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Abstract 

This ethnographically-oriented (Blommaert, 2007; Hornberger & Johnson, 2007; 

Ramanathan & Atkinson, 1999) research project explores the language ideologies, practices, and 

policies in the Writing Program of Southwestern University, a land-grant institution located in 

the American Southwest. Following the recent trend in language policy research to consider 

policy from the bottom up (e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 2015; Shohamy, 2010), I focus on how 

individuals interpret, operationalize, and develop language policies for students in a foundational 

writing program. While previous research has considered teachers’ operationalization of 

language policy in elementary and secondary institutions (Johnson, 2013), and other research has 

considered the monolingual standard language ideology predominant throughout higher 

education and writing programs in particular (Horner & Trimbur, 2002; Wiley & Lukes, 1996), 

relatively little research has looked at connections between writing program administration 

language policy and individual writing instructor practices. To address this gap, I conducted a 

year-long ethnographic study of one institution’s writing program, including interviews with 

instructors and administrators, analysis of policy and other documents, and observations of 

policy-making meetings. Also included are the stories of two case study instructors I observed 

and interviewed over the course of the year. 

Foundational writing classrooms can be important sites of language policy negotiation, 

acting as both gateways and gatekeepers to post-secondary education (Bridwell-Bowles, 2007). 

These classes are often taught by lecturers and graduate students with diverse motivations and 

purposes, professional experiences, disciplinary backgrounds or training, as well as varying 

levels of investment and involvement in the program itself. It follows, then, that instructors’ 

ideologies and classroom practices concerning language and language variety in writing courses 
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will be diverse, especially with regard to users of English as an additional language. With this 

recognition, my research considers how the development and communication of writing program 

policies, as well as the policies themselves, influence instructors’ beliefs and classroom practices, 

while raising questions about the role of writing program administration in the field of language 

policy and planning.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Writing instructors as language policy arbiters 

“I’m worried about a Chinese student I have in my English 101 class,” Yolanda1 told me. 

“She can’t use either past tense or third-person singular correctly, and I have to fail her.” 

“What about the rest of her writing?” I asked. “Can you understand what she’s trying to 

get across? Is she meeting the goals of the assignment?” Yolanda responded: “Yes, I can 

understand what she’s writing, and she pretty much does everything else I have asked her 

to do. But these verb errors go throughout her writing. Doesn’t that mean I have to fail 

her? Shouldn’t she already be able to do this?” 

Personal Motivations 

I had the above conversation in the spring of 2013, early on in my time in the Writing 

Program at Southwestern University (SU), a large research university in Arizona where this 

study is situated. I was talking to a friend I had made during the training program for new 

teachers – preceptorship – which was required for all first-time teachers in the program. Yolanda 

and I were both Masters students: I was in applied linguistics and she was in the Master of Fine 

Arts creative writing program. Yolanda was a poet, and the aesthetic and rhythmic qualities of 

language were intricately tied to the craft of writing for her. The conversation I had with her has 

stayed with me throughout my years at SU and, while one of the more egregious, was far from 

being the only instance of a high-stakes, deficit approach to multilingual students. Even before I 

read about teachers as arbiters of language policy, I had seen it in my own experiences with the 

teachers I worked with.  

Throughout my graduate program, I often wondered what caused such a disparity in 

 
1 This, the names of all participants and the name of the program, are pseudonyms. 
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teachers’ understandings about how to approach language and multilingual students in their 

classes. While I understood there would be differences based on the level of interest a graduate 

student had in these topics, I felt the need to investigate what could lead an instructor like 

Yolanda to believe she must fail a student for inconsistent use of third-person singular “s” or lack 

of marked past tense, what I understood to be not only normal for language development but also 

relatively unimportant for determining meaning in my students’ writing.  

Even though significant changes have been made in the SU writing program since this 

conversation, especially surrounding the placement and curriculum for international students and 

an administrative shift toward less deficit approaches, deficit approaches and the lack of clarity 

about intended policies still show up in informal chatter I have with my fellow instructors of 

writing. In a survey I administered for this study, I found teachers in the writing program are still 

confused about what to do with the multilingual students in their classes. One of the questions 

asked: To the best of your knowledge, what are the UA Writing Program policies/expectations for 

teaching students who speak English as a second or other language or for working with 

language differences in class, especially in regard to grading? Write as much as you know, even 

if you’re not sure. 

I did not expect answers to align completely, but I was surprised by the range of 

responses I received. Here are a just a few: 

“No more than 10% of a major assignment grade can address language error.” 

(Administrator)  

“I think the standards are the same. We are not required to provide them any extra help 

that we wouldn’t provide to other students. We can direct them to resources outside the 

writing program such as [the writing center].” (Lecturer, MA Literature) 
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“In the standard 101/102 classes, I have simply been told to judge the best I can based on 

what they hand in, which is the administrative way of saying they really don’t care about 

ESL students’ language skills and won’t hold me or anyone else accountable regardless of 

how they’re assessed.” (Graduate Teacher, Rhetoric and Composition PhD student) 

“I don’t know. The native speakers have horrible grammar. If we focus only on grammar, 

they won’t learn content and organization. A lot of these kids have been studying English 

grammar for years. Hoping to learn how to do both!” (Graduate Teacher, Applied 

Linguistics PhD student) 

Expectations for grading grammar is one of the few issues about which the writing 

program at Southwestern University has published an official guideline for teachers. The range 

of responses here shows how some instructors are not aware that any such guideline exists, 

others see grammar specifically as a job belonging to outside programs like the writing center, 

while still others believe the program does not care at all about developing students’ language. 

