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Introduction 

Sociocultural theory argues that in order to truly understand the human condition we must 
interpret it in its social, cultural and historical context. This paper is concerned with the 
sociolcultural aspects of specifically argumentative writing - created by Chinese adolescent 
writers. In particular, our focus rests on the interdependence of the social and cultural factors 
within the learning context. We argue that, when teaching and assessing L2 argumentative 
writing, factors such as students' age and stage of development and the sociocultural nature 
of the learning environment must be taken into account if we truly seek to understand more 
about the writing process and the teacher's role in it 

We are reporting on a study conducted in collaboration with three Chinese teachers of 
English in three high schools in the Henan Province of China. The teachers collected 114 
students' argumentative essays, written in English. The essays were marked by the three 
teachers whose classes were involved in the study and teachers' feedback was analysed 
thematically. The essays were also analysed for linguistic features. Our aim was 
threefold. First, given that audience awareness is a fundamental characteristic of good 
argumentative writing (Connor, 1990), and given the sociocultural, linguistic and 
developmental factors that render audience awareness a particularly challenging skill for L2 
writers, we wanted to investigate the level of audience awareness evident in the L2 students' 
argumentative essays, using Berrill's Audience Awareness Scale (1992). Second, we aimed 
to extend our analysis through close study of the range and number of metadiscourse 
features in the essays. Finally, we sought teacher feedback on the essays to determine 
whether or not there was evidence that teachers foster audience awareness through their 
written feedback on essays. 

The following literature review draws together three interconnected issues; namely, the 
sociocultural context and its role in the pedagogical process, the socioemotional 
characteristics of adolescent writers and the challenges of composing argumentative text in 
a second language. Each of these issues in turn presents a range of contextual challenges 
for adolescent writers. 

The Sociocultural Context 

Bruner (1987) argued that the: "Explanation of any human condition is so bound to context, 
so complexly interpretive at so many levels, that it cannot be achieved by considering 
isolated segments of life in vitro" (as cited in Luria, 1987, p. xii). Consistent with this position, 
we commence our literature review on the argumentative writing of Chinese students by 
examining the context in which their writing takes place. 

Chinese culture is characterised by collectivism and loyalty to the family and social group 
(Salili, 1996; Stevenson & Lee, 1990; Wilson & Pusey, 1982). Research indicates that 



Chinese students typically associate academic achievement with success in family and 
social life. These combined with high parental expectations are important factors influencing 
students (Salili, 1995). 

The Chinese Classroom and Pedagogy in a Sociocultural Context 

Chinese classrooms typically comprise at least 40 students and the context is said to be 
characterised by strict discipline, authoritarian teachers, an expository teaching style, and 
much homework (Biggs, 1992; Salili, 1996). The pressure to succeed in the stringent testing 
regime - comprising weekly and monthly tests as well as competitive entrance examinations 
(Hau, 1992; Salili, 1995) - plays a significant role in curriculum and pedagogical principles. 

The pedagogy within Chinese classrooms tends to emphasise memorizing of lessons from 
Chinese textbooks and repeated practice of new skills (Liu, 1986). Despite the view of 
Ballard and Clanchy (1991, p. 23) that this emphasis on rote learning and memorisation 
leads to a "reproductive approach to learning", Kember and Gow (1991) (see also Hird, 
1996) contend that the apparent rote-learning approaches adopted by Asian students may 
be explained more by the "nature of the curriculum and the teaching environment than as an 
inherent characteristic of the students" (p. 119). 

The Adolescent Writer within the Sociocultural Context 

Adolescence is a period in which young people develop the ability to think hypothetically 
(Piaget, 1952) and to place themselves in the position of others - to acknowledge multiple 
viewpoints simultaneously and to understand how these pertain to their own ideas (Lapsley 
et al., 1986; Selman, 1980). At the same time, adolescents are struggling to come to terms 
with their identity and their sense of self (Berk, 2000; Erikson, 1980; Moshman, 1999). 

