Generation 1.5


Gradually, we are witnessing a transformation that will rearrange the tutoring strategies of the coming years. No more will there be ambiguity of how to correctly teach. As borders become more abundant in the efficiency game of teaching ESL-ers, students who are destined to thrive in the world are more able to get their required help in the subject of Writing. Yet as they go about getting that help, there is still the eruption of an identity crisis, as certain troubled students in writing centers have been asking, “Who are we?” “Where do we belong?” Indeed, foreign Americans, especially those who have not been “American” for so long, have never been in the same linguistic boat as those born and raised on American soil. With increasing numbers of immigrants every year, there are more people learning English as a second language in order to function in the world. Inevitably, different types of learners require different modes of help, and it is important to distinguish between the those groups if one is to understand the underlying forces which drive the learning processes. This paper will focus on the intricacies apparent in the emerging group of generation 1.5 students and what can be done to help them improve their writing.


The generation 1.5 group of students includes those whose native language is not English, yet have had much of their education in the U.S. before becoming proficient in their first language. This tends to hamper their ability to learn academic English properly. Also included are any others who learned English before fully grasping their own language. Usually, this happens in adolescence when one is forced to make a switch from one language to another, due to circumstantial immigration – the type caused by a whole family traveling to a new country. A family in this situation is forced to learn a new language to cope with their environment. Marilyn Patton puts it well in her handout, “Generation 1.5 Students: Introduction” she writes that they share characteristics of both first and second generation immigrants, but “do not fall into traditional categories of English as a Second Language students.” This makes it difficult to properly school them in English, as they have learned things in a different way than most other people, being “aural learners,” having learned English through hearing and speaking it rather than through reading and writing it (Patton). While they may seem like Native speakers, often speaking English as any other person, their writing often has problems due to improper literacy issues. For example, their speech may depend on context rather than descriptive specifics in their speech, so when writing, (without the communicative tools of body language and facial expressions, which they also heavily rely on) they are left at a loss as to how to express themselves (Dubarry 2). Additionally, it is even more difficult dealing with this group of students because they may not understand the grammatical terminology to have a discourse about their grammatical errors (Dubarry). All of these cause them to be rather tough students for educational instructors to handle and carry through the trials of learning how to write well.


 In order to see in greater detail what is happening to Generation 1.5 students who are not excelling in English, and to understand the importance of their education, it is first necessary to approach their existence as an economic factor. Research as shown that lack of writing skills is directly proportionate to low achievement and lack of success in the workplace for bilingual minorities (Valdés 57), a group to which 1.5-ers belong. Although this does not prove that it is only deficiency in academic ability which these workers lack, it suggests that it might be one of the factors causing their trouble. If it can be fixed, it should be. When people such as these are doing worse in the workplace, due to whatever factor, it can take a toll on the whole of the American economy. It is beneficial for our society that generation 1.5 be recognized and taught properly so that they may contribute to a thriving GDP.


So how do we help these students? John and Roen, in Richness in Writing naively quotes a theoretician named Vygotsky, intimating that it is near impossible for tutors help generation 1.5 students. “The intellectual skill children acquire,” they say, “are directly related to how they interact with others in specific problem-solving environments” (56). This implies that the emphasis in learning lies in “intellectual development,” which is measured by social interaction and does not entail any task on the part of a tutor. In sum, tutoring 1.5-ers specifically is not so necessary – a student’s capacity to learn is formed in childhood and is aided not by tutors, but, as they write in their “Settings, Networks, Connections” chapter, by the diversity of their environment. Specifically, this is referring to “strategic bilingual groupings” whereby a child, recently immigrated from his native country, should be pitted with those who are better at new language so that his command of the new language, by a sort of competition and coping, improves. Johnson and Roen do not mention the process of teaching of those children once they have gotten older, something that is severely important - even, perhaps, more so than attacking this problem at the root. Older, bilingual generations who learn English later in life tend to strongly prefer their first language, so it is always difficult, if not impossible, to persuade them to integrate their children with native speakers. 1.5-ers, with native English-speakers; it would mean that they would need to spend time with English-speaking adults of different cultures. Doing so is healthy, but it is ultimately too much to ask, so we mustn’t. Barring this, a tutor would do better to focus on the now rather than on prevention tactics. 