These few responses are just a sample from the 45 I received for my survey, and they show the 

dramatic extent to which instructors, who are responsible for implementing the guidelines and 

policies of the program in their classes, can disagree about what they are supposed to do. 

Because of my personal interest in second language writing and countering deficit approaches to 

multilingual students, I had served on the policy subcommittee that designed the guidelines about 

grammar for instructors and I had participated in conversations about the theoretical rationales 

behind these guidelines. I had an in-depth understanding of both what the policy was and why it 

was put into place. What I didn’t have access to, though, was what teachers outside of these 

conversations thought about the guidelines, or what influence the guidelines had on actual 

practices. It made sense that I had such detailed knowledge about the guidelines, but how was it 
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that some instructors did not even know they existed?  

Sociopolitical Motivations 

In addition to my personal motivation to improve conditions for both instructors and the 

second language writers in their classes, my project has sociopolitical rationales as well. Within 

the United States, Hispanic students are the fastest growing demographic of new enrollments at 

post-secondary institutions and are the least likely to graduate from 4-year universities 

(Krogstad, 2016). When recognized in their writing courses, these students’ linguistic 

differences, and those of other minority students, may be met with the intention of “correcting” 

differences as part of the “unidirectional monolingual policy” persistent in American 

composition programs (Horner & Trimbur, 2002, p. 597). The population of international 

students in U.S. higher education also continues to grow, though recently the rate has slowed 

(Open Doors Report, 2018). The 2018 Open Doors report revealed over 1 million international 

students are enrolled in colleges and universities in the United States, with a majority of those 

students coming from Asia, and China in particular. Enrollment of multilingual students at 

Southwestern University follows these trends. Data from the university’s website shows that the 

years from 1997-2017 in particular showed significant growth from around 2,300 to 4,000 

international students, with representation from over 100 countries.  

These growing numbers alone could warrant a study of how these multilingual students 

are organized in writing programs. But the current political environment must also be 

recognized, both localized in Arizona and nation-wide. The discourses from both state and 

federal institutions are divisive, often promoting nationalism and blaming immigrants for crime 

and unemployment rates. Arizona K-12 education policies continue to restrict the use of 

languages other than English as medium of instruction and encourage the segregation of 
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multilingual students through Structured English Immersion, which has been criticized for 

encouraging rapid transition to mainstream classes (Harper & de Jong, 2009) and for restricting 

students’ access to content credits (Combs, Evans, Fletcher, Parra, & Jiménez, 2005). Recent 

research by Fitzsimmons-Doolan (2017) has indicated that the language ideologies of politically 

active voters in Arizona is shifting toward more pro-multilingualism, though not yet to a degree 

that would push reforms to these policies. 

Zooming in on the writing program of Southwestern University reveals an even more 

interesting picture. Recent changes in administrative personnel, and hence policies and 

procedures, have brought new awareness of the needs of international and domestic multilingual 

writers. New faculty members were hired intentionally as a response to the increase in 

multilingual writers at SU, and fortunately, over the past five years since I have been in the 

program, I have seen de facto policies shift toward a more sensitive approach to the linguistic 

and cultural diversity of students in the program, with less of a deficit approach to cultural and 

linguistic differences. One important shift has been to provide international students with the 

choice of enrolling in either classes specifically for international students or in “regular” 

composition classes predominantly for domestic students. These shifts are still in progress, and 

many longstanding instructors and administrators may be resistant, either actively or passively, 

or be less aware than those working with the administration or second language writers directly.  

Theoretical Motivations 

Finally, my research also has theoretical motivations: namely, the desire to understand 

connections between institutional policies and classroom practices. While previous research has 

indicated that language policies, practices, and ideologies can have mutual effects on each other 

(e.g., Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2017), how these various aspects play upon each other to move in a 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 17 

certain direction and ultimately lead to official policies or practices is not clearly understood.  

Very little research has explored connections between policy and practice in post-

secondary writing classrooms in particular, though tensions between language policies, 

ideologies, and practices to influence language ideology and teachers’ personal backgrounds has 

been explored extensively in K-12 settings (e.g., Johnson, 2013; Motha, 2014; Richardson, 2003; 

Valdés, 1996). Johnson’s (2013) study of bilingual teachers in Philadelphia during the era of No 

Child Left Behind reveals how language policy implementation is not determined by how 

restrictive the policy itself is, but by how restrictive it is interpreted to be. Similarly, English and 

Varghese’s (2010) case study of a school district in Washington state found that while most 

teachers’ ideologies negatively affected the English learners in their classrooms, in one case it led 

to a teacher becoming an active agent for positive change in her school. As on-the-ground policy 

creators and implementers, teachers can have direct influence on the integration of their students, 

depending on their individual backgrounds and philosophies. 

