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Basic Writing
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Misunderstandings of English
Writing and Solutions

1.1 Misunderstandings of English writing

English writing has been a problem for many English learners in China for a long
time. While more and more people have realized the importance of spoken English, the
importance of English writing is not fully recognized. Many people still have some
misunderstandings about English writing and this has greatly hindered the improvement
of their writing abilities. Generally, people tend to misunderstand English writing in two
different ways: English writing is a kind of translation work; and English writing is a kind

of imitation work.

1.1.1 English writing=translation

For many Chinese students, especially beginners, the English writing process is a
translation process. They believe that writing means “to translate what comes to the mind
in Chinese into the English language”.

But there are some misunderstandings in it. Firstly, English and Chinese are different
in the meaning of words. Some students misunderstand Chinese words as exactly the
equivalent of the English words. For example, the Chinese word “[ & ” may have its
English equivalent as “question” , “problem” , “trouble” , “matter” , “issue” ,
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“mishap”, and so on. These words may be understood as “i@#” , but they are different
from each other at the same time. Therefore, in the translation, problems may appear
when the wrong word is used. As we know, a word is used in its context. When an English
word is remembered separately without its context and is misunderstood as exactly the
same as its Chinese equivalent, it will be used pragmatically wrong in the translation from
Chinese into English.

Secondly, Chinese and English people tend to think in different ways. Languages
function not onl}.l as a means of communication (of ideas and emotions), but also as a tool
for people to think. Chinese people tend to think in an inductive mode, while English
people tend to think in a deductive mode. Chinese people would usually start a piece of
writing with sufficient information concerning the background and event, and come to a
conclusion at the end of the writing. On the other hand, English people would usually
start a piece of writing with a general statement — topic sentence, and then give sufficient
details to support what they have stated in the beginning. It goes from general in the
beginning to the specific at the end (see Fig.1). As a result, when a piece of writing is
translated from Chinese into English, English native speakers may find the writing rather
odd though there is nothing wrong with the language because they do not think and will

not write in that way.

General statement Specific details

Inductive mode

Specific details General statement

Fig.1 Rhetorical differences between Chinese and English

Thirdly, the typology of Chinese is topic-prominent, that is, instead of putting the
emphasis on the subject of a sentence, which is the case in English, the structure of the
Chinese language places emphasis on the topic of the sentence. Topic-comment sentences
move from whole to part as can be shown in the way Chinese address letters where, in
direct contrast to the English address pattern, the country (or whole) is put at the
beginning position and the smallest part (street number) at the end. Then Chinese students
will tend to write sentences like:

As for Mary, she Tikes Chinese food.

As for this activity, it is more challenging.
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In Table One, it shows that 80 percent of the students take English as a tool.

Talking about English writing, it is really too difficult.

The way it is expressed is in the Chinese sentence order, though written in the
English language. It is a kind of literal translation of the Chinese language into English.
Students write these sentences subconsciously due to the influence of Chinese without
noticing differences between the two languages in expression.

Fourthly, Chinese is an iconic language while English is a salient language. This
means Chinese language follows logical or natural word order, while English emphasize
what is salient or important and this determines the order in which information is
presented. For example, when talking about two events “It began to rain”, “The match
was postponed”, Chinese will present these two events in the order in which they
occurred. Then these two sentences will be put in this order — “It began to rain. The
match was postponed”. It implies that “Because it began to rain, the match was
postponed”. And when connectives are used in this case, Chinese tend to use two or a pair
of connectives — because (F4), therefore (FTEL). Then these two events can also be
expressed as “Because it began to rain, therefore the match was postponed”. This
contrasts markedly with the preferred English order of the two events — “The match was
postponed because it began to rain”. This is not the natural order in which the two events
occurred. They are placed in this order because the effect is seen as more important than
the cause in English. Of course, if the cause is emphasized, then the two events can also
be expressed as “Because it began to rain, the match was postponed” in English.

There are still other important differences between Chinese and English. But the
above are the most influential factors which affect Chinese students in their English
writing. They may make the writing odd and different from what it is intended to
mean. As a result, the writing is difficult for an English native speaker to understand.

