
Writing Workshops for Multilingual First-
year Students

April 4, 2008

Copywrite vanDommelen2008 1

Second Language Writing Interest Section
Academic Session TESOL 2008

April 4, 2008

Writing Workshops for Multilingual
First-year Students

Deborah vanDommelen
San Francisco State University

Learning Assistance Center
dvan@sfsu.edu

http://www.sfsu.edu/~lac/infofacstaff.htm

LAC Writing Workshop Program
what it is

For multilingual Þrst-year freshmen who

¥ are in the Integrated Reading Writing (IRW)
Accelerated English Composition Program, or

¥ are in the Composition for Multilingual
Students (CMS) Intensive Learning Program;

¥ have scored in the lowest quartile of the
English Placement Test (EPT);

¥ are affected by EO665:  must complete the
two semester sequence within one academic
year.

LAC Writing Workshop Program
who it is for

Fluent multilinguals who
• are motivated to learn but may be daunted by

the demands of academic English;

• want to do tasks well but lack analytical skills
important in reading and writing;

• are strong oral communicators but don’t have
literacy skills in English and home languages;

• have a lot to say but struggle to express
complex ideas in English.

LAC Writing Workshop Program
how it works

Small group format
• groups of three - five students, usually from

the same class
• groups meet twice a week for ten weeks;

receive a unit of credit
LWW teachers
• are graduate students in MA TESOL and/or

Composition;
• have taken a pedagogical grammar course;
• meet weekly with LAC faculty to discuss

principles, goals, approaches, activities.

LAC Writing Workshop Program
goals for students

Academic

•Learn transferable skills in reading, writing,
grammar, critical thinking, and study skills.

•Understand and fulfill assignments.

•Read texts critically; connect writing to reading.

•Develop, support, focus ideas.

Grammar-for-Writing

¥Understand grammar in academic writing.

¥Connect oral language with written language.

¥Recognize individual patterns, including patterns
of error.

¥Develop personalized systems for editing.

LAC Writing Workshop Program
goals for students
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LAC Writing Workshop Program
goals for students

Personal
• Learn to self-assess, to recognize strengths

and weaknesses.

• Recognize strengths as multilingual
speaker/writers.

• Become aware of individual learning styles.

• Develop varied strategies for learning.

• Become comfortable and self-sufficient in the
academic setting of the university.

Principles for Teaching and Developing
Activities for Learning

• Use students’ backgrounds to
inform teaching and practice.

• Make connections between  spoken and
written language.

• Make grammar information accessible.

• Guide students in taking an active role in
working on grammar and editing.

• Give students a voice in directing teaching
and learning.

Principle #1:  Use students’ backgrounds to
 inform teaching and practice.

Write about the languages you use daily at home,
at work, at school, and/or with friends. Discuss the
situations when you use a particular language and
how you feel when you use it.
Include the following in your paper:
•what the languages are
•which language

you feel is your best language and why
you are most comfortable speaking and why
you are most comfortable reading and why
you are most comfortable writing and why

Principle #1:  Use students’ backgrounds to
inform teaching and practice.

“There are different ways language can be use in
communication. The language I use in school,
family, and friends are all different. In school, I use
English to talk to my instructors and fellow
classmates. At home, I speak three different
languages. I speak English to my brothers and
sister, while speaking Mandarin to my parents and
speaking Laotian with my brother-in-law. With all
these different languages I use in my daily life, I
find I am most comfortable with the language I use
with my friends.”

Principle #1:  Use students’ backgrounds to
inform teaching and practice.

“When I speak to my friends, I always use English.
Even if some of my friends are Chinese and can
speak the same language as I can, I have never
spoke Chinese with any of my friends.  I find myself
to communicate better in English than my own
language.  When I speak to my friends, I don’t pay
attention to my grammars.  We often talk to each
other using slangs, that others might find it weird.
But to us, it’s fun because instead of saying one
complete word, we tend to say a short cut of the
word.  Although I find myself speaking English, my
best language, to my friends, it has somewhat
affected me in my grammars.”

Principle #2:  Make connections between
spoken and written language.

Examples of activities suitable for board work:
• interviews of peers and write-ups of

interviews

• teacher- guided dictation/dictocomp activities:
listening, negotiating, reconstructing text

• peer dictation:  paragraphs of texts from their
course work, from their own essays, from
adapted student work prepared by the
teacher
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Principle #3: Make grammar information

accessible.
Examples of developing individualized grammar

reference materials:

• grammar reference cards with examples,
rules, corrections

• individual lists of idioms, collocations, fixed
expressions

• practice using resources:  books, charts,
other reference materials

Principle #3: Make grammar information
accessible; using Grammar Reference Cards

A) People use language in communication
in different ways.  (general truth)

Examples:

2)  Use past tense for examples of events
from the past that support your
statements of opinion.

1) Use present tense for fact, opinion,
general truth statements.

Definition/rule:
Present v.s. Past in Academic Writing

Principle #3: Make grammar information
accessible; using Grammar Reference Cards

D) My mother only spoke Mandarin as a
child.  (past example)

C) It’s fun to use slang and our special
language with my friends. (opinion)

B) When I speak to my friends, I always
use English.  (fact)

Examples (continued)
Present v.s. Past in Academic Writing

Principle #4:  Guide students in taking an active
role in working on grammar and editing.

Self-editing sheet directions:
• Follow all the steps below on your essay.

When you correct or edit, use a brightly
colored pen.  Use your grammar reference
cards to help you.

Tenses checklist for each sentence:
1. Underline main verbs, circle subjects

highlight time expressions, box modals.
2. Think about your meaning in relationship to

other sentences in the paragraph.

Principle #4:  Guide students in taking an active
role in working on grammar and editing.

Tenses checklist for each sentence (continued):
3. Ask yourself the following questions:
• Do I want to show past time, present time,

or
• Do I want to use present tense for fact,

opinion, or general truth?
• Have I shifted tenses?
• Do I have a clear reason for shifting?
• Are my time expressions clear?
4. Correct and edit verbs for tense and

agreement

Principle #5:  Give students a voice in directing
teaching and learning.

Background:  In our group discussion, we
brainstormed associations with the word,
“voice.”  We also talked about different ideas
for what the phrase “to have a voice” might
mean.

Directions: Think about the writing workshop:
activities, discussion, and topics we worked
on this semester.  What connections can you
make between what we did in the workshop
and the process of developing your voice as a
college writer?
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Principle #5:  Give students a voice in directing
teaching and learning.

Student responses:
• “I like the fact that we get to decide what we

need help on.”

• “Having a voice in the workshop helped me
because I speak up in class now and ask
questions about what I didn’t understand.
Before I was quiet and didn’t want to get
involved and be active in class.”

• “The writing workshop helped me express
myself more when being around people who
had different points of view than me.”

How the Context of the Writing Center Supports
the Writing Workshop Program

• individualized instruction that is not possible
in the classroom or conferences

• flexibility in developing curriculum without
pressure of a set syllabus

• small group instruction is student-centered
and allows for affective factors in learning

• ongoing tutor/teacher education that is critical
to the success of the workshops

Numbers of Students and
Sessions

Average Number of Sessions
Held per Student per Semester

Rates of Success in Students Successfully
Completing English 112 Acknowledgments

Patricia Porter

Jennifer Peters

Peter Ingmire

San Francisco State University
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