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Developing Academic Writers:  
A Practical Guide to Empower Students to Negotiate Writing 

Sin Yee Cindy Chau 
 
 

Introduction  
 
In the first tutoring session, ESL first-year composition student Julian1 and I read a short 

essay she wrote and tried to improve it. In order to better understand her ideas and her writing 
intentions, I sincerely asked her what she was thinking when she wrote some of the parts in her 
writing. I listened patiently to what she said and responded as a reader, rather than as a teacher. I 
thought we were having a candid and useful discussion until she stopped after explaining two or 
three sections. “Okay, I will just delete it if you don’t like it,” she blurted. She seemed to be 
intimidated or irritated by the negotiation space I offered. In another more relaxed setting—a 
game-show classroom activity, in which ESL first year composition students were to write 
sentences on the whiteboard with vocabulary words provided, I had my students explain their 
writing before I decided whether to give them points. Some students were eager to earn points 
and clarified their writing carefully. Some students gave up their hopes easily and even 
discouraged their group mates from explaining. Julian said, “Oh, just stop. Cindy just doesn’t 
like your answer.”  

Even though I tried to provide time and space for students to negotiate their writing, not 
all students appreciated the opportunities given. The writing of this guide also stems from an 
inquiry project I did on students’ perceptions of effective teacher talk in student-teacher writing 
conferences. From that project, I learned that students easily relinquish their writers’ rights when 
they feel that their teachers, also their graders, do not understand or like their ideas—although 
students know of their ownership of their writing and desire control over their writing. From the 
inquiry project, I also discovered that mere teaching techniques do not guarantee active 
participation; other factors, such as student-teacher relationship, classroom culture, and 
differences in expectations, contribute significantly to the effectiveness of negotiated 
opportunities for writing such as teacher-student writing conferences or peer response activities. 
It is inevitable for students to view the teacher or a competent peer as superior and try to hide 
their anxiety by not participating and forfeiting the ownership of their writing. What we can do 
to help them is to empower them so that they feel confident and comfortable about explaining 
themselves and asking questions. They should also be equipped with strategies and language to 
participate in negotiated interactions. They should also be aware of their writer identity and 
know that they are responsible for making writing choices. My practical guide is intended for 
TESOL practitioners to empower ESL students in university or college to discuss their writing 
effectively with their peers and teachers in academic settings. This guide includes a literature 

 
1 To protect students’ privacy, all of my students’ names used in this guide are pseudonyms.  
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review on negotiation, power relations, and empowerment, discussion on student writers’ 
challenges in negotiation practices, and, finally, some pedagogical considerations for 
practitioners. 

The design of the guide is based on extensive published literature, my observations on 
two first-year university academic writing classes I assisted over three semesters, my reflective 
notes on my tutoring experience with ten students, and my own academic writing experience as 
an English learner. The goals of this practical guide are: 

i.  to raise awareness of the power struggle that students face when trying to 
negotiate their writing; 

ii. to discuss factors that affect the effectiveness of negotiated interactions in the 
ESL academic writing classrooms; 

iii. to suggest strategies and guidelines for practitioners in order to enhance students’ 
experience in negotiation practices; 

 
 

Negotiation, Power Relations, and Empowerment 

Interaction is not just one of the many teaching tools, but is essential in every language 
classroom (e.g., Allwright, 1984; Kumaravadivelu, 2003). In the past two decades, based on Lev 
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (SCT), second language learning research has acknowledged 
that interaction with other people is necessary in knowledge construction. According to SCT, 
learning occurs when learners internalize the assistance of learning provided by others and will 
later be able to do the same thing on their own (Lantolf, 2005). Language learning does not occur 
with only the brain and cognition; it involves people and the environment. Goldstein and Conrad 
(1990) differentiated active participation from negotiation in their study on teacher-student 
writing conferences, asserting that students who negotiate meaning make more meaningful 
revisions than those who only actively participate but do not negotiate. Active participation 
without negotiation includes backchanneling (such as um and yeah), excessively agreeing, or 
superficially showing interest in the conversation—without expressing any personal opinions. 
Allwright (1984) identified four modes of participation in personal interaction management: 
compliance (simply doing what is told or expected), direction (instructing how to do something), 
navigation (shifting topics), and negotiation (attempting to reach a consensus rather than having 
decisions made by one person). Among the four modes, negotiation was considered the most 
desirable mode of interaction. Unarguably, as teachers, when we provide students with space to 
discuss, we want them to listen and explain hard so that all participants are making their own 
decisions instead of following what one person says blindly.  
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While teachers and scholars believe that negotiation is important in second language 
learning and have no doubt about the advantages of negotiated practices such as peer feedback 
and writing conferences, research also has it that not all negotiated opportunities result in quality 
revision in writing or improvement in future writing. Negotiated practices do not necessarily 
provide space for students to ask questions or explain their intention, or student texts are still 
appropriated, usually by their teacher (e.g., Goldstein & Conrad, 1990). Whether learners learn 
effectively or not does not depend solely on teacher input or learner characteristics, but the 
interaction between the learners and the teacher or other students in the classroom, within which 
power relations are at play. In a composition classroom, despite being the owner of their writing, 
learners often struggle as their writing will be graded by their teacher and evaluated by their 
peers. Since grades will affect learners’ academic standing and criticisms can affect learners’ 
face, learner writers are placed in inferior subject positions (i.e., they are the subject to the 
discourse), which limit their learning opportunities (Norton Peirce, 1995). When students do not 
feel confident or interested in discussing with their peers, negotiation can hardly happen. This 
usually results in less uptake of peers’ feedback (Nelson & Murphy, 1993). During writing 
conferences, students were concerned with the teacher’s expectations and whether their draft 
meets the teacher’s expectation more than focusing on and asking for opinions on their own 
plans for writing (Walker and Elias, 1987). The power differentials between students and 
teachers are so great that students are prone to agreeing with teachers’ feedback even when they 
do not understand or even not agree with it. Sometimes, the lack of confidence to express 
thoughts in public is disempowerment, which comes from their youth, lack of experience, and/or 
dependency on university to gain recognition or acceptance in society (Palmer, 1990), for 
example. 

Learners can resist the subject position in which they are placed and become “subject of” 
the discourse when they decide to deal with the unequal power relations (Norton Peirce, 1995). 
Norton has used the term investment to describe the desire to make efforts to learn the language 
amid relations of power. She also emphasizes that the interaction in the classroom is not mere 
information exchange, but opportunities for learners to develop their identities and cogitate on 
how they are related to the social world (i.e., the classroom and the academic community in our 
case). Identities are not static but change over time and space and can be conflicting within a 
learner. A student may appear as an active learner in one classroom and be quiet in another. 
Whether a student decides to exercise their negotiating power relies heavily on the teachers or 
the educational context they provide as they are in the most superior position in the classroom 
after all. In Morita’s study (2004), Rie—a Korean student, born and raised in Japan, studying in 
Canada—participated actively in a class where she was positioned as a valued member who 
generously contributed her knowledge and experiences, but she was an outcast in another class, 
where the teacher considered her language learning status as personal deficiency. Providing 
opportunities to discuss writing is only the first step; teachers should empower the students and 
make them feel empowered by establishing a safe learning environment and equipping them with 
knowledge and strategies to gain true ownership of their writing (Reid, 1994). 
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Student Writers’ Challenges in Negotiation Practices 

Unequal power relations in the classroom exert a significant impact on the interactions in 
negotiation practices. Some students agree too quickly; some students look lazy, unprepared, or 
uninterested. Yes-men or slackness may not be the ultimate reasons for the lack of or undesirable 
interactions; they could be “symptoms” or manifestation of disempowerment (Goldstein & 
Conrad, 1990; Palmer, 1990). When teachers understand what challenges the students are facing, 
they can make informed pedagogical decisions on how to empower students, helping them 
participate and enjoy learning writing through negotiation. The following factors that affect 
negotiation are discussed in light of unequal power relations. 

