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PART I - DISCUSSION 



In trod ucti on 

Those of us who deal with limited English proficient (LEP) 

students know the struggle involved in their attempts to master the 

writing process. For some students, the problem lies in simply 

writing ideas down on paper since they come from cultures that 

don't stress the written word. For some it's the linear thought 

patterns of English that are difficult to grasp. For some it's trying to 

change their spoken English into Standard Written English - that 

mysterious dialect that no one speaks. For most it's a combination of 

these factors and many more. Writing competence often seems like 

an unattainable goal, yet to succeed in an academic setting and to be 

competitive in the job market, LEP students have to write and write 

well. This paper and the accompanying tutor training manual 

(developed by the author) are a response to the writing needs of a 

group of S.E. Asians enrolled at Concordia College in St. Paul who 

were struggling with the writing requirements of their classes. 

The S. E. Asians are perhaps most in need of extra assistance 

because of the political climate which forced them to leave their 

homes and which prevents them from returning . They are faced 

with the challenge of "making it" in this country. Unlike other LEP 

learners who study English here for awhile and return to their native 

countries, the S. E. Asians will probably be here for many more 

years, if not indefinitely. They have come to a country, a language, a 

lifestyle and a culture that is vastly different from their own with 
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little more than the clothes they wore. They are additionally 

disadvantaged by disrupted or non-existent educations in their 

native country. a further ramification of the war in Vietnam, and by 

inappropriate education in the public school systems in this country. 

They have been functioning in English for years, but many have never 

been very successful in writing. 

This paper will discuss the development of the program that 

was put into place at Concordia in 1989 to train writing tutors for 

these students. It is followed by the tutor-training manual with the 

trainer's notes and the evaluation of the program by the trainers, the 

students and the tutors involved. Though the material in the 

manual is focused on the needs of the S .E. Asians at Concordia and 

has been put together with the assumption that an ESL professional 

will be conducting the training sessions, much of what ts presented is 

relevant to anyone training writing tutors and to any student having 

difficulty with the writing process; native or non -native speaker 

alike. 

The following description of the development of the writing 

tutor-training program is organized into four sections. The students 

in the Southeast Asian Student Program at Concordia College are 

briefly characterized in the first section . The next two sections 

discuss why writing is often a struggle for all students, but 

particularly the S. E. Asians and why the use of tutors as the choice 

in assisting in writing proficiency is justified. The fourth and last 

section, divided into three subsections, looks at the areas that were 
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covered in the tutor-training program and manual: Basic Tutoring 

Skills, ESL and S.E. Asian Cultures, and Tutoring Writing, considering 

why each area was chosen and what information was included in 

each one. 

Southeast Asian Students at Concordia College 

The Southeast Asian Student Program began at Concordia m 

1983 with seventeen Hmong, one Cambodian, and one Laotian. It 

was established because most of the S. E. Asian students admitted 

before that date didn't have the English proficiency necessary for 

success at the school even though they were high school graduates. 

The year-long program focuses on lecture comprehension, academic 

writing and adjunct classes. The director of the program soon 

realized that despite these extra ESL classes, the students, for the 

most part, were not able to write to the standards of their teachers 

and the school. She felt that making writing tutors available to these 

students would increase their chances for success. 

It is important to note that the problems many of these S. E. 

Asians are having in academics are in no way a reflection of their 

intelligence or lack thereof. In fact, they are very bright, motivated 

students who understand the value of education and are willing to 

make any sacrifice necessary to get a good education. Their 

problems stem from the kinds of education they did or didn't get in 

their early years and the amount of English and content course 

education they have received since coming to the U.S. Almost none 
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of them has had uninterrupted education in either their native 

languages or in English from age five on, and this is a basic factor in 

their current problems with English. Research (Collier 1989, 

Cummins 1980, Downing and Tarone; 1990) has shown that students 

who are not literate in their native language, students who have had 

less than five to seven years of English and students who are over 

twelve when they arrive here will not achieve Cognitive Academic 

Language Proficiency (Cummins' term for the language of reading 

and writing) in the time allowed or with the kinds of instruction 

given them by the public school system. Without this CALP, they 

can't hope to be successful, competitive college students. 

