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Breaking the Constraints of Silence: The Stories of International Students

One of the first papers that Freshman Composition instructors still teach is the expressive,

or personal experience, essay. This type of writing is usually taught early in the freshman writing

course chiefly because it requires no search for material other than students' memories. That's

one reason. Another reason concerns the act of discovery.

As I've noted in "Writing Expressive Discourse: ESL and Native English Speaking

Freshmen," "Writing as a way of learning, as a form of creative inquiry, and as exploration are

all involved in the writing of expressive, or personal essays, as shown in the works of Flower

and Hayes, Lauer, and Young,Becker & Pike. Those of us N[ativei E[nglish]S[peaking]

instructors who teach expressive writing .. .believe that students looking back on their past

selves gain new perspectives, or reach a new understanding, of themselves or their world" (14).

This discovery often begins with dissonance.

What is dissonance? Dissonance is a challenge to a person's belief system that must be

resolved. The two beliefs cannot coexist as they are. For instance, a Christian student

experiences dissonance when his or her long-held belief of Christ's virgin birth is challenged by

historical evidence of several virgin births of saviors in different religions. Students may resolve

the dissonance in various ways. They may totally reject the new idea; or they may reject their

faith; or they may gain a new perspective of the situation . The resolution of dissonance seems

analagous to Peter Elbow's "embracing contraries,"or "productive tension," as defined in Lovitt

and Young (115), and also Albert Rothenberg's "Janusian thinking" in which we find that the

formulation of "simultaneous antitheses" creates a new entity, or perspective (55).

In the resolution of students' dissonance lies the opportunity for reflection, and ultimately

insight. In her work, "Measuring Insight in Student Writing, " Mary Murray notes that

"dissonance is a prerequisite, and resolution a facilitator, in gaining increased understanding or
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insight (50). We who teach expressive writing believe that reflection and resolution often lead

students to discover a new perspective about themselves, others, or the World.

Dissonance occurs with international students who, newly-arrived in the U.S., are asked

in their composition classes to write a personal experience essay. In most cases individualism is

anathema to their collective culture, and so they have had little or no experience in self-

revelation. As quoted in Samovar and Porter, in the 1980s Geert Hofstede, a Dutch researcher,

interviewed more than 100,000 workers "in multinational organizations in forty countries" (88)

and discovered that one of the major aspects in cultural behavior concerned individualism versus

collectivism. In a culture where individualism is high, an "I" consciousness prevails; while in a

culture where individualism is low and collectivism is high, a "we" consciousness prevails.

In the eighties the United States rated highest of all international groups in exhibiting

individualism, or an "I" consciousness, followed closely by Australia, Great Britain, Canada, the

Netherleands, and New Zealand. On the other hand, South American, Mideastern and Asian

countries, exhibited high collectivism, or a "we" consciousness.

Despite the fact that most of our international students come from cultures exhibiting

high collectivism, in my own experience--having taught international students for over ten

years--and in talking with other instructors, no international student I know of, has ever refused

to write an expressive paper. So does that mean we are helping them to break the cultural

constraints of their silence? I don't think so.

Faced, then, with the prospect of having to write a paper specifically designed for an "I"

consciousness culture, how does the student from a "we" consciousness culture reconcile the

gap?

To give you an example of two different methods used to reconcile the gap--I'll show you

the prompt I'm currently using in a project on researching heritage followed by the written

introductions of one American student and one Japanese student. Then I'll show you the prompt

that produced the second method as seen in the written introduction of a Chinese student
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The first prompt consisted of the following:

Define "heritage" [in your own words], and describe the influence it has had on

you in several areas of your life, such as character, lifestyle, values and beliefs.

(Dixon 10)

Following are the written introductions of two students in the same class, the first from an

American woman, Mary, and the second from a Japanese woman, Koriko:

Mary's Introduction

Heritage, although not chosen, is one of the greatest determining factors in who a

person is. It is what makes every family special, and every person unique. It is a

gift that my ancestors bestowed upon me by triumphing over their struggles, being

themselves, and just living their lives. Whether they did good or bad, it is now

mine forever. It can never be taken away because it is within me, a part of me that

cannot be separated. My heritage is in my actions, my words, my personality.

