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I was born in a family of four in a little town in southeastern China. I don’
lgiow whether this is l?he family trait or fate, but all four of us, my parents, my
sister and I, make a living by teaching, and all of us, except for my mother, are
assoaate.d with the TESOL profession. My father is a retired teacher who
taught high school.Eng]ish in China for more than 35 years. My mother is also
retired from teaching, having been a physical education instructor for more
than twenty years in the same school as my father used to teach in. My sister
has been teaching English in a local teachers’ college for more than a decade,
and my own first English-teaching experience was in a teachers’ college in
China. I am now teaching both ESL composition and teacher training courses
in a major research institute in the United States.
I grew up in a critical historical period in China—what is called the
Great Cultural Revolution. All the intellectuals were supposed to be cultivated
through working in the countryside and living with farmers and peasants. Crit-
icism and self-criticism were the regular practice to show good will, and the
intensive study and memorization of political slogans and quotations from
Mao Zedong, then the Chairman of the Communist Party, were a daily routine.
Anything related to Western culture had to be abandoned, and anything com-
ing from abroad had to be confiscated. A sense of security was always absent
while sleeping at home as once in a Avhile the Red Guards (those left-wing
high school students with their left arms wrapped up with red cloth on which
Hong Wei Bing, Red Guards, was written) would stop by without notice for
revolutionary inspection. Their disturbance, aimed at searching for proofs of
ideological and spiritual pollution, was sanctioned by the Communist Party. As
my father was an English teacher, he was one of the suspicious targets who were
thought to be poisoned by Western thoughts and by being in possession
of Western books. I remember helping my father remove from our bookshelves
many, many English books he had purchased in second-hand bookstores when
he was a student in East China Normal University in Shanghai in the late 40s
and early 50s. As we did not have a basement, we strategically hid those books
underneath our beds, and covered the books with sheets. I also remember how
much fun it was to display on the bookshelves as conspicuously as possible all
of works by Marx, Lenin, and Chairman Mao—almost all in red and
colors. I found the days when I was excused from school due to
Jy fascinating as I could be left alone at home with the doors
for hours and hours on going through all the books
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Eyre, Charles Dickens’ David Copperfield, and Emily Bronte’s H_/uthermg Heights.
We started practicing retelling chapters, but found it too difficult to write
them. At that time, I was fourteen.
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to compensate for multiple drafting. I also recall that there w
activities because of the nature of competitiveness coupled by the hast
independent writing without consultation with others in class. We had to |
critical of our own writing through self-criticism, a skill acquired as the result
of numerous cultural and political movements in China. When I wrote in Chi-
nese, grammar was never an issue. What distinguishes a good composition from

a not-so-good one seems to be the richness of language and vocabulary and
organization. I know I was often constrained by model compositions; any dif-
ference in style and organization between what you were supposed to write
and what you actually wrote was discouraged. The philosophy is clear: the
teacher knows how to make you a good writer, and obeying the teacher and
following the instruction is what you are supposed to do. Any variation is a vio-
lation of proper student behavior and thus the consequence of little learning is
blamed on the students themselves.

Although I consider myself a good writer in Chinese, I wish I could be 5
better. I always feel the lack of variety in my writing as a result of the lack of
extensive reading. Reading Chairman Mao’ works over and over again until I
could automatically recite them did not help me a lot in expanding my vocabu-
lary in writing, and the fact that reading ancient poems and essays was not en-
couraged at school because of the political climate also denied me the solid
foundation of ancient Chinese writing abilities. This was debilitating to many
people in my generation who grew up during the Cultural Revolution.