Although little research has been completed specifically on language policy in higher 

education writing programs, research on language ideologies and practices is not rare in 

composition studies. For over 40 years, a major institution guiding the scholarship of 

composition studies, the Conference on College Composition and Communication, has promoted 

Students’ Right to their Own Language (Smitherman, 2003), and more recently has also 

recognized the growing number of second language writers in U.S. institutions and published a 

list of recommendations for how writing programs should respond to these students (Conference 

on College Composition and Communication, 2014). Though Matsuda’s (1999) discussion of the 

inaccuracy of the “myth” of linguistic homogeneity in writing classrooms was published now 20 

years ago, recent research continues to show that instructors may still be surprised to find 
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linguistically diverse students in their classrooms (Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013, p. 76) 

or be preoccupied with their students’ “errors” (Zamel & Spack, 2006, p. 134).  

More limited research has explored writing classrooms from a policy framework. In a 

survey conducted from 1996-1998 of Conference on College Composition and Communication 

(CCCC) and National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) members, Richardson (2003) 

found that almost two thirds were not familiar with the statement of Students’ Right to Their 

Own Language. A majority of those who were familiar with the policy believed that it indicated 

the dominant discourse should be used in schools while dialects should only be used in private 

and home spaces, in spite of the policy stating that teachers should both “respect” and “uphold” 

students’ rights to their own language (Conference on College Composition and Communication, 

1974). Geneva Smitherman (2003, p. 34-35) acknowledged: “One cannot erase long-held 

attitudes and deeply entrenched biases and stereotypes with the stroke of a pen—you know, go 

henceforth and sin linguistically no more.” In her discussion of policies in college writing 

programs, Tardy (2011) reiterates Smitherman’s (2003) and Richardson’s (2003) beliefs that the 

teacher’s interpretation of policy plays a major role in policy at the college level. While 

linguistics and English studies have moved to a more inclusive acceptance of World Englishes, 

most writing teachers still insist that students use Standard English and conventional norms.  

Research Questions 

The studies discussed in the next chapter indicate that writing instructors can offer rich 

insights to investigate connections between the micro-context of the classroom and what I call 

the meso-context of the writing program’s sites of language policy development. An 

understanding of policy, Blommaert (2013, p. 126) argues, “requires moving beyond ‘policy’ in 

the strictest sense of the term.” With this in mind, I take an ethnographic approach, investigating 
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the values of program administrators and instructors through interviews; closely examining 

policy-making processes in observations of meetings and trainings, as well as the practices of 

instructors in three semester-long case studies; and analyzing documented policies and other 

documents produced within the writing program. This study is very much situated within a 

particular sociopolitical and historical context, as I seek to understand how writing instructors 

take up, implement, or resist the intended language policies of the administration, while also 

developing their own. The questions I explore are: 

1. What are the language policies of Southwestern University’s Writing Program? 

2. How do foundational writing instructors (FWIs) interpret and operationalize existing 

language policies and ideologies, while at the same time developing their own? What are 

their actual language practices? 

3. What informs FWIs’ language ideologies and practices? What informs their 

interpretations and operationalization of language policies? 

4. What are the relationships between program policies, instructors’ policies, and classroom 

practices?  

Chapter Overviews 

In Chapter 2, I provide an overview of the history of language policy research and discuss 

other studies that have explored teachers as arbiters of language policy. In Chapter 3, I explain 

my methodological approach and describe the specific methods followed for this study. Chapter 

4 provides a broad ethnographic look at language policy in the Writing Program at Southwestern 

University, with a discussion of both official documents providing insight into policies as well as 

de facto policies revealed in interviews with administrators and instructors. In Chapter 5, I relate 

the stories of two case study instructors, Margaret and Sabrina, revealing interesting ways in 
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which they differently interpret, take up, and resist the language policies of the program, while 

drawing on their previous experiences and interests to create their own. Finally, in Chapter 6, I 

discuss theoretical implications for my study and provide some recommendations for how 

writing program administrators can help prepare instructors like Yolanda to work with their 

multilingual students. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Language Policy in Higher Education 

In this Chapter, I provide a brief history of research in language policy, including how the 

term has been defined and how it is used in this project. I also outline relevant studies of teachers 

as arbiters of language policy, as well as studies of language ideologies in higher education 

composition programs. Finally, I describe at length my theoretical frame for language policy. 

History of language policy 

Language policy research is a relatively new field, emerging only about 50 years ago as 

part of post-colonial nation building, with several conferences on the “language problems of 

developing nations” held in the mid-1960s (Fishman, Ferguson & Das Gupta, 1968, p. ix). Much 

of the early scholarship on language policy was focused at defining policy at a national level, for 

example Haugen (1966) in Norway and Das Gupta and Gumperz (1968) in India. Other early 

work (e.g., Fishman, 1969; Lambert, 1999) established models categorizing nations according to 

their linguistic situations. While there is still debate about the extent to which language change 

can be planned (see Hill, 2010), Haugen’s (1959, p. 15) work in Norway demonstrated how 

linguistic change could be “guided” through official channels. In the emerging field of 

sociolinguistics during post-colonial nation building (see especially Fishman, 1968a; Fishman, 

1968b; Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997) language planners recognized a problem with defining 

language according to political boundaries but continued to view language as “inextricably tied” 

to nation (Haugen, 1966, p. 927). In the absence of a history of nationhood, newly formed 

nations (especially in Africa, Eastern Europe, the Caribbean, and the South Pacific) needed to 

create a sense of shared identity, and they accomplished this, in part, by using language as a 

unifying symbol (Fishman, 1968a). While the nations of Europe benefited from primarily 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 22 

homogenous language communities, in which a sense of national boundaries developed 

internally, in nations formed out of the cultural legacy of colonialism and imperialism, “diverse 

cultures, languages, religions, and social forms were lumped together under colonially 

convenient administrations” (Das Gupta, 1968, p. 18). 