The Chinese traditionally collectivist emphasis has implications for the development of self 
and identity among adolescents, and in turn, for the writer's self. In addition, the Chinese 
adolescent L2 writer faces the difficulty of creating and defining a "new" self, a new identity 
appropriate for use in the second language (Rodby, 1990). In argumentation, the skills of 
thinking for oneself and arguing a point convincingly are highly valued. These skills may 
require L2 students in communitivistic cultures - such as China - to develop "a whole new 
'identity' to approach tasks in the expected way" (Kirby, Woodhouse, & Ma, 1996, p.142; see 
also Shen, 1989). The "dialectic of identity and difference" (p. 48) in which the L2 writer is 
engaged is intensified in the composition of argumentative text since this task, by definition, 
demands that the writer identify and critically interpret a range of different - often opposing - 
views in terms of his/her own position on a specified topic. The writer is expected to convey 
these views to an absent addressee whilst maintaining a "certain distance" from the subject 
matter (Golder & Coirier, 1994, p. 188). 

Second Language Argumentative Writing in a Sociocultural Context 

Writing is, in essence, a social act (Rubin, 1998) New conventions must be learned and new 
literacy skills acquired. In addition to limited vocabulary and unfamiliarity with the rhetorical 
structures in the second language (Kirby, Woodhouse, & Ma, 1996), the novice L2 writer 
also has limited understanding of the intended audience, their expectations and their 
demands (Intaraprawat, & Steffenson, 1995). The novice writer "therefore lacks adequately 
differentiated audience constructs, lacks inference rules for selecting constructs, and lacks a 
rich body of cues . . . from which to draw social inferences" (Rubin, 1998, p. 57). 

Rubin, Piche, Michlin and Johnson (1984, p. 229) identify issues pertaining to the 
relationship between sociocognitive development and argumentative writing. These include: 



• acknowledging that the audience may have an opinion different to that of the 
writer; 

• the capacity of the writer to construct his/her own arguments, as well as 
those of the audience; and 

• the degree to which the writer includes and represents the audience's 
viewpoints, values and associations. 

Hays' (1988) analysis of adolescents' writing indicated that in the majority of essays 
analysed, these novice writers were able to construct their own arguments and acknowledge 
the existence of opposing arguments; yet there was little evidence in their writing that they 
understood why their audience might question their points (as cited in Berrill, 1992, p. 83) 

The Audience Awareness Scale and Metadiscourse Features 

The Audience Awareness Scale (Berrill, 1992, p. 85) provides a vehicle for analysing the 
extent to which writers demonstrate an understanding of the needs of the audience for which 
they are writing. Berrill identifies a number of levels of audience awareness outlined in Table 
1 below. These range from minimal awareness of audience needs - the egocentric level, to 
an appreciation and accommodation of alternative viewpoints and a concomitant integration 
of these views into the argument. 

Table 1 Audience Awareness Scale (Source: Berrill, 1992, p. 85) 

Level of audience awareness Characteristic(s) of the writing 

Egocentric Writer assumes that audience shares same attitudes and 
knowledge base. 

Cursory awareness of 
alternative view 

Writer anticipates opposing position but does not deal 
with it. 

Acknowledges alternative point 
of view 

Writer recognises alternative point of view, but does not 
accept its validity. 

Appreciates alternative point of 
view 

Writer recognises validity of alternative point of view and 
qualifies initial position accordingly. 

Accommodates alternative point 
of view 

Writer explicitly acknowledges validity of alternative view 
and incorporates this view in argument structure. 

A complementary means of determining the extent of students' awareness of audience or 
reader needs involves analysing the linguistic features of their written texts. Metadiscourse 
features are those linguistic markers which, while not inherently necessary to the topic, show 
that the writer is aware of the importance of communicating the semantic content of their 
thoughts to the audience in order to be understood clearly. Metadiscourse comprises words 
and phrases that help "readers organize, classify, interpret, evaluate, and react to such 
material" (Vande Kopple, 1985, p. 83). The task of constructing a successful piece of 
argumentative writing requires that the composer of the text harness cognitive, linguistic and 
rhetorical skills while simultaneously maintaining an acute awareness of audience. Such a 
task is challenging for any writer, but is particularly so for the L2 writer coming to terms with 
the intricacies of the English language and the associated sociocultural conventions. 



