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FIGURE 8.2. Questions to Guide Teachers' Global Response

Tlona Leki (1992) has recommended that teachers of ELL writers begin globaly with
the following questions in mind:

* Does the writer’s draft respond to the demands of the assignment?

* Does the writer articulate a good understanding of the readings (data, field
observations,lab experiment, and so forth) that s/he is writing about?

*  Are the writer’s main points clear to readers?

*  Does the draft fulfill the writer’s intentions? Are the writer’s ideas communi-
cated effectively to his/her readers?

* Has the writer found an effective way to organize the draft (based on the
genre, the purpose, and the audience)?

+ Are there places where the writer might develop o
Does the writer use appropriate and sufficient evidence?

+ Isthe writer’ introduction to the draft effective?

* Arethe writer's paragraphs well developed? Are the paragraphs unified?

‘with more detail?

FIGURE 8.3. Questions to Guide Teachers' Local Responses

Tiona Leki (1992) has recommended questions to guide teachers’ responses at the
Tocal level:

* Where do sentence or word-choice problems interfere with the writer's com-
‘municating clearly with readers? Are there any confusing sentences?

* Are there any grammatical errors?

* How could the writer improve his/her word choice?

+ Are there punctuation errors? Are there proofreading mistakes?

Our goal as teachers should be to encourage ELL writers to stretch, to engage
in more advanced revisions, and to think critically about their writing and
its impact on readers. But the students’ hesitancy to change anything in their
“now-perfected” texts makes it difficult for them to engage in any substantive
revision. In addition, if entire sections of the student’s text might change in the
process of revision, addressing sentence-level concerns in the initial response
can seem almost irrelevant.

With the most advanced adolescent ELL writers, teachers can consider
responding to content and language accuracy in one draft, particularly as the
students become more experienced with a given genre. The main concern,
which may manifest itself in some assignments but not others, s that ELL
writers, due to the unique challenges of writing in a second language, will
shortchange their revisions by prioritizing “error correction” at the expense

RESPONDING TO ELL WRITERS AND THEIR TEXTS "3

of content. Overall, research suggests that teacher response needs to be per-
sonalized to the individual ELL writer. As Ferris (1999) has noted, there is
10 one-size-fits-all, and for each new assignment, every ELL writer will have
somewhat different needs at different moments in the year.

SO WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT ERROR CORRECTION?

Researchers from the field of second language writing continue to investigate
‘what actually works and helps to improve the written accuracy of ELL writers.
My experience suggests that the students in my study did not often know what
to do with the teachers’ corrections when they received them. They weren't
always sure what the marks meant or why certain changes were necessary, even
when teachers handed out code sheets with alist of markings and phrases that
were supposed to help students understand. ELL writers often found theselists
confusing and they weren't sure what made a sentence “awkward.” Even ques-
tions in the margins could seem cryptic.

Although the students made changes because the teacher had marked
them, they did not always understand why the corrections were necessary.
They often couldn't hear “the error” in their written work in the same way
that their native- English-speaking peers could. In these instances, the students
knew that they had made an error, and they appreciated that the teacher had
written in “the correct way” for phrasing or grammar. But they were never
quite sure what rule they had violated or why a certain phrasing might be a
better choice. When I asked the students about how they used teachers' marks
to improve their writing, their responses echoed this sense that they were not
necessarily internalizing changes for their future writing. Miguel told me: “I
change the spelling” Paul noted that, “I went back to the writing and make
some changes so that it looked and sounded better” Ken-zhi commented, “I
just correct it

The Importance of Follow-through

Helping ELL students understand the rules of language usage is an im-
portant part of their development as writers. Any level of error correction
that occurs on the students’ written work should be accompanied by com-
panion strategies that help students understand how to improve their lan-
guage accuracy. Worksheets and grammar drills don't often help ELL writers
to internalize these usage rules. In fact, many students excel at the work-
sheets but continually make the same errors when they write. The problem is
that there is a sense of disconnect between the grammar rule and the actual
writing.
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Teachers can resolve this sense of disconnect by teaching grammar as a set
of rhetorical choices, directly tied to the perceptions of readers and the intent
of the writer. Rhetorical and functional approaches to grammar complement
the curricular and writing instruction strategies discussed in Chapter 7. For
example, teachers can engage with joint deconstruction and construction of
sentences, phrases, and paragraphs in order to prompt students to engage in
discussions about why certain choices are more accurate or appropriate than
others. Mini-lessons on certain errors in accuracy can be particularly effective
when they are tied to.a particular genre of writing (for example, memoir essay
and past tense). Teachers can also use models from actual student writing o
their own writing to demonstrate a ertain usage or to explain an error that is
prevalent in students’texts.

Using Error Logs.

ELL writers do need to develop strateges for correcting their own work,
in order to help them move toward independence and awareness. One strategy
10 help build this skl i to start an error log for each student (Ferris, 2003, pp.
154-156). For the younger or less experienced writer, the teacher would begin
the logand identify one or two local errors that the student should concentrate
on. An older or more experienced writer could work with the teacher t0 iden-
tify challenges and keep his/her own logs. In both cases, the teacher explains
the error type, writes down an example of the error, and writes out a possible
correction (see Figure 8.4).

