropriately attempts to provide readers with the kind of 

insights they would expect in a concluding paragraph. The fact that she put these thoughts here 

and not earlier in her essay demonstrates her understanding of academic writing conventions for 

a textual analysis essay.   

 Regarding her task compliance, Yengke met the four-five page minimum page 

requirement (her essay was four full pages), included a thesis statement and body paragraphs 

which developed her thesis and provided relevant examples from the film for support.  

4.3.1.3.2 Yingke’s Print Text Essays  

Yingke chose to write her reader response and text in context essays about the Chitra 

Divakaruni story, “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter,” since she told me during our interview that she 

could relate to the experiences of the mother in the story who comes from India intending to 

enjoy a lengthy visit with her son, daughter-in-law and grandchildren in the United States only to 

experience such disorienting culture shock that she decides to return quickly to her homeland.  

Regarding her analysis and evidence, Yingke experienced mixed success in her two essays 

about this story. Although her analysis was generally effective in her text in context essay, 

textual evidence was often inadequate. More mixed results were produced in her reader response 
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essay, in which her analysis and evidence were sometimes effective, sometimes not. The 

following example of her mixed effectiveness in analysis and evidence is taken from the second 

supporting paragraph of her reader response essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter,” where 

Yingke begins by offering a meaningful insight about the pressure immigrants to the United 

States may feel from the expectations of friends and relatives back home. She supports it 

effectively with textual evidence, but she later falters in providing further analysis:  

The next challenge for old immigrants is from their own countries. Pressure also comes 

from their own countries because they will feel shame if their friends and relatives know 

that they do not live well with their children in another country. Like in India, “Everyone 

knows a wife's place is with her husband, and a widow's is with her son” (257). Women’s 

own needs were placed below the needs of her husband and family. Mrs. Dutta chooses to 

back India but she will bring the blame of others. If the old immigrants want to back home, 

their friends and neighbors may also discuss about them. When the old immigrants back 

home, most of their pressure is come from their acquaintance. It’s not easy for them to get 

used to it.  

 

Although Yingke offers aptly chosen evidence from the text to support her point, in this reader 

response essay students were expected not only to illustrate issues from the text with quotations 

and brief summaries of significant moments, but also to compare and contrast the texts’ 

characters’ experiences with their own. Yingke accomplished this successfully at times in her 

essay, while, other times, such as here, she failed to do so. As an international student from 

China, it should have been fairly easy for her to compare and contrast the expectations put on her 

by her friends and family in China with those put on Mrs. Dutta by her friends and family in 

India. Adding this personal element would have satisfied the assignment requirements for the 

essay, but, also, have contributed to richer, more meaningful writing with the thoughtful analysis 

and personal text-to-self connections that most university composition instructors, myself 

included, are looking for.  
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 In contrast, in her text in context essay, also about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter,” in which 

students were expected to discuss the treatment of a theme or issue in a text, illustrate its 

presentation with textual evidence and compare its presentation with outside research on the 

issue, her analysis was often incisive, but her textual evidence was just as frequently lacking. In 

the excerpt below from her first body paragraph in her reader response essay about “Mrs. Dutta 

Writes a Letter” she starts off convincingly with an insightful point but stumbles in illustrating 

its handling in the text:    

First of all, people should be mental prepared for settle in a new place. The perception, 

judgment, thought pattern and reasoning maybe totally different from your own 

country to the new country, so before moving to the new country, persuade yourself 

willing to change and brave to face big challenges is very necessary...the best way is 

to read books or watch movies that talk about the true experiences in this country… 

Before I came here, I learned that Americans  are pragmatic  by nature, like to eat junk 

food, crazy for football instead of soccer and so on…So I  told  myself  willing  to  

access  in  American  habits.  After  I  arrived  in  America,  I  felt comfortable to 

experience  American  culture. I must to figure that old people always think they have 

enough life experiences and they can solve every problem, so they don't need to do 

mental preparation before they immigrate to a new country. That's one of the reason of 

why older immigrants are the most difficult group to adapt to a new environment.   

 

In this excerpt, Yingke capably underscores the importance of an immigrant mentally preparing 

for the cultural shocks which will surely be waiting for them. She, further, alludes to Mrs. Dutta 

not doing this when she points out that “old people always think they have enough life 

experiences…so they don’t need to do mental preparation before they immigrate to a new 

country.” However, she does not go far enough in connecting these insights to Mrs. Dutta by 

providing specific textual illustrations demonstrating what Mrs. Dutta was thinking, feeling and 

doing before undertaking her journey to the USA and, since the text does provide many explicit 

references for this, this came across as a fairly significant omission. She also failed to describe 

researchers’ perspectives on this issue, that is, Mrs. Dutta’s experiences as an older woman 
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unwilling or unable to prepare for her journey to a new country, as a common or uncommon 

phenomenon among older immigrants.    

 Concerning her organization, Yingke capably includes clear topic sentences and logical 

P.I.E. (Point, Illustration, Explanation) structure in her supporting paragraphs. She struggles, 

however, with her introduction and conclusion. The following excerpt is taken from her 

introductory paragraph in her reader response essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter”: 

It is very common for Asian people that married couples ask their parents to live together 

with them after they settled in United States. The couples have very long distance to their 

parents, so they think it’s much easier to take care of their parents by asking them to live 

together. But for their parents, to live in a new country has many extremely big challenges 

which may let them feel uncomfortable and unstable. 

 

Unlike her textual analysis essay about the film, Life Lessons, in this introductory paragraph, she 

fails to mention the name of the text she plans to write about and, at the same time, or, more 

likely, as a consequence, she also fails to provide a summary of the relevant aspects of the text to 

contextualize her argument for a reader. It is not until the end of her second supporting 

paragraph, in fact, that she mentions Mrs. Dutta. In this way, her essay comes across as a bit 

disorganized from the beginning.  

 She has a similar problem in concluding this essay where she fails to provide any brief 

summary statement regarding the “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” text:  

I understand that the Asian married couples want to give their parents a better life in 

America, they support that ask their parents to live with them is the best way to take care 

of them. But they don’t realize that they don’t have time to communicate with their 

parents, to help them live in a new country or to teach their children to respect old people. 

So it’s better for young couples use other ways to take care of their parents.     

   

In this paragraph, Yingke is attempting to engage the reader by comparing the experiences and 

attitudes of, I presume, Chinese couples who have immigrated to the USA and chosen to bring 

their parents to this country. As a Chinese woman herself, referencing the experiences of other 
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Chinese, a group whose cultural attitudes she must be quite familiar, makes sense, particularly in 

the context of a reader response essay where students are expected to draw upon their own 

experience. However, without referencing the “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” text in any way in 

this final paragraph, the reader is left disoriented.  

A final stumbling block with Yingke’s print text essays was task compliance. Her reader 

response essay, just four lines more than three pages, was supposed to be a minimum of four full 

pages. On the other hand, in her text in context essay, although she did meet the page minimum 

requirement, she often failed to provide adequate supporting evidence in her body paragraphs.  

4.3.1.3.3 Themes in Yingke’s Essays 

 

 Yingke was, on the whole, successful with her essays during the semester. With her film 

essay, she offered strong analysis and provided significant support in an organized fashion while, 

also, complying with the assignment requirements resulting in her receiving a grade of “B+”. 

Conversely, with her essays about the print text, “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter,” her success was 

more mixed, at times, providing thoughtful analysis and support, at other times, falling short. On 

the other hand, the success of her organization and task compliance was less varied, being 

equally problematic for both print text essays.  For these reasons, she received grades of “B” and 

“B-” for these two essays. 

4.3.1.3.4 Yingke’s Attitudes and Strategies 

 Yingke’s overall success in providing effective analysis and evidence in her essay about 

the film, Life Lessons, compared to her more mixed success in her two essays about “Mrs. Dutta 

Writes a Letter,” may be better understood by discussing some remarks from my interview with 

her. To begin, when I asked her how she felt reading a story compared to watching a film, she 

offered the following:  
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I like, watching the film….maybe I don't like the film but I can enjoy the film, like feel 

their emotions but reading a story ...I feel like is hard work. You know, I don't like to 

read a story. I feel it’s like work, not my own thing, so when I really want to do 

something I think it’s much more help...helpful than the thing I don't like. 

 

When I pressed her further on this, she made it clear that she preferred watching the movies over 

reading the texts in the class but, when it came specifically to writing, she saw the benefits 

offered by the short stories: 

Yeah, writing I think...yeah, I think reading a story maybe is much better than a film in 

writing because I can quote something and make the essay longer [laughter – perhaps 

Yengke acknowledges this is not exactly what her instructor wants to hear] but…I prefer 

to watch a movie than read a story because watching a film is about 2 hours but reading a 

story maybe take me like 4 hours.  

 

Clearly, for Yingke, being able to finish work quickly and efficiently was very important to her 

in this class. As she indicated, the practical benefits of being able to watch a film in two hours 

compared to the four hours spent reading a story were quite attractive. However, the tempting 

quotes laid out on the pages of the print texts were also quite attractive, since, she could, 

theoretically, fill up a lot of empty space with these, helping her meet the minimum essay page 

requirements more quickly. Yingke, did, in fact, have two long block quotes in her reader 

response essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” with triple spacing before and after each one. 

Although I do not think she overly abused this strategy of filling her pages with long quotes, 

particularly compared to some other students, such as Zhefu, the two relatively and, 

unnecessarily long, block quotes in her essay, based on her interview confession to me, do seem 

to be indicative of a time-saving strategy on her part.  

Later, in our interview, however, she shared with me, what she sees as a benefit to 

writing essays about films:    

Yeah, like when I watched a movie I can remember...remember their emotions and the 

story...but when I read the short stories, I think it’s not too short, it’s  like 10 pages, 

it...when I read after this paragraph maybe I will forget about...about the details. I forgot 
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about the details so I think the movie's details is easy to...for me to...to analyze...I don't 

know…their performance is easy to remember.  

 

As she mentioned earlier to me, Yingke suggests having a strong emotional connection  

with the film itself, particularly, the actors’ performances, which seems to help her store and 

recall its details. In addition, when compared to the overwhelming amount of textual information 

presented in the ten page “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” story which made her feel concerned 

about remembering its details, she seemed confident in her ability to recall the details of the film. 

This strategy, incidentally, of recalling film details when writing her essay, although not the case 

for all students, worked well for her, although, it should be noted, Yingke also acknowledged 

watching certain film scenes again before writing her essay.  

 Meanwhile, with the difficulties in remembering details from the print text, I asked 

Yingke whether she had to go back and re-read the story before writing her essay and, also, 

whether she took notes while reading the text: 

No, not read it again but like to find some paragraph that I remember maybe it’s  

important and find it and read it again…I think the first time I wrote about it is in journal 

so you asked some questions. So...I ...I only highlight the...the answers to the questions. 

[in the story] So, also the answers is also can use in this essay. 

 

With such difficulties in remembering textual details from the story, surely exacerbated  

by the complex vocabulary in a literary text, and the time constraints preventing her from, 

perhaps going back, and re-reading from beginning to end, it is understandable that Yingke had 

difficulties providing relevant textual evidence in her reader response and text in context essay 

about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter.” It is also important to note that her reader response essay 

was, by far, the shortest of the semester. In part the brevity of her essay stemmed from her failure 

to include more analysis comparing and contrasting the experiences of the characters in the text 

with her own. When these two shortcomings of her print text essays, the often missing analysis 
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and supporting evidence, are taken into consideration, along with the disorganization of what 

seem to be hastily written introductions and conclusions, perhaps, it seems, the real culprit in her 

inability to produce print text essays of quality equal to that of her essay about the film, was a 

general lack of engagement or motivation in her writing and thinking. Certainly, in her essay 

about the film, Life Lessons, a true sense of engagement did emanate from her insights, such as 

the following, taken from her conclusion: 

The life lesson is the lesson that people spend all their life to get what they want and 

finally understand if the things they wanted were meaningful. For most of the people, life 

is a circle which will end while they realize what we really want. Lionel Dobie spent his 

love to create his great paintings, he repeated to search for loves which are full of passion 

and desire; Paulette spent her time to satisfy her selfishness, nobody knows if she can be 

successful or not. 

 

 Although there are clearly other factors here, perhaps Yingke’s desire to finish her 

essays quickly, particularly her reader response essay, which failed to comply with the four to 

five page minimum requirement by almost a full page, was more harmful to her essays when 

applied to the print text, since she seemed to need more time to go back and find specific textual 

evidence to support her claims, as well as more time to reflect further on how her experiences 

were similar or different from those of the main character. In contrast, her strong emotional  

connection with the film and genuinely strong recall of  it, as well as her strong opinions about  

its themes and conflicts, seemed to enable her to write her most insightful, well-supported and  

well-organized essay of the semester.  

4.3.1.4 Focus Study 4 Moustafa 

 Moustafa is a humble, polite 18 year old male from the United Arab Emirates with dark, 

thoughtful eyes. As a freshman, pre-engineering student he, “hopefully”, as he told me, would 

like to enter the university’s chemical engineering program in the near future. Like Yingke, 

Moustafa provided successful analysis when writing about films and marginally unsuccessful 
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analysis when writing about print texts.  While in my class, he most often kept his hair short and 

appeared in jeans, t-shirts and sneakers. On a personal level, Moustafa enjoys spending time with 

friends, playing PlayStation 3, and, as he said, “of course, soccer.” Watching basketball and 

tennis are activities he also enjoys. Sometimes he reads magazines, especially about cars and 

bikes. Moustafa also enjoys watching movies and he usually watches one to two movies per 

week. His favorite movies are historical epics, like Troy or Alexander, but he also enjoys 

comedies, thrillers and action/adventures.    

 Before coming to the United States, Moustafa studied English as a subject in elementary 

through ninth grade for four hours per week. Then, in the final three years of high school, in 

addition to studying English as a special subject, English was sometimes mixed in with Arabic as 

a language of instruction for his math and science classes. Moustafa spent one year in the United 

States studying English as a Second Language at Ohio State University before he entered this 

large southwestern university. The reason Moustafa initially wanted to study abroad instead of 

staying in the UAE for college is because he wanted to experience travelling and living on his 

own. In addition, he feels the quality of the universities in the United States is better than at 

home. Since he was a scholarship student in his country it was up to the scholarship committee to 

decide which American university he should attend. They picked this large southwestern 

university for him and that is how he came here.  

 Moustafa was a very hard-working and responsible student all semester who was rarely 

absent or late for class. Although he was not very talkative in class, when called upon, he did 

offer thoughtful contributions. He also tended to be well-prepared for classes and conferences 

with any needed books and drafts in hand. Moustafa struck me as a very thoughtful, reflective 

and civil student during our semester together. Overall, when writing his academic essays about 
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film, Moustafa presented generally effective analysis but struggled with providing adequate 

support. At the same time, since his organization was successful and, overall, he complied with 

most task requirements, he was able to earn grades of “B+” on these two essays. In contrast, 

when writing his academic essays about the print texts in this course, Moustafa experienced 

mixed success in his analysis and evidence, which was effective at times, but more frequently 

ineffective. On the positive side, however, Moustafa did successfully organize his essay and was 

able to comply with most task requirements. For these reasons, Moustafa earned a grade of “B-” 

on this essay. 

Table 4.05 

Overview of Moustafa’s Strengths and Weaknesses in His Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

B+, B+ 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Successful 

B- 

 

4.3.1.4.1 Moustafa’s Film Essays    

  Moustafa chose to write his reader response and text in context essays about the Mira  

Nair film, The Namesake, because he could identify with the experiences of the characters in the  

film. However, in contrast to his textual analysis essay on “Sonny’s Blues”, which was equally  
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uneven in the effectiveness of analysis and evidence, his reader response and text in context  

essays on the film were consistently effective in providing rich insights and commentary about 

what he saw in the film, but, most often, failed in offering detailed, accurate evidence to support 

those claims. As an example, in the following excerpt from Moustafa’s text  in context essay’s 

second paragraph (he had four in total), he competently offers well-thought-out insights about 

the cultural gaps between India and the United States, which cause the immigrant mother in the 

film, Ashima, to feel deeply homesick but he falters in supporting these claims with adequate 

evidence:   

 Overall, many people from many countries migrate seeking for a better future and 

 Ashoke was one of them. Ashima who represents the mother in the movie has suffered 

 from the huge cultural gap between India and the United States. At the beginning she 

 suffered from homesick and the new culture she experienced…When Ashima was 

 giving  birth in the hospital she was crying and sad. Not because of the pain she feels but, 

 the loneliness and how she misses her family in India. In general when someone is in the 

 hospital most of the relatives come to visit him, however, in the United States, she was 

 alone and she experienced giving birth on her own and this really made her feel of 

 homesick. 

 

In the excerpt above, Moustafa effectively compares and contrasts the experiences of the  

husband, Ashoke, in the film with, Ashima, who experiences severe homesickness and culture  

shock. However, Moustafa confuses one scene for another in his supporting evidence. Ashima, 

the mother, was crying as she was giving birth as Moustafa accurately describes. However, there 

was no indication that she was doing this out of sadness as Moustafa also mentions. In fact, 

immediately after her baby was born in the hospital, she was shown in a post-delivery room with 

her husband, smiling and telling jokes. However, in the immediate following scene, in the 

couple’s bedroom, Ashima despondently whispers to her husband with tears in her eyes that “she 

wants to go home back to India” since “she does not want to raise her child in such a lonely 

country.” So, Moustafa here, it is safe to say, seems to have confused the two scenes, mixing one 
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in with the other, bringing the sadness Ashima experienced after getting out of the hospital into 

the delivery room scene which was presented just before it. Although Moustafa does convey his 

analysis effectively in this excerpt, his retelling of the way these scenes are portrayed in the film 

undermines his credibility, and, also, brings into question his close reading of the film. What is 

unclear, however, is whether this inaccuracy was a result of a lack of understanding of what took 

place in the film or forgetting what took place when he wrote his essay. Since these events were 

portrayed mostly in pictures, as opposed to the often confusing slang-filled dialog featured in 

movies, it seems unlikely this was due to a lack of understanding of spoken English and more 

likely due to Ahmed not paying careful attention to the sequence of events he saw or perhaps 

forgetting what took place when it came time for him to write his essays. These possibilities will 

be explored in more detail in a later section of this focus study. 

 Another example of Moustafa’s strong analysis in his essay about The Namesake, and 

struggles with evidential support, comes from his reader response essay. In the excerpt below, 

from his second body paragraph (he had three in total), Moustafa offers up an intelligent 

observation about the problems Ashima had in adjusting to the American culture but then he 

stumbles in supporting this observation with evidence from the film: 

Also, at the beginning when Ashima came to the United States, we realized how it was 

hard for her to adapt the American life style. She didn’t know how to use the dish washer 

or even to make a simple breakfast for herself. These examples show how life and culture 

are different from country to another.  

 

In the excerpt above, Moustafa draws from a well-chosen source of evidence to support his 

claims about Ashima’s culture shock but describes it inaccurately. In fact, in the scene Moustafa 

is describing, Ashima was able to make a breakfast for herself by combining curry powder with a 

bowl of Corn Flakes. Although Ashima did look a bit uncertain about the results of this 

experiment as she conducting it, in the end, she was successful in not only making a breakfast 
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but combining something of her culture, the curry powder, with something of the new culture she 

was trying to adjust to, the Corn Flakes. In this way, Moustafa’s retelling of this incident comes 

across as inaccurate and as with the previous example, indicative of forgetting or, perhaps, 

overlooking the smaller details of the film. 

 Overall, Moustafa was successful in organizing his two essays about this film from his 

introduction through his body paragraphs, which featured clear topic sentences, as well as a clear 

pattern of claims and evidence, and, finally, a well-planned conclusion.  

Regarding his task compliance, for both of his essays on the film, Moustafa included a 

thesis statement and body paragraphs which developed his thesis with analysis and attempted to 

provide relevant examples from the film for support, even if, at times, unsuccessfully. However, 

both essays were a half page shorter than they were expected to be. 

4.3.1.4.2 Moustafa’s Print Text Essays     

Moustafa chose to write his textual analysis essay about the James Baldwin story,  

“Sonny's Blues”, mainly because, as he told me, he did not like the other stories or film option   

and, furthermore, he expressed genuine interest in the Baldwin story since it  

was based on “reality.” The most salient feature of Moustafa’s essay was the unevenness of the  

analysis and support in his body paragraphs. While some paragraphs were overwhelmed by  

excessive summary and illustration and almost devoid of analysis, others featured rich and  

thoughtful analysis but fell short on any relevant illustrations. In this example below, taken from  

his second body paragraph (he had five in total), Moustafa effectively begins his paragraph with  

a clear topic sentence but soon falls into a pattern of excessive summary and illustration at the  

expense of the more thoughtful analysis he was expected to provide:  

At the time when the story was taking place, Sonny’s family was suffering from an issue 

of racism. One day, Sonny’s mother told her older son about his uncle’s story and how he 
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died because of the racism. In summary, his father and uncle were having a good time on 

Saturday nights as usual, and when they were walking they came down a hill and beneath 

them was a road that turned off from the highway. His uncle decided to run down the hill 

and at the same time, there was a car full of drunken white people who aimed the car at 

his uncle to scare him, but they hit him and ran away. As soon as his father came down 

from the hill, he saw his brother dead. Sonny’s mother said to her older son "I ain't telling 

you all this, to make you scared or bitter or to make you hate nobody. I’m telling you this 

because you got a brother. And the world ain't changed"(46).  His mother was trying to 

deliver an exhortation to her son, that he should take care of his brother and try to protect 

him from the bad guys. 

 

Since the thesis for Moustafa’s essay conveyed the idea that people, like Sonny, (i.e., creative, 

artistic, sensitive people filled with dreams) may often have obstacles in life, but they can, also, 

always find a way to overcome them, due to their talent and ambition, including this paragraph to 

discuss the wide-spread racism in 1940’s/1950’s America in which the story takes place, makes 

sense in order to demonstrate the barriers Sonny and his family faced. However, the extensive 

summary of this one event in the story which he provides, even though a very important one, 

without an equal balance of discussion and analysis of the issue of racism and how it was 

specifically impacted Sonny, left this body paragraph devoid of much deep, critical thinking on 

the student’s part. It also prevented Moustafa from being able to more explicitly connect the 

ideas of this paragraph back to his thesis, describe above. 

 In a similar pattern of analysis and support, in his fourth body paragraph, Moustafa  

effectively analyzes the significance of jazz piano for Sonny but, later, falls short with his use of  

illustration:  

Sonny wants to play piano because he loves that kind of music, and he feels better when 

he plays jazz music. Sonny found that music was the way in which he can express his 

feeling, prove himself in the society, show the people that he forget his past, start a new 

life, and show that everyone can overcame their problems to be great people in the 

society. It seems that Sonny also know some jazz musicians when he said “Bird! Charlie 

Parker! Don’t they teach you nothing in the goddamn army?” (48)  

 

In this text sample extends truly thoughtful analysis about the transformative power of  
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music for Sonny. However, instead of illustrating these insights with a brief quote or paraphrase 

from the text, Moustafa offers his comments and illustration on a related, but secondary issue 

when he includes the quote from the text (last sentence of excerpt above) in which Sonny tells 

his brother he knows little about jazz since he has never heard of Charlie Parker.  Since this 

quote does not illustrate the main point of this body paragraph in which Moustafa argues about 

the positive impact of music on Sonny’s life, as opposed to his knowledge about jazz or his 

brother’s lack of knowledge, it seems out of place here and, as such, comes across as random, 

dropped in and bit disorienting to the reader. It is possible the student was unaware of this or 

unable to find a stronger quote to support the paragraph’s main point, although there were many 

available in the text, but these plausible explanations will be discussed later in this focus study.     

 Concerning Moustafa’s organization, overall, his essay was well-planned and organized.  

It offered a clear introduction with a brief overview of the story, as well as Moustafa’s thesis  

statement. Further, his body paragraphs presented clear topic sentences and his conclusion  

offered a brief restatement of the main points offered in his essay, as well as final  

thoughts for the reader about the universal significance of the text. His conclusion below is  

offered as an example of the success of his organization: 

In conclusion, Sonny’s story is a great example of hope and ambition. Although he had 

suffered from many things in his life, such as losing his parents, he overcame that with 

his hope, his will, and his personality. He is a great example of how people can change 

from the worst to the best. In my opinion, Sonny is one of the few people who can get 

over their problems and pain to be a good people who have an influence on their society. 

The goal of “Sonny’s Blues” story was obvious, that anyone can be a better person in life 

and society.  

 

In the selection above, Moustafa clearly expresses the kind of insights a reader would expect in  

the conclusion of a textual analysis essay such as this. Perhaps, even more importantly, he  

demonstrates thoughtful reflection on the story and its personal meaning for him.   
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   Regarding his task compliance, Moustafa met the four to five page minimum requirement 

(his essay was four full pages), included a thesis statement and body paragraphs which, on the 

whole, attempted to develop his thesis with at least some analysis and support, even if, at times, a 

bit unsuccessfully.  

4.3.1.4.3 Themes in Moustafa’s Essays     

 Moustafa was, on the whole, mostly successful with his essays over the course of the 

semester. With his film essays, although he struggled in supplying adequate supporting evidence, 

he offered strong analysis in an organized fashion and complied with most task requirements and 

was able to earn grades of “B+” on both of these essays. In contrast, with his essay about the 

print text, “Sonny’s Blues,” in which he received a grade of “B-”, his success was much more 

uneven, with some body paragraphs offering rich analysis but faltering with supporting evidence 

and, others offering weaker analysis and a preponderance of summary and illustrations. Finally, 

as with his film essays, his organization was successful and he was able to comply with most 

task requirements.  

4.3.1.4.4 Moustafa’s Attitudes and Strategies     

It was clear to me all along that Moustafa was a very mature young man who seemed to 

have an understanding and sensitivity about many of the issues in the texts we read over the 

semester, including “Sonny’s Blues”, which included numerous references to a period of 

American history which Moustafa told me, understandably, was quite foreign to him. However, 

even with this lack of contextual knowledge about this text, he still seemed to grasp its themes 

very well. In addition, his insights about the film, The Namesake, were quite strong, although 

with this film, as he told me, he could relate to the characters well so the maturity of his analysis 

was not as surprising. In order to try to uncover some of the reasons for the mixed success 
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Moustafa achieved in his essays during the semester, including his mixed success with analysis 

and support in his print text essays, and his struggles providing evidential support in his film 

essays, it may be useful to discuss some of the comments he shared with me during our 

interview. To begin, Moustafa told me watching and writing about movies is easier and more 

enjoyable for him than watching and writing about print texts: 

I think the movie is like...you enjoy it when you watch the movie. 

Ahm [the student paused], there's like story, someone telling you the story. You're not 

like reading the story and, also, the reading for me is kind of boring. I don't like reading. 

So, the movies is easier for me to get the idea.   

 

And further, Moustafa suggested writing about movies takes less time and effort for him than  

 

writing about print texts: 

 

I think the movie was easier to write about cause like there wasn’t much quotes or that 

something to make you go back and check the movie so just from your imagination and 

what you get from the movie. But, for “Sonny's Blues” there was some quotes and this 

makes you read the quotes and try to explain to it in my way. It wasn’t hard but it took 

much time [more time] from [compared to] the movie. 

 

In addition to feeling bored by reading and the difficulties of having to find quotes to support his  

 

points and explain them, he also told me the vocabulary in “Sonny’s Blues” was a significant  

 

challenge for him and, to make matters worse, he did not feel it was improving his English:  

 

If I read the story maybe I will search for the meaning for maybe...to understand the...the 

story on the internet but not like to ah... understand the word itself. So, for example, I 

ah...read a sentence and there is two words I don't know I go search for meaning. Just to 

understand the sentence and I just forget about...the meaning of the two words maybe 

after one week. So, I don't think it’s useful for me to get the meanings. I don't think it is    

useful for me to learn English, you can say.    

 

Undoubtedly, for Moustafa, there were many hurdles to be overcome in order to understand and  

 

write about a complex literary story such as “Sonny’s Blues.” Although in our interview he  

 

did not explicitly say he preferred writing about films because it took less time, as other focus  

 

students such as Yingke did, he plainly suggested writing about movies was much less 
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laborious and time-consuming for him than writing about the print text. However, one of the  

 

many interesting comments offered by Moustafa was his acknowledgement that, even though he  

 

may not enjoy reading and writing about a print text as much as a film, he still feels it is better  

 

for his academic writing skills:   

 

I think writing about story is better for me cause, as I said, there is some new words for 

me so this time if I wrote about it I will memorize it well and, also, the quote, it just 

improve my writing, you know. If you put a quote and how to reduce it and so you have 

to like check it again but for the movie I think it’s mostly your imagination, your opinion, 

your background. 

 

It seemed apparent to me that, like other focus students, such as Ali, Moustafa has a more  

 

relaxed, confident approach to writing about a film compared to writing about a print text where  

 

he seemed overwhelmed by the difficult vocabulary and many quotes that he had to find and  

 

explain, as opposed to writing about a film which, as Moustafa told me, is more about  

 

“your imagination and what you get from the movie.” With such a focus on his imagination,  

 

which he said enabled him to connect many of the experiences represented in the film with his  

 

own, Moustafa seemed to create a strong text-to-self connection, which involves the kind  

 

of higher-level thinking likely to encourage the type of thoughtful insights and analysis he was  

 

able to produce in his two film essays. However, it is also likely that solely relying on his  

 

imagination, as opposed to revisiting the film and watching it, or, at least, portions of it again, or 

 

taking notes or discussing it with his classmate, Ali, (as he told me he did with the print text  

 

essay) may have led Moustafa to miss out on or confuse some of the smaller details of the film,  

 

which he attempted, mostly unsuccessfully, to use as evidential support, such as his description  

 

of Ashima’s post-birth homesickness and cultural adaptions involving adding curry to her Corn  

 

Flakes.   
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 His strategies for writing about the film and print text were remarkably similar. For the 

print text he told me he did not go back and read it again, take notes or do highlighting as he read 

the story. He did, however, seem to read the story quite actively. As he told me:  

 When I read the story I just tried to find like interesting points in the story and ...then I 

 just...just...this is one idea and this is the other one, like this. Then when I finished I chose 

 this idea and just kind of write about it.  

 

From this, I gather Moustafa was thinking about points or scenes in the story that would be 

interesting for his essay as he was reading it for the first time, even though he did not write notes 

for them, and simply committed them to memory. In this way, he did seem to be engaged and 

actively reading, although, as stated, perhaps overly relying on his memory. In addition to this 

active reading strategy, he also discussed this story with one of his classmates, Ali, before 

writing his essay, as he told me in the excerpt below:  

I always discuss it with Ali, twice, I think, so it was in my mind. If you discuss it with 

someone the meaning or goal of the story is...just in your mind and you know everything 

about it, especially if the other person read it well and he give you more details about it. 

So, you just make sure you have the same ideas and so it sticks in your mind. 

 

As I mentioned earlier, Moustafa told me he and Ali did not discuss The Namesake together 

since it was “kind of personal and he had his opinion and I had mine." Despite this difference, 

the general strategies toward writing about the film and movie were quite similar but, as 

described earlier in this focus study, the results were very different. Moustafa’s relaxed, 

imaginative approach to analyzing the film was quite successful in his two essays about it, 

whereas his recall of the film’s dialogue and scenes, which he tried to use as evidential support, 

were far less successful. Alternatively, his analysis and support in his “Sonny’s Blues” essay 

were both quite mixed. Even in the paragraphs where Moustafa was able to offer mature, 

articulate insights about the text, such as the one below, he fell short on support:  
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 Sonny wants to play piano because he loves that kind of music, and he feels better when 

 he plays jazz music. Sonny found that music was the way in which he can express his 

 feeling, prove himself in the society, show the people that he forget his past, start a new 

 life, and show that everyone can overcame their problems to be great people in the 

 society.   

