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Abstract 

This study uses three Chinese graduate students' narratives to illustrate the 

interrelationship between the processes of Iearning English acadernic writing and cross- 

cultural transformation they have experienced in Canada. By exploration of the students' 

different experiences in learning to wnte standard English acadernic discourse, the thesis 

details how the students have dealt with difficulties and conflicts when they try to express 

themselves in English and what approaches they have developed to re-examine themselves 

and their past and present situations in order to compose better selves. After ESL 

composition research has made a social tum, it is argued that linguistic and cultural 

differences are the causes for the difficulties ESL students experience in writing English 

acadernic essays. This thesis offers a counter-argument, which believes that when we adopt a 

dialectical view of the differences and conflicts, we wilI be able to trmsform them into 

important means to acquire new knowledge about ourselves. Stories are told in the thesis 

about how the three Chinese students have practiced dialectics to see sirnilarities from 

differences, to seek balance arnong conflicts, and to tum wounds into wisdom. The thesis 

also illustrates the process how the students have developed intersubjectivity through sharing 

their different expenences to help each other to conceptualize their cross-cultural learning. 

This study articulates a new understanding of the differences between cultures and 

languages. It is hoped that the study will make a methodological contribution to ESL wnting 

research and teaching and that it will have theoreticai implications for research on cross- 

culturd education and for teacher education in a multicultural society such as Canada 
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Chapter One: Searching for the Right Question 

Shifting the Topic 

It was my first class at OISE. After outlining the course structure and requirements, 

the kind-looking professor asked: &'Are there any questions?" Silence fell while he was 

sweeping his eyes over the class. Kindly. he smiled and said: "Oh, right, you've got to learn 

to ask the right question first." Laugher cleared the air and after a slight pause questions 

followed. 1 kept silent, forgetting the questions 1 had thought of but pondering on the 

professor's last comment. 1 sensed the weight of it but was unable to decode its 

contextualized meaning. 

1 had the understanding that questioning is the avenue to leming. In Chinese the term 

knowledge is a compound word. The two words that make up the term mean respectively 

"studying" and "questioning." Being a student in China, I was accustomed to ask questions to 

prove to my teachers that their teaching had led to my acquisition of knowledge. 1 do not 

recall that either the teacher or the student would distinguish between right and wrong 

questions. Now studying in a new context, questioning bears new meaning. Looking back, I 

realize that being able to ask the right question itself constitutes a critical part of my leming 

in rhis new context. 

1 did start my courses with a "research question" in my rnind. Dunng the summer of 

1997,I tdked with my acadernic advisor on course selection. She suggested an introductory 

course on educational research methodology. I contacted the professor to get her permission 

to enroil. She told me that the prerequisite to let me in wris that 1 had a well-defined research 

question. 1 did my homework and submitted my research question to the professor. She let 



me in. My question wax ''1 want to understand what role computers play in secondforeign 

language leaming and teac hing." 

I considered it a very reaiistic and practical research question for myself at that time. 1 

had heard of how difficuit it was to find a teaching position for a minority with an MA 

degree in education. Almost al1 the Chinese people 1 met looked surprised when 1 told them 

that 1 WU studying education. But still, 1 wanted to pursue a career in teaching. My three 

years' experience of being a second language teacher made me believe that teaching cm 

bring out the best in myself. I enjoy the excitement in students' eyes when they become able 

to get into a wider sphere of communication with an acquired new language. The reality my 

Chinese friends and 1 perceived seemed to allow very limited possibilities for a nonnative 

speaker to work as a classroom teacher in Canada. However, 1 would not ailow myself to 

give up unless I was sure that there was no possibility at d l .  Meanwhile, I believe that 

making adjustments on my side could create new possibilities. To be equipped with the 

newest technology, 1 considered, was a wise adjustment that I could make. 

I had focused my study on computer-assisted instruction (CAI) for two straight terms 

(September 1997 to April 1998). 1 wrote three CAI  related programmes and two term papers, 

which were titled Cornputer-Assisted Language - Learning; for Learners of English as a 

Foreign Lanmage and The Internet and Ennlish as Second Lanmraae (ESL)/EnnIish as 

Foreign Language (EFL) Teacfiing - Incomorating Technolo~ into the Language 

Classroorn. Cognitively, I was satisfied at knowing that my knowledge about the subject 

matter - cornputer-assisted language leaming and teaching - had grown significantly. 

Experientially, 1 felt that the research question 1 had chosen had became less and less relevant 

to my personal Ieaming and therefore it turned out to lack intellectual appeai for me. I started 

to doubt whether 1 had the rïght question. While writing terni papers in May 1998,I was 
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looking up references and talking to professors to help me make the decision. In early June, I 

finished the first draft of my MA thesis proposal. The research question 1 asked in the 

proposal was: "How do Chinese graduate students in the field of education construct their 

d t e r  identities when they are wnting through English academic discourse in the western 

university?" 

It was first an intuitive decision. 1 decided to drop the question that 1 had quite 

thought through and to pick up the one that 1 was not sure whether it was viable. What 

prompted me was the strong feeling that inquiring into my learning of English academic 

wnting wouid enable me to conceptualize the education I had received in a second c u i ~ r e  

and this education meant much more than theories and techniques. Thinking in retrospect, 1 

find such a decision is rooted from my understanding of the term - education. As a subject of 

research, 1 viewed education as a field cornbining art (the humanities) and science (natural 

science and applied science). The humanities provide the philosophical foundation to help us 

recognize the end of education whereas scientific developments give us instruments to 

enhance the means. It was my perception that the education rny home culture gave to me was 

mostly philosophical cultivation and as a result my knowing of education was more artistic 

than scientific. The primary motive for me to pursue graduate studies in Canada was to 

advance my knowledge of educational technology in order to become a more effective 

teacher. M e r  1 had finished six courses at OISE, I felt excited while reviewing the eight- 

month learning not because of the increase in my knowledge of new teaching techniques but 

because of the growth of my philosophicd understanding of education. This growth 

established continuity from my past learning to my new Iearning and also defined my pursuit 

of future learning. 1 reaiize that understanding and developing educationd philosophy is an 

ongoing process. Understanding evolves as much as the situations change. A sound 
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understanding of the philosophy is the foundation of the study of techniques to prevent them 

from becoming groundless or badly-focused. To inquire into the philosophical growth 

students like me have experienced in a new learning context is the most practical and 

effective way to understand and develop new educational philosophies. 

Specifvine; the Inquiry 

Formulating a new research question was a much longer process than finding its 

rationale. It can be described as a trilogy consisting of these three parts: stmggling with 

English academic writing, researching into the literature on composition study and being 

introduced to critical theory. 

The academic community tends to readily assume that ESL students would naturally 

struggle with writing academic papers because of language incornpetence. 1 went dong with 

this assumption. To the comments professors gave to my term papers, which said that my 

English writing needed improving, my reaction was to seek treatment for my language 

problems. 1 went to talk with the ESL wnting tutor, attended the writing workshop offered at 

OISE, and read a few guidebooks on essay writing. In addition, for each piece of course 

reading, 1 wrote a detailed outline to see how the author developed his or her argument. The 

focus of my treatment was not on the syntactic level but on rheroric, a very new concept to 

me. 1 becarne aware that to write an acceptable paper, 1 should follow a certain pattern. This 

pattern is not necessarily articulated but observed habitually in English speaking acadernia 

(Belcher and Braine, 1995). My outlining practice and reading helped me to get a handle on 

the patterns and to use them to standardize my writing. At the end of my second term at 

OISE, my papers were considered coherent and well structured according to the professors. 

However, when 1 was rereading those 'coherent' papers 1 began to expenence contradictory 
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feelings. I was happy for myself because my papers read quite like the journal articles 1 had 

used as rnodek. But the image I had of the writer was that of someone wearing a costume on 

the stage, reciting the Iines with a voice that sounded very remote. "Am 1 faking?" I asked 

myself and felt very uncomfortable. "Words are the voice of the rnind" is a normative 

teaching of my first culture. Should I be concemed about my mind when 1 suspected that I 

might have lost my voice in rny words? My struggle becarne more difficult to deal with when 

1 realized that there was something else behind my language problem. 1 recalled a book 1 had 

read to help me learn about the rhetoric of English academic wnting. 

Listening to the World: Cultural Issues in Academic Writing was written by Helen 

Fox (1994), a composition instructor for ESL students in a U. S. university. Based on her 

teaching experience, Fox notes that Chinese students tend to cite authorities extensively 

instead of directly expressing original thoughts. She also observes that Chinese students have 

dificulty in sticking to the point and performing critical anaiysis in their writing. Having 

interacted with some of the students, she concludes that underlying the difficulties is the fact 

that Chinese students are from a collective culture. Such a culture does not encourage 

individual creativity, direct discourse and critical thinking, which on the contrary are pivotal 

in the western value system. From this understanding, Fox suggests that teachers of academic 

writing for ESL students should make an effort to understand the different thinking habits of 

students from non-Anglo cultures and to accommodate composition evaluation and 

instruction to the students' cultural habits. Urgently needing help on acadernic rhetoric, at 

that time 1 did not pay attention to my slight discodort with Fox's judgement on Chinese 

students and culture but took warning €rom her observation to guide my writing. When 1 

sensed that my struggle might involve more than language I retumed to Fox's book. Two 

questions arose from my discomfoa - whether Fox makes a fair judgement on Chinese 
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culture and what the process of accomrnodating actually means for ESL students and for the 

academic commun.@. 

m i l e  questioning her conclusion, 1 thank Fox for urging me to look behind the 

surface of my struggle with writing. In China I had learned that language is the verbal 

presentation of thinking. In Canada, 1 have learned that language is a communicative tool for 

information exchange (Dewey. 1897). The fact that I stmggle with writing in a second 

language rna(rerme feel that thinking and communication might be very much dependent on 

the social and cultural contexts where the thinking and communication mcur. Then, what 

about the language? What underlies my language problems and essentially what is the nature 

of my struggle, or the struggle other Chinese graduate students experience while learning to 

write academic English? 

With those questions, 1 started my literature research. Riazi (1995) in his dissertation 

offers a summary of composition studies over the 1ast three decades. He generalizes that 

there has been a move of the research focus from a linguistic one to a psycholinguistic one 

and finaily to a sociolinguistic one. More specificaily, syntactic-rhetoricai feanires was the 

focus before 1970, thinking and composing process during the 1970's through the 1980's and 

social aspects in the Iate 1980's and early 1990's. The most recent trend is an interactive 

approach to integrate cognitive and social aspects of writing together with textual 

dimensions. Regardless of the various research foci, mainstream composition researchers 

seem to share one view on the relationship arnong the writer, the text and the cornmunity. 

They view the writer as the producer of the text, toward which the community holds the 

benchmark to judge the acceptability of the text and to confer mernbership on the text 

producer. Accordingiy, they tend to believe that the nature of the writing struggle is that the 

producer has probIems in the following three areas - the tool (the language), the process, and 
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the techniques for production. To me, the research that Riazi surnmarkes explains the 

stmggle phenomenon from different viewpoints but does not speak to my puzzle - what is it 

that underlies the phenomenon? 

The notion of "writer identity" brought new light to my research. The theory of 

"discoursal construction of wnter identities" proposed by Ivanii (1994, p. 3), a linguistics 

professor at Lancaster University in the LK, gives a convincing expianation for what is 

behind the language problems that novice academic writers have in general. The comerstone 

for Ivanit's thesis is the belief that language is not neutral. Drawing from research by 

Halliday (1985) and Fairclough (1992a), Ivanii: argues that language sirnultaneously conveys 

two types of meaning, namely "ideational meaning" and "interpersonal meaning." Ideational 

meaning refers to the subject matter being communicated. Interpersonal meaning is about the 

people who are cornmunicating and is hrther distinguished into the representation of social 

relations and the representation of social identities. The social identities are the identities of 

the writer and the reader. The writers present themselves in diverse identities in Front of 

readers because they identify themselves simultaneously with a variety of social groups in 

their writing. These multiple identities are constmcted through the discourse choices the 

writer makes to accomplish the writing. Using one of his students' writing as an example, 

Ivanit shows that a young Black woman takes on the identities of a member of the acadernic 

community (or at least an apprentice member), a Black activist and a feminist. S he does this 

through discourse choices she m&es in the content, sequencing, and wording of her writing. 

However, in this case the multiple identities are inconvent. They imply competing values 

regarding interpersonal meanings and therefore the discoune choices are not made freely and 

what is reflected in the text is syntactic disfluency, which is usually judged as grammar 

rnistakes by readers from the academic community. 
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IvaniE's (1994) andysis explains why my stmggle does not feel easier when my 

language has improved. Like the student in IvaniEfs study, 1 probably have been stmggling 

with identity more than stmggling with my language deficiency. The identity that appeared in 

my writing was not constructed for myself. Rather, 1 have been positioned by my discourse 

choices. In discussing what the teaching of writing cm do to help student writers with their 

struggles, Ivanit proposes an approach based on Critical Language Awareness. He observe-.s 

that "a very important aspect" of the struggle is that most student writers do not make 

discourse choices consciously while they are juggling the choices of being themselves or of 

being creditable academic members in their writing. To explicate discourse choices and to 

undertake a critical discussion of them is to raise "critical awareness of the way in which 

language positions its users" (p. 13), which will help student writers make conscious choices 

and constnict multiple identities for themselves as they write. Near the end of his article, 

Ivanit includes a very encouraging and theoreticdly sound passage: 

"Critical Language Awareness can liberate writers from the grips of socially 
privileged discourse, helping them to recognize that they do not have to accommodate 
to them. kamers are encouraged to make choices as they wnte which will align them 
with social values and beliefs to which they are committed, if necessary opposing the 
privileged conventions for the genre, thereby contributing to discoursal, and thus 
social, change" (p. 13). 

Echoing Ivanii, composition instructors and tesearchers in North America pay 

increasing attention to identity issues. Zamel(1997) proposes a mode1 of "transculturation" 

that argues against the "monolithic and static" view of both ESL students and academic 

discourse. Zarnel points out that traditional composition instruction and research has served 

to promote a standard of academic discourse practices and has consequently failed to 

acknowledge that there are other dimensions of identity, other ways of being and other forms 

of rhetoric and genre. ESL students are viewed as Iess capable of certain academic skills than 



their native counterparts. Such a view is drawn from the "othemesses" that ESL students 

present in their writing. Believing that the nature of language and culture are adaptability and 

inventiveness, Zamel argues .- for a transculniration mode1 that recognizes ESL students' 

othemess as adaptable resource for variation and innovation, which will enrich academic 

discourse practices and further push the development of language and culture. Belcher and 

Braine (1995), having reviewed the research that studies social and cultural contexts of ESL 

students' leaming of wri ting, take a position aligning them with Zamel but use a different 

term "transformations." According to them, transformation is a two-way process. Through 

leaming English academic wrîting, ESL writers can achieve an enlargement of their 

identities, which combine an insider academic status and outsider sensitivities. With the 

transformed new selves, ESL writers should become "critical participants in academia" (p. 

xvii) to bring changes to the acadernic discourse, of which "novelty is at the heart" (p. xxi). 

I would not have been able to corne to terrns with Zamel or other transformation 

advocates if 1 had not been introduced to critical educational theory by the course Cntical 

Pedagogy, Language and Minority Students. Like the term critical thinking, cntical pedagogy 

was a very new concept for me. 1 was unclear about what "criticai" exactly meant and 

wondered whether cntical thinking and critical pedagogy were connected with each other 

when 1 started reading articles by critical educators such as Paulo Friere (1970, 1985). They 

interpret literacy and education from the point of view of power relationships arnong cultural 

groups within society, see traditionai schools as institutions working for the dominant 

cultural group to preserve its political oppression over minority groups. They advocate for 

radical education that aims at empowering the dominated groups to bring about socid 

transformations. Criticai theory opened up a window for my inquiry by awaking me from 

dwelling on my own stmggle and by raising my eyes to look into a wider scenario. 1 had 
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been searching for what 1 struggled with but 1 had never asked why 1 struggled. I had taken 

the reason for granted - "as an ESL student, surely 1 should struggle because 1 have problems 

such as language deficiency and cultural shock." I was too ready to adapt myself to the new 

surrounding without questioning whether the changes were justified. 1 had not realized that as 

an individual in social relations (Dewey, 1897), examining and adapting myself is only one 

side of my responsibilities. As a learner and educator, I am also obliged to question the social 

existence that 1 am interacting with and to articulate rny different perspectives, negotiating 

for different ways of viewing and knowing. To inform the community about different modes 

of existence and to challenge the unexamined assumptions held by it are what 1 can do so as 

to contribute to its bettement. Theoretically, 1 have tumed my struggle with writing into a 

critical inquiry. Expenentially, 1 still could not perceive how 1, who see a very limited 

oppominity of getting accepted by the academic cornmunity with a foreign accent, would be 

able to challenge "the privileged conventions" (IvaniE, 1994, p. 13) and to make changes to 

the community. To me, the privileged conventions are erected in front of me like "glass 

walls" (Zerubavel, 198 1 cited in Bell, L995), making it very difficult for me to become a 

member of the English academic community. In her narrative dissertation, Bell ( 1995), 

bonowing Zerubavel's notion of "glass walls", points out that it is not in our nature as human 

beings to "question our knowledge or the world around us" (p. 147). On the contrary, "we 

take our knowledge constructs so much for granted that we are not even conscious of their 

presence, until we are jarred- .. or bumping into the glass walls" (p. 147). While leaming in a 

second culture and writing in a second language, I constantly bumped into my personal glass 

walls. New understanding kept challenging my assumptions and helping me break walls. But 

the wails surrounding the English academic cornmunity appeaced too repelling for me, who 

was still an outsider- 



In seeking more concrete accounts of how people, who have stniggled with writing in 

English, achieve their enlarged identities (Belcher and Braine, 1995) and what they bring 

back to the cornrnunity, 1 read some personal narratives by published minonty writers in the 

academia (Rodriguez, 1982, Anzaldua, 1987, Shen 1989, Lu 1987, 1992, He, 1998, Li, 

1998). M i l e  the revelations of those authon' inner expenences are al1 touching, the stories 

told by Lu. Shen, He and Li. who share with me the sarne cultural background. directly 

address to my research question. 