We now turn our attention to the thrust of our investigation, the identification and subsequent 
enhancement of audience awareness within the L2 writing environment. Our central 
question therefore is: when teaching and assessing writing, how can teachers 
simultaneously take account of the sociocultural context of the argumentative writing task 
and the unique cognitive and socioemotional characteristics of L2 learners, while providing 
practical assistance to raise their students' awareness of the audience for whom they are 
writing? 

The Study: Investigating Chinese adolescents' writing in a sociocultural context 

The study reported here is ongoing and involves a number of phases. Initially, the focus 
issue is writing assessment, with a particular emphasis on the sociolinguistic components of 
the writing and assessment process. We based our investigation on a sample of 
argumentative essays written in English by a group of students in China. We had three 
research questions. 

1. What does Berrill's Audience Awareness Scale (1992) reveal about the level of 
audience awareness in Chinese L2 students' argumentative essays? 

2. What is the relationship between Chinese L2 students' audience awareness and their 
use of metadiscourse features in argumentative essays? 

3. Is there evidence that teachers encourage and enhance audience awareness 
through their written feedback on essays? 

Sample 

Our study was based on 114 essays collected from students in their senior years of 
secondary school in the Chinese provincial capital of Zheng Zhou, in Henan Province. 
Students from three schools took part in the study. These schools were selected because 
they each catered to students who were considered relatively competent English as a 
second language users. 

Procedures 

The writing tasks were administered by class teachers under the guidance of a Chinese 
teacher educator acting as a research assistant. Students were asked to write an essay 
expressing their views on the topic: 'Is it better to do your higher education in China or 
overseas?' Discussion of the topic took place in class. In a subsequent class, students wrote 
the essay. In all cases the essays were completed during a class period of approximately 50 
minutes and no word limit was imposed. We also asked three teachers of high school 
English in China to mark and provide written feedback on a random selection of 50 of the 
essays 

Analysis 

Two trained raters made a global judgement about students' essays on the basis of Berrill's 
(1992) Audience Awareness Scale, categorising each piece of written text according to the 
five levels of the scale. The two raters then analysed the essays using the metadiscourse 
taxonomy outlined in Table 2. 

 

 



Table 2 Metadiscourse Features and their Purpose 

(Source: adapted from Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995 and Vande Kopple, 1985, 1997) 

Textual Features 

Connectives: show the organisation of text 

Elaboration/ explanation: rephrase to ensure clarity of expression 

Illocutionary markers: identify the purpose of the sentence or paragraph to follow 

Validity markers: encode writer's certainty about the truth of the content 

Interpersonal Features 

Narrators: provide the source of ideas and facts 

Attitude markers: convey writer's feelings about content 

Commentaries: address and engage reader more directly 

The taxonomy comprises seven categories specifically adapted by Intaraprawat and 
Steffensen (1995) for the purposes of analysing argumentative writing. These categories 
are: connectives, elaboration/explanation, illocutionary markers, validity markers, narrators, 
attitude markers and commentaries. One of the researchers read the essays and 
categorised the metadiscourse features listed above. The second researcher then 
reanalysed each essay. The interrater reliability for identifying metadiscourse features was 
0.85. In addition, we analysed the three Chinese teachers' written feedback on their 
students' essays. The written feedback was content analysed using the framework of textual 
and interpersonal linguistic features (based on the metadiscourse taxonomy of Intaraprawat 
& Steffenson, 1995). To our knowledge this means of analysing teachers' written feedback 
on argumentative essays has not been undertaken before. 

Results and Discussion 

The Results and accompanying discussion and consideration of implications are presented 
in three parts, according to the three research questions identified earlier. 

What does Berrill's Audience Awareness Scale (1992) reveal about the level of 
audience awareness in Chinese L2 students' argumentative essays? 

Table 3 contains results of the categorisation of students' essays according to Berrill's 
(1992) Audience Awareness Scale. Results indicate that the majority (60%) of essays were 
identified as predominantly egocentric. Essays in this category reflected an assumption that 
readers shared the writer's attitudes and had the same knowledge base - summarised in the 
following closing sentence "This is my idea and I won't change it in my life, for our country 
and people." 

