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Introduction

Nyle De Leon, a current writing consultant in Cal Lutheran's Writing Center and author

of this photo essay, recounted her first year in college after moving to the States. She remembered

it being full of anxiety and self-consciousness, especially when she visited the writing center for

the first time:“I expected an hour-long session of the tutor scrutinizing my work and giving direct

instructions for me to follow—just like how I was taught prior to moving to the States. However,

my tutor ended up being more like a peer giving suggestions rather than an authority figure

giving correction.”

De Leon eventually joined the writing center staff and found that this indirect approach

was common in writing center spaces. She also found that some international students were just

as baffled about it like she was since the approach didn’t reflect their expectations or prior

writing experience: “They expected me, the tutor, to be the authority figure like I did in my

freshman year. They placed my suggestions above their own -- just like I would have done with

my teachers in the Philippines.”

Much like Nyle, many writing center tutors observe firsthand the culture shock and

changes in academic expectations international students have to navigate. This is also shown in
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Wayne Robertson’s documentary, Writing Across Borders (2014). Over the last two decades,

international students have brought their various backgrounds and changed the landscape of U.S.

college campuses (Opendoorsdata.org). However, there is a great emphasis (pressure, even) on

assimilating them to the existing academic culture rather than understanding how their own

culture affects their response to American instruction (Molesko, 2019).In addition, most writing

centers continue to struggle with providing sufficient writing feedback for the diverse literacy

practices that international students bring to the table. Paul Matsuda and Michelle Cox raised

similar concerns about assimilation-centered instruction as it often perceives cultural differences

as deficiencies rather than venues for students to learn new discourse patterns for writing (2009).

Writing tutors need to be sensitive to not just enforce assimilation of international students to

American culture, but also validate and integrate their backgrounds and cultural capital for

success in the U.S.

According to Hammond’s book Culturally Responsive Teaching & The Brain (2015),

“The key to understanding how culture guides the brain during culturally responsive teaching lies

in focusing on deep culture… worldview, core beliefs, and group values” (p. 24-25). Among the

plethora of distinct values across cultures, this research focuses on individualism vs. collectivism

(Hammond, 2015), uncertainty avoidance, assertiveness, and orientation to time (Menzies, 2015).

These specific values are relevant and applicable to the writing center setting because they can

guide the beginning, middle, and end of sessions. They can also aid in managing the tutor and

international student’s expectations. Although we cannot assume that all international students

from one country will write the same,  it is at least helpful for tutors to be able to acknowledge

the values we come from and realize that our backgrounds inform how we see the world. These

values also impact our writing and can create confusion about what qualifies as ‘good’ writing or
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meets professors’ expectations. This photo essay showcases cultural values among different

countries and applies previous literature to a writing center setting.

Individualism/Collectivism

Ashleigh Adams, an American who taught at universities in China for 6 years, found that

professors leveraged a communal mindset with the expectation that students would hold each

other accountable (personal communication, January 14, 2021). “If someone didn’t show up to

class, I’d tell their roommates, who were also their classmates, ‘tell them to come talk to me!’”

Students were expected to look out for each other and learn from each other. Grades were posted

publicly, which added a more competitive element to classes. On the reverse side, students often

found it easier to approach their peers (rather than the professor) when they had a question.

Students who grew up with a collectivist approach to learning may experience a culture shock in

American universities.
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(Image taken from Hofstede, 2011)

Our place on the spectrum of Individualism-Collectivism determines how we relate to

others, which shows in our writing tone and our view of intellectual property. According to

instructional coach Zaretta Hammond (2015), “Collectivistic societies emphasize relationships,

interdependence within a community, and cooperative learning. Individualistic societies

emphasize individual achievement and independence” (p. 25). In the United States, we

emphasize the value of students’ own opinions and ideas, with prompts often asking students to

argue, analyze, or evaluate.

Depending on the background of the student, tutors can tailor their style to every

individual they work with. A best practice is to begin tutoring sessions by looking at the
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assignment prompt and the verbs it uses. Is the style of paper a personal reflection? Does it call

for an argumentative thesis? Is it a scientific paper? In individualistic societies’ language, ‘I’ is

used often, whereas ‘I’ is avoided in collectivist languages (Hofstede, 2011, p. 11). Tutors can

use this frame of reference to discuss how much the student needs to include their opinion in

order to meet the requirements of the rubric. For example, personal statements need to be

focused on the student’s identity, experiences, and goals, and written in a tone that focuses on the

writer. This can be difficult for some, especially when the task goes against their cultural values.