 
Institutional Factors  
 Academic English teaching is highly political. While creativity, personal styles, or 
accents are more tolerable in other aspects of ESL teaching, it is academic English teachers’ jobs 
to introduce conventions to students and to ensure their learning of the conventions. What we do 
is to maintain the status quo—asking students to accept the “rules” so that they can be accepted 
into the academic community (Macallister, 2016). However, not all ESL students are aware of 
the notion of academic English, especially if they are first generation college students. When I 
first met my tutees, almost all of them were confident about writing. They believed they had 
good ideas and were able to express themselves even though they knew their grammar was not 
perfect. Some of them were impressive speakers among friends; some were good or even 
outstanding high school writers. It was usually after they got back their first formal assignment 
that they felt disappointed, upset or confused—even with teacher’s clear written feedback. Some 
students would ask their teacher what their problems were, but some would come to the 
conclusion that their teacher did not like their ideas—or worse, them. The false impression 
would discourage them from expressing their thoughts in front of the teacher or seeking 
understanding in negotiation opportunities, leading to communication breakdown. 

Another institutional problem is that students may not understand the nature and rationale 
behind discussions in their composition classrooms. First-year students, from diverse 
geographical, ethnic, socioeconomic, and educational backgrounds, all come to university 
classrooms with different expectations and beliefs about the practice of negotiation in learning 
(e.g., Ferris, 2003; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990). Some students may feel uneasy meeting 
individually with teachers (Ferris, 2003), asking questions (Hyland, 2003), or talking about their 
writing in front of authority figures (Black, 1998). When I first entered university back in Hong 
Kong, I was unable to write my first essay. I was an English major, so my teacher explained the 
nature and conventions of academic writing explicitly. She told us that we are allowed to have 
different perspectives on the same issue. However, I could not start writing and felt very 
confused. Finally, I decided to ask my teacher why we still had to write if there could be 
different “answers”. Essay writing to me was still only a form of assessment, like those I wrote 
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in public examinations. It was after this discussion with my teacher about “discussion on paper” 
that I was able to write and express myself with clear purposes.  

 
Linguistic Factors 

 Many ESL students are not aware there are different conventions for different 
disciplines and genres (e.g., Hyland, 2002; Lea, 2012). North Dakota State University Center for 
Writers (March 12, 2020) listed 60 genres or types of writing for students with different reader 
expectations. From my observation, students adhered to new writing skills they learned in class 
without knowing they might not be applicable in other kinds of writing. For example, in one 
first-year composition class, students learned how to use their personal stories to develop ideas in 
the first essay purely about personal opinions. When they were asked to write about scientific 
studies and statistics in the second assignment, my tutees all came to our tutoring sessions with 
personal stories, but not so much on facts. In another class, students first learned how to write 
reading responses then were asked to write summary as their second assignment. Although the 
teacher had explained clearly in class how to write summaries, one of my tutees still included 
mainly her opinions in the summary. I re-read the reading text with her and asked her for the 
main idea section by section. She had no problem understanding the text. It was when my asked 
me at the end of the meeting if personal opinions are for reading responses but not for summaries 
that I realized her real problem was an unawareness of different writing conventions across 
genres.  

Apart from differing conventions across disciplines and genres, academic writing itself is 
not universal either. Different cultures prefer and value different writing aspects. These will 
affect what students want to focus on in negotiation. For example, Vietnamese and Chinese 
writings emphasize the poetics in writing while the Western view of academic writing uses more 
straightforward vocabulary (Wang, 2011). While we prefer topic sentences in our paragraphs, it 
is common for Chinese writers to write around their main idea and make it mysterious or 
interesting before conveying the key message at the end of the paragraph. In negotiation 
opportunities, students who want to focus on word diction and sentence structure will feel 
frustrated when teachers focus on content or meaning most of the time in peer response activities 
or conferences. Since the teacher holds the superior power in a classroom, it may not be easy for 
students to talk about their personal linguistic concerns. The unsatisfaction and disappointment 
could become unpleasant discussion experience, which hinder future communication and 
decrease students’ sense of ownership of their writing. It has also to be noted that students who 
are not aware of such cultural differences may find it hard to learn academic writing conventions. 
They may feel perplexed and do not know why they cannot have their own design for their 
writing.  
  
Interpersonal Factors  

Most people do not want to express themselves if they feel that the environment is not 
safe, or if they worry what they say could possibly lead to negative consequences. Language 
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classrooms are no exceptions. Apart from a safe space for discussion, positioning (Davies & 
Harré, 1990) can significantly affect student interactions. In a classroom, positioning is regarding 
oneself and other students with the consideration of the rights to speak. Students can grant others 
the rights to speak by engaging in a dialogue. On the other hand, they can deny others’ rights to 
speak by not showing interest or not responding. Positioning is a complex matter and can easily 
be overlooked in language classrooms. Personal traits or language proficiency will not 
automatically result in the denial of the rights to speak. It is the interactions in the classroom that 
shape the self-positioning and others’ positioning of a student. For instance, two talkative 
students were positioned completely differently in an EAP classroom because of the teacher’s 
distinctly different attitudes toward them, which influenced how other classmates positioned the 
two students (Kayi-Aydar, 2014). When teachers thank a student or answered irrelevant 
questions, they are positioning the student as a valued member in class. When teachers stop a 
student’s speech, they could be conveying the message that the student’s utterance is 
inappropriate, which positions the student as an outcast.  

The issue of face also plays a part in interactions. Despite wanting to fulfil a discussing 
task, students may hide their non-understanding by not responding in order to prevent face loss 
(Van der Zwaard & Bannink, 2016). Students may actively ask questions and respond to others 
at the beginning of a negotiation opportunity, but stop showing their non-understanding 
explicitly after a few rounds of negotiations (Van der Zwaard & Bannink, 2020); they may resort 
to negotiation of face instead of negotiation of task (Van der Zwaard & Bannink, 2019).  
 
Individual Factors 

Students’ speaking and listening abilities can affect both how well they understand the 
interlocutor and how clearly they express themselves (Ewert, 2009; Patthey-Chavez & Ferris, 
1997). Less proficient students are often depicted as “receivers” (Yu & Lee, 2016), the ones 
without much power to negotiate but simply waiting for more proficient figures to pass 
knowledge to them (e.g., Allen & Mills, 2014; Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). Nonethelss, Yu and 
Lee’s study shows that even less proficient students are capable of providing quality feedback on 
different aspects of the writing, which means they should be able to discuss their own writing 
too. Some researchers argue what truly affects students’ participation in negotiated interaction is 
their self-efficacy or perceived level of language or learning ability. Students with higher self-
efficacy tend to take a more proactive role and enjoy discussing their writing with their teacher, 
whereas those with lower self-efficacy tend to be more passive in the conference meetings 
(Bayraktar, 2013).  
 Discussing writing is not easy because it involves metacognitive thinking and not many 
students are trained to do so. To write well is challenging enough; to be able to think about their 
writing or thinking process is even harder. The most common questions students ask in writing 
discussions are: Is my writing good? Is this idea interesting? Without any further questions or 
explanations, it only shows that students do not know how or what to discuss about their writing.   
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Pedagogical Considerations for Practitioners 

It is necessary for students to know the norms of the academic community and their 
rights to make choices about their writing (Reid, 1994; Williams, 2006). They should also be 
equipped with strategies and language to participate in negotiated interactions (Ene, Mcintosh, & 
Connor, 2019; Reid, 1994). Without the knowledge and strategies, students’ writing or 
negotiation will be based on pure guesswork. Teachers, as the head of the classrooms, should 
provide safe space and learning opportunities in order to empower students so that they can rise 
above their difficulties and enjoy taking ownership of their writing and actively participating in 
the negotiated opportunities. The following pedagogical considerations examine four aspects of 
negotiation practices, including:  

I. Sociocultural contexts  
1. A discussing classroom 
2. A safe environment 
3. Understanding of writing prompts 
4. Use of academic reading texts 
5. Discussions about academic literacy practices 

II. Modes of negotiation  
6. Writer’s journal 
7. In-class peer response activities 
8. Writers’ groups 
9. Teacher-student conferencing 

III. Support and resources for learners  
10. Language support 
11. Negotiation training 
12. Writing resources 

IV. Interactions among participants  
13. Teacher talk 
14. Group interaction management 

 
 

I.   Sociocultural contexts 
 
1. A discussing classroom  
 Since interaction is essential to learning, teachers should continue to provide students 
with ample opportunities to practice discussing in class. Teachers should include discussion in 
classroom routines and explain the rationale behind learning through discussions. If necessary, 
teachers may discuss with students what roles teachers should play in teaching writing, 
particularly in responding to their writings (Reid, 1994). This discussion about discussion will 
help both teachers and students understand each other’s expectations better. Julian, in the 
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opening story, was reluctant to discuss her writing with me in the first tutoring session. She 
would rather delete sections that she thought I did not like in order to please me. I immediately 
let her know of my expectation, which was not to improve that piece of writing, but to help her 
improve her writing skills in the long run so that she would be an independent writer. Julian liked 
my idea. We continued to discuss her writing intentions and thought about how she could make 
her writing more effective. During our fourth meeting, after I suggested a revision plan, Julian 
confidently disagreed with my plan, and through real negotiation we came up with a revision that 
satisfied both her—the writer—and me—the reader.  
 Some teachers might worry that a quiet class or low proficiency students would not enjoy 
or contribute much to negotiation activities. In fact, constantly involving these students in 
discussions will develop friendship among students, which helps even the less proficient students 
to enjoy discussions more and more (Yu & Lee, 2016). Moreover, it is not uncommon for quiet 
or shy learners to become more active in class activities once friendships are established. Still, 
some students might prefer to stay quiet for a long time. It is good if teachers or their peers can 
encourage them to actively express themselves; however, if nothing changes, teachers should not 
worry too much as learning also occurs when students observe negotiation (Pica, 1991; Stahl & 
Clark, 1987).  
 