A typical educational scenario of a student having trouble with 

writing is as follows: the student had no formal education in his/her 

native language because schools didn't exist, s/he spent several years 

in a refugee camp where minimal English training was available 

(often amounting to no more than vocabulary). After arriving here 

at the age of 14, s/he was put into ESL classes for a year and then 

quickly mainstreamed into regular classes based on his/her age, not 

ability level. These mainstream classes are often light on content: 

art, music, gym. If they are content classes like geography, science or 

history, the information is missed because the student has had 

neither sufficient time nor the background to understand the 

vocabulary or the content (little CALP has had time to develop). The 

student graduates because s/he did well enough and "really tried" . 

But this student is not prepared for success in the job market beyond 
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minimum wage or for a college setting because s/he has not been 

given the kind of educational opportunity or enough time to allow for 

the development of CALP. So this person faces a questionable future. 

This is why the writing of many of the S. E. Asians at Condordia 

is probably closer to the level of a fourth grader than it is to that of a 

college student, and this is why personalized writing assistance is 

most necessary and helpful. The need will continue to exist because 

Minnesota has the second largest number of S. E. Asians in the U. S., 

around 38,000, and immigration continues. The Concordia program 

in 1990 had risen to fifty students. 

Writing Difficulty 

Writing Is a difficult task. Of the four language skills, it is 

generally the last to be acquired for both first and second language 

learners. Unlike speaking which seems to develop naturally in the 

first few years of life, writing is acquired slowly and usually through 

formal instruction. It requires accuracy in word choice, spelling, 

organization and focus, and more complex syntax and lexicon than 

spoken language. It doesn't allow for the hesitations, rephrasings or 

repetitions that speaking does. The writer has one chance to get the 

message across to the reader without the help of the situational 

context, voice and body language that support the message in 

listening and speaking. The writer gets no immediate feedback from 

the audience to indicate how the message is being received; in fact, 

s/he is forced to make important judgements during the writing 

5 



process about this imagined audience's views and perceptions. 

During listening and reading, the second language learner deals with 

the language covertly (inside his/her head) and can often process it 

at a level above the language s/he can produce orally or in writing. 

Writing doesn't allow the security of being "inside", but is instead a 

public display of overall achievement in language; "the outward 

manifestation of all knowledge" (Arkin 1982, 42). It is a permanent 

record of the self exposed, and in the educational arena it invites 

criticism in the form of a grade and historically, a lot of red ink. It's 

no wonder that writing for most people is a slow, painful activity. 

LEP learners face additional challenges in the writing process 

that native speakers don't. Often ideas that occur clearly articulated 

in a student's first language translate into only close approximations 

of the original intent in English, since his/her facility in English 

rarely equals that in his/her native language. Difficulties also arise 

when the LEP learner doesn't understand the cultural and rhetorical 

expectations for English writing, which can be very different from 

those of the native culture. This difference can result in 

miscommunication of the message. Also, because writing generally 

follows and relies on acquisition of the "speaking" grammar, a certain 

degree of linguistic ability must be attained before a student can be 

expected to write well (Hughey 1983, 5). Students like the S. E. 

Asians, whose first language development was interrupted before 

this process was completed, who received little formal schooling, or 

who lack a well developed second language speaking grammar find 
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they have a shaky foundation from which to begin their written 

communication. 

The Director of the S. E. Asian Program realized her students 

needed extra help with writing because they were weak at focusing 

and organizing their thoughts and poor in grammar, mechanics and 

the process of writing due to their inadequate writing education 

prior to Concordia. Limited class time and teacher contact time in 

her program also made it difficult to provide all the help that was 

needed for all the students. She felt that a tutoring program would 

be the most practical answer to this need. 

Writing: Assistance and the Use of Tutors 

Recent research (Connolly and Vilardi 1988, Hawkins et al 

1981, Goodlad and Hirst 1989, Harris 1982, Olson 1984) has shown 

the effectiveness and increasing popularity of writing assistance 

programs. These may take the form of writing labs, writing centers 

or writing tutors, and they may focus on different needs: for 

remediation, for help with teacher overload or support during 

process writing. But they are all a response to the general 

inadequacy of student preparation for college writing and the 

realization that one teacher in a freshman composition class can't do 

it all. It shouldn't be surprising that this is the case, and in fact it 

may be harder to understand why it is only in the last ten years or 

so that extra assistance with writing has been available. 
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The question of whether assistance should be offered in the 

form of a writing lab, a writing center, or a peer tutor is largely one 

of focus (process or product-centered writing, machines or people) 

organization and money. The easiest, least costly and perhaps most 

beneficial means of assistance for a second language learner is a peer 

tutor specifically trained in ESL writing problems. When LEP writers 

have someone available who understands the frustrations, the likely 

grammar errors, the feelings of inadequacy or failure that stem from 

writing in a second language and can show them where they are 

already successful or give them strategies or confidence to work on 

problem areas, the LEP writer has a chance for success. Tutors are 

listening ears, motivators, teachers, counselors and friends. With a 

tutor, the LEP student is better able to get the job done and at the 

same time learn how to become a self-sufficient writer. 

