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Final Reflection

When I signed up for this course, I had anticipated discovering some answers to teaching ESL writing.  Instead, I have found more questions.  I have not learned how to teach ESL writing, but rather have learned what issues and challenges ESL writing instructors face.  I have also learned about the issues and challenges that ESL students face in the American academic system.  Becoming aware of these challenges on both sides has forced me to consider how I might address these issues in the practice of teaching.


One of the overarching themes I found from this semester was that of the ESL writer’s voice.  The authors of the readings all seemed to agree that we should not stifle our students’ voices and not limit them to writing in a formulaic manner.  Before taking this course, I did not realize why the academic writing style could be so challenging for students from other cultures--they must learn not only the language but also the culture associated with the academic community here.  Naturally, I must agree that it is critical for students to maintain their voice in their writing, even in academic writing.  However, I am still uncertain about how I might implement this in the classroom while still meeting program requirements and preparing the students for writing at the university level.  In the end, I want to make sure I teach my students how to be successful in their college careers, but also that academic writing is not meant to be the best style or the only style of writing available.    

The discussion of literacy and discourse also appeared frequently in the readings.  Several authors discussed the interaction of different discourses in their lives.  Some considered this interaction to be a conflict between their native languages and English, and many viewed English as a language of power.  This power was either viewed as giving them more opportunities in their lives, or as dominating and overpowering their native languages/cultures.  Although I can understand this latter viewpoint, I prefer to think of English as uniting people through a common communication, rather than stamping people out.  I like to believe that while English has been influencing cultures as a world language, it has also received the influence of those different cultures.  

One of the other issues that is often a topic of debate is the type of academic writing we should be teaching to ESL students.  Should we teach general academic writing or writing that is more focused to different fields of study?  Again, there don’t seem to be any easy answers.  Personally, I would prefer to teach general academic writing, only briefly discussing different possibilities in some example areas of study.  It is impossible to cover all possible types of writing, and students don’t need to know how to write in every field.  I don’t know if it is realistic, but I hope that teachers in the content areas will spend at least a few classes helping students write in the manner necessary for their discipline. 

The question of whether to teach general academic writing or writing for different fields is not solely applicable to ESL students.  In fact, many of the issues raised throughout the semester are relevant for both native English speaking students and ESL students.  While the types of writing and grammatical errors made are often different between native English speakers and ESL students, learning how to write in an appropriate academic manner is an issue facing many entering freshmen.  


The readings of this course have provided an introduction to the difficulties of teaching ESL writing.  As I begin to teach ESL writing, I am aware of issues beyond the microcosm of my classroom.  This is important to understanding my students better, and discovering how to more effectively meet their learning needs.  Since there are no simple answers to the many teaching issues that were raised, we must each address the challenges in ways most suitable to our own different teaching contexts.  