After the teacher reviews the error and the possible correction with the
student orally,students scan their written work with an eye toward identifying
and correcting these errors in their writing. Then, with each new assignment
or as students master an error, the teacher can add another local concern that
the student should learn to scan for and correct in i or her writing. Error
logs also encourage ELL witers to become more active, independent, and en-
gaged readers of their own texts.

'SUMMARIZING SUGGESTIONS FOR RESPONSE AND CORRECTION

Most of the suggestions for responding to multilingual student writing are
g00d teaching ideas for all students. For example, balancing praise, critique,
and suggestions is an approach that most teachers try to remember as they
comment on student writing. We also know that it is good practice to explain
the reason that students should consider certain changes or additions, so that
they can understand and internalize these questions and reasons in their next
drafts. The following recommendations highlight the strategies that | empha-
size in my own work with ELL writers.
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FIGURE 8.4. Sample Error Log

D/ BT chom P Chededby s
Asigment (e Correction. dent (Y/N)

Inconsistent use of verb
tenses (tense shift). In
this journal entey about

your previous schools,  Firg,  attended Tl ke

the pasttenseis 3800d  sehool in Bosnia e essay for
Jan.2011 choice,but youneed 10 yhen [ was six years OSSNt verd

be consisent. o s - Sumics

Ex First, I attend school
in Bosnia when I was
six years od.

When Reading a Student’s Paper

+ Skim the paper in its entirety before making any written comments
on the draft. Provide comments on the strength of a paper, in order
t0 indicate areas in which the student is meeting expectations. Try to
have students larify confusing points orally if possible.

- Offer a few possible solutions or suggestions for a given concern.
Providing options helps ELL students to engage more with their own
writing by making choices. Such strategies promote critical decision
making and steer ELL students away from the “teacher-says-I-fix”
model.

+ Beaware that it can be quite easy for ELL writers to feel overwhelmed
by excessive correction. Try to identify three major concerns to work
on with each paper. Also, assure ELL students that some errors are
common among many students,even native speakers of English (¢.g.
transitions from one idea to the next). In other words, its not just
that student.

+ Prioritize issues and help students focus on the global issues in their
writing first (i.., finding a strong topic, developing the language to
talk about the topic, ideas, organization, and so on). Sentence-level
concerns and grammar can be an issue for ELL students, but often
adolescent ELL writers will focus only on these concerns and neglect
to build and strengthen their writing skill in other areas (topic devel-
‘opment,invention, expansion, use of evidence, drawing connections,
writing with detail, and so forth). Many sentence-level concerns can
be dealt with at a later stage in the paper’ development.
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+ Before and even during the drafting stage, provide models of student
papers that are glossed with comments pointing to specific features
that exhibit how their authors have met expectations. Discuss these
models and the comments as a class or in small groups so that stu-
dents can orally raise questions and comment on the writers’ strate-
gies, use of language, and purpose.

« ‘Train and engage students in learning good strategies for peer re-
sponse. (See ELL Writers and Peer Response section below.)

« Explain the need for citations. Rules about citation and plagiarism
are cultural constructs, very much based in American traditions of
individuality and entrepreneurship. For many ELL students, the idea
of owning a text may be a new concept, and others may have no ex-
perience working on academic papers that require citations. Still oth-
ers may use what Currie (1998) has called “textual borrowing” and
mimicking to help them become more confident in certain genres or
conventions (p. 7).

ELL WRITERS AND PEER RESPONSE

Peer response is another important way for students to gain feedback on their
writing, but there are unique challenges in using peer response with L2 stu-
dent writers (Carson & Nelson, 1996; Zhu, 2001). In some peer response ac-
tivities, ELL students are asked to write and formulate a response in the very
language they are still learning to master. Studies have found that ELL writers
can be at a disadvantage with native English speakers in peer response sessions.
For example, Zhu (2001) found that L2 writers often had their voices silenced,
interrupted, and generally pushed to the outskirts of the peer response conver-
sation. Sometimes ELL writers are hesitant to contribute, fecling like they have
limited authority. When interrupted, ELL writers often give up their turns and
do not finish making their comments, even when they were about to make a
good point. Some ELL writers may also be less direct in their feedback, of-
ten clarifying what they have read or asking questions. They imply or suggest
changes rather than insisting upon them.

ELL writers are also navigating across different communicative expecta-
tions and figuring out different atitudes about group work in the classroom.
In my study, Miguel, Wisdom, and Therese saw some benefits from peer re-
view and enjoyed the social aspects of those classroom interactions. But Ken-
zhi hated peer review sessions in his ELA class, often “forgetting” copies of
his papers for those sessions, even when they were tucked neatly away in his
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binder. Ken-zhi did not like to share his writing with his native-English-speak-
ing peers. On one level, he was nervous and self-conscious about his English
writing. On the other hand, he was anxious and unsure about the social norms
involved. Would his new American friends become angry if he critiqued their
writing? What if his comments were dumb? What if he seemed too smart? Ken-
zhi wanted the approval of his teacher, but he was also worried about risking
the approval of his friends. Ironically, Ken-zhi loved peer review in his ESL
classroom, where he felt like his voice and his knowledge as a writer were val-
ued by his peers. Despite these challenges,studies on peer review sessions have
consistently found that ELL writers can gain a great deal from peer response
and can be just as accomplished in helping their native-English speaking peers
to strengthen their papers.