Novice writers in a second language should understand the thought processes and
study the written products, including the formal conventions of writing, in the target
language and decide how far to respect their existing traditions and how far to modify
them to be in line with English norms.

What is clear is that, whether we like it or not, the moment we write we are part of a
writing community. It is vitally important for teachers of English to be aware that cultural
mismatch, particularly in the area of rhetorical arrangement, is more than likely. It is even
more important that they realize that this is a mismatch and not a mistake. The learner will
respond very positively to a teacher who is interested in and values the writing culture of
the mother tongue.

To be really successful, both teachers and learners should explore the assumptions,
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ideologies, and views on which their writing is based and work at these and at the whole

process of writing and not just at the final product.
1.1.2 English writing=imitation

In Chinese culture, the great importance is given to imitation in study. This is especially
obvious in the old saying “Keep reading the 300 Tang poems until you are familiar with them
and you’ll be able to fabricate if not compose”. However, when the importance of imitation is
over-emphasized, people may lose their creative ability. Thus, two main problems may appear:
plagiarism and modem “Eight-legged Essay”.

Plagiarism is kind of crime. It is more related with morality than academic ability. The
problem of plagiarism in study is highly emphasized in the West now. People need to write in
their own words, in their own style, and follow their own thread of thinking. To a certain extent,
imitation gives people an impression that the writer is taking other’s words as their own.

Comparatively speaking, the modem “Eight-legged Essay” is a problem which is far more
difficult to solve.

There is a very common phenomenon in today’s college English writing — students tend
to write three paragraphs in an essay. The structure and content of this kind of writing is
highly predictable. The first paragraph and the last paragraph are the opening paragraph
and the ending paragraph, while the middle paragraph gives the main points of the
author without giving enough evidence to support them. This kind of writing is so
fixed that it has become a model for students to follow and at the same time, a new
shackle for Chinese learners after the infamous “Eight-legged Essays”.

Apart from the influence of imitation, there are still some other causes for this
problem. The first cause for this is the influence from pre-examination training programs.
As English is foreign language in China, there is a lack of environment for students to
acquire the English language. The teaching of English writing is a headache for many
teachers of English, and English writing is a shame for many students. In order to achieve
higher score in English writing with less effort, English teachers try to give students some
writing models for them to follow, and students do a lot of practice in this kind of writing.
Some teachers or so-called “examination experts” provide some fixed models for English
writing. With this kind of model, students do not need to write much. They just fill in
some fixed words in the model and make some necessary changes in sentence patterns
according to different writing topics. The following is a typical example of this kind.

Title? (Change the topic into a question.) Different people have different
opinions on this. Some people think that (A). But other people think that (B). In my
opinion, I believe that (B). There are three reasons for my choosing (B).
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Firstly .. Secondly .. Thirdly ..

Therefore, we should say that (B) is right.

This kind of writing has a lot of negative effects on students. Firstly, it can greatly
limit students’ creativeness in writing as a writer. Students will be reluctant to write in a
different way. They may prefer to do it in the safe way and gain high score in shortest
possible time. Secondly, it can also greatly damage Chinese students’ image when they
continue their study in a foreign country. Though the writing is completed independently
by students themselves, foreign teachers tend to think of this kind of writing as the result
of students’ copying each other in the examination — plagiarism, a serious crime. Thirdly,
they cannot take a rigorous approach to their study and research. When they want to make
a statement, they would usually neglect to give evidence to support their opinion, which
can greatly affect the reliability of their writing.

The second cause is the word-limit set in English writing examinations. It is quite
alright for the state examination committee to set word-limit in English writing
examinations. When used to write this much only, they cannot write any longer. This
problem becomes even more serious when it comes to academic writing, which requires
much longer writing. In addition, as test topics are usually very general, students need to
narrow them down to a manageable size. In most cases in English writing exams, students
will not write their own title, and they tend to use the given topic instead as their title for
the writing test.

Many English teachers in China have realized the seriousness of this problem and
they have been trying new ways to teach English writing and encourage students to write
longer essays. For example, Dr. Wang Chuming advocates “the length approach” method
to encourage students to write as long as possible in the essay. The principle of this
approach is that students are encouraged to write under simulated situations for a real
purpose of writing. By writing longer and longer passages, students have more contact
with the English language and their fluency of writing in English will be greatly improved.
As a result, students’ motivation for writing and thereafter for English will be greatly

promoted.