It seemed obvious that setting up a tutor training program for 

the S. E. Asian students would be the best answer. Concordia College 

had an existing Study Skills Center staffed by student tutors (as most 

colleges and universities do), so putting LEP tutors in place required 

less time or trouble than starting from scratch. This center had no 

organized training session for its tutors, though it does have a helpful 

video series available which new tutors are encouraged to watch. 

Unfortunately, most do not bother with even that minimal training. 

Experts in the field of peer tutoring do not agree on the optimal 

time frame for tutor training sessions. Suggestions vary from a few 

hours of training workshops to a full semester class for college credit. 
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Nor does research show unequivocally that any one form of training 

is better than another (Goodlad and Hirst 1989, 139, Feldman et al 

1976, 375). The common factor that experts in the field agree on ts 

that training is essential. Perhaps the strongest call for training 

comes from Beryl Brown, a tutorial coordinator at U.C. San Diego, who 

says "The establishment of any peer-tutoring program requires 

rigorous tutor training. To assume that untrained tutors can help 

unsuccessful students become academically successful without such 

training is unacceptable and possibly irresponsible ." (Brown 1981, 

84 ) . Judith Fishman, a tutor trainer from Queens College also 

concurs, "The training of tutors ... must also be a given in any tutoring 

program. It's true that the tutors' own experiences as writers will 

give them insight into their own writing processes and encourage 

sensitivity to their peers, but these expenences alone will not turn 

them into tutors ... We must recognize that one of the necessities for a 

successful tutoring program is training for tutors." (Fishman 1982, 

88). Support for the other end of the spectrum comes from Phyllis 

Brooks, a lecturer at U. C. Berkeley, who says that few resources exist 

to help guide the trainer of ESL tutors, "but my thesis is that even 

the least experienced and least linguistically sophisticated student 

tutor can immediately help ESL students in very significant ways and 

can learn to become a vital link in such students' growing mastery of 

English." (Brooks 1981, 46). 

While it is often true that having someone to talk to about 

writing is better than having no one, and that native speakers of 
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English can offer insights into the language based on their own 

experiences, it is wrong to assume that anyone can sit down and 

tutor. It could even be detrimental to an ESL student to be paired 

with an inexperienced tutor during this "Learning to be a Vital Link" 

stage. Prospective tutors who are used to learning from a lecture 

format in the classroom are likely, if untrained in tutoring 

techniques, to use the same format in a tutoring situation with a poor 

effect. The same tutor, if untrained in conference-centered writing 

techniques is apt to cover a struggling second language learner's 

paper with red and attempt to explain every error - a sure way to 

confound and dishearten any writer. And finally, if the prospective 

tutor is only drawing from his/her own writing experiences which 

are most likely rhetorically based, then when it comes time to 

explain the intricacies of the English language, the answers won't be 

there and the tutee can't hope to learn and avoid the same problem 

the next time. "Although tutors will learn by doing, training sessions 

ensure that they receive the support, encouragement, and knowledge 

to perform well and grow intellectually." (Arfkin 1982, 117). It is 

not unreasonable then, to require training of prospective tutors. The 

special ESL tutor training program developed for Concordia will be 

described below. 

In setting up this tutor program, thought was given to what 

kinds of materials would be necessary for the trainer and the tutors 

and how much time should be planned for the training sessions. The 

Study Skills Center at Concordia has a good pool of tutors, but has 
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had a poor response to its optional 30 minute training video, so it 

seemed unlikely that potential tutors for this specialized training 

would be willing to commit to extensive preparation. The training 

was set up to last about four hours which is probably the minimal 

amount possible in any tutor training scheme but which seemed to 

be an amount of time students could fit into their schedules. The 

training covered three areas deemed essential for students wishing 

to become tutors and work with the S. E. Asians: basic tutoring skills,' 

tutoring writing, and tutoring ESL with an emphasis on S. E. Asian 

cultures. These are described at length in the next section of the 

paper. The training information was put on handouts which were 

compiled into a handbook to be given to the tutors, and which are 

also available to the trainer with notes m an instructor's manual 

(Part II of this paper). Since the material for the training program 

was developed, it has been used twice to train tutors. Evaluations 

and recommendations from the training sessions are discussed in 

the Evaluation and Conclusion section (page 23) . 