Because of this artificial grouping of diverse groups under political statehood, the 

relationship between language and emerging senses of “nation,” “nationality,” and “nationalism” 

were the focus of many early language policy experts (e.g., Fishman, 1968b; Haugen, 1966). 

Language planners were especially interested in how national top-down policies could promote 

unity and political stability through shared language in government, education, and other official 

and non-official settings. As former colonies became self-governing states, state officials needed 

to decide whether and how residents would use (an) Indigenous language(s), (a) colonial 

language(s), or a mix of the two, and then, which languages would be used where.  

Classical language planning like the studies reported in Fishman, Ferguson, and Das 

Gupta’s collection (1968), in defining language policy as “an officially mandated set of rules for 

language use and form” (Spolsky, 2012, p. 3), was more interested in developing these rules and 

less interested in how policies were implemented, managed, taken up, or resisted in local 

settings. More recent scholarship on language policy (e.g., Johnson, 2013; Menken & García, 

2010; Shohamy, 2006) has focused on the nuances of actual on-the-ground implementation and 

negotiation of language policies. Unlike top-down language policies, which Shohamy (2010, p. 

182) suggests may function only as “ideological statements and evidence of action and intentions 

without serious concern for their actual feasibility or meaningful implementation,” Shohamy 

(2010, p. 182) goes on to argue that:  

…language practices are in fact more powerful than any stated and declared policies 
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[…and] ‘on the ground’ practices have energies of their own, so that regardless of any 

top-down statements, bottom up de facto policies are practiced in relation to feasibilities 

and realities and, therefore, often do not comply with written policies that are imposed 

from top-down. 

In other words, the beliefs, values, and level of agency of those operationalizing policies 

through everyday practices may be more important than any official written document specifying 

a certain policy. 

In the United States, the role of community in developing customized language policies 

has been especially important. Traditionally, the United States has been reluctant to write official 

federal language policy because early Americans saw language as one of their fundamental 

freedoms (Ruiz, 1994). However, even with the first settlers, English has been viewed as the 

most prestigious language that should be used for politics, economics, social power, and 

technology (Ruiz, 1994). Not until World War I, when fear of immigrants became especially 

widespread, did English-only programs begin to be promoted for assimilation (Wiley, 2013). 

Later, following the Civil Rights era of the 1960s, two major court cases, Lau v. Nichols in 1974, 

and Castañeda v. Pickard in 1981, together established that publicly funded schools were 

required to provide alternative language programs for those students not already proficient in 

English. These cases had dramatic impacts on how languages other than English were perceived 

in the United States in that they made the education system’s role in language teaching much 

more explicit.  

However, language policy is not restricted to these policy statements, but is perpetuated 

“through a variety of devices that are used to perpetuate language practices, often in covert and 

implicit ways” (Shohamy, 2006, p. 46). In the context of Southwestern University’s Writing 
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Program, there are relatively few official documents mentioning language or language users, but 

instructors regularly make decisions about what to teach in class (form or content?), how to 

manage classroom discussions (who gets to speak and what are they allowed to say?), and how 

to respond to and assess students’ writing (correct errors or read over them?). To truly understand 

how policy works, then, it is necessary to explore sites in which policies take effect, as well as 

connections between these sites and the policy-making bodies.  

Defining language policy 

This brings up an important question: What constitutes language policy? Various terms 

have been used to refer to deliberate interventions in language use, including language 

engineering (Miller, 1950), language regulation (Gorman, 1973), and language management 

(Jernudd & Neustupný, 1987). Haugen (1959) introduced the term language planning, which 

became the most popular among those working in the field (Cooper, 1989, p. 29). Language 

policy, often used as a synonym of language planning, more often refers to the goals of planning 

instead of the plans themselves (Cooper, 1989, p. 29). Cooper (1989, p. 30-31) lists 12 

definitions of language planning that were used after Haugen’s (1959) defining article. He 

provides a comprehensive discussion of the differences in the who, what, for whom, and why of 

these definitions, before offering his own definition: “Language planning refers to deliberate 

efforts to influence the behavior of others with respect to the acquisition, structure, or functional 

allocation of their language codes” (p. 45). More recently, Fishman (2001, p. 8361) distinguished 

between two major types of language policy: “(a) language status policies, pertaining to the 

desired or permitted public societal functions of particular languages, and (b) language corpus 

policies, pertaining to the desired or permitted features of languages themselves, whether in 

connection with their writing systems, orthographies, pronunciations, lexicons, and/or 
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grammars.” Baldauf and Kaplan (2006) split the definition further into policy and planning, with 

the former referring to a plan to influence language, and the latter referring to the implementation 

of the policy.  

Spolsky (2004, 2012) and Spolsky and Shohamy (2000) add yet another distinction to 

make the term tripartite, including the values and ideologies influencing the plans and practices 

that make up language policy. In this framework, values and beliefs that individuals hold 

contribute to de facto policies, so that even ones not officially codified in writing are seen as part 

of the composition and implementation of the policy.  

