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Theme: Normal development includes a period of early challenges

ELL writers face special hurdles during a “transitional” period, but they do tend to close
the performance gap sometime around junior year (as observed with students in the
now-defunct SKELI program for lower-scoring ELL first-years).

The transitional period is usually not linear or orderly (for all writers, not just ELL’S).
We rarely observe smooth, stepwise improvement as new skills are introduced and
quickly mastered. It can be a mess, in fact...but with time, students put it all together
and sort of “emerge” in leaps and bounds. A chaotic period seems typical or even
essential to this shift and is a common feature in student accounts of their own growth.

A few big changes often occur during the transitional period:
1.
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Theme: Task complexity can hinder language performance

Students will underperform, even at “basic” tasks like elementary grammar, if the task is
sufficiently complex. This may be because complex ideas or activities eat up all the
writers’ attention. So “simple” errors will seem to persist, giving a picture of a student
who doesn’t know even basic grammar. But the real picture is more complicated! For
instance, in studies like those from Dana Ferris, merely noting that errors exist in a
sentence or passage can lead to students fixing 50-90% of errors on their own.

Implications:

Fluency is not a stand-alone skill; it responds to other factors. These factors drag down
grammar performance beneath the students’ grammar knowledge. Just signaling the
presence of a problem can help, even if we struggle to explain the grammar rule or can’t
discern the student’s intended meaning.

Clearly conceptualizing a writing task seems to support all other writerly skills, from
developing ideas to editing for accuracy. ldeally, students can state their task in simple
terms, and in just a few sentences. When students know what to do and how to do it,
they tend to produce cleaner prose and better organized texts.

Models come to mind as a surprising scaffold for grammar performance, since models
tend to simplify or clarify key parts of the writing task. Model texts might offer
organizational templates or even sentence-level language that supports appropriate
introductions, theses, topic sentences, citations, etc. (E.g., Graff and Birkenstein’s They
Say, | Say handbook is a nice introduction to sentence templates that simplify the
writing task without replacing the student’s analytical contributions.)

Tasks that rely on less-familiar contexts or sources could invite lower language
performance (e.g., Chinese students reading historical primary sources in order to write
about the history of a Euro-centric concept).

Exploring editing strategies that break apart creative and analytical tasks should fit well
with students’ developmental level and reflect writing processes we want them to use.

So, is error-free prose a critical policy we must enforce vigorously, or something we
can let simmer while the student develops? Debate rages, but it seems most practical to
balance realistic near-term expectations and ambitious long-term aspirations. E.g., for
the first essay of my first-year writing course, | might enforce my most rigorous
standard for just 5-7 important sentences, like the thesis and topic sentences, while |
communicate that this standard will get more ambitious over time.
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Theme: The elements of successful writing are discipline-specific

Writing in the disciplines (WID) employs subject-specific literacies, not just a generic
college-level literacy that can be “transferred” across courses. This classic “transfer
problem” is compounded by a lack of student recognition of common rhetorical
patterns, so they may not immediately see that an FYE summary-response task is
similar to annotated bibliography entry in a science class.

The language we use is also situational, and reflects different patterns of articulating,
organizing, or defending ideas. Learning a discipline involves learning new language
resources that help our work “fit in” and meet audience expectations.

The Genre Approach to writing instruction contends that disciplinary ways of thinking
and communicating can be captured by the “moves” writers employ and the language
used to carry out those moves. Together, these two resources operationalize the concept
of “good” writing and could point to a more objective standard that can be fruitfully
taught. Under a genre approach, the task of the teacher is to make these patterns known
and offer or observe language that supports key moves.

Implications:

Most striking: we are all language teachers, since students must explore new language
to engage with new disciplinary communities and tasks.

Revealing common expectations within a genre may be the biggest service we can offer.
Discussions of exemplar texts showing how real writers use language to carry out
expected moves appear dense with instructional value.

This can start as simply as observing successful texts: How is the text organized?
Do we see any “special” words/phrases—or special uses of familiar words?

Do authors “prove” their ideas, or “defend/propose/pursue/contend”?
How do authors articulate the problem or gap motivating their essay?
How do they signal/describe disagreement between sources?






Niles 6

Theme: Social Support is common in student accounts of their own success

Most of the language learning for high-fluency students like ours exists beyond the
lessons found in grammar guides and ESL textbooks. In a nutshell, academic literacy is
a movement from high-frequency, broadly-relevant language concerns towards the
more idiosyncratic customs and procedures of a relatively narrow discourse community.

Students need to learn thousands of words (some estimates of college fluency place it at
around 50,000 words), along with how each of those words are used. They need to use
these words in new genres specific to their professional field. How on earth is this
possible, especially in a fast-paced setting, alongside regular college coursework?

Besides the minor
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Theme: Internal factors like motivation and self-efficacy are critical to
long-term success

In such a massive, long-term endeavor, students need grit and determination to keep
their attention high, to sustain extra effort over months or years, and to respond
positively to less-than-encouraging feedback. We ask an awful lot of ELL students!
Without motivation and belief that they can succeed, students face a grim outlook.
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Theme: Many ELL support strategies also support non-ELL writers



