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Introduction

For most native English speakers, writing comes as naturally as telling their stories. But for
many nonnative English speakers, writing is like searching for clues on a treasure map. They
search for the right route by choosing the suitable words and grammar from thousands of wrong
ways, trying to piece together the complete treasure: the perfect essay. Finding the right piece of
treasure takes countless hours of sifting and effort, but each mistake can lead them astray. Non-
native writers usually have many difficulties and challenges in English writing because of
differences in culture, educational background, language, and way of thinking. Some of the
significant challenges worth investigating for nonnative speakers writing in English include
“grammar and vocabulary, style guide use, organization and flow of information, critical
thinking, understanding of plagiarism, and assignment completion time.” (Ravichandran et al.,
2017, 772)

Through questionnaires with thirteen college students (including two native English speakers and
eleven non-native speakers) and interviews with 2 interviewees, this research reveals the
common challenges encountered by non-native writers and their strategies to these challenges.

Meanwhile, the study likewise collects and analyzes strategies when writing in English for non-
native speakers to help them read and write better in college English writing. This study aimed to
explore the difficulties and challenges in English writing. The findings of this study provide
realistic challenges students currently face and offer practical strategies for professors and
students to improve writing instruction and support the growth of non-native speakers in
academic writing. As the percentage of nonnative English writers continues to rise globally,
discovering, understanding, and addressing their writing challenges is critical to fostering more
inclusive and effective academic communication.

Method

This study utilized an anonymous questionnaire and real-name interviews. A total of 13

participants filled out the questionnaire, including 12 undergraduate and one graduate student, 2
native English speakers and 11 non-native English speakers (10 Chinese and 1 Spanish). The 13
participants were from UC Davis and different universities in the United States, Canada, Macau,



and China Mainland, with a total of 11 different majors, 6 were Bachelor of Science and seven
were Bachelor of Arts majors. With the different educational backgrounds, we can better see the
general ideas of the students. The questionnaire collected information about the participants'
majors, as well as their actual experiences when writing and their challenges and strategies for
writing in English.

In the questionnaire, two English native speakers participated and they were only asked to
answer what they thought were the most difficult challenges when writing, the most useful ways
and the most important, as native speakers, the writing strategies advice they would like to give
to non-native speakers. Native speakers, being the ones who know the most about how to write
in English and what can be done to improve, would give different advice than non-native
speakers, so they were included in this research.

Two participants who took part in the questionnaire were interviewed with in-depth questions.
Interviews were conducted with a total of two people, both non-native speakers. The average
interview time was 20 minutes, and they were expected to provide more detailed explanations of
their answers in the questionnaire and answer more detailed and in-depth questions, providing
more non-quantitative but qualitative responses. The first interviewee is Helena, a sophomore at
UC Davis, her native language is Chinese and she is majoring in Nutrition. The second
interviewee is Hina, a sophomore international finance major in Macau and a native Chinese
speaker, who has a lot more writing requirements in her program than Helena.

Results

After obtaining the full response, the following section will present the main statistics of the
questionnaire results in hopes of identifying common issues in writing challenges and strategies.
These data will provide the basis for subsequent analysis with deeper understanding of the non-
native speakers' perspectives on academic writing. All the participants shown in the charts below
are 11 non-native speakers.

All eleven participants have written English academic writing, 9 of them (81.8%) think that the
difficulty of writing is neither easy nor hard, and 2 of them think that it is hard. (Figure 1).
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It is worth noting that the top 3 choices in response to the challenges of writing in English are
limited vocabulary, grammar mistakes, and cultural differences in writing, all of which were
chosen by more than half of the participants. Among them, 90.9% of the participants considered
not being able to express themselves with the most appropriate words as the biggest challenge.
(Figure 2)
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When asked about strategies used to overcome challenges, the top 2 choices are using writing
assistance tools, such as chat GPT and Grammarly, and using a dictionary or online translator,
with 90.9% and 72.7%, respectively. The other options were chosen by fewer people and
therefore identified as not common strategies. (Figure 3) On this basis, all participants indicated
that they had used Al tools at some point, with 9 people using them often or every time, and the
remaining 2 people using them sometimes. (Figure 4)
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Figure 3
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Interview