One thing that was not part of this scheme was a process for 

obtaining a pool of tutors. Though the literature suggests many 

criteria for tutor selection (recommendations, transcripts, writing 

samples, interviews, video-taped mock tutoring sessions, or 

availability), the first training session didn't have the luxury of being 

choosy. Of the fifteen students suggested by the Study Skills Center 

as good writers and people with cultural sensitivity, only three were 

actually interested in the project. Part of the blame lies in the fact 
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that the training took place towards the end of the second semester 

and students' schedules were already full. But part is also due to 

generally overcommitted lifestyles that seem to be a part of this 

decade. A very part-time minimum wage job doesn't have much 

appeal to an already busy student though students do exist who find 

tutoring a fulfilling, interesting activity and job. 

However, an effective tutoring program depends on effective 

tutors and these may not be the people first in line or the only 

people in line when the call goes out for tutors. Prospective tutors 

should be at the very least good at listening, dependable, patient, 

interested in helping others and able to write well. These are 

qualities which, if they don't already exist in a tutor-to-be, can't be 

taught in a few training sesstons. It follows then, that either the 

prospective tutors should be well-screened, or the hours of training 

be should be increased to ensure capable tutors. 

Training Topics 

The next three sections discuss the three areas of focus of the 

tutor training: basic tutoring skills, tutoring ESL and understanding S. 

E. Asian cultures, and tutoring writing. The information presented 

here has been put into the tutor-trainer's manual in the form of 

discussions and activities for the trainer to follow during the actual 

tutor training sessions and m handouts for the tutors. The handouts 

are color-coded by section for easier referencing for the tutors who 

ultimately use the material and hopefully for the readers of this 
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paper. The training manual has been revised since the first training 

session and evaluation and now covers 6+ hours of training, flexible 

to the needs of the students in any given training sesswn. 

1. Basic Tutoring Skills 

Concordia had purchased the video series, The Tutor's Guide , 

for use in training students to work as tutors in the Study Skills 

Center. As mentioned earlier, this optional training was largely 

ignored by the students, a waste of a good resource. The guide is in 

fact a concise, well done, informative series of 14 videos, each 

dealing with different tutoring topics. The first tape, "Introduction to 

Tutoring", is recommended in the training manual as the starting 

point in the discussion of basic tutoring skills (the orange section in 

the tutor training manual). The video states that tutors wear many 

hats. They are guides, helpers, counselors, teachers, listeners, 

friends, motivators. It says tutors should be patient and sensitive. 

They should know the subject they are tutoring and they should 

know how to help students help themselves. This is worthy 

information, but these few points do not say enough, nor will 

watching a fifteen minute video turn a novice into a tutor. There is a 

skill to being a good tutor. It may be innate in some people, but 

more likely potential tutors must be taught this skill and provided 

with on going support in the form of debriefing sessions or in-

service workshops. Good lad and Hirst (I 989, 139-140) propose the 
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following list of skills that require attention in any tutor training 

scheme: 

1) How to start a tutoring session by establishing a friendly 
atmosphere. 
(smiling, using appropriate body language, calling tutees 
by their first name) 

2) Familiarity with the content of syllabus. 
(the teacher's expectations for the assignment, mode of assessment, 
reading material if it is complex) 

3) What to do when tutee gives a correct answer. 
(how to praise and reinforce learning) 

4) What to do when the answer is wrong. 
(how to avoid punishing tutees by sneers or sarcastic remarks, how to 
get the tutees to achieve the right answer without doing the work for 
them, how to rephrase questions, allow for enough time to answer, 
model the correct answer). 

5) What to do if a tutoring session goes badly. 
(how to be sensitive to the needs of the tutee, being firm without being 
repressive). 

6) How to vary the content of peer tutoring sessions. 
(understanding learning styles and learning strategies). 

7) How to end a peer tutoring session. 
(ending on a positive note, reviewing material presented, planning for 
next time). 

8) Record keeping. 
(importance of evaluation and progress forms). 

The basic tutor training part of this program covered these 

topics and included one more: How to use resources. Tutors can't be 

expected to know everything, and they need to know it's ok to admit 

that to a tutee. But they also need to know where to go for help: to 

another tutor, a supervisor or a book or handout. And because 

academic and personal problems are often connected, tutoring does 

entail some informal counseling. Some tutees may have problems 

that are beyond the scope of the tutorial, such as learning disabilities, 
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eye or hearing problems, emotional problems, or financial problems. 