Fan Shen (1989). who studied Chinese literature in China and who is now studying 

English literature in the USA, contends that he has experienced identity conflict and 

reconciliation dong the way he l e m s  English academic writing. In addition to his 

ideological wresting, which confirms Fox's observation, Shen also finds that the logic of 

Chinese ways of approaching topic and malysis would be considered 'illogical' or 'alogical', 

from the perspective of English composing d e s .  To resolve this conflict, Shen creates a new 

identity, an "English self' (p. 462), which enables him to "obey al1 the general rules of 

English composing" (p. 465) when writing in English. Shen claims that he welcomes the 

change for it has added a new dimension for him and for his view of the world. Shen sees his 

Chinese identity and English identity separate from each other but CO-existing peacefully. By 

"slipping in and out" dternatively, Shen is able to wnte both "authentic Chinese" (p. 466) 

and good English. 

I admired Shen's sensitivity towards both Chinese and English written discourses. I 

also appreciated his love for Chinese language and culture and his effort to help the western 

academia understand it - he includes a detailed illustration of the critical approach in Chinese 

Iiterature although he had to cal1 it "alogical" (p. 462). However, 1 doubted that I was able to 

create an English identity and to keep it separate from my Chinese identity. I would not feel 
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comfortable to answer the question "Who am I in my academic writing?" by "My English 

self' which is an opposite of my "Chinese self." I also wondered what else personal 

transformation could mean in addition to achieving insider academic status with outsider 

sensitivities (Belcher and Brahe, 1995). 

Min-zhan Lu (1987, 1992) experienced identity conflict differently while writing 

across languages and cultures and retlected differently. Lu encountered the conflict when she 

was very Young. When she found the discourse she acquired at home interfered with the 

language she acquired at school in her writing, her first reaction was to keep the two 

discourses from interacting. When she failed to do so she started to silence one of them. 

What was silenced was the home discourse that represents originality. Lu considers that the 

silencing was a result of her view of language, which believed that language was a too1 of 

seeking alliance with the dominant group and thus of surviving the whirlpool of cultural 

currents that grounded them. Now, as a basic writing instmctor in a US college, Lu realizes 

that discourse should be viewed as a negotiating tool for the writer to construct his or her 

own texnial identity. Instead of struggling with the feeling of being marginalized, students 

who reside in the borderland should take the advantage of such a position where they can re- 

read their expenences from alternative perspectives. The enlarged perspective enables the 

writer to make better judgements towards both the conflicting discourses, therefore to 

identify and execute necessary changes. 

Different from the dual identity that Shen claims to have, Lu promotes a hybnd 

identity. However, while reading her articles that are written in perfect academic English, 1 

sensed the dilemma Lu might encounter. Would she encourage her students in basic writing 

classes to release their conflicted selves in their writing, to be innovative and to care less 



about the conventions when she is aware that the academic comrnunity at large is preserving 

hem? 

This question was lingering in my mind when 1 read Ming Fang He's doctoral thesis 

(1998). Having obtained a master degree in English literature and working on her Ph.D. in 

education, He States that her writings are greatly influenced by her Chinese ways of thinking 

and by Chinese discourse patterns. She is aware of the reality that the professors would not 

excuse her for her 'Chinese English.' Meanwhile she is afraid of losing her Chinese accent in 

writing because it means losing the meaning in her culture. What is unique in her experience 

is that He studies in a community where her Canadian professors and colleagues make an 

effort to help her write acceptable academic essays without losing her Chinese voice and 

signature in her writing. The thesis is a wonderful fruit of such communications and 

negotiations between languages and cultures. However, probably because they are not very 

relevant to her topic He does not include details to describe how the negotiations have been 

conducted and what effects the negotiations have on the North American academic 

community. 

The different persona1 accounts interest me as well as perplex me. My struggle does 

not fit into any of the ones they describe. However, 1 share ernotional experience with ail of 

them. Their stones reveal to me many ends of different threads that 1 can follow up. They 

weave a dynarnic network for me resembling the complexity of writing activity, of which 

multiple aspects are intertwined. Many threads are still hidden because the stones are not told 

continuousiy. To make the threads apparent, more stones should be told and more writers 

should be involved in the telling. 1 decided how 1 would pursue my question. 1 chose 

ethnography as my research methodology and my Chinese peers' wnting stories occumng in 



English academia as rny research data, from which I anticipated that themes surrounding the 

issues of writer identity and cultural conflict would emerge. 

Wording the Ouestion 

My struggle with writing stimulated my research interest. The literature of 

composition researches done in a conventional manner helped me understand the d e s  and 

enabled me to play according to the rules of academic writing but did not help me to search 

below the surface for the rneaning of my stniggle. Cntical theories convinced me that 

difficulty in writing for student writers in acadernia could be a manifestation of identity 

conflict. However, the theories did not offer 'how-to' - how the academic community c m  

effectively help student writers with their conflicts, how student writers can critically deal 

with their struggles and how they cm really become the authors of their writing. Some 

'minority' writers' personal accounts pointed out to me that the answers would lie in the 

stoties told by people who had experienced the stmggles. After 1 have finished my literature 

research and arrived at the above conclusions, 1 found myself having a hard time putting my 

research questions into words when I was writing the first draft of my proposai. 1 assumed 

that the research question should be drawn from the literature review and should be very 

academic looking. Being 'academic looking', as 1 understood it, was to use complex 

terminology and abstract language. Finally, 1 worked out the following three sub-questions, 

which I believed were a logical outcome of rny literature review, based on the general 

question 1 stated in the earlier part of this chapter: 

a) How do Chinese students perceive their wnter identities in the context that they are 

writing andlor learning writing in English academic discourse? How do they relate 

their writer identities to their writing? 



b) How do Chinese students perceive conflicts, if there are any, dunng their writing and 

leaming? How do they relate conflicts to their writing performance? 

c) In what way do Chinese student writers think they can possibly bring about changes 

in the discourse communities they are participating in and have participated in? 

Dr. Patrick Allen was helping me at that cntical stage when 1 was even more 

awkward at both doing research and writing my thoughts. After he had read my proposa1 he 

particularly commented on the questions. In his email of July 12, he wrote: 

"1 am not sure that the research questions have the right kind of focus. It seems to 
me that the concepts of writer identity and of cultural conflict in writing are not easy 
to define and your subjects may have difficulty in understanding what you are asking 
them to do. Also we don? know whether your subjects have actually experienced 
these conflicts, and therefore it is dificult to know in advance whether you have a 
viable research topic. 

For these reasons, 1 suggest that your research questions should be more broadly 
focused so that there is no doubt you will have clear and well defined issues to talk 
about in your interviews. The more abstract issues concemed with identity and 
bicultunlism could then be allowed to emerge during the course of the interviews. In 
other words, 1 think it would be good idea to start with more concrete issues, and then 
move on to more abstract issues" (Email message, Dr. Allen, July, 1998). 

Dr. Allen's comments tumed my attention frorn theorizing my research to the actuai 

doing of it. 1 had anticipated the results instead of investigating the questions! With the keen 

insight of a very experienced scholar, Dr. Allen rightly detected the weakest point of rny 

research and offered appropriate strategy to tighten it up. (He also questioned my 

methodology and pointed out for me the direction to narrative inquiry. I will tell this story 

with more details in the next chapter.) 

Following his suggestion 1 conducted a pilot study, during which 1 asked some 

questions with my potential research participants. The questions were drawn fiom the List Dr. 

Allen proposed in his ernaii note and they worked very well. The most vaiuable experience 1 

leamed from the piIot study was that questionhg in qualitative research is a very important 
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skiU. A bad question could squeeze both your participant and your research into a corner 

whereas a good question could open up many new routes to further your research. 1 should 

have asked myself the questions 1 prepared for rny participants. 

While being kept open, the research question should also be well focused. A focused 

question ensures rnanageability of the entire research and usability of collected stories. The 

final research questions I have been working with are: 

a) What difficulties were experienced by Chinese students as they stmggled to 

express themselves in English? 

b) How did their personal approach to writing evolve dunng their graduate studies in 

Canada? 

Those two questions were also Dr. Allen's suggestion. During the process of my 

research they triggered the telling of many remarkable stories which led to further 

questioning and telling. 

To conclude my searching for the right questions, 1 recall a Chinese proverb 1 learned 

at a very young age: a great joumey is started by the very first step. The right question for 

research is the first step to ensure an interesting and fu l f ihg  intellectual journey. 

Questioning is a tool for creativity (Schmk, 1990). A right question shouId prompt us to 

listening carefully to ourselves as well as to our surroundings to collect new ideas, to look for 

new angles on old concepts, to compare and contrast past experiences with new ones and to 

explore new avenues toward the future. At the s m e  time, a right question has to be 

practically manageable. 



Chapter Two: Negotiating the Schools of Methodology 

Knowinpr the DBerent Schools 

The term methodology was a dificult term for me when 1 just started at OISE. Its 

contextualized rneaning was too thick to be apprehended immediately. In my previous 

experience rnethodology was dways mentioned together with ideology because it meant in a 

Chinese context "the way humans observe and know the world" (The Dictionary of Modem 

Chinese, 1988), which Marx categorized into dialectics and metaphysics. 

In my Chinese experience, the term method dealt with mostly empirical issues. The 

educational research in China had focused on reflecting teachea' classroom experiences to 

generalize effective teaching methods that teachers had improvised in praxis. 1 may be 

mistaken, but it seems to me that Chinese educational researchers do not follow strict 

patterns of research methods. A theory about methods? Do we need it? 

1 came to understand why we need a theory of methods to do educational research in 

North Amerka when 1 was doing the first piece of reading for my course work. It was an 

assignrnent for the course "Introduction to Qualitative Inquiry in Cumculum, Teaching and 

Learning." Tsech (1990) in her book Qualitative Research: Anal~sis Twes and Software 

Tools introduces twenty-six different kinds of approaches to qualitative research. According 

to Tsech, in addition to the very large numbers of approaches, "their boundaries blur or 

overlap" (p. 59). So I assume that a theory is indeed needed to provide guidelines for 

practice. 

This article felt the hardest among al1 the readings 1 have done at OISE. The intention 

of the author is to give readers an overview of qualitative research methods. However, I was 

too overwhelmed by the terminology to grasp the whole picture. 1 spend trernendous time 

and mental energy to apprehend the Iiterai meanings of the tems and Mt helpless to decode 



their embedded meanings. To provide an overview, the author gives the definition of each of 

the twenty-six approaches, followed by a bnef description of actual doing of data analysis 

and an indication of which field the approach is usudly applied in. However, the approaches 

did not make much sense to me because they seemed to mean more or less the same but 

stated in different words. 1 felt like floating around on the surface of the water without being 

aware of the undercurrents and wondering where 1 was led. 

I had not yet arrived at an understanding of the "unending variety" (Tsech 1990, p. 

7 1) of qualitative research methods when the battle between qualitative and quantitative 

research traditions hit me. According to Walker and Evers (1997), the major point on which 

quantitative researchers attack qualitative research is that qualitative research lacks 

objectivity and cannot provide adequate tests for validity and reliability. Qualitative 

researchers' counterattack is that "knowledge of human aKairs is irreducibly subjective and it 

must grasp the meanings of actions, the uniqueness of events, and the individudity of 

persons" (p. 24). I tended to agree with both statements but I felt it hard to trust either of the 

methodologies for my research. When I saw the key argument between the epistemological 

paradigms underlying the research traditions, things becarne clear. The key argument is 

whether redity shapes theorizing or the other way around. With a belief in dialectics 1 saw 

the shaping between reality and theorizing flows reciprocally from one to the other to forrn 

an endless circle (please see Figure 1 on the next page). This mutuai-shaping circle explains 

why after human beings have lived for millions of years, the reality and the understanding of 

it are still growing. Therefore, the statements that reality shapes theorizing and that 

theorizing shapes reality do not establish an argument but complete a holistic epistemological 

perception. Accordingly, quantitative inquiry and qualitative inquiry are complementary 



rather than oppositional. They both cm be used for one research study if both are needed and 

applicable. 

Figure 1. The dialectics of reality and theorizing 

From this realization, 1 continued my efforts to understand the diversity of qualitative 

methods. Although I believe that human knowledge has an impact on reality, 1 see reaiity 

being larger than the ordinary capacity of human perception. AIso 1 believe that redity has no 

boundary but human beings have the tendency to compartmentalize reaiity in order to make 

apprehension easier. Compartmentalization is necessary, but we should constantly remind 

ourselves that reality is a wholeness in which multiple facets are interrelated. While studying 

one particular aspect, we sometimes need to step backward to see the subject blend into the 

big picture and sometimes step sideways to other related sides. The reason why I failed to see 

the qualitative methodoiogy holistically was that I got too close to the details of individuai 

research methods. 1 was like the four blind men beside the gant elephant who could only 

"see" the fan, the pillar, the wail and the rope. 1 forgot the big picture was that theories are 

for actions and actions can re-invent theories. Boundaries are set for the convenience of 

cognitive perception but in actions boundaries become Buid. Thus Tesch's (1990) metaphor 

of "painter's palette" becarne understandable. Tesch compares the diversity of research 
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methods to a painter's palette, on which several basic colors "cari be rnixed to form an 

unending variety of shades" (p. 7 1). As a researcher, you can do a study of a unique shade as 

far as "you c m  persuade othen that you have indeed made a credible discovery worth paying 

attention to" (p. 7 1). 

1 was aware that 1 Wear hoiistic and dialectical lenses to view reality, so 1 aligned my 

research methodology with naturalistic inquiry. I had decided to use stones as research data 

and to collect stories I would need to do interviews. Therefore, I further defined rny 

methodology to be an ethnographic approach, which is naturalistic in nature and in which 

interviewing has become a well-developed technique for data collection. For the method of 

data analysis, I borrowed from grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). dthough I was 

not sure about how to categorize the stories and how to constantly compare the stories to 

code the properties of the categories until "they have taken on an abstract form" (Tesch, 

1990, p.86). 

I did such a mix of shades for the methodology part in the first draft of my proposai. 

A mismatched spot was caught by Dr. Allen. In his feedback Dr. Allen wrote that there was a 

tension in my proposal between a broadly ethnographic approach and a more narrowly 

defined text analysis approach. He suggested 1 research further into ethnographic 

methodology and consider a narrative approach. I did and then 1 realized that my 

understanding of those major methodologies was neither precise nor adequate. A 

methodology such as ethnography, which has become the dominant mode in educational 

research, usually carries a set of prescribed and specific protocols of doing the research. 1 

was not M y  aware of the protocols prior to choosing the approaches. Only when the painter 

understands the basics well cm the new color he or she creates look beautiful, 



Knowing Narrative Inquiry 

I finally decided to give up ethnography after I had read Ming Fang He's ( 1998) 

doctoral thesis. He also had chosen ethnography for her study but found herself in a dilernma 

when she read the golden rule of ethnographers which is "Q not to study your own group." 

This rule determines that between the researcher and the participants is the detached outsider 

to insider relationship. He's thesis focus on studying the enculturation and acculturation 

experiences of Chinese women teachers who study in Canada. He is one of the women 

teachers so she legitimately plays both the roles of an insider and an outsider. She has not 

only observed but experienced what her participants have experienced so the study shall be 

collaboration instead of a one-sided involvement. He's account reminded me that my 

research question was originated in my own struggling experience and my purpose was to 

work with some other Chinese students as a group to search for the answers to our puzzles. In 

other words, 1 was to study rny own group, and the golden mle also prevented me from 

adopting a tmly ethnographie approach. 

He's thesis was also the starting point for me to know about narrative inquiry. My 

impression of narrative work was that the writing is very different from the academic works I 

had been reading. 1 must have adopted a stereotyped view of acadernic work and I was 

surprised to find that academic writing could be so interesting to read. Also 1 could not corne 

to terms with the seerningiy familiar words such as narrative, stories, experiences, knowledge 

and learning. They al1 seemed to imply new meanings in narrative inquiry. To search for the 

meanings, 1 came to Dr. Michael Connelly's course - "Foundations of Cumculum" - with its 

focus on narrative inquiry and teacher development. While taking this course, 1 told stories of 



myself and heard stories of my classmates. Through telling and reflecting on stories, 1 came 

to understand narrative inquiry. 

The first major assignment Dr. Connelly gave was to wnte a persona1 chronicle. 1 felt 

curious and skeptical about this assignment. 1 laughed and agreed when 1 was reading a 

comic Dr. Connelly included in the reading materials, in which the character says: "You are 

not famous enough to have your memoirs." In the meantirne, I felt interested. 1 had been too 

busy to think back and think about myself since I started my graduate study. Now here was 

the opportunity. 

Along a temporai line (Connelly and Clandinin, 1988) starting h m  my earliest 

memory, 1 was searching for the events that had "marked my life" (Denzin, 1995, p. 58). 1 

was surprised to find how much I could remember. 1 remembered not only those 'major 

eventst such as going to university or becoming a tacher, but also many incidents that 

seemed insignificant and took place long time ago. The temporal line was not single and 

straight any more but became a spreading web - events were connected one to another by 

multiple threads. What was more surprising was that 1 could remember not only what had 

happened but also how I had thought about - reflected on the events. Frorn later reading 1 

learned that the extemal movements (what happened) and interna1 movements (how 1 felt) 

constitute the key elements of stories (Clandinin and Connelly, 1994). While reconstnicting 

those stories, I re-evaluated some of them. Preparing the chronicle was a long process 

aithough the actuai writing was rather short. During the process of preparing I felt as if 1 were 

watching a movie, in which I saw myself growing into today's me. 