2. A safe environment  

To ensure safety in composition classrooms, teachers should reflect upon the learning 
environment they provide. In the first lesson, it is also useful for the whole class to discuss and 
agree upon some ground rules such as no name-calling or bullying in order to raise their cultural 
awareness and gain better understanding of respect. Teachers should also lead discussions about 
effective interaction and discussion as early as possible in a course (Kayi-Aydar, 2014). This will 
make norms or implicit rules explicit. For example, teachers may point out the importance of 
considering everyone’s right to speak in discussions. Then, more expressive students might be 
reminded to leave some space for quiet members to talk; quiet members might feel the obligation 
to contribute more to discussions. When students have a better understanding of the norms of 
discussion, they will be more observant of their own way of participation and may be able to 
prevent poor interaction moment (e.g., being too ambitious and therefore considered arrogant), 
which will lead to negative positioning situations. 

Teachers should also examine the class culture constantly by observing students’ roles 
and how they are involved in classroom activities (Morita, 2004). Teachers should reflect upon 
their teacher talk and how they position students as their attitudes and behaviors toward the 
students influence how their peers view and treat them and how the students look at themselves 
(Kayi-Aydar, 2014). Specific strategies for regulating teacher talk or managing group 
interactions among students can be found in Section IV Interactions among participants.  

To encourage students of different social roles in class to participate, teachers should 
include a variety of classroom activities. For instance, students who are marginalized in a class 
and whose right to speak is constantly denied can express themselves freely in individual 
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presentations (Morita, 2004). Games, which include the “luck” factor, allow students who are 
regarded as lazy or weak to enjoy the group learning and will not be blamed for ruining their 
group’s performance.  

Finally, teachers should provide space for the “invisible” students to make their voice 
heard in the classroom. “Invisible” students include those who are generally vulnerable to unfair 
treatment (e.g., LGBTQ, female, ethnic minorities), those who are outnumbered (e.g., male 
students when the class comprises mainly female students, students who have faiths in a class 
comprising mainly atheists), and those who are marginalized in the classroom (e.g., quiet 
students—who may be considered not participating, unpopular students). The following are a 
few classroom suggestions:  

● When reading about a topic, teachers may provide perspectives which could represent the 
“invisible” students. Not only will the class be able to understand the topic from voices 
less heard, this will also empower the “invisible” students and encourage them to 
elaborate on the issue with their personal experiences.  

● Before each discussion, teachers should remind students to be sensitive of the feelings of 
other people2 when they express their opinions. If possible, teachers should speculate 
about possible perspectives they might get in class and be explicit and clear in their 
reminder. For example, when discussing smoking, teachers should ask the class to 
remember there might be smokers in the class, who need respect too. 

● Teachers may allow anonymity when asking students to respond to an issue. They may 
ask students to write their opinions on cards without writing their names. After that, 
collect the cards and distribute them randomly. Each student will then have to read the 
card aloud and state whether they agree or disagree with the ideas written on the cards. 
(Palmer, 1990) 

● When necessary, limit each student’s speaking chances to a number (e.g., three) so that 
the quieter students find space to join the class conversations. (Palmer, 1990) 

 
 
3. Understanding of Writing Prompts 

Composition teachers should teach students to understand professors’ expectations by 
reading writing prompts carefully. While composition teachers design clear writing prompts and 
even provide clear guidelines for completing an assignment (Kroll & Reid, 1994; Reid & Kroll, 
1995), this does not seem to be enough for students to fully understand the assignment. When we 
started talking about their writing, almost all of my tutees asked, “What am I supposed to write 
for this assignment?” or “Can you help me check if I’m answering the questions?”  
In a tutoring session, Mei and I discussed her reflective essay on learning styles in a specific 
class. Except saying the class was boring, she did not know what else to add even though I asked 

 
2 In a linguistic class I took in university, the class discussed the linguistic features of a religious text. However, 
when students reported their analysis, they also added in exaggerated opinions, which upset a few students with faith 
in class. Those students did not feel comfortable to express themselves when they were positioned in an inferior role 
and only kept silent. 
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her about the class syllabus, the type of assessment, what the teacher did in class, what the course 
page looked like, etc., hoping to help her think in more depth. Mei explained earnestly how the 
class was boring with examples such as the teacher’s tone and use of pictures on PowerPoint 
slides. I pointed out to her that it was a reflective essay and that she should focus on her learning 
experience instead of focusing on the teacher. She was confused and told me she felt bored. It 
was only after I explained what I would do for a reflective essay that we were able to have a 
more meaningful discussion. Unfortunately, it was almost the end of our meeting. Similar 
scenarios occurred when Mei or other students wrote for different assignments, or I found it hard 
to sustain a discussion if students had different understandings of the writing task and thus 
disparate goals than the teacher’s.   

 Inspired by George Mason University Writing Center (2016), Pillai (2014), Purdue 
Online Writing Lab (2018), and Raimes, & Jerskey, M. (2010), I have developed a handout on 
deciphering writing prompts, which focus on instructional verbs, their meanings, expected 
content of the assignment, mental processes, and writing procedures (see Appendix A). From 
that handout, for example, what a student should do for an assignment which asks to reflect 
(instructional verb) is to read the learning materials (part of writing procedure) and to connect 
them to the personal experiences (mental process). It is also noted that when students write, they 
should include both the learning materials and the personal experiences (expected content). If I 
had pointed to Mei earlier what reflect meant in her assignment, we might have had a more 
productive discussion. Mei could have thought and talked about her own learning styles more 
and related her learning experience in the class to the texts she read about learning styles. 

Helping students to understand teachers’ expectations about the assignment allows 
students to be more independent writers. They will have clear writing goals and feel more 
confident about writing and discussing their writing. Furthermore, when both students and 
teachers are on the same page, it is easier for both parties to understand each other’s arguments 
and respond to each other. Please note that the list in Appendix A is long. Teachers should give 
out the handout at the beginning of their composition course in order to raise students’ awareness 
of the different expectations in different types of writing. They are not to teach the instructional 
verbs on the list all at once as this will overwhelm and confuse students. Instead, teachers may 
discuss one or two instructional verbs used in a writing prompt to illustrate the abstract mental 
process and writing procedure are. 
 
4. Use of Academic Reading Texts  

Students often ask what quotes or ideas they should take from their readings, not being 
able to see connections between the readings and the assignment. With teachers’ instructions, 
they try to adhere to the rules newly introduced and practice but usually still find it challenging. 
Rules are disconnected and abstract to them. Texts taken from textbooks, former students’ 
essays, and award-winning college essays (e.g., George Mason University, n.d.; Program in 
Writing and Rhetoric, Stanford University, 2019; University of California, Davis, 2020) can all 
be used to illustrate the discussing nature of academic writing is and how academic writers 
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discuss ideas with previous writers in their texts. Students also learn about writing skills when 
discussing the main ideas and specific details, writer’s intentions, and research skills (Ferris & 
Hedgcock, 2014; Pinto, 2004).  

In addition, teachers may direct students’ attention to academic writing features such as 
citations, paraphrases, and reference list. When teachers ask students to write a summary or 
paraphrase without any real purposes, students are sometimes confused, not knowing what 
information could be omitted and what should not be missed. Comparing the quotes or 
paraphrases of an academic text with the original texts that the author makes reference allow 
students to see the genuine purposes of using citations or paraphrases. They can learn how 
writers select points they want to emphasize in the quote and may omit what is not their focus. 
On a practical level, my tutees did not really know how to write a reference list until I showed 
them my reference lists in my assignments. Asking them to follow reference rules and explaining 
the rules in detail almost never worked; however, the students immediately got it when they saw 
at least one example.  