So how can a teacher navigate peer review in a mixed class? Evidence
suggests that preparing all students for peer review is a necessary component
of building a productive peer review model in the writing classroom. As Zhu
(2001) contends, there is a need to “prepare all students with guidance and in-
struction so that they can become equal participants when engaged in oral re-
sponse” (p.211). Liu and Hansen (2002), in their book Peer Response in Second.
Language Writing Classrooms, offer a number of strategies for teaching and
directing students toward more productive peer review sessions. Their sugges-
tions, which I summarize and expand upon below, provide some examples of
how teachers can work “behind the scenes” in order to lead our classes toward
‘more productive peer response sessions.

1. Create student groups. Keep each group limited to three to four stu-
dents and strategically bring together students with different strengths
and mutually beneficial styles of response.

2. Openly discuss turn-taking strategies with the whole class, and suggest
procedures in order to level the playing field for al student reviewers.

3. Use a “fish-bowl” technique to let the class watch as fellow students
act out a good example of a peer response session and a poor ex-
ample. Then discuss as a class what worked and what didn’t. Use the
demonstration as a way to set classroom goals/guidelines for peer re-
view. Videos of such sessions are also useful, and many examples from
college writing centers can now be found online through YouTube.

4. Havea class discussion in which the teacher and students discuss use-
ful vocabulary for participating in peer response. Create a word wall
with those cues posted for all students to refer to.

5. Provide clear guidelines (i.¢.,a handout with guiding questions). In-
clude rules for time, roles, and comments. Assign roles to each stu-
dent in a peer review group in order to ensure that everyone is par-
ticipating and to provide a clear structure for the group work.
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Rubrics and Second Language Writers

Most mainstream ELA rubrics don't take L2 writers into account, reflecting
standards that were set with only native English speakers in mind, particularly
in terms of organization patterns and conventions. Like so many English text-
books and curriculum, these tools are normed solely on native English speak-
ers (Matsuda, 2006), and as a result, they require L2 writers to write exactly
like native monolingual English speakers in order to achieve the highest scores.
Often, rubrics do not acknowledge that there are multiple definitions of “good
writing” o that these definitions may be culturally defined (as discussed on pp.
25-26,“The Study of Contrastive Rhetoric”). Rubrics help teachers make judg-
‘ments based on “clrity” or “organization of ideas,” but they don't offer flexibil-
ity or advice on how teachers might interpret those standards when it comes to
their non-native English writers. The assessment tools rely on a “one-size-fits-
all” model that may not reflect the diverse student writers in our classrooms.
In the current educational climate of efficiency, testing, assessment, and other
pressures, it is often easy to forget that ELL students’ texts will almost always
reflect some characteristics of writing in a second language, even when they
achieve near-perfection in other aspects of their writing.

Ishould add here that I actually find rubrics to be helpful for ELL writers.
P'm aware of the criticism of rubrics articulated by Maja Wilson (2006) and
others. Their arguments are important for writing teachers to keep in mind.
But for ELL writers,  rubric can be a useful, tangible tool for helping to under-
stand the criteria and expectations of an assignment, especially when it i cre-
ated with care and shared before the final draft is due. Yet we do have to ask: Is
it fair and ethical to assess second language writers in ways that do not account
for the difficulty or differences of learning to write in a second language? Are
there ways to acknowledge the areas where ELL writers still need to improve,
while at the same time more actively valuing the risks they are taking and the
innovations they are bringing to their texts and the writing classroom?

Seeing Rubrics from an L2 Writing Perspective

Mass-produced mainstream rubrics often fail to account for the writing
strengths that many maultilingual writers bring to the text. There are no catego-
ties for innovations or phrasings that bring new meaning and new perspec-
tives to an idea or subject. There are no categories for multilingual perspectives
or rhetorical decisions that consider a more international or culturally diverse
readership. Currently, the only place where ELL writers may receive benefits
on a rubric i in sections that emphasize “voice.”

In addition, the top tirs of some writing rubrics do not allow much, if any,
r0om for ELL writers’ inaccuracies. Teachers, using these tools, are not asked
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t0 consider how much those inaccuracies actually impact the reader’s under-
standing or distract the reader from the paper's goals. Spelling and punctua-
tion must be 100% accurate, as must all verb tenses, pronouns, antecedents,
and so on. For many L2 writers, this means that the paper has been essentially
“scrubbed free” of all L2 writing characteristics. No, it is not impossible to do
this, but often this “all or nothing” expectation can lead ELL writers to com-
pose “clean papers” that don't say much or that take few risks in content, as
well as sentence variety, style, and vocabulary. Our grading criteria can send
unintended messages to our ELL students that impact their overall motivation
to write, as well as their decisions about what aspects of the writing process
and product they should value most.