Tutors should be acquainted with the kinds of help available for 

these students and know that "referrals are not ways to avoid 

working with difficult students." (Arkin and Shollar 1982, 14 ). 

Two final points require consideration in the discussion of basic 

tutoring skills. Tutors may resent training time unless they can 

understand the benefits that training has for them (beyond 

monetary reimbursement). Marian Arkin recommends treating 

tutors like professionals and asking them to "participate creatively in 

the life of the writing center and the tutoring field." (Hawkins et al 

1981, 26). Additionally, they should recognize the interpersonal and 

academic benefits that will come to them from working with people 

and teaching a subject. But, this caveat is offered by Ken Bruffee, "To 

have a strong effect on tutees, tutors have to be fairly well 

trained .... yet, if they are too well trained ... tutees don't perceive them 

as peers, but as little teachers, and the collaborative effect of peers 

working together is lost." (in Garret 1982, 94 ). This is the essence 

of a good tutor; a sensitive, well-prepared professional friend. 

Developing this "person" could be quite a challenge for the tutor 

trainer. 

2. Tutoring ESL and Understanding the S.E. Asian Cultures 

The first part of the training with the manual, Basic Tutoring 

Skills, deals with turning students into tutors, for the most part 

leaving out the specifics of what is being tutored. Anyone going 
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through this first part would be prepared to tutor any subject of 

his/her expertise. The second section deals with turning these 

students into ESL tutors specifically for S.E. Asian students (the 

yellow section in the manual). Again, because training time was 

limited, explanations in both these areas had to be cursory. The 

fifteen minute video segment, "Tutoring ESL" from The Tutor's Guide 

series serves as the outline for the ESL part of the training. It is an 

adequate beginning to English as a Second Language and the 

subsequent one or two hour training in ESL offered in the manual 

can only be considered a beginning. The video talks about being 

sensitive to different cultures. It mentions differences in body 

language. It tells the tutors to check for comprehension and not talk 

down to students. It also gives some ideas for helping students with 

writing problems (this last part was brief because writing is treated 

at length in the next section of the training). These are good points 

to cover and can be done with or without the video. 

Because this is a quick lesson in ESL, some rather important 

items have been omitted. As imperative as it is to be sensitive to the 

individual and the culture, it is as imperative to be language 

sensitive, and the video says nothing about this. Meyers and Smith 

state that " ... tutors who have studied a foreign language (or whose 

native language is not English) may find themselves better prepared 

to help ESL writers than those who have not." (1987, 204 ). It's 

obvious that if they have struggled with learning another language, 

they can sympathize with another's similar struggles. They are 
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probably more aware of what makes up a language: tenses, 

inflections, agreement, determiners, word order, etc. and they are 

more aware of the peculiarities of English . 

Potential tutor selection could use knowledge of a second 

language as one criterion, but sensitivity to language learning doesn't 

mean that a tutor can, in fact, explain these peculiarities of English to 

someone from a different language background. Tutees need a way 

to systematize the language if they hope to conquer it and that is 

best done with rules and labels. So, training in ESL also must talk 

about English grammar and categories of errors and rules. "What's 

the difference between a, an, and the?" "How is the passive voice 

formed and when is it used?" "What's a countable noun?" In the 

sentence, "They thought the Hmong migrated from one state to 

another is because the available of assistant provide by the 

government." what is wrong and how can it be explained to the 

writer so s/he won't make these errors again? The training manual 

deals with this in each section first by getting the tutors to think of 

terminology for errors, then by showing them the most typical 

patterns of errors for ESL learners, and finally by having them 

identify errors in S. E. Asian compositions and talk about the 

explanations for them. Classifying problems and communicating 

about them is a skill that isn't learned quickly, even for someone 

who has been speaking English for twenty or more years. There are 

just too many grammatical principles to know about. Tutors 

shouldn't assume that answers to grammar questions come to them 
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merely because they speak English fluently. A list of writing and 

grammar resource books (buff paper) is included at the end of the 

tutor's handbook. At least some of these books should be 

immediately available in the tutoring center. This list needs to be 

coupled with resource people (staff or tutors) and on gomg 

workshops or regular get-togethers where ESL questions can be 

discussed. 