Koriko's Introduction

Heritage is sharing ideas, value of experience, belief in society, and its concept

retains over generations. In every culture, there is a crucial coordination between

developing individuals and social environment. The individual's life course must

be understood in the context of external influences such as historical, parental,

and regional culture. The character structures are linked with the individual

structure, and the environment I grow up has particular social aspect and influence

on my entire life.

In comparing the two introductions, note that Mary has no difficulty relating heritage to

the individual, specifically to herself: "my ancestors," "my heritage," "my actions," etc.; whereas

Koriko uses words that connote a more collective ideology: "society," "social environment,"

"social aspect," etc.
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In the second method of reconciling the gap, Ken, a young Chinese male from Singapore,

wrote movingly about his family who had been forced to leave Hong Kong before the

changeover and about life in Singapore. The prompt consisted of a popular, expressive

assignment that asks students to write about a significant place in their lives. The following is

Ken's written introduction:

I am an emigrant who had migrated to Singapore from Hong Kong. I came with

my parents and a little sister. We had just been here for two weeks and in this

short period, I discovered what a wonderful place this was. Before I came here, I

was very sad with the prospect of coming here. My heart shuttered into pieces

when I was told by my father that we would be residing here permanently. The

thoughts of leaving my friends and relatives made me go hysterical. Especially

my girl-friend, whom I had left behind, had been crying for days. But now,

amidst my sorrows I discovered a paradise which inspires my sense of beauty.

From thereon Ken describes Singapore in great detail. When I interviewed him later

about this significant place in his life, I asked him something about Hong Kong and was

surprised to hear his answer: he'd never been there! His entire introduction had been a fiction.

He also told me that among the four papers he'd written that semester (2 expressive, 1 evaluation,

I collaborative review), this "significant place" paper had been his favorite--because it reminded

him of home in Singapore, and it made him happy to write about it.

So how do international students resolve the dissonance? As we've seen, one way is to

ignore the expressive constraint and write informatively from a collective standpoint as Koriko

did. Another way is to circumvent the expressive contraint and write fiction as Ken did.

Sandra J. Savignon, author of the second language learning text, Communicative

Competence:Theory and Classroom Practice, .states: "The strategies that one uses to compensate

for imperfect knowledge of rules . . . may be characterized as strategic competence" (40) It

appears that international students compensate for "imperfect knowledge of" culture and use

strategic competence when they alter the "I" component in expressive writing
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In both writing assignments, Koriko and Ken experienced dissonance: their native,

collective consciousness versus the United States' individual consciousness. And both used

strategic competence to resolve it. A frequently cited article on this subject,"The Classroom and

the Wider Culture: Identity as a key to learning English composition" was written by Fan Shen, a

Chinese student. The article tells us that in order to write expressively, the author had to invent

an "English I." So when Ken uses fiction to fulfill the assignment on a significant place in his

life, he chooses a narrator other than himself, which might be considered an "American I."

Indeed the narrator in his paper seems more American than Chinese as he "goes hysterical" at the

thought of leaving his friends and relatives.

International students critically analyze their writing assignments and approach each task

by using strategic competence to resolve the dissonance. The international students who write

about how heritage influences their ethnic group rather than their individual person, are resolving

the dissonance by making the assignment fit their collective consciousness. Koriko did so by

changing the focus of the assignment from "I" to "we." Ken did so by inventing a narrator. In

the first case, individualism is rejected in favor of collectivism; in the second case, individualism

is accepted, but by an invented narrator, which is not all bad.

In writing fiction, the student uses the same style features as those associated by James

Kinneavy with expressive writing: direct imagery, figurative imagery, superlatives, vague

referents and first person pronouns (441). For those who object to fiction on the grounds that

expressive writing should be honest, or true, G. Thomas Couser would remind us that memory is

neither "stable" nor "static." It is "under continuous, unconscious revision" (as qtd. in Spigelman

131). In fact, some rhetorics, such as Axelrod and Cooper's The Concise Guide to Writing advise

students, in creating dialogue, to use their speculative imagination (38).

So are we helping international students to break the constraints of their silence when we

ask them to write expressively, or are we forcing them to cross boundaries they may not be ready

to cross? Neither. When they face the dissonance, they find their own way around the

boundaries; they don't need our help to cross them, nor to resolve their dissonance. In
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circumventing the expressive writing assignment, these students show use of strategic

competence, which appears to be a form of critical thinking.

The only silence that international students break is when, instead of writing

expressively, they either use expository prose to write with pride about their country or else

create an American "I" as narratorto write with pride about their culture.