In Dr. Connelly's class, telling stories about ourselves and interpreting those stories 

centered the course activities. The nine students in the class were from seven dif3erent 

cukural origins. The stories we shared were so rich in differences that they often left me 
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amazed by the dynamics of human lives. And to the same stories we heard, we offered 

different interpretations, bringing the wisdom we drew from our different expenences and 

culturd traditions into the learning cornrnunity. Every round of sharing made me re-think 

about my own stones, re-evaluate them and learn something new about them. My stories 

evolved as such, rny understanding of education grew. So did my understanding of narrative 

inquiry. 

The unique point about narrative inquiry is that it connects storytelling with learning. 

Narrativists believe that "humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and sociaily, 

lead storied lives" (Connelly and Clandinin, 1988, p. 2). Why is it so? Dr. Schank (l990), a 

leading scientist in artificial intelligence, explains: 

"Leming from one's own experiences depends upon being able to communicate Our 
experiences as stories to others" (p. 12). 

"Knowledge, then, is experiences and stories, and intelligence is the apt use of 
expenence and the creation and telling of stones" (p. 15). 

Through the pnctice we did in Dr. Connelly's course, we learned much about 

ourselves while creating and telling stories. The telling and retelling crystallized our personal 

beliefs and philosophies and also brought us face to face with the myths and puzzles that we 

could not recognize until we told stocks of our experiences to others. The telling helped us to 

look at ourselves with new lenses and to re-discover who we were. I had a feeling that 

narrative approach dealt particularly well with the issue of identity conflict. This feeling was 

confirmed when I wrote the paper The Narrative of a Cross-cuiturd Meeting for Dr. 

Connelly's course. 

When 1 was thinking about the finai assignment for Dr. Connelly's course, which was 

to wnte a personal narrative, 1 found rnyself thinking about the two questions "Who am I" 

and "Who do 1 want to be?" A simple answer to the first question was that "1 am Chinese." 



But what does "1 am Chinese" mean to me when I am studying in the west? What does it 

mean to my western peers and professors? Does it mean that 1 should fit into the particular 

image of Chinese students held in the West otherwise 1 would be considered "non-Chinese?" 

While 1 am studying a second language in a second culture, whose underlying value system 

is believed to be in conflict with the Chinese value system, how should 1 deal with changes 

brought by the new leaming? Should I resist changes to preserve my Chineseness or give up 

my Chineseness to let myself be "westemized?" Pondering on those questions, 1 reaiized that 

the answer to "Who am 1" was arnbiguous and there was a dilemma conceming who 1 wanted 

to be. 1 tumed the writing of my personal narrative into an inquiry into the ambiguity and the 

dilemma of my identity. The writing finally brought my struggling experience with English 

academic writing, my questions that arose from my literature research for my thesis and my 

search for the right rnethodology al1 together. And they were al1 threaded by my identity 

dilemma* 

The process of writing this inquiry was a unique experience too. While 1 was writing 

my narrative. I felt that my creativity and intuition were stimulated and worked well with the 

English language. 1 was able to effectively and aptly use a second language to express 

myself. In the process of writing 1 felt 1 was struggling less than 1 was in my earlier 

experience of writing term papers. An important factor that made me comfortable with the 

writing was my awareness of Dr. Connelly - the potential evaluator's special perspective of 

'language errors.' He views language errors as potentially creative uses of language that may 

imply different ways of meaning making. Such a perspective had given me a precious space, 

in which 1 could put conflicting meanings together, look at them dialectically and pIay with 

them intuitively. 



The cornfort 1 felt with writing led to the freedom of my thinking. 1 surprised myself 

by the meaning 1 finally worked out through reconstnicting my past experience and through 

connecting it with my current situations. 1 became able to see my identity beyond the either- 

Chinese-or-western relationship. 1 imagined myself as a cultural negotiator whose position 

was in the middle ground between the Chinese culture and the western culture - a place 

where I could have a better understanding of both cultures and therefore 1 could help the 

communication between them. This image aiigned me with the group of "border residents" 

some cross-cultural writers and educators daim to be. Lu (1 992) has defined the border 

residents as people who, having struggled with confiicted identities, invent a new identity 

that is greater than the sum of the severed ones - an enlarged identity (Belcher and Braine, 

1995). 1 also carne to understand what the enlarged identity could mean in addition to an 

outsider's sensitivity. The enlarged identity possesses the flexibility to reposition self 

according to situations. 

Had 1 completed the dialectic of my identity with this image of cultural negotiator? 

This question did not corne upon me until 1 read Dr. Connelly's comment to my narrative. To 

my summative statement - "we have to adapt ourselves accordingly to the situations after we 

have andyzed our conditions and examined the possible consequences of our ideas and 
- 

actions", Dr. Connelly commented: "It is me but this is only half of the picture, one end of 

the dialectic. The other part is that we - humans - change Our world, our conditions. We are 

not only responsive, we are effective. This is the basic educational notion in Dewey and in 

what we are trying to work with in narrative" (Letter, Dr. Connelly, August 1998). Dr. 

Connelly's comment rerninded me of a question 1 had while reading critical theories - "How 

cm I challenge and bnng about changes to the privileged conventions of academk discourse 

when they appear intimidating to me?" 1 kept wishing that we - student writers - could tnily 
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interact with instead of merely reacting to the situations surrounding us and 1 wondered how. 

This question has not been addressed in a concrete and pragmatic manner in the literature. 1 

suspected that the answer is deeply embedded in the stories that ESL wnters live while 

learning to write academic English. 

The experience of writing my personal narrative made me believe that narrative 

inquiry ha a particular strength in dealing with issues of identity. I recdled a contrast 1 

noticed while doing literature research for my thesis. Composition studies that are done by 

conventional methods (e.g. quantified experiments, text analysis, structured interview, etc.) 

usually do not deal with the issue of writer identity but focus on the production of standard 

academic texts. The literature discussing issues of writer identity is usually based on or 

involves bilingual writers' personal narratives. I think the reason for this contrat, speaking 

from my experience, is that the stories told in personal narratives are able to represent the 

complexity and to capture the subtlety of the writing activity whereas other research 'data' are 

unable to do so. Wnting is a dynarnic network of the people, the language, the process and 

the socio-cultural context. The writer is situated at the very centre of the network, with 

multiple identities corresponding to the multiple aspects of writing. Every shiver of the 

writerrs interna1 movement is vibrating the strings of the network. In the meantirne, affects of 

extemal conditions are constantly transrnitted €rom every direction of the net's periphery to 

the centre. Conventional composition research studies the multiple aspects separateiy but 

narrative inquiry can bring them together. The stones that writers tell about their experiences 

reveal their intemal conditions - their emotions, values and intentions at particular moments, 

and their extemal conditions - the socio-cultural contexts, the environment and people they 

are interacting with - in an interweaving way and therefore present the writers as real people 



in the writing. Having realized this quality of narrative, 1 decided that 1 had found the right 

methodology for my thesis research. 

Doing Narrative Inquiw 

During the summer while 1 was taking Dr. Connellyts course, 1 was collaborating with 

Joan, one of my potentiai research participants, on a project for another course. 1 met Joan in 

the spnng when we both were taking a course on dtical pedagogy. After I had decided my 

thesis topic and started to recruit participants, I expressed to Joan my interest in working with 

her. 1 felt very grateful when Joan showed interest and willingness to participate. We did not 

start to meet for my thesis research until September because 1 had not settled on my research 

methodology and 1 had not fomulated my research question. But when we met for 

discussing course project or just for chats, we wouid talk about our writing assignments and 

things connected with writing. We were exchanging stories on how we got around to do our 

papers, what difficulties we had and how we intencted with our professors and colleagues to 

deal with our difficutties. I chewed on those stories and made associations with the stories 1 

carne across in my iiterature research. Severai Chinese writers in the western academia (e.g. 

He, 1998; Li, 1998; Lu, 1987; Shen, 1989) have published episodic accounts of their 

different expenences in learning English academic writing and have also given different 

interpretations of the relationships arnong cultures, languages and identities. They also 

position themselves differently while k i n g  conflicts. Similarly, stones that Joan told were 

different from mine and we could not dways agree with each other on what lessons we 

shouId learn from our stories. Those differences interested me and made me want to listen to 

more stories. The differences were chailenging rny assumptions, reveaiing more perspectives 

to interpret my experience and ais0 brought me more puzzles. 



Through sharing stories with Joan, 1 got the idea that the differences between us 

might be the force that pushed the evolution of Our stones and the deepening of our 

interpretations. 1 changed my original plan to recruit several participants in the same 

department at OISE but decided to have a participant who was studying in a different field. 

Joan suggested Helen. Joan and Helen got to know each other by attending the same TOEFL 

preparation class when they both just got settled down in Toronto. They kept in touch 

thereafter and now Helen was also studying for her master's degree at the University of 

Toronto, but in a different department. The three of us had a meeting at Joan's place on a 

Saturday evening. 1 found Helen very articulate and found that she fitted perfectly into my 

expectations for participants - 1 have expected my participants to be sharing the sarne cultural 

background with me, to be seeking academic advancement in Canada, to be often involved in 

writing in English and to be studying in a different field. 1 explained my research intention 

with Helen and she simply and directly expressed her willingness to participate. By the end 

of our meeting, we were al1 ready to start our collaboration. 

Connelly and Clandinin's ( 1994) personal experience methods have provided the 

methodological framework for rny narrative research. Three steps constitute the doing of the 

personal experience method: working in the field, progressing from field to field texts, and 

from field texts to research texts. There are a variety of methods of collecting narrative field 

texts (see more details in Connelly and Clandinin, 1994). In practice, 1 combined 

autobiographical writing and tape-recorded conversations as the major methods to collect 

field texts. More specificdly, 1 wrote an autobiography, focusing on my experience of 

leaming to write both in China and in Canada. In this autobiography, 1 recorded the intemal 

changes that 1 experienced corresponding to the extemai conditions dong the way I Iearned 

writing. 1 also reflected on my reactions to those changes. Concurrently, 1 had topic-centered 
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conversations with my participants. 1 chose the conversation method because c'conversations 

are marked by equality among participants and by flexibility to allow group participants to 

establish the form and topics important to their inquiry" (Connelly and Clandinin 1994, p. 

429). In conversations, my questions and stories were triggers to start my participants' teilhg 

of their particular experiences and we led the conversations altematively. The equity that was 

felt by every speaker balanced the dynamics of the conversations. Alternatively, we 

performed the roles of storyteller, empathic listener and intersubjective critic (Clandinin, 

1987) for the told stories. Through conversations, my participants and 1 developed an 

interdependent relationship in thc field. The construction of field texts was also a 

collaborative process because rny participants' telling and interpretations were shaping my 

telling and interpretation just the same as the other way around. We valued this collaborative 

relationship and developed trusting feelings through the process. Such a feeling optimized 

the authenticity of the field texts. Beside conversations, our term papers served as additional 

field texts being looked at with the intention of substantiating our struggles and 

transformations through the textual presentations. 

In my narrative inquiry, the three steps (working in the field, from field to field texts, 

and from field texts to research texts) were done in a cyclic rather than sequential manner. I 

taped our conversations, which were mostly in Our fint language - the language that allowed 

us to express ourseives freely. After every conversation, I would transcribe it and 

simultmeously translate it into English to construct field texts. To translate the dialogues, I 

focused on conveying the speakers' original meanings as accurately as 1 could and the rich 

contextual information helped me to do so. However, it was impossible to make the 

translation free of my - the researcher's - subjective interpretations of those meanings. m i l e  

transcribing and translating, 1 would wnte research memos to record my reactions to the 
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stones and also to plan for the next meeting. Constmcting field texts influenced the writing 

of my autobiography and my telling at the next time when 1 got back into the field and 

consequently influenced the telling of my participants. Our stories evolved with the mutual 

shaping of Our meaning-making back and forth between the field and the field texts and the 

stories continued to develop through my constructing of research text. 

In the final writing of my research text, 1 will first give a narrative sketch (Connelly 

and Clandinin, 1988) for everyone of my characters so that my readers cm have an overall 

image of every individual appearing in later stories (chapter three). In the main body of my 

construction of research text (chapters four, five, six), 1 will let the selections of my own 

writing stories, my participants' stories, and our conversational excerpts intenect one 

another, with my interpretations and our interpretations in between. In doing so, I hope that I 

will be able to capture the complexity of out wtiting experiences. In my reconstruction of our 

stories, 1 will give as many details as possible in the interna1 conditions of the characters and 

in the extemal conditions at particular moments, dong with the explmation of the events. For 

readers, it is the particular that triggers emotion and evokes a response (Connelly and 

Clandinin, 1988). By giving details in the particulars, I will invite my readers to see what my 

characters and I have experienced. At the same time, my readers will be encouraged not to 

take my interpretation as absolute answers but to question fùrther, to amuse their own 

sensitivity, to associate our experiences with their own and to inquire into them. 

The main body of my thesis will be multi-vocal - my participants' voices and my 

voice will be heard alternately. To make the presentation of my participants' voices as 

original as possible, 1 will use extended quotations from our conversations, through which 1 

hope the dflerent features of the characters' speeches would be evident. To heIp my readers 



navigate in the multi-vocal text 1 will use different graphic organizations, which other 

namtivists (e.g. Clandinin, 1986; He, 1998) have used in their works. 

In his email feedback to rny thesis proposal, Dr. Allen asked what difference the 

narrative inquiry would make to my research focused on writing. 1 have to say that I cannot 

answer this question until 1 eventually finish writing the inquiry because the writing itself 

constitutes an important part of the inquiry. 



Chapter Three: Sketching my Research Participants 

There will be three characters in my stones - my two research participants and me. 

Here 1 wiLl give a sketch for each of us in order to provide a holistic image. There will be 

more colors to be added to the sketches to turn them into vivid and full portraits in the stories 

to be told in the later chapters. 

The pattern for introducing a peson seems universal - to tell others what the person's 

name is and what the person does. Let me follow this pattern. 

My narne is Zhaohui. In Chinese it means dawn-light. 1 was given an English narne 

Joyce when 1 mived in the English speaking world. I accepted it and referred to myself by it 

thereafter until the summer of 1998, when Dr. Michael Connelly asked my Chinese n m e  and 

learned to say it. 1 became Zhaohui again and felt truthfully happy. Here, Zhaohui will be the 

name of one of the characters in my thesis. 

Like me, my two research participants have their Chinese narnes and English names. 

For ethical protection, 1 will use the pseudonyms Ioan and Helen as character names. Joan's 

Chinese narne means "good." She gave herself an English narne when she started her study in 

Canada. Helen's Chinese narne means "intelligentT' and she renamed henelf in English when 

she started to look for employment in Toronto. 

Now, 1 will say what we do, or more accurately, what we did in the past, and what we 

are doing in the present. 

1 finished my BA in Teaching Chinese as a Second Language in Beijing in the early 

1990's. 1 studied two majors - Chinese and English for my undergraduate study. Then I 

worked as a Chinese instnictor for foreign adult students in Beijing Foreign Studies 

University for three years. In that position 1 had a very vaiuable learning experience through 

cornmunicating with people of dBerent cultural and educational backgrounds. 1 immigrated 



to Canada at the end of 1996 and started my MA in curriculum at the Ontario Institute for 

Studies in Education (OISE) in September 1997. 

Joan had a bachelor degree in Chinese Language and Literature. In the early 199OYs, 

after her graduation from her undergraduate university in Kunming, the capital city of 

Yunnan province in southwest China, which is known for its multi-ethnic population, she 

became an editor for the campus newspaper for a major medical school in the same city. She 

was responsible for the literature section of the newspaper and she herself was a poet. S he 

immigrated to Canada slightly earlier than 1 did and started her M.Ed. in cumculum at OISE 

in January 1998. Although she enrolled in the Department of Curriculum, Teaching and 

Learning, Jorn has a keen interest in applied psychology and its application in education. 

Helen gained a master's degree in engineering in China. After her bachelor's study 

and before her master's study she worked for a couple of years as a university teacher of 

rnechanics in Zhengzhou, a city in central China. In the middle 1990's, Helen went to 

Shenzhen, the vanguard city for China's economic reform, and found herself a position as 

sales representative with an import and expoa Company, which is the Shenzhen subsidiary of 

the Trading Ministry of China. She started from scratch and soon became an efficient handler 

of multiple tasks. In the fa11 of 1996, Helen immigrated to Canada. She was interested in the 

MBA program but missed the GMAT for admission in January. She decided not to wait but 

enrolled in engineering at the University of Toronto and meanwhile took courses in 

information technology and business management, which promise more employment 

opportunities and also connect closer to her personal experîences. 

Looked at together, we are dl China's daughters in a new landscape (He, 1998). We 

share the same macro social and cultural backgrounds. We grew up in the 1970's and heard 

about more than experîenced the Cultural Revolution directly so it does not heavily shadow 
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Our personai lives. In our case, what marks the growing process is the confrontation with the 

conflicts between the old and the new, the East and the West. After China was been opened 

to the world, Western thoughts nished into and clashed in various aspects with the Chinese 

cultural traditions, which were embedded in our daily living, and the cornmunist ideology, 

which we have more or Iess acquired through formal school education. Maybe those clashes 

led to the growth of oppominities so that we could achieve what we strove for in China and 

then come abroad to seek further development, intellectuaily and economically. 

