
hile teaching at an
academy in the United
States, I (LS) asked stu-
dents to write personal-
experience stories. One

student, a girl from Burma, turned in
a painstakingly written account of
her experiences coming to the United
States from a refugee camp in Thai-
land. Unfortunately, despite all her
hard work, her story made little sense
in English. 

Since the paper needed a major
overhaul, and we lacked the time in
class, I invited her to my house. Start-
ing at the beginning, we talked
through her story step by step, crafting
it on the computer as the details
emerged from her memory. Yes, the
writing came from me, but the story
was hers. I believe that by giving her a
voice in English, I was not only build-
ing her language abilities, but also
bringing her story to life. 

Helping students to write across a
language barrier is not always such a
drastic process. Writing, however, is
arguably one of the most cognitively
demanding things that we do in
school, and for that reason, it poses
significant challenges to second-lan-
guage learners and the teachers who
work with them.

A Significant Challenge
Educators worldwide face a

growing challenge as migration
brings learners from other parts of
the world. According to the United
Nations Economic and Social Coun-
cil, in 2010, three percent of the
world’s population lived outside their
country of origin.1 In the United
States, where we work, more than
nine percent of American public
school students—some 4.6 million,
according to 2014-2015 statistics—
were classified as English-language
learners.2 Migration is a global trend,

with more diverse sending and re-
ceiving countries than in the past.
Teachers in more and more countries
now face the daunting challenge of
working with learners struggling to
write across a language barrier.

Writing demands linguistic knowl-
edge, fluency, and rhetorical exper -
tise. Since writing is a productive
rather than receptive skill, writers
need sufficient vocabulary and the
ability to construct sentences in the
new language. Further, they need
knowledge of the writing system for
that language, including spelling and
punctuation rules. 

In addition—and this is often over-
looked—a skilled writer needs to
know what different types of docu-
ments look like and how they are
constructed. What is appropriate and
typical varies with the genre—poem
or personal letter, blog or résumé,
book report or literary analysis paper.
Writing is a skill learned through ex-
perience in different settings where
expectations about language, style,
and structure may also differ widely.
Learning to write—in any language—
is a lifelong process.

B Y  L A U R I E  S T A N K A V I C H  a n d A M A N D A  L I V A N O S
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Younger learners can more easily
surmount the obstacles posed by
crossing a language barrier, not only
because they study more basic materi-
als, but also because they have a lan-
guage learning advantage. Research
suggests that, if in an immersion situ-
ation, younger learners can attain na-
tive-like proficiency in a few years. 

Jill Fitzgerald’s survey of 56 studies
of multilingual writing in preschool
through 12th grade uncovered few
surefire solutions, but several studies
did show that preschool and primary
learners developed very similarly to
native speakers of the same age
group.3 In general, second-language-
acquisition research supports the per-
ception that younger learners have an
advantage in terms of developing a
native-like intuition about grammar
patterns in a second language. 

The sensitive period for language
learning seems to diminish around pu-
berty, possibly because of neurological
changes that take place around that
age.4 For this reason, emotional sup-
port from teachers may help younger
students adjust to learning in a new
language, but providing specific in-
struction is not linguistically vital.
Therefore, for the rest of the article,
we will offer recommendations about
learners who are not conversationally
fluent in the language in which they
are writing and who are approaching
or have passed puberty—in other
words, those over the age of 12.

Giving Effective Feedback
One of the most hotly debated

challenges in teaching writing to sec-
ond-language learners is how to effec-
tively give them feedback. The litera-
ture is inconclusive about whether
direct correction or student self-cor-
rection works best in the long term.5

For example, some teachers correct
every error on every assignment, but
this time-consuming process may not
help students write better. Other
teachers believe that students should
correct their own errors (self-correc-
tion), but this may not always be ef-
fective, either.6 Most teachers rely on
common sense, varying the approach
to fit the learners and the purpose of

the assignment. Hyland and Hyland
observe that “Teachers respond to stu-
dents in their comments as much as
texts, and experienced teachers often
tailor their feedback to suit each stu-
dent, considering their backgrounds,
needs and preferences as well as the
relationship they have with them and
the ongoing dialogue between them.”7

Ultimately, teachers should keep the
learners’ needs at the forefront.