Based on the richness of the responses of the two interviewees, the interview section summarizes
some important commonalities that deserve special attention and challenges and strategies that
were not shown in the questionnaire. In addition, some interesting questions and unexpected
answers also provide more information readers can get from and perfect the research. The two
interviewees are current sophomores at universities from the United States and Macau, both
native speakers of Chinese, and although they have different types of majors and living
environments, there are many similarities in their responses that are worth noting.

When it comes to the biggest challenge when writing, nine of the thirteen respondents to the
questionnaire thought the answer was vocabulary, grammar and can't express ideas precisely
because of the lack of vocabulary, and Helena and Hina were two of them. In Helena’s
experience, “there are times when words that [ want to express in my native language don't fit in
English, plus some words need a specific context, and cultural differences make it difficult to
achieve language conversion.” Hina said almost the same thing and she also mentioned that
“Sometimes I want to express a particularly complex meaning, but I can't find the right words.
For example, many idioms in Chinese need to be described in complex sentences in English.”

To overcome these challenges, Helena's suggestion is to learn from native speakers' writing in
terms of diction and expression and to use some online grammar tools to help identify errors, but
more important than being just grammatically correct is to “know why to change it that way,
rather than just blindly throwing the whole article at it.” While Hina offers completely different
suggestions as she mentioned that the best way to improve vocabulary is “memorizing words and
reading and learning to think of authentic expressions”, and grammar can be improved by “doing
more writing practice through journaling and other forms of writing”.

Despite the challenges, both said that English writing has helped them a lot because it improves
not only their writing skills, but also their university level analytical and logical skills. For one
Helena's Anthropology class assignment, “We had to analyze cultural-power by writing in
English, it helped me understand the concept better. My writing skills and reading
comprehension have improved.” For Hina, the advantages of writing extend beyond the writing
itself, “Writing has improved my reading ability to a great extent, as well as my vocabulary and
grammar. [ can organize language in a more logical way and understand the logic and focus of
the article faster.”

English writing professors' attention please! The two interviewees have something to say to you.
With different academic emphasis based on different university environments and majors,
Helena and Hina have different expectations. Helena, a science major, hopes that professors can
“be less strict with some grammar and formatting, or interpret statements differently”, and that



students may “have the option to use different paragraph lengths (or whatever) to achieve the
goal” because of cultural and linguistic differences. However, Hina, an international finance
major, hoped that professors could “give more practical writing skills, provide more sample
essays, analyze the essays, and give more suggestions and feedback for improvement.” She
would like to progress by way of more practical writing skills that can be used in writing and by
looking at more good samples. As mentioned above, a very effective way to help non-native
students is that “The common syllabus is also carefully crafted to allow the new teachers
adequate turnaround time to give substantive feedback to their student writers' evolving writing
projects.” (Ferris and Thaiss, 2011, 13) which is why detailed and targeted feedback from
professors is critical to improving non-native student writing.

As a final question, I asked the interviewees, do you write anything in English other than what
your professors required? I got the fastest and shortest answer of the whole interview from Hina:
NO. However, no matter what the topic and the way, writing more in English is always helpful
for not only university academic writing, but other English writing as well as the learning of
English.

Discussion

With the advancement of technology, the proportion of technological resources in education and
learning has been rising in recent years, and one of the major concerns for both students and
teachers is the use of Al. Although people have very different views on the use of Al, according
to the results of the questionnaire survey, 7 of 11 participants claim they use Al tools (like
Grammarly or ChatGPT) to assist with writing or editing your articles Often and 2 of 11
participants claim Every time and the last 2 claim Sometimes. So it's confident to conclude that
Al has become an indispensable part of writing for students nowadays, especially for non-native
speakers, so it's important to use Al wisely rather than letting Al write essays instead of oneself,
and the guidance of Al use in teaching is the key to whether students' writing skills can be
improved.