 

Equally problematic, was Moustafa’s pattern of offering little analysis and an overabundance of 

illustrations and summary from the story. In this way, his essay’s body paragraphs swayed 

between these two extremes. As a plausible explanation, it is quite likely in his body paragraphs, 

which featured strong analysis, such as in the excerpt above, he was not able to remember where 

the textual evidence could be found to support his claims and since he did not re-read the story or 

have notes, annotations or highlights to fall back upon, he was not able to retrieve them. On the 

other hand, in the cases of his paragraphs which fell well short on analysis, he, like other 

students, who indicated feeling overwhelmed by the process of reading and writing about a 

literary story, such as this, may have simply been giving himself a mental break, as well as trying 

to speed up the process of finishing this essay quickly, by relying on illustration in place of 

analysis. After all, offering large strings of quotations in a body paragraph or an extended 

summary of an event from the story should not be as mentally taxing or time-consuming as 

extending thoughtful analysis and finding the evidence to support it. 

 On a final note, since Moustafa was successful overall with his organization and task 

compliance in both his print and film text essays this semester, these features will not be 

discussed in detail here.  

4.3.1.5 Focus Study 5 Ahmed 

 Similar to the previous four focus students, Ahmed was successful overall with his film 

analysis but not his print text analysis. On a personal level, Ahmed is a friendly, tall, and easy-to-

smile 19 year old male from Saudi Arabia with dark, wavy hair who most often appeared in blue 



135 

 

jeans, t-shirts and sneakers while in my class. Currently, he is a pre-engineering major who, 

someday, hopes to major in electrical engineering. On a personal level, Ahmed enjoys playing 

soccer, spending time with friends and reading, mostly books and newspaper articles about 

historical and political topics. Although he also enjoys going to the movies two times per month, 

on average, particularly to see historical epics, like Troy or Alexander, if he has time, he prefers 

reading.  

 Regarding his English language ability, Ahmed began to study English in a public school 

in Saudi Arabia from first grade, four periods a week and this continued through high school. 

After high school he decided he wanted to pursue a college education in the United States since 

he feels the American universities are stronger and have better resources available. His brother 

also attended a college in the United States and recommended to Ahmed that he come here. After 

receiving a scholarship from a petro-chemical company in Saudi Arabia, he decided on this large 

southwestern university due to its nice climate and proximity to California. To prepare himself 

for his studies at the university, however, he first studied English intensively at the English 

Language Center at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee for 10 months. On the whole, 

Ahmed’s English language ability, in speaking, listening and writing, seemed a bit lower than for 

some of the other NNES students in class, which probably made his experience more difficult 

than for many others by contributing to a lack of understanding of not only the assignment 

expectations, but the complex vocabulary in the print texts and dialogue in the film.  

 On the positive side, Ahmed was, overall, a hard-working and conscientious student from 

the beginning until the end of the semester. Although he seemed a bit shy by nature, he did 

voluntarily participate in class discussions fairly often and furthermore, when not called upon, he 

seemed to pay close attention and was rarely absent. He also tended to be well-prepared for 
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classes and conferences with any needed books and drafts in hand. For Ahmed’s first two essays 

of the semester, when he chose to write about print texts, his effectiveness in analysis was 

uneven, although he was stronger in this area than in his support, organization and task 

compliance, which were all generally weak. These struggles were reflected in his grades of C- 

and C for these two essays. On the other hand, for Ahmed’s third essay of the semester, where he 

chose to write about a film, he was far more successful in his analysis, organization and task 

compliance, though he did struggle in his support. This greater success was reflected in his grade 

of B+ for this essay.  

Table 4.06 

Overview of Ahmed’s Strengths and Weaknesses in His Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Successful  

Task Compliance/ 

Successful 

B+ 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Unsuccessful 

Task Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

C-, C 

 

4.3.1.5.1 Ahmed’s Film Essays     

 For his third essay of the semester, the text in context essay, Ahmed chose to write about 

The Namesake since he said he felt a personal connection with the story and also had seen 

similar movies in his home country of Saudi Arabia depicting the experiences of immigrants 
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adapting to new countries. An interesting aspect of Ahmed’s writing was in the area of analysis 

and evidence.  Overall, although Ahmed produced effective analysis in his essay, it was, with 

just a few exceptions, not effectively supported with accurate, detailed evidence from the film. 

 In the excerpt from Ahmed’s last body paragraph below (he had three in total), he  

skillfully discusses the discrimination many immigrant families experience but then offers 

inadequate, vague support:   

Finally, being treated less equally and less respected might be an issue for the immigrant 

families. Sometimes number of citizens of a country tends to misbehave with the 

immigrants from a different country. Unfortunately, some of the second generation of the 

immigrants, who have been raised in America or born in it, are having the same problem 

just because they have different color or belief. For example, in the Namesake movie, it 

was obvious how much angry Gogol’s family felt after finding some racial comments in 

their mailbox. Moreover, when the lady in Max’s party treated Gogol like Indian guy, 

instead of treating him like an American person who he is.  

 

Ahmed, in this excerpt, begins with clear, articulate analysis; however, the support he offers is 

weak, particularly his characterization of the “lady in Max’s party” treating “Gogol like Indian 

guy, instead of treating him like an American person who he is.” In the scene Ahmed is referring 

to there is, in fact, a blond-haired, blue-eyed American woman who asks Gogol, “When did you 

come to this country [the United States]?” and, in this way, does mistake him, deliberately or 

otherwise, for an Indian immigrant, instead of an American-born Indian. However, there was not 

an overt indication of a discriminatory tone in her question of his cultural identity. Nonetheless, 

since a film can be interpreted in a myriad of ways, Ahmed’s interpretation could have been an 

extremely interesting one if he had drawn more details from this scene and explained further why 

he felt the “lady in Max’s party” treated Gogol in a derogatory way. As it is written, his support 

falls far short of adequately illustrating the central claims he makes in this paragraph, which is 

unfortunate since he does begin on a strong note.  
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 Later, in an excerpt from Ahmed’s second body paragraph he experiences some of the 

same difficulties, beginning with articulate analysis but then failing adequately to explain the 

evidence to support it:     

Sometimes the second generation of the immigrant families doesn’t understand that there 

are some rules and customs that their families expect that the children will keep and 

follow. For some cultures the familial ties is something sacred, and nothing should 

replace it. However, not all of the sons of immigrant families understand that. That was 

obvious when Gogol denied his mother request “I want you to come home next Saturday. 

Mom I don’t think I will come that weekend.”  

 

In this excerpt, Ahmed opens with well-thought out analysis about the different expectations 

immigrant parents and their children have about the importance of culturally-imbued family 

values and traditions. Nonetheless, in providing his illustration from the film to support this 

claim he fails to explain the context of the quotation he draws from, a phone conversation 

between Gogol and his mother. As it turns out, during this conversation, Gogol does eventually 

agree to go to his parent’s house after his mother stresses to Gogol that it will be his last 

opportunity to see his father before he leaves for Ohio for six months. As Ahmed describes this 

scene, however, it seems Gogol rejected his parent’s invitation outright, which is an inaccurate 

representation of what took place in the film. What is unclear, however, is whether this 

inaccuracy was a result of a lack of understanding of what took place in the film or forgetting 

what took place when he wrote his essay. These possibilities will be explored in more detail in a 

later section of this focus study. However, for now, I will just mention that if Ahmed had more 

fully understood what took place or remembered more fully when he wrote his essay, he could 

have successfully drawn from the ample evidence in this scene emphasizing that Gogol’s mother 

had to ply him with guilt in order to convince him to visit them. This would have supported 

Ahmed’s claim about the different attitudes immigrant parents and their children have about 
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traditional family customs, such as the importance of maintaining close contact with parents, 

even as adult children, which Ahmed alludes to in his topic sentence.  

 Regarding his organization, Ahmed, overall, composed a well-planned essay from start to 

finish. In his introduction, for example, he includes a brief summary and discussion of relevant 

points of the film that logically lead to the thesis statement shown below, which, although, at 

times, not clearly expressed, does contain a series of three strong debatable points which forecast 

the main topics of his essay:   

 The movie proved to me different aspects. It is hard to boys from different ethnicity or 

 race or culture to satisfy with their names if the names are from a different culture, 

 it is difficult for the children to stick to their families customs, and it is annoying and 

 depressing to treat people from other countries insensitively even though they have 

 lived in their new country for a long time. 

  

 In his body paragraphs, Ahmed provides strong topic sentences, such as the following, 

which clearly reflect the points he raised in his thesis statement:  

 Sometimes the second generation of the immigrant families doesn’t understand that there 

 are some rules and customs that their families expect that the children will keep and 

 follow.   

 

 Finally, Ahmed provides a thoughtful conclusion which re-emphasizes the main points of 

his essay and appropriately leaves the reader with the following observation:  

 All in all, watching the Namesake movie was a great motivation for me to rethink about 

 issues in modern world from a different point of view. My thoughts have been changed 

 from a person who used to be always a great supporter of keeping the culture customs 

 and habits to a reasonable man who believes that nothing should stop us from pursuing 

 our dreams and pleasures.  

 

 Regarding his task compliance, Ahmed met the five to six page minimum requirement  

 

(his essay was five full pages), included a thesis statement and body paragraphs which developed  

 

his thesis and provided relevant examples from the film for support. In addition, Ahmed  

 

provided research from outside sources in his body paragraphs, which was a requirement for this  
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text in context essay. 

4.3.1.5.2 Ahmed’s Print Text Essays     

 Ahmed chose to write his textual analysis essay about the Anton Chekhov story, “The 

Darling,” since he told me he was more interested in it than the other text options. For his reader 

response essay, Ahmed chose to write about the Chitra Divakaruni story, “Mrs. Dutta Writes a 

Letter.” According to Ahmed, this story was appealing to him since it addressed the topic of the 

immigrant experience, a theme popular in many movies he had watched in his home country of 

Saudi Arabia. Although Ahmed expressed this strong personal connection with the story he 

seemed to have received a bit too much help in writing his essay about it, possibly from NES 

peers or from the many internet resources available on the text. More details about this will 

provided in the general discussion section following the focus studies. However, in the 

meantime, Ahmed’s essay on the Chekhov story, “The Darling,” which seems more 

representative of his work over the semester, will be the focus of this focus study section.     

Regarding his analysis and evidence in his essay about this story, although Ahmed did 

offer some interesting analysis at times, overall, it was quite disorganized and not at all easy to 

follow. As the example below, taken from the beginning of his first and only body paragraph (he 

had one long body paragraph in this essay) will illustrate, a series of intriguing points about the 

text are offered but the value of these is lost in the complexity and ambiguity of his writing:  

 In “The Darling” story by Chekhov we saw a great example of continuous happiness 

and sadness, but the most important thing was the ability to recover from sad periods by 

sacrificing something. Olenka, who was the darling, showed that life is similar to a 

wheel.  It sometimes turns left or right. The point that I want to emphasize is as long as 

we have a hope in this life, we will hopefully success in our life. Olenka illustrated a 

great talent of  patience. She was always have a passion to something. From her several 

relations with  different people, she showed that people could be harmed, but they could 

always make their path to success. All that she was concerned about is having what I can 

call warm love.  
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There are several valuable points put forth in the excerpt above, although, at times, not clearly 

expressed, about the importance of hope, patience and forbearance as necessary ingredients for a 

happy life. Unfortunately, the manner in which these ideas are organized makes grasping them 

dicey at best. Compounding this problem, after offering this initial analysis, Ahmed presents two 

and half pages of uninterrupted summary and illustration. Sample excerpts are offered below: 

We can basically divide her [Olenka’s] experience into three parts: the first part is with 

her first husband Kukin…Kukin passed away and that caused an extreme sadness to 

Olenka. However, she overcame her dilemma by being married to a timber merchant 

called Pustolalov…There life went easily even though she was kind of a servant to her 

husband. ...She started spending the holidays in their yard with her husband. Her 

happiness lasted for more than six years. While her husband was out in the yard without 

wearing his cap, he caught cold, and that was the reason for his death…She never  slept 

well until she met again the veterinary surgeon, who she met when her last husband was 

out of the town. Since the first time she saw him, she was interested in him because of the 

stories he had. The vetemian [veternarian’s] name was Vladimir Platonich.   

 

Clearly organization was an issue here. If Ahmed broke up his analysis into supporting body 

paragraphs, and placed relevant summary, illustration and support in those paragraphs, it would 

have helped the clarity of his analysis. Furthermore, if he had commented on how his evidential 

support related to his analysis more clearly in his two and a half pages of uninterrupted plot 

summary that would have helped created stronger, easier-to- process links between claim and 

support.    

 Regarding Ahmed’s task compliance, although Ahmed did meet the minimum number of 

pages for his textual analysis essay, he offered only one body paragraph, which was a breach of a 

significant task requirement stipulating students have multiple body paragraphs with subtopics 

related to the thesis in each one.  

4.3.1.5.3 Themes in Ahmed’s Essays     

 Ahmed was, on the whole, successful with his essays during the semester, although he 

certainly had his share of shaky moments, including his textual analysis essay on “The Darling” 
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for which he received a C-. However, after this, he received a C on his reader response essay and  

a B+ on the lengthiest essay of the semester, the text in context. In addition, he did improve over 

the course of the semester, particularly in the area of organization. With his film essay, he 

offered strong analysis, although this was hampered by, often, inadequate support. On the 

positive side, his essay was well-organized and complied with task requirements. Meanwhile, 

with his essay about the print text, “The Darling,” his success was much more limited. Although 

his analysis was rich and insightful at times, the way he presented it made it difficult to follow. 

His essay was also overwhelmed by extensive plot summary with very few clear links between 

claims and support.  By cramming all of his insights and illustrations in one body paragraph, task 

compliance was also an issue.   

4.3.1.5.4 Ahmed’s Attitudes and Strategies      

Overall, when writing his academic essays about the films in the course, he succeeded in 

his analysis but struggled in his support. Meanwhile, in his essays about print texts, Ahmed’s 

effectiveness in analysis, support, and organization were all quite mixed and, generally, 

ineffective.  This pattern may be better understood by discussing some remarks from my 

interview with him. To begin, when I asked him how he felt reading a story compared to 

watching a film, Ahmed suggested in the interview excerpt below, that, unlike most other focus 

students,  even though writing about a film was more fun than writing about a print text, it was 

more difficult because of his difficulties in understanding the dialogue: 

 It was only because it’s difficult to get the quotes. But, like otherwise 

 I guess it’s more enjoying and it develop really a good reaction...to watching a movie 

 compared to writing about a story. 

 

In the interview transcript below, Ahmed elaborated on why he felt writing about a film was  

 

more difficult for him than writing about a print text, and how he feels it has been more helpful  
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to his writing:   

 

For watching [movies] I guess it’s improved my listening and writing. If you only watch 

a movie it’s like we'll have to make more effort like to try to write a sentence and the 

paragraph and stuff because if you have a script or something or like reading from a 

book, you know how it’s like the idea of how they express their ideas and feelings...so 

it’s easier from a book. 

 

Ahmed’s self-described struggles in being able to understand and write about a film compared to 

the relative ease in doing this with a print text seems to have manifested itself in the patterns of 

analysis and support he provided in his essays about these two genres. In the case of his film 

essays, Ahmed seemed to have understood the main film events without difficulty, although 

some of the finer points, such as the important contextual information he failed to include for 

some of the film scenes he used for evidential support (such as the phone call between Gogol and 

his mother where he failed to mention Gogol’s eventual acceptance of his mother’s invitation), 

created problems for him. As stated previously in this focus study, the cause of Ahmed’s 

struggles in providing details to support his claims in the film is not crystal clear, however, it 

seems more likely due to a lack of understanding than forgetfulness since, as indicated by the 

interview excerpt below, Ahmed expressed difficulty understanding the film’s spoken dialogue:   

 I tried to look up the text of the movie but I couldn't find so I was pausing and trying to 

 listen to the words again and again to make sure I got the right idea when I listened...so 

 it’s actually what they really say about something. When I listen to the words I might not 

 get the spelling and stuff so getting the script is much reliable or something. 

 

What is interesting is that in the case of the print texts, he seemed to focus so much on the 

smaller details, as illustrated by his extensive summary of plot and dialogue in “The Darling,” 

that his analysis was short changed. Although it is not entirely clear what caused Ahmed to 

provide so much plot summary and extensively quoted dialogue in place of more critical minded 

analysis, several causes seem likely. Looking at this pattern in his essay from a positive 

perspective, it can be said Ahmed did provide an accurate, comprehensive summary of the main 
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events which took place in the story without error. This was most likely due to his 

acknowledgement that he, unlike most other focus students, read the entire story again before 

writing his essay and took notes, writing down the quotes and page numbers he wanted to 

include in his essay. Perhaps, what is more helpful in understanding the problems Ahmed 

experienced in the analysis and summary patterns in his essay, including not establishing clearer 

links between claims and support, can be illuminated by the understated admission he shared 

with me below: 

I guess it’s more enjoying [watching a movie] and it develop really a good reaction 

compared to writing about a story.  

 

Ahmed’s acknowledgement that writing about a film was more “enjoying” for him and that he 

had a stronger reaction to it than the print text could suggest a relatively weaker sense of 

intellectual engagement in his essay about “The Darling” than The Namesake, which is perhaps 

reflected in his lack of consistent analysis, preponderance of summary and illustration, and hasty 

manner of organization. 

 Another possible explanation for Ahmed’s lack of analysis in his essay about the print 

text in the course in favor of extensive summary and illustration is that the assignment of writing 

an academic essay about a print text was a more traditional, familiar academic task for him than 

writing about a film. For this reason, it is possible the task caused him to revert to his previous 

academic writing patterns. In fact, Ahmed shared with me during our interview that his previous 

academic background in Saudi Arabia focused mainly on memorization and test-taking. 

Moreover, literature about the academic culture in the Arab world bears this out, that pedagogy 

favors imparting knowledge to students to prepare them for tests and graduation exams instead of 

practices which would develop more critical thinking (Farag, 2003; Torres, 2006). For these 

reasons the association of the print text assignment with his previous academic background, 
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which often favored demonstrating knowledge to his teachers rather than critical thinking, seems 

likely. More details about this will be provided in the general discussion section following these 

individual focus studies.   

 Regarding his organization and task compliance, while Ahmed’s essay about The 

Namesake was extremely well-organized and complied with all task requirements, his print text 

essay on “The Darling,” suffered from poor organization, most prominently reflected in his 

choice to provide only one body paragraph, which breached an important task requirement. It 

should be noted this essay was his first of the semester, however, and, overall, Ahmed’s writing 

did improve much during our course, so this can certainly be one determining factor in 

accounting for his failure to break his ideas up into more organized body paragraphs with his 

first essay.      

4.3.2 Successful Print Text Analysis, a Lack of Success with Film Analysis  

4.3.2.1 Focus Study 6 Jin Song   

 Unlike the previous five focus students presented, Jin Song, a 20 year old mathematics 

and economics major from China, provided generally effective print text analysis but struggled 

with his film analysis. While in my class, Jin Song, who was always quick to offer a wide, open 

smile, most often appeared in jeans, tee-shirts and tennis sneakers. On a personal level, Jin Song 

enjoys spending time with friends and meeting new people, especially people from different 

countries, travelling and watching movies. His favorite types of movies are action/adventure and 

comedy.   

 On the topic of his English language ability, Jin Song started to learn English when he 

was in elementary school but, as he told me during our interview, it was “really easy English, 

like ‘how are you doing?’ ‘fine’ and ‘how are you?’" Later in high school, Jin Song began to 
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study English more seriously in his English class which lasted for three years. Later, after his 

graduation from high school, he attended a TOEFL program for three months. He wanted to 

attend college in the United States so he could learn more about western culture and take 

advantage of what he described as the “open society” here which offers “fair competition” in 

school and work and, also, provides opportunities to meet people with diverse backgrounds and 

points of view. The strength of the math program at this large southwestern university and the 

school’s relative affordability were two of the main reasons he came here. Overall, when he was 

in my class, Jin Song struck me as very fluent and highly confident in his spoken English 

language ability, since he never hesitated to make contributions to our class discussions and 

sometimes even engage other students in extended back and forth exchanges of opinion. 

However, the amount of mechanical and grammatical issues in his writing sometimes limited his 

ability to articulate his ideas effectively in his essays.  

 Overall, Jin Song was quite attentive in my class and worked hard, although perhaps not 

as hard as some other students, over the course of the semester. In addition, he was one of the 

more active students in class and was rarely absent. He did miss one conference with me, 

however, for his third essay and, for another conference, failed to come with a draft in hand. 

When writing about film, Jinsong, overall, experienced mixed success, providing mostly 

thoughtful analysis, and, at times, adequate support, as well as a predominantly strong sense of 

organization in his first film essay, receiving a grade of “B+.” This essay, incidentally, also 

successfully complied with the task requirements. On the other hand, his second film essay, 

although mostly strong in the areas of analysis, support and organization, failed to comply with 

the basic task requirements and resulted in a grade of “C.” When writing about print texts in the 

course, Jin Song offered, on the whole, thoughtful, interesting analysis but much less successful 
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evidential support. On the other hand, his organization was largely successful and he did comply 

with task requirements. For these reasons, he received a grade of “B-” on this essay.  

Table 4.07 

Overview of Jin Song’s Strengths and Weaknesses in His Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film 

  

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

B+, C  

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Unsuccessful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Successful 

B- 

 

4.3.2.1.1 Jin Song’s Film Essays  

For his second essay, a reader response essay, and his third, a text in context, Jin Song 

chose the Mira Nair film, The Namesake, as he indicated to me he had similar experiences as the 

characters in the movie.  An interesting aspect of Jin Song’s writing in his reader response essay 

was his analysis, which was a bit uneven, sometimes effective, other times not so. 

Simultaneously, the support for his analysis was consistently thorough, detailed and, for the most 

part, well-articulated. Regarding his organization, it was largely effective with both essays. 

However, a serious task compliance issue constituted a major stumbling block with his text in 

context essay about The Namesake. This will be discussed later in this study. 
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 As an example of effective analysis, in Jin Song’s first body paragraph of his reader 

response essay he offers the following claim: 

 It is also noticeable from movie that this India couple has less connection with their  

relatives in India since they came to U.S.  

 

Then, he supports this reasonable claim with evidence, which, although not articulated with  

 

crystal clarity, is thorough and detailed: 

 

 For example, Ashima has to write letter and  send picture of baby Gogol by mail, which 

 makes contact extremely slow and hard. Because of the technique of communication was 

 so bad, we can imagine that both Ashoke and Ashima have lost tough [touch] with most 

 of their friends in India…It is sad to leave friends and family, but you can do nothing 

 about it once you moved to another country.  

 

 As an example of Jin Song’s ineffective analysis, in the third paragraph of his reader  

response essay about The Namesake, he makes the following claim: 

 

 Most immigrations [immigrants] have the problem of getting into new culture.  

 We can see from the movie that even Ashima and Ashoke have lived in the United States  

 for a long time, they only have India friends who are living in American and no 

 American friends.  

 

This analysis I have categorized as ineffective since it was not based on the actual events of  

 

the film. In this case, although it is true that the couple did not have many American friends in  

 

the film, the wife, Ashima, did eventually form a close friendship with an American female co- 

 

worker at the library where she worked. Ashima’s friendship with this American woman was an  

 

important part of her character development in the film as it showed her beginning to more  

 

openly embrace the American culture. It is not clear whether Jin Song’s failure to recognize this  

 

detail was an indication of his forgetting about it when it came time to write his essay or if he, in  

 

fact, just did not notice this when he watched the movie. In either case, it constituted a  

 

misrepresentation of an important element of Ashima’s character development in the film and  

 

rendered his claim contradictory to the what actually took place in the movie. In this way, his  
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analysis was not effective in this paragraph.      

 

 Regarding his organization, Jin Song’s reader response essay about The Namesake was  

 

presented in a logical, well-planned manner. Clear topic sentences were presented throughout his  

 

essay. These were effectively followed by illustrations from the film and then capped by  

 

explanations of how they related to the main idea of his body paragraphs. In this  

 

way, Jin Song followed my expectations for academic body paragraph structure, first providing a  

 

main point, then an illustration, followed by an explanation.  Offering a well-organized  

 

introduction and conclusion was another indicator of Jin Song’s competent organization. An  

 

except from his conclusion, which offers a brief restatement of the main idea of his essay before  

 

connecting this with his own experiences, is offered below as an example of his coherent  

 

organization: 

 

 From what we have discussed above, we can come up with a conclusion that  

 it is too costly to immigration [immigrate]. We can observe this from the end of the  

 movie that Ashima moved back to India, where she grown up. She also decided to spend 

 six months in each country each every year. She can have time with friends and family in  

 both countries. I would consider this idea in my own life. Because I would like to travel  

 between two countries making sure my relation with my families and friends in both  

 countries.      

 

As with Jin Song’s other body paragraphs, although there are quite a few grammatical, semantic  

 

and mechanical issues here, the organization is effective and appropriate for this essay’s  

 

conclusion. 

 

 On the subject of Jin Song’s task compliance, in his reader response essay illustrated in  

 

the examples above,  he successfully followed the expectations of the assignment throughout.  

 

However, it was a different story with his text in context essay about The Namesake. For this  

 

essay, students were expected to compare the treatment of a theme or issue in a text with the  

 

perspectives of researchers. In his essay, Jin Song focused on the discrimination immigrants  

 



150 

 

often experience in a new country. Although he briefly mentions The Namesake film in his  

 

introduction, the rest of the essay presents, almost exclusively, his secondary research on the  

 

Mexican immigrant experience in the United States. By not connecting these researched  

 

perspectives with the experiences of the characters in the movie, Jin Song failed to comply with  

 

a fundamental task requirement for this essay.        

 

4.3.2.1.2 Jin Song’s Print Text Essays 

 

 For his first essay of the semester, a textual analysis, Jin Song chose to write about 

“Sonny’s Blues.” Overall, his essay offered much in the way of thoughtful analysis but, 

generally, feel short in providing adequate evidence. At the same time, his organization was 

mostly successful, although at the paragraph level he did struggle a bit. Finally, he did 

successfully comply with the task requirements for this essay. 

 As an example of his effective analysis, in his third body paragraph Jin Song makes the 

following insightful claim about Sonny’s brother: 

 He [Sonny’s brother] thinks only way is to conform to white man’s life and throw away  

 the staff [stuff] which belongs to black people, and only in this way could get rid of the 

 situation of being discriminated against. 

 

This is an interesting, fairly well-articulated claim but instead of providing support for this claim 

from the text, Jin Song follows it with another claim, as the excerpt below illustrates: 

 In Sonny’s brother’s opinions, he is right and his suggestion is good for Sonny. But, in 

 fact, he is parting with something important from his heart, and he also tries to make 

 Sonny to give up what Sonny extremely cherishes. The reason of doing all of these is just 

 because Sonny’s brother wants to be integrated into white man’s life.  

 

 Unfortunately, when Jin Song did provide textual support in his essay it was often  

 

unrelated to his paragraph’s main claim. For example, after Jin Song makes his claim in  

 

the excerpt above describing how “Sonny’s brother wants to be integrated into the white man’s  

 

life,” he offers the following extensive, unrelated illustration from the text: 



151 

 

 

 Facing this situation, Sonny becomes indignant. He could not help but ask his brother. 

 “Well you know, why do people suffer? Maybe it is better to do something to give it a 

 reason, any reason.”….It’s terrible sometime inside, that’s what’s the trouble. You walk 

 these streets. Black and funky and cold, and there’s really not a living ass to talk to, and 

 there’s nothing shaking, and there’s no way of getting it out—that storm inside. You 

 can’t talk it and you can’t make love with it, and when you finally try to get with it and 

 play it, you realize nobody’s listening. So you’ve got to listen. You got to find a way to 

 listen.”   

 

Although this quote above is in interesting one from the text, it fails to support his main claim  

 

about Sonny’s brother wanting to integrate into the “white man’s world” and, instead, supports  

 

Jin Song’s secondary observation that Sonny was indignant, an idea not central to this  

 

paragraph.      

 

 Regarding his organization, Jin Song provided a successful introduction and  

 

conclusion. However, the effectiveness of his body paragraphs was more mixed. On a positive 

note, topic sentences, which framed the main ideas of his body paragraphs, were consistently 

offered by Jin Song. Following these with mostly strong claims was another clear organization 

pattern for this student. However, his textual illustrations, when provided, were predominantly 

placed at the very end of his body paragraphs, as the example below will illustrate: 

 He [Sonny] firmly believes that only by following the truest thing in his heart, he will not 

 pain any more. As the short dialogue illustrate below “I [Sonny’s brother] don’t even care 

 how they suffer. I just care how you [Sonny] suffer. Please believe me, I don’t want 

 to see you—die—trying not to suffer.”(Baldwin) “I [Sonny] won’t die trying not to 

 suffer.  At least, not any faster than anybody else.” (Baldwin) 

 

Although there is a partial relationship to this illustration and his claim that, by following what  

is “in his heart” Sonny will be able to put an end to his suffering, there is still a great deal of  

 

ambiguity. If he had placed this quote earlier in the paragraph, then he would have given himself  

 

an opportunity to further explain how it relates to the paragraph’s main claim. Unfortunately, this  

 

organization pattern, of ending his body paragraphs with quotations was a frequent  
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problem for him in this essay.  

 

 Concerning his task compliance, Jin Song did manage to follow the assignment  

 

expectations for this essay, including the minimum page length. 

 

4.3.2.1.3 Themes in Jin Song’s Essays  

Jin Song was, on the whole, successful with his essays over the course of the semester 

and, although he did not demonstrate much improvement in his writing as the semester went on, 

his work was usually interesting and thoughtful. With his first film essay, although he provided 

adequate supporting evidence, he was less consistent in his analysis. His organization was also a 

strong point and he did comply with most task requirements. For these reasons, he earned a grade 

of “B+.” On the other hand, failing to comply with a fundamental task requirement in his text in 

context film essay, earned him a grade of “C.”  The grade he received for his print text essay, “B-

,” landed him in the middle of the two grades he received for his film essays. This essay, 

although characterized by rich analysis, fell well short on adequate support, and, was also 

weakened by poor body paragraph organization. On a positive note, however, he did comply 

with the task requirements for this essay.  

4.3.2.1.4 Jin Song’s Attitudes and Strategies 
 

 Jin Song was predominantly successful with his analysis in his print text essay, however, 

he generally failed to provide adequate supporting evidence. On the other hand, the effectiveness 

of his analysis was much more uneven in his first film essay, while he mostly offered strong 

support. These themes should be better understood by discussing some remarks he made during 

our interview. When I asked him how he felt about reading and writing about print texts in the 

class compared to reading and writing about movies, he offered the following:  

 I am not good at readings and others like those requires read a lot, like the “Sonny's 

 Blues” and “The Darlings” [“The Darling”] but those kinds include lots of  like readings, 
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 reading the book. I don't like that and I think the movie is more visual, easier for me to 

 understand what they are talking about, what they are trying to say. 

 

When I asked him why, with these negative feelings about reading, he chose to write an essay  

 

about a print text in the first unit he said the following:  

 

 I really didn’t get the movie Life Lessons for that unit so I choose “Sonny’s Blues” 

 because I kind of get that one  

 

Then, when I questioned him on what specifically was difficult about reading the texts, he told 

me, “I really have a problem with reading texts.” I asked him whether this was just with English 

and he said that it applied to all languages since he, “really has a problem with reading texts.” 