Finally, model writing can also be used to purely illustrate “good” writing but should be 
handled with care as they can limit students’ freedom to write, especially when students consider 
models as the right answer instead of one possible way of writing. Teachers should emphasize 
that the model is a case, not the only correct answer; they may also provide opportunities for 
students to discuss the inadequacy of the model to train students to be critical readers or writers 
(Macbeth, 2010). If the model writing is written by an ESL student, this will increase students’ 
level of self-efficacy as they believe that they can learn from the model and write well too 
(Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2002).  
 
5. Discussion about academic literacy practices 

Academic literacy practices include all planning and decision making in the writing 
process. Most students do not really understand what academic English is by learning writing 
rules; more proficient academic writers are those who are aware of academic literacy practices. 
Casanave (2002) compares academic writing to games, where new players/students need to learn 
the rules, and they need to acquire metacognitive knowledge of the rules if they hope to 
play/write professionally.  

In a first-year composition class, the teacher asked students to work on different parts of 
their essay on different days. On the first day, students let their thoughts flow and wrote freely. 
On the second day, after teaching how to develop a paragraph, the teacher asked the students to 
organize their ideas and write one body paragraph. On the third day, students analyzed each 
other’s body paragraph and went home to write another body paragraph about another main idea. 
On the fourth day, they were asked to write the introduction at home. At the end of the class, a 
proficient student writer, Htut, came to me and asked if I usually wrote the body paragraphs 
before writing the introduction. I told him my habit of starting with a theme then writing the 
body paragraphs before refining my thesis and designing my introduction. I also told him there 
were also people who preferred to start from the beginning to the end and then revised and 
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revised. Htut expressed surprise at his new discovery. This was a brief discussion about the 
practice of writing process, but the metacognitive discussion influenced how Htut wrote his 
introduction. While other students wrote introductions that seemed to be made up of words they 
crammed in and felt isolated from the body paragraphs, Htut gave more serious thoughts on the 
function of his introduction and had a more connected essay. In fact, the more students think 
about literacy practices, the more they are aware of their own writing process; The more they are 
aware of their own writing process, the better they are in describing and discussing their writing 
decisions. 

Furthermore, discussing academic literacy practices develops students’ writer identities, 
which give them confidence in discussing their writing. For example, Yuko in Spack’s study 
(1997), an international college student from Japan, underwent unpleasant learning experiences 
in her first year of studies. She briefly learned some academic writing rules such as having to 
present one’s opinions in essays, but she did not feel confident about her writing until she made 
sense of her own identity, which included both her Japanese and American identities. One way to 
examine writer identity is to investigate the writer’s attitude toward the use of first-person 
pronouns. Hyland (2002) examined how expert and student writers in different disciplines used 
the singular and plural first-person pronouns and discovered that student writers avoided using 
the first-person pronouns in the writing. He asserts that it is important to raise students’ 
awareness of the fact that oftentimes there are no absolute rules of writing but rhetorical 
decisions to make. Based on this study, a classroom activity is designed for students to discuss 
the use of first-person pronouns in their academic writing (See Appendix D for details). Other 
academic literacy practices that can be studied and discussed can be found in Carini (2002), 
Purdue Online Writing Lab (n.d.), and Thompson Writing Program, Duke University. (n.d.), for 
example. To further raise students’ awareness of the presence of identity in writing, Williams 
(2006) suggests asking students to share thoughts and feelings toward the topic they are going to 
write about and providing students with opportunities to read about the authors/researchers and 
how they did their work besides reading their texts. These cognitive and meta-cognitive thinking 
practices can greatly help students think and talk about their own writing. 
 
 

II.   Modes of negotiation 
 
6. Writer’s journal  
 To help students practice thinking metacognitively in order to prepare them to negotiate 
writing, teachers may ask students to write journal entries about their writing intentions, 
struggles, and rationales for their writing choices (Reid, 1994). Students may write down these 
inner thoughts in a journal, in the margins of their writing, or as “comments” when they do their 
writing in a word processor document. Teachers may read the journal before they mark student 
texts. This will allow teachers to better understand students’ plans and difficulties, thus providing 
more useful feedback for students to improve their writing. As students actively think about their 
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writing process and intentions when they write, they consciously make their own writing 
decisions and seize the ownership of their writing. From my experience, most students started 
writing their writer’s journal with mainly questions about correct use of grammar. However, 
from my responses to their inner thoughts and writing, where I discussed different aspects of 
writing and suggested different ways to write with rationale behind the suggestions, students 
started to think about their writing more deeply and consider more abstract aspects such as 
organization and how to make their arguments stronger.  
 
7. In-class peer response activities  

Since students usually feel more relaxed and comfortable with their peers, peer response 
activities are favorable negotiation opportunities for students to practice discussing their writing 
and to better equip them with strategies to negotiate their writing with their teachers. While some 
students are more willing to engage in peer response activities (Villamil & Guerrero, 1998), 
some of them may not be ready to discuss their works with their peers due to their belief that 
teachers are the experts, responsible for transmitting knowledge (Espitia & Cruz Corzo, 2013). It 
is therefore important for teachers to make the rationale and benefits of peer response explicit to 
students (e.g., Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018). Teachers should also point out to students that, 
regardless of their proficiency level, students improve better when they give peer feedback than 
when they simply receive it (Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). Some of the benefits of peer response 
activities for writers are: 

● improving critical thinking skills; 
● helping students engage deeply in self-reflection and self-revision as writers; 
● increasing audience awareness in writing; 
● learning an issue or a topic from more perspectives when they read each other’s writing; 
● exploring more strategies on how to write effectively. 

The following are some suggestions on how to provide an environment conducive to 
negotiation and how to facilitate student discussions: 

● Teachers may consider using guided peer response sheets to help students consider 
different writing issues such as content, rhetoric, and grammar (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 
2018).  

● In the early stage of introducing peer response, teachers may consider using texts from 
other classes or years (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018) so that students can practice critical 
thinking and providing constructive feedback without worrying about face issues or 
interpersonal problems. When they are more familiar with peer response activity and thus 
become more confident, they might be more prepared to discuss writing with their peers. 

● Teachers should monitor student interactions and intervene if interpersonal problems 
arise (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018). 

● Peer response training enhances student revisions, interaction, and their attitudes (Berg, 
1999; Min 2006). In peer response training, teachers should instill positive goals in 
students and discuss the benefits of peer feedback, model the procedure, showcase 
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effective peer feedback, emphasize the importance of respect, and teach skills (Hansen & 
Liu, 2005; Min, 2006; Schaffer, 1996; Yu, & Lee, 2015, 2016). 

● Instead of asking students to read and write feedback, teachers should provide ample time 
for students to discuss the writing and feedback. Teachers should ask the writers to think 
about reasons why they accept or reject comments to practice critical thinking and 
encourage more discussion with the reader (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018).   

● To raise students’ metalinguistic awareness of writing, teachers should ask reviewers 
questions that require them to read their peers’ papers carefully and think deeply about 
the writers’ intents and logics  (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018; see Appendix E for 
example questions on content, rhetoric and organization).  

 
8. Writers’ groups  

A writers’ group is a group of students who are committed to practicing and discussing 
writing together outside of class. The group of students will do their writing individually, write 
down questions they have while writing their texts, share their writing with their group mates, 
read their group members' writing, answer their questions, and respond as readers. This can be 
done by using an online word processor like Google Docs or by emailing word processor 
documents back and forth. When the writers are writing, they can add any questions they have 
using the commenting feature, to which readers will reply later when they read the text.  