In my research, I adopt Spolsky’s (2012, p. 5) definition of “language policy” to mean 

“the field as a whole…made up of three inter-related but independent components,” including 

practices, values and ideologies, and finally, what has been called language “planning” (Cooper, 

1989), “management” (Spolsky, 2012, p. 5), or even, confusingly, “policies” (Spolsky & 

Shohamy, 2000, p. 3). This three-part frame is especially productive for researching writing 

classes, where one goal is to prepare students to write in academic contexts that emphasize 

specific language forms. It also provides a lens to observe the influences at work in the 

classroom, including top-down policy, the culture of the program as a whole, and individual 

teachers’ ideologies. 

How language policy functions 

Much research has acknowledged the role of education in implementing language policy. 

Kaplan (1990) has argued that language planning should be accomplished at the highest level of 

government by those who understand the language process; instead, he explains, it has mostly 

been delegated to educational departments within the government, by those who have a vested 

interest in maintaining their own status. Moore (2007) has recognized another issue in that 
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language policy per se is rarely found in documents labeled language policy. Instead, “language 

issues are seen as marginal, transient, or nonexistent,” while more “mainstream” policies may 

can have important implications for languages, language users, and language practices without 

actually naming language as their goal (Moore, 2007, p. 573). When there is no formalized 

system for planning around language, educated elites in administrative departments implement 

language policy by re-creating systems similar to those in which they were educated, in this case 

a “modern Western educational system” (Baldauf, 1989, p. 17). Bourdieu (1977) maintains that 

even without planning, the educational system plays a major role in maintaining and reproducing 

existing social structure. He argues that schools reproduce the social structure by pretending to 

be neutral while actually withholding the tools necessary for advancement. In this reproduction 

model, he states:  

Students’ acquisition [of necessary resources for socioeconomic advancement] depends 

upon the previous possession of the instruments of appropriation, to the extent and only 

to the extent that [the school] explicitly and deliberately hands over, in the pedagogic 

communication itself, those instruments which are indispensable to the success of the 

communication and which, in a society divided into classes, are very unequally 

distributed among children from the different social classes. (p. 493-494) 

Similar to Bourdieu’s relatively deterministic model, Myers-Scotton’s (1993) theory of 

elite closure proposes “a type of social mobilization strategy by which those persons in power 

establish or maintain their powers and privileges via linguistic choices" (p. 149). Elite closure 

occurs when the dominant group creates policies that limit access to resources which could 

enable non-elite groups to advance. Kamwangamalu (2013) argued this was the case in the 

monolingual states of Lesotho and Swaziland, for example, where English remains the only 
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“breadwinning” language (p. 162), despite 99.7% of the population being able to speak the 

Indigenous language seSotho (p. 160) and that seSotho and English are both recognized as 

official languages. Though seSotho has the legal status to be used in government and business, 

only those with the means to study English are able to participate in policy making, reifying 

systems of unequal access.  

According to these models, then, groups shaping policy will do so in such a way that 

guarantees the promotion of their own values and thus their own success. Not having previous 

access to educational and social opportunities, students from outside the dominant group would 

have no real chance of changing their status. However, critical post-structural theorists (e.g., 

Giroux, 2001; Pennycook, 2010) have critiqued these models of reproduction for being overly 

deterministic. While Bourdieu’s theories of culture and habitus — “the permanent disposition 

towards language and interactions” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 655) — provide a model for the 

reproduction of cultural norms, they fail to consider the impermanence of these norms, especially 

in how standards can be resisted by teachers and students. Individual instructors will interpret 

and implement policies differently in their classes, drawing on their own values and beliefs as 

they do so. In other words: “schools are not simply static institutions that reproduce the dominant 

ideology, they are active agents in its construction as well” (Giroux, 2001, p. 91).  

Giroux (2001) goes so far as to insist that teachers are morally responsible for actively 

resisting the reification of the class system in schools. He maintains, “Struggles over pedagogy 

must be accompanied by sustained attempts on the part of progressive educators to collectively 

organize and oppose current efforts to disempower teachers through the proliferation of 

standardized testing schemes, management by objectives designs, and bureaucratic forms of 

accountability” (p. xxv). This charge for teachers to take control of policies in their classrooms 
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seems overly idealistic, given that teachers are often unable to risk losing their jobs, while also 

are susceptible to the same powerful hegemonic forces that in part disempower them. Giroux’s 

call for a more active resistance to inequities provides a more liberating model to work within 

than that of Bourdieu or Myers-Scotton, in that it acknowledges that changes will occur in the 

existing system, and encourages teachers to resist the perpetuation of inequitable systems, but the 

question of how to develop teachers’ consciousness to the point of understanding inequalities in 

the system remains. 

This realization that power does not simply move from the top down has thus been an 

impetus for refocusing research at local levels. Research on language policy, then, has shifted to 

empirical investigations of the ways individuals interpret and implement policies, with several 

recent compilations featuring studies of how local communities influence language policy (e.g., 

Canagarajah, 2005; McCarty, 2011; Menken & García, 2010; Ramanathan & Morgan, 2007).  