Valdés makes a similar claim than Johnson and Roen’s, though he threads hope into his macramé of English supposing. According to him, there has not been near enough research done to approach students in a proper way or make claims about them. He agrees that there is a problem - that the mainstream professions is not structured to address needs of the special learners outside of those compartments (such as ESL or Mainstream English-speaking) which have designated for them, and specifically, that it is sometimes hard to fit certain groups into these designations (43). Based on a piece of writing, for example, it is difficult to determine whether its faulty aspects are a result of learning which is still in progress, or whether it is a result of a “functional bilingualism” which needs repairing (45). In the second case, the student would be sent back to an ESL specialist. In the first case, however, the student, whose linguistic basis is still unformed (as is the case with generation 1.5 students), might benefit more from a person who can play to their burgeoning strengths in English, drawing more improvement based on those. If a student is not making those habitual errors which result in what Valdés calls “fossilized elements” within his work (which yield to ESL tutoring), then a more direct approach might be worthwhile. Generation 1.5 students, then, should be taught like Native speakers when dealing with writing errors. The problem with such an approach is that the difference between generation 1.5 students and ESL approach-requiring students is not so cut and dry. In fact, Valdés writes that the subtlety between the differences is so that pedagogical approaches, as well as “theories about composition pedagogy” for such students is “nonexistent” (56). The most valuable skill one needs to work with them, then, is that of assessment. Because it is not yet possible to select an exactly appropriate mode of tutoring a 1.5 student, a tutor should instead focus on differentiating between errors which suggest levels of aptitude. A tutor should then ascribe to certain tutoring techniques based on those.


Because the educational experiences of generation 1.5 students is usually inconsistent (Patton), it might be best to zero-in on what areas of English they are lacking in, and focus on those. Incremental instruction (in small doses) is typically helpful as well (Patton). Another thing that can be done for 1.5 students is to promote literacy. Ask them to pick up a book, or even a magazine once in a while and read it to get a sense of how English should flow in writing, so that they can get the hang of that and imitate that in their school papers. They would also catch those sound-specific spelling errors which are so characteristic of generation 1.5 students (quiet as opposed to qwyet).  Patton suggests for teachers not to over-mark the papers of the group either, because it can cause students to be “overwhelmed” and feel that the task of learning is too daunting. She suggests that instructors focus on a pattern of errors and work on solving those, rather than marking all of the errors of a paper at once. This is a good idea because it will encourage rather than discourage the practice of writing, which is the most important thing for a generation 1.5 student to work on. As stated, they are usually relatively good at speaking English. Their focus should be on reading and writing, so that syntax improves It would also help to teach students the grammatical terminology so that they would be able to speak the language of grammar which is a language essential for an English student to improve his command of English. In all, it is very possible to cater to the needs of generation 1.5 as writing tutors. A deft and careful approach is best, concentrating on the strong points of a student and building on those. Unlike generation 1.5 students, those are apparent, and can be bolstered to a point of success.  


In a sort of accidental swoop, generation 1.5 students have been taught the ESL way because they share characteristics with non-native speakers. This has not been helpful. If in some cases, ESL schooling consist of aural drills, for example, that is not worthwhile, as they already have those skills and can perform well in that type of instruction. The focus that generation 1.5-ers need is primarily literate, with student-specific emphasis on those areas in which each one lacks. Generation 1.5 students are in a broad and wide-ranging category. Routine tutors usually should be able to read a student’s situation and perform their work on those terms. To buoyantly predict, as Johnson and Roen do, that they cannot be helped, is not healthy for the advancement of the group. Research, as Valdés made clear, still needs to be done for the group, but in the meantime, tutors can differentiate between varying types of 1.5 tutees, and spurred by this recognition of the generation 1.5 group, teaching techniques must be reconfigured along these lines. Proper teaching and students must come together to create an outcome beneficial for both – that of efficient learning. This is the crucial test of whether or not we, as an educational country and group, can train our newest members, the extent to which we can improve our population’s intellect. Through this we can generate, among other things, a better economy. And in the future, it may engender a more prosperous reputation for our country.
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