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Challenges and possibilities
in tutorials in a writing

In recent years, interest in English
writing centers as a support service
for students’ writing beyond the
regular curriculum has been growing
in Japanese universities. Our writing
center at the University of Tokyo was
established under a first-year scientific
English writing course in 2008. Our
writing center offers tutorial sessions
for students’ L2 (English) writing in

LI (Japanese) on a one-to-one basis.
This article provides a brief introduc-
tion to our writing center and de-
scribes the challenges that tutors face,
which are unique to writing centers

in contexts where English is a foreign
language. In this article, | would like to
focus on three major points: the issue
of grammar correction, tutors’ English
proficiency, and tutees’ unfamiliarity
with the writing center and tutor-

ing style. This article also discusses
the roles and possibilities of writing
centers in Japan for both tutors and
students.
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center in Japan

Maiko Nakatake
The University of Tokyo

in the United States, it cannot be said that the concept of a
writing center is widely recognized in Japan. Since 2004,
a few Japanese universities have established writing centers,
but the number of writing centers in Japanese universities is still
small. Although studies on writing center administration have
been widely conducted, only a few empirical studies have so
far been made on writing center tutorial practice in the Japanese
English as a foreign language (EFL) context (Hays, 2010; Sad-
oshima, Shimura, & Ota, 2009). In the near future, as the number
of writing centers in Japan continues to grow, studies on tutorial
practice in Japanese writing centers will become necessary in
order to provide more effective tutorials with EFL writers. This ar-
ticle will provide a brief introduction to our writing center at the
University of Tokyo and describe the challenges that our writing
center faces in the tutorials.

Although writing centers have opened in many universities

Our writing center, which is called the Komaba Writers’ Studio
(KWS), was established under the Active Learning of English for
Science Students (ALESS) program in 2008. ALESS is a scientific
academic writing course for first-year undergraduate science
students at the University of Tokyo. In this course, students
are required to design and conduct an original small scientific
research project (usually an experiment), write a paper about the
experiment in academic English, and give an oral presentation
in English. In addition, in-class peer tutoring (review) on each
other’s writing is included in this course. All ALESS instructors
are native or near-native speakers of English with advanced
degrees. The classes are conducted in English.

Our writing center offers individual assistance to ALESS
students and occasionally other first-year undergraduates on their
writing assignments. Our writing center is open five days a week
and offers 40-minute sessions on a one-to-one basis. Students
can make an appointment with a tutor online. The tutorials are
usually conducted in Japanese. The tutors in our writing center
are graduate students from various departments and they are
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native speakers of Japanese or are fluent in
Japanese. In order to become a tutor, we have to
take a one-semester course in second-language
writing pedagogy (teaching and tutoring English
academic writing).

One of the innovative features of our writ-
ing center is that there are two kinds of tutors,
writing tutors and science tutors. Writing tutors,
who come from various disciplines, consult
with students on their papers, while science
tutors, whose majors are chemistry, physics, and
biology, hold science workshops and give advice
on the experiment that ALESS students design
and conduct for those papers. Sometimes a writ-
ing tutor collaborates with a science tutor and
provides a joint tutorial session with a student.
Joint sessions are often held when students are
writing the results and discussion sections of
their papers. In a joint session, the writing tutor
focuses on issues related to organization and lan-
guage, while the science tutor provides feedback
on how to analyze the data the student obtained
in his or her experiment from a scientific and
technical perspective.