His confidence and enthusiasm in writing about the film, The Namesake, compared to his 

trepidation and resistance toward reading and writing about the print text, “Sonny’s Blues,” 

seems to have trickled down to his approach in writing these essays. With “Sonny’s Blues,” his 

process, although efficient, ultimately seemed a bit rushed and disengaged. His comments below 

will begin to illustrate this process:  

 The key thing, approach is like, so I need this paragraph. I’m think [thinking] this will be 

 important or interesting so I just copy this down and put it in the blank document or 

 file. I quote it and then later on when I write my essay I get to kind of chose my analysis 

 of whether I need this or not. 

 

 Although Jin Song’s approach to note-taking described in the interview excerpt above seemed 

rigorous enough for a first read through, since Jin Song indicated to me he did not go back again 

to look for other quotes in support of the claims he made as he began to write his essay, it, 

ultimately, was not enough. I make this claim based on the fact that it is virtually impossible for 

a student to know exactly what claims they are going to make about a text before beginning to 

write their essay, so it is equally unrealistic for them to gather all the textual evidence they need 

during their first reading of a text. However, given Jin Song’s self-described struggles with 

reading, it makes sense he would chose not to revisit the text after beginning to write his essay. 
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The fact that he was able to make such strong claims about the larger, global issues in the text 

indicates to me that he grasped its themes from his one reading and our in-class discussions. It is 

unfortunate, however, that his approach toward finding more support for his rich insights was not 

more effective.    

   His efficient, but not very effective approach, toward finding adequate supporting 

evidence for the print text is in stark contrast to his approach when writing about the film, The 

Namesake, as illustrated by the strategy he shared with me below for revisiting the film to find 

supporting evidence or clarification:  

 I kind of like go over that [scene] and I think this is a point I need 

 to see and I just watch it and if I think this I can skip it...I just skip it 

 

When I asked him whether he ever watched a scene more than once when preparing to write his  

 

essay, he offered the following: 

 

 More than one time. Some of those things [scenes] I just watch it, watch it and watch it 

 trying to understand what's going on. 

 

With his more rigorous approach toward preparing to write an essay about a film, it is 

understandable why Jin Song was able to provide adequate supporting evidence to support his 

claims. On the other hand, the fact that he was unable to be more consistently effective with his 

analysis warrants some discussion.  I do not believe it can be attributed to any difficulties with 

language comprehension, since one of the major claims he made, Ashima having no American 

friends, was contradicted visually in a series of the film’s scenes. What seems more likely is that, 

although his approach toward finding adequate supporting evidence for the film was more 

rigorous than the print text, the fact that he did not watch the entire movie again impaired his 

overall understanding of the character development and larger global issues presented in the film.   

Since, as he indicated in the interview except above, he only re-watched selective scenes, it is  
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likely the scenes he would have needed to see, in this case showing that Ashima did have a close 

American friend, he may have missed. He also indicated that he did not take any notes when he 

watched the film in class, so for his impression of the larger themes and character development 

issues in the film, he seemed to mostly rely on his memory and recall, which was not an entirely 

effective strategy. In this way, although Jin Song may have been more enthusiastic in writing 

about the film and active in revisiting it while writing his essay, ultimately, this strategy, as with 

the strategy he adopted in writing his print text essay, was not without its flaws. 

 Regarding organization, Jin Song did improve over the course of the semester in this 

area. In his first essay of the semester, a textual analysis of “Sonny’s Blues,” he was consistently 

ending his body paragraphs with extensive quotations from the story, instead of the crucial 

explanation needed to connect these quotations with the main ideas of his paragraphs and essay. 

On the other hand, with the two film essays he wrote later in the semester, Jin Song stopped 

doing this. It is unclear whether this was a result of an increased understanding of academic 

paragraph organization or, given the nature of film, it was simply more difficult for him to find 

readily available text to quote from. In his essays about film, in fact, he only had one brief 

quotation.  

 Finally, regarding his task compliance, Jin Song followed the writing assignment 

expectations very clearly, with the exception of his third essay. In this case, his misunderstanding 

can, I believe, mostly be attributed to his missing a conference with me and, probably, his 

rigorous academic schedule. As a double math and economics major, I imagine he was extremely 

busy at the time the third essay was due and probably did not work as hard on this essay as he 

did on the others.    
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4.3.3 Success with Film and Print Text Analysis 

4.3.3.1 Focus Study 7 Na  

 Na, the most successful of all focus students in her essay writing, was the only one to 

offer effective print text and film analysis. On a personal level, Na is a cheerful and bubbly 21 

year old female from China with long black hair and a persistent ear to ear smile who is majoring 

in Management Information Systems (MIS). While in my class in the fall semester, she was most 

often dressed with blue jeans, a bright top and a pink baseball cap.  Outside of school, Na enjoys 

spending time with friends and, as she told me, “eating all kinds of food.” She said she generally 

does not read much, except for her required text books, and, although is not  a big movie fan, she 

mentioned she had been watching a lot of American movies since coming to the United States, 

usually one per day.  She mostly prefers comedies, although will occasionally watch dramas as 

long as they are not “too heavy.”  

 In China, Na began to study English in the fourth grade of elementary school and 

continued through high school. She said she learned grammar very well in China and, then, in 

the United States, she studied two months at the Center for English as a Second Language before 

entering the university where she studied writing, speaking and vocabulary. Na wanted to pursue 

a college education in the United States because she said that most individuals and companies in 

China look very highly on a foreign degree, especially from the USA, Europe and Australia. She 

said she was most interested in going to the United States and that the study abroad agency in her 

country provided her with several university choices. After some research she decided this 

university was the best one for her. Overall, while Na was in my class her English ability struck 

me as higher than many other students, and, perhaps more importantly, she never seemed afraid 

to express herself in spoken or written English.    
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 Na was a highly consistent and successful student in my class during the semester. While 

in class, she was attentive, and, although did not often voluntarily contribute to class discussions, 

when called upon, she would offer intelligent comments on the topics of our conversations. In 

addition, she never missed a conference with me and always came prepared. Partly due to these 

reasons, Na received high grades on all her essays during the semester. With her print texts 

essays, she offered, on the whole, strong analysis, evidential support, and organization while 

complying with the task requirements. At the same time, while writing about film, Na was 

equally effective in all these areas. For these reasons, Na received grades of “A-” on all three 

major essays.   

Table 4.08 

Overview of Na’s Strengths and Weaknesses in Her Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Successful 

A- 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Successful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Successful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Successful 

A-, A- 
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4.3.3.1.1 Na’s Film Essays  

 For her third essay of the semester, the text in context, Na chose to write about The 

Namesake, since she said she felt a strong personal connection with the story as an international 

student studying in the United States. Overall, Na’s analysis was effective, as was her support. 

The excerpt below, taken from her third body paragraph about The Namesake will illustrate her 

skillful analysis and support: 

 Sexism in India can also be found in the stereotype ideas of Indians. As in The Namesake, 

 Gogol’s wife, Moushimi says, “Don’t worry. I turned down the job at the Sorbonne and 

 I’ll be  a good Bengali house wife for you, stay home and make samosas every 

 Thursday.” This stereotype is that wives should sacrifice themselves and take care of 

 other family members. It demonstrates that the sexism makes a wife more like a servant, 

 but not equal to a normal family member. 

 

In the excerpt above, although Na’s topic sentence is a bit difficult to understand she chooses a  

 

cogent example in the quotation to illustrate her point that often Indians themselves hold  

 

sexist stereotypes of gender roles. After this, she competently analyzes this quotation and  

 

reconnects it to the main idea of her paragraph.   

 In addition to her effective analysis and support, Na’s essay also provided a strong sense 

of organization, in her introduction, body paragraphs, and conclusion. Her introduction below 

will demonstrate her strong sense of organization in this essay:     

 “My marriage was arranged by my parents. Not only for me, 80% marriages in India now 

 are arranged”, said my Indian friend Nihao. I was shocked after she told me that. India, 

 which has the top 30 GDP raising rate among all the countries and over 1,000,000,000 

 population (Wikipedia.com), which is also so-called “the second China”, is still 

 practicing arranged marriage nowadays! It reminds me of the movie “The Namesake”, in 

 which Ashima was also arranged to marry Ashoke. After her marriage, she had no choice 

 but moved to the United States with her new husband. The arranged marriage and the 

 obedience of the wife towards her husband are both implying that sexism is still a serious 

 problem in India now. 

 

In this introduction, she appropriately begins with an interesting anecdote to hook the reader and  

 

then a statistic to provide a frame of reference for her topic, arranged marriages and their impact  
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on gender relations in India. From here, she skillfully connects this topic to the text she will  

 

focus on, The Namesake, before transitioning to her thesis statement. In this way, she has  

 

provided an engaging, well-organized and reader-friendly introduction.  

 

 It should be noted the only minor issue which hampered her sense of organization, at  

 

times, was the minor ambiguity in some of her topic sentences, as in the example above, “Sexism  

 

in India can also be found in the stereotype ideas of Indians.” In this case, there was some  

 

uncertainty whether she was referring to the sexist stereotypes Indians possess about each other  

 

in India or whether she was referring to ideas held by others. This ambiguity, I feel, was not  

 

indicative of a misunderstanding of the role of topic sentences in a body paragraph, but, rather,  

 

her status as a highly competent second language writer who still faced occasional challenges in  

 

the clear expression of her ideas.  

 

 On the subject of her task compliance, she followed all the assignment expectations for  

 

this essay, including the minimum page length. 

4.3.3.1.2 Na’s Print Text Essays  

Na chose to write her textual analysis essay about the James Baldwin story, “Sonny’s 

Blues,” since she thought it would be the easiest one for her to write about, and her reader 

response essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” since she felt a strong personal connection 

with the text. Overall, her analysis in both essays is solid, as is her evidential support. An 

example of her strong analysis and support from the second body paragraph of her essay about 

“Sonny’s Blues” is provided below: 

 Sonny also couldn’t escape from his fate when he became an adult from a child and had 

 to forget about his childhood dream. Sonny used to have a strong will; to India to see how 

 the poor people live. “He’d been all hipped on the idea of going to India. He read books 

 about people sitting on rocks, naked, in all kinds of weather, but mostly bad, naturally, 

 and walking barefoot through hot coals and arriving at wisdom” (Baldwin 42). At that 
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 time, Sonny was just an innocent boy and did not know the position he was in. He simply 

 felt curious about how people live in such a hard life. But now when his brother asked 

 him about this dream again, Sonny laughed at that dream because he felt the place he was 

 living now “is Indian enough for him” (Baldwin 42). Sonny did not want to know 

 anything about India since he felt he was living in the same hard life as the Indian were. 

 Although he was in the most developed country, the discrimination made him stay on the 

 lowest status and kept him away from his dream. 

 

In the excerpt above Na addresses several important themes in the story, including, fate, 

innocence, the loss of innocence, and the effects of racial discrimination. She picks out 

illustrative examples of these themes from the story and articulately explains how they support 

her points about Sonny transforming from an innocent boy full of dreams and curiosity to an 

adult who had become painfully aware of the largely inescapable struggles of his life as a young 

black man living in 1940’s, 1950’s Harlem. In this way, this paragraph offered highly successful 

analysis and evidential support.  

 On the topic of organization, Na deftly offered a competent introduction, well-structured 

body paragraphs and a reflective conclusion summarizing the main points of her essay and 

offering the reader some of her final thoughts. The excerpt below, taken from a body paragraph 

in her textual analysis essay, will illustrate her successful organization: 

Sonny was addicted to drugs, which is so sympathetic because he had to get this 

addiction living in such a dark society. Sonny told his brother “And other times— well, I 

needed a fix, I needed to find a place to lean, I needed to clear a space to listen—and I 

couldn’t find it, and I—went crazy, I did terrible things to me, I was terrible for me” 

(Baldwin 56). “The terrible things” Sonny did to himself was using drugs. He knew that 

drug was harmful to himself and his family. But why did he start to use drug? Because he 

felt lonely, afraid and cold in the society. He needed to talk  to someone, needed to be 

saved away from the darkness by someone. 

 

In this excerpt above, Na provides a topic sentence encapsulating the main idea of the paragraph, 

that Sonny’s addiction to drugs was not the result of a personal weakness but rather the 

inevitable outcome of growing up in 1940’s, 1950’s Harlem. Na then follows the topic sentence 

with a strong illustration before explaining how Sonny’s confession to his brother that he “need 



161 

 

to find a place to lean” and “did terrible things…” was indicative of his drug addiction (Baldwin 

56). In this way, Na provides a clear thread from her topic sentence to her illustration and, 

finally, her explanation and analysis.    

 Regarding her task compliance, Na complied with the assignment expectations,  

including minimum page length, for both of her print text essays. 

4.3.3.1.3 Themes in Na’s Essays  

Among the eight focus students Na was, perhaps, the most successful. Certainly her 

grades attest to this, with a grade of an “A-” received on her film and print text essays. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this study, Na earned these grades with strong analysis, 

evidential support, organization and task compliance for all three of these essays. Incidentally, it 

should be noted that although Na’s writing was not without some grammatical and mechanical 

errors, they were usually not enough to interfere with the clear expression of her ideas. Although, 

some of her ideas, such as the topic sentence example described earlier in this focus study did 

require a bit of deciphering. 

4.3.3.1.4 Na’s Attitudes and Strategies  

Na’s success in all her essays in analyzing, providing strong evidential support and a 

sense of organization, all while complying with task requirements, may be better understood by 

discussing some remarks she shared with me during our interview together. To begin, when I 

asked her how she felt writing about a movie compared to a print text she offered the following 

insight: 

 I enjoyed watching the movies but for writing I felt more comfortable writing about 

 stories. I think the articles have more content than the movies, like in the movie there's 

 not so many sentences you can recite, cite?   

 

When I asked her to elaborate on this, she told me the following:  
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 Because in the movie everyone is talking, just talking, no statement or something and 

 what I  want to use is the statement or the sentences, not what they are talking about, yes, 

 so this is why I prefer using the article  

 

What is interesting about Na was that she did not seem to feel particularly passionate toward  

 

writing about movies or print texts. This attitude makes sense, however, because when I asked  

 

her whether she liked reading, she shared this comment with me:  

 

 Never, just a text book [laughter] 

 

When I followed up and asked whether she enjoyed reading the texts in our class, she told me: 

 

 No, because I couldn't really relate to them. I don't feel they happened to me. 

 

Simultaneously, although she told me she does like to watch movies, especially when she is  

 

tired, she does not really consider herself a movie person. In fact, when asked whether she  

 

enjoyed thinking, discussing or talking about movies with her friends after watching them, she  

 

said:   

 

No, sometime I will just say "this actor is good" but not the content in the movie...I won't 

talk about the content. 

 

Compared to other students, such as Sameera, who expressed so much excitement and  

 

enthusiasm for writing about movies, or, on the other hand, Moustafa, who expressed so much  

 

resistance toward writing about print texts, Na was somewhat neutral and pragmatic  

 

about both genres. This neutrality was also revealed to me when I asked her whether she felt it  

 

was more helpful for her English to write about movies or print texts and she told me the  

 

following:   

 

 The movie shows more and the book tells more detail so they are equally helpful.  

  

This neutral mindset, however, did not stop her from adopting, perhaps, the most effective  

 

strategy toward writing her print text essay and, although not without its potential pitfalls, a, for  

 

her, equally effective strategy for writing about films. On the topic of writing about print texts,  
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she described her logical, well-thought-out strategy below: 

 

 I will come up with a theme and then I will a thesis statement and then I will divide it into 

 three or four aspects and I will, yeah, name the aspect, like one, two, three, four and go 

 back to the article and if this sentence, if this paragraph or sentence look like the # 1, 

 support my #1, yeah, and I will circle it like # 1 and I re-read all the sentences or 

 paragraph, and I will  give, not many...not many paragraphs will have no relation to my 

 thesis so I just skip, skip it, yeah, so after that I have enough things to use in my article. 

 

When I asked her if she does any highlighting or annotating the first time she reads a text she 

said: 

 Well, yeah, if I saw some really impressive sentence I will highlight it but not because I 

 don't really know what is talking about. For the first time I don't really highlight the 

 sentence I am going to use because I don't know which one I’m going to use, which 

 idea. 

 

Unlike many other focus students, such as Sameera, who adopted the time-saving strategy of  

 

annotating and highlighting the first time they read a text only, Na seemed to approach her first  

 

readings with an open mind, not focusing much attention on a story’s smaller details, and,  

 

instead, focusing on the larger ideas and themes. As the previous interview excerpt suggests,  

 

after composing her main idea and thesis for the story and breaking it down into subtopics, she  

 

returns to the text seeking corresponding textual evidence. This strategy was highly successful  

 

for Na in writing her print text essays, focusing on the big picture in her first reading and then the  

 

smaller supporting details during her second.    

 

 Her approach for writing about film, although not explained in as much detail, was  

 

equally effective for her, although again, not without its potential traps. She described it to me  

 

below:  

 

 It’s kind of similar. I come up with a theme and then rely on my memory to find things 

 in the movie for support. If I don’t remember, I can go back and try to find it. 

 

Further, she indicated to me the first time she watches a movie she does not take notes and,  
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although she did go back and re-watch certain scenes before writing her film essay, she never  

 

re-watched the entire movie. In this way, her strategy was a bit different from her strategy in  

 

writing about print texts where she suggests skimming and scanning through the entire stories a  

 

second to look for textual evidence in support of her thesis. It should be noted that this strategy  

 

of returning to selective film scenes was adopted by other focus students, such as Jin Song,  

 

even though her results were more successful, suggesting her solid understanding and recall from  

 

her one start-to-finish viewing of the movie. Again, this strategy seemed to be effective for her  

 

but not for many other students.   

 

 Regarding her organization Na was quite successful. As mentioned previously in this  

 

focus study, Na’s topic sentences were, at times, a bit ambiguous, as in “Sexism in India can also  

 

be found in the stereotype ideas of Indians.” However, such topic sentences did not seem  

 

reflective of a poor sense of organization. This claim is based on the fact that they were placed in  

 

the first sentence of her body paragraphs, which helps to convey a strong sense of organization  

 

between and within paragraphs and, also, were ideas summarizing the main claims of her body  

 

paragraphs, which provides a clear orientation for her reader. Instead, this ambiguity likely  

 

reflected her status as a highly competent second language writer, but one not without some  

 

challenges in the clear expression of her ideas. Na’s success with her organization seemed to  

 

originate from several factors. First, she was an exemplary student who never missed classes  

 

and, I imagine, absorbed the points from our class discussions about American academic  

 

paragraph organization.  She also never missed and always came with a full draft in hand. For  

 

this reason, I was able to provide her feedback on her organization during our conferences.  

 

Finally, the keen sense of organization in her essays may, also, have been reflective of the clear,  

 

logical way she approached writing her essays, particularly her print text essays, as described in  
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the interview excerpts in this focus study.    

 

 For her task compliance Na did successfully follow the expectations for this essay which,  

 

I believe, stemmed from her attentiveness in class and her preparation for our conferences. Since  

 

she always came with a draft in hand to conferences, it was easy for me to tell Na whether she  

 

was correctly following the expectations for an assignment.  

 

4.3.4 Struggles in Film and Print Text Analysis 
 

4.3.4.1 Focus Study 8 Sameera 

 Sameera is an outgoing, friendly, 17 year old female from Kuwait who was, overall, 

ineffective with her film and print text analysis during the semester. However, she did succeed in 

other areas of her writing, which will be discussed later in this study. On a personal level, 

Sameera, a pre-civil engineering major, has thick, long black hair and an infectiously warm 

laugh and smile. While she was in my class, she was most often dressed, from an American 

perspective, conservatively, in long sleeve tops with pants or jeans. This was surely a conscious 

decision, since as she told me, in Kuwait people are not supposed to show a lot of “meat.”  On a 

personal level, Sameera enjoys spending time with friends, reading, going to restaurants and 

trying different types of food. She also enjoys watching movies, her favorites being comedies, 

both English and Arabic, as well as occasional dramas.   

 Sameera attended a British English school from kindergarten to twelfth grade which 

explains her occasional flashes of a subtle British accent. Perhaps, for this reason also, her 

writing mechanics and grammar were stronger than most of the other NNES students in class, as 

was her confidence and fluency in verbal communication.   

 Although Sameera clearly struck me as a very intelligent, sophisticated young woman 

and highly responsible student, she struggled in her essays over the semester and, overall, did not 
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experience much improvement. Although Sameera did complete all of her assignments on time, 

had near perfect class attendance and generally demonstrated a very positive attitude towards the 

class and her work, overall, she did not seem as committed toward improving her writing as 

many other NNES students in class. Perhaps this could be explained by the fact that she attended 

a K – 12 British school and, consequently, may have not felt the same motivating sense of 

inadequacy with her English that so many of the other NNES students in class expressed to me 

during our interviews. Regarding her essays, when writing about the films in the course, her 

analysis and illustrations were marginally successful, generally clearly written, but a bit 

superficial and in need of more development. At the same time, she struggled with her 

organization and task compliance. For these reasons she received grades of “B” and “B-” on 

these essays. On the other hand, her essay about a print text in the course was, across the board, 

in analysis, evidential support, organization, and task compliance, predominantly unsuccessful. 

For this reason, she received a grade of “C” on this essay.  It should be noted that her grades 

during the semester were, on the whole, helped by her grammatical, mechanical, and stylistic 

proficiency as a writer, even if she fell short on several of the areas measured in this dissertation. 
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Table 4.09 

Overview of Sameera’s Strengths and Weaknesses in Her Essay Writing 

Essay 

Type 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Feature/ 

Effectiveness 

Grades 

Film Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Unsuccessful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

B, B- 

Print 

Texts 

Analysis/ 

Unsuccessful 

Support/ 

Successful 

Organization/ 

Unsuccessful 

Task 

Compliance/ 

Unsuccessful 

C 

 

4.3.4.1.1 Sameera’s Film Essays 

 For her second and third essays of the semester, the reader response and text in context 

essays, Sameera chose to write about The Namesake, since she said she felt a strong personal 

connection with the story as an international student studying in the United States. Overall, 

Sameera’s analysis, which was judged to be more often unsuccessful than successful, was most 

effective  when discussing her own personal experience, in the case of the reader response essay, 

or when presenting outside research, in the case of her text in context essay. However, with both 

essays, she failed to effectively analyze how these issues were presented in the film, which was 

an important task requirement. As an example, in the excerpt below (taken from the second body 

paragraph of her reader response essay about The Namesake), Sameera articulately underscores 
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the importance of food and cooking in the social fabric of her home country,  Kuwait, before she 

contrasts it with what she sees as its cultural insignificance in the United States:   

 Food and cooking is also one of the things that really grabbed my attention. In many 

 countries including United States of America, I have seen most people eating whilst 

 walking. Back in Kuwait, food was one of the most important things in life. Eating is the 

 time the whole family gathered together, the time where everyone talked and discussed 

 what happened the whole day. From the first day I came over here, I always see people 

 eating alone or even eating in ten minutes. 

 

Following this successful discussion, however, Sameera stumbles as she touches upon  

 

how these issues are presented in the film, The Namesake, below: 

 

.  Unlike Kuwait, or even India, as we see in The Namesake, the family gathers 

 together for lunch and dinner. The only difference between the movie and my life  is that 

 in the movie I felt like when there were sitting together they were more formal. That’s 

 maybe due to the fact  that Maxine was accompanying them and so don’t want her to feel 

 uncomfortable.    

 

Sameera does appropriately, to her credit, allude to a scene where Gogol, the main  

 

male character in the film, his girlfriend, Maxine, and parents, were eating together, and,  

 

in this way, provides the beginning of adequate, evidential support. However,   

 

since she includes so few details of how this scene is represented in the film she is unable to 

contrast its depiction of food’s social significance in Indian culture with her portrayal of food’s 

immense social importance in Kuwait.  A richer discussion would have been possible if she had 

included more details from this scene, such as Gogol’s father’s admission that his wife, Ashima, 

had been cooking for two days to prepare this authentic, home-made Indian meal for their son, 

Gogol, and his American girlfriend, Maxine. Since Sameera attended a British English school in 

Kuwait from grade K-12 and her spoken English was so strong, it seems unlikely to me that 

Sameera decided not to include these details due to a lack of understanding, for example, in the 

case of not comprehending Gogol’s father’s remark about the hard work his wife had done 

preparing for this meal. It also seems unlikely it was due to a lack of effort, based on some 
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comments Sameera made to me during our interview together, so there seemed to be other 

factors responsible for this which will be discussed in a later section of this focus study.   

For now, however, I would just like to emphasize that this paragraph, as written, glosses over the 

scene and, thus, fails to connect it with the main topic of her paragraph, the social importance of 

food in countries such as India and Kuwait, with the country she is currently studying in, the 

United States. In this way, the analysis and support in her essay were only marginally effective, 

and not without their shortcomings.      

 Regarding her organization, in her text in context and reader response essays, Sameera 

struggled in presenting the main ideas of her body paragraphs in her topic sentences. Moreover, 

the thesis statement for her text in context essay, as the example below will illustrate, was 

misplaced in her introduction:   

Culture difference and culture shock has been a major obstacle in many migrants’  lives. 

As a student coming from the other face of the globe, I must admit that I have been 

experiencing this whole culture shock since the first day in Tucson – both educationally 

and personally. As shown in “The Namesake,” the generation gap, family relations and 

all traditions and cultures are vastly different than those in the United States and so 

encourage many people from the older generation to go back to their home country. 

Moreover, as well as showing my point through the movie itself, I’ve got hold of some 

other sources that also support my point of view. In addition, I have also taken a fairly 

long interview with a Kuwaiti student that I will mention in more detail.      

 

 Wedged in between her introductory remarks about general themes of the film  

 

and a brief mention of her research methods at the end, her intended thesis statement  

 

above seems misplaced. It should be noted that since this was a research paper  

 

mentioning her research methods and sources of information made sense. However, their 

placement in this paragraph after the thesis was disorienting for me, even as an experienced 

NNES composition instructor who tries to exercise open-mindedness and appreciation for non-

western rhetorical organization patterns. My confusion largely stemmed from the two sentences, 
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which I would expect to be an elaboration on a point from her thesis, such as a comment about 

how she, as a young international student, can identify or not identify with the older immigrants 

who often come to the United States only to eventually leave for their home countries, as she 

mentions in her thesis. However, as written, transitioning from a thesis statement to a description 

of her research methods comes across as unexpected and disorganized.        

 Regarding her task compliance, although Sameera’s essays were long enough, she  

 

failed to meet task expectations in other areas. First, Sameera had difficulty composing a  

 

direct claim in her reader response essay’s thesis statement, as the example below  

 

will illustrate:  

 

 From an international student’s perspective of living abroad in the United States of 

 America, I think that “the Namesake” by Mira Nair has reflected a lot of things in my life 

 and life of other Kuwaitis living abroad. Those “small” human actions that have been 

 illustrated in the movie are mostly what stroke my attention as soon as I saw the 

 movie…Those tiny actions which some people might think of being unimportant  are 

 very significant and therefore decided to focus on. 

 

In the example above, even though Sameera successfully alludes to the culture shock  

 

she and her fellow Kuwaiti students are experiencing in the United States as an  

 

appropriate,  general, orienting topic for her introduction, similar to, as she alludes, to  

 

what the Ganguli family experienced in the film, there is still not a clear, debatable claim  

 

expressed in the thesis, which was an important expectation for this assignment. Many  

 

examples of direct, debatable thesis statements were given in class so I am not sure why  

 

Sameera struggled so much in this area, although Sameera’s admission to me during our  

 

interview that, although she wrote many academic English essays in high school,  

 

she was never required to write a thesis statement, may certainly be a contributing factor.  

 

However, since many other focus students had almost no experience writing  

 

academic essays in English before my class and were more successful in this area, it is  
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unlikely this is the only factor. More explanations will be offered in the final discussion  

 

section of this focus study.  

 

4.3.4.1.2 Sameera’s Print Text Essays 

 Sameera chose to write her textual analysis essay about the Anton Chekhov story, “The 

Darling,” since she told me she genuinely liked the story. Overall, her essay’s analysis about this 

story is unsuccessful, and frequently overwhelmed by evidential support, including extensively 

long summaries or quotations. These shortcomings are compounded by Sameera’s use of outside 

research for this essay, which was discouraged, although considered acceptable, if supplemented 

with a student’s own discussion. However, as the excerpt below, taken from the second 

paragraph of her textual analysis essay, illustrates after Sameera includes some secondary 

research describing an observation made by Tolstoy about the character Olenka, she fails to add 

her own commentary. Then, to weaken her analysis further, she provides a much too lengthy 

quotation from the story: 

 Tolstoy, the famous writer, in his own analysis of Olenka’s character, says that she is the 

 perfect wife. The following excerpts would provide us an idea why: 

 “And what Kukin said about the theater and the actors, she repeated. Like him she 

 despised the public for their ignorance and their indifference to art; she took part in the 

 rehearsals, she corrected the actors, she kept an eye on the behavior of musicians, and 

 when there was an unfavorable notice in the local paper, she shed tears, and then went to 

 the editor’s office to set things right…It seemed to her that  she had been in the timber 

 trade for ages and ages, and that the most important  and necessary thing in life was 

 timber; and there was something intimate and touching to her in the very sound of words 

 such as baulk, post, beam, pole, scantling, batten, lath, plank, etc.” 

 

In addition to this quote’s lengthiness, which was a general problem for her in this essay, in place 

of more valued discussion and analysis, the illustration itself is not without its problems. The 

final part of it, in fact, after the ellipse, comes from a different part of the story than the first part 

Sameera provides. In this way, it seems out of place in this paragraph and just dropped in 
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without a needed explanation of its context. Sameera experiences similar problems throughout 

her essay with limited analysis and too much textual support, including long summaries, and 

strings of lengthy quotations, which, at times, as the example above illustrates, she took from 

different parts of the story without informing the reader.    

 As with her essays about the film, The Namesake, Sameera struggled in her organization 

for her textual analysis essay. Her troubles started in her introduction shown below: 

 ‘The Darling’ is a short story exploring the themes of love, loss and oppression, a  

 story that tells the pitiful life of a young woman whose interests, opinion and life 

 depends on the person she loves. This Chekhov’s masterpiece, “The Darling,” is  an 

 oddly woven short story with quite subtle tone that provides the impression of ‘non-

 dynamism’ which means having many continues things or objects like friends of 

 husbands. Also, it had in its plot and characters yet provide critical view on how life 

 should not be lived through style of realism and ‘third person’ story telling. 

 Incredibly, was able to pose the question, without directly asking, “how should women 

 live their lives?” 

 

The organization of this paragraph makes it difficult to grasp the student’s thesis  

 

statement. The literary analysis presented in this introduction, including the use of terms  

 

such as “non-dynamism”  seems out of place in an introduction for this type of essay.  

 

It should also be noted that this language comes across as stylistically out of character for  

 

her, which suggests she may have received a bit too much help in writing this essay.  

 

More details about this will be provided in the general discussion section following the  

 

focus studies. Returning to the organization of her essay, the general funnel down structure,  

 

I, as an instructor in an American university composition class, expect to find in an  

 

introduction, where general orienting summary remarks about a text and the themes and  

 

issues it raises gradually lead down to a clear, focused thesis at the end, made reading this  

 

introduction disorienting. I base this claim on the way she provides highly literate analysis  

 

in her introduction, in place of more general orienting remarks, as well as ending her  
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introduction with a question for the reader, instead of a declarative claim about  

 

the text. Placing such a question earlier in her introduction, or perhaps, later in her essay,  

 

such as in her conclusion, would have created a more reader-friendly sense of  

 

organization. 