It is almost instinctive for certain cultures to focus on what their group did or what their

company’s values are as opposed to what they actually did to contribute to a team (R. Koe,

Assistant Director of Cal Lutheran’s Writing Center, personal communication, January 13,

2021). When placed in this case, the tutor could read over the prompt and highlight the words

that emphasize the writer.
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Since individualism in the West places a strong value on individuality and independence,

international students are expected  to clearly delineate between their ideas and others’ ideas. In

contrast, collectivist cultures value shared wisdom and therefore may not consider citing certain

information or ideas. This difference, combined with the fact that paraphrasing requires

high-level language production skills, sometimes leads to plagiarism (Bouman, 2009, p. 166).

For example, English differs from many languages in that we have synonyms for most words,

whereas in Chinese, there is often only one way to express an idea. In addition, students in

countries like China and Korea are encouraged to imitate classic writers and tend to learn through

memorizing and copying (Bloch, 2008). Expectations are different in the United States, where

we are encouraged to develop our own writing style.

(Image taken from: https://geerthofstede.com/)

It is important to open discussions about writing styles and plagiarism policies within a

student’s culture versus the university’s culture (Bouman, 2009). This need not be done as an



8

accusation, but rather as discussing the differences, explaining the expectations as well as the

consequences in a U.S academic setting. It may also be helpful to read with the student or look at

their notes and practice paraphrasing together. Finally, the writing center can provide students

workshops or other resources about APA, MLA, and Chicago styles that acknowledge the

cultural concepts of citing authority and delineating ownership of knowledge. Understanding the

differences between individualist and collectivist societies can allow tutors to meet students

where they are at in their writing and communication styles.

Uncertainty Avoidance

De Leon reflected on her experience with working with students’ frequent request to ‘just

check their grammar’, especially with international students. Upon researching for her response,

she tried to assess their reasoning behind these requests: “Putting aside for a moment the

challenges of learning English as a second language, there might be more certainty in having an
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authority figure instruct you on how to correct grammar compared to figuring out things like

style, which often varies for each professor.”

The spectrum of uncertainty avoidance speaks about a culture’s tolerance for ambiguity,

which can affect how a student perceives learning (Hostede, 2011). For Weak uncertainty

avoidance cultures, learning is focused on the discovery and acquisition of a skill, as seen in the

table below. On the other hand, Strong uncertainty avoidance cultures place a focus on the end

goal of the skill itself with a rigid right or wrong way of doing it. From here, we can see how

Strong uncertainty avoidance cultures emphasize learning how to do while weak uncertainty

avoidance cultures focus on learning how to learn (Hostede, 2011).

In addition, a student’s tolerance for uncertainty may also influence their mental

well-being. Strong uncertainty avoidance cultures tend to experience higher anxiety and lower

scores on subjective health tests (Hofstede, 2011). This can be a clue on how tutors can also

emotionally support international students facing academic and cultural changes. Weak

uncertainty avoidance cultures include English-speaking, Nordic, and Chinese culture countries,

and strong uncertainty avoidance cultures include East and Central European, Latin, and

German-speaking countries as well as Japan (Hofstede, 2011).
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(Image taken from Hofstede, 2011)

An understanding of uncertainty avoidance can be crucial in meeting the expectations of

both the tutor and the international student. This concept is seen in Nalinee Thongprasert’s study

about the critical success factors that determined the implementation of virtual education delivery

(VED) within the cultural context of Thailand, a country with High uncertainty (2005).

Thongprasert found that uncertainty avoidance was one of the leading factors that determined

students’ perception of VED’s effectiveness. The more structure and instruction the students

were given in the unfamiliar academic environment, the more confident they felt about their
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learning. However, one’s tolerance for ambiguity can be just as much of a hurdle to a writer's

development as it is an advantage. For example, the writer who is open to experimentation and

uncertainty risks straying from their professor’s prompt, while the writer who is set to meet all

the requirements might experience anxiety to get everything right. In these cases, tutors should

steer students towards certainty, lessen ambiguity, and calm anxieties.

(Image taken from: https://geerthofstede.com/)

For students with Strong uncertainty avoidance, tutors might consider taking a more

direct approach. At the beginning of the session, tutors can set expectations or a plan in order to

provide structure. Isabella Breda, a consultant from Cal Lutheran’s  writing center, takes this

practice to the next level and helps international students set long term goals with tangible

outcomes that play into their understanding of learning in order to do. With a longer-term plan in

mind, tutors can slowly ease off the direct approach and move to indirect instruction (personal

communication, January 13, 2021). On the other hand, students with Weak uncertainty avoidance

may want to set their own goals for the session or may not want to formally set any at all. While
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an indirect approach may be the best fit for these students, remember to refer back to the

assignment sheet and see if the student is answering the prompt accordingly. Tutors can also

encourage students to meet with professors, either to clarify expectations or get feedback that

will provide them with more clarity as the student continually works on their draft.