The computer-mediated discussion promotes equal participation, especially for the 
socially marginalized students (Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996). It reduces uneasiness 
created by social barriers such as gender, race, low self-efficacy and frowning. It also allows 
readers and writers to respond at their own pace. However, students can also arrange to meet face 
to face to discuss the writing and responses after the reading and responding. The purposes of 
organizing writers’ group are:  

i.  to provide students with more negotiated opportunities outside of class; 
ii.  to develop their identities as writers and help them take ownership of their writing 

when they actively think about their writing (instead of waiting passively for others’ 
guidelines, comments, or suggestions) and discuss comfortably with others; 

iii.  to provide individual students with help within their ZPD zone, which is more 
effective than random help offered to the whole class (Nassaji & Swain, 2000) 

I have not piloted this practice among groups of students, but only between individual 
students and me. Students became more independent writers, being more aware of their thinking 
and writing process, and actively thinking about writing decisions. Fang Li and Yingqin Liu 
(2018) carried a similar practice among students using the discussion board. The out-of-class 
practice provided additional learning space for students, who spent more time on reading and 
writing than they usually would. They also became more careful writers and readers. They were 
more motivated and interested in the writing activities, putting more effort into learning. Reading 
each other’s writing reduced students’ writing anxiety as they saw similar struggles among 
themselves. This increased their confidence, too. 
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To maximize student participation, teachers will not be involved in the activity—except 
supervising (for a safe discussing environment) and managing student’s interactions. Teachers 
may gather information about students’ experiences in the writers’ group by conducting surveys 
regularly (see Appendix F). The surveys can be used for both evaluation and personal reflection. 

One of the problems with running writers’ groups is not having enough time. Having to 
wait for their peers to respond, students will need more time before submitting their work. 
Teachers should provide more time for students to complete their work at home before due dates. 
Another possible issue is different expectations on how the peers respond to their work. Some 
would expect more critical responses; some would expect to see more positive comments. To 
ensure the platform is a safe and comfortable place to learn, teachers should check the platform 
or activity regularly even when they do not participate as active respondents. They should also 
encourage students—after reading their readers’ responses—to respond to their readers and ask 
more questions, making the negotiation interaction even more meaningful. Finally, teachers may 
consider giving collective feedback in class based on students’ interactions. This will consolidate 
the activity as a meaningful learning tool and also ensure that the activity is well monitored and 
is safe. 
 
9. Teacher-student conferencing  

Writing conferences are important for teachers to understand students’ intentions before 
responding to their texts. Through negotiations, students also develop a stronger sense of 
authorship over their own texts (Canagarajah, 2013). To reduce anxiety aroused by power 
differences, teachers may consider sitting next to the students instead of opposite them 
(Bayraktar, 2013). The following are more strategies that can be employed to enhance 
conferencing experience for students: 

1. Foci of the Conference 
The effectiveness of conferencing does not depend on how much a teacher talks 

(Walker & Elias, 1987) or how long the teacher talks on each turn (Gilliland, 2014), but 
the focus or content of the conference. Moreover, a conference meeting that addresses 
fewer topics is more effective than those that cover too many issues (Ewert, 2009).  

Ewert (2009) and Gilliland (2014) assert that students would prefer to focus on 
content or rhetorical issues to grammar.  Walker and Elias (1987) observe that students 
generally are not interested in having the writing task or the content of their paper 
explained in the conference, but are more concerned about what good writing is and the 
teacher’s assessment of their draft.  

2. Effective Teacher Talk in Conferencing  
Effective teacher talk encourages students to participate (Gilliland, 2014; Walker 

& Elias, 1987) and is more likely to bring about meaningful changes in students’ revised 
drafts or even in future writing (Gilliland, 2014; Lee & Schallert, 2008; Patthey-Chavez 
& Ferris, 1997). It also brings both the teacher and students’ satisfaction during or after 
the conference (Thonus, 2002; Walker & Elias, 1987).  
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3. Student Preparation 
Teachers may ask students to prepare for their meeting in advance (Hyland, 2003) 

by annotating their drafts , writing out questions that they want to ask, underlining the 
parts that they want feedback on, and/or filling out a preparation worksheet (see 
Appendix G for sample worksheets designed for different writing stages). The 
preparation can help shy or less confident students feel having some control over the 
interaction. 

4. Invitation to Students to Talk 
 Teachers may invite students to talk about their writing during the meeting. It 
works better if the topic is specific and related to content or rhetorical goals as students 
usually find it easier to talk about the content and their writing plans than grammar 
(Ewert, 2009). Allowing pauses or waiting patiently also encourages students to take their 
turn and talk; it also allows some students to plan what to say before they talk (Bayraktar, 
2013). 

5. Positive Feedback 
 Students, especially those with low self-efficacy, need to know what their 
strengths are to believe in themselves and be motivated to participate in negotiated 
opportunities, where power imbalance is at play. Apart from discussing weaknesses and 
plans for improvement, teachers should always give some positive feedback in the 
conference to increase students’ level of self-efficacy, which makes them more willing to 
take the risk to talk in face of power imbalance (Bayraktar, 2013). In addition, knowing 
their strengths is essential for learning academic writing since students, not having a lot 
of experience in academic writing, may not be able to judge what language is highly 
acceptable and what is not in the academic community. Pointing their strengths out 
explicitly catches their attention to the characteristics, which they are more likely to keep 
in future writing. 

 
 

III.   Support and resources for learners 
 
10. Language support  

Without much prior formal discussion experience, first-year ESL composition students 
may need some some language to help cope with stressful negotiated interactions. It would be 
helpful if teachers, during lesson planning, could consider what language students would need to 
use in a negotiation activity and teach students some of the expressions before they start 
discussion (Sarosy & Sherak, 2002). Teachers may also provide a list of expressions that can be 
used in any type of negotiation activity, such as giving opinions, asking for clarification, asking 
for opinions, referring to a reading, agreeing or disagreeing, and seeking help (see Appendix B). 
For writing discussions such as peer response activities or a teacher-student writing conferences, 
teachers may provide a list of specific questions that students can ask when discussing their 
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writing (see Appendix C), including how to ask about ideas, organization, language use, and 
feedback received earlier. In Appendix C, nonverbal signals such as pointing at a specific part of 
the text or examples of revision plans are also provided to help students better understand what 
writing discussions are.  

This kind of explicit language support does not only help students participate in 
negotiation, but it also helps students become more autonomous learners and critical thinkers 
(Sarosy & Sherak, 2002). The language support can also increase students’ confidence in 
expressing themselves, increasing their self-efficacy especially after more instances of pleasant 
writing discussion moments, which will significantly improve their participation in future 
interactions.  

  
11. Negotiation training  

All students need to know how to manage interaction in order for them to make the most 
out of discussions in the classroom (Allwright, 1984). We should not assume learners will learn 
the rules naturally through experience (Kayi-Aydar, 2013). In fact, students are more motivated 
to participate in discussions and enjoy the interactions more with negotiation training or 
participation instruction (Tsou, 2005). At the beginning of negotiation training, it is important to 
highlight the meaning of negotiation, which is to try to reach an agreement among interlocutors, 
not ignoring or agreeing blindly with anybody. Allwright’s (1984) five aspects of interaction 
management—topic, turn, task, tone, and code—will be discussed below: 

● Topic management is the content of the talk (i.e., what students talk about). It is 
important to raise students’ sociocultural awareness and be adaptable (being able to 
change to deal with different situations), sensitive (being able to show empathy verbally 
or nonverbally), and creative (being able to participate in different kinds of thinking so as 
to maintain a lively discussion) (Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018). Teachers may remind 
students that ethnicity is not the only cause of differences; other factors such as age, 
genders, sexual orientations, economic backgrounds, or personal experiences can all 
result in different perspectives, which may bring about meaningful discussions. To 
encourage students to discuss with their teachers, teachers may explicitly point out that 
their age difference and experiences influence their views and so students should express 
their thoughts in order for the teachers to better understand an issue or a topic. 

● Task management is to request an action to be performed by other participants, for 
example, asking group members to clarify something, asking group members for their 
opinions, etc. The handout “Useful Expressions for Classroom Discussion” (see 
Appendix B) can help students carry out these tasks. 

● Turn management is related to each participant’s contribution. Teachers should remind 
students of the goal of making everyone’s voice heard in order for real negotiation to 
occur. The class may discuss strategies on how to take the floor or encouraging a quiet 
member to express their views. Teachers may also inform students of expert advice—
e.g., participation instruction (Tsou, 2005)—to equip students with effective techniques 
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to participate in interactions. For example, students may say, “Excuse me, I’m not 
finished yet.” if a group member or the teacher interrupts their talk (Liu & Hansen 
Edwards, 2018); If they want to speak, they may turn to the person who is talking and 
make direct eye contact, or even say, “Excuse me, I’d like to speak.” (Jokinen, 2010).  

● Tone management refers to the atmosphere. Teachers should discuss with students what a 
discussion with a positive socio-emotional atmosphere is. The whole class should discuss 
what factors would contribute to a pleasant discussing atmosphere (e.g., smiling, having 
eye contacts) and what factors would contribute to an unpleasant one (e.g., looking bored, 
playing with their phone).  