 

 Regarding her task compliance, although Sameera did exceed the minimum page  

requirement for this essay, she failed to provide a clear, debatable claim in a thesis  

statement. Furthermore, she seemed to do outside research in this essay without always giving 

credit to the scholars who provided it. These were both contrary to task requirements for this 

essay.    

4.3.4.1.3 Themes in Sameera’s Essays 

 Although her essays over the semester were, at times, marginally effective, particularly in 

the areas of analysis and evidential support in her film essays about The Namesake, overall, 

Sameera struggled with her analysis, support, organization and task compliance with her three 

major essays during the semester.  From the perspective of her grades she did improve from her 

first essay of the semester, an essay about a print text in which she received a “C”, with grades of 

“B” and “B-” received on her second and third essays of the semester, both of which were about 

films. In addition to the better grades she received in her film essays, overall, they seemed like 

more committed efforts on her part. 

4.3.4.1.4 Sameera’s Attitudes and Strategies  

 Sameera’s essays about film during the semester were marked, primarily, by analysis and 

support of mixed success, sometimes effective, other times, not so, and consistent struggles with 

organization and task compliance. On the other hand, when writing essays about print texts, 

Sameera produced, on the whole, ineffective analysis, support and organization, while also 
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failing to adhere to task requirements. These issues can be better understood by discussing some 

of the remarks Sameera shared during my interview with her. To begin, when I asked Sameera 

how she felt reading and writing about a story compared to watching and writing about a film, 

she offered the following thoughts: 

 The whole time...like in high school I used to write essays all about texts...not only like 

 stories but texts. It was the first time I watch a movie and write an essay about it so I 

 just wanted to write something different because I was just bored from all texts so I tried 

 the movie and I really liked it. 

  

After sharing these enthusiastic remarks with me, Sameera elaborated further on why it  

 

was more enjoyable for her to write about a film than a print text: 

 

 Maybe cause I like watching movies more than reading...maybe that's only me...I  don't 

 know but I prefer the movies. I really prefer the movie, even this semester.  But for 

 the text…I don't really like writing it…maybe cause I’m bored because from grade 

 nine I’m analyzing texts...like Shakespeare... so maybe I’m just bored. 

 

 In addition to her more obvious feelings of enjoyment and excitement in writing  

 

about a film compared to a print text, Sameera also told me the process is easier for her:  

 

I find the movie more easier…cause like for the text, I have to go look for the text and I 

have to…I don't know if it’s  just me or if I’m lazy [self-deprecating laughter which, to 

me was a bit ironic for Sameera as one of a highly select group of civil engineering 

students on scholarship from Kuwait, ] or something but we have to quote a lot...we have 

to give pages and…I find it easier to write the essay about  the movie cause I just talk, 

talk. Because I just explain the scene itself and then maybe quote like what they say in a 

small sentence or something.  

  

 Sameera’s explanation of the more comfortable, natural way she writes about film as a 

matter of just “talk, talk” was very enlightening for me. Equally interesting was Sameera’s 

insight, that, for her, although the process of writing about a film was easier than writing about a 

print text, thinking about and analyzing a film was more challenging:  

 When I watch a movie I have to see it more than once but with the book…I just have to 

 read it once and I know how to analyze it. I find it easier to…understand. I find it  easier 

 to analyze...and in the movie it’s really hard to make a point cause like in a text I can find 
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 may points to analyze...in the movie it is  harder to find a point to analyze. I find less 

 points.     

 

 Sameera clearly had more confidence and, simultaneously, and perhaps contradictorily, 

less enthusiasm for writing essays about print texts compared to films in the course. These dual 

reactions were reflected in her academic strategy of not reading “The Darling” again before 

writing her essay about it, perhaps, in part, since she felt she did not need to, as the interview 

except above suggests, and, very likely, did not want to, based on her previous admission that 

she felt bored from reading print texts since grade nine in Kuwait. Moreover, unlike several other 

focus students, such as Ali, Sameera decided not to discuss the story with her classmates before 

writing her essay. In addition, although Sameera did meet with me in a teacher-student 

conference before submitting the final draft for her textual analysis essay about “The Darling,” 

she did not bring much to the meeting. In fact, she had not started to write her essay before we 

met, and, as a result, the help I could offer her was limited. All of these academic strategies and 

attitudes seemed to contribute to what seemed to be a rushed, disengaged, and disorganized essay 

from Sameeera, particularly when compared to her film text essays, which, although, not without 

their problems, seemed like more engaged, committed efforts; this was reflected by her different 

academic strategies for writing these essays; whereas she only read “The Darling” once before 

writing her text essay, chose not to discuss it with classmates, and did not come prepared for her 

conference with me about it, with the film, she noted, she watched it a second time again and 

took notes while doing so, as her admission to me below reveals:  

 I had to watch it again to make notes or something so I watched it again. Yeah, it really 

 helped cause like when I watched it again my aim was to make notes…to take the 

 meaning. 

 

 Based on the excerpt above, it is clear Sameera’s process in watching the film a second 

time was an active, engaged one. As another indication of her more committed approach toward 
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her film essays, Sameera came better prepared in her teacher-student meetings with me about 

them, bringing, at least, partial drafts with her. For these reasons, I am not sure why, given her 

enthusiasm for writing about the film and her more rigorous academic strategies in doing so, her 

reader response and text in context essays were not more successful. Perhaps her earlier remark 

in which she confided not feeling as confident in analyzing a film compared to a print text 

(which makes sense, since it was a new experience for her) and the admission below, which she 

shared with me, could shed more light on this: 

 Writing has always been one of my fears…even since middle school, through high school 

 even now in college.  

 

Maybe these two factors, her generalized anxiety about English academic writing, and her 

feeling of inadequacy in being able to analyze a film, contributed to her inability to achieve more 

success with her film essays, which, although comparatively more successful in analysis and 

evidential support than her print text essay, still feel short in other areas, including organization 

and task compliance. 

4.4 General Findings from Focus Studies  

4.4.1 Summary of Focus Students’ Essay Results 

 Before discussing the common themes which emerged from the focus studies, to give the 

reader a quick picture of how these students fared overall, I would like to present a summary of 

their results in Table 4.10 and, then, Graph 1 below. 
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Table 4.10 

Summary of Focus Students’ Essay Effectiveness Results   

Essay Type Essay Feature Percent successful Percent unsuccessful 

Film Analysis 75 (6/8)  25 (2/8)  

Print Text        “ 2/8 (25%) 6/8 (75%) 

Film Support 4/8 (50%) 4/8 (50%) 

Print Text       “ 4/8 (50%) 4/8 (50%) 

Film Organization 6/8 (75%) 2/8 (25%) 

Print Text Organization 3/8 (37.5%) 5/8 (62.5%) 

Film Task Compliance 3/8 (37.5%) 5/8(62.5%) 

Print Text Task Compliance 4/8 (50%) 4/8 (50%) 

 

Graph 1 Summary of Focus Students’ Essay Effectiveness 

Results
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4.4.2 Themes from Focus Students’ Attitudes and Strategies 
 

 In the interest of contextualizing the summary findings offered in Table 4.10, as well as  

 

Graph 1, above, I would like to begin this section by discussing several common themes which  

 

emerged from the attitudes, approaches, and essays of the eight focus students, including: (a) all  

 

students claimed to enjoy watching films more than reading print texts; (b) students generally  

 

preferred writing about films compared to print texts; (c) students were divided about whether  

 

reading and writing about a print text was more beneficial for their English language  

 

development than watching and writing about a film; (d) common academic/learning strategies  

 

for writing about films. In addition to these four themes, focus students’ common  

 

academic/learning strategies for writing about print texts, as well as common features of their  

 

essays about films and print texts will be presented.    

 

4.4.2.1 Students Enjoyed Watching Films More than Reading Print Texts  

 

 Although some students expressed difficulties understanding the spoken dialogue,  

 

 there was still uniform agreement among the eight focus students that they found it more  

 

enjoyable to watch films compared to reading print texts. There were some common themes to  

 

explain this, including the idea that movies were easier to understand because of the cues  

 

provided by the music, sounds, visuals and actors’ performances. Here is an excerpt from Zhefu  

 

who comments on this perspective below:   

 

Because movies they have like sounds, visions and they're easier for you to understand   

they are trying to tell you and, easier, to understand the characters so when I was like, 

when I want to write a paper about it I have more, like, I understand this story and this 

characters more than when I was reading. Because when you just read it’s more difficult 

and more confused about the story because some stories they didn’t give you a very clear 

picture about what he or she, what the author wanted to write about ...For  movies…they 

showed it very clearly, like musical, visions, things. I just found movies are easier to 

understand.   



179 

 

 

Another student who felt films were easier to understand is Ali. He emphasizes that films are  

 

much less overwhelming to process than print texts below:  

 

While watching movie it’s easier for to get the idea from the author or the idea of that 

movie rather than reading and trying to analyze that text. Sometimes you don't know 

what the reading is about so you need to figure it out but the movie everything is 

clear…So many details in the written story and in movies they just pick two or three 

points to talk about so that's...you know...that's more helpful, I think. 

 

Jin Song also felt movies were easier to understand than print texts. In his case, he thought this  

 

was particularly true since he does not consider himself a good reader in any language. He  

 

expresses this idea below:  

 

 I’m not good at readings and others like those requires read a lot, like the “Sonny's 

 Blues” and “The Darlings” [“The Darling”] but those kinds include lots of  like readings, 

 reading the book. I don't like that and I think the movie is more visual, easier for me to 

 understand what they are talking about, what they are trying to say. 

 

A final category of opinion concerns the way students conceptualized reading as a tedious form  

 

of time-consuming “work” or “study.” Yingke expressed this feeling below: 

 

 But read a story I feel like hard work. You know, I don’t like to read story. Also, like 

 watch a film is about two hours but read a story maybe take me like four hours.  

  

Moustafa, below, shared similar feelings about reading print texts: 

 

 The reading for me is kind of boring. I don’t like reading.  

 

Many of the comments offered by the focus students resonate with the literature findings.  

Stempleski (1990), for example, has noted how the use of film in second and foreign language 

classes can appeal to students with a wide variety of academic, linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. This finding was borne out among my focus students who came, primarily from 

two sets of vastly different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, with four from China and four 

from the Arab world, including two from the United Arab Emirates, one from Saudi Arabia and 

one from Kuwait. Further, on this note Kasper (2000) has noted, film offers a strong emotional 
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appeal for non-native English speakers. This finding also seems to have been reflected in the 

reactions of many students, since, even for Ahmed, who indicated finding it easier to write about 

print texts than films, he, “develop[ed] a really good reaction [presumably emotional reaction]” 

from the movie.  In addition, for those students, such as Zhefu and Jin Song, who found it easier 

to understand the movies due to the cues offered by the sounds, music and visual, Kasper (2000) 

has noted that films allow course content to be more accessible to ESL students by providing 

graphic representations of what might otherwise be linguistically inaccessible material.   

For the students who thought of film as a more enjoyable, less painful contrast to reading 

their attitudes are also reflected in the literature. For example, Hall (2005) has noted: 

The communicative critique of traditional approaches to literature teaching stemmed 

from the perception that the study of literature is not always necessarily pleasurable or 

meaningful for all readers, despite the claims of its enthusiasts. A number of classroom 

studies across time and space have shown that classroom uses of literature put off at least 

as many students as they encourage (Hall 2003; Sarland 1991 for first language 

classrooms). (p. 51) 

 

 Based on the comments provided by students in the interviews it was clear many were in 

the same camp as the critics of literature in the ESL classroom noted by Hall (2005) above.  

4.4.2.2 Students Generally Preferred Writing about Films over Print Texts 

 Five out of the eight focus students preferred writing about a movie over writing about a 

print text. A common theme among the movie-preferring students was that watching and writing 

about movies was something new and exciting. Sameera expresses this attitude below:  

 The whole time...like in high school I used to write essays all about texts...not only 

 like stories but texts. It was the first time I watch a movie and write an essay about 

 it so I just wanted to write something different because I was just bored from all texts so I 

 tried the movie and I really liked it... 

 

The movie-favoring students also noted it was easier to remember the details of a film than a  

 

print text when it came time to write an essay. Ali explains this idea below: 
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 Because I read so many books but I can’t tell you anything about [them]. Maybe I can tell 

 you the main points of these books but I can’t tell you…I can’t give you a brief summary 

 of all details that going on in the books but when I see a movie…I can remember almost 

 three parts of that movie because visual things and my memorization. My memorization 

 is more likely to memorize visual things than written things.  

 

Although this next idea was only mentioned by one of the five movie-preferring students,  

 

Moustafa, it was interesting so I will include it here. Moustafa indicated he prefers writing  

 

about a movie over a print text because it is  easier for him to find helpful information about it  

 

online. He explains this idea below:  

 

 So the movies is easier for me to get the idea…and you can also go back and search for it 

 in the maybe famous website and you can see the people reviews about the movie. You 

 can see their opinions…You can get the information from many sources, but the story if 

 you search for it will get less answer I think or less information. Because I think people 

 see movie now more than they read, the young people.  

 

On the topic of students who preferred watching movies more but felt print texts were easier to  

 

write about, the single theme which emerged was that print texts provide more accessible content  

 

for evidential support and, as such, a faster route for meeting the minimum page requirement for  

 

an essay. Na mentions this idea below:   

 

I enjoyed watching the movies but for writing I felt more comfortable writing about 

stories. I think the articles have more content than the movies, like in the movie there's 

not so many sentences you can recite, cite?   

 

Along the same lines, Yingke explains not only does the more accessible content to cite help 

provide better evidential support but, as a bonus, it helps to make her essay longer and finish it 

more quickly, which was an important issue for many students:  

I think the reading a story maybe is much better than a film in writing because I can quote 

something and make the essay longer 

 

4.4.2.3 Varied Opinions about Which was More Helpful for Their English  

 There were varied opinions expressed by focus students in my interviews about whether 

films or print texts were more helpful for improving their English language abilities. However, 
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there were three major categories of opinions which emerged. For the opinion which had the 

most supporters, Zhefu, Ahmed, Na, and Jin Song, they saw benefits in both film and print texts. 

Zhefu describes this attitude below: 

For movies, they help you with your listening…reading just helps you with your reading. 

 You will try to understand that. It’s like study. Movies go deeper about the thing itself, 

 this thing, what happens. It’s not about the language or just words. It’s equally helpful, I 

 think.  

 

Ahmed, similarly, felt the benefits of the two tasks were fairly equal, as he describes 

below: 

For watching I guess it's improved my listening and writing I guess it's no difference than 

 reading from a book but it was only like enjoying...that was the only part. 

 

The second most common sentiment, expressed by Yingke, Ali and Moustafa, was that 

writing about a film was better. Moustafa, for example, explains below how the complex 

vocabulary of reading leads more to frustration than the acquisition of new vocabulary: 

For example, I read a sentence and there is two words I don’t know. I go search for the 

 meaning just to understand the sentence and I just forget about the meaning of the two 

 words maybe after one week. So, I don’t think it’s useful for me to get the meanings. So, 

 I don’t think it’s useful for me to learn English you can say. But the movie, I think, has 

 improved my listening. 

 

 Another interesting point about the benefits of watching movies over reading was  

 

suggested by Ali below who says he is given the opportunity to write more descriptively when  

 

writing about films:  

 

Yes, because…I was more descriptive to things that I see rather than I just...you 

 know...because when you have a book you can refer to it anytime. You just open the 

 book but the movie there are so many senses in the movie and if you want to go back 

 it’s hard to go back to a certain point in the movie itself. So, I think it was more helpful 

 to write about a movie than a story.  

 

Yingke also felt watching and writing about a film was better for her English development since 

it provided her with more motivation than reading and writing about a print text:   
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Like, watching the film again...maybe I don't like the film but I can enjoy the film, like 

 feel their emotions but like read a story ...I feel like hard work. You know, I don't like to 

 read story. I feel it's like a work, not my own thing so when I really want to do something 

 I think it's much help...helpful than the thing I don't like  

 

Sameera was the only one who clearly felt writing about a print text was better for her 

English than writing about a film, as she explained below: 

I think reading is better for improving my English, my vocab, and even the way I write, 

 reading is better but, like, yeah, I find it more helpful to read than watch a movie cause 

 like watching is like real life, it’s like slang but with reading no…I think it really 

 improves my English skills, even the way they write, like the punctuation, not only the 

 words. They really help. 

 

Sameera’s comments above expressing how reading helps her “vocab, and even the way I 

write…like the punctuation, not only the words,” addresses the concept of language usage which 

Widdowson (1978) distinguishes from language use in the following way, “usage involves a 

knowledge of linguistic rules, whereas use entails knowing how to use these rules for effective 

communication” (p. 3). In this way, Widdowson’s (1978) distinction mirrors Bachman’s (1990) 

distinction between grammatical competence and pragmatic competence. Returning to Sameera, 

for the most part, she seems to be addressing this idea of usage, particularly in her distinction of 

movies as “like slang, but with reading no…I think it really improves my English skill, even the 

way they write.” For her, then, the modeling of linguistic forms and rules by expert writers 

seems to be a helpful way for her to learn. Scholars, including Povey (1972) have long indicated 

these are benefits to using literature in an ESL classroom, “literature will extend linguistic 

knowledge by giving evidence of extensive and subtle vocabulary usage, and complex and exact 

syntax” (p. 187). Finally, as McKay (1982) continued on this line of argument, “Most present 

day literary texts assume that literature can provide a basis for extending language usage,” for 

which she provides the following example,  “vocabulary expansion is dealt with by attention to 

word forms and common expressions” (p. 529).  
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On the other hand, for students such as Moustafa, who felt overwhelmed by the complex 

vocabulary in the short stories in our class which he told me he spent, “many, many hours” 

looking up in dictionaries, it will be helpful to again reference McKay (1982). She stressed the 

importance of instructors’ choosing texts which are not too linguistically complex to avoid 

keeping students like Moustafa chained to their dictionaries, “The key to success in using 

literature in the ESL class seems to me to rest in the literary works that are selected. A text which 

is extremely difficult on either a linguistic or cultural level will have few benefits” (p. 531). As 

an option for sidestepping these linguistic obstacles McKay proposed an ESL teacher can, “select 

texts from literature written for young adults” and, “in addition to selecting literary texts that are 

stylistically uncomplicated, it is important to select themes with which the student can identify. 

Certainly, one common experience of most ESL students is their struggle with a language and 

culture with which they are unfamiliar” (p. 532). Unfortunately, for my students, since they were 

enrolled in a for-credit university composition course, instructors were saddled to the texts from 

a required anthology which were intended to be similar in complexity to the texts native speakers 

in like courses would read. Although I supplement these texts with outside short stories and 

films, most of the texts they read were still linguistically quite complex. Therefore, the 

vocabulary difficulties that students such as Moustafa expressed could not have been alleviated 

by the use of young adult literature as McKay (1982) recommended. Efforts were made by the 

instructor to pick texts which students could thematically identify with, such as, “Mrs. Dutta 

Writes a Letter” that depicts the struggles of an elderly Indian woman dealing with the cultural 

and linguistic struggles as she stays with her son, daughter-in-law and grandchildren in an 

upscale California suburb. However, this thematic connection didn’t stop students, such as 

Moustafa, from feeling frustrated and overwhelmed by the complex vocabulary which led him to 
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look up, “many, many words.” So, in this way, perhaps reading the print texts in the course was 

actually less helpful for him than watching and writing about the films, which reaffirms 

McKay’s (1982) claim, “A text which is extremely difficult on either a linguistic or cultural level 

will have few benefits” (p. 531).       

Finally, on the difficulties ESL students face in reading literary texts, McKay (1982) 

emphasized the importance of guiding students toward an aesthetic reading of a text, as opposed 

to an “efferent reading” (p. 535). McKay commented that Rosenblatt (1978) draws this 

distinction in the following way, “She [Rosenblatt] defines efferent reading (from the Latin ‘to 

carry away’) as reading in which the reader is concerned with what she will carry away” (p. 

532). In other words, “using a text to gain information” (McKay, p. 533). In aesthetic reading, 

however, Rosenblatt (1978) has argued, “the reader’s primary concern is with what happens 

during the actual reading” (as cited in McKay, 1982, p. 532). Furthermore, McKay (1982) 

contended, “What is most important to a reader in aesthetic reading is the enjoyment attained by 

interacting with the text. Usage comes into play only when it impedes or highlights that 

experience” (p. 533). Part of this enjoyment, McKay (1982) pointed out can come about by 

encouraging readers to create associations between their “word of experience to the text. After 

reading the passage, students might be asked if anything similar ever happened to them” (p. 535). 

Students, such as Moustafa, told me he only looked up words so he could understand the stories, 

so in this way, he seemed to be following an aesthetic approach toward reading the texts, since as 

McKay observed, “in aesthetic reading…usage comes into play only when it impedes” reading 

(p. 535). In addition, I, as the instructor, made efforts to encourage students to connect their own 

experiences to the characters they were reading about in the text, thus, the reader response essay 

in which students were required to do just this—compare and contrast the treatment of a theme 
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or issue in a text with their own. However, despite these efforts from students and the instructor 

to make the readings as painless and relevant as possible, many of the focus students still 

struggled, primarily with the difficult vocabulary, as was the case for Moustafa, or, the lack of 

motivation they presented, as was the case for Yingke. In this way, perhaps at least from the 

invaluable perspective of the language learners, they were truly less helpful for many of the 

focus students than the films they watched and wrote about in the course.    

4.4.3 Common Academic and Learning Strategies in Writing about Films  

 Before discussing the specific academic and learning strategies the focus students used in 

my class to write their essays, it would be better to begin by drawing some attention to these 

terms. According to Adamson (1993) “academic strategies” is conceptualized as including, 

“study skills such as reading, dictionary use, note-taking, use of research tools, organization, and 

studying for tests” as well as, “ways of completing assignments without high proficiency in 

academic English, and often with less than a full understanding of the material” (p. 71). As 

Adamson (1993) elaborated, “These limitations require special ways of taking tests, writing 

papers, and participating in class discussions” (p. 71). Furthermore, according to Scarcella and 

Oxford (1992) “learning strategies,” is a term used to characterize the skills and practices 

students resort to in order to complete assignments, are “specific actions, behaviors, steps, or 

techniques—such as seeing out conversation partners, or giving oneself encouragement to tackle 

a difficult language task—used by students to enhance their own learning” (as cited in Oxford, 

2003, p. 63). “Learning strategies” is a broader term than “academic strategies” because it 

includes unconscious strategies, like abstracting grammatical patterns from input. Adamson’s 

(1993) “academic strategies” correspond more or less to what Oxford (2003) has called 

“metacognitive strategies.” These concepts are highly relevant to this study, since it is the 
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researcher’s assumption that many of the focus students experienced difficulty understanding the 

written language in the print texts they read as well as the spoken language in the films they 

watch and, thus, turned to their own academic and learning strategies to try to overcome them. 

4.4.3.1 Repeating Viewing 

 Among the eight focus students re-watching all or parts of the film before writing an 

essay was the most common academic strategy, with four students re-watching parts and one 

student, an entire movie from start to finish. However, not re-watching any scenes before writing 

an essay, and instead, relying on memory was also a common approach, with three focus 

students doing this. The most frequently cited reason the five focus students provided for re-

watching parts or all of the film was to help them understand the dialogue. Yingke, one such 

student, explains her strategy below:   

I not watch it again for the whole film again before writing the essay but I find some 

parts? Yeah, some parts like they quarrelled to each other because they speak to quickly 

so I don't know what they quarreled (laughter) so I watched it again.  

 

Li-Yun Lin’s (2002) study, “Effective Learner-Centered Strategies for Extensive Viewing of 

Feature Films,” described challenges L2 learners face in understanding films because of such 

factors as what Yingke described above, vocabulary difficulties, slang, and pace of speech. She 

suggested students can try to overcome these obstacles by incorporating strategies adopted by 

Yingke, including repeat viewing. Lin (2002) also prescribed the use of “pre-reading film 

transcripts” and subtitles (p. 6). For the films in my course I did not provide a pre-reading 

transcript. In addition, course subtitles were not available for the two particular films in my 

course, however, there were closed captioning options for both. What is interesting, however, is 

that none of the eight focus students in my study watched the streamed copy of the films on our 

course website and, thus, were not able to take advantage of the closed captioning option. When 
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I asked, Moustafa, one of the students who admitted to having trouble understanding the 

dialogue and, consequently, watched some scenes repeatedly to try to understand them, why he 

did not watch the streamed version of the film on d2l with the closed captioning option, he told 

me the following:  

 Because I watched it only on YouTube, not the link for the class….because I’m more 

 used to YouTube it was easier to find  

 

Other students who reported difficulties understanding the spoken dialogue and chose not to re-

watch it on our class website with the closed captioning option, mentioned they were only 

interested in finding a subtitled version in their native language, like Yingke, who told me she 

looked for a version subtitled in Chinese and, Sameera, who looked for one in Arabic. With 

Sameera, however, it should be noted she looked for a film version with Arabic subtitles to 

practice her Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) only, since she speaks the Kuwaiti dialect as her 

native language and feels she does not get enough practice with MSA. It seems quite likely to me 

that many students who had trouble understanding the dialogue and watched certain scenes 

repeatedly to try to understand it, perhaps, wanted to practice their English listening skills. This 

claim is based, in part, on the fact that several focus study students mentioned that watching 

films, they felt, was an effective way to improve their listening skills.  

 The less common reason students went back to re-watch selected scenes was to write 

down dialogue for their evidential support. One such student, Sameera, who, incidentally, was 

the only student in this group to re-watch a film from start to finish, explains her logic for this 

strategy below: 

 When I watched it again my aim was to make notes, not to really watch, watch the movie 

 to take the meaning…cause I had like points in mind but I need the quotes so I had to 

 watch it. 
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 Among the three focus students who decided not to go back and watch it again, Ali, 

Moustafa and Zhefu, the most common theme was feeling that they could understand the main 

action and dialogue of the film, even if not every word, and remember it well when it came time 

to write their essays. Zhefu has an interesting comment about this strategy below: 

 Sometimes I had to guess what the actors are talking about….but it wasn’t a big deal. I 

 could still understand everything that was going on….because I felt I remembered certain 

 scenes I didn’t have to watch it again but I did check character names online.  

 

What is interesting about these comments is that they not only underscore some students’ higher 

tolerance for ambiguity but they also highlight another academic strategy of verifying character 

names and plot summary with online tools, such as Google, which Zhefu and Yingke used, and 

Wikipedia, which Moustafa used. This strategy of not re-watching scenes but, instead using 

online resources such as Google and Wikipedia to verify a film’s details, such as character names 

or important events, was adopted by two out of these three students.   

 Another interesting theme, which seemed to, at least, partially influence two of the three 

focus students, Ali and Moustafa, in choosing not to re-watch any of the film was that they 

suggested their teacher would not expect them to remember every detail of a film and, therefore, 

they would not be responsible for remembering them when it came time to write their essays. 

Here are Ali’s comments on this point below: 

 While watching a movie I think you don’t expect me to you know be focused on every 

 detail mentioned in the movie so I think meeting with friends was a solution for me to 

 keep track of the movie rather than watching it again because you have ….so many things 

 to do. 

 

Ali’s choice to meet with a friend to try to piece together any forgotten details was an intelligent, 

resourceful strategy. What these remarks interesting, however, are his expectations that I would 

not  expect him to “be focused on every detail mentioned in the movie” since those sentiments  

stands in stark contrast with Ali’s comments toward reading the print texts where he expressed 
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feeling overwhelmed by a story’s details and, what he presumed, was a need to remember all of 

them.  More details about this will be discussed in the next section of this chapter. 

4.4.3.2 Note taking 

 Another interesting theme was the relative lack of note taking among the students. Only 

three out of eight expressed doing so, although it should be noted that note taking during the 

viewing of the film in class was not promoted by the instructor since I wanted to encourage a 

more “aesthetic” (Rosenblatt, 1978) reading of the film. But, re-watching the movie, and taking 

notes during that time was strongly encouraged. Among the five focus students who did not take 

notes the most frequent reason given was stated by Ali who said: 

 I think when you watch a movie you just memorize every detail about the movie rather 

 than when you read something. When you read something you need to keep track in 

 every detail you read about and when you see visual things it’s easier to remember things  

 

In this excerpt Ali expresses his confidence that the visual details presented in a film will be 

more easily imprinted in his memory than those he reads in a print text. Without question, this 

confidence in visual recall seemed to be a strong factor in the decision of those students who 

chose not to take notes while watching the film.  

On a similar but slightly different note, another interesting reason for not taking notes 

was provided by Moustafa who told me:  

Writing about a movie was easier because there weren't many quotes or  

something to make you go back and check the movie, just something from your 

imagination and what you get from the movie  

 

In this way, clearly in addition to feeling confident about their visual recall, several focus 

students felt they simply would not be expected to provide the sorts of details, such as 

quotations, that would typically be expected in an essay about a print text. For this reason also, 

then, taking notes did not seem necessary. 
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 Regarding the three focus students who did decide to take notes, the main reason given 

was to write down quotations for evidential support, as stated by Ahmed below: 

 Yeah, I re-watched some parts of the movie and wrote down some quotes. I tried to look 

 up the text of the movie…but I couldn’t find so…I was pausing and trying to listen to the 

 words again and again. When I listen to the words I might not get the spelling and stuff 

 so getting the script could be much more reliable. 

 

Another focus student, Na, who took notes made a similar comment: 

 

 I went back to watch some parts again and wrote down some dialogue. 

 

Therefore, for the three focus students, Ahmed, Na, and Sameera, who seemed concerned with  

 

capturing the details of their evidential support accurately, at least the quotations from the film,  

 

taking notes was a helpful strategy. Regarding Ahmed’s comments about having the text of the  

 

film available to check the accuracy of his quotations, this would have been a helpful resource  

 

for me to make available to the students but during this course I was not able to do so.  It is 

 

noteworthy that two of the three students, Na and Sameera, who took notes while  

 

watching the film, were effectively able to supply supporting evidence in their essays; the one  

 

exception, Ahmed, seemed hampered by his difficulties understanding the spoken language in  

 

the film.  
 
4.4.4 Common Academic and Learning Strategies of Writing about Print Texts 
 
 Among the eight focus students, four prevalent academic/learning strategies for writing 

about print texts emerged from the interviews. These included returning to the print text and 

reading all or part of it again before writing an essay, note taking and highlighting, dictionary use 

and, finally, discussions with a classmate.  These four major strategies will be discussed below.   

4.4.4.1 Repeat Reading   

 While only five students reported watching all or part of a film again before writing their 

essays, seven indicated reading all or part of a story again. The most common reason the seven 
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students, Moustafa, Zhefu, Yingke, Ali, Ahmed, and Na, provided in the course of my interviews 

was to find quotes and other forms of textual evidence in support of a thesis or idea.   

  Na described a very methodical approach for rereading parts of the text in searching for 

textual evidence in support of her thesis: 

 I will come up with a… thesis statement and then I will divide it into three or four aspects 

 and I will name the aspect like one, two, three, or four and go back to the article and if 

 this sentence, if this paragraph or sentence look like the # 1, support my # 1, yeah, and I 

 will circle it, like # 1 and I reread all the sentences or paragraph, and I will give, not 

 many…not many paragraphs will have no relation to my thesis so I just skip, skip it, 

 yeah, so after that I have enough things to use in my article. 

 

Other focus students indicated similar strategies, although generally not as detailed, in skimming  

 

through the text searching for parts relating to the ideas for their essays.  

 

 Among the focus students who noted returning to the text in order to understand it better, 

Yingke said below: 

No, not read it again but like to find some paragraph that I remember maybe it's 

important and find it and read it again to understand better 

 

When I asked her whether this means she reads parts of the text again before writing her essay, 

she answered “yes.”  