 



Table 3 Categorisation of Essays According to Berrill's (1992) Audience Awareness 
Scale 

Level of audience awareness Number of Essays 
(N=114) 

1. Egocentric 69 (60%) 

2. Cursory awareness of alternative view 22 (19%) 

3. Acknowledges alternative point of view 17(15%) 

4. Appreciates alternative point of view 4 (4%) 

5. Accommodates alternative point of view 2 (2%) 

While the majority of essays failed to acknowledge alternative viewpoints, approximately 
one-fifth of them anticipated opposing positions, though they failed to deal with them directly. 
For example one student wrote: "I saw a lot of chinese go to overseas to go on their higher 
education, and some of them did not decided(sic) to come back, I was angry with them. An 
example of a writer's ability to recognise an alternative viewpoint is illustrated in the following 
excerpt: "Now, many people realized the foreign university are all better than the university 
of our country. The writer does not accept the validity of this statement and devotes no time 
to explaining why the argument is "not correct". 

A small number of students demonstrated their ability to recognise the validity of opposing 
arguments and an even smaller minority were able to sustain this recognition throughout the 
essay. One student began with the statement, "There are always two sides to everything...". 
S/he proceeded to outline the merits and disadvantages of each side of the debate, 
concluding with a personal opinion: "Finally, if I have to draw a conclusion about this 
question, I think it is better to doing (sic) my higher education overseas". The student 
presented opposing views and was also able to accommodate these into the argument, 
ultimately expressing a personal view. 

Audience awareness and adolescent egocentricity 

The egocentricity of adolescence may impede the novice writer's capacity to analyse and 
present these varying viewpoints objectively. Even expert adult writers reveal strong levels 
of egocentrism as they attempt to reconcile their own identity and viewpoint with that of an 
audience who holds an alternative opinion or range of views (Berkenkotter, 1981 as cited by 
Berrill, 1992). 

The role of culture in the writing process 

Our analysis would not be complete without some recognition of the pivotal role played by 
cultural values and beliefs in the process of developing the writer's self. The literature 
highlights the significance of the communitivistic concern of the Chinese for the well-being of 
family, community and society (Hsu, 1985; Salili, 1995). The topic evoked a strong sense of 
patriotism and concern for the greater good of the community. Some examples to illustrate 
this concern are included below: 



If you remember your own homeland you should return to your own 
homeland after graduation. You can use those (sic) knowledge to 
build our homeland . . . There are (sic) better wisdom in China. 

At the same time, it was evident that some students were attempting to express their views 
about what would be best for them as individuals. For example: 

Overseas, if that country is a developed country the study conditions 
is (sic) good and I can study better. Being alone in overseas can build 
my character. 

Thus, the apparently egocentric nature of these essays must be interpreted in the light of the 
sociocultural context in which they were written. 

Review and implications 

In summary, our analyses of audience awareness using Berrill's (1992) scale revealed that 
the majority of essays reflected an egocentric orientation suggestive of a low level of 
audience awareness. We found that Berrill's instrument provided a useful starting point for 
identifying the level of audience awareness apparent in students' essays at a macro level. 
We believe this tool could be used for the purposes of both teaching and assessing L2 
argumentative writing. Students' should be made aware of what constitutes audience 
awareness and how to demonstrate it in their writing. 

What is the relationship between Chinese L2 students' audience awareness and their 
use of metadiscourse features in argumentative essays? 

We used the metadiscourse taxonomy of Intaraprawat and Steffenson (1995) as a means of 
identifying ways in which the student writers demonstrated their awareness of the needs of 
their audience or reader. Table 4 shows the proportion and mean occurrence per essay of 
the metadiscourse features identified.  

Table 4 Proportion and Mean Number of Metadiscourse Features Used Per Essay 

Textual Features Mean (%) 

Connectives 9.92 (41%) 

Elaboration/ Explanation 4.94 (20%) 

Illocutionary Markers 0.33 (1%) 

Validity Markers 4.46 (18%) 

Interpersonal Features   

Narrators 0.52 (2%) 

Attitude Markers 2.79 (12%) 



Commentaries 1.54 (6%) 

Total 24.50 (100%) 

Frequency counts indicate that textual features (80%) dominated students' use of 
metadiscourse features. The feature used most often was the connective. This comes as no 
surprise, since connectives form the basis of the second language learner's repertoire of 
linguistic skills. These findings are consistent with those of Intaraprawat and Steffensen 
(1995) who found that between 30% (in the case of good essays) and 47% (in the case of 
poor essays) of all metadiscourse expressions used by ESL university students were 
connectives. This was clearly the most frequently used feature in the essays analysed for 
this study. 