Another facet of language sensitivity has to do with the nature 

of error. The video mentions focusing on content before errors and 

suggests how to point out errors to the tutees. This again is covered 

extensively in the last section of the training sessions (tutoring 

writing). The point about errors that needs to be made here is that 

they most often are the result of the second language being filtered 

through and modified by the first language. Errors, therefore, should 

be regarded more as friends than enemies that need to be 

obliterated with red ink. They can help the tutor see where the 

tutee has incomplete knowledge of English or where s/he has 

misapplied or overgeneralized rules. The errors will undoubtedly 

fall into categories that the tutor (and ultimately the tutee) can be 

made aware of. A page listing the grammatical differences between 

S. E. Asian languages and English and implications for writing is 

included in the handbook. A practice activity identifying these 

typical errors in two S. E. Asian compositions is also given. 

The final factor that needs to be addressed here 1s that 

language is part of a person's culture so that teaching ESL is not 
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"simply teaching an alternate set of labels for the same reality." 

(Saville-Troike 1976, 66) Tutors must also be conscious of the 

"culturally different patterns of perception, of communication and of 

affect" that people from different cultures have (Saville-Troike, 66). 

Robert Kaplan's research on thought patterns seems particularly 

relevant here. Kaplan believes that unity, coherence and style are 

culturally and linguistically coded and need to be taught because 

they don't exist universally across language barriers. Most tutors 

and most tutees who may be aware of language differences, 

academic differences and social differences in cultures have never 

considered there are also different ways for organizing "reality". One 

culture's system of logic may be completely different from another 

culture's. This 1s often reflected in the typical writing style of a 

culture. Certainly it is true of English. If tutors and tutees are 

cognizant that this element exists in language, then they can see how 

it affects writing and deal with it. Though truly, it is not an easy job 

to change one's pattern of logic. Harris says, "We must realize the 

difficulty these students will have in trying to learn - and to accept 

as appropriate - cultural perspectives that may overturn or upset 

many of their unconscious assumptions about the world." (Harris 

1986, 91 ). A page on organizational patterns is also included in the 

handbook. 

The discussion thus far has been fairly utilitarian in terms of 

ESL. As was mentioned in the introduction, writing is a difficult task 

and all foreign students will encounter problems learning how to 
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write academically acceptable English, the S.E. Asians particularly 

because of their interrupted educational background. Sensitivity to 

the needs of the student comes up several times in the basic tutor 

training and is a critical factor in being a successful tutor. Vivian 

Zamel says, "Without taking into account who our students are and 

what their lives are like, we cannot hope to bring about the kinds of 

changes in the classroom that are necessary in order for our students 

to become literate." (1987, 706) This message applies to tutors and 

tutees as well, so a section introducing the S. E. Asian cultures is 

included in the training, though this component of the training, like 

all the other parts, is very brief. An overview of the Indochinese 

culture is given on one page in the handbook, and the training 

manual includes some topics for discussion/explanation. Probably 

the most important point that can be brought out in this part is that 

these students may dress and speak like Americans (their spoken 

English can be quite fluent and idiomatic though pronunciation is 

often a problem) but they come from a different reality and they go 

home after school to a life style that is more S. E. Asian than 

American. A good education is among the highest priorities of these 

people; they know it is required for success and they are willing to 

make whatever sacrifice is necessary to obtain it. But by becoming 

more educated, they are also becoming more American than the 

members of their families who haven't been to school, and they are 

distancing themselves from them and from their native culture. 

Education is a chosen goal, but it can also be seen as a threat. Tutors 
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need to sensitive to the way these things affect the person sitting 

next to them in the tutorial. 

3. Tutoring Writing 

"What writing is, and how it is developed has been a subject for 

discussion and debate for centuries", (Hughey, 38). In the last thirty 

years alone, several different product-oriented approaches to the 

teaching of writing have been popular: the controlled-to-free 

approach, the free writing approach, the paragraph pattern approach, 

the grammar-syntax-organization approach and the communicative 

approach (see Appendix A for a summary of each) (Raimes 1983 , 6-

11). These differing approaches are a result of differing ideas about 

how writing is learned and what part of writing production should be 

emphasized: the syntax, the organization, the audience, the purpose. 

Current writing theory favors the process approach to the teaching of 

writing which opposes these more linear product-centered ones by 

stressing writing as a recursive activity that evolves through 

generating, forming, reconsidering, editing and revising ideas . It 

views writing as something that goes through stages and can be 

changed, rather than something that follows a model and requires 

near correctness on the first draft. The process approach thrives on 

feedback (preferably verbal), and this is why a writing tutorial 

program can be so beneficial to any writer, but particularly to LEP 

students. Tutors can assist in the process by helping the writer get 

started, focus the paper, clarify ideas, offer encouragement, answer 
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questions or explain grammar. Very often teachers who require 

writing assignments assume students know how to write, so they 

don't offer any instruction in writing or explanations of grammar. 

