Writing
Instruction for
English Learners
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A

ll students possess the key ingredient for writing: ideas. Writing is
grounded in the lived experiences of children. Our work as teachers of
writing is to help students put these experiences down on paper in creative and
articulate ways. “Currently, there is agreement (at least among researchers)
that writing is a socially-constructed, meaning-making process. That is, writing
is influenced and supported by writers’ social and cultural experiences”
(Davies-Samway, 2006, p. 17). We need to help students see the value of their
lived experiences as the foundation for becoming great writers.
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WRITING INSTRUCTION FOR ENGLISH LEARNERS

For English learners (ELs), the challenge lies in transferring their experiences into writing in a second language. As writers, ELs are rich with ideas
and writing abilities from their first language. Through exposure to written
text and formal instruction in their primary language, ELs are highly knowledgeable about how to write and write well. What makes it difficult for ELs is
finding the medium and structure in English to express themselves effectively.
As teachers we need to begin by understanding the process for developing
writing in a second language as well as the instructional practices that best
support that process.

PROCESS VERSUS PRODUCT
Our goal as teachers of writing is to develop the writer (Pressley, Mohan,
Fingeret, Reffitt, & Raphael-Bogaert, 2007). We want students to understand
what it means to be a writer—what it means to take an idea and, through careful planning and ongoing decision-making, turn it into a story, a poem, an
essay, or a text. For the past thirty years, this idea of the importance of sharing
with children the process of writing has helped teachers find more effective
ways of developing writers. “Beginning in the 1970s, a focus on the cognitive
processes involved in writing began to replace a focus on product and methodology” (Davies-Samway, 2006, p. 3). With this came the understanding that we
need to teach children how to write, not just what to write.
Prior to the focus on process writing, writing instruction focused heavily on
the perfection of a final piece of writing. Too often, teachers were the ones doing
all of the hard work, while students sat back and just fixed the corrections suggested by the teacher. Writing instruction often followed a format similar to this:
children were given a prompt, wrote a draft, teachers revised and edited the
draft, students simply changed what the teacher said to change and resubmitted. If it wasn’t good enough the teacher would edit again, and the
student would copy the corrections until the final draft met the teacher’s expectations. This practice failed to develop writers. When students received corrections
from their teachers, they simply fixed the mistakes, often failing to notice the
types of mistakes they were making. Teachers spent countless hours reading
drafts and went through packs of red ink pens practicing their editing skills. In
the end what mattered most was whether the child was able to recopy a perfect
piece of writing.
I was guilty of this practice when I first started teaching middle school. I
taught a sixth grade humanities class where history and language arts were
integrated. As part of the course students wrote various texts, including historical fiction, poetry, and simulated autobiographies. After students submitted a
first draft I would spend hours at home editing their papers. I wrote ideas in the
margin of what they could add and corrected grammar and spelling. I would
give my students their papers back, and in draft after draft they were only making the changes I fixed. From one writing sample to the next I saw the same mistakes being made over and over again. I realized that I was not teaching writing
strategies and skills to develop writers. I was simply fixing the writing. I needed
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Type

Definition

Literary Genres

Narrative

Stories: can be fiction or nonfiction

Personal narratives
Autobiographies
Fairy tales
Fables
Folktales
Fantasy stories
Mysteries
Myths
Diaries

Expository

Provides Information

How-to texts
Biographies
Reports
Articles

Persuasive

To inform, explain, convince, present a position,
evaluate, or persuade

Letters
Editorials
Advertisements
Essays/compositions
Literary essay

Poetry

To express ideas both fictional and nonfictional in
creative, often nonstandard ways

Free verse
Pattern poems
Haiku
Acrostic poems
Cinquain
Diamante
Limericks

Figure 1.7

Literary and Written Genres

CONCLUSION
Writing is a process by which we transfer our thinking, our ideas, and our experiences into written form. For ELs, their experiences and knowledge of the
English language will serve as building blocks for writing. Teachers will in turn
supply the context, the support, and the knowledge about how written English
is structured and organized. As part of their knowledge of written English,
teachers can further facilitate the development of academic language through
explicit instruction on different types of written forms (e.g., narrative, expository, persuasive, and poetic) and their subsequent genres, all of which can be
learned in a language-rich environment where students are given varied opportunities to talk about writing. Establishing a community of writers where
students feel safe trying out language and making errors along the way is necessary for second language development. With careful attention to the role of
structure and talk when writing, coupled with a cyclical approach to teaching
writing, teachers will be better equipped to address the needs of their ELs.
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T

here was never a dull moment growing up with five siblings. We were always
finding new and exciting ways of entertaining ourselves. From our own private
indoor soccer arenas in the living room to lip singing competitions and your typical
games of hide-and-seek, my memory is full of days of fun and laughter with my three
brothers, Ismael, Ivan, and Isaac, and my two sisters, Adriana and Angelica. It was
always the perfect number, six! We could play three against three or have enough for a
group game with one person being “it” and five people to go after. And with only nine
years between the oldest and the youngest, the competition always seemed fair.
Of all the games we made up and used to play, one of my favorite games as a
child was “toro.” I am sure you’re thinking, “toro,” hmm . . . a bull? What did we
possibly do? Well here is how the game was played. Someone was the “toro” while the
rest of us had to avoid being tagged by the “toro.” Now the only way to get tagged
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Writing task

Ways to publish

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

MAKE A PICTURE

BOOK

MAKE A SCRAPBOOK
RECOUNT

OF AN EVENT

BROADCAST

FEATURE ARTICLE
NARRATIVE

POEM

OF THE EVENT

NEWS STORY
IN A CLASS NEWSPAPER

POETRY READING
SUBMIT

ONE FOR PUBLICATION TO A MAGAZINE OR POETRY CONTEST

POETRY ANTHOLOGY
SCREENPLAYS

PUT

ON A PLAY, ACT THEM OUT!

WRITE A COMIC

STRIP

MAKE AN IMOVIE
MAKE A MOVIE
STORIES

TRAILER

CREATE A BOOK

JACKET (USE A CEREAL BOX)

MAKE A BOOK

Figure 2.9

Publishing Narratives

The suggestions above are not an exhaustive list, but I hope it helps you
begin to think about different ways to let your students share their stories
with others. I understand that we want students to know how to write traditional narrative essays because our accountability measures require it. So
after the students have completed their revised and edited drafts of the narrative essay, instead of having them recopy it neatly for publication, give
them a chance to turn it into something more creative. We want to bring the
novel, the enjoyable, into our toughest subjects. Writing is no small feat for
anyone, and so we want to make it something children will want to do, not
have to do.

CONCLUSION
Narrative writing comes from our life experiences. All children have ideas for
writing narratives because they have all had opportunities to experience life.
What we need to remember, however, is that though ELs are full of ideas, they
may not possess enough academic language to know how to structure their
ideas into a coherent, well-crafted narrative in English. Our job as teachers is to
take the time and analyze the structure and generalities of narratives to help
ELs understand and learn how to write them. By scaffolding the structure of
narratives with students, specifically at the drafting stage, children will better
understand how to write their stories. Whatever the narrative topic might be,
you need to take time to analyze the structure of the narrative with your students. This is best accomplished by sharing books with children that they can
read as writers and modeling original narratives. Helping students learn to see
the writing of texts will vicariously teach them to become better writers when
they read independently.
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