Students also used elaboration and/or explanation of ideas in their essays. However, the 
difference between the frequency of these features and the mean number of connectives 
used is significant. The use of elaboration and explanation was typically heralded by the 
phrases: "for example", "such as", "that is to say", and "so that". 

Many of the phrases or expressions used to introduce elaborations or explanations form part 
of standard essay writing texts for students of English in Chinese schools. For example, in 
the commonly prescribed secondary school English text Start English Writing, "signal words" 
or phrases such as "for one thing", "for example" and "another example is" are provided in 
the form of lists from which students are told to choose phrases to be inserted in cloze 
passages. It is expected, then, that students will not only commit such phrases to memory, 
but will incorporate them into their own writing - as is apparent in the scripts analysed for this 
study. 

Validity markers - comprising emphatics and hedges - were also relatively well represented 
compared to the other metalinguistic features used. In the argumentative essays analysed, 
emphatics were the most frequently used validity markers. This may be partly attributed to 
the topic given: "Which is better, to do your education in China or overseas?" While 
approximately one third of students in the sample suggested that it might be better to do 
their further study overseas, there was unanimous agreement that they would only study 
overseas in order to be able to return to their "mother country". Emphatics thus serve the 
purpose of conveying the strong sense of patriotism which characterised the essays 
analysed. 

"Our chairman, Mao Zedong even said: 'The world is ours, it is also 
yours' ... Yes the world is ours, and to build our homeland we must 
work. It is obvious that to build our motherland needs knowledge. 
Every student must certainly work hard, then build our motherland 
when we grows up." 

In this way, one perceives evidence of cultural values influencing the nature of metalinguistic 
features used. 

Interpersonal features were much less apparent than were textual features in these students' 
essays, comprising only 20% of the mean number of metadiscourse features used. Such 
features as attitude markers and commentaries allow writers to express their opinions 
regarding the content of the text and to address the reader directly. These forms of audience 
awareness did not feature prominently in the Chinese students' essays. Some students 
engaged reader attention through the use of inclusive phrases such as "let us ..." and "Let's 



think...", and through rhetorical questions. The repeated use of the 
pronouns "we" and "you" was a feature of some essays. Students' failure to employ 
commentaries more effectively may reflect an assumption that readers already share their 
views thus obviating the need to elicit a specific reader response. Attitude markers and 
commentaries "convey the writer's intentionality and function to increase the acceptability of 
the text" (Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995, p. 259). Unless students are provided with 
guided practice on how to render the argument acceptable to the reader through the use of 
metalinguistic features, they may remain unaware of the importance of their role in 
convincing the reader through the use of rhetorical devices. 

In those essays that used narrators, some writers quoted parents and older relatives, others 
cited Chinese proverbs and ancient Chinese wisdom. For example: 

"Long, long ago, there lived a famous man named Xuu Zi, he said:...". 

However the most common forms of reference to sources of information were couched in 
vague terms such as: "most people think", "everyone knows", and "it is said that...". This 
reliance on family and community values once again illustrates the prevalence of value of 
the greater self (Salili, 1995) and its impact on students' formation of written arguments. 

Review and implications 

Table 4 demonstrates that students in the sample did make use of metadiscourse features, 
yet these were limited in number and scope. Students used considerably more textual 
markers than interpersonal markers. These results are consistent with the tendency toward 
a dominance of textual markers evident in the poor essays produced by ESL university 
students in Intaraprawat and Steffensen's (1995) study. The findings of this study suggest a 
failure on the part of the Chinese adolescents sampled to engage with their audience on a 
personal level. They did not typically convey their personality and feelings on the subject as 
effectively as they might had they used a wider range and number of interpersonal 
metadiscourse features in their writing. 

Direct instruction of metalinguistic features has been advocated (see Cheng & Steffensen, 
1996; Steffensen & Cheng, 1996), but there is little point in providing students with endless 
lists of metalinguistic features to memorise and use. Student writers must understand the 
rationale for using such markers. L2 writers, in particular, will benefit from being made 
increasingly aware of the needs of their readers/audience, but this process must be 
accompanied by provision of linguistic strategies for meeting those needs. Teachers may 
provide these strategies through the use of modelling, through class exercises which allow 
students to identify a range of metadiscourse markers in samples of writing, and through 
careful written feedback directly addressing this linguistic aspect of students' argumentative 
writing. 