Another feature of our writing center is that it
offers students an opportunity to receive feed-
back on their English writing in Japanese. Some
students cannot understand or misunderstand
what their instructor says in the class, which is
conducted in English, or what they are supposed
to do for their homework. The tutors can check
online what each instructor is teaching and can
provide support tailored for each class. Thus, our
writing center can also serve as a complemen-
tary support center for English writing in the
students’ first language (L1), Japanese. Although
in recent years English classes have started to be
conducted in English at some junior and senior
high schools in Japan, most secondary-level
English classes are still conducted in Japanese
by teachers whose first language is Japanese. If
our first-year undergraduates receive feedback
from our tutors in English, it may be difficult for
them to understand the tutors’ advice or sugges-
tions, especially with regard to sentence-level
grammatical issues, and the students may even
become confused and uncomfortable, because
they are not familiar with that style of instruc-
tion. Another reason for conducting the tutorials
in Japanese is that tutoring in a common native
language is less likely to cause problems related
to differences in cultural background, such as
those pointed out by Kennedy (1993) or Blau and
Hall (2002). Therefore, as Sadoshima et al. (2009),
who examined the effectiveness of tutoring

English writing in Japanese, reported, when
Japanese students discuss their papers with their
tutors in Japanese, the students are more likely
to become actively involved in the discussion by
asking and answering questions and raising new
topics. The results of Sadoshima et al.’s study
also indicated that when tutoring is conducted in
a common native language for tutors and tutees,
the tutees tend to act more as peers of the tutors.

The number of tutorials in our writing center
has been increasing yearly. In the first year, 2008,
the writing center offered a total of about 350
tutorial sessions, and by 2011 the number of
tutorials had increased to about 630. One likely
reason for this increase is that, since 2009, our
writing center tutors have started to visit the
writing classes to introduce the writing center,
hand out flyers to advertise the center, and
explain what kinds of things students can do
there. Our writing center also holds an open
house each year to promote the center. Through
these activities, our writing center’s visibility
increased. In a follow-up interview with tutees
conducted after a tutorial session, some students
remarked, “At first, I could not imagine what
the writing center is and had no idea what to
do at the center, but after receiving a tutorial
session, I realized how helpful it is to the writing
process.” Others mentioned that tutorial sessions
gave them a clearer idea of what to do with their
papers and that they could learn revision strate-
gies from tutors through the sessions. Students
who have visited our writing center once are
more likely to return for further tutorial talk to
improve their writing.

Our writing center has also undertaken vari-
ous efforts at tutor training, including tutorial
observations and occasional meetings and
workshops to share information on the problems
and difficulties that each tutor faces. As part of
this tutor training, the more experienced tutors
give advice on effective tutorial methods to
novice tutors.

At the same time, we tutors face some chal-
lenges which are unique to writing centers in
contexts where English is a foreign language
(not the first language). First is the issue of
grammar correction. In our writing center, tutees
who are not native English speakers tend to ask
their tutors for grammar corrections in their
writing. However, we tutors are encouraged to
focus more on content and organization than
sentence-level errors in tutorial sessions and to
help students revise through discussion in order
to avoid being a “fix-it” shop. According to the
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student questionnaire conducted at the end of
the semester, many students complained that
they wanted their tutors to correct the grammati-
cal errors in their work.

The issue of grammar correction still remains
controversial in the field of second language (L2)
writing pedagogy. Truscott (1996, 1999, 2007), for
example, makes strong claims that grammar cor-
rection is not only ineffective, but also harmful in
L2 writing classes. In contrast, Ferris (1999, 2002,
2004, 2006) offers rebuttals to Truscott’s argu-
ment and asserts the effectiveness of grammar
correction in L2 writing. Gally (2010) points out
that “Truscott’s argument about the ineffective-
ness of grammar correction in L2 writing classes
could be harnessed to discourage grammar
correction in writing center tutorials” (p. 70).
Although the debate on grammar correction in
L2 writing pedagogy is still under discussion, we
need to deepen the discussion on the need for
grammar correction in writing centers (especially
in EFL writing centers) as well.

One of the biggest differences between
American writing centers and Japanese ones is the
educational environment. In American writing
centers, grammar correction in English as a sec-
ond language (ESL) student writing has become
a much-discussed issue. However, ESL students
such as international students at American
universities, who are in an educational environ-
ment where daily communication is conducted
in English, are immersed in English. In contrast,
Japanese students seldom have an opportunity
to be exposed to English outside of English class.
Therefore, writing centers in EFL contexts, at least
our writing center, are places where students can
not only receive feedback on their English writing,
but also learn English because our language of
daily communication is Japanese.