When a writer makes many lan-
guage-related mistakes, teachers tend
to focus their energy on those areas,
often neglecting content as a result.
However, the ideas shared by lan-
guage learners are as meaningful as
those of the other students in the
classes. Teachers should strive to look
past students’ language errors and
hear what they really have to say. I
(AL) often read written assignments
at least once without marking any
mechanical errors in order to inten-
tionally give feedback about content. 

However, teachers are doing lan-
guage learners a disservice if they sim-
ply ignore their errors. “Since lan-
guage problems constrain the entire
composing process, editing is a critical
and necessary facet of the text creat-
ing process, not just a clean-up activ-
ity.”8 Students must be taught the im-
portance of clean writing, and without
help, they may be unaware of the er-
rors they are making. This is why we
(LS and AL) believe that teachers
should select specific assignments for
which they will correct all errors.
Chandler’s study has shown such di-
rect error correction to be the best
method at increasing accuracy both
immediately and in the long term.9

I (AL) often correct all the errors
on my students’ short, in-class jour-
naling assignments. I don’t take off
points for their mistakes, but when I
return their papers, I ask them to re-
view the corrections. They often ex-
claim, “Wow, I didn’t realize I made
so many mistakes!” This exercise
should not be discouraging, which is
one reason we don’t recommend cor-
recting all errors on every assign-

ment. But periodic error correction
will give students a realistic idea of
areas in which they need to improve. 

In some circumstances, indirect
feedback may be helpful as well. In
this type of feedback, the teacher
draws attention to errors without cor-
recting them; for example, underlining
each instance or using an error coding
system. In this type of system, a
teacher might use a “V” to refer to
problems with verb tense, a “C” to de-
note comma errors, and so on. Coding
goes a step beyond underlining by di-
recting students’ attention to the types
of mistakes they frequently make and
pointing them toward the correction. 

At high school and college levels,
depending on students’ maturity, push-
ing them to correct mistakes them-
selves with this approach can foster
valuable proofreading skills. A study by
Ferris and Roberts showed that even
when the results from only underlining
mistakes seemed equally effective com-
pared with coding, students neverthe-
less preferred the coding option.10

Both types of indirect feedback
work best for easily defined types of
errors. If students already understand
the grammatical principle behind the
error, they will often be able to cor-
rect it themselves just by having their
attention drawn to it (like problems
with pronouns, articles, and even
verb tenses). However, fixing other
errors presents a challenge. For exam-
ple, writing “wrong word” may not
help the student find the right word.
Instead, it may be helpful to provide
suggestions, perhaps by underlining a
phrase and, above it, writing how a
native speaker might typically convey
the idea. In one recent example, a
student wrote that CD’s were “a com-
mon thing to listen to music.” The
teacher underlined the word thing
and, in class, pointed out that a more
appropriate word was way. 

Since marking all errors can be
time-consuming, even if indirect meth-
ods are used, it may be helpful at
times to focus the feedback on certain
areas. Ferris and Hedgcock suggest fo-
cusing on serious errors—those “inter-
fering with the comprehensibility of a
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text”—and those that are “frequent”
or “stigmatizing.”11 Alternatively,
teachers may choose to focus on a
grammatical concept that has recently
been covered in class or a recurring
problem for this particular student.

Whatever type of feedback teach-
ers choose, they should also remem-
ber the value of positive feedback. In
other words, when we catch students
using authentic, native speaker phras-
ing, we can let them know that they
“got it right.” Language learning is a
constant search for feedback. Learn-
ers get positive feedback when they
try something that “works.” Since
what works can diverge from what
fluent speakers do, letting the learner
know that something both works and
matches usual practice can be valu-
able feedback and positively reinforce
the things the learner is doing right.

Beyond Feedback
While writing instruction for lan-

guage learners may primarily involve
providing plenty of feedback (both
pointing out what students need to
learn and affirming what they may al-
ready know), certain instructional
strategies and resources can facilitate
the process. Here are several that we
have found useful:

1. Enhance the regular language-
arts lesson with materials explicitly
designed for non-native speakers. 

Not every language has appro -
priate materials developed for non-
native speakers, but when these ma-
terials are available, they can be
valuable. Materials designed for na-
tive speakers sometimes address
issues that are not an issue for non-
native speakers. Some English learn-
ers, for example, have an awareness
of aspects of grammar that allows
them to escape some of the persistent
problems of native speakers. A sub-
ject-verb agreement problem that
fools a native speaker may appear ob-
vious to a learner who can readily
identify the subject of a sentence. Of
course, the converse is also true. 