Is there evidence that teachers encourage and enhance audience awareness through 
their written feedback on essays? 

Consistent with the subdivision of metadiscourse markers into textual and interpersonal 
categories (Intaraprawat & Steffensen, 1995; Vande Kopple, 1985, 1997), we analysed three 
Chinese teachers' written feedback according to their comments on textual and interpersonal 
features of students' writing. There are many ways of grouping the themes that emerged in 
the teachers' written comments, however in the light of our focus on audience awareness, 
we deemed it most appropriate to use these two themes as the framework for the analysis. 
We acknowledge that written feedback is not the dominant form of feedback for Chinese 
students owing to the large class sizes, the limited teacher time available, and the primary 



concern of the education system with quantitative feedback. Nevertheless, we asked three 
Chinese English teachers to read a random selection of 50 essays (which were devoid of 
any form of identification) and to provide a score and a written comment at the end of each 
essay. Our interest in this paper is with the written comments only. 

The results of our analyses are presented in Table 5, with a selection of verbatim comments 
from the markers included. The findings indicate that teachers' feedback on textual features 
predominated. Identifying comments on interpersonal features of students' writing proved to 
be more of a challenge. Yet, despite this challenge and the relatively small number of 
comments in this category, we decided to include these feedback comments as we believe 
they raise several pertinent issues. In harmony with VandeKopple (1985, 1997) we defined 
interpersonal feedback as that feedback which acknowledges the role of the writer and 
his/her ability to convey personality to an audience/reader through writing. 

While the comments on interpersonal features were in the minority, we have included a 
range of them in Table 5 to illustrate the types of features to which markers responded. 
Markers typically commented on the quality of the arguments and the clarity with which the 
ideas were conveyed. One marker overtly raised the issue of the reader/audience, stating 
that "we can't really see your view". Reference to the writer's personality was also made by 
one marker who commented on the "friendly attitude" of the essay. We would argue that this 
marker's valuing of a friendly attitude in writing is influenced by the Confucian philosophy 
that people are "relational being[s], socially situated and defined within an interactive context 
(Bond, 1986, p. 215) and that fostering "smooth interpersonal relationships" (Salili, 1995, p. 
75) tends to be more highly valued than challenging the status quo through the processes of 
questioning and critical thought that tend to be valued by Western markers of argumentative 
writing (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991). 

Nevertheless, we did find two teacher comments that reflected a valuing of the spirit of 
enquiry, open-mindedness and reflective thinking that is arguably at the core of the 
Confucian tradition (Biggs, 1991, 1996; Salili, 1995; Wing On, 1996): 

You have your own opinion and have presented and proved it well. 
The approach is new and interesting. 

While these comments were certainly in the minority and made by only one of the Chinese 
markers, they nevertheless exhibit values that challenge the generalised view of Asian 
learners as adopting a "reproductive approach to learning" (Ballard & Clanchy, 1991, p. 23) 
with "no pressure on students to evaluate . . . no requirement to argue, to resolve 
ambiguities or dilemmas, to reach clear-cut conclusins" (p. 32). We are encouraged by the 
limited though significant evidence that some teachers do encourage students to question, 
to present well-substantiated arguments and counter-arguments in an effort to facilitate deep 
approaches to learning (Biggs, 1996) and challenge the stereotypical view of "student-as-
tape-recorder" (p. 47). 

Table 5 Overview of markers' written feedback in terms of textual and interpersonal 
features in students' writing 

Textual features Verbatim written comments 

Language Rather a lot of Chinglish (Chinese English). 



Knowledge of language poor. 

Quite a few grammar mistakes. 

The language is fluent. 

Vocabulary You have a large vocabulary. 

Some words are not used in the correct way. 

Sentence structure Many awkward sentences. 

Many good sentences. 

Some mistakes in sentence construction. 

Essay structure and coherence This is not really an essay. 

The arrangement of the essay is sensible. 

The organisation of the essay is muddled. 