However, behind the label of 'China's daughters', you will find €rom the stories to be 

told that the personae carry more differences than commonality. We have experienced 

various sub-cultures in China and in Canada. Accordingly the social relationships we have 

been in Vary and we reflect the relationships in different ways. Particularly Our relationships 

with languages and wri ting are diverse. Those differences will allow me to explore the 

multiple manifestations of the stmggle we encountered when writing in academic English 

and the dynamics of the identities we constructed through cross-cultural leaming. 

Speaking in narrative terms, you will hear multiple voices in the stones told in the 

following chapters. In adopting Lillis' (1997) notion of voice I understand the tem from two 

points of view - "voice-as-experience" and "voice-as-language." Through the events we 

reconstruct in later chapters, you will see both the commonality and the "individual's specific 

configuration" (p. 184) of iearning experiences being highlighted. Through the language we 

use for telling these events, you may be able to link the linguistic features of out discourse 

with the social meanings we are trying to rnake. The voices will sometimes sing in chorus 

and sometimes demonstrate their own registers and tone qualities. 

Following is a list of the papers we have written during out graduate studies at the 

University of Toronto. We will talk about them in Our stories. The listing here is provided for 
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ease of reference. Joan has finished eight papers and one M.Ed. research proposal. Six are 

listed here because these are mentioned in Our stories: 

1. Analvsis of Emotions' Function: Exploring of Variation in Educational Achievement 

among Cultural Groups (Apd 1998). This is loan's first terrn paper written in the mariner 

of a research proposal. It was written for the course "Methods of Inquiry in Adult 

Education" (course number: 1 lO3SLO LOI). Joan planned to combine ethnography, 

qualitative and quantitative approaches to explore the factors contributing to the variation 

from sociological, anthropological and psychological perspectives. 

2. Extended Pedagogy of Caring: The Imp!ementation of Reversing Minority Student 

Negative Adaptative Pattern (April 1998). It was written for the course "Foundations of 

CumcuIum" (course number: 1300SLO 103) with a focus on caring pedagogy. In this 

paper Joan argued for her belief that the major dificulty minority students encounter is 

identity confusion and conflict and carhg pedagogy is the strongest in the way that it 

confirms minority students' conflicted identity, responses to their emotional fluctuations 

and provides individualized help. 

3. A Cornplement for Ogbu's ExpIanation of Variation amona Culturd Groups in 

Educational Achievement: No Alternative for the Chinese Notion of Highest Success 

(May 1998). It was written for the course "Critical Pedagogy, Language and Minority 

S tudents" (course number: l334SLO 10 1). While conforming to Ogbu's theory to explain 

the variation of academic achievement from the point of view of the power relationship 

between minority and mainstrearn cultural groups, Joan proposed that other factors, such 

as rninority groups' collective cultural characteristics should not be overlooked. 

4. The Facilitation of Knowledne Acquisition and Collaborative Interaction in a Computer- 

Mediated Communication Environment (August 1998) is a reflective journal Jorn wrote 
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for the course "Introduction to Cornputer Applications in Education" (course number: 

CTL1602SLO 10 1) Joan recorded the major incidents that occurred while she learned 

cornputer-mediated communication (CMC) techniques through actually using sorne CMC 

systems. She also articulated her reflections upon constnictivist educational theory and 

how those reflections reshaped her understanding of the leamer, the teacher, the subject 

matter and the milieu (Connelly and Clandinin, 1988). 

5. How Prosody and Other Characteristics of ID-speech Function in the Process of 

Children's Language Acquisition (August 1998). Joan wrote this paper for the course 

"Child and Adolescent Development" (course number: HDAP 120 1SLO 10 1) which was 

her first course in the Department of Applied Psychology and Human Development. 

Joan reviewed researchers in different fields of study on the various functions of Infant 

Directed (ID) Speech and argued that ID-speech functions in the emotional, attentional 

and linguistic facets intertwined, interacting in supporting the behavioral, cognitive and 

language developrnentai progress of the child. 

6. A Family-based Intervention Design: Reversinn the Negative Coping of Attachment 

Disorder (December 1998). It is a report for an empincal project that Joan did for the 

course "Foundations of Human Development and Education" (course number: 

HDPL200FLû102). Joan designed a farnily-based intervention program for her subject, a 

five-year-old Chinese girl who was found to have attachment disorder syndromes, 

recorded the process and analyzed her findings in the report, which was written in the 

manner of a clinical report. 

We have talked about four of Helen's term papers: 



1. New Products Launchine Report. For a course in Business Management, Helen analyzed 

the feasibility of launching a new product with the aim of convincing people to invest. 

2. Software Reliabilitv Modeling. For a course in Information Technology, Helen used 

several different models with which she learned to assess the reliability of certain 

software. 

3 Information System Integration in Mergers and Acquisitions - A Normative Model. 

Using a series of models and real cases, Helen proposed a set of strategies to facilitate the 

integration of different information systems post mergers and acquisitions activity. 

4. Analyzinn Information Svstern for the Dialvsis Unit in X Hospital. Helen investigated the 

paper-based information system currently used in the dialysis unit, provided a detailed 

analysis of the system and proposed a computer-based system. 

1 have written six term papers and one thesis proposal. 

1. A Journal of Knowiedge Building in Cornputer-Mediated Communication Environment 

(December 1997). For the course "Introduction to Cornputer Applications in Education" 

(course number: 1503FL0 10 1) I wrote my reflections on how the theory of knowledge 

building is connected with the cornputer-mediated leaming environment. 

2, Cornputer-Assisted Language Learning for Learners of Ennlish as a Foreign Language 

(January 1998). It was a report on my qualitative research practice for the course 

"Introduction to Qualitative Inquiry in Curriculum, Teaching and Learning" (course 

number: 1304FL6338). 1 interviewed two En leamers with the intention to examine 

whether cornputer-assisted instruction is effective and then reported the research process 

and discussed my findings in the report. 



3. The Internet and ES= Teaching - Incolporatina Technology into Language 

Classroom (May 1998). Incorporating the linguistic theories I learned on the course 

"Current Issues in ESUEFL Teaching" (course number: 133 HL0 10 1) and my 

knowledge about the Intemet, I xgued that the Internet could be an acquisition-rich 

English learning environment. 1 also proposed guidelines for designing English classes 

with the help of the Internet. 

4. Let the Tree of Heritage Lanmiage Education Grow (May 1998). The paper was written 

for the course "Critical Pedagogy, Language and Minority Students" (course number: 

1334SL0 10 1). Based on a literature review and a case study, I analyzed the reasons why 

the Heritage Language Program has not led to the expected educational effects in the 

province of Ontario. 

5. The Narrative of a Cross-cultural Meeting (July 1998). Being encouraged by Professor 

Michael Connelly, who was the instructor for the Course "Foundations of Curriculum" 

(course number: CTLLOOOSLO 103), I wrote a fictional account of a meeting between 

Confucius and John Dewey. Through comparing Confucius' and Dewey's philosophies, 1 

was trying to find continuity between my past and present leaming as weil as building an 

image of rnyself as a negotiator between the East and the West. 

6. Growine with Stones - an Autobioma~hv about Writing (January 1999). For the course 

"Language, Culture and Identity: Using Literacy Text in Teacher Development" (course 

number: CTLA007FLO 10 l), 1 wrote a historical account about how I developed my love 

for stories and what role stories have played in rny learning in the present and in the past. 



Chapter Four: Initiation into the English Academic Discourse Community 

The collaboration among my two research participants and me started from 

September 1998 and went on till March 1999.1 did the first round of conversations with them 

in late September 1998. By that time al1 of us had finished over haif of our courses at the 

Universiy of Toronto. Juan hadfinishedfive tenn papers, Helen three and I seven plus a 

During ourfirst round of conversations, we concentrated our telling about the 

dilficidties we encountered while writing ourfirst three papers. Before the conversations I 

had done some reading on contrastive rhetoric, which has been a dominatirtg research 

methodology for study ing ho w Chinese students leum English academic writing. Rhetoric is 

defned as "ri way of thinking about the reiationships that exist nrnong speaker, sttbjcct 

matter, purpose and audience" (Matalene, 1985, p. 789). Early contrastive rhetoric 

researchers have been criricized for basing the ir assumprions of Chinese ailtciral thought 

patterns on examining pnragraphs writte~ by Chinese-speaking students in North American 

ediicational institutions (BLoch and Chi, 1995). The more recent approach is to examine a 

variety of discourse strategies in acti{al cultural contexts (Matalene. 1985). Althorigh they 

are diffe ren tly based, the con clzision of con trastive rheto ric resea rches seems to be one, 

which is that English language and Chinese language are competing discourses because the 

relationships defned by the two cultures are oppositions. Matalene contrasts them in this 

"Our Western sense of rhetoric, as an exploratory technique for approaching the 
truth, as an arena for combatants, as a means of acting upon an audience to inspire 
action and change, as an avenue for the individual to achieve control by saying 
something new in a new way, is oniy a Western sense of rhetoric and its emphasis on 
originality and individuality is post-Romantic.. .For the Chinese, then, the primary 
function of rhetoric is to preserve the general harmony and to promote social 



cohesion; and therefore, its appeal is always to history and to tradition and to the 
authority of the past; its technique aiways the repetition of maxims, exempla, and 
analogies presented in established forms and expressed in well-known phrases (p. 
795)." 

Some Chinese turiters in the West have published accoitnts testifying to the fact that 

nrltu ral conflict underlies Chinese studen ts ' strugg le w ith writing in Eng 1 ish. Ho wever to me 

it is still an open question whether or not it is our culture making oirr Iearning of English 

acudemic writing difticu lt. Joan ' s  confidence in her writing capabiliv, exp ressed in our first 

meeting makes me think the answer tends to be 'Not: 

Joan: Recently, one of rny Canadian friends told me that my English has improved a lot. 

Then he questioned me whether my Chinese was very good. 1 told him that my quick 

improvement in English has been achieved on the foundation of my literacy level in 

mother tongue. 1 am a pretty good Chinese writer. 1 believe that 1 will be a good 

English writer too - when 1 become a mature researcher. I've liked writing since an 

early age. 1 feel cornfortable with writing. 1 enjoy putting down my thoughts and rny 

reactions to the environment onto paper. 1 like to express myself through writing. I 

used to wnte poems and fictions - imaginative and creative stuff. But no matter what 

type of writing, I c m  handle well. I am a person with affinity to writing. 

Joan's confession reminds me of my own love for writing. That ivas a long time ago, 

back tu my elementa r y years, when composition clan was my favorite. Probably because of 

my addictive reading of literature books, I enjoyed crentive writing very much and I kvas 

good at it. In our weekly composihun classes, the teacher wordd improvise titles nccording to 

the situations. Ifwe got snow in February, the teacher would wBte down "Spring Snow " on 

the blackboard as the titie und let us write whatever we couid think of: In October, the title 

wodd be "The Full." Or sometimes, n sentence such as "Tell me two or three sto& about 



your dearest person" could always ensure my pleasure in writing. Quite ofen the teacher 

would make me rend aloud my compositions to the class because I was "good at describing 

things and making them alive on the paper. " However, such pleasure had gone since I ruent 

to secondary school. where writing becnme much more regulated. 

In secondary school, we concentrated on lenrning essay writing to get prepared for 

China's National Examination to Higher Education. A writing test was part of the exam - 

within forty minutes or less we hnd to write an essay under a given title or theme. Students 

were expected to argue for ceriain moral attitudes or social events that could serve political 

propagnnda. Students were rtszially well prepared before the exam and aware of what points 

the examiners wanted to see in their essnys. Ifthey could cover al1 the necessary points, the 

students wotrld pass. i f  they could argue beautifully and creatively, they would get high 

marks. I always felt that rny creativiîy for writing drained away when I was made to write in 

a fured frame. 1 stopped enjoying writing and considered myselfan incompetent essay writer 

in Chinese. I felt that my writing was cleprived of originality becatise of the regulations. I 

have the same feeling when I write rny t e m  papers. But h a n  always seems tu be able tu 

"speak up " in her writing. 

Joan: 1 always want to come out with the best inspiration in my sentences, which would be 

able to fülly represent my thoughts toward particular issues. I feel that if there were 

one sentence in each of my passages representing my ingenuity, my inspiration, 

triggering my readers' thinking, then 1 would say my paper is successful. I don't want 

to copy references. 1 value rny own ideas. When 1 am talking with you, 1 have this 

clear orientation that "1 want to tell you an idea." This sentence c m  best represent my 

thought. 1 have this same orientation while writing papers. While writing, 1 must 

come out with something that is very true, very original. Otherwise, 1 feel that you are 
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copying references. It's like patching - treating an article as if a piece of cloth to 

which you can add different patches. It is OK, 1 mean, for elaborating on a certain 

point. But I don? consider it as a research of qudity. A research of quality has to 

have some originality, to contribute a redly new view. That's a research of quality. 1 

saw writing as a way of self-expression. Now for acadernic wnting, I also see writing 

as a way to communicate. 1 would like to know how people think while reading my 

essays. I'd like to see how other people can be in agreement with me and how my 

writing can trigger my readers' thinking. 

"Zngenuity, " I repeat afer Joan, while looking at her black straight long hair and 

thinkhg of the image of Chinese students posted by some composition teachers (e.g. Kaplan, 

Fox, Matalene) based on strddents ' Eng lish writing. Composition teachers disclose that "be 

original" is a regtilar comment they give tu Chinese students' writing because Chinese 

studen ts tend to extensively cite nuthorities and use&ed phrases instead of stnting their own 

ideas and using their own words. The image Joan poses here is the opposite. Is she in 

rebellion against the Chinese tradition ? Or is she nlready "westenz ized" ? 

Zhaohui: Well, that's interesting. Remembering our education in China, we did not have the 

so-called individuaiized teaching, teachers treated al1 of us the sarne. We were not 

encouraged to have our own ideas.. . 

Joan: Yeah, 1 think you are right. Except for composition (in Chinese), teachers would 

encourage creativity, for example, creative use of analogies. Otherwise, teachers 

rarely encouraged ingenuity. 

Zhaohui: Then how do you connect your past Ieaming with your today's favouring of new 

thoughts? 1 mean what part of your experience do you think has contributed to your 

creativity ? 



Jorn: I think it was my upbringing. My father has more influence than rny mother does on 

this aspect. My mother emphasized hard work. "You have to work really hard," she 

always said that to me. Whereas, my father taught me "You have to think." But also 

it's connected to my previous major - Chinese literature. People in natural sciences 

are different, one plus one is two, no room for imagination, right? But for literature 

students, teachers encourage you to create new versions. Say for writing stones, your 

story has to be different. You have to come out with something new and especially 

catchy. That's why 1 am so afraid of repeating when 1 write. Dunng rny 

undergraduate years, 1 was a member of a poetry club in my university. 1 had written 

some poems that I felt quite good about. The rhetoric for writing poems excludes 

repetition so as to refresh readers. For example, to write poems, you need to use 

analogies that are to be special. Say, somebody has used the sun to anaiogize hisher 

zeal. Then you can't use the same malogy in your poem - you have to use something 

unique. Anyway, you have to come out with new things. That still affects me now 

when I write essays. 1 guess it is related to my background and rny previous major - 

how 1 developed my ingenuity. When my Canadian friends helped me editing my 

papers, they asked me why 1 was so scared of repeating. I told them that 1 didn't think 

repeating makes good essays. But they said that repeating rnakes essays clear, more 

readable- 

Joan credits her ingenuiw to her upbrînging and to her previous major. She grew up 

in a Chinese family, where the Chinese nrltural ttadition was embedded in daily life. She 

rnajored in Chinese language and literature, which represent the btîlliunce of the Chinese 

literacy tradition. Following this logic, her ingenuity should be originatedfrom Chinese 

culture. But Chinese langtrage and culture are knuwn tu feature linguistic formulas, 
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rnernorizing leaming and the ideology of collectivism. Can such a culture nurttïre ingenuiq? 

Logically it would not. So, could we say that Chinese culture has been wrongly understood 

and it uctually encourages originality as the western cultural tradition does? It might be too 

early to corne to such a conclusion. I start to probe through another route. 

Zhaohui: Do you think your experience with writing in Chinese is transferable to your 

writing in English? 

Joan: Presently 1 feel that my language is not adequate and my research is not mature yet. 

When 1 write term papers, 1 have to start with reading. 1 would go through references, 

and that is the process of formulating ideas. It is a painstaking process - you would be 

hit upon by so many wonderful ideas. You are juggling with them, seeing the trees 

while wondering where the forest is. But when my ideas have been fomulated, when 

I know what 1 want to write about, 1 would start to play with my ideas, to see how 1 

c m  illustrate them in the paper. Then the rnost enjoyable moment cornes. I think that 

now both Our writing and language are limited because we are not mature yet in the 

sense of doing research in this western academy. We do not know this context very 

well. We are not sure about the rules of playing this academic game. Sometirnes 1 

carne up with sorne sophisticated ideas. However, when 1 was trying to put them on 

paper, my language became inadequate. 1 had to get to references and "borrow" some 

sentences from there. When 1 was thinking on my own, my written language 

(English) is simple, but they express my onginal thoughts. 1 think it's just a matter of 

time. We will be able to write maturely. 1 believe the intellectual foundation of Our 

Chinese students is very solid. We c m  be competent researchers in the West 



I ask Helen, ivho joins us luter, the same question. Helen believes that she had also 

acqriired basic skilis for handling acadernic wriîing assignrnents before she came to Canada. 

The dffficulty is her lnck of language and contextual knowledge. 

Helen: As for writing, 1 did not write much in China. The educational systems work 

differently. In China, science students were seldom required to wnte - a thesis is al1 

they have to write. But here. writing is a very important part for learning and writing 

ability is very important in North America. At the beginning, I had little idea about 

how to get around with my paper assignments. First of all, 1 felt my vocabulary in 

English was too limited. Also I didn't know the mles. You have to be careful about 

the format. Actually you have to look up lots of references - to read widely before 

writing. Then you would have more terms and phrases to Vary your ways of 

expression. So I feel that collecting references is an important step. The method of 

checking references was new to me. But the capabilities of summarizing, generdizing 

and analyzing are what 1 have already had. They are the basics for research 

cornpetence and connected with previous experiences. 