In general, tutors are advised to avoid proof-
reading students’ papers in writing centers.
However, the fact that students can feel more
confident about using English by promoting
their linguistic accuracy of English cannot be
ignored. Myers (2003) supports explicit language
instruction for ESL students and encourages
tutors to play a role both of writing instructors
and foreign /second language teachers (p. 64).
Harris and Silva (1993) suggest that “tutors need
to distinguish between errors that will interfere
with the intended reader’s understanding of
text (global errors) and those that will not (local
errors) and to give priority to the former” (p.
526), instead of trying to force themselves to
reject grammar corrections. Tutors have to help

students become aware of language issues by
themselves and heighten their language aware-
ness through tutorial discussions. Providing
language help to students is required to respond
to this demand and can also be an essential part
of the teaching and learning of English writing,
especially in EFL contexts like Japan.

Another challenge for our writing center is
that, although all of our tutors are fluent in
English, most of them are not native English
speakers and sometimes may make mistakes. For
example, it is reported that in one case the parts
the tutor corrected in a tutorial session were
pointed out as being strange by the student’s
instructor; the tutor was very shocked and now
has some anxiety about her tutorials. In my
informal interviews with other tutors, many
commented that they have this kind of experi-
ence and they are worried that this can lead to a
lack of trust from both student writers and the
instructors who teach the writing course. How-
ever, I believe that our tutors have an advantage
precisely because we are not native English
speakers. We can be role models as Japanese
EFL learners who have acquired a high level of
English ability and academic writing skills in
English. Our tutors have experienced the same
issues our students face when writing in English
as a foreign language. Hence, we can understand
why students make certain mistakes or write
in certain ways, and we can therefore respond
adequately to the tutees’ needs. At the same
time, we are continuing our efforts to improve
our own English proficiency, which leads us to
become even more confident tutors.

A third challenge for us is that Japanese
students are not familiar with our tutoring style.
In Japan, the idea that the tutor and the students
have the same authority is culturally hard to
accept. The students tend to think that tutors are a
kind of instructor for them, that is, the tutors per-
form a more authoritative role than the students.
Therefore, students tend to be passive and follow
their tutors’ advice without any question, and
during the sessions, some students do not become
actively involved in the discussion. This could
be due to the educational environment in Japan.
In Japanese schools and universities, one-sided
teaching by the instructor is common in regular
classes (except courses such as seminars) and,
as a result, the students tend to become passive.
Therefore, when they hear that they can be given
support on their writing at the writing center the
students often misunderstand or expect that they
will receive feedback (mainly grammar correc-
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tion or proofreading) on their writing without

any discussion. The problem of how to increase
students” understanding of tutorials as interactive
discussions remains to be solved. As mentioned
earlier, our writing center has made efforts to have
tutors visit writing classes to introduce the center
and explain its tutorial practices and encourage
students to visit, but we are still looking for other
ways to increase visitorship even more.

As Gally (2010) claims, although the concept
of writing centers in Japan has been influenced
by American-style writing centers for non-native
speakers of English, not all aspects of American
writing centers can be applied to writing centers
in Japan, where English is a foreign (not just
a second) language. The linguistic, social, and
cultural context is significantly different from the
American case. Therefore, it is necessary to con-
struct a writing center suitable for the Japanese EFL
learners. Writing centers in Japan are places where
students can not only receive support for both their
classes and their English writing but also engage
in English learning beyond the regular curriculum.
Our writing centers are also places where tutors
can improve their English ability and gain teaching
experience, because some tutors aspire for careers
as English instructors at universities. In this way,
Japanese EFL writing centers have multiple func-
tions for both students and tutors.

Although the history of writing centers in
Japan is still short, they have been progressing
and developing based on the needs of their
institutions and students. The Komaba Writers’
Studio also will develop further and explore the
future role and possibility of our writing center
in fostering autonomous writers in writing
centers in Japan.
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