The materials aren't well organised. Make sure you link 
the beginning and the end. 

Your essay presents three ideas which are different 
from each other therefore there is no clear point. 

Interpersonal features Verbatim written comments 

Expression of ideas and quality of 
argument 

Too many indirect ideas. 

No persuasive arguments. 

Some unreasonable arguments in the essay. 

We can't really see your view on the subject. It is full of 
facts that have nothing to do with the topic. 

Some facts don't seem convincing enough. 

The reasons you have given are convincing but not 
strong enough. 

The attitude is friendly. 

You have your own opinion and have presented and 
proved it well. 

The approach is new and interesting. 



Handwriting Poor handwriting. 

Review and implications 

While the markers' comments are limited in scope they nevertheless provide a useful 
viewing platform to more comprehensively reveal the types of features in written argument 
that Chinese markers consider worthy of comment. As demonstrated in Table 5, feedback 
on textual and linguistic features tend to dominate. This is not surprising, particularly in the 
case of L2 learners for whom the conventions of the English language are often particularly 
challenging. It may be argued that all these comments reflect an emphasis on the part of 
markers on raising students' awareness of the audience for whom they are writing. We found 
few explicit references to and suggestions regarding how students might enhance the 
appeal and comprehensibility of the text for the reader/audience. There is scope for teachers 
to not only teach metadiscourse features explicitly, but also to ensure that their feedback on 
student essays reflects the value of this emphasis on audience awareness. 

Limitations of the Study 

We recognise several limitations in this study. These include our limited background 
information on the students in the sample and our reliance on a single essay writing task for 
analysis. Moreover, we have limited the present discussion to analysis of essays based on 
frequency counts of metalinguistic features. Crowhurst (1987) cautions against reliance on 
this measure as a means of determining how usage of specified features is related to writing 
quality. She comments that the extent of utilisation of a particular linguistic device (in her 
study, cohesive ties were analysed) does not necessarily equate with writing quality. In 
analysing essays one must pay close attention to the context in which the devices are used 
and the level of complexity and maturity with which they are used. This caution is a valid one 
and it will guide further analysis of the quality of the essays under investigation. An 
additional limitation is, of course, imposed by the fact that we are interpreting Chinese 
culture and pedagogy through western eyes. We recognise that this limits our capacity for 
analysis and interpretation of sociocultural influences on students' writing. 

Conclusion 

This study has significant implications for the teaching of Asian/Chinese adolescents. Our 
analysis of Chinese students' argumentative essays (written in English) provides evidence of 
the sociocultural forces at play in their writing. In many instances, students' patriotism and 
lack of awareness of reader needs - as demonstrated in their use of language and claims - 
impeded their capacity to construct coherent, objective and effectively substantiated written 
arguments. These and related findings provide justification for a sociocultural consideration 
of the pedagogical and assessment issues related to the writing processes of second 
language learners. 

By examining a single argumentative writing task from a metalinguistic perspective we have 
provided some evidence for the ways in which adolescent Chinese writers are influenced by 
the sociocultural context in which they live and learn. First, we have noted the power of the 
sociocultural context and the interdependence of Confucian tradition and societal values, 
and the learner and her/his approach to the task. We have also identified the 
interrelationship between the writer's stage of cognitive and socioemotional development 
and her/his capacity to construct arguments. Within this set of interrelationships, too, we 
discern the power of interconnecting pathways as the adolescent's sense of self and identity 
as a writer is influenced by the Chinese values of collectivism, filial piety and the dual self 
(Salili, 1995). Finally, we have identified some of the difficulties L2 writers encounter when 



trying to compose written text within a sociocultural context. There is a tacit understanding 
that they will forge new pathways of communication with their reader/audience, yet the 
challenges of keeping these pathways open are great. 

Students have difficulty identifying and addressing the needs of their audience. Our study 
has shown that the majority of adolescent writers in our sample were deemed to be 
egocentric, according to the Audience Awareness Scale (Berrill, 1992). Moreover, their use 
of metalinguistic features - those features that specifically assist the reader to follow the 
writer's conceptual pathway - is limited in range and frequency. Our study indicates that 
those who assist students to develop these communication pathways do not overtly draw 
students' attention to the importance of audience awareness in their written feedback. 
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