There were many other challenges and strategies mentioned by the students in the questionnaire
that were also important, although not including most people, these still deserve attention and
further research in the future. In addition to vocabulary and grammar, which were chosen by the
majority as the biggest challenges, other challenges chosen and mentioned included Unnatural
sentence structure (45.5%), Time pressure and slow writing (36.4%), Difficulty in reading
research and Not sure if meet the standards (27.3%), Lack of inspiration or ideas (18.2%) and
Fear of plagiarism (9.1%). These problems are more or less related to a lack of language
mastery, so improving vocabulary and grammar and becoming more fluent in English remain the
main challenges. On the way to overcome the challenges, non-native speakers also chose and
proposed many innovative strategies, including Read more in English (36.4%), Spend more time



on writing and Ask professor or peers (27.3%) and Review academic English writing samples
(18.2%). It can be found that these strategies basically focused on spending more time on reading
and writing and improving writing from asking professionals and reading writing samples.

Native speakers, what is the biggest challenge for you in writing? The answer is probably not
vocabulary. What is very interesting and worth exploring from the questionnaire is that even
though the native English speakers answered only three questions, their challenges, and
strategies seem poles apart from those of the nonnative speakers. While 81.8% of the nonnative
speakers identified vocabulary and grammar as the biggest challenges, the two native speakers
identified “Starting an assignment I am not interested in” and “coming up with a topic that I feel
best fits the assignment” as the biggest challenges in writing, which is widely divergent from the
nonnative speakers' responses because they skipped over the writing itself and focused on the
topic of the writing and their own orientation. Although how to choose a topic and encountering
disinterest exist for nonnative speakers, they need to focus very much on vocabulary choosing
and writing correct sentences, leaving much less energy for better choosing a topic and starting
to write, and only after solving the most urgent and important word problems, they will have
more time for other things. One of the important reasons behind this remarkable phenomenon
was probably cultural differences, as most non-western students “are not active in interpreting
and looking from different angles. So I got the impression that education systems in those
countries are less flexible and do not encourage students to think critically.” (Shaheen, 2016, p.
26) So nonnative speakers, especially who are from non-western countries, may have an even
harder time writing.

Even more surprising than the challenges encountered, the strategies given by native speakers to
solve the challenges of coming up with a topic and not being interested in the assignment were
strikingly similar. Their responses point to outlining before writing as the most effective strategy,
“I like to write outlines before starting my first draft” and “My most useful strategies are idea
mapping/outlining beforehand”, while other effective methods are ’look up synonyms for words
so that I do not repeat vocabulary in my writing” and “freewriting”. In addition to the strategies
that worked well for their own challenges, they also gave valuable advice to nonnative speakers,
with one believing that “Repetition is a key factor in improving English writing skills.” This is
very similar to what nonnative speakers consider to be, as 72% nonnative speakers state that’ the
key to English writing is to read, write and practice more. Another native speaker responded that
the key factor is rather than just practicing writing itself, “Practicing’ good habits. Writing often
while using the proper strategies and doing so thoughtfully will allow one to become much more
comfortable writing, and it will produce a better writer.”

As the native speaker mentioned above, developing good habits and using the right strategies
will make writing more comfortable and become a better writer, and my personal experience
coincides with this perspective. For example, writing a whole article is burdensome for me, so |



would often write lyrics clips in English or translate interesting sentences and between Chinese
and English, and in this way I learned a lot of authentic words and expressions. In addition, it is
equally important to construct writing habits based on interests and personal inclinations. For
example, I usually imitate and memorize lines from my favorite English TV shows and movies,
and then apply them in my writing.