Zhaohui: Do you feel that the way you write in Chinese affects your writing in English? 

Helen: No, 1 dont think they interfere with each other. 1 think the basic structures are the 

same. How we organize in English, we should do the same in Chinese. 

l am surprised. What I have felt is very different. The pattern I have learned to 

organize a research paper felt very new to me. It was in a writing workshop for ESL students 

at OISE. The professor who held the workshop gave instruction on what were the parts we 

should include in our research papers, where each part should go, who should follow who 

and who should echo ivho. She stressed that the structure of a research paper (which I 

understood should be linear and systematic) was very important because it optimizes the 
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readability of an essay. From her assertive tone I sensed that this linear strzicture was a 

fundamental principle in academic writing and most of the journal articlez I read confimed 

my sense. My impression about Chinese academic wriîing is different. There are no strict 

rtries for organization and structure. M a t  is prescribed in Chinese essay writmrg is the 

theme. As for arrangement of the content, manipulation is allowed to muximize the 

pers~insiveness. 

In addirion to the structure, two other rules the professor articulated felt dzficult to 

observe. She emphasized that as a reader she wanted the first sentence of the paper to be 

"This research is aborit .... " Contrary to such a direct approach, which i felt abrupt, my old 

habit was to use a short but interesting anecdote to invite my readers und then lead them step 

by step into my written world. But trbviotrsly being interesting is not the primnry concem for 

clcademic writing in English. 2 also felt it was hard not to write phrases like ' I I  think", 

observe", or "I believe" in my papers. I tended to agree with the professor when she said 

that the reader woufd know what 1 wote  was my observation and my thought so those 

phrases are not necessav. But when I read my paper withorrt those phrases, I found rnyself 

sounding so assertive, neclaring the tnîths to the world. It is against rny view of writing. As I 

see it, the purpose of my writing is to explore a route toward the truth. So I have to stress in 

my essays that what I wBte is my refectiun of the tnith instead of the rruth itself: 

The impression I got from the workshop was that the rules were unbreakable. So I 

managed to observe them altho ugh I felt they restrained my thinking when I wrote. I wonder 

whether Joan and Helen are aware of those rhetorical rules and how they feel about them. 

Zhaohui: Do you think that there is a fixed ... sort of formula, or standard for English 

academic writing? 



Joan: Yeah, possibly. Just like the way they eat. Every time they eat, they have to eat the 

exact same thing, the same ingredients, very routine. But it also depends. Speaking of 

the style, the difference in styles arnong departments is salient. You can see clearly 

from my papers. The paper 1 wrote for the course I took in the Department of Applied 

Psychology is totally different from the ones I wrote for courses in our department 

(Curriculum, Teaching and Leaming). A psychological paper has to be extremely 

tight-written. Also, they are not afraid of repeating. They have a Ba Gu pattern. 

Remember the type of essays that old Chinese scholars wrote For the imperial exam? 

Its form was so rigidly prescribed. it must contain the eight parts - no more and no 

less. And each part had to serve certain function, such as opening the discussion, 

discussing the significance, stating the argument, concluding the argument, so on and 

so forth (Ba Gu Wen, nlso called eight-legged essay, was a regttlated written exam 

style of the MNtg and Qing dynasties in China. Chinese scholars in old times took the 

exam to seek opportunity of working in the government. To pass the exam, they hnd to 

write essays by strictly following rttles. According to these mies, a Ba Gu essay 

should consist of eight stnicttiral parts, four of them were the central parts, evhich 

should be completed by eight rhetoricrrlly parallel paragruphs - the eight legs. See 

more details in Kirkpatrick 1997). They have a Western Ba Gu in psychology. You 

must write five parts - introduction, question statement, literature review, discussion, 

results and conclusion. You even have to use the exact phrases sometimes, for 

example, at the end of an article, you have to use "my conclusion is." Our department 

is very different. Such kind of rigid patterns are not quite encouraged. Say Paulo 

Freire's writing - it is very versatile. It is very good. You can feel from his writing his 

profound understanding of the society. 1 like this type of writing. Again, it is 
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connected to my previous learning. 1 know that 1 need to be more rational now when 

writing term papers. 1 am more concerned with how to organize my ideas. But still, 

sometimes I add emotionality to my writing. 1 think the style of my paper writing is 

like prose. 1 know that now some professors are trying to use fictional style to wnte 

acadernic essays. 1 wish I would be able to do that too in the future. 1 would like to 

venture with new types of writing. 1 believe that the language is established by usage 

and new language can be accepted by common practice. They are not fixed. So 1 like 

to experiment with genre. 1 would like to use my special way to express my meaning 

in my writing. Chinese language is more improvisational. 

Helen: But for me, 1 like the requirements for writing to be concrete and specific. The rules 

are facilitative for my writing, particularly when they are made explicit. 1 pay much 

attention to the structure of my paper. 1 want rny writing to be well focused. 1 am 

afraid of digressing. 

Zhaohui: Really? But it is believed that Chinese students tend to digress in their wnting. 

You know, beating around the bush. 

Helen: 1s that m e ?  

Zhaohui: Well . . . 
I do not know hoiv to reply. I am not very surprised that we do not share the 

published view on the difference between Chinese rhetoric and English rhetoric. Btct I have 

not anticipated that our views of the two discourses would be so d8erent. The distinction 

between them blurs and it becomes hard to grasp the particrilar features of each of them. I 

am aierted by this confision. I realize that while I need tu further my study of Engliîh 

rhetoric, I also need to re-leam Chinese rhetoric, which I have mistakenly considered I knew 

well about. Joan tums tu anotherpoint. 



Joan: Sometime in my writing, I wanted to express some meaning in a special way, which 1 

thought was more succinct and interesting to read. However, when I let my Canadian 

friends read it, they told me that they understood what 1 wanted to say, but it was not 

the right way to say it. They would show me the right way, to express the sarne 

meaning in a more elaborated way. The language was very plain and objective. 

Sometimes, a single Chinese expression demands paragraphs of English to translate. 

The flavour - the tacit understanding ernbedded in the language is lost. Many people 

advised me "you'd better have your paper looked at by a Canadian." 1 don't know 

what I c m  say to them. 

Zhaohui: You are afraid that their help would eliminate your speciai flavour in your writing? 

Joan: It's very painful. When Canadians helped me editing my papers, they were cutting off 

my original ideas, which was very painful. 1 think of everyone of my papers as my 

child. 1 can't stand that my ideas are changed by language editing. But meanwhile, 1 

very much want my papers to be standardized - grammar is correct, d l  else is correct, 

and in accordance with their ways of expression. But ... 1 can sacrifice a little bit of 

rny idea but not too much. It is suffenng if 1 have to change al1 my ideas, my ways of 

expressions, and my way of organizing. 

Zhaohui: Yes, it is a dilemma. 

I can feel the pain Joan feels. I recall an incident that happened some time ago. I was 

working with my study group tu jinalize the research report for out- swnmer course. I was 

assigned to write the part on the theoreticalframework the day before. I had had to work fast 

so I had mostly foctîsed on the overall coherence and completeness of the part but I had not 

done much to crafr my wording. When the group was reviewing the part I had written we 

went very slowly because they hnd to change almost every key word I used Sometimes they 
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followed their logic of thinking and ivent on to change the meaning without asknrg what I 

actually wanted to say. I was almost screaming "stop it! " But I did not. I knew that they 

meant well. I rnanaged to get rid of the idea that sornetimes word choices were made by 

personal preferences. I rerninded myself that it was a good opportunity to learn the standard 

discourse. They were native speakers and therefore my teachers. 

Responding to Jonn '.Y articulated feeling, I ask myself: "Was that rny Chinese voice 

wunting to be let out at that particular moment? Or was it just a reaction toward 

embarrassrnent ? I cnnnot be sure. 

When I am transcribing the first round of orir conversations, IJnd that tlzere is no 

simple answerfor wliethrr ourfirst culture is making otir learning of English academic 

writing dificnlt. In order to grasp what is the Chinese Jlavour (He, 1998) presented in our 

writing, I have asked Jonn and Helen whether I could itave a look at their papers. They have 

agreed. The five papers Jonn has given tu me are particularly iltustrative because on them 

thcre are detailed feedbnck front her professors. 

Putting my papers together with Joan 's and Helen 'S. 1 partictilarly examine the errors 

we made and points where our professors made corrections and suggestions for changes. 

Cornb ining my analysis of our papers with the articulated standard for accldemic writing in 

English and the pubiished view on Chinese studentst writing problems, I have identifed four 

cornmonplaces - grammnr, citation, structuring and ivord choice - to compare and contrast 

our writing with the standard. 

1. Grammar 

We ail constantly made errors wirh prepositions and artides. Probably it is because 

the Chinese language does nor have these two linguistic elements. More or less we al1 made 

syntuctical rnistakes, depending on our respective sensitiviq toward English. The 
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grammatical problern is not the central topic in the discussion of Chinese students' English 

writing. There may be the nssumption that to progress in grammar only time and p ractice 

are needed for Chinese students. As leamers, we surely al1 want Our English writing to be a 

hundred percent grammatically correct. I guess thhat we do not want our writing tu be 

flavoured by our incorrect grnmmar. But both Joan and I consider thnt being too sensitive tu 

grammatical niles whiie writing affects the development of oiir ideas. 

2. Citation 

In the literature. NU aspects are mostly disctissed about citations - ho w to use them 

und what style to use. English rhetoricians believe that citations shortld be used both 

sripportively tu establish the connection between the paper and previortsly published works 

and critically tu '"open n gap" to argue that the paper is necessary tu correct a falsely held 

position (Bloch and Chi, 1 995, p. 235). Citation problems identified in Chinese students ' 

English writing are also hvo - Chinese students tend tu over-rely on supportive citations 

sometimes to the extent of plagiarizing while demonstrating that they have diffic111t-y in takirtg 

a critical position toward published research. The explanution is that "the central fucus of 

Chinese rhetoric is hannony " so Chinese writers woiild find it dificuit tu directly criticize 

other people. 

I have not found these two problems in our papers. I can recall that I did feel 

reluctant and uncornfortable to expîicitly "/kick on" previous research (Ifinally wrote direct 

criticism because I understood that being critical is essential to academic writing). 

Underlying such a discornfort was not a focus tu maintain hannony but my view of knowing. 

That ir why I greatly appreciate Joan's npproach tu 'rcriticizing." in her papers, Joan ofen 

pointed out that some established hypotheses are illuminating in explaining particular 

aspects of phenornena, however they are incomplete and need complernentary perspectives to 
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thoroughly understand the reality. Such an approach is congruent with our belief that things 

are multi-faceted and relative. This belief can be considered as representing the Chinese 

worldview but I do not think it is erclusively Chinese. Therefore I hesitate to conclude that 

this indirect criticism is the Chinese fIavour in our writing. In their book Reasoning and 

Writ iq  Hatcher and Spencer (1 993) defne critical thinking as an attempt to honestly 

evaluate a position ivith respect to its alternatives. Had I known this definition, the term 

"critical thinking" worilrl have been easier for me to understand because it is connected to 

reln tivism, 

As for the style of citation, we were not familiar with either the differences between 

the hvo major styles (Le., American Psychological Association style and Chicago styk) or 

the variations within the styles. Therefore we made fonnaning rnistakes. But ive applaud this 

western approach to the exchanges for professional recognition in the acadernic community 

(Bloch and Chi, 1995). The more we write, the more facility we achieve in rising this 

technique. 

3. Structuring 

I have talked about how I felt about the structuring of writing in English and in 

Chinese. My feeling is in accordance with some con trastive rheto ric resea rche rs ' analyses 

(e. g. Kaplan, Matalene, Fox). They observe that, as opposed to the 'srraightfonvard' 

app roach in English disconrse, Chinese studen ts ust cally delay their discussion about the 

issue but begin their essays with narrative euunples. Contrary to the linearly structttred 

argument, which O rigina ted w ith A ristotle 's logical rearon ing from premises tu conclusion, 

Chinese students tend to digress, using examples that seem not to be logically related to the 

thesis. Between sentences, Chinese students do not erplicitly signal the connections but leave 

them up to the reader (Matalene, 1985). 1 admit that the above observations accurately 
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summarize my old habit in writing Chinese. In my English papers, these habits are not 

salient because I am consciously avoiding them while I write. The only problem is that some 

of rny sentences are not direct and the meanings they convey are ambiguous, su my 

professors put question ma rkr beside those sentences. 

I have outlined Jonn's papers and found that the overall strticture of her English 

writing hns a littleflavortr of the Chinese way of stntctnring. Her professors do not 

pnrticrrlarly scrggest Juan make changes to her overall structure. 

Here, we may arrive at the conclusion that different ways of strricturing an argument 

constittite an important part of the linguistic difference between Chinese and English. 

Ho wever, Helen 's English writing rerninds us to consider the disciplinary difference as well. 

The following passage is an excerpt from Helen 's paper: 

Performance and efficiency problern 

These problems are mainly encountered by the physicians, nurses and patient care 
manager. Because of the difficulty to access information from different sources, the 
productivity of physicians and manager is seriously affected. For example, if a 
physician in the dialysis unit needs to evaluate a longitudinal effect about some 
specific problern, such as rend bone disease and anemia, he must be able to access 
and collect d l  the relevant information. These information may be generated by day 
to day, month to month, even year to year results form various sources, such as lab, 
phmacy, dietary, dialysis, etc. Specifically, a physician has to go through al1 
relevant departments, storage rooms, and file folders, flip page to page of the patient 
file to obtain necessary information he needs. Usually, this part of work takes 80% of 
a physician's time, which greatly limits the time that the physician has available to 
spend with his patients. Similarly, because of lack of automated information system, 
the nurses have to do a large amount of clerical work. Clencal work diverts the 
nurses' attention from patient care. The patient care manager also has to spend a large 
amount of time to collect and dculate d l  necessary data manually to create a 
monthly statistical report about the materials supplied by more thm 20 suppliers. 
Therefore, there is an urgent need for performance and efficiency irnprovement in the 
unit through the introduction of information technology. 

Behg focused, which is well demonstruted in this passage, features Helen 's English 

writing and even her spoken discotirse, which is in Chinese. Such a feature is in obvious 

contrast with Joan's speech and also di f ferent t fr  mine but we three all share one mother 



tongue. Tentatively 1 thought that the feature of Helen's speech are related to her research 

discipline. She has been studying in engineering both in China and NI Canada. Engineering 

is not a native-bom subject in China but was introduced into China from the West at the end 

of the nineteenth century, like many other natural sciences. When there was no ready 

discourse for these scien tific fields in the Chinese ianguage, our pioneer scien tists migh t 

hnve trnnsplanted the discourse together with the szibjects as a whole package from the west 

and let them develop in China. To test my assumption, I have gone to the Robarts Library to 

look up references on acadernic writing in Chinese. In the Chinese book The Guide for 

Scholarlv Writing (Li and Zhu, 1993). the stated criteria for standard scient@ writing in 

Chinese is strikingly similnr to the criteria of good academic writing in English stressed by 

Hatcher and Spencer (1993) in their book Reasoning and Writing. The Chincl's National 

Standards for Presentation of  Scientific and Technical Re~orts, Dissertations and Scientific 

Popers incliîded in the appendk of Li and Zhu's book is nlso very similnr to the OISENT 

Guidelines for Theses and Omls (1997). Although scientijic discourse is not native to China's 

literacy tradition, it does rrist in the Chinese langtîage. I hove been too ignorant to realize 

the richness of our native innguage. 

My discussion of disciplinary difference in otîr writing constitutes a digression. 

Coming back tu my p revious focus on linguistic differences between English and Chinese, I 

realize that with regard to the structure, the daminating features of English und Chinese 

dircowses are the opposites of each other although they may not exclzide each other. Stîch an 

opposition makes the reclding of the two discourses feel different. When I read Helen's pnpers 

and re-read mine, which appear tu be written in a more 'western' way, I realize that I 

automatically aim at information gathering. For readers, eficacy of the communication is 

important. When I read Juan's papers, l feel like playing a game of treasure firiding. Many 
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meanings are lefr between the Iines. My mind is activated to probe those meanings and thus 

the reading intellectually interests me. To think furrher, I agree with the contrastive rhetoric 

researchers' stance that the different ways of structrwing are derivedfrorn the different 

worldviews. Western culture has been developed on the traditional belief in the cause-effect 

relationship between things. Action is a line that starts at the cause and ends ut the effect. 

For writing, the writer is the stnrting point and therefore he or she is entitied to he 

responsible for the effecî - to emure that the render can completely rmderstand the writing. 

So the expectation for an English writer is to "have everything spelled out" (Matalene, 1985, 

p. 803). The Chinese worldview emphasizes the dynamic relativity among things und the 

interdependence between things. For Chinese people, understanding a piece cf reading is n 

responsibilip shared between the writer and the reader. A good writer in Chinese is one who 

is able to stirnulate the reacier to think far beyond the words. 

4. Wordchoice 

Hatcher and Spencer (1 993) stress preciseness and powerfulness of wording. They 

befieve that writing should t'~ommuni~ute no more and no less than what the individual 

words convey" (p. I O )  and wording shorild avoid ambigu@. While admitting that emotive 

langrïnge is an effective technique for persuasiveness, they imply that powerfd writing is 

chnrctcterized by an objective tone, thus words exhibiting the ivriter's emotionaliiy should be 

avoided. RefZecting Hatcher and Spencer's principle of transparency, in the feedback to our 

papers, our professors of in  suggested changes to our word choice for two reasons - 

preciseness and tone. 

