The ESL Tutoring Process Hierarchy
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Spending an entire quarter tutoring two ESL students was an interesting experience. One was in ESL 251, and the other was in EWRT 1A. Both have spent no more than 2 years in California, in an English-speaking institution. At first, I assumed that tutoring both students would essentially involve the same process; Later on, I found out that the approaches to tutoring both students at different levels were somewhat different. The student in ESL was asking more elementary questions, while the EWRT 1A student was asking more philosophical questions. So in order to tutor both students, does one really have to create 2 different strategies? 

As complicated as the task can be, I choose to simplify the tutoring process. I believe there are more commonalities to ESL tutoring than what is apparent. There are some common questions and problems from the ESL students at both ESL and EWRT 1A levels. Furthermore I think each student is just at a different hierarchal stage of English fluency, which ultimately leads to the goal of English proficiency. This was inspired by Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, from psychology, which suggests that humans have different levels of importance for all their lifelong needs [. Thus], I believe that tutoring English as a second language can be done through a prioritized, hierarchal system, in which the student is guided towards the goal of second language proficiency.

Having the Right Attitude

Every building has a foundation, and every language understanding should have a solid knowledge basis. Thus I feel that there is a basis for tutoring. Throughout the quarter I noticed a common problem with both of my ESL students: A lack of motivation to advance. Both of my tutees have told me multiple times that they were not good at writing in English. As a psychology tutor as well, I learned that negative thinking people can really discourage people from continuing with their learning, as well as go as far to suppress some of their existing creativity. Furthermore, a student’s negative thinking can cause the tutor to be frustrated as well. Thus I think having the right attitude to learn and allow oneself to move forward in reading and writing should be the basis of an ESL student’s journey to understanding. From The St. Martin’s Guide to Teaching Writing, it is interesting to realize that an ESL student’s English reading and writing abilities do not accurately reflect their English comprehension. In fact, students understand substantially more than they can communicate. We must consider the factors that interfere with second-language learning, and then use the factors that promote second-language learning. One factor that interferes with second language learning is a lack of motivation. An uninterested student will not move forward because according to cognitive dissonance theory in psychology, one would rather be consistent with their own thinking than to do the right thing. Thus if one lacks interest in learning English, they will behave accordingly to justify their attitude and not learn anything. A second factor is performance inhibition. This problem is external to the student; the source of the problem is the type of people surrounding the ESL student. Constantly surrounded by native English speakers, an ESL student can feel threatened by fluent and articulate native English-speaking monsters. Thus we must overcome these two problems (320).  

Brainstorming

Going from ESL student obstacles, we can now take a look at ways to facilitate second-language learning, on the next level, which is brainstorming. ESL students are constantly striving to match the writing caliber of native English speakers. The first step is to get them to practice freewriting. Freewriting allows the ESL students to get their ideas on paper in the absence of visible competition from native English speakers. It also allows them to practice writing in a second language, which eventually builds self-esteem and competence in writing. Another strategy is for the tutor to not interfere by editing their grammar at this stage. Ideas and content are always more important than spelling itself. Concepts and ideas of the ESL student should be brainstormed in order to complete their assignment given; this is more important than minor syntax errors and sentence formatting which can be corrected later on (321). This is approach is also used in the Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, which stresses freewriting first, followed by ‘global revision’, which attempts to review the ESL’s work to see if it actually answers the questions it is being asked. Once the initial brainstorming is complete, we can move onto the next level of the writing process.

Global Assessment 

With the student’s ideas down on paper, we now have to analyze from general perspective, what the student’s thesis, target audience, and tone are, which ties in directly to the global revision sections of The Bedford Guide (11). According to the ESL Writers guide and from personal experience, ESL students love getting tutors to edit their grammar first. However, even if the grammar is perfected, is that enough to complete the assignment? From my experience, I do not think that is enough. In fact ESL Tutors guide, it is more important to look at the whole text first- going through the first draft of a student’s assignment, the tutor should make sure the student is ‘telling and then showing’. This eliminates the possibility of the student just summarizing the main points from a resource. Also, if the student is indeed using outside resources, make sure as a tutor, to check for works cited and embedded citations. It is important to catch any potential acts of plagiarism before it becomes an easily formed habit. There is some pressure for ESL students to want to sound like native speakers right away, and so we must avoid that; rather we should reinforce the student to use his or her voice by asking them questions regarding higher order concerns such as what their objective is, or how they think their examples relate to their points and how is their thesis related to their assignment (75). 

 As well it is important to confirm with the student that they are speaking from the perspective being asked to 

by the assignment. Directing the responsibility of the assignment back on the student is easier than letting the student make you do the thinking. I have tried this in my tutorials and it definitely helps them gain a clearer understanding of the assignment questions. After making sure the student has successfully completed the assignment, we move onto refining it.  

Refining


After the student’s assignment has been completed, we move up to the refining stage. This stage must be done after the global assessment stage is complete, just like how you would not want to wax your car until you finish washing it.  

 Only now is it important to correct grammar, because often, good ideas can be represented somewhat clearly, even with interference by grammatical errors, which according to the ESL Tutors guide, are called lower-end concerns. However the grammatical mistakes should not be entirely corrected by the tutor. The tutor might find it advantageous to skim through the entire piece to look for patterns, while making note of them. From experience, this helps my students a lot, because afterwards I ask them to go online to grammar websites, such as on http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/, where they can learn and correct their mistakes first hand. Making the correction yourself really helps solidify points for students, and is a strategy I recommend not only to emphasize points to the students, but also the save time during the tutorial sessions to address more higher-end concerns. After the grammar has been fixed, I always like to go back and fix run on sentences. I usually play a game with my students. The game is cleverly titled, “Tell me what this sentence means, and let’s see who can restate the meaning in fewer words!” Usually I win, but I hope one day I am beaten in this game. 

Lastly, I also try to encourage the student to use a few techniques to help strengthen their written aesthetic qualities. One way would be to use the active instead of the passive voice. Using the active always sounds more assertive, and is required especially writing an objective essay. I also suggest throwing in a few metaphors and similes because English professors and other types of artistic people seem to appreciate the creativity involved in these. When there is no more polishing to do, essentially the writing process for the tutee and the student ends here. However there is one more stage; a stage that the student must journey alone.

Proficiency


At this point, the student has practiced the previous 4 stages of the cycle enough time to break free of the need to have a tutor by his or her side. The a student may have an excellent grasp of all the concepts mentioned in the lower four stages of the writing cycle, but it is only until he or she can break free of the need to be tutored that the student can be deemed proficient. The student can now freely and confidently go all the way to the top of the writing process hierarchy alone, and with confidence. This stage takes many years to achieve, maybe 5-8 years to achieve. I have taken French for 7 years but I still cannot write proficiently. However, upon achieving proficiency status, one can be confident enough to become a tutor, which essentially continues the student-tutor journey back up the hierarchy, in hopes of enlightening another student to continue the cycle.
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