Creating More Inclusive Assessment Strategies

How can we account for ELL writers' non-native writing characteristics,
while at the same time encouraging them to reach high expectations and be
competitive with native-English-speaking peers? The process begins with
critically examining the rubrics we already use, and becoming aware of the
wording and language that may ignore the ELL writers in our classroom. Take
alook at one rubric that you regularly use in your writing assignments. Inter-
rogate it with an eye toward your ELL writers. What do you notice? How do
the criteria and the categories of assessment take into account those students
working in their second languages? Are other aspects of writing—rhetorical
analysis, insights given to peers and classroom discussions,attemptsat revision
or risk—rewarded or considered? Do length requirements take into account
the amount of time that it often takes ELL writers to compose and generate
‘material in a second language? Are there “no error” policies that suggest that
all writers have a native-like “eye” or “ear” for secing and hearing grammatical
‘mistakes in English? Are the advantageous resources of ELL writers acknowl-
edged and identified in any of the grading criteria or standards?

Rubrics and scoring criteria designed with L2 writers in mind often ac-
knowledge that minor or infrequent grammatical errors may still occur. The
criteria consider the writer's intent and the evaluation is based on how much
the inaccuracies distract the reader from meaning and intent. Teachers start by
asking: Do the inaccuracies disrupt readers’ understanding, and to what de-
gree? In other words, the impact of an error is measured in terms of the text’s
thetorical efficacy. In rubrics that are inclusively tailored, spelling and punc-
tuation criteria, at the highest level of achievement, are described s “gener-
ally accurate” (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005, p. 317, my emphasis), allowing some
leeway for those writing in a second language. There is an acknowledgment
that some level of error may still be present for second language writers, but
the majority of the rubric is built around the texts' “effectiveness for readers,
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acknowledging that as purposes vary, crieria will as well” (CCCC Statement on
Second Language Writers, 2009, para. 10, emphasis added). Similarly, rubrics
with L2 writers in mind provide high points for students’ choice of vocabu-
lary, knowing that such criteria provide incentive for L2 writers to expand or
take risks with their vocabulary. These more inclusive grading approaches en-
courage what Sara Weigle (2002) has called “positive washback,” meaning that
the assessment tool encourages positive changes in the curriculum and in the
writing that students produce (p. 54).

Writing assessment specialists continue to agree that the best scoring
guides and grading criteria are those that are created locally (Crusan, 2010;
Huot & O'Neil, 2008; Reynolds, 2010). Such assessments are designed with the
students of a particular classroom or a particular school in mind, and in re-
sponse to our goals i the classroom and the goals of our students. For teach-
ers working with ELL writers, this often means designing their own rubrics
or making adjustments within a given rubric to create a more inclusive and
accurate measure of student written work and rhetorical savviness.

Establishing Multiple Measures for Evaluation

In the same way that I've suggested our writing assignments need to be
more fully contextualized with rhetorical “fingerholds” for ELL writers, our
grading tools should take into account how well ELL writers respond to the
contexts and rhetorical situations in their written texts. In grading, our goal
is to provide an accurate portrait of student mastery in writing. The best
kinds of assessment strategies for measuring the success and progress of ELL
writers are ones in which teachers and teams of teachers use the grades on
assignments/projects, but also examine growth over time and across assign-
ments, along with meta-cognitive development, through the use of portfolios
and self-assessment. A multiple measures approach helps teachers gather the
best information on the needs and progress of ELL student writers in order to
‘make better decisions about final grades, placement, future assignments, and
future writing instruction.

‘We must also begin to look for mastery in student writers’ contributions
as readers and discussants, particularly in those aspects of writing where they
can demonstrate rhetorical understandings of how texts work and their own
innovations. Below, I offer ten additional suggestions for valuing the work of
ELL writers and providing fair assessments that open doors for our ELL writ-
ers, rather than closing them.

1. Build rubrics that are directly aligned with the writing assignment at
hand. Before beginning, think about the goals of the assignment and
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what you hope for the students to accomplish. Create rubric catego-
ies, criteria, and descriptions that reflect the rhetorical and contex-
tual “fingerholds” that you included in your writing prompt.

Design and build rubrics for an assignment with your class. Part of the
goal of more-inclusive writing instruction s to include ELL writers
in more conversation about writing. When teachers work with their
classes to discuss and decide on the important qualities and expec-
tations in a given writing assignment, students develop decper ana-
ytical understandings of a given genre, the importance of language
choices, and readers’ expectations. Class discussions on what matters
and what gets graded on a given assignment are important oppor-
tunities for ELL writers to add their voices and to hear why certain
criteria are important to other readers.

Provide checkpoints and formative feedback along the way. Teacher re-
sponse and peer response are two ways to build formative feedback
into your assessment strategy. Students should also have bench-
‘marks and checklists en route to the end product. Design your sum-
mative assessment criteria first, and then go back and build check-
points and objectives that you'd like to see students meet at various
points in the schedule leading up to the final product. These check-
points can include quickwrites on students’ meta-cognitive under-
standing of writing, their questions and challenges with a given as-
signment, and their triumphs as they successfully complete aspects
of the assignment. For younger writers, you might frame this as a
“Mad, Sad, Glad” writing prompt, in which they identify aspects of
their writing that make them “mad” (or frustrated), ones that make
them “sad” (or feeling lost or challenged), and others that make
them “glad” (feeling triumphant and successful) at a given point in
the assignment.

