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n—r |—vo€ we go about empowering English as a second
language {ESL) students when they enter regular college composition classes
in the United States is determined by our response to two questions: What do
we wish them to be empowered to do, and for whom are they being empow-
ered? Our first response to these questions (a traditional, nominal one) is that
we wish ESL students to acquire enough facility with standard written En-
glish (SWE) to succeed in school and in the workplace for their own benefit
and, second, especially in the case of the large numbers of ESL students who
are immigrants to this country, for the benefit of our society. To achieve these
goals, we need to emphasize grammatical and syntactic correctness and, cer-
tainly at the college level where students are called upon to use written com-
munication in a variety of disciplines and for a variety of purposes, we need
fo emphasize the larger rhetorical conventions of academic writing. Al-
though, as Raimes (1986) notes, we have problems of implementation even in
separate ESL classes, we have at hand the means of establishing programs to
mext these goals.

Our neminal goal of helping students avoid linguistic disenfranchise-
ment seemns, at first glance, both pragmatic and responsible. However, the
prevalent methods of evaluating writing —~especially in classes where ESL
students compete directly with native speakers (NSs) and where instructors

.+ have little or no training in teaching second language (1.2) learners —suggest

that we don’t wish ESL students to attain only a “facility” with written

English; instead, we expect thém to become entirely fluent in English, a goal
different in natyre and implicatian. fram aur. purported one. The discrepancy
between cur purported and apparent goals for jnstructing ESL students
emerges in our standards of evaluation as a/ hidden agendaj~that is, an
agenda that is rarely made known to the students WHOseWTiing is being eval-
uated and one that is seldom clear to the evaluator (see Sommers, 1982; Zamel,

1985). Thus, even when an ESL writer produces an error-free composition in

From Rechness i Writing: Empewrering £SL Students. Ed. Donna M. Johnson and Duane
H. Roen. New York: Longman, 1989, 284-53.
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English, a hidden agenda leads the evaluator io find fault with other formal
features. Our research {Land and Whitley, 1986) suggests that the_text fea-
tures gcmgmbm,@%@oﬂ negatively are the ESL students’
patterns of organization, patterns eslablished in what Purves (1986) calls

“rhetorical comumunities” where ESL students learned their native language.
At present, our understanding of the tulfiiral determination of rhetorical pat-
terns is limited, although investigations like thaose by Purves (1986), Hinds
(1983), and Kaplan (1983} are extending these limits. We probably know too
little about the mechanisms of our own preferred rhetorical patterns, let
alone about those that ESL students bring with them, to establish programs
aimed at reifying “ours” by isolating and eliminating “theirs” from their
written English. But even if such knowledge were available, our efforts at
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making ESL students entirely fluent would almost certainly fail. ATy

Fo be truly “fluent,” our ESL students would have to be able to produce
essays in English that were not only grammatically and syntactically, but also
thetorically findistinguishableifrom those wrnitten by their NS peers. But, as

S
Haugen {1986 paifits out, even writers wha are isolated for years from their

first language (L1) culture produce texts in their L2 which carry noticeable L1
featires;"and ‘most of our ESL students maintain strong associations with
members of their L1 rhetorical communities. The distinct world views of
these commuinities influence members’ thoughts, actions, and, consequently,
their patterns of communication for many generations (see, e.g., Giordano,
1976; Havighurst, 1978; McGoldrick, 1982). “English only” movements and
literacy crises notwithstanding, we can neither legislate nor educate away
culturally determined rhetorical differences in writing,

To enable ESL students to write English with “facility,” we should, of
course, pay special attention to teaching the linguistic conventions of SWE. We
may also be able to teach them how to use some of SWE’s rhetorical conven-
tions. But such instruchion may not be an end in itself. In the United States,
SWE rhetorical conventions generally emphasize strong sentence-to-sentence
connections, resulting in “lincar” prose {see Kaplan, 1966), and a deductive

_o‘m‘mn.& arrangement that satisfies what Lakoff and [ohnson (1980} call our

“objectivist myth.” Bufi TFere are many pattems of cohesion, other logics,

other myths through which views of the world may be constructed (see
Kneblauch and Brannon, 1984). In teaching SWE rhetorical conventions, we
are teaching students to reproduce in a mechanical fashion our preferred
vehicle of understanding.

As MacCannell and MacCannell (1982} note, “culture that reproduces it~ |

mm:mwmmmammamb&nmwuacngmm.wmwmnnmBOEEWEE.EE.EGQU.%:E_
‘natural culture’ or the original ‘image” of it, is literally the death of nE—E.mL
(p. 28). Eisewhere they stress that “the heart of cultural evolution . . . begins

with a production and proceeds to a reproduction that is not a simple dou-
bling but a reflection at a higher power” (p. 26). In this view, we are encour-
aging our ESL students to contribute o the death of our culture: Their textual
productions are simply to mirror, in their use of our rhetorical tradition, an
experience that might be entirely foreign to them. We are not asking ESL
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RESPONLHNG TO ANL ASSLSSING SECOND-LANGUAGE WRITING

from a wider and more varjed reading experience. As Purves (1986) has
shown, “geod” student writers from different countries (students selected by
their own instructors as being exemplary), when asked 1o write an essay on
the same topic, write those essays in different rhetorical modes that vary in
stance, descriptive quality, and leveis of abstraction and concreteness. He

i

notes that “the fact that the compasitions come From "good” students suggests
that these stisdents have learned and are applying the norms of their rhetori-
cal cormmunity” {Purves, 1956, p- 43); these students have learned to conform
1o the expectations of the conunumity in which they find themselves. Like-
wise, the ESL readers have negotiated between the norms of their native
communitics and the one in which they find themselves; these readers recog-
niced the SWE patterns of organization in the NS ©55avs.

