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Preface

With pleasure I have accepted the publisher’s commission to
vet and write something on each of the prize-winning essays
submitted to the English Composition Contest sponsored by the
Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press for students na-
tionwide at all stages of what in China is called the College
English Program, that is, the comprehensive set of English
courses designed for students of all disciplines other than Eng-
lish Language and literature. I have readily accepted the task
because of my awareness of the great significance of such a
project in promoting the teaching of writing in English which,
as I see it, has long been a weak link in ELT in China, for Col-
lege English students and English majors alike. However, ow-
ing to the limited time and resources allotted to the College
English Program, there is perhaps a more urgent need to ad-
dress the question in this context. It was in answer to such a
need that the composition contest was organized. As a teacher
of English who has taught composition courses for quite a num-
ber of years to English majors, and as someone who has long
expressed dissatisfaction with the way composition courses are
being handled in our country, it is only natural that a contest
of this kind should have aroused in me a tremendous interest
. 1 .



and that I should be ready to do what I can for it. Now that I
have said what I think I need to say about each individual essay
the jury has decided to give a prize to, it has occurred to me
that I still owe it to the readers and to colleagues who are also
interested in the teaching of writing to say something more
and of a more general nature about the problems that have
been revealed in the composition contest, and about the pre-
sent book too.

It is certainly heartwarming to learn that students nation-
wide have responded enthusiastically to the contest with, in
the end, over 1600 of them sending in their work to the contest
organizers, in envelopes that bear the postmark of almost ev-
ery province and autonomous region in China. But while the
students’ enthusiasm in seeking participation is overwhelming,
the essays that were sent in are in their majority not of good e-
nough quality and even the prize-winning ones are not free
from mistakes of one kind or another. In saying this, I may
sound too negative and discouraging, but the reality must be
faced and after all the written work sent in by the students is
but a true reflection of the current state of the teaching of
writing in China. Besides, if only we have the courage to ad-
mit that the teaching of writing is a weak link in our ELT pro-
gram and if only we can make consistent and persistent efforts
to address this weakness, Chinese students will no doubt be
able someday to write in a kind of English which native-
speakers of the language will have no trouble identifying with.

However optimistic we may feel about the future, for the
moment we must face the reality and admit that the students’
ébility to use the written form of English is, in general, weak,

. 2 .



although to be sure they themselves are not to blame for this.
In writing my comments on the essays, I had wanted to go by
the three criteria composition teachers generally use in grading
student work, that is, how good and original the ideas incorpo-
rated are, how well and effectively the ideas are developed and
organized and how correctly, appropriately and meaningfully
the ideas are expressed in language. But owing to the presence
of a rather large number of language errors and defective ex-
pressions in the essays, my attention was sometimes drawn
more to the language questions in an essay, more or less to the
neglect of the two other criteria. Occasionally I may even have
been too annoyed with the language errors and defective ex-
pressions I saw to be able to perceive where the true strength
in an essay lies. And focused as my attention was on language
use, my discussion of the language questions could not, I
know, be thoroughgoing enough.

I have used above two different terms, language errors
and defective expressions. This is because I want to make a
distinction between two types of misuse of the English lan-
guage in the essays I vetted. A language error is what we usu-
ally call a mistake, which may be a misspelling, a wrong use of
a punctuation mark, a fault in grammatical form, a wrong
choice of word or phrase or whatever of a linguistic or mechan-
ical nature. Defective expression is used to refer to the kind of
expression, which sometimes may even be in the form of a full
sentence, that does not sound like English or is simply unEng-
lish although structurally or in form it may seem quite all
right. It is also used to refer to unsatisfactory uses of figura-
tive speech in English, where, as I see it, the clash of cultural

« 3 .



differences is often most evident. In the book, I may not have
been consistent in using this second term, for I remember hav-
ing also used,in individual pieces of writing, words like “inade-
quate”, “faulty” or even some other words in the course of
writing my comments. For this inconsistency I should say sor-
ry to readers of this books.