Offer credit for innovative types of research (field-based, interviews, ob-
servations, community-situated, and so on). Encourage ELL writers to

use their access to their home communities and their bilingual lan-
guage abilities to develop innovative research sources for projects and
papers. These innovative sources can include field-based research—
interviews, observations, local community focus groups, and more—
or text-based sources that include newspapers or reputable websites
based in other regions of the world.

Grade for rhetorical skills, as well as product o process. Provide a cat-

show awareness of the rhetorical situation in their writing. Provide
ELL writers with an opportunity to explain the decisions they made
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in their written texts in order to meet the goals of the genre and the
rhetorical situation.

Provide credit for oral contributions in small groups, large class discus-
sions, and peer response activities. Increasing the amount of time that
we engage our students in talking about their decisions as writers is an
important component of building a more inclusive and explicit focus
on writing into our curriculum. Consider ways to demonstrate the
value you place on ELL writers’ oral participation and insights in peer
response groups or whole-class discussions on writing. For example,
students might receive credit for their roles in class participation dur-
ing joint deconstruction and reconstruction writing activities, like
those discussed in Chapter 7.

Use student self-assessment as part of an overall assessment strategy. It
can be difficult for ELL writers to assess their own work. Consider
some of the difficulties that come from writing in a second language.
Couple that with the fact that many ELL writers struggle to feel that
they “own” English as their own language. But the act of reflection
and learning how to assess their own written work is an important
aspect of writing instruction for ELL writers. One of my favorite ways
of helping students to initiate that level of introspection and meta-
awareness comes from Linda Rief, a middle school teacher and author
of many books, including Seeking Diversity (1991). Rief has her stu-
dents complete a “history of the paper” handout, in which students
answer a prompt about the history of the paper and their process
in writing it. Though Rief (1991 is not discussing ELL writers, her
strategy can be a useful way to gain insight into how ELL writers de-
veloped and considered their writing tasks. Students attach the com-
pleted “history of the paper” handout, included in Rief’s book, to the
final draft. Students provide both a narrative and two grades for their
text—one based on content and the second based on language/pre-
sentation. Self-assessment tools can also include checklists or brief
questionnaires about students' process and decisions as writers. Tools
like these can increase ELL writers’ roles as stakeholders, moving
them away from simply being bystanders in their writing.

Create a category and criteria for innovations. Consider creating a ru-
bric that has an open category for students that allows them (or you)
to consider innovations in student writing that may not be predict-
able but add value to the reader's experiences with a given text, These
innovations might include new levels of creativity in word choices
(including uses of L1 phrases or descriptors that add flavor or po-
tency to the writing), original and inventive narrative structures, and
advanced multilingual/cross-cultural insights and understandings.
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‘They can also include alternative ways to look at o define a problem
ora student’s ability to find novel implications o solutions to a chal-
lenge (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, p. 82).

9. Consult ESL standards and rubrics. ELA teachers may find it useful to
examine rubrics and standards developed specifically for ESL writ-
ers. Descriptions and criteria from these tools can help inform the
development of scoring guides and other assessment tools for evalu-
ating ELL writers'texts in the context of mainstream classrooms. The
WIDA Consortium, part of the Wisconsin Center for Education Re-
search, promotes the academic achievement of linguistically diverse
students. Their standards have been adopted by more than 23 states,
and the group has created an extensive set of standards for ELL writ-
ers across the various grade levels. These rubrics offer helpful start-
ing points for thinking about ELL students’ writing progress and our
expectations as teachers. (See www.wida.us for more information.)

10. Increase the role of portfolio assessment in your writing classroom. Port-
folios allow teachers to see the development of ELL student writers
over time and across various genres. They allow us and our students
o track their writing progress and to consider their development in
a contextualized way. They reveal much more about ELL writers’ de-
velopment and progress than many other standardized assessment
procedures. O’Malley and Valdez-Pierce (1996) describe portfolios as
systematic collections that include the following essential clements:
samples of student work, student self-assessment, and clearly stated
criteria. For ELL writers, “the use of portfolios encourages students
to reflect on their work, to analyze their progress, and to set improve-
ment goals” (O'Malley & Valdez-Pierce, p. 35). Portfolios provide a
multidimensional portrait and assessment of ELL writers' compre-
hension, language use, rhetorical awareness, critical thinking skills,
and written product.