Assertiveness

Brenda Solis, the Writing Across the Curriculum Coordinator at Cal Lutheran’s Writing

Center, reflected on assertiveness in writing style while working on a student’s personal

statement: “[The student] didn’t want to write that she will open up her clinic in the future. She

thought it was too assertive and that the readers would not take it well. I explained that

American thinking is more like ‘if you can think it, you can achieve it.’ So if you say you will do

something in the future, then it will probably happen” (personal communication, January 13,

2021).
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Similar to uncertainty avoidance, an awareness of assertiveness can assist tutors in

knowing how much and what kind of guidance and leadership students need. Assertiveness

comes into play both in writing style and in communication style. Thus, tutors may need to

address it in students’ written work, like Solis did, as well as address assertiveness in their own

tendencies. Being assertive is a trait that impacts our social relationships and therefore can

appear in tutoring interactions.

Assertiveness can be more complicated than the other values we examine due to

cross-cultural gender issues. Hofstede characterized countries as feminine and masculine: “The

women in feminine countries have the same modest, caring values as the men; in the masculine

countries they are somewhat assertive and competitive, but not as much as the men, so that these

countries show a gap between men's values and women's values (Hofstede, 2011, p. 12).”

GLOBE split Hofstede’s dimension of Masculinity-Femininity into two: assertiveness and gender

egalitarianism. Societies with low gender egalitarianism typically value high assertiveness in both
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genders (Cultureplusconsulting). On the other hand, in some cultures, men are supposed to be

assertive while women are expected to be more passive. This could manifest in the writing center

for a female tutor working with a male client. You may need to adjust your style or communicate

what you're comfortable with. With any student, we recommend gauging their cues and

mirroring how they communicate with you.

(Image taken from Hofstede, 2011)

Assertiveness can impact how a student receives feedback and expresses their concerns.

According to Lumenlearning’s Global Business module, “Countries with low assertiveness

rankings are Switzerland and New Zealand. Managers in these countries are more likely to look

for consensus and cooperative decision making” (lumenlearning). Students from
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low-assertiveness backgrounds may expect tutors to know and share all the answers. However,

we want to involve students in their learning process by encouraging them to be more assertive.

One way to begin is by asking the student open-ended questions and showing that you value their

input. “In high assertiveness countries such as the United States, Germany, and Mexico,

communication is direct and unambiguous. Individual initiative is encouraged, and relationships

are likely to be competitive” (lumenlearning).

(Image taken from: https://geerthofstede.com/)

Assertiveness can manifest in writing style as well as interpersonal communication. Thus,

it is necessary for tutors to observe and acknowledge the writer's intention when explaining

cultural differences. Many times a sentence is the result of a conscious rhetorical choice the

writer made in communicating to the reader, rather than a subconscious product of cultural

influence. If a tutor thinks the sentence is ineffective, they can discuss the reaction the student

expects from their audience compared to how their writing would actually affect the reader's

perception. By considering the student’s intention, we are less likely to dismiss their cultural
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values by imposing our dominant conventions; this is an important caveat to cultural

responsiveness.

In the writing center, we recommend viewing directive and nondirective tutoring as a

sliding scale or a continuum. Tutors may try to start by asking open-ended questions and

encouraging the student to identify and correct their own mistakes. However, this approach

makes some students very uncomfortable or even ‘frozen.’ We want to push them to grow, but

not so far out of their comfort zone that they freeze up. Thus, we need to be able to slide to a

more directive approach when necessary.

Tutors can also be assertive about being nondirective. For example, it may be necessary

to insist, “sorry, we’re not a grammar checking service” with students who come to the writing

center looking for someone to write their papers for them. On this note, it is advisable to

encourage self-efficacy by assertively asking students for their thoughts. A favorite trick for

face-to-face appointments of Olivia Becker, a senior writing consultant from Cal Lutheran and

author of this essay, is to hand the student a pen and push a notepad toward them, for example, in

the brainstorming stage. Finally, remember to mix positive feedback with constructive criticism.