Teachers as arbiters of language policy 

Research in the field of Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages has 

recognized the need to consider the local context in order to understand how language policy 

works. In 2007, TESOL Quarterly ran a special issue called “Language Policies and TESOL: 

Perspectives from Practice.” In the introduction, Ramanathan and Morgan (2007) highlighted 

how recent scholarship was turning its focus from macro-level policies to the greater nuance of 

locally situated communities of practice. They emphasize the focus on the local, as “locality is 

not just the end point of top-down directives but also the genesis of bottom-up initiatives, which 

cumulatively and over time transform traditional flows and frameworks of decision-making” (p. 

459).  

In these articles, more emphasis is placed on real practitioners, the agency of the local 
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participants, and impacts on policy themselves. The issue includes case study comparisons in 

Delhi, Johannesburg, and London, showing how teachers negotiate their local governmental 

policies (Bhattacharya, Gupta, Jewitt, Newfield, Reed, & Stein; 2007); an ethnographic study 

illuminating local interpretation and implementation of national language policy in the United 

States era of No Child Left Behind (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007); a look at how language 

policy per se is often relegated to the margins in policymaking, but how non-language policies 

nonetheless influence language issues in education (Moore, 2007), and more. These articles show 

a turn toward “how practitioners enact and transform policies in everyday contexts of teaching, 

learning, and researching” (p. 448, emphasis added).  

Since the TESOL special issue on language policy, much scholarship has continued to 

focus on teachers as they uphold or resist top-down policy (Menken & García, 2010; Ricento & 

Hornberger, 1996). Some researchers position teachers as simple enforcers of policies set by 

administrators and state governments. For example, states that fail to provide language support 

for English Language Learners risk losing funding from the federal government. In states with 

restrictive language policies like California and Arizona, schools may be unable to implement 

research-driven pedagogies for bilingual students or risk losing funding from the state (Wiley, 

2013), while teachers may not be prepared to work with the high number of ELLs (Combs, 

González, & Moll, 2010). Menken (2006) blamed the federal mandate of the No Child Left 

Behind Act for determining “what content schools teach, how it is taught, by whom it is taught, 

and in what language(s) it is taught” (p. 537), thus causing many English language learners to be 

“left behind” when they could not pass the new standardized tests.  

Other work has argued that teachers are more agentive. Valdez and Murillo (2001) looked 

at the ways in which bilingual teachers in California resisted the English-only Proposition 227 
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and became more protective of their students, while in the Indian context, Ramanathan (2005) 

explored the ways teachers found “back doors” (p. 95) to encourage their students to use their 

local vernacular while still meeting the English language requirement. In Israel, where there is 

little room for teacher-initiated language policies because of the central government’s mandates, 

Shohamy (2010) provides three examples of bottom-up resistance to the policies, which she 

explains were possible because of a gap in implementing the three national languages – Hebrew, 

Arabic, and English – and because of a lack of follow-through in studying how the policy was 

implemented. In English and Varghese’s (2010) case study of a school district in Washington 

state, for example, they found that while teachers’ ideologies significantly affected their 

classrooms, in one case it also led to a teacher becoming an active agent for change in her school, 

while Valdés’s (1996) ethnographic study of a border school’s classroom policies similarly found 

that teachers’ interpretation, this time of their students’ behaviors and values, greatly affected 

how they implemented the school’s policies. By focusing on the practices of language policy, 

this research highlights the ways in which policies written by those in government and 

administration are directly experienced and sometimes resisted by the actual stakeholders in the 

implementation of policy. 

Sometimes determining where or how to resist restrictive policies is not as simple as 

some of these studies suggest. Motha’s (2014) discussion about the intersections of race, politics, 

and language, for example, recognizes more nuances in teachers’ language policy 

implementation. She argues that White teachers of English can reify the belief that English is 

owned by White speakers and “affirms Eurocentric values and epistemologies” (p. 100) for the 

students in the classroom. Even though the teachers in her group had all expressed the desire to 

transform inequities in their schools, they also found themselves caught in the liminal space of 
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the ESOL classroom. Johnson (2013) and Johnson and Johnson (2015) also take a more nuanced 

stance toward the power of instructors, arguing that while instructors do have some ability to 

decide policy for their classrooms, the imbalance of power in educational structure and language 

ideologies positions instructors more often as “implementers” rather than “arbiters” of language 

policy (p. 225). 

Language policy in higher education 

Language policy in higher education has received somewhat less attention, owing to an 

agreed upon assumption that, though the United States has no official language, it is an English-

speaking country, and “a knowledge of English is virtually required to get an education, to 

develop professionally, and to participate in civic life” (Horner & Trimbur, 2002, p. 594). This 

monolingual English ideology prevalent across the United States (Macías, 1992) extends to the 

university, so while the educational policies established at the macro-level of the government 

have relatively little influence on the language policies of a university, students are expected to 

use English in their classes other than those targeting foreign language instruction.  

Also ubiquitous is a standard language ideology, which has been defined as “a bias 

toward abstracted, idealized, homogeneous spoken language which is imposed from above ... 

which takes as its model the written language…[with the goal of] suppression of variation of all 

kinds” (Lippi-Green, 1994, p. 166). Though linguists acknowledge that linguistic features of 

standard language are difficult to define and recognize that multiple varieties of English are used 

worldwide (Thomas et al., 2004), these monolingual English and standard language ideologies 

together “provide the ideological context for both official and institutional policies” (Wiley & 

Lukes, 1996, p. 514). 