 On the other hand, Zhefu explained a rereading strategy where he sought textual evidence 

and a better understanding of the text: 

 For “The Darling,” essay, I went back and read the story again, some certain parts, but 

 also to check quotes, and reread certain parts again to see what I could say about it 

  

Interestingly enough, the motivation among many of the focus students for rereading 

parts of the text before writing their essay was similar to that of the five focus students who re-

watched parts or all of the film. In both cases, students were seeking a better understanding 

and/or textual evidence. In the case of the print text essays, the most often cited reason for 

rereading was to find textual evidence, whereas, with the film essays, it was to obtain a better 
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understanding of the dialogue. The second most often cited reason for rereading parts of a print 

text were to gain a better understanding and, in the case of re-watching films, it was to write 

down dialogue for textual evidence. Film was the genre more focus students indicated as easier 

to understand than print texts. Therefore, it’s interesting that more focus students needed to re-

watch parts of a film to better understand it than who indicated needing to reread part of a print 

text to better understand it; the majority of students who reread parts of the print text did so in 

search of textual evidence and not increased understanding.   

 Incidentally, the one focus student who did not reread any of the text before writing his 

essay, Jin Song, shared his secret for doing this with me below: 

 The key thing...ah approach is like so...I need this paragraph. I'm think this will be 

important or interesting so I just copy this down and put it in the...blank document or file. 

I quote it and then later on when I write my essay I get to kind of chose my analysis of 

whether I need this or not. 

 

Since Jin Song wrote down all of his quotes the first time he read through the story it  

 

makes sense that he was able to write his essay without returning to the complete text.  

 

As mentioned previously in Jin Song’s focus study, however, ultimately this method 

 

proved only partially effective as it resulted in effective analysis but ineffective support.  

 

The likely cause for this disparity between the success of his analysis and support was Jin Song’s  

 

inability to anticipate all the claims he was going to make in his essay before beginning to write  

 

about it and, by extension, his inability to gather all his needed support for those claims on his  

 

first and only reading of “Sonny’s Blues.” This is what Jin Song attempted to do, however,  

 

which is not surprising because, as he told me during our interview, he strongly dislikes reading  

 

and, as a result, would probably only want to read a difficult text like “Sonny’s Blues,” one  

 

time. In this way, the goals of the strategy he describes above mostly seem to be   

 

potential time-saving and/or pain-saving. This brings to mind the innovation of several other  
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focus students who came up with creative strategies for not having to comprehensively review a  

 

film or print text before writing an essay. One previous example provided is Ali, who decided to  

 

discuss a film with a classmate as “a solution for me to keep track of the movie rather than  

 

watching it again because you have ….so many things to do.” In the case of rereading print texts  

 

Jin Song provides this innovative, time-saving and, perhaps, pain-saving strategy, at least for a  

 

student who professed not liking to read, enabling him to read a print text only one time.   

4.4.4.2 Note taking, Highlighting, and Underlining  

 All the focus students, with the exception of Moustafa, indicated taking some notes, or 

highlighting or underlining of a print text when while reading, which indicates that they 

generally did not feel comfortable simply relying on their recall of a story at essay writing time. 

The seven students had different strategies for their annotation of the text. Ali, for example, 

noted just writing down page numbers when he’s reading:  

I usually write the page number. When there is something important in the page, I just 

write the page number so I can refer to the page when I write the essay because you know 

so many details, so many events you need to pick important and events that you know 

represent the idea that you are writing about so I used that method. Writing page numbers 

in a separate page. 

 

Ali explained further that this helps him know what he should read when he reviews the print 

text again before writing his essay. 

An interesting strategy and insight on this topic was provided by Sameera, who said:  

When I read I highlight when I'm reading. That's how I do it. Like some people...I don't 

know they read it and then they analyze but I analyze it when I'm reading. I don't  

 know it's like I get bored [laughter]. I don't like to read it more than once.  

What is interesting about this comment is that it seems to fit into the category of the time-

saving/pain-saving strategies employed by Jin Song and Ali. As a student who feels bored with 

reading literature, Sameera’s highlighting and thoughtful analysis on her first reading is smart. 
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Although Sameera does have to return to the text to look at the sections she’s underlined, 

performing her deep thinking about it on her first reading seems as if it will make her second 

experience with a text relatively short and easy. 

 I would also like to note it is not surprising to me that, compared to films, such a high 

proportion of focus students, seven out of eight, took notes about the print texts. After all, since 

the print texts in the course were so lexically dense, simply relying on a recall of significant 

textual passages would be a risky strategy at essay writing time. On the other hand, since films 

are stories mostly told in pictures, it also makes sense that only three focus students, which 

compared to the print text note takers is a relatively small number, decided to take notes while 

watching the films in the course.    

 As an interesting aside, the one student who decided not to do any annotation of the story 

while reading, Moustafa, told me he simply relied on his memory when it came time to write his 

essay. This is not altogether surprising, however, since, as will be described in the “Common 

Features of Film and Print Text Essays” section of this chapter on the pages to follow, this is 

often emphasized in Arabic schools (Farag, 2003; Torres, 2006). Moustafa’s excerpt is below: 

No, it was just memory. I don’t usually put something in the book or write a note or 

something. 

 

After sharing this strategy with me, Moustafa told me that he likes to sell clean copies of his 

textbooks back to the bookstore when he is finished with them and that is why he doesn’t like to 

write in them. 

4.4.4.3 Dictionary Use 

 All focus students, with the exception of Jin Song, used bilingual dictionaries to look up 

some vocabulary words when they were reading the print texts.  
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4.4.4.4 Discussions with a Classmate 

 Moustafa and Ali were the two focus students who mentioned discussing the print texts 

with each other before writing their essays. None of the other focus students acknowledged using 

strategy. 

4.4.4.5 Too Much Help 

 

 One final strategy worth mentioning is receiving too much help with essay writing.  

 

As mentioned in their focus studies, Ahmed, for his reader response essay about “Mrs. Dutta  

 

Writes a Letter” and Sameera, for her textual analysis essay about “The Darling,” seemed to  

 

receive too much help. For Sameera, much of the language in her essay,  

 

including such terms as,  “non-dynamism”,  came across as stylistically out of character for her,  

 

which is why I feel she may have received too much help in writing this essay, although I’m not  

 

sure in what specific capacity. Ahmed’s reader response essay had similar stylistic  

 

characteristics, including this paragraph: 

 

Normally I would have appreciated the life of Shyamoli and scorned Mrs. Dutta’s 

thinking of the former as the product of the long battle for a more egalitarian society   

where women can be successful like men. Mrs. Dutta’s principles and ways of doing   

things, on the other hand, are those of another age, if not obsolete already, and from a   

culture where male and female equality appear to be a distant concept. 

 

The stylistic sophistication and elevated vocabulary of this writing, which was featured 

throughout Ahmed’s essay, was, as with Sameera, indicative to me of a student who may have 

received too much help. Although I’m not sure in what specific capacity this may have occurred, 

since students were not prohibited from using outside texts, such as websites or articles offering 

plot summaries and analysis, it is possible that these students supplemented their own writing 

with the ideas from such resources a bit too much; as a result, their own unique writing voices 

and styles may have been lost in the process. What is interesting about this finding is that it only 
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occurred with the print text essays. For the film essays, I was never under the impression that any 

of the focus students’ writers’ voices were submerged by outside source material.  

4.4.5 Common Features of Film and Print Text Essays  

4.4.5.1 Analysis  

 For six of the eight focus students, Zhefu, Yingke, Ali, Moustafa, Ahmed, and Na, a 

common film essay feature was succeeding in analysis.   The students’ success with their film 

analysis seems to be related to a multitude of factors including, perhaps, their familiarity with the 

themes and cultural background of The Namesake film. As Clarke (1980) pointed out, familiarity 

with the content of study can compensate for limited language proficiency. In this case, since 

Zhefu, Moustafa, Ahmed, and Ali all told me they could understand and relate to the experiences 

of the Indian couple in the film The Namesake, who left their home country to start a new life in 

the United States, it probably made understanding the major themes of the film easier.  

 With the print texts in the course, students were far less successful with analysis. In fact, 

only Jin Song and Na provided successful analysis in their print text essays. Regarding students’ 

familiarity with the themes of the films and texts in the course, I, as the instructor, tried to make 

them equally accessible to students. For the film in the course which students most frequently 

wrote about, The Namesake, there were two print texts which addressed similar themes, Chitra 

Divakaruni’s “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter,” and Gish Jen’s “What Means Switch.” The other film 

in the course, Life Lessons, addressed conflicts in relationships between men and women. For 

this film there were accompanying texts which focused on similar issues, Chekhov’s “The 

Darling,” Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues,” and Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants.” The 

film, Life Lessons, and its thematically accompanying texts, generally did not seem to be as 

deeply understood by students as the texts which dealt with issues of immigration and cultural 
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adaption. For this reason, I don’t think the students’ familiarity with the cultural topics in the 

course gave them a greater advantage when writing about films compared to print texts, since the 

topics and themes in each unit in the course were similar, regardless of the film or print genre of 

the text.       

 Another plausible explanation for the focus students’ success with analysis in their essays 

about films in the course, particularly compared to their print texts essays where the majority of 

students were only marginally effective, could be that the task of writing an academic essay 

about a film was not a traditional, familiar one for these students, since none of the focus 

students had written academic essays about film before our class. For this reason, writing about a 

film may have helped the focus students break free of their previous academic frame, perhaps 

reshaping the way they thought about the purpose of their film essay, not as an opportunity to 

demonstrate knowledge to their teachers, including what they learned about a text they read, but 

instead as a chance to engage in critical, independent thinking. To contextualize this claim, 

Ahmed, Ali and Moustafa, for example, said during our interviews that their previous academic 

background in Saudi Arabia, for Ahmed, and the United Arab Emirates, for Ali and Moustafa, 

focused mainly on memorization and test-taking. Moreover, literature about the academic culture 

in the Arab world bears this out, that pedagogy favors imparting knowledge to students to 

prepare them for tests and graduation exams instead of practices which would develop more 

critical thinking (Farag, 2003; Torres, 2006). Ahmed also noted that most of the writing he did 

on his school tests was for the purpose of  demonstrating knowledge to his teachers, not to 

express his critical opinion on an issue. Meanwhile, for the focus students from China, the 

history and importance of standardized testing in education has been traced back to the Han 

Dynasty 2000 years and continues to this day (Cheng, 2008). Standardized tests, such as these, 
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generally focus on information students have acquired and not critical thinking and personal 

expression, which are the cornerstones of the essays students write in our class. For these 

reasons, the introduction of the film essay assignment, which had no connection with the focus 

students’ previous academic experiences, may have allowed them to break free from their 

demonstrating knowledge to teachers or test correctors frame, and, instead focus more on the 

critical thinking of larger, conceptual issues. It is also worth noting in this section that the similar 

features of the eight focus students’ academic traditions, in the Arabic-speaking Middle East and 

China, may help explain the lack of cross-cultural differences found in the focus students’ film 

analysis. As previously noted, for six of the eight focus students, three of four Middle Eastern 

students and three of four Chinese students, a common essay feature was successful analysis 

with film. This is likely due, in part, to the academic traditions these students brought to the 

classroom which, despite the obvious geographical and linguistic differences between China and 

the Middle East, were found to be similar. 

Considering another, more specific aspect of the focus students’ previous academic 

backgrounds that may have contributed to their predominantly successful analysis in their film 

essays could be their previous English language education, particularly with writing. According 

to many focus students, including Na, Sameera, and Ali, their English teachers in their home 

countries would predominantly focus on  grammar, vocabulary and correct linguistic forms in the 

generally short writing assignment the students did and less on personal expression and critical 

thinking. Although I always tell my students that content and organization are the most important 

criteria for me when grading their papers, as a statement of Writing Program policy, but also as a 

way to help them concentrate as much on what they’re saying as how they’re saying it, I still 

often find NNES composition students focus too much on grammar and linguistic form in their 
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first drafts and not enough on content and ideas. However, I observed with their essays about 

films in my conferences with them they seemed less focused on those immediate linguistic 

concerns and more focused on the content for their essays. In this way, writing about film, as a 

new academic activity for them,  may have taken them out of their previous English class 

frame’s focus on correct grammatical and linguistic forms with little attention given to the 

expression of their critical thinking.  

Conversely, in the same way that films may have enabled students to break free of their 

traditional approach toward writing essays, print texts may have had the opposite effect. Perhaps 

these assignments were associated in their minds with their previous academic experiences 

which, as described in the two paragraphs above, overall, seemed to focus more on memorization 

and a demonstration of what was learned to teachers and test correctors. This mindset would 

have worked against the higher level thinking students needed to embrace in order to provide 

successful analysis in their essays. 

     The relative sparseness of film which, as Zhefu pointed out, helped him focus more on the 

themes and issues presented than in a print text, is a final possible contributing factor I’d like to 

mention:  

 Reading just helps with reading skills. You will try to understand that and it's like 

 studying but movies make me think more about this thing, what happens not just about 

 language or words  

 

As Zhefu pointed out about movies, without the overwhelming amount of complex grammar and 

words to try to understand, he can concentrate more on the main idea of the story and, therefore, 

lend more cognitive resources toward analysis. On the other hand, the cognitive resources that 

were utilized to understand, as Zhefu said, “the language and words,” of print texts may have 

limited the extent to which focus students were able to engage in a more thoughtful analysis. 
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 A final contributing factor for the two students who struggled with analysis in their film 

essays and, five, with their print text essays could be the students’ rhetorical traditions. As an 

example, Sameera, was only able to offer vague, fuzzy analysis in the introduction of her reader 

response essay below:  

 From an international student’s perspective of living abroad in the United States of 

 America, I think that “the Namesake” by Mira Nair has reflected a lot of things in my life 

 and life of other Kuwaitis living abroad. Those “small” human actions that have been 

 illustrated in the movie are mostly what stroke my attention as soon as I saw the 

 movie…Those tiny actions which some people might think of being unimportant  are 

 very significant and therefore decided to focus on. 

 

Ostler (1987) concluded that two primary rhetorical features in Arabic writing  

 

are coordination and repetition, while Koch (1981) stressed that the repetition of ideas is more  

 

important in Arabic persuasive writing than logical argumentation. In this excerpt above,  

 

although Sameera does begin by stating her thesis in general terms, “I think that the Namesake  

 

has reflected a lot of things in my life and life of other Kuwaitis living abroad,” she then repeats  

 

it in the two paraphrased forms below: 

 

Those “small” human actions that have been illustrated in the movie are mostly what 

stroke my attention as soon as I saw the movie…Those tiny actions which some people 

might think of being unimportant  are very significant and therefore decided to focus on. 

 

This pattern suggests to me that she may have been transferring her L1 rhetorical  

 

patterns here which was problematic. Although her writing here has an endearing, almost  

 

musical quality, the emphasis seems more on the musicality of the language than the clarity of  

 

the analysis. More details about the possible influence of L1 rhetorical patterns will be provided  

 

in the Supporting Evidence discussion section below. 
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4.4.5.2 Supporting Evidence  

 The second most common feature of students’ essays about film was a lack of success 

with supporting evidence. In fact, four focus students, Zhefu, Moustafa, Ahmed, and Ali faltered 

with their supporting evidence and Sameera was only marginally successful. 

 The reason Moustafa, Zhefu, Ahmed, and Ali were not able to more effectively support 

their analysis, at times, seemed to mostly be a result of ineffective academic strategies and, also, 

misunderstanding. It’s no surprise the three focus students who didn’t re-watch any portion of 

the movie they were writing about before beginning their essays, Moustafa, Zhefu, and Ali, had 

trouble providing adequate supporting evidence. For the finer details of the film these students 

generally relied on their memory which didn’t seem to be an effective academic strategy. The 

one student who did re-watch parts of the movie again before writing his essay, Ahmed, 

acknowledged having difficulties understanding the spoken dialogue, even to the extent of 

searching for a copy of the script online. For these reasons, it’s likely his difficulties in providing 

adequate supporting evidence were at least partially rooted in his trouble understanding the 

dialogue. 

 On the topic of print texts, Na was the only student who was highly successful with her 

supporting evidence. Yingke, Zhefu, and Sameera were marginally successful and Ali, Moustafa, 

Ahmed, and Jin Song were more often unsuccessful in providing supporting evidence. It should 

be noted that the main criteria for success in supporting evidence was whether there was enough 

of it to support a claim being made and whether it matched the claim itself. Therefore, an 

overabundance of textual support in the form of extremely long quotations or summaries of plots 

did not in and of itself count as a form of ineffective support; only if the support didn’t match the 
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claims it was following would it count as ineffective in these cases. The issues of students 

providing too much supporting evidence, however, will be discussed later in this section.  

 Seven of the eight focus students reread and annotated portions of their print texts before 

writing their essays, which on the surface seems as if would have provided more students with 

strong supporting evidence in their essays. However, a common pattern that emerged was that 

the surface level, self-evident claims in the students’ essays were often well-supported, often too 

much so, with excessively long quotations and summaries of plot, whereas, the more 

sophisticated, subtle observations, which would have required quite a bit of searching for 

evidence, were frequently lacking. This was the case with Zhefu, Ahmed, Sameera and Ali. For 

example, in Zhefu’s textual analysis essay about “The Darling,” his deepest observation about 

the text was that Olenka had more than maternal feelings for the young boy, Sasha, she was 

taking care of in the story. On this point, Zhefu wasn’t able to provide evidence but on more 

superficial observations he was.  

 Another interesting theme was that several students, Moustafa, Ahmed, and Jin Song had  

 

problems matching claims and supporting evidence. For example, after Jin Song made an  

 

interesting claim in a body paragraph of his textual analysis essay describing how “Sonny’s  

 

brother wants to be integrated into the white man’s life,” he offered an extensive and unrelated  

 

illustration from the text: 

 

 Facing this situation, Sonny becomes indignant. He could not help but ask his brother. 

 “Well you know, why do people suffer? Maybe it is better to do something to give it a 

 reason, any reason.”….It’s terrible sometime inside, that’s what’s the trouble. You walk 

 these streets. Black and funky and cold, and there’s really not a living ass to talk to, and 

 there’s nothing shaking, and there’s no way of getting it out—that storm inside. You 

 can’t talk it and you can’t make love with it, and when you finally try to get with it and 

 play it, you realize nobody’s listening. So you’ve got to listen. You got to find a way to 

 listen.”   

 

As discussed in his focus study, although this quote above is an interesting one from the Baldwin  
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text, it fails to support his main claim about Sonny’s brother wanting to integrate into the “white  

 

man’s world” and, instead, supports  Jin Song’s secondary observation that Sonny was indignant,  

 

an idea not central to this paragraph. In this way, the support does not effectively match the  

 

claim.     

 

 Drawing from the literature, a contributing factor for students’ struggles with supporting 

evidence in film and print text essays could be the students own various rhetorical traditions. 

Regarding the specific L1 backgrounds of the focus students in this study, Fagan and Cheong 

(1987) and Ostler (1987) respectively found that Chinese and Arabic native speaking students 

frequently transfer their L1 rhetorical patterns when writing in an L2.  In addition, Connor and 

Lauer (1988) noted, “in academic composition in Anglo-American educational 

environment…rhetorical argumentation needs to be based on ‘the structure of reality’…that is, 

examples, illustrations, analogies, and metaphors” (as cited in Hinkel, 1999, p. 91). In contrast,  

Hinkel (1999) claimed, “In the communities that embrace Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist 

philosophical precepts, the Anglo-American need for rhetorical objectivity and persuasion is 

often perceived to be artificial, cumbersome, and unnecessary (Bloom, 1981; Kincaid, 1987; 

Scollon, 1994)” (p. 92). In this case, perhaps Zhefu and Jin Song’s L1 traditional rhetorical 

notion that overt persuasion, including explicit evidential support for claims may not have been 

deemed necessary.     

4.4.5.3 Organization  

 All focus students, with the exception of Zhefu and Sameera, were mostly successful in 

the organization of their film essays. For print text essays, Na was highly successful, while 

Moustafa and Jin Song were mostly successful. On the other hand, Yingke had significant 

organizational problems with the introduction in her essay about “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter”, 
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Ali struggled with body paragraph organization, especially topic sentences, and Ahmed failed to 

separate his ideas into multiple body paragraphs. He provided only two, which wasn’t enough. 

Sameera’s introduction was disorganized and the illustrations she provided in her body 

paragraphs were sometimes taken from different parts of the story and placed together. Finally, 

Zhefu included a lengthy quotation in the introduction for his text in context essay about “The 

Darling,” and didn’t supply a thesis statement until the third body paragraph. 

 The fact that the focus students were so successful organizationally with, at least in one 

genre, should not be considered surprising in light of Fakhri’s (1994) study comparing the 

rhetorical writing patterns of 30 Arab and Non-Arab students, whereby no significant differences 

between the NNES writing of Arab and Non-Arab students were found “except for the number 

of instances of coordination with and” (p. 81). In fact, Fakhri (1994) noted: 

 Eighteen essays (out of thirty) clearly exhibit paragraph structure similar to what might 

 be expected in an acceptable English text (i.e., with a topic sentence, supported by 

 details, examples, and so forth). Coordination appears mainly in the elaboration of 

 examples and supporting detail within the paragraph. This seems to be true even in the 

 case of weak essays with a high frequency of coordination. (p. 81)   

 

 The reason the students’ capacities for successful organization were only achieved in 

essays about film, however, requires more explanation. To begin to understand this, it will be 

fruitful to discuss their academic strategies. For the students who were able to successfully 

organize their film essays, Yingke, Ali, Moustafa, Ahmed, Na and Jin Song, a common academic 

strategy was that they were all prepared for their writing conferences, having completed drafts in 

hand and sometimes meeting me for more than one conference.  Several of these students, 

including Yingke, Na, and Jin Song, also completed more than two drafts. Organizational issues 

are frequently addressed at the later drafting stages so it makes sense that extra drafting was able 

to take care of this issue. As Peter Elbow (1973) stressed about revision,  "[it] means figuring out 
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what you really mean to say, getting it clear in your head, getting it unified, getting it into an 

organized structure, and then getting it into the best words and throwing away the rest" (p. 38). 

In the case of the students who were less successful in organizing their film essays, Alex and 

Sameera, both students, were not as well prepared for their writing conferences and, 

moreover, both completed only two drafts, which met the minimum requirement for the essay 

but which, was, perhaps, not enough for them to produce a finished, well-organized essay.  

 The reason such a high percentage of the focus students, five out of eight, struggled  

with organization in their essays about print texts, I believe, cannot be attributed to conference 

preparation or revision, since focus students were equally prepared for these conferences and 

did write multiple drafts. Instead, I believe the complexity of the print texts in the course, 

which, as discussed earlier, can be extremely difficult for NNES students to understand was a 

major factor. Simply put, if students do not have clear ideas in their minds about the texts they 

read, their essays’ organization would be likely to reflect this lack of clarity. For other 

students, such as, Ahmed, Ali and Zhefu, I believe the lengthy quotations and plot summaries 

in their textual illustrations confused them, whether in the case of ineffective topic sentences 

for Ali, or a lack of paragraph breaks for Ahmed or an introduction with a lengthy textual 

illustration and an omitted thesis statement, in the case of Zhefu. The lengthy, lexically dense 

quotations these focus students included in their essays often touched upon several different 

themes, so, it seemed, in the case of Ali, virtually impossible to have incorporated these many 

themes into a clear topic sentence. In the case of Ahmed, I can imagine the difficulty of trying to 

break up his body paragraphs, with their extensively long quotations into smaller body 

paragraphs. For him, trying to identify a main point from a portion of his essay must have been 

extremely difficult with the myriad issues raised in the extensively long quotations he provided.  
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Finally, with Zhefu, his lengthy quotation about the brilliance of “The Darling,” in his 

introduction seemed to become the focus of his opening paragraph, since he omitted his thesis 

statement from it and, instead, ended with a reiteration of the greatness of the text. In this way, 

for all three of these students, the long quotations and plot summaries provided seemed to create 

a barrier to more effective organization.  

4.4.5.4 Task Compliance  

 Zhefu, Ali, Moustafa, Sameera and Jin Song failed to comply with at least one major task 

requirement for their film essays, while Zhefu, Yingke, Ahmed, and Sameera fell short with their 

print text essays. The most common stumbling block was minimum page length. Zhefu, Ali and 

Moustafa fell short in this area with the film essays and Zhefu and Yingke with print text essays. 

For me, this issue was understandable, considering many students expressed the need to finish 

their essays quickly since, as Ali, said “so many things to do.” Since writing an academic essay 

in a second language is a time-consuming process, by shortening their essays, these focus 

students could have saved themselves valuable time for their generally demanding academic 

schedules. It should be noted, though, most students’ essays were not far short of the minimum 

page requirements, except for Zhefu’s reader response essay, which was one and a half pages 

short of the minimum. 

 The other areas of task compliance failure were more random. In the print text essays, 

Ahmed, for example, offered only two body paragraphs in his essay. Sameera, on the other hand, 

seemed to include secondary research in her text in context essay without always giving credit to 

the scholars who provided it. She also failed to include a debatable claim in her reader response 

essay. However, in this case, this did not seem to be a deliberate neglect on her part. With the 

film essays, Jin Song failed to include illustrations for the analysis in his text in context essay. 
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This, however, was not due to neglect, since he told me he didn’t know it was needed. As 

mentioned in his case study I believe this confusion stemmed from him missing his writing 

conference with me. 

4.5 Comparison of NES and NNES Student Essays 

 Thirty NES print text and film essays, as well as 30 NNES print text and film essays, 

were analyzed and coded to determine whether they were predominantly successful in the areas 

of analysis, support, organization and task compliance. Before presenting the results of this 

analysis, however, I would like to provide more background for the reader. Although numerous 

excerpts have already been provided in this chapter from focus students’ essays of successful or 

unsuccessful writing I would like to provide examples from NES student writing. This will be 

given to help the reader understand how NES student essays were judged to be successful or 

unsuccessful in the areas of analysis, support, organization and task compliance which are 

quantified and presented in Table 4.11 and Graph 2 earlier in this chapter. Although the criteria 

for judging successful or unsuccessful writing by NES and NNES students did not differ, I 

believe, these excerpts below will help clarify many questions a reader may have about the 

categorization of data. 

4.5.1 Excerpts of NES Analysis 

4.5.1.1 Films 

The first excerpt below is taken from an NES student’s textual analysis essay about the short 

film, Life Lessons. In this case the student offers effective analysis on how the protagonist in the 

film, a famous, avant-garde painter named Lionel Dobie, throws himself into a cycle of torrid 

relationships with his assistants not for the sake of love but for fueling his artistic inspiration:  

Therefore, it is not the tragedies in his life that make art great, but it is the commotion 

from his relationships that his art thrives off of. Even though Lionel [told] his assistants 
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that he is offering life lessons on art, he really is receiving life lessons from them. He 

learns to experience different emotions that he has and splatters them onto his canvas. He 

experiences jealousy when Paulette sleeps with another guy, he learns about deceit when 

he humiliates himself for Paulette and he experiences sorrow when Paulette finally leaves 

him. From all these sentiments, he creates magnificent art. 

 

Since the NES student provided articulate, thoughtful analysis above on significant themes in the  

 

short film, the forces that drive an artist to greatness, it was judged as an example of successful  

 

analysis.   

The next excerpt below, also taken from an NES student’s textual analysis essay about  

Life Lessons, was determined to be unsuccessful:  

 When he picks up his assistant, Paulette, from the airport she is not particularly glad to 

 see him. She reacts with annoyance and initially announces very decidedly that she will 

 not be going back to live with him. To this, Lionel does not seem to be too surprised and 

 calmly tell her she has nowhere else to go. Lionel is so easily exerting his power over her 

 because she and her boyfriend recently broke up, and is most likely quite vulnerable. 

 Therefore, he eventually breaks her down and she agrees to temporarily stay with him 

 under one condition that they are not to have a physical relationship. By now allowing  

 Paulette to be the main focus of his life, he is setting himself up for failure. This is a 

 woman who is not in the least bit interested in him beyond his artistic ability, although at 

 one point she was. Hence, the absence of her love has lowered his self-esteem so much 

 that he basically grovels for her to return and puts up with any drama that Paulette brings.  

 

In this instance, the student extensively describes the opening scenes of the film in which the 

famous Jackson Pollack-stylized artist, Lionel Dobie, goes to the airport to pick up his live-in 

assistant and latest romantic obsession, Paulette. The power of Lionel over Paulette, a young 

aspiring artist shown to believe that living with a great artist like Lionel may help her become a 

better painter herself, is also demonstrated. In addition, the desperate emptiness of Lionel Dobie, 

who is shown in the film to cycle through one tempestuous, but ultimately doomed relationship 

after another with his assistants, are offered in these comments, “By now allowing Paulette to be 

the main focus of his life he is setting himself up for failure.” Further insights are offered at the 

bottom of the paragraph about the humiliation Lionel is willing to endure as a cost of his 



210 

 

unrequited romantic obsessions. The problem is that, although this analysis has potential, it was 

ultimately judged unsuccessful since it is unfocused, undeveloped, and ultimately overwhelmed 

by the extensive plot summary in this paragraph.     

4.5.1.2 Print Texts 

 The third excerpt below, from an NES student’s textual analysis essay about “Sonny’s 

Blues,” is an example of successful print text analysis: 

 Being brought back to such a dreaded place, Sonny encounters despair and loss of hope. 

 He returns to playing jazz music as an attempt to avoid the suffering in Harlem. Sadly, 

 Sonny discovers that playing music sober is no longer sufficient to avoid the suffering. 

 To escape the reality, Sonny reaches an all-time low by trying heroin “to make [himself] 

 feel in control” (Baldwin 54) of both his life and music. While taking heroin, Sonny felt 

 as if he was improving his music, while avoiding the suffering and failures of his life. 

 

In this instance, critical thinking, a cornerstone of successful analysis, was demonstrated by the  

 

student as he offered meaningful observations on the “despair and loss of hope” in  

 

1940’s, 1950’s Harlem. This “dreaded” environment, as the student claims, often  

 

made an artistic solace such as jazz, at least in the case of Sonny, a painfully inadequate spiritual  

 

remedy for the pain it caused; at the same time, drugs such as heroin, as the student points out, 

 

became a tempting source of relief, and ultimate trap, for Sonny and so many others. Since these  

 

clearly expressed insights highlight significant themes of the text this was judged to be  

 

successful print text analysis. 

 

The final excerpt below, from an NES student’s textual analysis essay about “Sonny’s 

Blues,” is an example of unsuccessful print text analysis: 

 Six months pass and she meets a veterinary surgeon. She attaches herself to him and this 

 is apparent because one day during dinner she talks about his profession and embarrasses 

 him. He seizes her hand and in the following passage tells her not to talk about things that 

 she does not understand and that she is annoying him, “I’ve asked you before not to talk 

 about what you don’t understand. When we veterinary surgeons are talking amongst 

 ourselves, please don’t put your word in. It’s really annoying.” (148) this implies that she 

 had already previously tried to pretend to know what his job was about. She probably 
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 tried to give her input about veterinary affairs before, but only because she loves him so 

 much and wants to be involved in his life. After all of this he leaves to Siberia and 

 Olenka is once again alone. As time went on she started to lose her beauty and the only 

 thing she had left was love in her heart to give. She had no one to love but her cook, and 

 whatever Mavra the cook said she agreed, “And so it was, day after day and year after 

 year, and no joy, and no opinions. Whatever Mavra, the cook, said she accepted.” (149) 

 

The analysis in the body paragraph above was considered to be unsuccessful since much of the  

 

paragraph presents plot summary and illustration and the analysis that is presented is random and  

 

not focused.  