For some English words, we understand their literal rneunings but we are not m a r e  

of the specialized meanings which words may acquire in the context of a particular discourse 

community. When we use them we may confure our readers. We pay close attention to such 

55 



Ends of suggestions and become more sensitive to the tacit meanings of terms. For some 

other words, our professors suggested we use the ones that mean the same but have a more 

academic tone. Here are two examples of professors' corrections from Juan S and my papers: 

( 1 )  Even after the intervention, Lina's aggressive behavior and unstable emotion kept 

bouncing bac k (the professor suggested "con tinried tu occur '' to replace the 

rindcrlined words) and it is difficult for her mother to keep calm and avoid 

spontaneous reactions. 

(2) My teaching philosophy tells me that it is rude (the professor wrote 

"discriminatory ?" and "unproductive?" to suggest change for the underlined 

wurd) to categorize students as slow-leamers, underachievers or high-ability 

Iearners and to conduct treatment instruction according to leamers' academic 

performance. 

In the p s t  example, the effects of rising "boctncing buck" and "continue to occnr " 

were different for me - the reader. "Bouncing back" implied the ernotionaf connectiveness 

between the researcher und her participant - the five-year old girl - whereas "continue to 

occur" simply describes fact in a detnched tone. Similady, in the second e m p l e ,  I used 

"rude" because I wanted tu emphasite the hure1 effect that labeling as such cocrld bnng to 

studen ts. Either "discriminato ry " or "un productive" wu rild keep me at a distance from the 

studen ts. 

From the professors' efforts tu tone down OUT wording, we sense that English wrinen 

discourse values a derachd and con trolled tone, which is possibly believed to be consistent 

with reasoning and objectivity. Joan told us at ourfirst meeting that she had to be rational 

while writing in academic English. Discussion about the tone in wrfting is scattered through 

the conversations between Joan and me and we tend to share the view tlzat the pratailing use 

of emotive language is ano ther feature disting uishing Chinese wrftten discourse from English 
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wriiten discourse. In the book Good Writina in Cross-cultural Contextr (Li, l996), Mr. 

Wang, a Chinese composition teacher with decades of experi'ence, reveals the 

episternological belief underlying this linguistic feature: 

"Qing (emotions, passions, intuition) has great persuasive powers. Li (reason) is 
inseparable from qing: qing is couched in Ii, and Zi is couched in qing.. . Li (reason) is 
different from lizhi (rational). Being rational one is emotionally controlled, somber, 
composed, exercising only intellectual and reasoning faculties. Reason, however, 
deals with tniths. Tmths, though existing in objectivity, are approached and 
understood only through subjectivity. Tmth should be learned with passion and 
conviction.. . good writing should be excellent in both qing and arguments.. . you 
cannot produce powerhl writing if you do not feel strongly about the truth. If the 
writer is not excited about the topic, how cm he produce exciting works" (pp. 55 - 
56). 

Wh ile discussing the rheto rical clifference in w O rd choice be tween Eng lish and 

Chinese with Dr. Allen. who has lots of experience in working with ESL students, he 

points out thnt the p roblem of word choice illustrated by my exmples suggests a cunflct 

between genres, which Hnlliday ( 1 9 78) calls "reg ister. " Reg ister appears to be a very 

interesting notion so I have followed Dr. Allen's suggestion tojind more about it. 

Register refers to the vm-kq of ways of iïsing languages and the variation is detennined 

by the situation or the social context of language use. Halliday believes that "ail 

language finctions in contexts of situation" (p. 32). People change the way they use 

language, or to be niore specific, they mnke different selections of words und structures 

according tu situation fypes. However, as Halliduy ernphasizes, register is: 

". . .not an aggregate of conventional forms of expression superposed on some 
underlying content by social factors of one kind or another. It is the selection of 
meanings that constitutes the variety to which a text belongs" (p. 1 1 1). 

So register is defned as rneaning potential. When we. as readers, know the siiuation, the 

social context of the language use, we c m  predict a great deul about the language that 

will occur, or we expect what lmgtiage will be used according to the situation. When our 

expectations arefu[jîlldt the meaning conveyed by the langciage wi21 be considered clear 
57 



and coherent. As writers, ive need to share the knowledge and understanding of the 

situation types with orir readers and match our selections of meanings accordingly. 

However, we, as non-native writers "who are not yet completely and intuitively bilingml " 

(Dr. Allen, Email message, May 1999), may choose the 'wrong' words somerimes because 

we are no? aivare of the situation-specific meanings of those words, and sornetimes 

hecause we are from a drrerent cultural context, where a different classification system 

of situation types determines a different class @cation system of registe rs. I w il1 explain 

the latter reason more becartse it is not as recognized as the former one. 

In the English conrext, academic writing is usually considered as a synonym of 

scieritific writing, for which the register of scientijic discourse determines the choice of 

neutrai and precise vocabulary. Personal, affective and expressive language would be 

inapp ropriate. However, in the Ch inese context, acndemic writing refe rs more widely tu 

both the writing for natural sciences, of which the register is close to English scienttjîc 

writing, and the writingfor social studies, which in the Chinese tradition belongs to 

literacy text that persona1 and c%fective, and expressive langrlage is not unexpected. 

Conside ring its lang uag e use, Ch inese academic w riting for social studies may 

sometimes read as creative writing by an English reader. As student writers, when we are 

unaware of this difference in register expectutions, we would not be able to truruly 

understand why we make 'wrong' word choices and we would not know how we could 

negotiate meanings with our English readers. 

To swn up, the sdient differences between English rhetoric and Chinese 

rhetoric are structure and word choice. Interestingly, among the three of us-Helen, 

Joan and I - our sensitivities toward the differences vas, and the di#?cuIties we have 

experienced with English academic writing appear different. Helen is ieast mare of 
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the differences and feels that any diflczilty she may experience should be attributed to 

the development of her language skills in general. Joan semes the d@èrences but 

does not use rules to restrain herself in her writing. She sees the diflculty is caused 

by our lack of experience in handling the English language and doing educational 

research in the West. I am more sensitive to the differences, and the dzficulty I feel is 

being carïght in between two discotcrses or literacy traditions. One reason I c m  think 

of to explain our different reactions is that we hold different attitudes toward 

language. An example c m  illustrate our dijferent viervs. We al1 consider that it is 

important for children in Chinese new immigrant families tu maintain their language 

skills in Mandarin. But we have different rationales. Joan thinks tha t main tain ing the 

Jrst language is critically beneficial for children to acquire a second langriage. I 

think that maintaining Mandarin can help tu secrire the tie for the children ivith their 

home culture. Helen thinkr thnt the language skills c m  open rip more career 

opportunity for the children when they grow rip and enter the society because China 

has became an increasingly important economic partner of Canada. Our different 

views of langrcage under fie our different strztggles with English academic writing. 



Chapter Five: Stniggling 

Afer  I have finished ttanscribing the first round of our conversations, I start to think 

ofrewriting my thesis proposal. I have the guideline of proposa1 development, prepared by 

Dr. Connelly. I work out a mental outline irrcluding major content I want to put into my 

proposal. The start had been smooth. But the actual writing becomes very dificiilt and slow. 

The reason is that I cannot find my voice. Voice is a notion particularly stressed in narrative 

inquiry. It acknowledges that the researcher has something to suy, and also the dilemma 

about how to say it in research texts (Connelly and Clandinin, 1994). 1 am clear about what I 

have to say but I do not know how to say it. I recall a research memo I ivrote afer I had the 

jïrst conversation with Joarz: 

'7 noticed that while talking, Joan alternatively used Engiislz and Chinese. I asked 
her whether she was thinking in English or Chinese when she was writing pupers. She 
said that sometimes she was thinking in English but sometimes, particularly when her 
ideas got complicated, she was thinking in Chinese. Reflecting on my writing process, 
I fo und myself mostly thinking in English, particularly when I wrote arglirnentative 
passages. For stories, I would rather write in Chinese. Thinking in English makes me 
able to think precisely, logicaily and assertively. Even in speaking, I use English 
when I have to argue for or against sornething, when I have to sound aggressive and 
assertive, and maybe more confident. When speaking in Chinese, I think I appear 
more intuitive, preferring to use ambiguity for humorous effect; my tone is sofer and 
more accommodating. Do I have two different voices?" 

As n matter of fact, in later conversations, ail of trs have qtrite o&n used English 

sentences or phrases to heip ourselves complete our storytelling that is primarily Ni Chinese. 

Linguistics calls such a phenomenon - a speaker moves between languages in conversations - 

'%ode sw itching " (Halliday, 1978). Linguistic studies also observe thar code switching is 

prevaihg in conversations between people who are equally bilingual. Then, is there a shift 

of i d e n t i ~  occurring when we switch our languages? I try to recall whether Joan or  Helen 

appeared more English and less Chinese when they switched to English. The answer is 

uncerîah. They might appear dgerent but they were no& doing so purposefulty. They were 
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concentmting on meaning making. They used English possibly because the English 

expressions were readier than the Chinese ones in their languctg e repertoire (Halliday. 

1978). Such a refection mnkes me ask myselfthe essential question: "What is the 

relationship between language and identiiy? " Furthemore, does what langiiage we use 

define ivho we are, or is it the other way around? 

Halliduy 's ( 1  978) explanation of Zingzcage from a sociolingrr istic perspective helps 

me to locate the relationship between language and ideniity in the mutrix of social relations. 

Halliday sees language as the means by which a person becomes a member of socieîy. Being 

a member of scciety means occupying n social role, which is defined by social relations. The 

social relations that a society consists of vary and they define variow social roles. Halliday 

continues to reason that: 

"social roles are combinable and the individual, as a member of a society, 
occupies not just one role but many at a tirne, dways through the medium of 
language. Language is again a necessary cocdition for this final element in the 
process of the development of the individuai, frorn human being to person to what we 
may cal1 'persondity', a persondity being interpreted as a role cornplex" (p. 15). 

Hulliday's notion of personali~ can be considered as the equivalent to identity 

and the role cornplex as the multiple aspects of identity. What roles have I synthesized 

(Halliday, 2978) into my personality or identity? First of ail, I am Chinese. This rote had 

been defned by the social relations in the Chinese society and I had occcrpied this role by 

leantirtg and using the Chinese language. Now I am a Chinese student in a second 

culture and in this role my old role as a Chinese person has been redefined by a different 

systern of social relations in ihis second culture. I also expect to occupy a new role - n 

member of a sub-society - the English academic communi~  - by means of using English 

academic discourse. Will I be able to synthesîze roles that defined by different systems of 

social relations and which language c m  be the mediwn that I use to synthesize? 



Questions are coming to me one afer another. I go back to reread the 

transcription of our conversations. I feel arnazed by our adaptiveness to switch between 

English and Chinese and I start to see the dynamics of our identities in our 

conversationsr However, it woccld be a different case in writing. Switching is expected in 

oral commrrnication but not in fonnal academic writing in English. I recall that I had to 

switch off my Chinese voice while writing tenn papers because I was afraid that the 

Chinese voice might risk the clarity and coherence of my writing. In the meantirne, I felt 

that I hnd lost myselfin my English writing. Is there a middle ground behveen being 

myselfand being ci creditable academic writer? Can a third voice be worked out from rny 

Chiriese one and English one? 

When I am struggling not tu put my personaliiy at risk in new social relations, Joan 

calls to tell me a story that hnppened to her. She has been wom*ed abolit the grade for a 

paper she wrote for a cotîrse she took outside her home department during the snmmer. She 

senses thnr slte might not be able to get an A, which she uscrally got in her home department, 

because the requirement for writing is more restricted in that departntent. 'RA- is OK for me," 

Jonn says. Now the grade has corne out and it is a B+. Joan wants to talk with the professor. 

She wants a fair judgement. 

I read the paper, which Joan has put on her web site. My general impression is that 

Joan has done an excellent work on synthesizing priblished research about the function of 

injiunt-directed speech and the idea she proposed in the paper is fresh. There are language 

errors but they do not affect my understanding of the content. I think the paper deserves a 

good mark conridering its content and the conscientious work needed to create it. I phone 

Joan and tell her what I think. She does go to talk with the professor - several times. I can 

imagine how diflcult the conversations between Jorn and the professor couZd be. 
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It h the middle of October. I corne to Joan's place to start our second round of 

conversations. We refect together on that incident. Joan hands me the paperfirst and I read 

the comment. Regarding the contatts of the paper, the comment says that it is interesting tu 

rerid. About the writing, the comment is that the structure of some sentences look awkward 

and too much jargon makes the paper hard to understand. 

Joan: She is the first professor who pointed out the language problem in rny paper. Maybe 1 

do have a problern in writing. But what I feel unfair is that as a course instnictor, her 

focus of evaluating a student's paper should be the content, the meaning, instead of 

the language. 1 do not believe that my writing is so bad that it is not understandable. 

You can pick holes in an article forever. The sensible thing is that you have to stand 

at the right angle to pick holes. 

Zhaohui: Her comment would be acceptable if she was a composition instructor. 

Joan: Well, she said that my paper is too difficult for her to understand; 1 should try to make 

my paper more readable. But 1 think that as a course instructor she should be farniliar 

with the terms. 1 know whom 1 was writing for. 1 wrote for people who cm 

understand. It's Iike writing poems, I would write For people who can understand 

poems, who can smell the fragrance of the flowers, who can think of the mountains 

while smelling orchids. That's my understanding, maybe right or maybe not. But 1 

believe that you have to consider who are your readers when you write academic 

papers. 

Zhaohui: So you were imagining who your readers would be when you wrote? 

Joan: Of course. My imagined readers were scholars. We were studying certain issue and we 

wished to corne out with some findings to share with people in the same research 

field. So my paper was to be read by those specialists who study infant developrnent 

63 



(the paper is on Nijiznt-directed speech). I f  1 wrote for kindergarten teachers, I would 

not use the terms at ail. 1 might wnte a presentation, mapping out everything. The 

whole writing would be different. 

Zhaohui: We cal1 this "yin di zhi yi " (suit approaches to circumstances) or "yin yen er yi" 

(differenriate teaching approaches according to leamers' situations) in Chinese. 

Joan: Or "Iiang ti cai yi" ( C M  the garment according to thefigure), we have a bunch of 

similar tems. Anyway, we should always speak from the real situation. 

Zhaohui: Has somebody, like your students, told you that you are very Chinese, or more like 

a westerner? 1 ask because you seem to be very proud of your Chinese background. 

But you do not quite fit into the general image of Chinese students in the West. 

Chinese students are considered as being quite, submissive and never questioning 

teachers. You are not. You do not give up easily when you trust yourself. You went 

to question your professor and you did finally win a fair judgement. How do you see 

your Chineseness? 

Joan: People are telling me that they feel 1 am very flexible, not confining myself io one 

particular pattern. When in China, many people, including my mother said that my 

way was closer to western. 1 myself feel that 1 still have a strong Chinese cultural 

background. 1 greatly appreciate Chinese culture. But I am redistic. When I first 

came to Canada, the way 1 viewed discrimination was that I should not make such an 

assumption that discrimination was everywhere here. So when 1 encountered some 

frustration 1 would not readily consider it as discrimination. I ailow myself a large 

range to view things. 1 would not make assumptions before I have actually had 

experience. It has a good side and a bad side. It is tirne-consuming. But the 

experience you have obtained is deep in your hem. You are not going to forget it. I 
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think that even though we are very close and 1 have talked with you al1 about it, you 

would not be able to feel the pain I feel. The pain 1 feel is very strong in my rnind. 1 

wonder if you have ever had such a feeling, which is 'if 1 go into this way, 1 will 

fight, 1 will be excellent and people will have to admit that I am really good.' You 

may have expenenced such a state of rnind. Chinese people who have corne here ail 

want to excel, no matter how hard the situation is. And they cm excel. 

Zhaohui: What you are saying is that the spirit to excel was rooted in our first culture. But to 

excel, you would choose the better means, no matter whether it belongs to the east or 

the west. 

Joan: Right. I do not have a boundary that is automatically set by rnyself. I do not label 

myself. You have to act according to circumstances. China has good cultural 

traditions but some of them do not fit the Canadian context. Take rny story as an 

example, in Chinese opinion, it would be believed that the teacher is right, 

reasonable. You can explain if you don't agree with your teacher. But the teacher's 

decision is the final decision. The western way would be different. If you consider it 

is unfair, you have to appeal. That is your right. That is their democracy. Well, they 

consider that democracy is so precious to them, why dont they think it is precious to 

us too. So, 1 think their idea is better then we can practice it too. East and west can 

complement each other sometimes. 

Zhaohui: So you enjoy staying in between, not only between cultures - you are taking 

courses in two departments. 

Joan: Right. I like to play with differences. People al1 have biases. When you stay long 

enough in one place, you would naturaily frown upon other ways of viewing and 

doing. 



Zhaohui: Yes, 1 agree. But you rnight have an easier life if you stick with one. When you are 

crossing boundaries you always have to ded with the conflicts between hem, to find 

a way to balance them. 

Joan: It is painstaking, really. But what is good about it is that you would see things clearer. 

Say, when I am talking with you, when we are canying on this conversation, 1 can 

completely come in terms with you about your narrative and qualitative research. 

When I taik to people in psychology, 1 can ais0 closely follow their mental 

rnovements. This is very exciting. At such a moment, you would feel that the sky 

suddenly becomes brighter. 

Zhaohui: Yes, things become transparent.. . 
Joan: That is the joy of leming. 

The telling of our stories contains so many differences. Those differences are 

challenging the assumptions I had prior to the telliitg. A series of questions come to me: Who 

are we? How can we define "Chineseness"? How can we defne oiir identity when we cross 

linguistic, disciplinary and cultural botindaries? Where do we locate oiirselves in the matrk 

of relationships defined by differences in rhetoric, research paradigms and value system? "I 

am flexible." Helen also says this to me when die is telling me about her last term paper. The 

paper was supposed to be n group project. Helen was grouped with two other students. The 

other two midents had problernatic working attitudes and Helen took the leadership. 