Often teachers don't have time in class to help individual students 

with writing needs or they focus on grammatical correctness in a 

piece of writing instead of on the content or the process. S. E. Asians 

are particularly handicapped if this is the case because of their 

limited language and academic experience. Tutors are the bridge 

between the learner's classroom deficiencies and successful writing. 

The challenge to the tutors is finding a way that helps the 

tutees without actually doing the work for them. "The product of 

tutoring is not good papers, but stronger, more independent writers." 

(Meyer and Smith 1987, 142). This is the underlying philosophy of 

the training sessions and the manual. Tutees will not learn if their 

tutorial session consists merely of proofreading or editing. It's the 

easiest way to get a better paper and a passing grade, but not the 

way to ensure any future success or writing competence for the 

writing nov1ce (native speaker or second language learner). The 

writing section of the training manual (printed on green paper) 

shows the tutors how to make the tutee an actor in the session, not 

just a receiver of the tutor's explanations. It gives the tutors 

strategies for dealing with the important aspects of composing. These 

are divided into the higher order concerns: thesis, organization, voice, 

development, and the lower order concerns: sentence structure, 

grammar, spelling and punctuation. This allows the tutor and the 
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tutee to focus on one or two aspects of a writing instead of trying to 

tackle the whole thing at once. The tutee will probably not leave the 

tutorial with a perfect paper, but undoubted ly some learning will 

have taken place. A conference-centered tutorial such as this means 

that tutees can't plan on a "quick-fix" of their papers. It probably 

requires several visits while working on one paper, and planning 

ahead so that the assignment isn't started a day or two before it is 

due. This process could be met by resistance by both parties since it 

isn't the easiest way to get an assignment finished, but it is the most 

effective. 

Evaluation and Conclusion 

The training handbook has been used twice since it was put 

together in 1989. The original training session was given by the 

author near the end of the second semester in 1989. The second 

training was given in the fall of 1990 by the Coordinator for 

Programming for the S. E. Asian Student Program, the person who is 

likely to be responsible for the training in the future. There were 

large differences in student response to the specialized trainings, 

probably due to the timing involved. The first time through, it 

proved very difficult to find interested American students who 

wanted to tutor or S. E. Asians who wanted help at this point in the 

school year in 1989, probably because the Americans had long since 

filled their schedules with other activities and obligations, and the S. 

E. Asians had found other ways to cope with the difficult writing 
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assignments that had been required the whole school year. Though 

about fifteen students were contacted, only three went through the 

three and a half hours of training and only a couple hours of tutorials 

took place before the end of the school year despite the fact that 

every S. E. Asian student was informed about the new program. 

Consequently, there was little here to evaluate except to note that 

the tutors found the training helpful. This fault is easily remedied by 

starting the training as early in the school year as possible, which 

was done the second time, and by having a carryover of tutors from 

the previous years and students who have taken advantage of the 

program and who will spread the word of its benefits. The 

Coordinator for Programming contacted members of the Honorary 

English Society and secondary education majors for her pool of seven 

tutor candidates for the second training. 

The original training time of three and a half hours was not 

adequate. Though the situation at Concordia probably does not lend 

itself to the eighteen to thirty-six hours that some writing experts 

recommend (recall that most tutors in the Study Skills Center did not 

even bother with the minimal video training), six hours is a more 

reasonable amount of time in which to present a minimum of 

information on tutoring writing to students from a different cultural 

background. The second training followed approximately the same 

time schedule as the first, four 50-minute sessions and a middle of 

the quarter in-service session that was only lightly attended -

scheduling being part of the problem. Since these two sessions, the 
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training has been revised and broadened by adding more 

participation and activities in basic tutor training skills, a cross 

cultural sensitivity activity, and more practice in identifying and 

labeling errors in compositions. It was very clear working with the 

three original tutors that they could easily spot an error, but that 

they had no experience in explaining what rule was being misapplied 

or how to label it. Evaluations done by the second group of tutors 

also requested more practice in this area. This skill is vital to a LEP 

student who needs to see ways to systematize errors so that s/he can 

recognize patterns and learning can take place. 