After the interview, I asked myself the same question about what I would like to say to English
writing professors. And my answer is I would have preferred that the professors could have told
me what I should do if [ were a native speaker to convey the meaning I wanted to express to the
reader in the most accurate and authentic way. Nonnative learners usually have some
commonalities and use the same sentences, words and expressions learned from textbooks, but
these are not always the most precise’ and they need to know how to change in different
situations instead of copying directly from the textbook. Moreover, the challenges of writing due
to cultural differences are enormous. From Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, we know language shape the
way people think, and nonnative speakers' mind is often constructed from their native language
rather than English, so if professors can show students what words, sentences, and structures
native speakers would choose to express themselves by thinking in English, students' English
writing minds will be developed and their English writing skills will rise. Last but not least,
sometimes students feel that “American professors were too gentle when they provided
feedback.” (Ravichandran et al., 2017, 775) as they want not only a grade A but also useful
advice for future improvement.

By investigating both non-native and native speakers, this study not only provides students with
practical English writing strategies for different challenges, but also shows English writing
professors and other educators what students really think, as well as what students expect from
their professors, which provides a basis and help for future writing and teaching of non-native
speakers.

The ability of non-native speakers to write in English can affects their academic performance and
directly related to their ability to express their thoughts clearly and effectively. Expressing ideas
accurately, improving writing skills and facilitating wider academic communication are all
advantages of enhancing the English writing skills of non-native speakers. Finding learning
strategies that are suitable for non-native speakers and providing more effective instruction in
teaching them is an important step in improving academic writing skills and facilitating cross-
cultural communication. This study addressed the key points mentioned above and obtained
effective results to provide students and professors with strategies and data and research
methodology ideas and data for future research.

There is a lot of research on challenges and strategies for non-native speakers because it is a
topic that is becoming more and more crucial with the importance of international
communication, and one of the importance of this research is what as Verma (2023, 38)



mentioned, “By equipping non-native speakers with strategies for enhancing their academic
writing skills, scholars can facilitate clearer, more impactful communication and promote the
exchange of ideas across linguistic and cultural boundaries.” Providing not only non-native
speakers but also native English speakers with more opportunities and a future for academic
communication.

Although there are many informative and surprising findings in this research, due to the small
number of participants, the fact that the questionnaire questions were self-reported by the
participants rather than verified by their actual writing proficiency skills and the only two
interviews, it is difficult to summarize the general circumstance and the results obtained can be
narrow and limited. Follow-up related research can expand the range of the questionnaire with
more participants from other native languages, and more questionnaire questions and interviews
will make the study more objective and cover more students' different thoughts. If possible, a
writing skills test could be conducted after improving learning and teaching methods, using data
to more accurately respond to the role of different strategies and to promote constantly
improving learning and teaching methods.

Conclusions

This study provides an in-depth discussion of the main challenges and corresponding strategies
of nonnative speakers in English writing through questionnaires with thirteen students, including
two native English speakers and eleven nonnative speakers, conducting interviews with two of
the nonnative speakers. The results of the research show that nonnative speakers generally face
challenges in vocabulary and grammar, and especially the difficulties are most prominent when it
comes to expressing their meanings accurately. To overcome these challenges, most nonnative
speakers choose aids such as Al tools and online dictionaries, especially online translation and
grammar correction tools.

In addition, there are significant differences in the writing challenges and strategies between
nonnative and native speakers. Native speakers are usually more comfortable with word and
expression challenges than nonnative speakers who tend to focus on the challenges of how to
choose topics and how to complete assignments effectively. The students generally consider
practicing more writing as the most effective strategy for improving their writing skills, and they
believe that writing in English not only helps to improve language skills, but also develops
thinking and academic expression skills. The writer and the two interviewees also suggested
feasible pedagogical improvements for professors, expressing a desire for more ways of
expression and help in the area of expression aided by examples of native speakers' writing.
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