1.1.3 Language is the most difficult problem in English writing

Many Chinese students believe that the most difficult problem in their English
writing is the English language. They claim that if they have a good mastery of the
English language, they may become good English writers. In their opinion, they can
transfer the writing skills from Chinese into English.

Actually, the biggest problem for most writers is not from the language of the writer,
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but from the writing ability of the writer. Most writers may have experienced the so-called
“writer’s block” at the beginning stage. They may feel embarrassed when they cannot put
anything down on the paper. This is not because they do not know the language in which

they are writing, but rather they have no ideas to convey to their readers.
1.2 Solutions

Can writing be learned? And how can second/foreign language learners avoid the
influence of their mother tongue? Many people think of writing as magical or the result of
natural talent. They believe that born writers can write a perfect draft in one sitting with
minimal effort. And if a person cannot write brilliantly from the beginning, then he/she
will never learn to write well. However, researches have proved that these assumptions
are wrong. Actually, writing can be leamed. Virtually, with training and practice, anyone
can learn to write confidently enough to handle the writing required in college and on the
job.

Then what should be done? English writing is a complicated process and it is
interrelated with many factors. Firstly and most importantly, it is related with the
motivation of the students to participate in writing activities. If students have no desire to
communicate with others in English, they may feel that they have nothing to write about
and do not want to write anything. Secondly, it is correlated with students’ English
abilities, especially reading abilities. Usually better readers are also better writers.
Reading can greatly help students’ writing. It can extend their vision, and provide them
with something to think and write about. Thirdly, it is related with practice. Students need
to practise and practise a lot both intensively and extensively to improve their writing
abilities. Teachers of writing should help students to develop the abilities and strategies to
write in English accurately and effectively.

The main job of a teacher for English writing should make students have something
to write about and write it well at the same time. The teaching of writing should involve
helping students to do each of the following:

(1) develop positive feelings about and a desire to participate in communication in
written English;

(2) read extensively and become familiar with different kinds and styles of writing;

(3) generate ideas for writing;

(4) develop reader awareness;

(5) become familiar with the criteria of good writing;

(6) follow the writing process;

(7) improve sentence and paragraph development strategies;
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(8) learn the conventions of mechanics, spelling, punctuation, and usage
appropriate to various situations;

(9) write intensively and extensively;

(10) develop the awareness of cultural differences between Chinese and English in
writing.

The teaching of English writing can be conducted in two approaches: intensive
approach and extensive approach. Usually, the intensive approach aims at improving
students’ accuracy in English writing, and the extensive approach aims at improving
students’ fluency in English writing. In the intensive approach, the teacher gives a lot of
instructions on how to write, and students are required to follow the writing process with
much planning and revising. The written compositions will be carefully corrected by the
teacher. The teacher will give some comments and suggestions for students concerning
their English writing. The focus is on the accuracy of the content and the language
expressed in the writing. While in the extensive writing, students are given full right to
write on their own whatever they are interested in and at a length they will feel sufficient
to convey their opinions. The focus is to encourage students to write their opinions freely
without worrying about the correctness of the language. When students can put more
words on the paper, they will be more confident to write in English and will tend to write
better and better.

When both the teacher and the students understand what happens in the writing
process, and know the approaches to improve writing abilities, they will develop a kind of
cultural awareness and have more confidence to improve their writing abilities.

Exercises

I. Discuss your writing habits with a partner. Ask the following questions and then
write a summary of your partner’s writing habits.
At what time and place can you write better or more fluently?
What distracts you from doing your best work?
What instrument or equipment do you use for writing? For example, do you prefer
pencil or pen? Do you write on notebook paper or on stationery?

4. Do you use a word processor to write an essay?

5. Do you like writing? Would you prefer to write a story you’ve made up, a
description of something that really happened to you, or a report about something
you’ve read?

II. Paragraph writing.
1. Write a brief paragraph describing the kind of writing you have done over the past