In spite of an increase in international enrollments during the 20th and 21st centuries 
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(Open Doors Report, 2018), and the growing numbers of students who grew up speaking 

Spanish, another language, or a stigmatized dialect of English at home (Krogstad, 2016), 

research in language policy in higher education remains lacking (Fenton-Smith & Gurney, 2016). 

Kaplan and Baldauf’s (1997) Language Planning from Practice to Theory, which examines the 

failure of Australian universities to consider the continuing need for attention to language policy 

beyond elementary and high school, could just as well have been written about language policy 

in the United States. They write:  

In Australia many university staff still implicitly believe that a high school/secondary 

school education provides, or at least should provide, students with the language and 

literacy skills necessary to gain a tertiary degree, although some would acknowledge that 

these skills must be developed and learned as part of tertiary study. (p. 256) 

In the United States, as well, many educators continue to believe that academic literacy is 

not their responsibility, and thus not something they need to address in their courses (Haan, 

Gallagher, & Varandani, 2017). Language variety is often addressed with remedial language 

classes and separate classes (or programs) for international students (Braine, 1996; Wiley & 

Lukes, 1996).  

Monolingual approaches in composition. Research in composition has addressed the 

monolingual and standard language ideologies of first-year year writing. While the rise of the 

field of second language writing in the 1990s (Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013) drew 

specific attention to L2 writers, the nature of the field developing separately from composition 

studies largely meant that the two developed separately (Matsuda, 1999). Though this research 

has gained the attention of scholars outside of L2 writing — including composition scholars and 

administrators — the vast majority of composition classes are still taught by instructors with 
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backgrounds in fields other than composition or L2 writing (Matsuda, Saenkhum, & Accardi, 

2013). 

In 1974, the Conference on College Composition and Communication adopted a 

statement of Students’ Right to Their Own Language (Conference on College Composition and 

Communication, 1974):  

We affirm the students’ right to their own patterns and varieties of language — the 

dialects of their nurture or whatever dialects in which they find their own identity and 

style. Language scholars long ago denied that the myth of a standard American dialect 

has any validity. The claim that any one dialect is unacceptable amounts to an attempt of 

one social group to exert its dominance over another. Such a claim leads to false advice 

for speakers and writers, and immoral advice for humans. A nation proud of its diverse 

heritage and its cultural and racial variety will preserve its heritage of dialects. We affirm 

strongly that teachers must have the experiences and training that will enable them to 

respect diversity and uphold the right of students to their own language.  

While this statement easily passed with a member vote (Smitherman, 2003, p. 19), 

teachers of composition and English appeared to have forgotten, or never learned, the statement 

20 years later. In the survey conducted from 1996-1998 of CCCC and National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) members, as mentioned in Chapter 1, Richardson (2003) found that 

almost two thirds were not familiar with the two language policies. A majority of those who were 

familiar with the policy believed that it indicated the dominant discourse should be used in 

schools while dialects should only be used in private and home spaces, in spite of the policy 

stating that teachers should both “respect” and “uphold” students’ rights to their own language 

(Conference on College Composition and Communication, 1974). Smitherman (2003, p. 34-35) 
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acknowledged: “One cannot erase long-held attitudes and deeply entrenched biases and 

stereotypes with the stroke of a pen—you know, go henceforth and sin linguistically no more.” 

Around the same time, Horner and Trimbur (2002) argued for the need to examine the “tacit 

language policy of unidirectional monolingualism” (p. 595) inherent in composition programs 

across the United States. The Conference on College Composition and Communication argued 

for this as well, when, in 2009, they added to their “Statement on Second Language Writing and 

Writers” a call to teachers and administrators to “Recognize and take responsibility for the 

regular presence of second language writers in writing classes, to understand their characteristics, 

and to develop instructional and administrative practices that are sensitive to their linguistic and 

cultural needs” (Conference on College Composition and Communication, 

http://www2.ncte.org/statement/secondlangwriting/). Their statement recognized that the 

increase in the number of linguistically diverse students was not just due to the increase in 

international education, but also included the rise in the population of domestic second language 

writers.  

In their study of teachers’ experiences with multilingual students, Matsuda, Saenkhum, 

and Accardi (2013) found that while instructors of writing were aware of the linguistic diversity 

of their classes, they often did not know how to address the needs of their students. They argue 

that, in spite of the availability of separate classes for L2 students:  

The complexity of placement decisions suggests that L2 writers can be found in any type 

of writing course within U.S. first-year composition programs. It further suggests that all 

writing teachers—regardless of the type of courses they teach—need to be aware of the 

presence and needs of various types of students in their classes and be prepared to 

address those needs. (p. 70) 
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More recently in the field of composition, attempts to move beyond the monolingual 

norm have included a “translingual” (Canagarajah, 2013; Horner, 2011) approach to language, 

which recognizes that “communication transcends individual languages…[and] involves diverse 

semiotic resources and ecological affordances” (Canagarajah, 2013, p. 6). However, scholars 

aligned more with second language writing have called the trend to conflate L2 writing with 

translingual approaches “problematic” (Atkinson et al., 2015, p. 383). Instead, Atkinson et al. 

(2015) argue for a continued recognition of the differences between L1 and L2 writers so that L2 

writing researchers can continue helping emerging L2 writers students develop their proficiency. 