A year-end evaluation was sent out to both the tutors and the 

tutees at the end of the school year in 1991. Though only a few 

forms were turned in by each group, the responses are enlightening. 

The S. E. Asians are enthusiastic about the program and want it to 

continue. They appreciated the personal help, often mentioning 

grammar. The tutors enjoyed the chance to work with students from 

a different culture. They were happy with the training, only 

requesting more practice working with the high order concerns and 

more insight into how English is put together. All respondants 

wanted to be involved in the program in the next school year. 

Certainly this paper has documented the need for writing 

tutors and the response of those involved seems to justify continuing 

this program at Concordia. The one question that remains to be 

decided is the program's philosophy about tutoring writing, a rather 

important consideration. As stated previously, the training sessions 
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and the handouts in this manual were prepared with the goal of 

making the tutee a self-sufficient writer. Achieving this would 

probably involve participation in many tutorials. Learning or 

improvement would be accomplished in small steps and the tutee's 

grades for writing assignments might be poor to average at first. But 

this person would become, with perseverance, a competent writer. It 

is this kind of writing assistance that is supported by the 

professionals in the field. 

The reality of the situation is that many LEP students (and 

possibly some native speakers as well) don't want to put as much 

work into writing an acceptable college paper as is necessary. They 

aren't interested in persevering through the writing process to the 

level of acceptable college writing. They seldom plan enough in 

advance to allow several tutorial sessions for one paper. They just 

want it done to please the teacher and get a grade, and they think 

that this involves handing in a "clean" paper with no evidence of 

grammatical or mechanical errors (in fact, for some teachers it does). 

A proofreader is all they need for this. Several of the tutorial 

sessions held last year were merely proofreading sessions, and the S. 

E. Asians appreciated this. Some realized they were avoiding 

learning something they really should know; some didn't care. To be 

fair, should a LEP student be penalized for not possessing a level of 

English proficiency that may be impossible for him/her to obtain? 

No. On the other hand, what good is a tutor doing for the student in 

the long run if s/he serves only as a proofreader? The student may 
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be able to turn in this "clean" paper and get a passing grade, but with 

the next assignment, the tutee will be back again asking for the same 

help correcting the same mistakes. The school could be graduating 

students who then don't possess the writing skills necessary for 

many career options. 

There seem to be two things to do before the program's 

philosophy is fulfilled. One, the teachers at Concordia who require 

writing assignments should be surveyed to see if they require 

mechanical and grammatical correctness in a paper and why. 

Though S. E. Asians have been attending the school for more than ten 

years, there are probably still people on the staff who hold 

unrealistic goals for them because they don't know much about them. 

They may not be aware of the length of time it takes to develop 

cognitively and academically in a second language with limited 

education. They may only be responding to the surface student who 

dresses and speaks like an American without considering who this 

person is outside the classroom. They might be persuaded to be 

more liberal in their assessment of a S. E. Asian's grammatical and 

mechanical proficiency, so that the S. E. Asians could concentrate on 

the writing process and the development of their ideas instead of on 

each little error. But more important than this is finding out the 

reality of the writing tasks that S. E. Asians will have in the careers 

they seek after graduation. The students who seem to be shorting 

themselves by asking for proofreaders for their papers, are students 

who are writing only for a grade. They do not see the "big picture" 
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because the teachers who assign writing have never shown them 

how these tasks apply to real life after school. Instead, they see it as 

"an isolated act, for an audience of one with the sole purpose of being 

graded, returned and then forgotten." (Hughey, 33) This is a 

grievous fault. If these students seek jobs that will give them 

financial security and fulfillment without ever having to write more 

than a few sentences in English, then proofreaders are fine . If, 

however, they seek careers that will require them to write with 

clarity, accuracy, grammaticality and organization, or if they want a 

skill that will give them "communication, critical thinking and 

problem solving, self actualization, and control of their personal 

environment" (Hughey, 33), then the tutorial program is doing them 

a great disservice by allowing them a "quick fix" of their papers. 

Concordia's plan to provide writing assistance to the S. E. Asians 

is admirable. These people have faced too many struggles in their 

lives to need another caused by unrealistic writing expectations 

resulting from unclear and insufficient education. Sidney Rauch and 

Joseph Sanacore sum up the importance of tutors, "If there is any 

single magic ingredient in the tutor-student relationship, it lies in the 

relationship itself. The cumulative failure the students have 

experienced will be offset most effectively when self-confidence 

evolves from the awareness that, at last, someone cares how they do 

and is available to provide specific help." (1985, 17). 
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