Nevertheless, my family environment had a great impact on my abilities
in reading both classic Chinese literature and English novels and essays. My
father always got up early in the morning and, with a cup of tea, he sometimes
read aloud ancient Chinese poems with a special tone he acquired in the early
30s when he was a school kid, or novels like Gulliver’s Tiavels and The Scarlet
Letter, in the tiny courtyard where we could only see the sky if we sat in the
center of the yard. I woke up many times amidst his enthusiasm in reading and
I remember being challenged to read aloud a paragraph or two of whatever he
was reading before I had breakfast. Gradually, I found I had a talent in reading
aloud both Chinese poems and English novels, which must be associated with
my interest and practice in Peking Opera and stage performance. As I recall,
in order to play the major role, Li Yuehe, in one of the model Peking Operas,
The Red Lantern, I had to try hard to compete in the audition with the other
candidates at school. I used to climb up the mountain in my hometown to
practice singing early in the morning. In this way, no one could notice me in
the midst of the woods and rocks before sunrise, and I could try all sorts of
voice variations without feeling inhibited or noticed. I always carried an En-
glish book with me, as my father would not allow me to go without it, and 1
thus practiced reading aloud an English essay or a poem, and this, I believe, had
a great impact on my expressiveness in both L1 and L2 writing. I often jotted

down from whatever I was reading the expressions and sentences I was amazed
e rticularly those I would never have thought about using in Chinese.
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munist Party. That was the toughest time in my life. I remember my parents
argued many times. While my father insisted on my hard work in English and
math, my mother wanted me to develop my interest in becoming an actot. %
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abl? in ;hetn:)ltlzllbstages of English writing, not becau.se of a I:Zk of ideas to
write out, bu ecause of a lack of knowledge of what constituted a good
paper 11 Enghsh. Unfortunately, we did not have English composition courses
per se while I was at college, partly due to the lack of faculty, and partly due to
the fact that many faculty members in that department beliéved that literature
courses and grammar lessons were more important. Composition should be
secondary. Therefore, [ had no formal training in English composition while at
college.
I had neither opportunities nor motivation to write in English upon 10
graduation with a BA in English language and literature. Fortunately, I was
’ recommended to remain at the English Department to join the faculty to teach
methodology courses and supervise student teachers. In fact, my acting skills
through years of Peking Opera and experience in stage performance as a result
of the Cultural Revolution helped me a lot with humor and poise in class, and
[ was later told that my demonstration class in a junior school got me the job.
One of the challenges I set for myself as methods instructor was to deliver the
content in English. Although I was quite fluent in English at that time, to eX-
plain second language acquisition theories and teaching strategies in English
was artificial to me as I sounded like I was repeating what I read from the
books. I wished my L2 writing were strong enough to synthesize what I had
read in the same way as I could in my 11. But I have to confess, I was teaching
Chinese students English Methodology in English in China, and therefore, 1
could never get past a sense of artificiality and comedy in facing a large group
of homogeneous students who shared an L1 and culture with me. I regurgitated

in English what was known to the students: teaching principles set up by the

Chinese Ministry of Education. :
[ started practicing English writing once in a while, but | wias'mOlTIREEE
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me. Exposing my weaknesses in writing, and being helped, are learning in

themselves. .
When I write in Chinese, I tend to concentrate on the organization and

the presentation of the ideas I want to convey logically and idiomatically in the

paper. However, when I began to write in English, I intentionally tried to focus

on syntax and structure, and thus lost a lot of the spontaneity and creativity a

good paper needs. It took me a while to forget about grammar in my L2 writ-
ing when I started writing my personal journals, several times a week, and tried
to express myself without worrying about grammar. I also tried to practice
writing in different genres, from narratives to critiques, and from argumenta-
tion to research propqsals, which enabled me to become more sensitive in read-
ing and more careful in writing.
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One Of}rlny go:.ils in ESL writing is to publish. Publishing in English is 15

much more challenging than publishing in Chinese. I remember when I was
a SCCOHd‘Ye?r Ph.D. Stgdent, I wrote a review about a methodology book in
TESOL which was written by a well-known scholar in the field. Encouraged
by a professor, I was very enthusiastic and submitted it to one of the leading
journals in the field. Unfortunately, it was immediately rejected simply because
[ was a student. I was told that only peers who are faculty members could have
the status BaisATibe book reviews for that journal. However, this discouraging
experience dl.d not prevent me from submitting it to another journal. To my
surp?lse,. this time it was accepted. This inspiring experience of my first English
publication marked the beginning of my professional career in the US, and 1
also gained .the confidence in L2 writing which I had obtained long before in
my L1 writing.