Indeed, the presence of an unacceptably large number of
language errors in the essays, even in those that have been
given a prize and collected in the present volume, is something
we as teachers of English cannot make light of. Even the final
copy some participants sent in contains simple spelling mis-
takes. Conventions of punctuation in written Chinese are fol-
lowed by some students when they write in English. There are
various kinds of grammatical mistakes, the most notable of
which are misuses of the English article and the English tense,
the present indefinite tense, the perfect tenses and the pro-
gressive aspect in especial. The omission of modal verbs where
they are necessary is another question and this, I believe,
points to the students’ inability to think in English. In not a
few of the essays I read there are even serious mistakes in sen-
tence structure, not just mistakes of subject-verb agreement
that are common among Chinese learners of English but also
sentences so malformed as to make no grammatical sense. In
choice of words there is not just the common question of get-
ting confused with words like “lie” and “lay” or “find” and
“look for” or even “come” and “go”, but also the more serious
one of using words or phrases whose meaning the writer has
not made sure of and this points up the need on the teachers’
part to try to help cultivate in the students more desirable
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habits of work.

What may strike the eye even more tellingly are the many
and almost ubiquitous unEnglish expressions in the student es-
says whose origin we can readily trace to the influence of the
native tongue. This is actually not very surprising considering
that the students are all mature adults with fully developed in-
tellectual faculties and with lots of complicated and often ab-
stract thoughts seeking for an outlet and also considering that
in their mother tongue they are so very used to giving expres-
sion to thoughts of this kind, with facility and sometimes in a
kind of jargon peculiar to today’s Chinese. For students like
these, there is a huge disparity between what they want to say
in the foreign language they learn and what they are able to
say in that language. What then could be more natural for
them than to try to translate what is in their Chinese-
dominated minds into English? And because of the limited lan-
guage resources at their command, the translation will more
often than not turn out to be very rigid or literal, characterized
by a profusion of what I have called defective or unEnglish ex-
pressions. I have already said that the students are not to
blame for this and to be frank and honest I really do not think I
myself can always be sure how to express correctly and appro-
priately all they have wanted to say in the essays, although I
have spent scores of years trying to perfect my command of
English. There seems to be no shortcut to mastering writing
skills in a foreign language which some specialists call the last
group of skills to master in learning a foreign language. Hence
[ don’t think I could offer in this regard any useful advice ex-
cept to quote a four-character Chinese phrase from what Pro-
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fessor Ji Xianlin of Beijing University has once said about his
own experience in language learning and that is the rather
trite-sounding phrase “qin xue ku lian”. The reason why I
have used the original Chinese phrase here is that interestingly
I have failed to find a good enough translation for it in the Chi-
nese-English dictionaries I often have to use. My own render-
ing, which I know sounds rather cumbersome, is “Study hard
and practice as much and as earnestly as possible”. I may seem
to have digressed a little here, but this may help us see that
Chinese-English dictionaries, which Chinese students often re-
sort to, may not always be dependable in learning to write.

I do not know if any English composition contest has been
organized in the past, probably never on such a scale. Eager to
see greater progress in our students’ writing ability, I do hope
that more contests of the same kind will be held in future, for
they could be a strong incentive not just to the participants and
understandably first of all the winners but also to all students
interested in improving their English writing skills. Now that
the participants this time, with their enthusiasm and labor,
have made it possible for us to bring the present book into exis-
tence, we must see how other students can make good use of
it. It has occurred to me in the course of writing my comments
that the essays included in this selection, together with what
comments I have made, could actually be used as materials for
discussion by students attending a writing course. What [ have
said about each essay is far from exhaustive and I may even
have made some mistakes myself. But this probably will make
the book all the more useful to the students as they can learn
from a negative example as well as from a positive one. In lan-
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guage education, peer learning has proved very useful and
from my own experience this is also true of the development of
writing ability.

Before I bring this preface to an end, I would like to ex-
press my sincere thanks to the editors of the Shanghai Foreign
Language Education Press, not only for the labor they have ex-
pended in organizing the composition contest but also for mak-
ing me understand that a book like this may be of use to all stu-
dents of English who wish to improve their writing skills in the
language.

Sun Li
September, 1999
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