 

4.5.2 Excerpts of NES Support 

4.5.2.1 Films  

 The first excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s reader response essay about The 

Namesake, is presented below as an example of unsuccessful support: 

 Since they came to America, it made it hard for Ashoke and Ashimi [Ashima] to keep 

 close in seeing their family members regularly. To help make the transition easier, they 

 became close with many other Indian families in their local area. Once they had children, 

 Gogol and Sonia, the family still made it a point to stay close to the [Bengali] families in 

 their area. Gogol and Sonia, however, weren’t as motivated to do the same. They had 

 become Americanized to a certain degree. They still believed in the customs and beliefs 

 of their parents, but didn’t make it as much of a priority to stay as connected.   

 

The support in the excerpt above was judged as unsuccessful since the student failed to provide 

more specific details from the film to support his claim that Gogol and Sonia had become 

“Americanized” and, “still believed in the customs…of their parents, but didn’t make it as much 

of a priority.”  

 The second excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s text in context essay about The 

Namesake, was considered to be an example of successful support: 

 In The Namesake, the parents, Ashoke and Ashima, began a new family in American 

 from after they migrated from India. However, they did not realize the great obstacles 

 they would face with their children being born and raised in the United States….and the 

 many issues among the parent-child relationship. Their children Gogol and Sonia began 

 to take on more American roles in life, like the clothes they decided to wear and the rock 
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 music they listened too. Gogol even changed his name back to his “good name”, Nikhil, 

 but called himself Nick, which is clearly very American…This children seemed to 

 develop a new cultural life completely separate from their parents’ culture. Gogol even 

 went through a stage of his adolescence where he experimented with illegal drug use, 

 marijuana, and he did not seem to have any concern that his parents would notice.  

 

The support in the example above was judged to be successful since the student provides ample 

evidence from the film illustrating how the children in the film “develop a cultural life 

completely separate from their parents.”  

4.5.2.2 Print Texts  

 The third excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s text in context essay about 

“Sonny’s Blues,” is an example of successful support: 

 Sonny had no intent or desire to fit the norm and conform to what society had wanted of 

 him. Even as a child, Sonny had dreams of becoming a Bebop musician, which at the 

 time was considered revolutionary due to its untraditional style. He lived his life 

 according to himself, and he made it known. “I think people ought to do what they want 

 to do, what else are they alive for?” (Baldwin 48).  

 

With these well-chosen textual illustrations, namely Sonny’s early dreams and a quote from 

Sunny himself, to support the claim that Sonny is a rebellious character, this was judged to be an 

instance of successful support. 

 The final excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s text in context essay about “Hills 

Like White Elephants” was judged to be an example of poor support: 

 Most people think that by having this procedure [an abortion] everything will be alright, 

 and that is exactly how Jig and the man feel. Jig states in the story that, “And if I do 

 you’ll be happy and things will be like they were and you’ll love me?” (Hemingway 

 352). How does she know that he is going to still love her after the procedure and that he 

 only wants this procedure to get out of it the easy way. 

 

In the except above, the student refers to an uncertain question from Jig, the pregnant woman in 

the story, to her boyfriend as evidence that having an abortion will solve the potential 

complications a baby would bring to their relationship. The student’s sentence following the 
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quotation suggests that the student doubts “things will be like they were” between Jig and the 

man after an abortion. However, the student didn’t seem to note that this uncertainty was also an 

emotion strongly felt by Jig in the story, which I think is clearly reflected in the question she 

poses to her boyfriend. For this reason, this was judged to be inadequate support for the claim 

that Jig and the man in the story agree that having an abortion will make everything “alright” 

again.  

4.5.3 Excerpts of NES Organization  

4.5.3.1 Films 

 The following excerpt, taken from an NES students’ text in context essay about The 

Namesake is an example of strong organization: 

 A large difference between American and Hindu culture is how they both approach the 

 abstract idea of love. The two cultures have different opinions concerning when love 

 actually enters a relationship. Indians believe love is a gift that comes later in life as a 

 relationship grows, whereas American culture believes that two people should love one 

 another before they join hands in marriage. Because Hindus believe that love is a gift 

 from God that comes gradually through marriage as the relationship develops, the people 

 of India have no moral objections to arranged marriage and actually prefer if that way. 

 This belief of marriage before love is displayed in The Namesake, when Gogol’s father 

 ask his wife is she loves him and she replies that she will not say “love” yet. Although 

 this statement may appear rather harsh to Americans, this claim in India is quite 

 acceptable, because the pursuit of love in their culture is expected to be seen in the long 

 run, not immediately once two people meet each other.  

 

The clear topic sentence and following analysis, which reconnects the illustrations provided back 

to the paragraph’s main idea, firmly put this paragraph in the well-organized category. 

 The final excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s reader response essay about The 

Namesake is an example of what was considered to be poor organization: 

 Gogol was the main character of this film. He struggled for the duration of his childhood 

 with being made fun of for his name, but later in life he came to embrace and love it. He 

 was brought up in an American suburban neighborhood with all white neighbors. He 

 spoke English in his house, but evidence later shows that he knows the Bengali language. 

 He is a rebellious young teen who strives to be an individual…Gogol was an individual 
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 throughout his life, but once he embraced his biculturalism, he grew and developed into a 

 stronger, better person.   

 

Although the NES student who wrote the excerpt above makes a series of interesting points 

about Gogol, there is not a clear topic sentence or, otherwise discernible main idea in the 

paragraph, so it was judged to be poorly organized. 

4.5.3.2 Print Texts 

 The first excerpt below, taken from a student’s textual analysis essay about “The 

Darling,” was judged to a successful example of strong organization: 

The sanctity of marriage is often disregarded. Love, honor, and trust take a back seat to 

careers, sex, and power, in both times of the past and present. One of the only other 

females in this story was a prime example of this lack of devotion. She was the wife of 

Vladimir, but gave up her responsibilities as a partner and cheated on her husband. Olga 

[Olenka] never once cheated on her husbands. In fact she stayed loyal to them, loved 

them, and accepted them for the men they were. 

 

This paragraph, although not shown in its entirety was considered to be well-organized since it  

 

begins with a topic sentence which covers the main point of this body paragraph, that Olenka  

 

was a selfless and devoted wife in this story. It then follows with examples from the text to  

 

illustrate this point, which is indicative of a clear sense of organization. 

 

 The second excerpt below, taken from an NES student’s essay, also about the “Darling,”  

 

was judged as a case of poor organization: 

 

 Three months later, she meets Pustovalov, a timber man, and quickly they fell in love. 

 She managed all his accounts and became knowledgeable in the timber business. Olenka 

 herself then begins to dream about timber and her husband’s thoughts quickly mold to 

 become her own. She stops going to the theater and forgets about the past life she had 

 when she lived with Kukin…While going out one day in the winter, Pustovalov catches  

 a cold and dies leaving Olenka once more a widow. She at once begins to be depressed, 

 “I’ve nobody, now you’ve left left me, my darling…How can I live without you, in 

 wretchedness and misery? Pity me, good people, all alone in the world!” (148)  
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This excerpt above was considered to be poorly organized since the topic sentence was more of a 

summary of plot events than a statement of a main claim about the story. Later, this student 

finishes this body paragraph by providing a quotation from the text illustrating Olenka’s feeling 

of abandonment. With the poor topic sentence and the final quotation, instead of a sentence 

reemphasizing the paragraph’s main claim, it was difficult to glean any main argument and, 

therefore, this was considered a poorly organized example.  

4.5.4 NES and NNES Print Text and Film Essay Feature Comparison 

 Table 4.11 and Graph 2 below indicate students’ levels of success in the areas of interest 

for this study: analysis, support, organization, and task compliance. As noted previously, 60 NES 

student essays were read and coded, 30 about film and 30 about print texts, as were 60 NNES 

student essays, also 30 about film and 30 about print texts. Whether a student’s essay was coded 

as effective or ineffective in each one of these four areas was based on its level of success; in 

other words, even if an essay was considered to be successful overall in the area of analysis does 

not mean it was successful 100% of the time, only more successful than unsuccessful. More 

explanation about these coding decisions have been provided in the Methods Chapter. The 

results in each of the four categories are presented below.  
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Table 4.11 

NES and NNES Print Text and Film Essays' Features’ Comparison 

Essay 

Type 

Essay  

Feature 

NES Student #/ 

(%) Successful 

 

NES Student  

#/ (%) 

Unsuccessful  

NNES Student 

 #/ (%) 

Successful 

NNES Student 

 # /  (%)  

Unsuccessful 

Print Text Analysis 17 (57%) 13 (43%) 13 (42%) 17 (57%) 

Film  Analysis 19 (63%) 11 (37%) 20 (66%) 10 (34%) 

Print Text Support 23 (76%) 7 (24%) 17 (57%) 13 (42%) 

Film Support 21 (70%) 9 (30%) 16 (53%) 14 (47%) 

Print Text Organization 16 (52%) 14 (48%) 11 (35%) 19 (65%) 

Film Organization 18 (61%) 12 (39%) 20 (67%) 10 (33%) 

Print Text Task 

Compliance 

19 (63%) 11 (35%) 16 (55%) 14 (45%) 

Film Task 

Compliance 

22 (73%) 8 (27%) 10 (34%) 20 (66%) 
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Graph 2  

NES and NNES Print Text and Film Essays' Features’ Comparison 

 

 

4.5.4.1 NES and Focus Student Film and Print Text Analysis 

 Interestingly enough, as the Table 4.11 and Graph 2 results indicate, both NES and 

NNES students were more successful when providing analysis in their film than their print text 

essays. For NNES students, 13 out of 30 (42%) provided successful analysis for their print text 

essays compared to 20 out of 30 (67%) for their film essays. For NES students, 17 out of 30 

(56%) successfully analyzed their print text essays compared to 19 out of 30 (63%) who were 

able to do so with film. What seems most interesting is the way film seemed to provide NES and 

NNES students an equal opportunity for successful analysis, whereas print text analysis 
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presented a greater obstacle for NNES students. It should be noted, incidentally, that because of 

the small number of participants, no statistical tests were conducted 

 Since NES students’ academic strategies and attitudes were not part of the study they 

cannot be considered in trying to account for these differences. However, as emphasized 

previously in this chapter, many NNES students expressed difficulties understanding the 

complex vocabulary in the print texts they read in the course. In addition, the difficulty in 

reading literature among NNES students has been documented by such scholars as, McKay 

(1982), whose research was also presented earlier in this chapter. Contrarily, the greater 

accessibility of film for NNES students, which provides graphic representations of what may 

otherwise be linguistically inaccessible content, has been supported by scholars such as Kasper 

(2000). For these reasons, it is understandable why the nature of film, as a story told largely in 

pictures, would provide more opportunities for NNES students to offer successful analysis, even 

marginally more so than the NES students. It should be noted comprehending film dialogue was 

an issue for some focus students, and presumably many of the NNES students in the 30 NNES 

essay film corpus. However, this dialogue comprehension problem only seemed to contribute to 

a misunderstanding of the smaller details of the film as reflected in the focus student and corpus 

essays, and not the larger themes. For this reason, it generally resulted in struggles in providing 

adequate supporting evidence and, on the whole, did not interfere with the quality of the analysis.   

 4.5.4.2 NES and Focus Student Film and Print Text Support  

 As Table 4.11 on the previous page indicates, NES and NNES students were more 

successful when providing support in their print text than their film essays. For NNES students, 

17 out of 30 (67%) provided support successfully with essays about print texts compared to 16 

out of 30 (53%) for films. For NES students, 23 out of 30 (77%) successfully provided support 
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for their print text essays compared to 21 out of 30 (70%) who did so for film. Focus students, 

such as Moustafa and Jin Song, confessed to difficulties in understanding the complex 

vocabulary in the print texts. In addition, other focus students, including Ahmed, admitted to 

problems understanding the spoken dialogue in the film. It’s likely the NNES students, whose 

essays comprised this corpus, experienced these same comprehension problems and equally 

likely that the NES students experienced far fewer of them. For these reasons, grasping the 

details of a specific conversation, in the case of a film, or, the vocabulary words in an important 

character or setting description in the case of a print text, should have been more difficult for the 

NNES than the NES students; this comprehension problem, I believe, was the main reason the 

NNES students were less successful in providing adequate supporting evidence in their film and 

print text essays than the NES. Of course, academic strategies may have also been a contributing 

factor but are not being considered in this corpus-informed comparison.  

4.5.4.3 NES and Focus Student Film and Print Text Organization 

 As Table 4.11and Graph 2 indicate, NES students were marginally successful in 

organizing their print text essays, 16 out of 30 (52%) and film essays, 18 out of 30 (61%). For 

NNES students, the results were more mixed. Only 11 out of 30 (35%) were successfully able to 

organize their print text essays, while 20 out of 30 (67%) succeeded with their film essays.  

 The reason why the NES students were so much more successful than the NNES students 

in organizing their print text essays seems to be multi-faceted. As noted previously in this 

chapter, many focus students found the print texts in the course confusing, overwhelming and 

time consuming to process. Several focus students, including Ali and Yingke, mentioned how 

long it took them to read one of the short stories from our class. Yingke, in fact, confessed to 

spending four hours reading a single story. In this way, NNES students would presumably have 



220 

 

to work much harder and longer than many NES students before even beginning to write their 

essays. Students only have a limited amount of time to complete any assignment. Therefore, it 

makes sense that if students need to spend more time reading a story and looking up vocabulary 

words to help them better understand it, they will have less time to write and revise their essays. 

Elbow (1973) noted that organization is an area that can be greatly improved with revision. In 

this way, the NES students should have had more time for the important task of writing and 

revision than the NNES students and, on the whole, this seems to be reflected by their greater 

success with print text essay organization.    

 The reason the NNES students were even slightly more successful than NES students in 

organizing their film essays, seems to be rooted in the equalizing quality of the films. As noted 

by many focus students, such as, Jin Song, films are easier to understand and take less time to 

watch than reading a print text. Without so much backend work, the NNES students should have 

been able to invest an equal amount of time from their busy schedules in writing and revising 

their essays as the NES students and, as a result, they produced equally well-organized essays.  

4.5.4.4 NES and Focus Student Film and Print Text Task Compliance 

 The most important task compliance issue for NES and NNES students was failing to 

meet the minimum page requirement. The majority of NES students, 19 out of 30 (63%) for print 

texts and 22 out of 30 (73%) for films, successfully complied with the essays’ major task 

requirements, including minimum page length. NNES students were slightly less successful than 

their NES counterparts with print texts, only 16 out of 30 (53%) complied with the major task 

requirements, and far less successful with film where only 10 out of 30 complied (33%). 

 The fact that NES students had an easier time meeting the minimum page length 

requirements for their essays is not surprising since, as native speakers, the heavily taxing 
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productive skill of academic writing should not be as difficult or time-consuming as it is for 

NNES students. As noted previously in this case study, several focus students, including Na, 

mentioned enjoying writing about print texts more than films because with all the readily 

available quotes on the pages in front of them, they can finish their essays more quickly. On the 

other hand, as Ali mentioned, when writing about film, since the words are not there in front 

them, they have to be more descriptive in their own writing, which will surely take longer and be 

more taxing than for most NES students. In this way, again, it’s not surprising that NES students 

were more successfully able to meet the minimum page requirements for their essays than their 

NNES counterparts. It’s equally not surprising that NNES students had an easier time complying  

with task requirements, including, most significantly, minimum page length, for print texts 

compared to film essays; again, for the reason of so many readily available quotes and other 

sections of text they can paraphrase.   

4.6 Chapter Conclusion 

 This chapter has investigated how NNES students thought about and approached writing 

academic essays about films and print texts. In addition, it explored the effectiveness of eight 

focus students’ film and print text essays in the areas of analysis, support, organization and task 

compliance. Finally, for further insight, it offered a corpus-informed discourse analysis of 60 

NNES student essays, 30 about film and 30 about print texts, alongside 60 NES student essays, 

30 about film and 30 about print texts. Significant findings will be presented below.  

 Overall, the NNES focus students and those surveyed (see results in Table 4.01) indicated 

they enjoyed watching films more than reading print texts, mostly because they found the movies 

exciting and easier to understand. These students were a bit more divided, however, about what 

they preferred writing about. Five of eight of the focus students preferred writing about films, 
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while three indicated preferring writing about print texts. Students were also divided about what 

they felt was more helpful for their English. The majority of the NNES students surveyed, 11 out 

of 18, indicated that writing about film was more helpful for their English than writing about a 

print text. However, among the focus students results were more mixed. Half of the eight focus 

students thought writing about film and print texts was equally helpful for their English, while 

three felt film was more helpful and one felt print texts were more helpful.   

 Regarding academic strategies, the most common one when writing about film was 

repeating viewing. This finding was considered to be important in this study since four out of the 

five students who did re-watch all or part of a movie again before writing their essay about it 

were able to provide effective supporting evidence. This strongly contrasts with the three focus 

students who chose not to re-watch a film again, instead, relying mostly on their memory and 

recall. Ultimately, this strategy seemed ineffective since the supporting evidence in the essays for 

these students was determined to be ineffective. On the other hand, when writing about print 

texts, seven of the eight focus students indicated rereading parts of a story again before writing 

an essay. Two of the eight focus students, it is worth noting, seemed to receive too much help 

with their print text essays. This never seemed to occur with essays about film, however. It’s also 

worth noting that several focus students’ academic strategy decisions were influenced by the 

time efficiency they offered. For example, as mentioned previously in this chapter, Ali decided 

to discuss a movie with Moustafa instead of watching it again because it saved time. With print 

texts, Jin Song decided to take down enough notes and quotations the first time he read “Sonny’s 

Blues,” so he wouldn’t have to invest more time in rereading the story.   
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 Six of eight focus students were effective when offering analysis in film essays and only 

three of eight in print text essays. The biggest stumbling block for ineffective print text analysis 

was an overabundance of plot summary and extensive quotation in place of critical analysis.  

On the other hand, the focus students’ success with their film analysis seemed to be related to 

their familiarity with the themes and cultural background of The Namesake film. This previous 

background, Clarke (1980) pointed out, can compensate for limited language proficiency. It was 

also suggested that writing about film may have helped the focus students break free from their 

previous academic frame, which, as the literature and student interviews suggested, generally 

emphasized the demonstration of learned knowledge to teachers and test examiners, as opposed 

to expansively articulated critical thinking.  

 In the area of support, four of eight focus students were effective when writing about film 

and four were ineffective. The same numbers applied to providing support with print text essays, 

four were effective and four ineffective.  It was suggested that, in the case of film, poor academic 

strategies were a main contributing factor. This was based on the fact that three of the four focus 

students who were not able to provide effective support in their film essays did not re-watch any 

portions of the film before writing their essays. Difficulty understanding spoken dialogue was 

considered to be another major contributing factor. With print texts, focus students were 

generally successful supporting their surface level claims, often abundantly so, but often 

struggled supporting their more subtle and less self-evident claims. Another common theme was 

unmatched claims and support, whereby evidence provided wouldn’t match the claim it was 

attempting to support.  

 Regarding organization, six of eight focus students were effective in organizing their film 

essays but only three of eight succeeded in their print text essays. There was not a clear pattern 
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among focus students’ ineffective organization with print text essays, but common stumbling 

blocks included ineffective or missing topic sentences, missing paragraph breaks, and misplaced 

thesis statements, or a combination of these issues. 

 On the topic of task compliance four of eight focus students failed to comply with, at 

least, one major task requirement in film and print text essays. The most common faltering point 

was minimum page length, although students were generally not far short of it. The likely reason 

suggested for many students’ failure to meet these expectations was the challenge of writing in a 

second language and the focus students’ schedules, which were generally academically rigorous 

and short on time. 

 Both NES and NNES students’ essays revealed greater success when analyzing films 

than print texts. For NNES students, their success rate was much higher when they were 

analyzing films compared to print texts. In fact, 20 out of 30 NNES corpus film essays offered 

effective film analysis, while only 11 did so for print texts. For NES students 17 of 30 corpus 

essays offered effective analysis for print texts and 19 out of 30 did so for film. It was suggested 

NNES students performed analysis more effectively in film than print texts since film tends to be 

highly accessible to NNES students (Kasper, 2000), particularly compared to linguistically 

complex print texts, which can be difficult and frustrating for non-native English speakers 

(McKay, 1982). In this way, film was considered to help NNES students perform analysis 

effectively on par with their NES counterparts.  

 In the area of support, both NES and NNES students found more success with print texts 

than films, although NES students were more successful overall. For NNES students, 17 out of 

30 (67%) provided support successfully with essays about print texts compared to 16 out of 30 

(53%) for films. For NES students, 23 out of 30 (77%) successfully provided support for their 
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print text essays compared to 21 out of 30 (70%) who did so for film. It was suggested that 

comprehension was likely the main reason NNES students were less successful than their NES 

counterparts in providing effective support in their film and print text essays. Although academic 

strategies may have also played a part, their investigation was not a part of the corpus study and, 

consequently, no insights can be offered. 

 As noted previously in this chapter, NES students were marginally successful in 

organizing their print text essays, 16 out of 30 (52%) slightly more so in their film essays, 18 out 

of 30 (61%). However, for NNES students, the results were more mixed. Only 11 out of 30 

(35%) were successfully able to organize their print text essays, while 20 out of 30 (67%) 

succeeded with their film essays. It was suggested earlier that NNES corpus essays were more 

successfully organized than their film essays since NNES students likely took less backend time 

preparing to write. As Yingke pointed out during our spring 2010 interview, watching a movie 

only takes about two hours and reading a story about four hours. Saving this time would allow 

NNES students more time for writing and, especially, revision; revision, as Elbow (1973) noted, 

can help greatly improve an essay’s organization.   

  For task compliance, the majority of NES students, 19 out of 30 for print texts and 22 out 

of 30 for films, complied, including meeting minimum page length requirements. NNES students 

were slightly less successful than their NES counterparts with print texts, 16 out of 30 (53%) 

complied successfully and far less successful with film where only 10 out of 30 complied (33%). 

The biggest issue with NNES students, as was the case for NES students, was minimum page 

length.  It was suggested previously in this chapter that the challenge of writing in a second 

language was the main reason NNES students were less successful than their NES counterparts 

in writing long enough essays. It seemed to be particularly challenging for NNES students to 
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write expansively about film where there is not any static text for them to quote from or 

paraphrase. In this way, they were required to produce their own inventive writing almost 

exclusively, which must have presented a great and time-consuming challenge for many of them.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

5.1 Overview of the Chapter 

This chapter will review and discuss the major findings from this dissertation as well as 

their practical and theoretical implications and directions for future research.   

To begin, the four research questions are provided below: 

1. What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of academic discourse NES and 

NNES students produce about films compared to print texts?  

2. What challenges do NNES freshman composition students face writing academic essays about 

films compared to writing about print texts? 

 3. What academic strategies do they say they use to try to overcome these challenges? Do any 

academic strategies correspond with particular linguistic and rhetorical features?  

  4. What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and writing about films in a university 

composition class? Do students consider watching and writing about a film comparable as an 

academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 

 As previously discussed in Chapter Three's Research Methods, the following data sources 

were used in this study: 1) A corpus of 120 student essays, 30 NNES essays about films and 30 

NNES essays about print texts, as well as 30 NES essays about films and 30 NES essays about 

print texts, 2) A survey completed by 18 NNES students 3) Interviews with eight NNES focus 

students that were recorded and fully transcribed, 4) Curriculum materials, including syllabi, 

assignment sheets, readings from the course textbook, and two films. 
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 For ease of reference, the relevance of these data sources to my research questions are 

shown in Table 5.01 below: 

Table 5.01 

Relation of Data Sources to Research Questions 

Research Questions Data Source 

What linguistic and rhetorical features characterize the style of 

academic discourse NES and NNES students produce about films 

compared to print texts?  

 

Corpus of students’ essays, 

readings from the course textbook, 

and the two films   

What challenges do NNES freshman composition students face 

writing academic essays about films compared to writing about 

print texts? 

 

Interviews, surveys, essays, field 

notes   

What academic strategies do they say they use to try to overcome 

these challenges? Do any academic strategies correspond with 

particular linguistic and rhetorical features? 

 

Corpus of students’ essays, 

interviews, surveys, field notes 

What are NNES students’ opinions regarding watching and 

writing about films in a university composition class? Do students 

consider watching and writing about a film comparable as an 

academic activity to reading and writing about a print text? 

 

Interviews, surveys, field notes 

 

5.2 Summary of Research Question Findings 

 The next section of this chapter will review the major findings and implications 

pertaining to the four research questions.  

5.2.1 Linguistic and Rhetorical Features of Film and Print Text Essays 

 As was explained in the Research Methods Chapter, 120 essays in total, 30 NES and 30 

NNES student essays about print texts and 30 NES and 30 NNES student essays about films 
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were analyzed and coded to determine their relative success in the four areas of interest for this 

study: analysis, support, organization, and task compliance. The reason for doing this was to see 

how these different text mediums or modalities, print or film, may have contributed to students' 

various levels of success or difficulty in these four all-important areas of effective academic 

essay writing. For the purpose of summarizing the major findings pertaining to this topic, Table 

4.11 is reproduced below as table 5.02: 

  Table 5.02 

NES and NNES Print Text and Film Essays' Features’ Comparison 

Essay 

Type 

Essay  

Feature 

NES Student #/ 

(%) Successful 

 

NES Student  

#/ (%) 

Unsuccessful  

NNES Student 

 #/ (%) Successful 

NNES Student 

 # /  (%)  

Unsuccessful 

Print Text Analysis 17 (57%) 13 (43%) 13 (42%) 17 (57%) 

Film  Analysis 19 (63%) 11 (37%) 20 (66%) 10 (34%) 

Print Text Support 23 (76%) 7 (24%) 17 (57%) 13 (42%) 

Film Support 21 (70%) 9 (30%) 16 (53%) 14 (47%) 

Print Text Organization 16 (52%) 14 (48%) 11 (35%) 19 (65%) 

Film Organization 18 (61%) 12 (39%) 20 (67%) 10 (33%) 

Print Text Task 

Compliance 

19 (63%) 11 (35%) 16 (55%) 14 (45%) 

Film Task 

Compliance 

22 (73%) 8 (27%) 10 (34%) 20 (66%) 
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 As can be seen in Table 5.02, NES and NNES students more often provided successful 

analysis when writing academic essays about films compared to print texts, although among 

NNES students the difference was more significant. Consequently, it was suggested in the 

findings chapter that the modality of film seemed to level the playing field for NNES students by 

providing them with an opportunity to write equally effective analysis as the NES students. 

 For those students who struggled in providing effective analysis in their essays about 

print texts, the most common pitfall for NES and NNES students was an overabundance of plot 

summary and extensive quotation in lieu of critical analysis. NNES students' struggles with 

effective print text analysis should not be surprising given the extensive research that has drawn 

attention to the challenges of incorporating literature in a language classroom (e.g., Hall, 2003; 

Hall, 2005; McKay, 1982). Some of the barriers include difficult vocabulary, cultural themes 

(Hall, 1982) and NNES students' attitudes toward reading literature as a “task” rather than a 

“pleasure” (Hall, 2003, p. 397), frequently problematic because a lack of enjoyment with a text 

has been shown to lead to its less effective processing (Hall, 2003, p. 397). Although three of the 

eight focus students did express difficulty understanding the spoken dialogue of film, this did not 

interfere with their effective analysis of the films’ themes, only, at times, the supporting 

evidence.  

It was also suggested that these different text modalities, print and film, may have 

fostered different learning strategies and outcomes among students. Overall, the print texts 

seemed to provide more of a “knowledge-telling” catalyst for the NNES students in this study 

while film provided more of a “knowledge-transforming” one (Cumming, 1995). This finding is 

important since Cumming (1995) pointed out that in the context of academic writing a 

“knowledge telling” approach in which students’ demonstrate acquired knowledge to teachers is 
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less crucial than a “knowledge transforming” one where students can develop new insights 

toward a text or topic through the act of writing. Equally significant, the “knowledge-

transforming” approach to writing also falls in line with the writing as a process of discovery 

(e.g., of new ideas) paradigm espoused by Process Writing advocates, themes still stressed in 

First Year Writing textbooks. 

 More detailed discussion regarding students’ struggles and successes with the support, 

organization and task compliance in their essays about films and print texts will be provided in 

the following sections of this chapter. 

5.2.2 Challenges NNES Students Face Writing Academic Essays about Films and Print 

Texts 

 The NNES students who participated in this dissertation research struggled with their 

reading and comprehension of the print texts they wrote about in the class. This is not surprising 

since literature, as pointed out by numerous scholars, including McKay (1982) and Hall (2005) 

can cause frustration for many NNES students. One of the outcomes of these struggles was the 

disproportionate balance students spent in reading and writing. One focus student, Moustafa, for 

example, shared during our interviews how time-consuming reading the print texts in the course 

were as they often involved looking up “many, many words.” It was the researcher’s conclusion 

that this significant investment of time and energy on this back-end reading task left some 

students with less time, energy and enthusiasm for the productive tasks of writing and revising 

their essays. This was problematic since, in the Writing Process paradigm, writing is a process by 

which writers discover new insights and formulate new thoughts through the act of writing (e.g., 

Elbow, 1973). With less time and energy available for this essential task, the students’ essays 

suffered.  
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Regarding film, a challenge faced by some students was difficulty in understanding 

spoken dialogue. For other students a challenge was suffering from uncertainly and, at times, 

inaccurate assumptions about how to complete this academic task including not knowing what 

type and how much supporting evidence was needed to support a claim made in an essay about a 

film.  

5.2.3 The Correspondence of NNES Students’ Attitudes and Strategies in Writing about 

Films and Print Texts with Essay Features  

5.2.3.1 Attitudes in Writing about Films and Print Texts 

Overall, the NNES students preferred watching and writing academic essays about films 

more than print texts because they generally felt they were more exciting than reading, less time 

–consuming and easier to understand. According to the survey results, all eighteen NNES 

students in this study indicated writing an academic essay about a film was a new experience for 

them and one which many expressed enthusiasm in doing.  

Students were divided about which modality was more helpful for their English language 

abilities. Eleven of eighteen students surveyed noted that writing about films was more helpful 

than writing about print texts. Six said the two modalities were equally helpful and one student 

did not respond to this question. An interesting perspective shedding some light on these 

attitudes was offered by a focus student, Ali, who told me during our interview, that writing 

about film was more helpful for his English since it required him to produce a film’s scene 

descriptions and other details from his mind and imagination, as opposed to a print texts where 

the words are just “in front of you.” Although none of the eighteen NNES students surveyed felt 

writing about print texts was more helpful for their English, three focus students suggested in our 

interviews writing about them was, indeed, more helpful because of the examples of grammar, 
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vocabulary and syntax they provided. This resonates with Povey’s (1972) claim championing 

literature’s ability to expand students “linguistic knowledge.” Other focus students expressed a 

divergent opinion, suggesting the vocabulary words print texts offered, which often had to be 

looked up in dictionaries, were a source of frustration, especially since several students felt the 

words would be quickly forgotten after they checked their dictionary meaning.  

Regarding NNES students’ attitudes toward which was easier, writing an academic essay 

about a film or print text, eight of 18 of those surveyed found film easier. Seven felt they were 

equally challenging. One student felt writing about a print text was more difficult and two 

students surveyed could not make this comparison since they chose not to write an essay about a 

film. In several focus student interviews it was suggested that writing about a film was easier 

since the visual representations of the stories, as well as the music, lighting and acting provided 

cues as to what was taking place in the films. Also, several focus student expressed confidence 

about analyzing and writing about films.   