● Code management refers to the language used in the interaction, including what language 
to use (e.g., use English if some of their group members do not understand their first 
language), what accent, and which register (level of formality). The class may discuss 
how to use language for different tasks in a way that will encourage meaningful 
discussion. 
It is necessary to discuss discussion as early as possible (Kayi-Aydar, 2013).  Despite the 

value of negotiation training, there may not be too much time for negotiation training in a 
composition classroom, however. Teachers may introduce and focus on one or two aspects of 
interaction management each time before they have discussions in the classroom. Teachers may 
also give students “role play cards” before they have discussions. Each of the role play cards will 
include one or two interaction management strategies for students to use (e.g., You are going to 
ask for clarification today. Try to use these expressions: “So, are you saying…?” and “Could 
you give me an example?”)  
 
12. Writing Resources  

Writing resources are references and tools that students need when they compose their 
texts and make writing decisions, especially when they are unfamiliar or uncertain about the use 
of language or writing styles. In Appendix H, useful websites about vocabulary, academic 
writing styles, citation, and research are provided. Vocabulary is included because many students 
struggle with academic vocabulary, which they do not often encounter in daily lives. 
Concordancers and well-written dictionaries will help them understand how these words are 
usually used. Collocation dictionaries are to help students think about their thoughts more 
carefully, describe them more precisely and express them more effectively, preparing them to 
discuss their writing in more depth. Thesauruses are to help them if they want to expand their 
vocabulary and be fine writers. As for research, school library resources should be listed. In fact, 
teachers should teach students what library services will help their studies and how they can use 
the library’s databases for trustworthy information. Writing resources allow students to have 
more control of their own writing, develop them to be autonomous learner and writer, who take 
the ownership of their writing. Moreover, knowing what resources they can draw on enhances 
their confidence and helps develop their identity as an academic writer, who can even discuss 
language or writing styles based on trustworthy sources.  
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IV.   Interactions among participants 
 
13. Teacher Talk  

Effective teacher talk is usually considered useful techniques that encourage active 
student participation in the classroom. Dufficy (2005) points out that it is even more than the use 
of techniques, but a pedagogical mindset of assisting learners to become autonomous and 
confident, in which a positive relationship and trust between the teacher and students are 
essential.  

i) Comprehension/confirmation check 
Teachers should check in regularly to see if their students or themselves 

follow their discussion (Ewert, 2009; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990). An example of 
comprehension/confirmation check is You mean ___, right? 

ii)  Clarification requests 
Teachers should ask questions to get more information about something 

they have heard in order to clear up confusion or to have a thorough 
understanding (Ewert, 2009; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990). An example of 
clarification requests is What do you mean by that?   

iii)  Referential questions 
Teachers should ask referential questions (i.e., questions that ask for ideas 

that the teacher does not really know) to elicit opinions and explanations rather 
than display questions (i.e., questions that only allow the student to give answers 
that the teacher knows, thus displaying understanding) (Thonus, 2002).  

iv)  Scaffolding 
Scaffolding in writing conferences includes reducing students’ anxiety, 

arousing and/or maintaining students’ interest, clarifying the writing task, 
showing students the differences between their writing and the culturally 
acceptable one, and providing suggestions to improve their work (cf. Wood, 
Bruner, & Ross, 1976). It should be noted how scaffolding could also take away 
students’ autonomy. For instance, when a teacher breaks a writing task down into 
more “do-able” tasks, this actually limits what a learner can do (Wood, Bruner, & 
Ross, 1976). Therefore, it is important to reflect on how suggestions are made – 
through the use of directives or mitigation. Mitigation (such as hedging or the use 
of conditionals) can be employed as a sign of politeness, inviting students to 
involve in the discussion; on the other hand, it can be confusing and, even worse, 
misleading (Thonus, 1998). Instead, students prefer directives such as imperatives 
and second-person modal, which they feel are clearer and easier to understand.  

 
14. Group Interaction Management  
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 In order for negotiation to happen, teachers should check regularly to see if students are 
communicating and learning in their small groups. Instead of enjoying the process of learning 
through negotiation, some students may focus on only the “right” or “wrong”. Some students 
may treat discussions as competitions instead of collaborative learning opportunities (Kayi-
Aydar, 2013). Hoping to attain correct answers, students with lower self-efficacy may also 
relinquish their speaking rights and depend on the more confident or outspoken peers. In these 
circumstances, teachers may encourage students to be more aware of the learning process by 
asking “pursuit questions” such as “How did your group arrive at this answer?” (Wong & 
Waring, 2009). They may also remind students of the purpose and benefits of discussions. 
 Sometimes, the kind act of preserving others’ face can also hinder interaction. For 
example, when students are not used to others’ accents, they may not want to constantly ask their 
group members to repeat or clarify what they have just said to avoid embarrassing them (Kayi-
Aydar, 2013). Teachers may remind all students to speak clearly and slowly from time to time. 
In addition, they can normalize the act of asking for clarification. Teachers can explicitly point 
out that understanding of each other’s ideas is necessary for a good discussion. They can also 
explain that the concepts or ideas they discuss in academic settings are complex and that 
listening is different than reading—we can re-read texts of complex ideas but can only rely on 
asking for clarification to re-listen to and re-think about the ideas.  Teachers can also 
demonstrate how they can ask for clarification by using just one or two key words from the first 
speaker. This strategy helps students ask questions even when they have problems understanding 
every word their classmates say.  
 As for the issue of positioning, teachers should help learners position themselves in ways 
that will benefit them in learning experiences. When a student is positioned as an outcast in the 
classroom, teachers may assign a new role for the student (Kayi-Aydar, 2014). For instance, if a 
student is seen as too outspoken and arrogant and other classmates start to deny the student’s 
right to speak in class by not responding to him, the teacher can invite the student to manage 
turn-taking in group discussions to make sure every participant has opportunities to express 
themselves.  

  
 

Conclusion 
 When I first investigated what teachers can do to improve student participation in writing 
negotiations, my thoughts were limited to what teachers say or how they prepare students for the 
discussions. However, when I observed in my mentor teacher’s class and how she interacted with 
students, I started to notice that even small things that teachers do can influence the discussion 
atmosphere of a class. The pedagogical implications provided in this guide is not meant to be 
exclusive. Indeed, with diverse educational contexts and combinations of students, it is 
impossible to list out all details and types of practical activities. My hope is to provide some 
perspectives for fellow teachers to consider when we continue to reflect upon our teaching 
practices on negotiated interactions.  
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Appendix A 
Deciphering Writing Prompts 

 
Writing prompts, or task prompts, are questions and instructions that your instructor 

provides for you to finish your assignments. They include the main tasks and your instructor’s 
expectations about your works, which will greatly influence your decisions on the content and 
organization of your works. Other possible details in writing prompts are purposes of the 
assignment (i.e., how it is related to the course), suggested writing procedures, formatting 
directions, and due date.  

 
This handout will focus on examining the main tasks in writing prompts. The table below 

contains a list of common instructional verbs, which suggest what your assignment should be 
about (content) and how you should deal with your content (mental processes, writing 
procedures, and organization): 
 

Instructional 
Verbs 

Meaning What to Do 

Analyze Examine in detail and 
think critically  

Examine a subject carefully by studying different 
elements or aspects suggested by learning materials. 
(Note: Different disciplines study a subject 
differently.) When you write, write about the learning 
materials and your analysis, using your own words. 
Explain in detail and in a logical manner. 

Argue Make other people 
think what you say is 
right; Persuade; 
Convince 

Take a stance and give convincing reasons to support 
your viewpoint.  

Compare Examine things/people 
to see similarities 
and/or differences 

Read the prompt to see if there are specific aspects 
that you are comparing. Read about the things/people 
you have to compare and analyze them in the light of 
different aspects. Write your analysis in detail and in 
a logical manner. 

Contrast Examine things/people 
to see differences 

Read the prompt to see if there are specific aspects 
that you are comparing. Read about the things/people 
you have to compare and analyze them in the light of 
different aspects. Write your analysis in detail and in 
a logical manner. 
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Create Design and make 
something new 

Read the prompt carefully for requirements and 
restrictions. Think as creatively as you can. Produce 
your work in the required form. 

Define State clearly the 
meaning of a term 

Look up the term in dictionaries or encyclopedias. 
Write down the meaning with sufficient detail and 
accuracy. 