HeIen: We thought about the assignment very difierentiy. Their expectations were very low. 

They said 'We will be happy to get a pûss.' The whole project was divided into four 

phases. M e r  the professor had given out the assignment at the beginning of each 

phase, it was aiways me who organized group activities and led the discussion. 

Actually I was almost the only one who was doing the thinking, designing and t&ng 



on how to perform the tasks. Then 1 would distribute the tasks which I found out later 

had never been done. So the time I put in on that project was enormous. 1 was 

complaining at that time. But Iater 1 considered it worthwhile - 1 got more 

opporhmity to prac tice . . . 
Zhaohui: And you cm practice your leadership. 

Helen: Yes, it is important. During a job interview 1 did today, there was a question asking 

'What would you do if your group members do not do what they are supposed to do?' 

I answered: '1 have personally experienced this kind of situation. Until the night right 

before the deadline, my group workers practicdly did nothing. In that circumstance, 

first step I believe is to solve the problem, there is no time to blame, no time to find 

faults. As a leader, you have to possess the qudity of foreseeing such situations and 

being equipped with a strategy to handle them. In my case, 1 felt that they might flunk 

their tasks so I got rnyself ready. I did the important part of the tasks that had been 

assigned to my team workers. 1 still wanted to see how they would do the tasks so that 

we could share as a group. However, the fact of the matter was that they didn't do 

their tasks at ail. What 1 did first was to make up what was missed so as to hand in the 

project as a completed work. And then, after handing it in, 1 would just ye11 at them. 

Literally 1 was yelling because I was reaily mad. 

Looking at Juan's and Helen S stories together, Ifind that they do not only share a 

flexible disposition but they are also simihr in their abilip to see the positive side of adverse 

circumsîances and in their readiness to turn the negative into the positive. I recall Xin Li's 

(1 998) notion of improvisation I read in her narrative dissertation. Li reflected ajter she had 

visited herfather in a labour camp during Chha's Cultural Revolution: 

"When 1 saw a miserable picture of the inhuman labour camp for professors in 
1970rs, my father saw a beautiful picture of Renaissance with brown background and 
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vivid figures of human beings. 'When the people of the Earth al1 lmow the good as 
good, there &ses (recognition of) evil.' When I thought it was cruel to cut the 
professors away from their academic work, my father held that it was good for the 
professors to study the real world. Because of the good will and expectations people 
usuaily have, it is difficult for them to see the 'good' and 'positive' aspects in the real 
world.. . If she/he could be able to adjust the angles of herfhimself, shehe might 
improvise the experience, which can be labeled as 'positive', 'good', 'beautifid', 
'healthyt ... This seems like the key in my father's viewpoint toward the world and the 
Iife. This seems like the key in Taoist viewpoint about the relationship between 
people and the world" (pp. 10 -1 1). 

Xin Li's father, n Chinese scholar, seems to believe that 'good ', 'bad: 'beautifil', 'evil', 

etc. are only concepts that hiimans create to reflect the reality. Their meanings are not 

definite. Human beings are able to "improvise" the goodfrom the bad, the beautifrrlfrom the 

evil. Such a dialectical way of viewing 'seems like' the key in Taoism, one of the two mainstay 

philosophies of China (the other is Confucianism). Seeking greater precision, I revisit my 

small collection of books on Chinese philosophies. This review has helped nie to reaiize that 

dialectics is not only the key to Taoism but it is also the cornerstone of the whole Chinese 

cultural tradition. 

Taoism dialectics emphasize the point that everything in the world has its opposite. 

The nvo opposites rely on each other to exist and the? are mzitually transferable. The world 

is a conthrcity of movements between the two opposites. 

Confucianism dialectics believes in the "middle way ", which Confucius considers as 

the ultimute hrrman wisdom. Confucius tells us that the wisest man is the one ~vho  alivays 

knows what is the proper action in any circumstances. To know what is proper, you need to 

compare and contrast what you see, to find the extremes and to balance between them to stay 

in the middle. This story in The Analects (Leys, 1997) illustrates how Confucius practices the 

middle way: 'Gongxi Chi (one of Confucius' students) asked the Master (Conficius): 'When 

Zitu asked if he shoufd practice at once what he had just leamed, yo K told him to consult first 



with his father and elder brother. When Ran Qiu asked ifhe should practice at once what he 

had just learned, you told him to practice it at once. I am confused: may I nsk you to 

explain?' The Master said: 'Ran Qin is slow, therefore I push hirn; Zilu has energy for two. 

therefore I hold hirn back'. " 

I China is a book that is believed to integrate various schools of China's classical 

hirmanistic thought. The dialectics in I China focris on tranSformation. I China stntes that the 

definite nature of realiv is that it is changing. The opposition between hvo interacting 

elements is the force to eternalize change. Therefore the wisest and most capable man is the 

one who follows the law of reahy in tirelessly transfomirtg himself: 

I think Iffnd the 'Chineseness: the very national q u a l i ~  that has founded our 'Ifluid 

identity" (He, 1998), Joan and Helen S flexibility, Joan 's not-labeling, my effort tu find a 

third voice, Li's improvisation, and orir boundary crossing is either a conscious or an 

rinconscious practice of dialectics. With our dialectics, we are able to see similarities from 

differences, to seek balance nmong conflicts, to reach hannony through varieties and to turn 

wounds tu wisdom. Our struggle, no matter how diferent they rnay appear, are al1 directed 

tu excel. And the efforts to excel individtrally irnply a wish to strblimate our cultrird tradition 

in a new social/cultural context, 

In this new context, clferences and conflicts characterize our daily living and the 

practicing of dialectics becomes intensjcied. To pe form our writing assignrnents for orir 

graduate studies, we have leamed to use a new [angrrage to express ourselves and have 

occupied new social roles through interactions in a neiv M e m  of social relations. The 

interactions are two-way - between the academic commrmiîy and us. 



Chapter Six: Transforming 

I have finished my proposal, for which I could notfind my voice, and I have come to 

meet with Dr. Connelly tu listen to his feedback. I myself have felt quite satisfied w ith the 

theme I developed in the proposal. But the writing does not read srnoothly. 

Having raised some questions about the content of my proposal, Dr. Connelly tumed 

orrr discussion to the writing. He suggests that I try to pick up the notion of voice and 

signature as I think about my writing: 

"When you write, you want to have your voice and you want to have your 
signature. Your signature would have Zhaohui - the Chinese womm or at least the 
one with that background - come through in your writing. You see, there is a tension - 
how could you wnte powerfblly and effectively and al1 the English world wants to 
read you but meanwhile your writing is different, it is from China and it is yoti." 
(Meeting with Dr. Connelly. Novernber 1 1, 1998) 

Yes, indeed there is a tension. And the tension was salient when I was writing the 

proposal. It was the tension between my voices - my Chinese voice which wanted to use a 

sof, conversational and even somewhat playful tone to tell stories and rny English voice 

which wanted to articula te some arguments. As for signature, the particular rhyme, cadence 

and expression that make the work readily identiftable as the work of a certain author 

(Chndinin and Connelly, 1994), 1 have one in my Chinese writing but I am not certain 

whether 1 have one in English. 

I have decided to experiment to develop a signature in my English writing. A p e ~ e c t  

opportmity cornes when I write my iast term paperfor the course "Language, Culture and 

Identity: Using the Literacy Text in Teacher Development" given by Professor Grace 

Feuerverger. The title of my paper is "Growing with Stories - An Autobiography about 

Writing. " It is the firsî time I c m  be myseif while writing in English. 1 have the bekef tha t 



Professor Feuerverger would rinderstnnd me. Following is an excerptfrom that paper. I was 

talking about my Nanny, who introduced me to the world of stories. 

"My Nanny was the first person I asked to tell me stories. She was in her late 
fifties when she was hired by my parents to babysit me. Yes, I am talking about the 
Communist China in the early 1970's. In Beijing and other major cities, it was not 
unusual for some farnilies to have nannies at home to take care of the babies so that 
both of the parents could be completely devoted to the revolutionary cause. She was 
from a suburban village south of Beijing. She was almost illiterate. So when 1 asked 
her to tell stories, she could onl y thin k of two folk tales passed down b y her mother. 
One was about obeying one's mother's words to prevent possible dangers; the other 
was about always keeping a kind heart to enjoy the kindness from others. 1 heard 
them so many times that I could recite them exactly word by word. But still, 1 asked 
her to tell them to me, particularly during hot surnmer evenings. 1 made her repeat the 
story one time &ter another, when she was shaking a large cattail leaf fan to bring 
breeze and chase away mosquitoes. Her soothing voice would not stop until 1 fell 
asleep . 

Thinking in retrospect, she herself was a book full of stones. But she never 
opened herself up in front of me. The only thing 1 knew about her was that she was 
married to an abusive and addictive husband at the age of 16. Her husband died in her 
early forties and left three daughters whom she had to bring up al1 by herself. To feed 
her daughters, she left them to her relatives in the village and made money by being 
other children's maid in the city. She never mentioned her husband to me, not even 
much of her daughters. Actually she seldom spoke anything about herself. S he was 
telling stories through the things she kept doing. She was such a talented cook and 
tailor. As many other spoiled children, I had a bad appetite for food. She was able to 
use flour and sugar to create pastry of dl kinds of shapes and flavours to entice me to 
eat more. Up to my school age, al1 the clothes and shoes 1 wore were hand-made by 
her. 1 still wonder how she did it, no patterns and instructions to follow, no sewing 
machine, ail by her hands and her senses. 1 never saw her not working. Her eyes were 
always searching for something to do. But she never cornplained. Instead, she seemed 
always happy and peaceful in front of me. 

When 1 grew older, 1 noticed that she could never wdk fast enough to chase me. 1 
looked at her feet and found they were disproportionedly small. So 1 asked her: 

"Granny, (she enjoyed the respect of my family close to our gnndmothers who 
both died early. So al1 of my family addressed her as Our grandmother) why are your 
feet so small?" 

"They were bound." She simply answered. 
"Who bound them and why?" 
"In my day, every girl had to have their feet bound. Otherwise no man would 

want her as his wife. So my rnother bound m y  feet when 1 was eight or something, 
using long strips of cloth." 

"Was that hurt?" 
"How couldn't be. 1 was crying al1 day and al1 night untilI lost my voice. But my 

mother knew it was for my benefit." 
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1 shrank myself with horror. 
"You girls are lucky. You are liberated now," she continued. 1 ran away. 

It was on her deformed feet that she used to wak in the dark nights outside. It 
must be during her menopause when she was constantly suffering €rom temble 
headache. She could not sleep during the night and did not want to trouble anybody. 
So she went outside alone to walk off her headache. From her, 1 had sensed and felt 
instead of listened to the stories of traditional Chinese woman, who were born to take 
care of others, in the positions of daughter, wife, mother and daughter-in-law. 

1 had been living with my Nanny for eighteen years but never realized her value 
for my upbringing. Only in reflection can 1 feel how great her influence is on my way 
of living, aithough the influence was silent. 

Reading Ibolya Grossrnan's (1990) autobiography also reminds me of my Nanny. 
Ibi (the author's pet name) is a wonder to me and it is an unusual plensure and honour 
to meet her in person. 1 see her as the sarne kind of woman as my Nanny, strong, 
courageous yet humble and gentle, intelligent yet peaceful, hiding the 
extraordinariness behind the ordinariness, practicing the sound humour after having 
tasted al1 kinds of bittemess through life. I feel that there is much more behind the 
simple words of hi's book. But 1 like the way it is, which is very personally and 
emotionally touching. Meanwhile, 1 wonder what if Ibi had gone to university and got 
a degree of some kind. 1 dso wonder what it would be like if my Nanny had known 
how to read and write. 

Nanny must have known the power of literacy. Since I had learned to read, books 
started to set the distance between Nanny and me. The longer the stories I was 
reding, the shorter the tirne 1 spent with her. She was still not cornplaining though. 
She believed what 1 was doing was nght and important. She always kept my 
surrounding extremely quite because 1 was "studying the books." Only once she 
asked me "what do you see inside the books?" 1 answered "you won't undersiand" 
and then got absorbed into the written world again. Silence, which must be hurt. But 1 
did not pay any attention at that time. 1 had not known yet that silence could be as 
s h q  as a knife, with or without the intention to hurt. I get to know it better when 1 
came to a country where I become a nonnative speaker." 

In that paper, I shaped the cadence tu follow the waves of my emotions, slowed 

the rhyme so that the reader conld read out the meanings between lines, and 

simplijed the wording while not simplfiing the meanings conveyed by the words. 

While my focus is tuniingfrom the standard of English acadernic writirtg to the 

developrnent of my own signature in English, Joan is turning in a direction opposite tu mine. 



Joan is taking her second course in the department where she had the encounter we 

have discussed in Chapter Four. The instructor for this second course, let us call him 

Professor L., has very speczfic requirernents for writing assignments and is very strict in 

sustaining the standard of English academic writing. He gives writing assignments for every 

other week. For the assignrnents, he specifes what he expects to read in the first pnragraph, 

what in the second, what in the rhird and so on. "And yoti c m  write only one page. He would 

not rend even one more line, " Joan tells me on the phone. Usually on the one-page writing, 

Joan has tu ivork hours a fer  hours. Such training has paid ofi The final paper Joan has 

written for this course gets the highest comment and grade in the whole class. where Joan is 

a minority student who speaks a different language, majors in a differentfield and cornes 

from a different culture. 

We meet again nt Juan's place in early February. To our regret, Helen cannot make 

any more meetings with us. She is very successful in seeking employment and has been hired 

by a Canadian manufactory, which is locnted in Cambridge, Ontario. Helen has moved with 

her farnily to Waterloo. Our collaboration carries on without Helen 's  further participation 

but Joan and I are trrcthfuliy happy for Helen. 

Zhaohui: Most importantly, 1 want to know how you think about that incident? 1 mean - your 

paper was unfairly marked and you went to talk it over with the professor and finally 

got your grade chmged. 

Joan: Oh, that incident has really shocked me. After 1 have overcome my emotional 

reactions, 1 began to take the professor's comment seriously. I don't necessarily 

consider she was right. But 1 realized that I should try to be careful. They have an 

evaluation system. 1 don't have to challenge their system at my own risk. They have 

this assumption that ESL students have severe pmblerns in grarnmar or format 
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according to their own writing standard. So they are very careful when they are 

evaluating our papers. And because of their carefulness toward our language 

problems their evaluation on your content rnight be biased. 1 don't want to be the 

victim of that carefulness. So 1 become very careful. But still, it depends on whom 

(which professor) 1 am writing for. When I pay too much attention to the format, I 

feel I will sacrifice rnany of my creative thoughts. Generally, this incident has really 

given me a warning. I understand more about the research community. Meanwhile, it 

has prornpted me to examine myself. It has made me become more aware of how 

others would see my writing, view my capability, what would influence their 

evaluation. It is a good waming bell. 1 felt like 1 was a mnning train which was 

suddenly stopped. It was not the problem of the train that made it stop. It's something 

wrong with the rail track. But others weren't aware of the real reason so they would 

do a general check-up. Meanwhile, 1 was examining myself and found there was a 

problem with the train, although it was not serious enough to stop it. So 1 still 

appreciated the professor who stopped me. I am the type of person who is always 

running without thinking carefully. That's my character, doing everything fast, 

thinking fast and vying to pursue creative thought. She made me examine and adjust 

myself so that 1 could run smoother. So 1 appreciate her. The incident leads to my 

excellent performance on Professor L's course. 

Zhaohui: 1 have noticed that for your two latest papers, both the professors commented on 

the excellent organization of your papers. Do you consider that you have developed 

new strength in your writing? 

Joan: 1 can't be sure to say that for the other paper. But for Professor L's, yes. 

Zhaohui: This paper reads very differently from your other papers. 
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Joan: Yes. I wrote it according to my knowledge of what he wants. 1 did this because 1 

wanted to convince them that I am capable of uplifting myself to reach and surpass 

their standard. I was experimenting and 1 succeeded, although I felt that working like 

that killed some of my genius and killed some of the enjoyment I used to get from 

writing. I felt 1 was deprived of.. . 

Zhaohui: Pleasure? 

Joan: Yeah, well. .. not only pleasure. I admit that at the beginning of my graduate study 1 

did not write very well. My Imguage was not precise, my logic was not very tight. 

Those were rny weaknesses. But there was the enjoyment 1 felt from writing - the 

swift flux of my thinking and my language. That's the way it should be. Being a 

scholar, 1 have to be in that mental state. Only when 1 can keep in that state, can 1 

improve in my acadernic field and create meaningful things. 

Zhaohui: So you are saying that you want to be a scholar who gets your own way, instead of 

following conventions? 

Joan: 1 hope there cm be a compromise. People are different. 1 don? want to be required to 

think exactly as others think. It would be also hard for other people if I require them 

to think the same as 1 do. I only hope that we al1 become more considerate for each 

other. There should be more understanding. Before you speak out your judgment, 

think carefully. 

Zhaohui: Yes, I agree. We should have the attitude to appreciate differences instead of trying 

to require others to change according to our standard. Standards are good. People 

need to hold onto their standards, or principles. But meanwhile, you have to be aware 

of different ways of viewing and knowing, different standards and principles. It is not 

wise to rely solely on your standard to make judgement of the different ways. 
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Joan: Right, even the two of us, we share lots of things, but we are very different. 1 noticed 

that you are more concemed about your structure, to keep the consistency of your 

writing. To use an analogy, there are baskets to contain apples. Apples of different 

sizes and colors should be put into different baskets. You would be the one who must 

find the right basket to put in the right apples, whereas 1 would just throw the apples 1 

get into whatever basket. If somebody points out that 1 am wrong, 1 would argue to 

justify why 1 do so. My Canadian friends said that I like 'stretching theory.' But my 

focus is to express my ides  while 1 write. By reading the reflective journal you 

wrote. 1 felt that when you wrote you were trying to figure out what your reders 

would think about your writing. Usually 1 don't. 1 also found that you are more 

conscientious in understanding theories than 1 am. You know how to follow 

instruction and how to be precise. They are what 1 should leam from you. So you see, 

because we are different, we could have this fair exchange. The differences keep us 

together. 