Tencourage students to include samples of their writing from other classes
(science labs, history reports, art reviews, language heritage classes, and so on)
in their portfolios. T also ask ELL writers to include writing from workplace
settings, extracurricular activities, and online activities (blogs, web pages, fan
fiction sites, and so forth). I gain a sense of writing tasks in other settings,
my students’ achievements, and their writing development in different genres.
Recently, the emergence of electronic portfolios has offered us new ways to
administrate portfolio assessments, letting teachers digitally archive and share
students’ writing portfolios (for example, from ELL teacher to ELA teacher, or
from 8th grade to 9th grade) in an effort to track the growth and efforts of ELL
writers across grade levels.
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Finally, we need to embrace multiple measures for assessment and grading
when it comes to ELL writers. By assessing our ELL writers in more than one
way, we can discover different sides of their understanding and their develop-
ment as writers. Our goal, in the end, is to have an accurate portrait of their
mastery and their progress. Accurate portraits of ELL student mastery do not
come from one-shot writing tests. As the CCCC Statement on Writing Assess-
ment (2009) reminds us,

One piece of writing—even if it is generated under the most desirable condi-
tions—can never serve as an indicator of overall writing ability, particularly for
high-stakes decisions. Ideally, writing ability must be assessed by more than one
piece of writing, in more than one genre, written on different occasions, for dif-
ferent audiences, and responded to and evaluated by multiple readers as part of a
substantial and sustained writing process. (para.10)
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CHAPTER 8

Responding to ELL Writers
and Their Texts

Issues of Response, Error Correction,
and Grading

When | tried to write commentary on the example of L2 student work,

| found that | had a really hard time knowing where to start. | felt like
the easiest thing to do was just to correct all the spelling and grammar
mistakes. But they didn't make much of a difference to the development
of the piece overall. Also, | began to worry about just circling and
crossing out mistakes that the student made. | wanted to be sure that
they understood what was wrong with what they wrote.

—Kelsey, student teacher

Response to any student writer is always fraught with some tension. We strive
to meet their needs, provide timely feedback, and get through the stack of pa-
pers on the desk. We're not sure if our comments matter to students; we may
have standardized rubrics that make us pause and debate between a 3 or a 4
on a given scale. Often, the standardized rubrics don’t seem to respond to the
actual students writing in our classrooms, or to the assignments that we give.
We struggle with how much student effort should matter. Sometimes the stu-
dents don’t seem engaged in their writing, and the efforts to provide a response
feel meaningless. In some districts, our writing curriculum may have become so
compressed that students have little time to work with our comments. Similarly,
our responses are sometimes linked solely to evaluation and assessment and we
find ourselves commenting, not to provide feedback and nurture our student
writers, but to justify and make sense of grades for them—and for us. These
concerns over responding to student writing are not new, but they do become
more complicated when the student writer is a non-native speaker of English.
As my student teacher, Kelsey, noted in the opening quote to this chapter,
the texts of adolescent L2 writers can catch us off guard, particularly when we
have not read many papers by non-native English speakers. For native English
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speakers, particularly those of us who thrived as college English majors, errors
in verb tense, incorrect spelling, and missing articles can disturb our expec-
tations of style and usage; our reading is interrupted by the accents of ELL
students'texts. In my teacher education classes, I often share sample L2 papers
with my student teachers in the middle of the semester,after we've learned a
great deal about ELL writers and the process of writing in a second language.
As the teachers read the samples, the silence is palpable. There are generally
two reactions—some reach almost instinctively for a pen and begin editing
the texts one line at a time. Others become almost paralyzed, unsure how to
respond, what to write, or where o begin.

In this chapter, 'l consider the question of response from three different
angles—response, error correction, and evaluation—separating and defin-
ing them in order to clarify feedback procedures for ELL writers. For some
teachers, establishing 2 response system for ELL writers may mean developing
strategies that are different from those they use with native-English-speaking
students. For others, it may mean enhancing response procedures that are al-
ready in place.

VOICES FROM THE CLASSROOM

In late October, Ken-zhi received a copy of a teacher's code with the standard
explanation for editorial marks, like § for starting a new paragraph (sce Figure
8.1). Over the course of the school year, allthe students were regularly handed
back first drafts with responses lke this one.

In this sample, Ken-zhi's teacher has crossed out entire sentences and
sections, added new phrases and conjunctions, and made notations for new
paragraphs. On the written page, the error corrections are given with 1o ex-
planation of why these changes are necessary. The feedback is concerned solely
with error correction. There are no comments on the content of the essay or
Ken-zhi's fforts a witer

For his part, Ken-zhi had deliberately incorporated elements of the actual
interview into his writing—a method he purposefully used in order to,in his
words, “add the person's voice” nto his writing. He had hoped for comments
from his teacher on the effectiveness of that strategy. He was also particularly
proud of his use of the word nourish in the sentence: “She doesn't nourish
hatred” That word choice was crossed out with no explanation. Ken-zhi was
confused and uncertain about his progress as a writer. There was no note to
him personally explaining what did work and what didn't n thi piece.

‘The teacher did spend a moment or two with each student to discuss
their drafts, but those brief moments couldn'tlead to engaged conversations
between teacher and students about the writing. There were no opportuni-
ties or invitations for one-on-one conferences 1o talk further. Since he had
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FIGURE 8.1. Ken-zhi's Frst Draft of His Interview Essay with His English
Teacher's Response

— o5 She s
P A S

et e ey e il e
2
AN S S -

e e o ke b prodocs nd s Gt e

s i e ok By el s
et e s

e e o o will v e S5 o e b
nge my mind e g e ok o el e i e

10 additional guidance, Ken-zhi simply rewrote the essay with the teacher's
changes and turned in the “revised” vrsion. He got a good grade,a B+, but in
interviews, he expressed frustration because he said that he fet ike “she his
teacher] wasn'treally reading” his work.