Describe Give details so that the 
reader can picture 
what something is like 
or what happened 

If you are to describe an object, think about the five 
senses: sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch. If you 
are to describe an event, consider these question 
words: who, what, where, when, what, how, and 
why. Organize your thoughts and write about your 
description. 

Discuss Write about something 
in detail, showing 
different opinions 
about it 

After reading about a topic extensively and/or 
deeply, decide how you want to analyze or what you 
want to say about the topic. Consider different 
opinions. Provide your perspective with explanation 
and details.  

Evaluate Make a judgment Based on your understanding of the learning 
materials, analysis, and/or observation, decide if 
something is valuable or worthless, effective or 
ineffective, significant or insignificant. Write about 
your opinion with evidence and logic.  

Examine Study a subject very 
carefully 

Read the prompt for aspects that you need to focus 
on. Read about the aspects and the subject carefully. 
When you write, write about the learning materials 
and your analysis, using your own words. Explain in 
detail and in a logical manner. 

Explain Describe and give 
details so that other 
people can understand 

Read about the subject. Describe it with facts and 
reasons. Write in detail and in a logical manner. 

Identify Find and explain who 
or what they are 

Read the learning materials again and think 
analytically while reading. Find what is required and 
write about them in detail and in a logical manner. 

Interpret Decide the meaning of After reading/watching the whole text, read/watch 
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something the part(s) concerned again. Think and write about 
the meaning behind and find evidence to support 
your viewpoint. If possible, think and write about the 
significance of your interpretation. 

Justify Give reasons to show 
why something is 
reasonable or 
necessary 

Read about the subject and examine the subject 
carefully. Write down the reasons and your analysis. 
Explain clearly in detail and in a logical manner. 

Reflect Think carefully and 
deeply about your 
personal experiences 

Read the learning materials. Connect them to your 
personal experiences. When you write, include both 
the learning materials and your personal experiences. 

Respond React to a text or an 
idea 

After reading the whole text or re-reading the part(s) 
of the text concerned, pay attention to your feelings 
and/or thoughts and write them down. You may use 
the following types of responses to help you: 

• When I read ___, I think of my own 
experience… 

• When ___ says ___, I don’t agree because… 
• Generally, ___ makes good points but misses 

the fact that… 
• When ___ says that ___, I immediately think 

of a very different example…  
• The evidence that ___ presents for his/her 

views could be interpreted differently… 
• I find ___’s arguments convincing because… 

(Example responses from Raimes & Jerskey, 2010) 

Summarize Give the main points, 
not the details 

After reading the learning materials, write about the 
most important points of the topic. Sometimes, you 
may need to add brief background information or 
analysis.  

 It is also important to i) pay attention to how your instructors explain writing tasks in 
class and ii) think about the connection between the assignments and the course or learning 
materials. If you are uncertain about the assignment, ask your instructor! 
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Appendix B 
Useful Expressions for Classroom Discussion 

 
Asking for Clarification 

● So, are you saying…? 
● What do you mean by this? Why did you…? 
● Could you explain that? 
● What’s the difference between X and Y? 
● Could you give me an example? 

 
Giving Opinions 

● I have an idea.  
● That’s a good idea! 
● That sounds pretty good. 
● That would be great, except… 
● These two ideas are really similar. 

 
Referring to a Reading During a Discussion 

● I think ____ because on line 6 it says… 
● The reading/author says… 
● In paragraph 4, line 8 it says… 
● According to the reading on line 6… 
● If you look at paragraph 4, you’ll see... 

 
Asking for Opinions 

● Does everyone agree? 
● What does everyone else think? 
● So, is everyone satisfied with this? 
● Does anyone have anything to add? 

 
Seeking Additional Help 
When having difficulty understanding:  

● Could you repeat the word? 
● Could you write the word out for me? 

When having difficulty pronouncing a word: 
● I’m sorry I don’t know how to say this word.  

It is spelled ___ (spell the word slowly). / Here it is (point to the word written out). 
When having difficulty with reading: 

● I’m sorry, I need some more time to read. 
● Excuse me, could you explain what this word means? 
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● I’m not familiar with this (history/concept/person,etc.). Could you give me more 
background information on that? 

When having difficulty writing notes: 
● I don’t know how to spell ___. Could you write that out for me? 

  
(Adapted from Sarosy & Sherak, 2002; Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018, pp.67-8) 
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Appendix C 
 

Questions I May Ask About My Writing 
  
On Ideas 

● My main idea for this paragraph/essay is _____. 
Do you think it is clearly stated in the (topic sentence / statement of purpose)?  

● I am trying to describe/explain (something) here[i]. Is it clear to you? 
● I am trying to include (an idea) here, because _____. Is it clear and relevant?  
● What do you think if I (plan for revision[ii]) here? 
● How can I make (an idea) clear? What do you feel is missing? 

  

On Organization 

● I have tried to use these phrases to signal transitions. Are they appropriate? 
● Do you think the sentences in this paragraph connect with each other well? 

Is there a missing link to you? 
● I believe the most important is…, and the least significant is … 

Do you agree with my ordering? 

  

On Language 

● I am trying to use this word in my sentence. What I mean is ____. 
Is it used correctly? 

● This original word/phrase does not seem clear to the reader. 
What other words/phrases can I use here? 

  

On Feedback 

● 😊[iii] suggested _______. Should I (plan for revision)? 
● 😊 suggested changing this to _______, but I don’t understand why it is better. 

What was the problem with my original phrase(s)/sentence(s)? 
● 😊 suggested _______, but I am trying to (intended purpose). 

Should I (plan for revision)? 
● 😊 said that (problem). I am thinking of (plan for revision). Will it help?  

 
 

[i] here or this: You may need to point at and circle, underline, or highlight the part you refer to.  
  
[ii] Plans for revision include (but are not limited to): 

● adding a definition 
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● telling a personal/historical/news story 
● describing a person, a place, or an object 
● giving reasons 
● providing statistics or scientific findings 
● providing a few examples like x, y, and z 
● replacing a word/phrase with a new word/phrase 
● rephrase a sentence 

If you want your teacher to better understand your plan, write out the planned revision. 
  
[iii] 😊 = Classmate’s or teacher’s name 
 
 
(Sources: DiGiovanni & Nagaswami, 2001; Mendonça & Johnson, 1994) 
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Appendix D 
 

Classroom Activity: Writer Identities & First Person Pronouns 
 
Teaching focus: Writer identities 
 
Objectives:  After this lesson, the learner will: 

● understand that there are different writing conventions (e.g., using first person pronouns) 
in different disciplines (Hyland, 2002); 

● be more aware of different language features in different academic contexts; 
● know some considerations for making writing decisions; 
● be comfortable with making writing decisions such as using first person pronouns. 

 
Materials: Poster and sharpies (or whiteboard and markers) 
 
Student preparation: Bring one of their own essays and a page of expert texts (e.g., textbook 

content, journal articles, sample student works provided by professors) 
 

Tasks Time 
& Interaction[1] 

Purposes Materials 

1.  Warm-up: Self-introduction 

1.1.  Ask students to write a paragraph 
about themselves. 

1.2.  Invite one or two students to read 
aloud their writing. Ask students if 
they have all used the first person 
singular pronoun I. Discuss reasons. 

1.3.  Ask students to re-write their 
paragraph but without I. 

1.4.  Have students share their writing 
experiences of the two texts. Invite a 
few students to read aloud their two 
texts. Discuss the different 
impressions they create. 

1.3.  Provide the overview and objectives 
of the lesson. 

 

3 minutes  
(S) 

3 minute 
(Ss-T) 

 
 

3 minutes 
(S) 

10 minutes 
(Ss-T) 

 
 
 

1 minute 
(T-Ss) 

  

Arouse interest 

Engage students 

Establish 
learning goal of 
the lesson 
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2.  Analyzing Self Practices 

2.1.  Tell students to highlight all 
occurrences of I or we in their own 
essay. 

2.2.  In groups of 3 or 4:  

● students write down all the verbs 
that are associated with I and my or 
we and our;  

● categorize the functions of the verbs 
(Hyland, 2002): explaining what 
was done outside of writing, 
explaining the writing acts, showing 
a result, expressing a view and 
others; 

● find out in what ways they most 
often use the first person pronouns 
and in what ways they seldom use 
the first person pronouns; 

● evaluate if they are satisfied with 
the use or if they want to make 
changes; 

● discuss possible reasons for their 
unconscious preference for or 
avoidance of the first person 
pronouns; 

● notice how the ideas are expressed 
when avoidance of the first person 
pronouns occur. 

