Strategies and Practices for Working with ESL Writers in the College Classroom
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The Territory

The tendency to think of grammatical error as the chief issue in working with the writing of non-native English speakers (NNS), often blinds us to many of the challenges that NNS writers confront in the classroom. But Dana Ferris and John Hodgecock point out, “Research involving ESL students who are also inexperienced [as writers in their native language] show that, like their NES [Native English speaking] peers, they: (a) lack a sense of direction as they undertake composing tasks, (b) experience difficulty organizing information, and (c) often get stuck at intermediate steps in their composing and revision processes” resulting for both native and non-native novice writers in a premature focus on issues of grammatical and mechanical accuracy rather than larger issues of clarity, purpose, audience expectation, engagement with course content, etc. (Ferris and Hedgcock 6). 

The challenge of teaching these writers alongside native English speakers can act as a catalyst for us as teachers, requiring us to more explicitly represent our purposes, methods, and evaluative criteria to all our students, enriching their educations and enhancing our own always evolving understanding of our teaching.

The following is a comparison of NNS and NES students based on a chart found in Dana Ferris and John Hedgcock’s Teaching ESL Composition: Purpose, Process, and Practice (1998).
Novice Native English Speakers

Knowledge of Language and Writing Systems: 

· Are principally acquiring composing skills;

· Produce sentence-level errors not influenced by knowledge of another language; 

· Are not influenced by rhetorical knowledge emanating from another language or writing system, even though they may be unfamiliar with many formal rhetorical conventions of English;

Schematic and Rhetorical Knowledge:

· Have topical/schematic knowledge specific to U.S. culture and education; 

· Have access to U.S. reader expectations and exposure to rhetorical conventions of U.S. academic writing;

Response to Writing Class:

· May have experience with personal writing;

· May have experience with peer response (particularly after Freshman English);

· May have experience using outside sources; may have extensive experience with U.S. teachers’ response and feedback styles (e.g. questioning, indirectness); 

· May expect to revise assignments significantly.
Non-Native Speakers (NNS or ESL)
Knowledge of Language and Writing Systems:

· Begin with an intact home language and a developing knowledge of spoken and written English; are simultaneously developing language and composing skills;
· May produce sentence-level errors influenced by their primary language(s);
· May have specific rhetorical knowledge of their home language that could facilitate or inhibit the learning of English rhetorical conventions;
Schematic and Rhetorical Knowledge:

· May not have the same topical/schematic knowledge as native English speakers;
· May be unfamiliar with U.S. reader expectations;
· May have little or no experience with rhetorical conventions of U.S. academic writing; 
Response to Writing Class:

· May have little or no experience with personal writing;
· May have little or no experience with peer response; may feel unqualified to constructively comment upon the writing of native English-speaking peers;
· May have very different expectations for the roles of outside texts in their writing;
· May have little or no experience with U.S. teachers’ response and feedback styles;
· May not expect to revise significantly.
In-class Strategies and Practices
Studies show that students acquiring proficiency in English while attending college do best when 1) exposed to challenging, content-appropriate reading, 2) given regular feedback (both positive and negative) from instructors, 3) offered explicit instruction in reading, writing, and revision processes (Ferris and Hedgcock 43).  These are the same kinds of support that assist native speakers in realizing their full potential in college.  The following strategies for in-class instruction work will be helpful to all students in your courses, but they may be crucial for NNS students.

· Establish the language of the course; relate the sum to its parts.  Create a syllabus that clearly articulates both the overall expectations for the course as well as expectations for the types of requirements and assignments students will encounter in the course.  Read the syllabus aloud with students on the first day and discuss it with them.

· Identify students who need extra support early.  Give students a brief reading and accompany it with an in-class writing sample in the first week of class.  This offers you a snapshot of their reading and writing capabilities on the first day (you do not even have to grade or return it!).  If you identify students who need extra support early, you can speak privately with them about strategies for success in your class.

· Often repeat your willingness to entertain questions both in and out of class.  Many students – not just non-native speakers – are intimidated by the authority of professors.

· Model your own reading and writing habits for students as a part of approaching the content of the course. 

· Many undergraduates remain unfamiliar with the habits, priorities, and discipline-specific practices of academia. Explicitly explaining them while delivering the content of the course assists with comprehension and retention of information in the content area.
Assigning Writing
Even when instructors do not grade (or even read) every writing assignment, frequent writing can assist the non-native speaker as much as the native speaker in developing proficiency as a reader and writer.  This can help improve the quality of final papers, pleasing both instructors and students. 

· Focused in-class writing can assist with comprehension, participation, and skilled listening in both lecture and discussion formats.  Instructors may ask students to do a careful re-reading of a particular passage, write a personal response, or create a paragraph incorporating some language from the reading in a brief, in-class writing.  These writings may be read by the instructor but not graded or, in some cases, not even collected.

· Handing students written assignments that detail the assignment’s priorities, evaluative criteria, formatting details, and anticipated learning outcomes makes the assignment more accessible to students – and to those who might assist them (like writing tutors).
· Not all instructors have time to incorporate a drafting process into class time (particularly in non-writing-intensive courses), but it is not difficult to 
supplement assignments with a suggested scaffolding sequence.  Instructors may assist students by offering possible writing strategies for beginning the assignment (ex: first consider the following questions or do some brainstorming using significant quotations) and suggesting a timeline for drafting outside of class.  Teachers may also make specific recommendations about ways students might use the writing center throughout the process.
Assessing and Evaluating

Several concerns arise when grading the written work of non-native speakers.  Instructors wonder how strict their grammatical and mechanical standards should be and whether students are receptive to their feedback or overwhelmed by it.  There are no easy answers to these questions, but the following guidelines may help:

· A rubric or other explanation of evaluative criteria is always useful.  Sample papers complete with comments are also useful to consider as a class before an assignment is due.

· Non-native speakers want feedback on grammar and usage.  Excessively detailed correction may be overly discouraging and make it hard for students to prioritize their approach to problems in their writing.  On the other hand, an absence of such commentary may be disconcerting or even disappointing for non-native speakers.  Some commentary, particularly on errors that negatively impact comprehension or are repeated frequently, is essential.  Studies show that students learn best from self-discovery, so noting representative errors and asking students to identify similar errors in their own writing may save time and help instructors teach more effectively.

· At the same time, as teachers we need to help them understand the other important aspects of their writing – their treatment of course content, understanding of rhetorical conventions, development and clarity of thought.  Instructors frequently use indirect 

means (questions, observations) to assist students with making decisions about composition, but non-native speakers often appreciate more direct commentary.  

· Instructors can help all students by explicitly discussing their commenting styles and distributing a key explaining any abbreviations used.

Resources

The Hartford Writing Program

Scott Campbell (UG 114): 570-9275

The Writing Center

The Writing Center (UG 303) offers class visits to explain the center to your students, W partnerships in which tutors plan and facilitate writing activities with instructors, and standing appointments for students who need regular visits to the center.

Contact: 570-9237

Our website: http://tricampuswriting.uconn.edu
Purdue Online Writing Lab

This website offers handouts on a variety of issues of interest to ESL writers and instructors. http://owl.english.purdue.edu
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