7

8

Works Cited

Axelrod, Rise B. and Charles R. Cooper. The Concise Guide to Writing. NY: St. Martin's, 1995.

Dixon, Deborah. Writing Your Heritage: A Sequence of Thinking, Reading, and Writing

Assignments. Berkely: National Writing Project, 1993.

Elbow, Peter. "Reflections on Academic Discourse: How It Releates to Freshmen and

Colleagues." College Composition and Communication 53.2 (Feb. 1991): 135-155).

Flower, Linda and John Hayes. "The Cognition of Discovery: Defining a Rhetorical Problem.

College Composition and Communication 31 (1980): 21-32.

Karbach, Joan Bieber. "Writing Expressive Discourse: ESL and Native English Speaking

Freshmen." Diss. Purdue U, 19'93.

Kinneavy, James. A Theory of Discourse. NY: Norton, 1971.

Lauer, Janice, Gene Montague, Andrea Lunsford, and Janet Emig. Four Worlds of Writing. 2nd

ed. NY: Harper & Row, 1985.

---. "Writing as Inquiry: Some Questions for Teachers." College Composition and

Communication 33 (1982): 89-93.

Lovitt, Carl R. and Art Young. "Rethinking Genre in the First-Year Composition Course:

Helping Student Writers Get Things Done." Profession 1997. MLA, 113-125.

Murray, Mary. Artwork of the mind: An interdisciplinary description of insight and the search

for it in student writing. Gaskill, NY: Gaskill P, 1993.

---. "Measuring Insight in Student Writing." Diss. Purdue U, 1988. DAI 49 (1988): 2568A.

Rothenberg, Albert. The Emerging Goddess: The creative process in art, science, and other

fields. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1979.

Samovar, Larry A. and Richard E. Porter. Communication Between Cultures. NY: Wadsworth,

1995

Savignon, Sandra J. Communicative Competence: Theory and Classroom Practice. Menlo Park,

CA: Addison-Wesley, 1983.



Shen, Fan. "The Classroom and the Wider Culture: Identity as a key to learning English

composition." College Composition and Communication 40 (1989): 459-466.

Spigelman, Candace. "Teaching Expressive Writing as a Narrative Fiction." JAC: A Journal of

Composition Theory 16.1 (1996): 119-140.

Young, Richard, Alton Becker and Kenneth Pike. Rhetoric: Discovery and Change. NY:

Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1970.



WouTd you like to put your paper in ERIC? Please send us a clean, dark copy!

ERIC
C 2 6. 5-6 2.-

TS etv-1?), Koor
1

AT(' 1/4 S-.\--C37L _) 1/41 e)r tsVLAI IrleA

\e

4,0

0 an tion/Addre, ( 7 S "q ,
utrIt...s (Ttok_ 151

kr10160k0...1 10 46.i 03

toCcorload-, Trc4.
MI&

4-%=-% 5 te, CALA-

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

TMe: Paper presented at the 1998 4Cs Convention (Chicago, IL)

Author(s):

Corporate Source: Publication Date:

April 1-4, 1998

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the

monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resouroes in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

1

Level 1

LI
Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival

media (e.g., electronic) end paper copy.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2A
Level 2A

LI
Check here tor Level 2A release, permitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche and In electronic media

for ERIC archival collection subscribers only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2B documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

2B
Level 28

Check here for Level 28 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination In microfiche only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce Is granted, but no box Is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

Sign
here,-,
please

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproductioh from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requites permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Signature: Printed Name/Position/Title:

Date:Addrew

(over)



ERIC-Famsessing-end-Refereftee-Fatifity
-1400-West-StruecrdTRFOr

-Latafel-rtherylarni-2070773598

Telephertet-804-447-4080.
U14-Ffeei-1300-799=ST4t-

FAit-S0-1=9534)283-
43-maili-eriefee@inetedmor

WWW-Mtgeurtefacirtccardmsc:com-

DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will notannounce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:
If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: nC
ERIC/ EC
2805 E. Tenth Street
Smith Research Center, 150
Indiana University
Bloomington, IN 47408

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

PREVIOUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE.

EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)


	Breaking the Constraints of Silence: The Stories of International Students.
	Mary's Introduction
	Koriko's Introduction
	Ken's written introduction:
	Works Cited


