Evaluating Second-Language Essays
in Regular Composition Classes:
Toward a Pluralistic U.S. Rhetoric

ROBERT E. LAND JR. AND
CATHERINE WHITLEY

ow 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 \\'m;kplaw 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
to 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
meet these goals.

Our nominal goal of helping students avoid linguistic disenfranc hise-
ment seems, at first glance, both pragmatic and IAL,\};UHHM‘,‘ Foweverathe
prevalent methods of evaluating writing —especially in classes where ESI
students compete directly with native speakers {\HQ} L loroiinstructors
have little or no training in teaching second language (L2) learners — suggest
that we don’t wish ESL students to attain only a “facility” with written
English; instead, we CXP(}Ct them to bu(umo L'Htil’rt‘l\' fluent il-l I.I'I‘r’,“‘"h- a :‘;U,_]I
different in nature and implication from our Pur}w(ﬁ'tud one. The discrepancy
between our purported and apparent goals for instructing ESL students
emerges in our standards of evaluation as a hidden agenda—that is, an

agenda that is rarely made known to the students whose w riting 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 1

From Richness in Writing: Empowm'ng ESL Students. Ed. Donna M. Johnson and Duane
H. Roen. New York: Longman, 1989, 284-93.
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writers to add to our culture from their own storehouses of experience; the
sense is that our culture has reached the end of its evolution: There’s nothing
more to add. Trying to teach ESL students to reproduce SWE rhetoric may be
not only likely to fail, but even if it were to be successful, it would be a
pyrrhic victory.

Thus, we must change the way we read, respond to, and evaluate ESL
writers’ work at all stages of its development. If we fail to do so, our compo-
sition courses will be as retributive as they are instructive. If we wish to ad-
mit rhetorical concerns openly to our system of evaluation (thus unmasking
the hidden agenda), if we believe that concerns of “correctness,” content, and
rhetoric are inseparable, then we must learn to recognize, value, and foster
the alternative rhetorics that the ESL student brings to our language. In this
chapter, we argue for such an approach, one that will not only ;-111}\'\\\'1' stu-
dents to succeed in school and at work, but will also free them to incorporate
their own forms of logic into their writing, to the potential benefit of our lan-
guage and culture.

RHETORICAL DIFFERENCES

No one who has ever read through a stack of compositions written by native
and nonnative speakers needs to consult research to confirm that there are
differences. Differences in the number of surface errors made by ESL stu-
dents are obvious to teachers and have been well documented by researchers
(Ahrens, 1984; Fein, 1980; Kroll, 1983). But error is not the only difference be-
tween texts written by ESL students and their NS peers. Even with error re-
moved from all essays, researchers (McGirt, 1984; Whitley, 1984) have found
that NS readers give higher scores to papers of NSs than to those written by
ESL students. Clearly, other important differences exist.

Most of the research designed to find these important differences has 10-
cused on patterns of organization. Some of this research, following the work
of Halliday and Hasan (1976), has focused on contrasting cohesive ties and
drawing conclusions about textual cohesion from analysis of the ties, or from
global measures of cohesion, or both (Connor, 1984; Land & Whitley, 1986;
Lindsay, 1984; Scarcella, 1984). Along with more general investigations of dif-
ferences (Hinds, 1983; Kaplan, 1966; Purves, 1986), these studies taken as @
whole demonstrate fairly clearly that ESL writers connect their ideas differ-
ently than do NS writers. They demonstrate as well that these differences in
organization are, at least in part, the result of ESL students’ membership in
distinct rhetorical communities and not necessarily the result of inadequate
mastery of U.S. English. Finally, they demonstrate that these m'ganizatinnd[
differences are partly responsible for ESL students’ essays being judged by
NS readers as inferior to native speakers’ essays. - .

One of the questions we have asked in our research (Land & Whitley,
1986) is whether or not the L1 status of readers would affect their perceptions
of batches of student essays sampled from freshman composition classes
where about half the students were nonnative speakers of English. We found,
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from a wider and more varied reading experience. As Purves (1986) has
shown, “good” student writers from different countries (students selected by
their own instructors as being exemplary), when asked to write an essay on
the same topic, write those essays in different rhetorical modes that vary in
stance, descriptive quality, and levels of abstraction and concreteness. He
notes that “the fact that the compositions come from ‘good’ students suggests
that these students have learned and are applying the norms of their rhetori-
cal community” (Purves, 1986, p. 43); these students have learned to conform
to the expectations of the community in which they find themselves. Like-
wise, the ESL readers have negotiated between the norms of their native
communities and the one in which they find themselves; these readers recog-
nized the SWE patterns of organization in the NS essays.