5.2.3.2 Strategies in Writing about Film and Print Texts 

The most common academic strategy when writing about films in the course was repeat 

viewing. Five of the eight focus students chose to review difficult-to-understand dialogue to re-

examine scenes believed to be thematically significant and to search for quotations for evidential 

support. By contrast, the three focus students who chose not to re-watch any scenes, instead, 

relied on their memories when they wrote their essays. For these students this strategy seemed to 

spring from their ideas that an academic essay about a film should be less focused on details than 

an essay about a print text. As one focus student, Moustafa, suggested, “[an academic essay 

about a movie is more] just something from your imagination and what you get from the movie.”  
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In contrast, when writing about print texts, focus students seemed to rely far less on their 

memory and imagination and more on their notes and annotations. In fact, when preparing to 

write an academic essay about a print text, seven of eight focus students took notes, highlighted 

or annotated, compared to only three of eight focus students who did so when writing about a 

film.  

Another common strategy when writing about print texts in the course was padding 

essays with unnecessarily long strings of quotations and plot summary. This strategy seemed 

rooted in students’ overwhelmed feelings brought on by the complex vocabulary of the print 

texts and the time commitments involved in reading and writing about them. In fact, two focus 

students noted in interviews that including long quotes helped them finish their essays faster. As 

I suggested in my Findings Chapter, this time-saving strategy was understandable as most of the 

NNES focus students in this dissertation were involved in rigorous, challenging programs of 

study in a second language. It should be noted here that this essay padding, time-saving strategy 

was not used in the focus students’ essays about films. 

Another strategy worth mentioning toward print text essays is that two focus students 

seemed to receive a bit too much help with their essays.  This claim, as explained in the Findings 

Chapter, was based on the elevated, sophisticated vocabulary and ideas offered in the students’ 

print text essays which seemed stylistically out of character for them compared with their film 

essays. It was not clear whether this excessive help may have been offered by a friend, website 

or scholarly article. Interestingly enough, it should be noted, this strategy of receiving too much 

help was never observed in any of the film essays.  
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5.2.3.3 Correspondences between Strategies and Essay Features 

Six of the eight focus students successfully provided analysis in their essays about films. 

This success seemed in part due, to use the Rosenblatt (1978) term, an aesthetic approach toward 

viewing the films in the class. Very few of the students took notes while watching the film in 

class or at home, only five of eighteen surveyed indicated doing so. Although this strategy may 

have contributed to some students’ struggles in providing effective evidential support, it may 

have simultaneous enabled them to focus more on the larger themes and issues presented in the 

film as well as the personal connections they were able to make with them, instead of the smaller 

details of each conversation or particular shades of lighting or camera direction, more indicative 

of an efferent approach (Rosenblatt, 1978). In this way, students took a more holistic view 

toward the films in the course than the print texts and this seemed to contribute to better analysis. 

In sharp contrast, only two of eight focus students provided successful analysis in their 

essays about print texts. It was suggested in the Findings Chapter that a major factor was many 

NNES students’ efferent (Rosenblatt, 1978) approach toward reading the texts in the course, 

focusing on absorbing and processing the smaller details instead of the larger themes and 

personal connections they could make with them. Part of this focus, it was suggested, was driven 

by students’ difficulties in understanding much of the vocabulary and idiomatic expressions in 

the print texts which led them to look up many vocabulary words in dictionaries in order to, as 

several students shared during our interviews,  understand the story they were reading. Although 

I, as in the instructor in the course, encouraged students to use context cues to figure out the 

meanings of words without stopping and resorting to a dictionary, few students adopted such an 

approach. 
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Another factor contributing to students’ ineffective print text analysis suggested in the 

Findings Chapter was related to a time saving strategy. With this goal in mind, a majority of the 

NNES focus students concentrated on finding themes, and evidence for those themes, during 

their first reading of a print text. This strategy, although certainly understandable as time-saving 

device, seemed to divert too many cognitive resources away from understanding the print texts 

on a global, holistic level where personal connections with the experiences of the characters they 

were reading about could be made.  As a consequence of this strategy, many students’ did not 

seem to grasp the larger themes of the print texts in the course. 

Regarding the print text support, four of eight NNES focus students were effectively able 

to provide it. As mentioned in the Findings Chapter, students were most successful offering 

support for their essays’ more superficial claims. However, the deeper, more subtle, innovative 

claims, which would have required a deeper understanding of the stories they were reading, as 

well as much time and effort in searching for textual evidence, were frequently lacking. It was 

suggested that this may have also been a result of students’ time saving strategy of finding 

evidence and themes to write about during their first reading of a print text. As mentioned before, 

this may have caused them to fail to comprehend the print stories on a global level and also to 

focus in on only certain aspects of the story at the expense of blinding themselves to other 

significant parts.     

Regarding focus students’ film support, four of eight students were successful. It should 

be noted that the four students who provided successful supporting evidence in their film essays 

did re-watch the film they were writing about, in whole or part, before writing their essays. Of 

the four students who provided ineffective supporting evidence, three of the four did not re-

watch the film they were writing about and, instead, relied on their memories. In this way, this 
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academic strategy seemed to be the main cause of students’ struggles with offering effective 

support. It should be pointed out, the other focus student who provided ineffective support in his 

film essays, expressed difficulties in understanding the spoken dialogue.  

Six of eight focus students were successful in the organization of their film essays. As 

was suggested in the Findings Chapter, this indicates many students had a clear understanding of 

the films’ themes they were writing about in their essays. Consequently, the clarity of their ideas 

seemed to shape the clarity of their essays’ organization.  

On the other hand, only three of eight focus students provided effective organization in 

their essays about print texts. In the Findings Chapter it was suggested this may have been due to 

the struggles many NNES students had in understanding the print texts in the course. As a clear 

understanding of a text enables a writer to craft a clear, well-organized essay, a fuzzy, ambiguous 

understanding has the opposite effect. It was also suggested that the long quotations and 

summaries of events many students offered in their print text essays may have caused them to 

lose focus on the claims they have otherwise been able to develop. In other words, students’ 

original intended focus, such as a claim they were trying to develop in a body paragraph, may 

have been lost in their lengthy quotations which touched upon many different themes and, 

ultimately, often sent their essays in sometimes difficult-to-follow directions.  

Regarding the task compliance question, the most common stumbling block for NNES 

focus students was failing to meet the minimum page requirement expectation for their essays. 

Other task compliance issues were more random and are discussed in more detail in the Findings 

Chapter. There was little difference between the task compliance issues among focus students in 

their film and print text essays. 
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5.3 Limitations of the Present Study and Implications for Future Research 

 Analyzing what constitutes effective and ineffective writing can be complicated. 

Although there are criteria in First Year Writing pedagogy for this, such as the PIE (Point, 

Illustration, Explanation) structural emphasis on body paragraph development, categorizing 

student writing as effective in the areas of the interest for this student, analysis, support, 

organization and task compliance can be a difficult process, but certainly not impossible. I 

believe this is one of the many reasons why studies assessing the overall effectiveness of 

students’ essays in First Year Writing courses are rarely undertaken, despite their importance.   

 In addition, it can also be extremely difficult to measure the influence of one variable, in 

this case of this dissertation, the text modality students were writing academic essays about, print 

or film, on students’ academic writing success. Steps were taken to consider the influence of 

these modalities in the larger context of students’ academic and cultural backgrounds, attitudes 

toward writing about films and print texts and strategies for doing so. It is my contention that 

these considerations enabled the researcher to shed some light on the influence of film and print 

texts on students’ likelihood of writing successful academic essays.  

 A further limitation of this study was that tributaries of previous literature and research 

studies were not available to enrich it. From this perspective, I was unable to compare and 

contrast the methodologies and results of this study with previous studies formed on similar 

ground. I hope that more researchers examine the same type of questions I explored so that my 

research may help others shed light on the often darkened cave of student learning outcomes, 

exploring whether students are learning what they are supposed to be learning in their First Year 

Writing classes, and the variables which are fostering or hindering this.  
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 Other limitations of this study include more practical concerns related to its size. A 

limited number of essays, 30 NNES essays about film, 30 NNES essays about print texts and 30 

NES essays about film and 30 NES essays about print texts, were analyzed and coded in this 

study. Additional data collected from more instructors with different types of student populations 

would add more height and more branches to the small tree of knowledge I tried to plant in this 

study. The same limitation applies to the survey regarding NNES students’ attitudes and 

strategies toward writing academic essays about films and print texts. Eighteen of twenty three 

NNES students agreed to participate in this study and responded to the survey. More responses 

would have added another layer of internal validity to this study. Although, I would like to note 

here, that the careful analysis and discussion of the eight focus student essays and interview 

results presented in the Findings Chapter was intended to help overcome some of the limitations 

of the dissertation’s small data size.  

5.4 Directions for Future Research 

Currently, there is a chasm in First Year Writing scholarship toward, to use the Tobin 

(2001) term, “consumption” activities in First Year Writing Classes. Historically, as my 

Literature Review Chapter suggested, much of the First Year Writing research, whether 

stemming from the Product or Current Traditional Rhetoric, New Rhetoric, Process, Post Process 

or Genre approach, has largely focused on such topics as narrow, fixed features of students’ 

writing, the processes behind their writing, the impact of peer review or the use of technology. 

Although these are valuable areas of exploration, a new “foci” of research (Matsuda, 2003) is 

needed to explore the impact of the text modality students are asked to read or watch and then 

write about in First Year Writing classes and the way it may facilitate or hinder the skills they are 

supposed to learn. Since students spend as much time reading as they do writing in First Year 
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Writing Courses, and in many cases NNES students spend much more time due to many 

linguistic barriers, researchers, Writing Program Administrators, and First Year Writing 

instructors need to give the type of texts students are asked to read much more reflection instead 

of leaving it, up until now, a mostly empty vacuum. This research can be complex and time-

consuming but determining whether students are learning what they are supposed to be learning 

is essential knowledge for any academic institution. To put this in more theoretical terms, 

Cumming (1995) suggested that NNES instructors in “academic settings,” such as universities, 

should help students “who have not yet developed a knowledge-transforming approach to 

composing…do so through instructional approaches aimed specifically at this goal” (p. 379).  It 

has been suggested in this dissertation that film may facilitate this process for many students. 

Conversely, print texts may present a danger of leading students to a “knowledge-telling” 

(Cumming, 1995, p. 376) mode of composing where new insights about the texts they are writing 

about may not have a chance to bubble up to the surface of their essays, due to the linguistic 

complexity of many of the First Year Writing anthologized print texts hindering their global, 

thematic understanding, as well as unsuccessful, efferent reading strategies and composing 

strategies, including excessive evidential support, plot summary and unnecessarily lengthy 

quotations.  More research from other scholars investigating these areas of inquiry are needed.   

 This dissertation also has implications for teacher training and development in First Year 

Writing courses but, in order for this to take place, more pedagogical research should be done. 

From a Swales’ (1981) perspective, since more and more First Year Writing instructors are 

providing students an opportunity to write about film, more research needs to be done regarding 

the moves and features that are typical of a successful academic essay about film. This published 
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research will enable teachers to participate in genre training, which Hyland (2007) noted 

provides tremendous “consciousness-raising potential for teachers” and further:  

A [teacher] who understands how texts are typically structured, understood, and used is in 

a better position to intervene successfully in the writing of his or her students, to provide 

more informed feedback on writing, to make decisions about the teaching methods and 

materials to use, and to approach current instructional paradigms with a more critical eye. 

(p. 151) 

 

In this way, as Hyland suggested, more teacher training for First Year Writing instructors on the 

features that are representative of successful and unsuccessful academic essays about film, and 

the ways they are similar to those of print texts, is needed. With this knowledge writing 

instructors will be able to teach, provide feedback and assess essays about films and print texts 

with equal competence and confidence.  

Along these lines, it is also important for more research in the area of effective and 

ineffective strategies NNES and NES students draw upon in preparing to write and, later write 

and revise, academic essays about print texts and film. Writing teachers could refer to this 

research to more effectively and confidently advise their students on their learning strategies.  

5.5 Implications of Pedagogy 

 I will begin this chapter's section by discussing the genesis of my interest in literature and 

film and how that first spark still affects the way I feel about the use of these modalities in the 

First Year Writing classrooms I teach. Next, I will discuss how I choose films for a First Year 

Writing class as well my pedagogical approach for using them. Finally, I will discuss why I think 

it is still important to include print texts in First Year Writing classes before finally explaining 

how I feel films and print texts can effectively complement each other.   

  If the reader will bear with me I would like to first provide some personal background as 

I begin to explain how I became interested in literature and film and how those early life 
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experiences have continued to affect my feelings about the pedagogical use of these modalities 

today. I grew up in a small, postcard of an historic New England town featuring an emerald 

green town square foregrounding a white church steeple atop a distant hill. The police reports in 

our weekly town newspaper typically featured tales of dedicated officers investigating 

complaints of turtles blocking traffic on one of our many tree-lined, canopied streets or of 

neighbors' dogs barking too loudly for our residents’ sensitive ears. In this way, it was always the 

most idealistic Normal Rockwell portrait, the Adirondack Mountains’ still, tranquil waters of 

Lake Placid. On the surface, everything seemed homogenous, monochromatic, safe, and 

predictable. Knowing instinctively, however, that human experiences were more varied and 

complex than they seemed to be on the surface of this idealistic New England town and wanting 

to learn how and in what ways, as a teen, I began to read voraciously. Writers like Theodore 

Dreiser, Thomas Wolfe and Fyodor Dostoevsky opened my mind to an array of perspectives on 

the rich, complex, at times joyous, at times painful, dimensions of the human experience. I am 

forever thankful for these and many other writers in opening up this new world to me.  

Around the same time I began my voracious reading, I began to watch a lot of movies, 

including many classic American movies from the 1950's, 1960's, and 1970’s, such as The 

Hustler (1961) with Paul Newman, On the Waterfront (1954) with Marlon Brando and Lady 

Sings the Blues (1972) with Diana Ross and Billy Dee Williams. In the same way that books 

awoke my mind to many aspects of life I was previously unaware, movies awoke my heart. By 

watching movies I was able to identify with and develop empathy for people I never met, but 

somehow seemed familiar to me, like the real life character of jazz singing legend, Billie 

Holliday, in Lady Sings the Blues who, at the height of her fame and success, could not escape 

herself and her own human vulnerabilities. Even though I may not have articulated my thoughts 
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about these early movie watching experiences in the same way I do now, my perspective on the 

way movies stir emotions, and as the prolific film critic Robert Ebert once noted, “develop 

empathy” for others has not changed.  

It was this philosophical perspective toward film and literature I brought into the 

classroom in the spring and fall of 2009 when I collected my dissertation data. Wanting my 

students to develop a deeper, more personal, more emotional connection with the themes they 

were thinking and writing essays about, to make their learning more meaningful, in addition to 

the many print texts from the students' course reader anthology, supplemented with some 

additional outside readings, I decided to incorporate two movies, the short Martin Scorsese 

directed film, Life Lessons (1989), and the feature length film Mira Nair directed film, The 

Namesake (2006). As I pointed out in my Findings Chapter, although students could write about 

either or both of these films if they chose to do so, the vast majority wrote about The Namesake 

(for more details on these movies see the Methods Chapter).  

5.5.1 How to Choose Appropriate Films 

 Choosing appropriate movies for my First Year Writing classes in the spring 2009 

semester was not an easy task for me. For this reason, before making my selections I sought 

advice from my colleagues in the university’s Writing Program about movies they liked to show 

their students. I also scanned articles and websites for more advice. Complicating the issue was 

having two very different student populations in my English 101 class for NES students, and an 

English 107 class for my NNES students. As a busy graduate student at the time of this study, I 

did not want to show my English 101 and English 107 students different films because that 

would mean creating different sets of supporting materials and discussion notes. At the same 

time, I wanted to find a movie that would challenge my Native English Speaking students to 
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consider topics that may be outside their immediate realm of experience. Conversely, I wanted to 

find a film that my English 107 NNES students could place within their frame of reference to 

help them better understand plots and conflicts more effectively in light of the difficulties I 

anticipated in their comprehension of a film’s often slang-laden spoken dialogue. Finally, as I 

alluded to previously in this chapter, I picked two films, director Martin Scorsese’s short film, 

Life Lessons and director Mira Nair's feature film, The Namesake. Looking back, I feel I made a 

wise choice with The Namesake as many NES and NNES students told me in interviews, surveys 

and class discussions how much they enjoyed the movie and could relate to the experiences of 

the main character, Gogol, who struggles to find his own unique identity growing up in the 

United States as the son of two traditional Bengali parents who immigrated from India after their 

arranged marriage in the 1970’s. Life Lessons, the story of a fictional New York City abstract 

artist, Lionel Dobie, and his stormy relationship with his live-in assistant, Paulette, set during 

New York City’s 1980’s art boom, contains more slang than many other America movies, which, 

I think, even with the subtitles that were used, led to comprehension issues for many NNES 

students. On the positive side, the imagery and music accompanying the film were evocative, as 

was the acting, the lead role of Lionel Dobie played by the iconic American actor, Nick Nolte. 

Thus, for these reasons, some NNES students expressed their enjoyment of the movie and, 

despite their difficulties in understanding the spoken dialogue, some were, as focus study Yingke 

told me during our interview, “able to catch the actors’ emotions” enabling them to understand 

the film’s major conflicts. Also on the equation’s positive side, similar to The Namesake, Life 

Lessons was an emotionally stirring film. And, since movies are often more often processed by a 

viewer's heart than mind, a cinematic emotional hook is an effective way of attracting, engaging 

and motivating students to think, discuss and write effectively about a film.  
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 Since movies, just like literature, tend to reflect the ambitions, struggles, dreams, and 

preoccupations of people in a given time and place, it is important to choose films with thematic 

elements that students find relevant in their lives. In the case of my students, who were almost all 

between the ages of 18 and 24 during the time of my data collection, and still presumably 

establishing their own ways of thinking about themselves and their place in the world, films 

portraying struggles over finding one's own unique, such as The Namesake, were especially 

relevant for students. While the themes of Life Lessons, centering on the struggles of artists to 

find inspiration without pulling others around them into their destructive creative vortex, may 

have been, from the perspective of many students, less relevant to their lives. In this way, as 

mentioned in the last paragraph, this film seemed to less effective and meaningful for most 

students in comparison with The Namesake, which several students told me they would never 

forget because it seemed to tell their story. 

 Now, six years down the road from this dissertation’s data collection days, I am still 

teaching First Year Writing for NNES and NES students, albeit at another institution, and 

continuing to use films, including, most recently, director Lucy Walker’s 2010 documentary, 

Wasteland, about the world-renowned Brazilian artist Vik Muniz’s social art project involving 

recyclable materials pickers who, at the time of the film’s release, worked at Jardim Gramacho,  

the largest landfill in the world, located outside of Rio de Janeiro. Secondly, was shown director 

Stephen Daldry’s 2000 film, Billy Elliot, about an eleven year old boy who grows up in a small 

mining town in northeast England where every man seems to do two things, mine for coal and 

box, except Billy Elliot, who instead defies his father and the gender roles of his community to 

pursue a career in professional ballet. More details on how to effectively use films, such as 
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documentaries, and films presenting topics and life experiences outside many students’ 

immediate frame of reference, such as ballet, will be discussed in the next section below. 

5.5.2 Classroom Pedagogy for Teaching Students to Write about Film 

As with the teaching of literature, embedding films in thematic units where multiple texts 

address similar themes, I have found can promote deeper, richer and more nuanced 

understandings. For this reason, when I showed The Namesake during the process of my 

dissertation research, it was within the context of a “Cultures in Contact” unit. This unit explored 

the struggles, challenges and opportunities that arise when people from one cultural background 

begin to interact with the people and culture of a new place through their own immigration or the 

immigration of their parents. Considering the treatment of this theme in a variety of texts, I 

believe, helped my students to understand that the push and pull factors bringing immigrants to a 

new country, as well as the experiences of those immigrants in their new country, do frequently 

have common elements, such as culture shock and adaptation, but, simultaneously, have 

extensive variation. For example, in Chitra Divakaruni’s short story from the “Cultures in 

Contact Unit”, “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter” students learned that a widowed grandmother, 

eponymously named Mrs. Dutta, comes to the United States not to look for a better life but due 

to a sense of cultural obligation. Since her husband has passed away in India she feels it is her 

duty to leave Calcutta and come to the United States to help care for her son, daughter-in-law 

and grandchildren in California. In this way, students come to understand that immigrants come 

to a new country for a variety of reasons, not only to seek better opportunities or to escape 

persecution, the reasons they are probably most familiar, but sometimes to help care for other 

relatives living outside their homeland. Having this understanding may have helped students 

develop a more comprehensive, nuanced view toward the topics and themes they were asked to 
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write their essays about. In addition, since students were asked to read “Mrs. Dutta Writes a 

Letter” in this unit before watching The Namesake film, an additional benefit was students’ 

previous reflection on the experience of immigrants who leave their homeland to be with their 

family. In the case of Mrs. Dutta, she left India to be with her son and his family in the United 

States. In The Namesake, a newly married bride, Ashima, immigrates to the United States from 

India with a man, Ashoke, she had just met through an arranged marriage. Students’ previous 

reflection of the immigrant experience through “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter”, I believe, made The 

Namesake film more accessible and meaningful when they later watched it in class.  

In the next section of this chapter are the activities I included to prepare students to 

watch, discuss and write about The Namesake, during the time of this dissertation study. In 

addition, it should be noted, are activities I have added since this 2009 study. In these cases, I 

mention they were added post dissertation research or post 2009. I have grouped the different 

activities under headings for ease of reading.  

5.5.2.1 Pre-Screening Activities 

First, to promote an aesthetic (Rosenblatt, 1978) response to a film focusing on 

connecting its themes and messages with students’ personal experiences, I first asked my English 

101 and English 107 students to write a journal response for homework which we later discussed  

in class. The questions for this homework assignment are shown below. Since other homework 

assignments are included in this chapter, each will be numbered.  

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT # 1 (FOR ENGLISH 101 STUDENTS):  

Write a journal entry tracing back, to the best of your knowledge, your family’s journey 

to the United States? Who came and where did they come from? When did they leave 

their country and where in the USA did they settle when they arrived here? What did they 

do when they came here? What kind of obstacles did they face when they arrived? If 

you’re not sure, you can use your imagination here (what obstacles do you think they 

faced)? 
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HOWEWORK ASSIGNMENT # 2 (FOR ENGLISH 107 STUDENTS): Write a journal 

entry describing your journey to the United States? Where did you come from? When did 

you leave your country and where in the USA did you first go? What kind of obstacles, 

surprises, pleasant or unpleasant, have you faced since you arrived? Do you see your own 

country differently now since you came here? Do you see the United States differently 

than you did since you first arrived? 

 

Although this next pre-screening film activity was not included in my dissertation’s data 

collection period of teaching, I have since included it. These short homework assignments below 

and the in class discussion that follow them, I believe increase students’ metacognition about the 

different ways movies and print texts can stimulate, move and challenge thinking and writing: 

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT # 3: In a minimum of 150 words, please answer the 

following questions: How do you feel about reading books compared to watching 

movies? Is there one experience you enjoy more than the other or do you enjoy them 

equally? Why? What are some things you like about movies? What are some things you 

enjoy about reading? Explain.  

 

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT # 4: In a minimum of 150 words, please answer the 

following questions: Based on any previous experience or just your own intuition, how 

do you think writing an essay about a movie will be similar or different to writing one 

about a print text? Explain. Do you think one type will be easier, harder, or more or less 

enjoyable than the other? Do you think one type will take more or less time to write? 

Explain.  

 

I will now present, in my own words, some of the more common or more interesting 

responses I have heard during these discussions. To begin, not surprisingly, many NNES and 

NES students have suggested that watching movies is fun and exciting but reading is hard and, or 

boring. When I have asked students why they think reading is hard they have suggested that 

watching a movie is less work than reading. To elaborate further and to try to articulate the 

detailed reasons at the heart of these feelings, unlike a novel, which asks a reader to imagine, for 

example, what a character or place may look like based on an author’s words alone, with films, 

the imagining has already been done by the directors, actors, sound and special effects engineers 
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as well as the myriad cast of others making behind the scenes contributions. This, I imagine, 

would make reading seem like less work for many students. 

At this point, during these discussions I have had numerous times, I have asked my 

writing students, “Does this mean we are more mentally passive when we are watching movies 

than reading? We are not as mentally involved? Not as focused?” Answering this question, 

students will often say yes but, with the caveat that they are still involved, just in a different way 

than they would be while reading. They are watching the images on the screen, listening to the 

voices of the actors, the sounds of accompanying music and special effects. In this way, students 

begin to articulate an understanding of the multi-modality of film and the way it is processed 

differently than something in print.  

Also, many students have pointed out that watching movies makes them feel more 

emotional, more scared, more excited, inspired or sometimes sad, than reading. These sentiments 

are also echoed by the survey results addressing my NNES students attitudes toward writing and 

reading described in the Findings Chapter. I like to ask students why they feel this way. They 

have pointed out that film seems more real because nothing is left to the imagination as with a 

book; it is in front of you and accompanied by sound, lighting and increasingly sophisticated 

special effects.     

The other discussion topic I have now included since my dissertation research, relates to 

Homework Assignment # 4 shown on the previous page. To begin, before diving into the 

questions students wrote about in their homework assignment I like to ask students,   “Have any 

of you ever written an essay about a movie before?” Typical follow up questions include, “What 

kind of essay was it? For what movie and class? Did you like doing that?” 
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After checking and, if possible, drawing upon students’ previous experiences, I ask students to 

share thoughts on the topics they wrote about in their homework assignments, including these 

questions: “Do you think it would be harder or easier to write about a print text or film?” Or, 

alternatively, “Do you think writing about a film would take less time or more time than writing 

about a print text?” Student replies to this question I have received during my 2010 focal student 

interviews and the class survey on NNES student attitudes about writing film and print text 

essays (see Appendix A) echo responses I continue to receive from my students during these 

discussions. For example, students often suggest that writing about movies is easier because not 

much time needs to be spent searching for quotes. Conversely, other focal students and survey 

respondents indicated that writing about movies is more difficult because it is hard to find quotes 

in movies.  Comments like this generate a well-spring of discussion about the different ways 

supporting evidence for claims is typically provided in an essay about a print text, most often a 

quote, since the language of print texts is considered to have special stylistic value, although a 

paraphrase is certainly likely as well. On the other hand, with a movie, a quotation may not be 

necessary to support a point. Since movies are primarily stories told in pictures, I tell my 

students, it makes sense that a writer does not need to provide a quote to support their claims, but 

I add that they can if they think that would provide strong support for their point. Instead, I 

explain, they can also describe a character’s actions, emotions, or other cinematic elements, such 

as the background setting or music, to support a point in their essays.  

Typically, I like to wrap up this discussion by emphasizing to students that writing about 

movies does not generally seem to be easier, harder, or more or less time consuming for students 

than writing about print texts, just different. Additionally, I have been sharing some of the 

observations from my dissertation research. For example, I tell my students that I have observed 
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that the essays I have received about films are often successful in providing strong analysis but 

commonly fall short in providing supporting evidence. This opens the door for explicit 

discussion of learning strategies. Due to the top down manner in which film is usually processed, 

it seems to have, in my research, facilitated students grasping the bigger pictures but often 

missing the smaller ones. For this reason, I tell my students that they should consider how they 

might approach writing such an essay. Since, unlike a print text, words are not readily available 

to copy and paste quotes from or to even review for a comprehension check, or to trove through 

to find ideas for an essay, I suggest other strategies that may be appropriate for their film essays, 

such as re-watching a film in its entirety before writing their essays to sharpen their recall of its 

smaller details or, at least, to re-watch a specific scene they remember as significant or remember 

feeling excited, inspired, or moved by. Revisiting such scenes I inform my students will allow 

them to explore and consider how those specific characters, in that specific time and place, 

struck them and resonated with them so deeply. I tell them there are probably reasons why they 

felt the way they did about a specific scene that can be explored to stimulate the development of 

ideas for their essays. Another strategy I mention while re-watching a film is to write down some 

dialogue if they think it is significant or to skim through an online script, which I make available 

to students whenever possible.  During these discussions, I would like to add, I also share 

common pitfalls I have seen students encounter writing academic essays about print texts, such 

as filling body paragraphs with unnecessarily long quotations and plot summaries instead of 

expressing of strong, unique claim and then supporting them appropriately with evidence.   

The third and final pre-screening activity is a movie poster discussion. For example, 

before I showed my students The Namesake during the time of my dissertation data collection 
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teaching, we discussed the movie’s advertising poster below. This pre-screening activity I 

continue to use today with any film I show. 

    

                          Above Image Adapted from Mira Nair’s The Namesake, 2007 

Displaying a movie advertising poster such as this on a classroom projector and 

discussing it in with students provides valuable contextual background for a film. Additionally, 

to help students sharpen their cinematic eyes before watching a film, it gives them an opportunity 

to practice visual analysis. When I discussed this poster with my students in the spring and fall 

2009 semesters at the university where I gathered my dissertation data, I first drew attention to 

its major visual elements, beginning with the couple at the top looking down at the young man 

on the bottom. Then I drew attention to the historic building on the left and the modern skyline 

on the right. Finally, after giving students some time to think about the poster, I asked them what 

they think it is telling us about the movie, about the people in it, and their lives.  
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More specific questions I have asked my students about this poster since my 2009 

dissertation data collection include, “What do you notice about the people in the poster? What 

might they be thinking about or feeling? Do they look happy, sad?”  To this question students 

have mentioned the woman seems sad since she is leaning her head on the man’s shoulder beside 

her. They have also pointed out that the man is wearing western clothes and the woman 

traditional Indian clothes. Sometimes students will mention that the woman is looking down 

because she is sad. Then, to encourage more visual critical thinking, I have asked students if the 

woman in the poster seems to be looking down at someone or at something. Sometimes students 

have observed that she is looking down at the young man on the bottom because she seems 

worried about him. In these cases, I will explain to students how they are making intelligent 

claims about this image and supporting it with evidence, the same skill they will need to do when 

writing their essays.  

Questions like these and many others, not included here for brevity sake, led to 

thoughtful discussions when I first included this pre-screening activity in 2009 and have 

continued to do so. It is effective because it not only introduces students to the major characters, 

background and settings of a film but in a way that models the kind of visual analysis they will 

do when watching and writing about films.  

5.5.2.2 Watching the Movie  

After these pre-screening activities, as mentioned previously, not all included in my 2009 

dissertation data collection, I showed my students the movie, The Namesake, over the course of 

two class periods.  During the time of this dissertation research I felt it was important to watch 

the movie together as a class since watching it collectively with classmates seemed to be a way 

to facilitate a more intense, more stimulating experience than asking students to watch it outside 
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of class in their home or dorm room where there could be distractions. On this point, whether 

instructors are able to screen a film in class or ask students to watch it outside of class, having a 

streamed copy available online, or at least, a DVD copy on reserve in a college library is critical 

so students can re-watch a film when it comes time to write their essays. I should also note that if 

any students have self-identified as hearing-impaired or NNES providing subtitles or closed 

captioning is needed. In other cases where a film’s dialogue may present comprehension 

difficulties, as in the case of foreign language films or English language films spoken with 

accents or dialects students may have had limited exposure to, such as the Bengali accented 

English of Ashima and Ashoke in The Namesake, subtitles or closed captioning is important. 

Fortunately, these were available in the film version my students watched in class and were able 

to access online. 