It was the third year into my Ph.D. program, and after I had completed
my Ph.D. general examinations, when I decided to apply for a TA (teaching
sssociate) position in the ESL Composition Program. Thanks to the program
director’s global vision and open-mindedness, [ was immediately hired. Going
through the hiring process did provoke moments of anxiety, but I felt empow-
ered to be in a position where 1 could encourage those ESL students who had
not yet experienced how important and rewarding it was to be competent L2
writers. For the first time in my life I felt that I was accepted as 2 member of
the target community. Needless to say, in order to live up to the expectations,
I started teaching ESL compo ition with great enthusiasm and effort, believing
that I could uniquely contribute to the program by sharing my pains and gains
as an ESL writer with my ESL students. In the ESL composition classroom, 1
encountered both suspicion and admiration from my students. The suspicion
usually came from those who walked into my classes with presumptions that
their English teachers in the US should be native English speakers, which 1s
quite understandable. When the reluctance and indifference shown on the stu-
dents’ faces in the first few classes were greeted with smiles and understanding,
when their names carrying more than ten syllables were pronounced distinctly,
when anecdotes of my experience i learning English and my own struggles in
writing were shared with them, and when their first assignment was returned
with my constructive comments, suggestions and encouragement, their suspi-
cion about me was soon replaced with comfort, trust, and admiration.

It is true that I am not a native speaker of English, and never will be. But
the quality of teaching a language 1is not determined by whether you are a na-
tive speaker or a non-native speaker, assuming sociolinguistic competence is
achieved. I believe that the language  speak and the way I teach' could m.ake‘a
difference in the students’ perception of me as a Chinese teaching English in

the US. I remind myself constantly that I am teaching English in an English

environment, The only way 1 can make up for my lack of nativeness is by being
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ers, but also create supportive communities through which ESL students could
build their new identities to cope with the target culture. To me, teaching L2
writing to ESL students without helping them establish their L2 social identi-
ties is a disappointing endeavor. Reading students’ papers constantly reminds
me of my own struggles in searching for an L2 identity through writing. Being
able to discuss and share with my students the dilemma and conflicts in the
process of writing academic papers also convinces me that the key to improving
one’§ L2 witing .li'es in the willingness to observe 1.2 writing conventions, the
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experience and the L2 social identity co-exist and they reinforce each other.
Admittedly, my Chinese way of thinking has a great impact on how 1 compose
in English, but I realize that in order to maintain my L2 literacy and L2 social
;dentity, I have tO understand the fundamental thinking processes of the target
culture, and the way that my L1 culture can be accepted. I gradually become
Jccustomed to American discourse and rhetoric through constant reading and
writing, and the efforts I have made in adapting my writing style to fit the
general preference of the American audience has been rewarded by a few pub- a
[ications. But that does not mean that I have lost my Chinese writing style. I still |
see the legitimacy and beauty of Chinese writing even though I do not practice
it in US academia. |
I believe that writing is a skill: the more you practice it, the better your l
writing is. I have been in the United States for almost seven years: five years as
, Ph.D. student and two as a TESOL professional. I have published more than
ten papers and reviews in English and given more than a dozen presentations at
professional conferences. I have enjoyed my L2 writing experience as much as,
if not more than, my L1 writing experience. Writing for me has become a
pleasurable activity as I see it as 2 channel to communicate with other TESOL
professionals about my research findings. I feel so lucky that my colleagues are
very supportive and collaborative, and constantly discussing professional 1ssues
with them has sharpen -d my vision in academic writing. I feel I have so much
lso feel the more I write, the better I can write. When-
how they can improve their L2 writing skills, 1 would
English every day, and your writing will take care of

to write about, and 1 a
ever my students ask me
say, keep on writing 1n

itself.
I won't say that I am an excellent writet in English, because you can tell 20

that I write in English with a shadow of Chinese, but 1 know I have the confi-
dence in communicating what 1 wish to express. If everyone conforms t0 one
style in academic writing, then where is the richness of writing?