If every time we face a student paper we do so with the expectations of
SWE firmly in mind, and we expect to find a linear, deductive argument, our
experience of reading ESL students” essays will be different from our experi-
ence of reading NS students’. Most ESL students, even those in “regular”
(i.e., linguistically heterogeneous) college writing classes, have not learned to
use the organizational patterns of U.S. academic prose. This does not mean
they are “bad” writers or that their essays are “badly organized”; it could
mean that they are very skillfully manipulating patturm of organization that
we don't recognize. A reader with expectations shaped by SWE will not inter-
act successfully (in Iser’s terms) with such essays; ESL writers’ essays W ill
not trigger dialectic movements because they do not fulfill the reader’s ex-
pectations.

If the “wandering viewpoint” is a way to describe the way in which the
reader is present in the text, then a reader with SWE expectations c ontinues
to wander rather aimlessly in a text by an ESL writer because the reader can-
not 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
of establishing coherence, something very uncommon in their NS pt'l‘l'“‘
work.) Readers should allow themselves to be lost for a while, for readers
who suspend judgment and thus become accustomed to n-u\gm/m‘g a wider
variety of rhetorical modes, will begin to alter their \'\pmtd‘lim‘w, to widen
them, a process which will ultimately permit them to interact with more types
of texts, thereby enriching their reading processes.

In contrast, readers who rigidly insist on finding a set of distinct expecta-
tions met in every encounter with student writing squelch in themselves re-
sponses to different approaches to presenting and receiving ideas; in effect,
they 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 stratified into social dialects, characteristic group
behavior, a professional jargon, generic languages, languages of generations
and age groups, tendentious languages, languages of authorities, of various
circles, and of passing fashions, languages that serve the specific sociopoliti-
cal purpose of the day (pp. 262-263). In this view, SWE is just a particulm'
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sentences, alternatives that would meet the obligation of teaching the student
how to produce passable prose that would not be dismissed, out of hand, by
less open readers. In some cases, the teacher might not know how to respond
to the text except by asking lots of questions about what the student was try-
ing to say. In some situations we have known exactly where to help our ESL
students; in others we have had only very vague ideas.

Perhaps the most common specific deviation from SWE expectations that
we find in ESL students” papers is what seems like redundancy. Sometimes
students seem to repeat themselves pointlessly or they seem to argue the same
point in slightly different ways, paragraph after paragraph, each pa ragraph a
modest addition or alteration of given information. We have chosen a similar
structure for this chapter; we have argued for the same point, “that teachers
should change the way they evaluate ESL writers’ papers,” in sev eral ways.
We hope our readers will be generous and recognize that we do so by trying
to appeal separately to logic, the “facts” of research, the “authority” of theory
and, finally, to our own personal experience —all of which are fairly standard
“artistic” and “inartistic” proofs of Western classical rhetoric, although it
might have been more traditional for us to have outlined our plan earlier in
the text. More generosity is often needed when we read our students’ texts.

One helpful strategy for reading seemingly redundant essays is to use a
form of “topical structure” analysis like the one Connor and Farmer ( 1985)
suggest as a revision strategy for writers. In its simple form, one circles, dur-
ing the second reading, all of the grammatical subjects of all the independent
clauses. Rereading the list of subjects can lead readers to revisions of their ini-
tial LlI“!dL‘I'StaﬂdiH;_‘, of the essay as patterns of mcdnin}_: that were not at first
evident are revealed. Often the subjects seem to operate as higher-order ¢ ohe-
sive devices. For example, one student (whose essay we used in our researc h)
used thunder, or a variant thereof, as the subject of three very distantly re-
moved sentences in his essay on the possibility of afterlife. Of course this bit
of imagery stood out and it was T'dil‘lr\' easy t;.l recognize that the I'L'p{‘liﬁl’”
seemed to operate as a device connecting distinct parts of his essay, but this
was an essay that NS readers scored low because of its poor organization and
that ESL readers scored high and found to be acceptably organized. Now,
when we receive a paper like that one, we usually recognize its structure; we
no longer make comments about its organization.

CONCLUSION

Research suggests that evaluative focus on sentence-level mechanics may be
a waste of the teacher’s time (Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986) and confusing
and even harmful to students (Land & Evans, 1987; Zamel, 1985). Thus,
against all the forces that seem to keep our attention riveted on surface con-
cerns, good pedagogy demands that we respond to larger features of our stu-
dents’ texts. As we learn to rid ourselves of surface-level tunnel vision, wé
will have to struggle against the forces that can lead us to rigid, oversimpli-
fied notions of how essays should be structured: rhetoric-level myopia.
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1 8 The Sociopolitical Implications of
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