2.3.  Each group reports to the whole 
class their investigation and 
discussion.  

 

10 minutes 
(S) 

 

10 minutes  
(SSSS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 minutes 
(Ss-T) 

 

 

Draw attention to 
their own 
practice 

Raise awareness 
of writer’s 
choices 

 

Students’ own 
essays 

 

 

 

 

Poster and 
sharpies / 
whiteboard and 
markers 

3.  Analyzing Expert Practices 

3.1.  Divide students into groups 
according to their disciplines (e.g., 
science, engineering, business, 
philosophy). Have students highlight 
the occurrences of I or we in the 
texts they have brought and 
categorize the verbs associated into 
functions so that they are 
comparable with the self-practice 
charts. 

3.2.  Each group reports their findings. 
Compare patterns of use across 
disciplines. Discuss possible reasons 
for the conventions. 

 

10 minutes 
(SSSS) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 minutes 
(Ss-T) 

 

  

Raise awareness 
of writing 
conventions and 
expectations in 
different 
disciplines 

 

 

Poster and 
sharpies / 
whiteboard and  
markers 
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4.  Conclusion: 

4.1. Ask students what their key takeaways 
are. 

4.2. Assignment: Write or rewrite a section 
of their essay with the use of first person 
pronouns in mind. 

 

 

5 minutes 
(Ss-T) 

 

Recapitulate 
 

Practice making 
writing decisions 

  

 
 

[1] Here is a list of symbols used for interaction patterns: 
         T-Ss teacher-led discussion or presentation 
 S            individual work 
 SSSS group work 

Ss-T       student-led discussion or presentation 
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Appendix E 
Probing Questions About Content, Rhetoric and Organization 

 
Probing Questions for Focusing on Content 

Genre Probing Questions 

General (across 
all paper types) 

● What was your favorite part of this text? Why? 
● What did you learn about X after reading this text? 
● What most impressed you about the text? 
● What part of the text did you not understand? 
● What part of the text did you want the writer to add more details to? 

Argument ● What was your position on X before reading this text? After 
reading this text? 

● If your feelings changed as a result of reading this text, describe 
what made you change your feelings. 

● If you disagreed with the writer and you didn’t change your 
feelings, what do you think the writer could have done differently 
to be more persuasive? 

● If you already agreed with the writer before reading the text, how 
do you think your ideas affected how you read this text? 

● What evidence was especially persuasive? What evidence did not 
have any impact on you? Why? 

Description ● What senses did the writer employ in describing X? 
● Could you taste, feel, smell, hear, and see X? 
● What did you want to see, feel, smell, hear, and taste that you 

didn’t? 
● What was the most vivid? 
● What senses were underdeveloped? 

Narrative ● Who was the narrator of the story? 
● Can you clearly describe the narrator? 
● Do you think it is important to be able to describe the narrator for 

this story? Why or why not? 
● What is the climax of the story? Does the action lead up to the 

climax? How? 
● How does the narrator feel about the events of the story? How do 

you know? If you aren’t sure, do you think the writer needs to make 
it clear? Why or why not? How can the writer make it clear? 

Process  
(How to) 

● Why does the writer want you to know how to do X? 
● How does the writer establish this purpose? 

(Adapted from Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018, pp.71, 82) 
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Probing Questions for Focusing on Rhetoric and Organization 

Genre Probing Questions 

General (across 
all paper types) 

● Can you clearly state what the writer’s main idea is for this 
paragraph? 

● Where is the main idea? How do you know it is the main idea? If it 
isn’t clear, what do you think the writer could do to make his/her 
main idea clearer? 

● Does the writer signal the end of the paper? What words does s/he 
use? Was it effective? Why or why not? 
 

Argument ● Was the writer/s position on X clear? Describe what made it clear. 
If it wasn’t clear, how would you rewrite it to make it clearer? 

● When (where in the paper) did you realize what position the writer 
had on X? Was this too early/late? Can this be moved anywhere 
else? What would be the effect if it were moved? 
 

Narrative ● Read the first sentence of the story. After you read this sentence, 
what do you predict the story will be about? 

● Read the rest of the story. Was your prediction correct? Why not? 
● How does the story end? Did the ending surprise you? Why or why 

not? 
● Do you think the ending was clearly connected to the story? 

 

Process  
(How to) 

● If you had to follow the writer’s instructions to make X, could you? 
Why or why not? 

● What signals does the writer use to show the order of the steps? 
● What words could the writer use to make the steps easier to follow? 

Where should the writer put them? 
 

(Adapted from Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2018, p.75) 
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Appendix F 
 

Survey About Your Experience in the Writers’ Group 
 
 

1. In general, did you enjoy your experience in your Writers’ Group? 

(not at all)  0          1          2          3          4          5  (highly enjoyable) 
 

2. In general, did you find the Writers’ Group useful?     

(not useful)  0          1          2          3          4          5  (very useful) 
 

3. Did you find writing questions for your readers while writing useful? Why (not)?  

(not useful)  0          1          2          3          4          5  (very useful) 

Reason(s): 
 

4. Did you find reading your peers’ writing and responding useful? Why (not)? 

(not useful)  0          1          2          3          4          5  (very useful) 

Reason(s): 
 

5. Did you find your peers’ responses useful? Why (not)?    

(not useful) 0          1          2          3          4          5 (very useful) 

Reason(s): 
 

6. What are some pleasant moments or things you have learned from the Writers’ Group in 
the last month? 

 
 

7. What are some challenges or difficulties you have encountered in the last month? 
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Appendix G 
 
Sample Conference Preparation Worksheets at Different Stages  
(Adapted from: Hyland, 2003, p.196; Reid, 1993, pp.222-3) 
 

Conference Preparation Worksheet for Initial Conference (About a Topic) 

Topic for my essay: 

Intended purpose of my essay: 

Intended audience for my essay: 

Pre-writing about my topic:  

 
Conference Preparation Worksheet for Essay Draft Conference 

1. Topic for my essay: 

2. Intended purpose of my essay: 

3. Intended audience for my essay: 

4. In group work my peers asked the following questions about my topic: 

 

 

5. In group work my peers made the following suggestions: 

 

6. The problem(s) I am having with this draft are: 
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Conference Preparation Worksheet for Revision Planning Conference 

1. I thought the best part of my essay was: 

2. I thought the weakest part of my essay was: 

3. According to the teacher’s comments, the strengths in the draft are: 

 

4. According to the teacher’s comments, the problems in the draft are: 

 

5. Based on the feedback, here is my plan for revising the essay (list specific steps you 

intend to take and specific paragraphs you intend to revise): 

 

 

6. Three questions I want to ask you (the instructor) are: 
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Appendix H 
 

Writing Resources: References & Tools 
 
Vocabulary 
● Collins English Dictionary: https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/ 
● Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries: https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/ 
● Corpus of Contemporary American English: https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/ 
● Online Collocation Dictionary: http://www.freecollocation.com/ 
● Collins English Thesaurus:  

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english-thesaurus 
● Thesaurus by Merriam-Webster: More Than Synonyms and Antonyms: 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus 
 
Academic Writing Styles 
● UC Berkeley Student Learning Center: Nine Basic Ways to Improve Your Style in Academic 

Writing: https://slc.berkeley.edu/writing-worksheets-and-other-writing-resources/nine-basic-
ways-improve-your-style-academic-writing 

● Purdue Online Writing Lab: Tips for Writing in North American Colleges: 
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/english_as_a_second_language/esl_students/tips_for_writing_in_
north_american_colleges/index.html 

● Thompson Writing Program, Duke University: A short guide to academic writing style: 
https://twp.duke.edu/sites/twp.duke.edu/files/file-attachments/academic-style-
guide.original.pdf 

 
Citation 
● Purdue Online Writing Lab: Research and Citation Resources: 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/resources.html 
● Citation Machine — Write Smarter, Cite Accurately: https://www.citationmachine.net/ 
● Zotero: https://www.zotero.org/ 
● Using Citation Generators Responsibly: 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/using_citation_machines_responsibly.html 
 

Research 
● Find Articles & More in Databases: https://library.sfsu.edu/find-articles-more-databases 
● Link SFSU Library to your Google Scholar account: https://library.sfsu.edu/google-scholar 
● Library Collections: https://library.sfsu.edu/collections 
● Research Help: https://library.sfsu.edu/research-help 