Zhaohui: Helen is indeed precise and specific. She is a conscientious scientist. I have learned 

a lot from her. Actually 1 was not a precise person at d l .  I used to Say '1 love Chinese 

culture. The Chinese language is the most beautiful language of the world.' But if 1 

were questioned why, 1 would not have been able to state what exactly made me 

believe so. 1 just had the feeling, the impression that Chinese culture is great. But now 

when I am living out of our homeland, questions about our old culture keep coming 

together with the questions about the new culture. The impression has to be 

interpreted and articulated. And for interpretation and articulation, we have to learn, 

you know, new knowledge, or techniques. We need the training to be professional 

researchers. Disciplines and standards help us learn to be precise and specific. 
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While I am writing this part, the train of my thoughts n4n to a talk I had ivith Helen 

on her last t e m  paper. For a course project, Helen was petforming information system 

analysis for n medical rinit. When we met, Helen started to explain to me how she went 

through the analyzing process. 

Helen: Having overviewed the system, we used some techniques to mode1 the system to give 

a clear idea of the information flow and data structure. data relationship. When the 

modeled system got al1 set, we worked out specific requirements and translated them 

into technicai tems so that computer programmers could exactly know how to handle 

them. We did that by this data flow diagram. First we used a generai content diagram, 

indicating what will be the input, going through what system, and what will be the 

output. Next 1 decomposed this input part, which expanded to another flow chart. 

Then 1 decomposed the 'patient folder' part, which 1 wanted to work on, and it turned 

out as this extensive flow chart. You see, the process is like. .. from object to 

particles, to atoms, and to molecules, protons and neutrons. You have to decompose 

until you can't do that any further. It's very specific and detailed. 

The dota jlow diugrcirn that Helen was pointing at looked so familiar tu me. I reculled 

that I had seen the same kind of decomposing flows in reading and learning about qualitative 

data analysis, linguistic and cognitive theories. Decomposing seems tu be a general tool 

across disciplines in the west. Western analytical thinking seems to be clirected tu recognke 

every minute qua fity of the constituent parts of the being. And the parts are strtdied 

separately. 

Based on such an association, I wonder if1 couldjùrther infer that analytics is what 

grounds the way western people view the world. Contrary to dialectics, which grounds the 

Chinese worldview and emphasizes the interactivity and the wholeness of reality, analytics 
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stresses the specifcutions and individualiq of the phenornena being studied. Dialectics 

abstracted the ultimate lnw that rules the universe while analytics nbstracted the Iaws that 

rule individuals. The diffe ren t writing systems of English and Ch inese best represent the 

distinction between these trvo views. An English word is composed of Zetters that are abstract 

and independent. A Chinese characte r is composed of stro kes, which O rig inated in 

pictography, and the abstract configuration of the strokes symbolizes the menning of the 

cha racter. 

Ifmy assumption of this epistemological distinction between Chinese and western 

traditions is valid, I would conclude that what we have been struggling with is the conflict 

between different ways of knowing. Our struggling has signtjted both the strengths and 

weaknesses of clialectics and analytics respectively. Wearing dialectical lenses, Chinese 

people always look out for the big picture while paying less aîtention to the specflc details. 

Using the nnalytical microscope, western people put great effort into exharistively exam ining 

the individual details but tend to forger that every individual is aiways part of the interactive 

whole and the interactions greatly influence the quality of the individuais, which is not static 

but dynarnic and always changing. 

Juggling between dialectics and analytics we, as student writers, seek compromise 

with our western professors, who are simultuneously our mentors and primary readers. With 

their help, we are composing our new selves in and out of our writing. 

Joan: Professor L did give me a hard time. But I greatly appreciate his teaching. He's a 

scholar who does not easily make compromise. He made it for me. 1 could give up my 

way of writing to foilow his way, but 1 couldn't as easily give up my ideas when they 

are not in agreement with Professor L. 1 kept tdking to him. 1 communicate a lot with 

professors. Sometimes 1 got quite frustrated by the social code - when it happened 
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that the professor didn't want to talk with me 1 would suspect that I had made some 

mistakes. But 1 always push myself to talk with them. For example, with Professor L, 

he expressed a certain viewpoint. I didn't think he was right, but I couldn' t speak 

against him directly. So 1 sent hirn ernails, stated what 1 thought, asking him if 1 

understood him right. Actually 1 was trying to explain in another way. And he finally 

replied, saying 'Yes, 1 think that makes sense.' I couldn't say that 'You are wrong.' 

It's not because I was &raid of offending him. It's also because 1 was not sure if 1 was 

completeiy right. He is the expert, a famous scholar in this field. 1 had to be careful 

about what 1 was saying. It rnight be rny mistake. It might also be that my 

perspective, my point of view is better. 1 feel that to be a scholar your effort to learn 

from others should equal your effort to fight for your own standards and to get your 

individual credits. The compromising is mutual. 

It is v e r -  remarkable of Juan to recognize that compromising between the academic 

comrnuni~ and us ESL students is mutual. It is also very remarkable for Dr. Connelly to not 

only make compromise and fo give space, but to fightfor space for students and scholars 

w ith "dramatically different backgrounds. " 

In the foreword they write for Critical Inquint ( 1  999), Connelly, Clandinin and 

Phillion reflect upon the criticism that western reviewers gave to Ming Fang He S wriiing 

and ask: 

"If we are to open our minds to new ways of thinking we need to be aesthetically 
awake to difference, not criticd gatekeepers closing the doors to new possibilities that 
offend our conservative aesthetic sensibility. How can beautiful new forms of 
thinking about human experience of the sort that one finds in Ming Fang's work 
flourish when she is rounded up, boxed in and penned, by an aesthetic of North 
Amencan inquiry? How c m  we flourish if we impnson her? Do we imprison 
ourselves when we imprison Ming Fang?" 

Then they say to the English speaking academic communilyr 
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"Those of us with firm unshaken aesthetic sensibilities, rooted in a North 
Amencan identity, need, somehow, to learn what Ming Fang knows." 

When I was reading her thesis, I nsked how the communication and negotiation 

between languages and cultures He conducted with her Canadian professors und colleagues 

have influenced the North American academic cornmriniîy. Now Connelly, Clandinin and 

Phillion answer rny question by making it clear that there is a need for "an aesthetic of 

wakefrrlness " which w il1 muke the North Arnerican acctdemic community more responsive to 

other languages and cultures. Their articulation completes the circle of the comrnttnicntion 

and negotiation. Furthemore, they initiate another round of commtînication and negotiation 

by encouraging Ming Fmg and ail of us who corne from other cultures to ask ortrselves how 

we can "educate otir critics " while pennitting orirselves tu be educated. 

Without linderstanding Dr. Connelly *s role in helping students from other 

cultures, I rvould not believe that there are possibilities that w e  coidd edricate our 

critics. Without hearing Joan's stories, I would not be clear about how Ive could 

educate our critics. The connection between writing and transformation becomes 

concrete. 

Joan: I've changed a lot, not only the way 1 write, but the way 1 see myself - I know 

myself better. 1 know how much potential 1 have for learning and for 

changing, not only to change myself, but to change the way that people think 

of me. 

Zhaohui: Yes, 1 feel the same way. 1 am happy that we have worked together and 

talked dl through the process of changing. 



Chapter Seven: Concluding the Inquiry 

Now 1 feel like coming to the end of a joumey, an intellectual joumey, which 1 have 

profoundly enjoyed. Looking back, 1 am delighted to see the fniition of this joumey. But 

what seems more important for me is the new inquiry that has been raised and new direction 

that has been indicated for further exploration by this joumey, thanks to the help of my 

participants. 

During the process of doing my narrative inquiry, 1 have established invaluable 

collaborative relationships with my two research participants. We are different in personality, 

past leaming experiences, disciplinq training and relationships with languages. The 

difficulties we encountered in learning English academic wnting and the approaches we have 

created to deal with the difficulties vary. Accordingly, the new knowledge we have acquired 

is diverse. But we share a dialectical way of knowing and an elastic disposition, which we 

rnay cal1 our cultural characteristics. Our differences helped us develop intersubjectivity 

(Clandinin, 1987), which is vital for us to be more aware of Our individualities - our personal 

potentials, limits as well as biases and myths. Such awareness is healthy for us to sustain the 

continuity of our individual growth. Our comrnondity reminds us of our heritage. It also 

helps us to become more sensitive to the advantages of Our new leaniing context and to make 

Our new learning better focused. It identifies us as a group that bears the responsibility of 

continuing our cultural legacy in a foreign land, 

The process of wnting my narrative inquiry is the process by which I crystallize what 

1 become to know through leaming to wnte academic English and how 1 have corne to know. 

The writing enables me to find myself. The image of myself was blurry when 1 started the 

writing but now it cornes out clear. Who am I? 1 am a person with an identify that consists of 



four major aspects - the aspects of a learner, an educator, a Chinese and a westemer. These 

four aspects are not in four separate compartrnents but they are interconnected and 

interacting. As a person, I am trying to balance the multiple aspects of my identity. 1 wish 1 

could be able to reach a state where my mindset is adequately configured to guide my body 

to function in various social/cultural situations. It is a non-static state. The process of 

balancing is a continuing flow between dishmony and harmony. 

The process of reconstructing and reflecting on the stories my participants and 1 have 

lived and have told is the process that 1 have acquired the knowledge about myself - the 

understanding of what I know and how I c m  know. 1 have acquired this understanding by 

paying close attention to the interactions, particularly conflicts, between my intemal 

conditions - my ethical, aesthetic and emotional changes (Connelly and Clandinin, l988), 

and the extemal conditions - the social relationships 1 am engaged in, including my 

relationship with my research participants, with my Canadian professors and colleagues. 

Even more important than paying attention, the telling and retelling of my stories are 

essential to achieve my ~el~awakening. The new learning context is a wondemil 

environment because it offers a wealth of differences. The differences urge me constantly to 

ce-evduate the events 1 have experienced. The differences sharpen my self-scrutiny and I 

believe they do the same for my research participants. 

I think 1 have pûrtly answered the question "What difference does narrative inquiry 

make to research focused on writing." Narrative inquiry is marked by an epistemological 

quality. Doing a narrative inquiry has enabled me to connect writing with my epistemological 

growth. Epistemology is the philosophy of knowledge (Greco, 1999). It tries to answer the 

two questions - what is knowledge and how can we know. Narrative inquiry answers the 

questions by the notion of personal practical knowledge (Connelly and Clandinin, 1994): 
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"We see penonai practicd knowledge as in the person's p s t  experience, in the 
person's present mind and body and in the person's future plans and actions. It is 
knowledge that reflects the individual's prior knowledge and acknowledges the 
contextud nature of that teacher's knowledge. It is a kind of knowledge carved out of, 
and shaped by situations: knowledge that is constmcted and reconstructed as we live 
out our stones and retell and relive them through processes of reflections" (Clandinin, 
1992, p. 125). 

Conventional composition research focuses on generating knowledge of the subject matter 

(writing) and puts text production at the centre of research. In rny narrative research, student 

writers were the centre. They have been viewed as knowledge holders. The focus of my 

study was to conceptualize our knowledge about ourselves, about the subject matter (Le. 

English academic writing) and about the milieu (Le. acadernic cornmunity and Canadiari 

socio-cultural context). Through storytelling, we came to understand the nature of 

knowledge. We realized that while scientific know ledge is important for our education, 

practicd knowledge is the essential force for us to pursue personal growth. 

The second differencc narrative approach has made for rny study is that it has allowed 

an interdependent relationship between my participants and me to grow through the process. 

My participants and 1 were sharing a same goal that was to work together in order to achieve 

a better understanding of our situations and ourselves. We were having the ownership of the 

stones and interpretations but we did not have reservations to offer them to each other when 

the stories and interpretations could contribute to our understanding. During Our 

conversations, we were holding ont0 our own voices but also validating others' voices. We 

borrowed Tenses' from each other to re-examine our own problems from different 

perspectives. We leamed from each other how we could strategically deal with difficulties. 

Our shared narrative has contributed to our transformation. 

The third difference narrative approach has made for my study is that it has allowed 

me to take the writing of my inquiry as a reflective experiment to find a genre of writing that 



can fit myself. In order to have al1 my participants' voices and my voice heard, 1 have used 

multi-vocal text and long quotations of conversations in my research text. Kirsch (1996) 

cautions that multi-vocal texts may "make new and difficult demands on readers, they require 

tolerance for ambiguity and contradictory claims" (p. 194). Dr. Allen also suggests that 

because "oral discourse often contains vague language, we (researchers) need to check back 

with participants" (Email message. Dr. Allen. July 1999). In addition to retuming to the field, 

I think that the context constructed by conversations c m  also help to make the meaning of 

conversational discourse salient. The methodological problem is that as a researcher, I could 

not present d l  the original conversations in my research text. I had to cut and select 

sometimes according to my research purpose. Therefore, readers of my research text will 

inevitably encounter arnbiguity and sometirnes contradictory claims while reading the text. 

But rather than asking For tolerance, 1 would like to invite my readers to interpret the text 

from their points of view. The multiple interpretations imply the possibility that meaning c m  

evolve fùrther. We deal with and leam from ambiguities and contradictions in our daily 

conduct. We can also deal with them in Our writing. 

1 hope that my thesis will be read by ESL composition researchers and instructors. 1 

hope that my thesis could suggest a shift of the focus for ESL composition research and 

teaching - to move from the text production to the writer. 1 suggest that researchers and 

instructors see through the surface of ESL students' language problems. It will be of great 

help to both ESL students and the English academic community if more members within the 

community could do what Dr. Connelly and Dr. Allen have done - to understand the students' 

language errors as possibilities for meaning negotiations and to give space for those students 

to re-invent selves. 



1 also hope that my thesis will be read by other Chinese students in North Amenca. 

There were over ten thousand Chinese students and scholars studying in North Arnerica in 

1998 (Chinese Students and Scholars Associations, 1998). The number is growing year by 

year. For al1 of us, writing is an important part of Our cross-cultural learning. Many of us will 

finally succeed in writing perfect acadernic essays and establish our membership in the 

English academic community, with or without realizing that we may have silenced Our 

original voices. The silenced voices are actually reserving a wealth of intelligence which is 

drawn from our epistemological experiences in different cultures. This intelligence deserves 

to be declared and to be shared with others in order to build continuity. My participants and 1 

cannot and do not have the intentions to speak for al1 Chinese students in North America. But 

I hope that the telling of my participants and me could serve as a mirror for other Chinese 

students and could encourage more telling, which will benefit the lives of Our younger 

generations and the lives of people back in China. 

I also hope that rny thesis will be read by educators in Canada. Canada is more and 

more recognized as a multicuiturai society. Such a society makes a new demand on 

educators. An educator in such a society needs to possess a mindset that embraces 

differences and is able to use differences to combat institutionalized prejudices and personal 

biases. An educator with such a mindset will make a significant difference in the lives of the 

children he or she teaches and therefore bring about change to the society. 

My thesis is p r imdy  about language. Language has been seen as a tool to express self, or in 

Halliday's terms (1978), a tool to convey idearional meanings, and as a medium to spthesize 

social roles, or a means to make interpersonal meanings (Haliiday, 1978). The intriguing 

relationship between the two functions of language indicates the direction for my further 

exploration. Through the process of writing my thesis, 1 often felt that rny tool - the language 

85 



of English - was inefficient to express myself. Sometimes 1 felt that 1 had no language to 

present my thinking. 1 have worked out the dialectic for the conflict of my role complex. But 

1 have not worked out the dialectic between the languages. 1s it because my English is not as 

good as rny Chinese? I ask myself. Joan has also questioned me in our last meeting, when she 

was comrnenting on my thesis proposal: 

Jorn: There is one thing that I don't totally agree with. It's my opinion that it is maybe too 

subjective. Now we feel it is very hard to use English to express ourselves in their 

form. You propose that it rnay be because Our thinking patterns are different from 

theirs. But 1 think it might be just because of Our language. Maybe when our English 

is good enough, we will be able to freely express ourselves and to manipulate English 

like we manipulate Chinese. Do you think that we could do that if we really knew 

English? But in the meantirne I feel.. . you know, many things in Chinese, such as 

idioms, humorous uses, are not translatable into English. 1 am not sure whether it is 

because they don't exist at a11 in English or we are not aware of them. 

Zhaohui: Right, particularly phrases to express emotions. 1 feel that there are lots of feelings 

we do not share with English speaking people. We have different patterns of 

meaning making. 

Joan: And the other side of the coin is also tme. For exarnple, I could never find an exact 

Chinese translation for 'negotiation.' And also we may still do translation while 

writing, not completely think in English. 1 often feel that my deepest thoughts, most 

onginal ideas are translated. When 1 go redly deep in my thinking, I can't think in 

English because I don't have the vocabulary. Nor do 1 have the logic. So 1 still have 

to think in Chinese. I think that's a good point. 

Zhaohuî: Yes, that's a very good point. 



Can we finally write powemil EngLish with our own signatures, which represent our 

true personalities or identities? To find the answer, 1 think I need to experiment and explore 

further on how to work out the meanings Iost in translation. Constant negotiations between 

languages and different processes of rneaning making may help us to finally become 

bilingual and to be inventive with both English and Chinese. 
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