Assignments focusing on areas des-
perately needed by non-native speak-

ers seldom appear in language-arts
materials for native speakers. For in-
stance, even in the early grades, native
speakers typically use past tenses auto-
matically and fluently, so language-arts
materials offer limited drills in this
area. Yet non-native speakers need this
practice. More and more of these mate-
rials are available online and are usu-
ally appropriate for non-native speak-
ers since research shows that learners
from different language backgrounds
share many of the same problems
when learning a new language.12

2. Encourage outside reading.
Reading and writing have a close
relationship. Reading helps learners
develop the knowledge of the compo-
nents of written language that corre-
late with success in writing.13 This is
particularly true in the area of vocab-
ulary development. For both native
speakers and language learners, sig-
nificant exposure to oral language
may be insufficient to develop a
strong vocabulary. Anne E. Cunning-
ham and Keith E. Stanovich point out
that nearly all written sources out-
strip oral sources for improving vo-
cabulary. For vocabulary develop-

ment, students will benefit more from
reading preschool books than listen-
ing to college graduates holding a
conversation.14 Language learners
may find it daunting to read materials
beamed to their own age group, but
books for elementary students and
even picture books with a few sen-
tences on each page can provide
valuable exposure to written lan-
guage and new vocabulary. 

3. Use peer tutoring to supplement
instruction by the teacher. In immer-
sion contexts, peer tutoring can be an
excellent way to help students build
skills. One young refugee arrived as an
academy freshman with almost no
English skills, not even the ability to
hold a simple conversation. Lacking
the resources to deal with her situa-
tion, the best I (LS) could do was to
set her up with two student tutors, one
for an hour in the morning and one for
another hour in the afternoon. Over
the course of the year, these tutors
shifted from working on basic conver-
sational skills to providing guided help
with assignments. Without much di-
rection from me, these high school stu-
dents were able to perceive the refugee
student’s needs and adapt as her abili-
ties grew. In fact, one of the tutors
built such a strong bond with the stu-
dent that she arranged for an intensive
period of tutoring during the summer.
Inviting the student to her home, the
tutor helped her work through the his-
tory and English requirements for 9th
grade, a plan that ultimately allowed
the student to catch up and graduate
on time. Peer tutoring can often sup-
plement classroom instruction and, in
some cases, it may be the only cus-
tomized approach available.

4. Within each lesson, use pair
and group work. When students are
working in mixed groups of native
and non-native speakers, activities
such as collaborative writing and peer
review can help both groups. The na-
tive speakers benefit from construct-
ing meaning and giving feedback.
However, the language learners may
make valuable contributions in these
areas as well. We once had a college
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with polar challenges—providing feed-
back that encourages and yet guides,
demonstrating conventional usage
while still fostering creativity. Both the
challenge and the reward come from
our interactions with the individual
learners, seeing them grow and change
before our eyes. 
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student who took three semesters of
ESL writing before progressing into
the standard English Composition se-
quence. She felt very insecure about
participating in peer review. We reas-
sured her that the time she spent in
the additional writing classes would
pay off. During our first peer-review
session, she found she had several
valid suggestions regarding her class-
mate’s paper. This experience justifi-
ably increased her confidence in her
own writing abilities.

5. Allow students to revise for a
higher grade. Giving students the op-
portunity to redo a paper reduces
their anxiety about getting it right the
first time and allows them to experi-
ment with the new language without
the persistent threat of a bad grade.
At the academy where I (LS) taught,
the school had a policy that allowed
all students to improve and resubmit
work for higher grades as long as this
was done in a timely manner. This
proved to be valuable for many stu-
dents, but especially for English-lan-
guage learners. Since then, we have
become aware of related policies in
other educational contexts. While re-
search on this practice is limited, a
study of Australian university stu-
dents found that low-performing stu-
dents appreciated having a “safety
net” that allowed them to revise final
drafts; and ultimately, those who
chose this option improved their writ-
ing.15 Many teachers find writing
portfolios to be an efficient way to in-
corporate this principle, and several
studies specific to language learners
support the efficacy of portfolios.16

Conclusion
At its most effective, writing in-

struction involves coaching and men-
toring. Nowhere is this truer than
when working with students who are
also becoming familiar with a new lan-
guage. By enriching their writing peda-
gogy with additional linguistic feed-
back through selective correction, peer
tutoring, activities that call attention to
language patterns, and revision oppor-
tunities, teachers can make the process
more productive for language learners.
Everyone who teaches writing grapples