5.5.2.3 Discussing the Movie 

After watching the movie students in 2009 were asked to write a short homework 

assignment about it to prepare them for an in class discussion. The homework assignment is 

shown below:   

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT # 5: In 150 words or more I would like you to answer 

one or more of the following questions: Did your feelings toward any of the characters in 

the film change as it progressed? If so, how and why? Is there anything in the film that 

surprised or annoyed you or gave you another strong emotional reaction? Explain. Do 

you think the experiences of the characters in this film are representative of the 

experiences of many other immigrants to this country? What experiences do you think 

are, or are not, universal? What universal messages can you take from the film that do not 

necessarily apply only to recent immigrants (e.g., what messages about family 

relationships, about marriage or arranged marriages, about love or community, etc.)?   

 

Although I did ask students to share some of their homework responses during class, 

when it first came time to discuss the film I started with broad, open-ended questions, such as, 

“What do you think of the movie? Did you like it? Not like? What did you like about it or not 
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like about it?” This broad, open start led to more focused questions about specific characters and 

scenes. Since students did not have the text in front of them, as with a story, during these 

discussions I liked to write notes on the board with characters names and brief descriptions, 

setting information, significant quotes or scenes, and any messages or themes that came up. 

When there was a pause in our discussions about The Namesake, I played small clips from the 

movie and asked students questions about them. For example, I replayed a scene where Gogol, 

the main character of the film, and his free-spirited, open-minded American girlfriend, Maxine, 

visit Gogol’s parents, Ashima and Ashoke, for dinner. After explicit instructions from Gogol 

warning Maxine against any public displays of affection while in his parents’ house, as soon as 

she enters the door, she kisses Gogol’s father, Ashoke, on the cheek, hugs his mother, Ashima, 

and holds Gogol’s hand repeatedly during dinner. To encourage students’ critical thinking, I 

asked them to discuss how they felt about Maxine’s behavior, including why they thought she 

did not follow Gogol’s instructions. I also asked how Gogol’s parents seemed to feel about 

Maxine after this meeting.  With films I have found it very useful to replay small clips like this 

before discussing them since very few students do not seem, understandably, to remember the 

many details of a film after watching it only once in class. While we discussed these scenes, it 

should be added, I wrote down students’ ideas on the board. For example, if a student mentioned 

Gogol’s parents seemed to have different feelings toward Maxine after their meeting, such as, the 

dad seemed to like her and the mother dislike here, I would have written this down as well as the 

student’s explanation for why they felt this way. In this way, I modelled how claims and 

supporting evidence can be expressed in a film essay, such as this claim, presented for the 

purposes of illustration, “Gogol’s parents seemed to have different feelings toward Maxine” and 

this supporting evidence for the claim, “Gogol’s dad just shrugged his shoulders and smiled after 
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Maxine kissed his check but Gogol’s mother only frowned.” Modelling examples of claim and 

support for an essay about a film I have found to be effective in creating a supportive platform 

and compass for students to follow when it comes times for them to write their essays. 

5.5.2.4 Preparing for Writing the Essay 

 After reviewing the essay assignment sheet, I asked my students to read a sample essay 

about a movie from their student anthology and guide book. Although the example I asked them 

to read in 2009 was well-written it focused more on stylistic cinematic elements than critical 

analysis about a film’s messages or themes with clear supporting evidence. Unfortunately, at this 

time, model essays about films were limited in the student guide book for the class and that one 

example was probably not very helpful for my students. However, since this first experiment 

with the use of film in 2009, I have accumulated a number of effective film essays samples that I 

review with my students before they write their essays.   

5.5.3 Why Print Texts Should Still be Included  

The importance of critical literacy in reading print texts is difficult to overestimate in 

college, work, or in our personal and civic obligations. This is relevant to my study since, 

currently, in addition to teaching college-level writing and research, First Year Writing 

instructors are often required to teach college-level critical reading skills. From this perspective, 

it makes sense to continue to include print texts in a First Year Writing course to enable students 

to practice their critical reading skills, that is, to read beneath a text’s surface for deeper 

meanings, and to have the benefit of qualified instructors guiding them in this process. 

Moreover, in my experience, exposing NNES and NES First Year Writing students to carefully 

selected works of literature, asking them to critically think and write about short stories or 

poems, in the form of discussion posts or journal writing, has many benefits. For one, many 
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students do like to read short stories and poetry. Therefore, given well-chosen texts, appropriate 

in length, as well as syntactic, lexical and cultural complexity for a given group of students, can 

not only provide invaluable practice in critical reading and writing, it can also provide exposure 

to some of the world’s most gifted writers, who may introduce students to inspiring, life-

changing ideas. First Year College Writing instructors introducing students to carefully selected 

short stories, memoirs and poetry, while teaching them effective ways of making reading 

enjoyable and personally meaningful, could also help encourage students, who otherwise may 

stop pleasure reading after college, to become life-long readers. Furthermore, reading literature 

can give students access to people, places and experiences that they may otherwise never see. 

Finally, reading literature can, in the same way as film, help students develop greater empathy 

and global understanding. The key is, however, to choose literature that is appropriate for your 

students.  

Students in First Year Writing courses should be exposed to well-chosen literature and 

given opportunities to write short reflective assignments about it, as well as to discuss it in class, 

but I do not feel they should be forced to write about literature in an essay. They should be given 

other types of text as well, since while some students enjoy reading and writing about literature 

or come to enjoy it during a class, others are resistant, or even may have anxiety over reading or 

writing about it. In my experience, this applies to native and non-native English speaking 

students equally.  In fact, in my eleven years’ experience teaching First Year Writing I have had 

as many students share with me, to use their words, “problem with reading” as their fear of 

writing, most often referred to as Writing Anxiety. I have seen how teaching effective reading 

strategies may help some students overcome these fears and become more confident readers. 

Also, incorporating activities, discussions, and assignments that will lead students to create 
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meaningful connections with the texts they are reading can be helpful. However, effective 

reading strategies I have learned can only go so far when it comes to making overly long, overly 

complex works of literature accessible to students, especially for NNES students. As one focal 

student sighed to me during 2010 interviews about trying to understand James Baldwin’s 

“Sonny’s Blues”, “[I] looked up so, so many words”, not to understand the finer details he told 

me, only to understand the basic plot. Ideally, as writing instructors, we want our students to 

spend at least as much time writing in our courses as reading, so asking students to read 

inappropriately levelled literary texts may not only trigger frustration or reading anxiety in many 

students but also potentially shift the balance of a First Year Writing class to one of 

disproportionate “consumption” (Tobin, 2001) where students spend more time and energy 

reading than they do writing and revising.  In this way, in addition to choosing carefully selected 

work of literature, appropriately levelled for a specific group of students, providing students with 

other non-literary print texts to read and write essays about, such as essays, news articles, 

speeches, and even song lyrics, can open the door for more NNES and NES students to not only 

enjoy their First Year Writing courses more fully but to become more confident and successful 

critical readers, thinkers, and writers. 

5.5.4 How Film and Print Texts Complement Each Other 

Based on the findings in this dissertation, in a First Year Writing class for NNES students 

the use of film provides opportunities to develop the academic skill of critical analysis in a way 

that is more enjoyable, less frustrating and less time-consuming than writing about many print 

texts, at least overly complicated ones. As I mentioned in the Findings Chapter, a benefit of 

allowing NNES students to watch and write about movies is freeing up more time for them to 

write and revise. It is self-evident that time is finite, especially for NNES students who, due, 
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mostly to linguistic barriers, often have to spend much more time on their homework 

assignments, essays, projects, and exam preparation for all their classes, not just writing classes, 

than their NES counterparts. Moreover, NNES college students also may still be trying to 

understand and negotiate their new culture, possibly struggling with personal issues such as 

homesickness and culture shock. As I mentioned in the previous section of this chapter, print 

texts do provide many benefits and should not be entirely replaced with films in First Year 

Writing classes. In fact, as discussed in the Findings Chapter, several focus students told me in 

our 2010 interviews that they considered writing about a print text more helpful for their writing 

than a movie. Reasons they gave included giving them opportunities to practice incorporating 

quotes in their writing with signal phrases presented in, for our course, MLA style. Other focal 

students mentioned they felt reading literature was helpful for their vocabulary. Perhaps, most 

importantly, though, I believe reading print texts, with the support, encouragement and guidance 

of a First Year Writing instructor can foster NNES and NES students’ critical reading strategies 

and, ultimately, overall effectiveness. Critical reading is still and will likely always be a vital 

skill for college students, who, unfortunately, may not receive much guidance about it outside of 

their First Year Writing courses.  

As emphasized in this section, for print texts to be effective in a First Year Writing class, 

particularly for NNES students, they must be appropriate in their lexical, syntactic and cultural 

complexity. These considerations are especially relevant when using literature, which I feel NES 

and NNES students should be asked to read in First Year Writing classes so they can reap the 

many benefits mentioned earlier in this chapter. However, non-literary print texts, such as essays, 

news articles, speeches, and song lyrics, should also be offered as alternative options for students 

to write their essays about. This will accommodate those students who are anxious about reading 
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literature or to use McKay’s 1982 terminology just “put off by it.” However, even with a diverse 

set of appropriately leveled literary and non-literary print texts available for students to write 

essays about, film analysis still can provide a fruitful complement to print texts, particularly for 

NNES students. Many students in my 2010 focal interviews and in the class survey revealed 

feeling confident and excited about writing, for most of them, their first ever essay about a 

movie. Also, instinctively, many students in my study seemed to successfully apply a top down 

approach to their analysis of the film which more often than not led to effective film analysis in 

the eight NNES focal student essays and in the 30 essay corpus. Even many students who 

expressed difficulty understanding some of the spoken dialogue were still able to, as focus 

student Jin Song remarked in our 2010 interview, “understand what was going on.” In this way 

film seemed to bolster the confidence of my NNES students, spark excitement and enthusiasm 

and encourage more insightful analysis than most of the print text essays. As mentioned in the 

previous paragraph, it seems print texts provided students with ample practice in providing 

supporting evidence in their essays, however, which is an important skill as well. This is another 

reason why I feel incorporating print texts and films in a First Year Writing class can be 

complementary. 

 In all these ways, the two modalities, film and print texts, offer strong potential to 

complement each other in a First Year Writing course for NNES or NES students. To reiterate, 

based on the findings of this dissertation, I am not suggesting print texts, or literature 

specifically, ever be replaced by film in First Year Writing classes.  However, I feel I can express 

with confidence based on the findings of this dissertation and the observations formed by my 

eleven years of teaching experience in college writing and NNES, the potential benefits of 

including film in a First Year Writing class for NNES and NES students, can be many.  
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APPENDIX A: NNES Survey about Class Films 

 

1. Is this your first university Composition course? � Yes  � No 

 

2. In my free time, I generally prefer… 

� reading books or magazines  � watching movies or television 

 

3. If you do watch films in your free time, which types do you prefer to watch? 

� action/adventure  

� drama  

� romance  

� comedy 

� thriller 

� horror 

� other_______________________ 

 

4. Before this class, did you ever write an academic essay about a film? � Yes  � No 

 

5. Did you write your textual analysis, reader response or text in context essay about one of the films we 

watched this semester?  � Yes  � No 

 

6. If you did write about a film this semester, did you watch it again at home before writing your essay? 

� Yes  � No 

 

If you answered “yes” to the question above, can you briefly explain 

why?___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
7. Did you take notes while watching either one of the films (in class or at home)?  � Yes  � No 

 

Please indicate your reactions to the following statements below: 
 

8. Writing an essay about a film was_____________than writing about the short stories we read. 

� more difficult  � easier  � wasn’t any easier or more difficult � didn’t write about film  � only wrote 

about films so can’t compare 

 

Comments?_____________________________________________________ 

 

9. (For 107 Students Only) I feel that watching and writing about film was_________________for my 

English than reading a story. 

� more helpful � less helpful � equally helpful     

 

10. Overall, I had a stronger personal reaction to the films we watched than the stories we read in class. 

 � agree  � disagree  � for one of the films but not both   

 

Comments?___________________________________________ 

 

11. I felt_______________________watching the films with my classmates 

� comfortable � uncomfortable � at times, a bit uncomfortable and, other times, comfortable 

 

 

Other Comments?_____________________________________________________ 
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Your name is not required. However, please include it if you don’t mind being contacted for possible 

followup questions. ☺ Thanks for your valuable time and input!!!  

 

Last Name,    First Name 
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APPENDIX B: Textual Analysis Essay Assignment   
 

Overview 
 

The object of this assignment is to enable you to write a well-constructed textual analysis essay 

where you find your own meaning(s) in the text(s). You are free to write about your own 

reactions, observations, and values, but you must also focus on doing a close reading of specific 

parts of the text(s (i.e., reading beneath the surface).  
 

Begin your process with a well-formulated question based on the text (s) in order to give 

yourself a sense of direction. 

 

This analysis paper is about how you see the text, what your understanding is based on your 

reading of specific details and passages. You may write: 

• a paper that analyzes the effect of particular strategies the author uses on you as a reader; 

or 

• a paper that covers what you think the meaning of the text is based both on your own 

values and experiences as well as particular elements of the text. 

• a paper which uses a slight different approach but please check with me first 

 

Important elements your essay should include: 

• A clear thesis that covers the question or the angle you are addressing the text from; 

• Focus—on the elements of the text that support your opinion; 

• An organizational structure that is easy to follow (i.e., PIE); 

• Fully developed ideas: 

~support: quotes and paraphrases from the text; 

~explanation of that support: why and how this quote or situation means what 

you say it does 

•••• Clear writing with few/no mechanical errors. 

 

Please check your Student Guide for examples of textual analysis essays. We will also look at 

and discuss textual analysis essays in class. 

 

Due Date: Your paper should be 4-5 double-spaced pages (font size 12 Times New Roman) and 

the scheduled due date is Thursday, October 1st. Remember you need to turn in your drafts, 

including drafts with comments made on them from your peers and myself. 
 
Assignment Details 
 

Texts 
You can choose one of the following texts that we discussed in class. You can analyze what the 

author does in the text and how he/she does that.  We’ll discuss examples in class of what an 

author may try to “do” in a text. 
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1) “Hills Like White Elephants” p. 350 in SW   

2) “The Darling” p. 143 in SW 

3) “Sonny’s Blues” p. 37 in SW 

4) “Life Lessons” film (if we watch in class) 

 

Tips 
 

1. The thesis should be a statement that applies to life in general even though you build that 

thesis from specific fictional characters and situations. You might think of the thesis as being an 

observation and consequence. For example: Through “A Very Short Story,” Hemingway 

suggests that since the nature of love is transitory, waiting around for true love leads to 

desperation and loneliness (note: we did not read this story in class).  

 

2. In constructing your thesis, try to discover something other readers missed either because they 

glossed over details or because your personal experiences have given you a unique perspective. 

Avoid boring generalizations (“love is bad” or “communication is important”). If you get stuck, 

try adding an “if” or “because” to your original statement. Also, please do not just borrow a 

thesis statement from an online source – come up with own instead and this way you can avoid 

any plagiarism. 

 

3. Think of yourself as a literary detective; offer proof for your points by making and analyzing 

inferences from the text. (Note: you don’t need to spend much time summarizing the text; we’ve 

all read it.) 

 

4. Discuss texts in present tense: “Hemingway suggests that…”, for instance.  

 

5. Forecast your essay by briefly stating how you’ll prove your points. For example: Through 

“The Cask of Amontillado,” Edgar Allan Poe argues that even a simple act of friendship can 

become dangerous if coupled with a thirst for revenge. We see this through Montresor’s feelings 

of superiority and his refusal to compromise. (In this case, the second sentence is the forecast.).   

 

6. Put quotation marks around the names of short stories. (Use underlining or italics for books 

or other long texts such as films.) 

 

7. If you use direct quotes, include the page number or page number and author if the author is 

unclear: either “…..” (Chopin 5) or “…..” (5). Or, use a signal phrase if you don’t include the 

author’s name in the parenthesis such as “Chopin states that...”, “In Heming’s words, …”.  

 

8. Make full use of opportunities to workshop your draft in class by bringing new and improved 

versions to each peer review session. Increase your own critical skills by helping your classmates 

with their drafts.  

 

9.  To avoid losing credit, take the time to edit carefully and compose your essay in 

STANDARD WRITTEN ENGLISH.  If you’re concerned about your editing skills, stop by my 

office hours before the essay is due or seek help from The Writing Center.  
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10. Submit drafts that show significant changes you made while drafting your essay. Otherwise 

your final essay may be marked down one letter grade.   

 

Length: 4-5 typed pages, 12 points type (Times New Roman) and 1 inch margins on all sides. 

If your essay runs a bit longer, that’s fine. If your essay is shorter, it probably won’t provide 

enough analysis to be effective, so it may not earn a passing grade.  

 

 

GENERAL TIPS FOR WRITING ACADEMIC PAPERS 
 

1) Write your papers on aspects of the texts that intrigue you. The more interested the writer, the 

more interesting the essay. 

 

2) Provide a road map of your essay by stating your thesis (main point) and forecasting 

important sections of your essay. Include this information at the end of your first paragraph 

unless you start with an anecdote or similar device. The forecast hints at how you will prove your 

thesis, as in Tip # 5 example on p. 1. 

 

3) The key to writing a successful paper lies in the depth of your analysis. Discuss specifics and 

wrestle with them. Dig down under the surface and analyze details. Most body paragraphs 

(paragraphs aside from the introduction and conclusion) should have a PIE structure: (1) Point 

(a topic sentence that states the main idea of your paragraph and shows a direct tie to the thesis 

or previous paragraph), (2) Illustration (an example or bit of proof), and (3) Explanation (your 

reasoning). In general, you should use one sentence to state your point, one or two to describe 

your proof (illustration), and several to explain how the illustration proves your point. A basic 

body paragraph might look like this: 

 

10% =  topic sentence 

20% =  illustration (proof) 

70% = your analysis 

 

The majority of your text in each body paragraph should be your analysis, not a quote from the 

text or research material. 

 

4) Save drafts of your essay in different files so that you can analyze significant changes, and 

save each draft in at least two places so that you don’t lose it. When you submit your essay, 

include drafts, especially any I commented on. Essays submitted without drafts showing 

significant changes mayl be marked down a letter grade IF they are accepted at all. Why? This is 

a workshopping class. You must show that you have completed your writing using a 

workshopping process, not scribbled your essay in desperation the night before it was due. 

 

5) Double-space your essays using one-inch margins and a twelve-point font. You must submit 

a hard copy of your essay in order to receive a grade for it.  
 

6) Create a title that makes us curious about your essay. (Not “Essay 1” or “Hemingway’s 

Point.”) 
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7) Write first, edit last. After you are satisfied with the content of your essay, edit your essay 

for grammar and style. Grammar mistakes will count against you, but save yourself time by 

focusing on content first rather than editing material you throw out later anyway. 

 

8) Submit your work on time.  

 

9) Make sure your essay provides what the assignment asks for. Otherwise your paper may not 

earn a passing grade.  

 

10) You don’t need a title page. On your first page, simply include at the top: your name, my 

name, course number- section number, date. 

 

11) If you get stuck when you’re trying to write the introduction, write a different part of your 

essay first. Often writers don’t discover what they’re trying to say until they reach the conclusion 

and start working backwards. 

 

12) For papers that include research, submit a copy of any sources we didn’t read as a class and a 

Works Cited page that follows MLA style. You can get all the information you need from the 

grammar handbook.  

 

 

 THE WRITING PROCESS 
 

Drafting: If you’ve read hundreds of books and penned thousands of words, you might be able 

to produce an A/B paper in a couple of drafts. If you’re not an avid reader and haven’t spent 

much time writing, you should plan on creating multiple drafts per essay and investing a lot of 

time to successfully complete this class. 

 

Most writers do their best revising by concentrating on one area of writing per draft. One plan 

might be: 

 

Draft 1: Just get it out. 

Draft 2: Coordinate your thesis with your topic sentences. 

Draft 3: Develop the analysis (add more examples and explanation). 

Draft 4: Edit for grammar and style. 

 

Commenting: If I were to comment on all the things that you did well in your essays, your 

papers would be covered with ink, and I would be exhausted after reading each one! The nature 

of commenting, for the most part, is to mark things that aren’t working. Thus, most of the 

comments I make on your essays are designed to help you revise your work or otherwise 

strengthen your writing skills. If I think I understand what you’re trying to accomplish in your 

essay, my comments will mostly be directive: Add an example here; extend this line of thought; 

develop this paragraph. When I’m not sure of your goals for the essay, my comments will be 

mostly facilitative, designed to help you re-think key points: What’s your overall goal for this 

paper? How can you make these points add up? How else might you explain the author’s 
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choices? What are some other aspects of the text that you noticed? I expect that you will 

receive higher grades as you progress through the semester and that your efforts will 

culminate in a strong portfolio. 
 

Grading Standards: When I evaluate your essay, I will consider your focus (thesis), analysis 

(how well you explain and decipher your points), organization (how the pieces fit together), 

strength of proof (persuasiveness), ingenuity (novelty of approach), rhetorical awareness (the 

effectiveness of your essay given its context), style (tone/word choice), and mechanics (grammar 

and spelling, MLA style).  

 

More specifically: 

A C essay needs to have an introduction, a conclusion, a discernible thesis, and a coherent 

structure. The body paragraphs need to have at least minimal discussion and examples. The essay 

needs to adhere to the assignment, meet the minimum length requirement, and demonstrate an 

adequate use of mechanics. 

 

A B essay needs to have an organized introduction that has a balanced length, a logical 

conclusion, a discernible and interesting thesis, a forecasting statement, a purposeful structure 

that is easy for readers to follow, multiple examples and associated analysis (PIE paragraphs), 

appropriate tone and style, a fairly accurate use of mechanics, and a mix of sentence structures. 

The essay also needs to match the assignment and meet the medium length requirement. 

 

* An A essay needs to have a balanced and organized introduction that engages readers in your 

topic, an innovative thesis, a forecasting statement, a purposeful structure that is crystal clear, in-

depth analysis in the form of extended PIE paragraphs, a perfect or near-perfect use of 

mechanics, a mix of sentence structures, and accurate, college-level vocabulary. Your essay also 

needs to match or stretch beyond the assignment and demonstrate a deliberate and appropriate 

use of tone and style.  

 

A D essay fails to satisfy one or more expectations for a C essay. An E essay misinterprets the 

assignment or the depth thereof or is riddled with errors. 

 

A note about grammar: College writing requires the use of Standard Written English.  If your 

essay contains a couple of small errors per page (commas or minor spelling mistakes), your essay 

will be marked down two-thirds of a letter grade. If your essay has several errors per paragraph, 

your essay will be marked down a letter grade. If your essay is riddled with mistakes, especially 

serious mistakes such as run-ons and fragments that affect the readers’ comprehension, your 

essay will receive an E. You will need to compose your essays in SWE (Standard Written 

English) to pass this course.  
 

Note that I generally only edit the beginning of your essay. If you lose credit because of 

grammar errors, you may need to edit your whole essay in order to get that credit back.  
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APPENDIX C: Reader Response Essay Assignment 

 
Write an essay in which you analyze and examine your reaction to a theme or idea from one or a  

combination of our texts, either “Mrs. Dutta Writes a Letter”, “What Means Switch” or The Namesake, 

and then compare your analysis and reaction to something you know about first-hand or something you’re 

concerned about.  

 

You don’t have to talk about yourself, but that’s often an effective strategy. More details and options for 

how to approach the topic of you essay are provided on this assignment sheet. 

 

 

Developing a Reader/Response Essay 
 
A reader response asks the reader to examine, explain and defend a reaction to a text.  You will be asked 

to explore why you like or dislike the reading, explain whether you agree or disagree with the author, 

identify the reading's purpose, and critique the text.   

 

There is no right or wrong answer to a reader response. Nonetheless, it is important that you 

demonstrate an understanding of the reading and clearly explain and support your reactions.  

  

When planning your essay, try to answers the questions below: 

 

1) What does the text have to do with you, personally, and with your life (past, present or future)?  It is 

not acceptable to write that the text has NOTHING to do with you, since just about everything humans 

can write has to do in some way with every other human.  

 

2) How much does the text agree or clash with your view of the world, and what you consider right and 

wrong, true or not true? Use several quotes and examples from a text to illustrate how it agrees with and 

supports what you think about the world, about right and wrong, and about what you think it is to be 

human.     

 

3)  How did you learn, and how much were your views and opinions challenged or changed by this text, if 

at all?  Did the text communicate with you? Why or why not?  Give examples of how your views might 

have changed or been strengthened (or perhaps, of why the text failed to convince you, the way it is).   

 

4) How well does it address things that you, personally, care about and consider important to the world? 

How does it address things that are important to your family, your community, your ethnic group, to 

people of your economic or social class or background, or your faith tradition?  If not, who does or did the 

text serve? Did it pass the "Who cares?" test?  Use quotes to illustrate. 

 

5) How well did you enjoy the text (or not) as entertainment or as a work of art? Use quotes or examples 

to illustrate the quality of the text as art or entertainment. Of course, be aware that some texts are not 

meant to be entertainment or art--a news report or textbook, for instance, may be neither entertaining or 

artistic, but may still be important and successful. In this way, your “critique” can praise the text if 

possible, as well as point out problems, disagreements and shortcoming with a text. 

 

6) To sum up, what is your overall reaction to the text? Would you read something else like this, or by 

this author, in the future or not?  Why or why not?  To whom would you recommend this text? 
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Other Considerations 
 
1) The most persuasive reason to study literature is to help you understand your own world. Use this 

assignment to explore something important to you. 

 

2) To develop your thesis, consider your initial reaction to one of our texts. For example, perhaps you 

got angry at the characters or sympathized with them. Perhaps you felt the author was trying to 

communicate an important idea about society--explain how you agree or disagree. Perhaps the text gave 

you a new way to view yourself, your friends, or your surroundings--examine what you’ve learned 

through the comparison.  See the thesis statement examples below: 

 

α) While the narrator’s portrayal of her boyfriend in “Sequence” seems one-sided, I can 

sympathize with the author’s feelings because…. 

 

β) In “There Are a Lot of Ways to Die,” Neil Bissoondath suggests that it’s  

difficult to choose a homeland because so many complex factors affect our everyday 

environment. I’ve (not) found this to be true because…. 

 

 c) In “Like Mexicans,” Gary Soto suggests that…., but in my own experience …. 

 

3) To develop your analysis, use evidence from the text as well as your own experiences. You might also 

refer to experiences of friends, family members, and acquaintances. You might want to agree with the 

author, build on what the author says, or show an alternative view. 

 

4) Even though this assignment asks for a personal reaction from you, a general academic writing format 

with a clear PIE structure and a debatable thesis should be included. 

 

5) You need a unique way of viewing the text in conjunction with your life experiences or philosophy and 

an in-depth analysis. You’ll need to analyze your topic thoroughly to create a substantial essay.  

 

6) Even though this essay includes a personal component, you still need to organize your essay in a 

typical academic manner (thesis statement, topic sentences, PIE paragraphs). It often works best to zigzag 

between your own experience and the text and to do so in different paragraphs (an example will be 

provided). 

 

7) Balance your essay between personal and textual components. 

 

8) Make full use of workshopping or conferencing sessions. 

 

9) Compose your essay in Standard Written English. Otherwise you will lose credit. 

 

10) Submit drafts that show significant changes you made as you composed your essay. Otherwise your 

essay may be marked down a letter grade. 

 

Length: 1250-1750 words (4-5 typed, double-spaced pages) 
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APPENDIX D: Text-in-Context Essay Assignment 
 

Purpose 
 Explore a theme(s) or feature(s) found in one or more of the texts we’ve read and develop your 

analysis with the use of research and multiple class texts. (You don’t have to write about the 

theme for this unit, “Conflict and Trouble.” That’s just a general theme for the unit.) 

 

Approaches (pick one):   
 

1) Compare similar aspects/issues of TWO texts 
Use information from your research to help you establish the context. For instance, how 

does your research help you understand the conflicts or themes in Baldwin, Chekhov or 

Hemingway’s stories, such as, gender relationships, love, marriage, brotherhood, passion, 

hope, alcoholism, drug addiction, racial discrimination, emptiness, distrust, etc.)?  

 

Or, compare two texts from either The Namesake, “What Means Switch” or “Mrs. Dutta 

Writes a Letter” and explore such themes as the generation gap, parental love or culture 

and immigration topics, including, culture shock or the American Dream. What are the 

similarities between the two texts regarding these and other issues? How can your 

research help you understand these issues better?  

 

The context can be author-related or not. If yes, how are the issues in the primary texts 

related to the author’s experience, education, life, family, marriage, etc? If not, how can 

your research help you understand the primary texts and cast them in a new light? Note: 

you can find autobiographical/biographical notes in the SW, including, one by James 

Baldwin on page 841. 

 

2) Discuss the treatment of important issues in ONE text 
For instance, discuss individuality, power relations, the generation gap, psychological 

suffering, parental love, or the American dream, in The Namesake OR in “Mrs. Dutta 

Writes a Letter”. Alternatively, discuss gender relations, for example, in “Hills Like 

White Elephants” or Life Lessons. Use information from your research (e.g. biographical, 

autobiographical, psychological, historical, social background information, other 

scholars’ views on the article or topic, and interviews with the author) in order to help 

you set up the context and develop your ideas.  

 

Again, the context can be author-related or not. If yes, how are the issues in the 

primary texts related to the author’s experience, education, life, family, marriage, such as, 

Baldwin’s life experiences and how they’re reflected in “Sonny’s Blues?” If not, how can 

your research help you understand the primary texts and cast them in a new light?  

 

Requirements 
Your final version must be a minimum of 5 full pages (excluding Works Cited). An 

original title, in-text citations, and an error-free Works Cited are all required.  Consult 
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Hacker’s Rules for Writers to avoid any unnecessary loss of points during the grading 

process. Organize your paper according to the PIE structure. When the essay is due, bring in 

a folder with all drafts and peer responses.  

 

Research 

• You must cite at least THREE secondary sources in your paper in addition to your 

primary text. These may be electronic sources, but at least ONE of them must be from a 

scholarly source such as academic journals/ e-journals/ books found through the UA 

library (we’ll talk about scholarly vs. popular sources in class). Academic integrity is 

emphasized for this essay, so you must properly cite all the information/ideas that you 

borrowed.   

 

Due Date: Tuesday, November, 24th 

 

Important Notes 
 

1. This essay is worth a big portion of your grade, so choose a topic that you are sincerely 

interested in, a topic you can find research for, and a topic rich enough to sustain a five to six-

page essay.  

 

2. Avoid sweeping generalizations (greed is bad, family is important) or surface observations 

that everybody noticed. 

 

3. To receive full credit, you must use at least three additional legitimate sources, one of which 

should be “scholarly.” This means you must paraphrase or quote something from the source 

inside your essay and list the source on your Works Cited page. Your essay may be marked 

down ONE letter grade per missing source. If you include a personal interview as a source, 

include a transcript of main points. Note that simply referring to yourself or your friends and 

relatives does not count as a source. 

• Note: To “use” a text means that you quote the source or paraphrase from it at least once. 

A “legitimate” source means that you can provide the author’s name and/or article title, 

the publishing company, and the place and date of publication. (Some newspapers omit 

authors’ names. In that case we can review the legitimacy of your sources together.) 

 

• Anonymous web sources do not count as “legitimate” 
 

• Dictionary definitions are too basic to count as sources, but feel free to include them in 

your paper as extra information.  

 

• Useful, legitimate websites for film information: rogerebert.com, mrqe.com, imdb.com. 

 

4. Acknowledge your sources in the body of your paper as stipulated by MLA (or APA) and 

provide an accurate Works Cited page; otherwise your essay may be lowered a letter grade. 

(Writing a proper Works Cited page is time consuming. Don’t leave it until the last minute.) DO 

NOT COPY FROM SOURCES WITHOUT GIVING PROPER CREDIT. 
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6. For full credit, submit drafts that illustrate your writing process.  
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