In the end, seeing our responses to ELL writers as solely editorial endeav-
ors involves two hazardous misconceptions: (1) that ELL students are not ca-
pable of engaging and talking with their teachers about their writing, and (2)
that error correction is the orly response that they need in order to improve
as writers.

DISTINGUISHING AMONG TEACHER RESPONSE, ERROR CORRECTION,
AND EVALUATION

In the field of second language writing, these three concepts—teacher
response, error correction, and evaluation—are often discussed as three dis-
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tinct areas. OF course, there is a connection between error and content; errors
in verb tense can cause difficulties and confusion for readers about the time
frame of a given event or a particular action (Ferris & Hedgeock, 2005). But
L2 writing researchers advise teachers to see error correction and content re-
sponse as separate issues when working with ELL writers. Simply put, teach-
ers’strategies for “detecting and marking lexical and syntactic errors tend to
be different from their strategies for responding to content issues” (Ferris &
Hedgcock, 2005, p. 200).

When I've spoken to teachers about the writing of multilingual students,
‘many point first and foremost to concerns over grammar and mechanics. At
one point, I surveyed teachers throughout Mill River district, as well a teach-
ers in other school districts, in order to get 2 sense of their perspectives on
the needs of ELL writers. Their responses echoed what I often heard at local
conferences. One teacher in Ken-zhi's school wrote in the survey: “Many mul-
tilingual students are easily frustrated by the number of ‘exceptions’in English
grammar; they often give up trying to learn the rules” Another teacher gave a
list o errors that he saw most often: “Not understanding tense, odd spellings
of word, slang we use, words that have a variety of meaning.” These comments
from teachers paralleled what students experienced in terms of teacher feed-
back.

In fact,all the students in this study found that their teachers’ feedback
was overwhelmingly focused on eror correction at the sentence level. They
quickly learned that they were expected to revise by simply correcting the er-
rors and rewriting their papers with their teachers' wording, even if they didn't
understand the need for a correction or change. There were almost no in-
stances where teachers pointed out places where the ELL students were meet-
ing writing objectives or excelling as writers.

Teachers’ singular focus on error correction reaffirmed these students
self-image as individuals incapable of engaging in reflective, critical discus-
sion on writing and other intellectual activities. The students found the marks
confusing, and although they could make the changes that the teacher had
indicated, they often couldn't explain the reasons beyond them.

Craving Teacher Response

At the heart of our response procedures for ELL writers, we need 10 un-
derstand that learning to write in a second language s a lifelong process. Even
mastery, the English writing of an ELL writer may never fully mimic the
writing of native English speakers. But that does not mean that our responses
to ELL writers’ work are insignificant or disregarded. Indeed, our ELL writ-
ers are often eager for our response and eager to implement our requests for
revision, especially if they understand why those revisions are needed. In her

RESPONDING T0 ELL WRITERS AND THEIR TEXTS 139

essay, “One Size Does Not Fit All: Response and Revision Issues for Immigrant
Student Writers,” Dana Ferris (1999) argued that “immigrant student writers
take teacher feedback very seriously and value it highly” (p. 151). Based on her
research, Ferris noted that “immigrant student writers are capable of utilizing
teacher feedback to improve their papers during revision” (p. 151). Indeed,
even when they struggled, every single one of the students I worked with took
their teacher's comments to heart, especially when they were delivered by a
constructive and kind hand. They willingly made all changes, but they also
wanted to learn more about what their teachers thought about their ideas,
their voices, and their development as writers.

ESTABLISHING APPROACHES TO TEACHER RESPONSE

Transmitting Teacher Response to ELL Writers: Initial Thoughts

In one of my focus group meetings with Ken-zhi, Paul, Therese, and Wisdom, I
asked the students about teacher feedback. They all agreed that they had three
concerns as writers. First, they often had difficulty reading teachers’ handwrit-
ing or ing cryptic ymbols. Teachers’ were
often too implicit or offered little explanation or suggestion about how to ad-
dress the problem. Therefore, one way of improving feedback to ELL writers is
0 reflect on how comprehensible and clear our responses are to our linguisti-
cally diverse students. Second, the students reported that teachers overwhelm-
ingly marked their papers in such  way that they could not prioritize which
concerns were most pressing or where they should start revising. Third, and
one of the most important problems from their perspective, teachers did not
tend to praise or identify places where students were doing well in their writ-
ten texts. The students had difficulty telling if there was anything of value in
their writing. These concerns impacted the level of investment that the stu-
dents brought to their drafis and revisions.