It every time we face a student paper we do so with the expectations of
SWE firmly in mind, and we expect o find a linear, deductive argumen, our
experience of reading FSL students” essays will be different from our experi-
ence of reading NS students’. Most ESL students, even those in “regular”
{i.e., hnguistically heterogencous) college writing classes, have not leamed to
use the organizational pattems of US. academic prose. This does not mean
they are "bad” writers or that their essays ane “badly organized”; it could
mean that they are very skilltully manipulating patterns of c..mmsmmh:.oi that
we don't recognize. A reader with expectations shaped by SWE will not inter-
act suceessfully fin bser’s terms) with such essays; ESL writers’ essays will
not trigger dialectic movements because they do not fulfill the reader’s ex-
pectations

IFthe “wandering viewpoim” is a way to describe the way in which the
reader is present in the text, then a reader with SWE expectations continues
to wander rather aimlessly ina text by an ESL writer because the readér can-
nut recognize the signposts left by the writer. (For instance, we have found
that ESL writers tend to use a few distantly separated cohesive ties as a way
ol establishing coherence, something very uncommen in their NS peers’

-work.) Readers should allow themselves to be lost for a while, for readers

who suspend judgment and thus become accustomed to recognizing a wider
variely of rhetorical modes, will begin to alter their expectabions, to widen
theny, a process which will ultimately permit them to interact with more types
of texts, thereby cariching their reading processes.

th conirast, readers who rigidly insist on finding a set of distinet expecta-
tons met in every encounter with student writing squelch in themselves re-
sponses to different approaches to prosenting and receiving ideas; in effect,
thev suppress new information. SWE, as a set of conventions, is itself a rigid
and rather artificial stratum of English if, as Bakhtin (1975/1981) describes,
all national languages are stratitied into social dialects, characteristic aroup
behavior, a profussional jargon, gencric tanguages, languages of generations
and age groups, tendentious languages, languages of authorities, of various
circles, and of passing {ashions, languages that serve the specific sociopoliti-
val purpose of the day (pp. 262-263). In this view, SWE is just a particular
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stratification of English, the one privileged by and identitied wath academia,
a sublanguage which, bv its nature, is soctopolitical.
In demanding that ESL students write SWE amd use a deductive, linear .,

argument, we are asking them to situate themselves within a particular
sociopolitical context, and we respond to and judge their writing according
to how accurately they are able to du so. I students are not natives of this -
culture they will be less likely to signal mm_._m?n::..—_u_ to us, the readers, their =
c:amumﬁ_,_n:mm of their position within the English language as a sociopoliti-
cal construct; even if their writing is in more or less error-free English, they
will still be writing according to the norms of their native communities. By
asking these students to use our signals according to our expectations, we are
not taking language to be “a syster of abstract grammatical categories”; in-
stead, we are at least implicitly understanding “language conceived as ideo-
togically saturated, language as world view” (Bakhtin, 1975/ 1981, p. 271). We
require our ESL students to share and reproduce in their wniting our world
view, one to which they are, of course, alien. Such instruction is composition
as colonization.

CHANGING THE WAy WE READ, RESPOND, AND EVALUATE

In general we would argue that all keachers should become more like the ESL

readers in our study; that they acquire the ability to suspersd judgment, to al-

low the piece of writing at hand to develop slowly, hke 3 photographic print,
shading in the details. But what does this mean in practice? It may mean that
teachers with ESL students should become familiar with rhetorical traditions
their students bring with them (see Reid, 1989). bt certamnly means that we
need to cansciously suppress our desire to label ESL writers” work as “out ot
focus” or “lacking in orzanization.”

“in o|r:...nmm_.__w_. freshman writing classes, fur example, assignments writ-
ten by writing program directors are given to the tvachers Lo be r:u:.:::cpm.‘
These assignments often require the ESL students in these classes, many af
whom are U.5. residents who have spoken English for five or fewoer years,
use conventional SWE structures such as thesis paragraphs. The ESL students
comply, at least superficially, with these conventions. Eventually, :o....n..#.m
usually in the second or third paragraph, ESL students return to the organi-
zational conventions of their mative rhetarics. This return does not £O unno-
ticed; based on our examination of hundreds of marked essavs, when ESL
students stop consciously attending to the formal concerns of SWE patterns
and begin focusing on what they have to say, teachers begin to note " prob-
lems” of clarity, focus, and organizabion. We would argue that it is here, at this
point of departure from SWE expectations, that readers should suspond padg-
ment and read on for meaning. After reading the entire text, a tracher might
suggest that the introductory thesis paragraph is superfluous, instead of not-
ing that the rest of the essay doesn’t live up to the promise of the introduction.
Or the teacher might suggest alternatives to seemingly disembodied topic
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