Especially in low-assertiveness cultures, positive feedback is vital to feeling validated rather than

pushed around.
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Orientation to Time

Olivia Becker, senior Writing Consultant and one of the authors of this photo essay,

described the challenges of working on personal statements that ask for a student’s future goals,

especially if the student was uncertain of the future: “He had trouble articulating future goals or

where he saw himself in five years because he was convinced his plans would change. He told

me, ‘everyone I talk to says their career ended up so different than what they were expecting in

college. Who am I to say I know where I’ll be?’” To the student, making detailed plans for the

future was not a priority; instead, he had focused his personal statement on his recent

experiences in college. While Becker validated his point of view, she redirected his approach to

the prompt to get him to pull from his personal values and experiences that gave him a more

concrete idea about his goals.“Eventually we were able to nail down enough of a future plan to

write a convincing personal statement.”

Our cultural Orientation to Time contributes to how we plan, set goals, and achieve them.

This value can be seen on a spectrum of Short-term orientation to Long-term orientation, in
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which Short-term orientation cultures see life’s important events happening in the past or present,

while Long-term oriented cultures see them as happening in the future (Hofstede, 2011).

America is an example of a country whose Orientation to Time is Short-term. Americans

understand time in a linear fashion that is heading towards a specific event, which leads them to

see time as an expendable resource that cannot be returned once used (Ayoun & Moreo, 2009).

However, when examining Japan and India, countries with Long-term orientation, time is seen as

an infinite loop (Ayoun & Moreo, 2009). For them, time is “not a commodity with perishable

value” (Ayoun & Moreo, 2009), and therefore perseverance and delayed gratification are key

values in these cultures (Hofstede, 2011).

(Image taken from Hofstede, 2011)
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A student’s Orientation to Time also affects how they evaluate themselves and where they

attribute their success. Ayoun and Moreo study on the effect of time orientation on the planning

of American (Short-term oriented) versus Thai (Long-term Oriented) hotel managers found that

Thai managers were not only more likely to develop drawn-out plans, but also rely on long-term

evaluation of progress (2009). This ‘slow and steady’ approach allows Long-term oriented

students to attribute their success comes with their work and their failure with a lack of effort

(Hofstede, 2011). By contrast, Short-term oriented individuals focus on ‘here-and-now’ results

that they perceive to happen in isolated events (Ayoun & Moreos, 2009). This leads them to

attribute success and failure as being flukes or mistakes. We can see how Orientation to Time can

affect a student’s belief in their self-efficacy as writers. As tutors, we should always encourage

international students to see writing as a long-term goal that can’t be accomplished in one

session. However, the way we present this must agree with their Orientation to Time.

(Image taken from: https://geerthofstede.com/)
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For students with Short-term orientation, tutors can help set up manageable goals that can

quickly be accomplished and answer their need for ‘here-and-now’ results. When they return to

you for a second session, try acknowledging how they’ve applied what you two have discussed,

especially if they’ve improved. This will encourage them to recognize their self-efficacy and see

that their progress was not a fluke. More than setting manageable goals that give students a sense

of accomplishment, tutors should strive to set intrinsic future goals that will “better

facilitate...perceptions of task instrumentality and task-oriented self-regulation strategies”

(Tabachnick, 2008). It is easier to encourage students to undergo the ongoing process of

becoming a writer if they personally want it.

However, there are circumstances where immediate results are required that may hinder

Long-term oriented writers. Examples of these can be professional development materials, such

as resumes, scholarship essays, and graduate school applications. A lot is on the line when

preparing these materials. When working on these with students, a more direct and hands-on

approach might be needed when you are short on time or sessions. Being aware of Orientation to

time not only means being catering to the way students perceive goals, it is also helping them

achieve said goals within their given timeframe.

Conclusion

Looking to the future, one might question how to incorporate this research into everyday

tutoring sessions. Individualism/collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, assertiveness and

orientation to time are just a handful of many cultural values that inform an individual’s identity.

In addition, a region’s culture and values can change over time, although changes do not occur

immediately and dramatically enough to disrupt the region’s set cultural dimension or value.
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Such substantial changes would take about 50 to 100 years and depend on the stability of the

region’s culture (Hofstede, 2011). It is also worth noting that some cultures are more stable than

others, with factors like economic and technological advancement affecting the stability. This is

the case for Mexico, India and China, who have encountered the most changes within the last 25

years (Hofstede, 2011). Yet worrying about the stability of culture puts us in the mindset that

cultural values and their effects are something we can equally assume and apply to every

international student who comes to our writing centers. When we focus on the changes

international students have encountered as a result of cultural differences, instead of

acknowledging their individual needs, we run the risk of stereotyping students. Their home

countries’ general values are only one aspect of their identities. Rather than making assumptions,

we should approach sessions with international students with the mindset of asking, “what can I

do to best serve you -- as an individual and as a person navigating a new academic

environment?”
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