“To address these concerns, Dana Ferris, the foremost expert on response to
L2 student writing, recommends that one of teachers'firstpriorities should be
10 read through ELL students’ texts without making any comments or marks.
If the impulse to correct and edit is strong, then the teacher can jot down on
a separate piece of paper the concerns and questions that emerge as she reads.
Another way to reconcile this impulse is to make two copies of ELL student
papers, marking one to aid the teacher's understanding of the text and using
the second copy for selective comments to the student.

As teachers read and consider the students’ writing, the goal is to priori-
tize feedback, ascertaining the major points that we want students to consider
(Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005). Teachers of ELL writers don’t need to correct and





image4.png
o THE ELL WRITER: MOVING BEYOND BASICS IN THE SECONOARY CLASSROOM

address every issue and problem that is present in a student paper. For many
ELL students, the over-marking of their texts feels overwhelming and coun-
terproductive; they aren't sure where to begin. The result i that some students
disengage with their writing, much as Ken-zhi did above, and others simply
give up. To counter these reactions, teachers need to be selective and prioritize
when they respond to ELL writers and their texts.

Ferris (2002) recommends that teachers who are faced with deciding
whether to be clear or brief in their comments should aim for clarity over
brevity. If ELL writers can't understand comments or suggestions, they cannot
improve their texts. Ferris (2003) also makes the following recommendations
for teachers:

* Try to give personalized feedback that includes the student’s name,
and try to include praise in the margins, as well as noting concerns.

+ Show interest in the students’ideas, and note progress from previous
writing assignments and drafts.

* Besure that ELL writers understand the vocabulary of writing (thesis,
transitions, purpose, writer's intent, expand, and so forth) and pro-
vide examples when possible.

& ts given in a ion of endnotes and are often
the most effective for ELL writers. As teachers, we should try to write notes at
the end of a paper that include moments of praise, refer back to margin com-
ments (if used), and summarize the issues that we'd like to see ELL students
address in their next drafts.

Many L2 writing specialists also ke to use one-on-one conferences with
students because it gives students a chance to clarify their ideas orally. Teach-
ers can also check for understanding. In these conferences, ELL writers should
leave the session with a written set of notes about what was discussed. Often,
the cognitive overload of engaging orally while simultaneously lstening, read-
ing, and critically thinking about a text can make it difficult for students to
remember the details of the session after they finish talking to the teacher.
‘The notes serve as tangible written artifacts that help ELL writers remember
the comments and suggestions that were discussed. Teachers can act as note-
takers, including the students’ comments along with their own, during the
session. Another option isto take the final moments of the session to have the
students jot down a summary of points discussed and possibilities for revi-
sion, while the teacher listens and clarifies.

‘As new technology emerges, tools for responding to student writing are
continuously improving. Beyond the paper and pen, teachers can now of-
fer feedback in a number of ways that will benefit ELL writers. For example,
teachers can (1) use audio recordings of their responses so that ELL writers
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can listen to teacher feedback and suggestions, o (2) have students hand in
drafts via emailed attachment and use electronic feedback (Ware & Warschau-
er, 2006). For example, Microsoft Word has an “Add comments” feature that
allows writing teachers to embed typed comments into the margins of stu-
dents'texts. This technology allows teachers to make sure that their comments
are legible and provide additional explanations or clarifications. Teachers can
also use the comment feature to include hyperlinks to websites that may pro-
vide additional instruction for students.

Developing a Two-Stage Response Process for ELL Writers

Many L2 writing specialists, including Leki (1992), suggest a two-stage
process for responding to ELL writers. She recommends concentrating first
on global and then on local concerns. In some classrooms, teachers have ELL
writers submit two subsequent drafts as part of the feedback cycle.

‘When teachers respond to the first draf, their goal is to help the student
writer address “global” issues or higher-order concerns (HOC) and content
development. This firstlevel of response engages teachers in conversation with
an ELL writer in order to consider the overall structure of the student's argu-
ment, description, or narrative. Teachers actively and supportively encourage
ELL writers to develop their writing further. Teachers can ask students to con-
sider their intent and purpose as authors. They point to places where writers
‘might expand, build a better opening or ending, consider a question, write
with more detail,strengthen a claim with evidence, embark on a new line of
argument,and so on (see Figure 8.2 for Leki's suggested questions). In this first
stage of response, teachers address only those errors that severely interrupt the
writers ability to communicate meaning and intent to the reader.

ELL writers then revise their drafts to develop their papers further and
t0 address these global concerns. In the second round of feedback, the writer
turns in the revised draft and the teacher offers feedback on more “local” er-
rors (see guiding questions in Figure 8.3). Here, teachers concentrate more
closely on mechanical errors in grammar, punctuation, paragraphing, and
other sentence-level concerns (spelling, use of conjunctions, verb tenses, word
order, and so forth). T discuss strategies for error correction in more detail
shortly.

For ELL writers, ths two-stage response practice can be particularly ef-
fective. Adolescent ELL writers are often hesitant to change their writing in
any drastic fashion once they have corrected sentence-level problems. That
isn't surprising, when we consider the time and energy that went into writ-
ing the text in a second language, as well as mastering and correcting those
sentence-level concerns. For them, the paper is now perfect. But an error-free
essay can continue to have issues with meaning, development, and substance.