Instructors in second language writing must take responsibility for providing their students with 

the tools necessary for success in the academic institution, which, as of now, continues to include 

proficiency in academic English (Matsuda & Matsuda, 1999).  

Teachers as arbiters in higher education. Paltridge, Starfield, and Tardy (2016, p. 77) 

have argued that language policies in undergraduate writing was “perhaps the area… that has 

been least researched through ethnographic perspectives.” While research in K-12 settings has 

identified how policies can restrict the opportunities of multilingual students and promoted 

policies to address teacher preparation for working with English Language Learners (ELLs) 

across mainstream classrooms (e.g., English & Varghese, 2010), fewer scholars have investigated 

the effects of language policies in post-secondary writing programs (though see Leki, 1992 and 

Zamel & Spack, 2006), with debates largely focusing on differences between international and 

Generation 1.5 students (e.g., Harklau, Losey, & Siegal, 1999). The needs and desires of 

multilingual students to have classes specifically addressing their needs is important, but these 

students are not homogenous and thus cannot be “contained” (Trimbur, 1987, p. 27) only in SLW 

classrooms or writing centers. 
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Tardy (2011) has argued for the need to move beyond describing differences in program 

policies and move toward making positive changes, echoing calls that all composition instructors 

should be prepared to work with second language learners (Matsuda, 2006; Zamel & Spack, 

2006). Tardy (2011) reiterates Smitherman’s (2003) and Richardson’s (2003) beliefs that the 

teacher’s interpretation of policy plays a major role in policy at the college level. She explains 

that while applied linguistics and English studies have moved to a more inclusive acceptance of 

World Englishes, many writing teachers will insist that students use Standard English and 

conventional norms. Tardy’s study of the teachers’ attitudes to language differences meant that 

they ended up sending students to the writing center or to get help in office hours, seeing these 

students as being someone else’s problem. She goes on to explain that  

Identifying language ideologies within a FYW [first year writing] program can prove 

somewhat challenging, as it requires sorting out the personal beliefs of individual 

instructors and students as well as the dominant programmatic beliefs. That said, the 

ideologies that dominate U.S. society are echoed at the programmatic and individual 

levels as well. (p. 646) 

Her statement here appears to acknowledge that teachers are rich sites to investigate both the 

micro-context of the classroom and the macro-context of wider discourses and language policies.  

Theoretical Frame and Research Questions 

As more second language users move to post-secondary education, and the university 

becomes more diverse, understanding how instructors interpret and operationalize policies 

related to these students is now especially relevant. In the writing program of Southwestern 

University, English 101, recognized as the “standard entry level class for student writers” in my 

interviews, is now open to international students, and has undoubtedly included second language 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 37 

writers since its inception. In a space traditionally understood to contain primarily monolingual 

(White) English-speakers, instructors’ own ideologies and policies toward multilingual students 

play an important role in their teaching, as they act as arbiters of the policies of the local program 

and institution. 

My ethnographically oriented research project responds to this need by exploring the 

language ideologies, practices, and policies across Southwestern University’s Writing Program, 

while searching for opportunities to support non-tenure track and graduate student instructors in 

attempts to meet the program’s expectations and students’ needs. While much previous work on 

language policy has taken a top-down approach, focusing on the creation and impact of policies 

on educational settings (e.g., Kaplan & Baldauf, 1997) or on how policies create or sustain 

inequalities (e.g., Tollefson, 1991), my study follows the trend of looking at the ways in which 

communities and individuals interpret, implement, and resist these policies and construct their 

own, with writing classrooms acting as important sites of language policy negotiation (e.g., 

Ramanathan & Morgan, 2007).  

Foundational writing (FW) classes, acting as both gateways and gatekeepers to post-

secondary education (Bridwell-Bowles, 2007), have the power to set the tone for first-year 

students’ academic experiences. At the same time, these classes are often taught by lecturers and 

graduate students, with conflicting priorities and different training experiences, both among 

themselves and compared to composition and SLW scholars. In such a large program, which 

includes instructors from multiple disciplines within the English department, instructors 

undoubtedly have different philosophies toward language variety, as well as various levels of 

investment in developing strategies to work with this variety. In order to understand the 

connections between language policy creation and implementation, this study seeks to 
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understand composition instructors’ attitudes toward language differences in relation to the 

official and de facto policies promoted by those in administration. Similar to Matsuda, 

Saenkhum, and Accardi’s (2013), my study suggests the need to understand teachers’ ideologies 

and positions in order to attend to the needs of linguistically diverse students.  

The following sections explain my definition of language policy and explain how it is 

used in my research. 

Language policy and plans 

Although it can be confusing to use “policy” to refer to both the field and a part within 

the field, because this term is frequently used to refer to official documents, I’m afraid that it is 

inevitable. Following Spolsky and Shohamy (2000, p. 2), I will use it interchangeably with 

“plans” and “management” to refer to “explicit statements, usually but not necessarily contained 

in a formal document, about language use,” used by “members of a speech community who have 

or believe they have authority over other members to modify their language practice, such as by 

forcing or encouraging them to use a different variety or even a different variant” (Spolsky, 2012, 

p. 5). Especially important in this definition are the notions of “influence” and “authority”; I do 

not restrict my understanding of policy or plans only to those statements found in official 

documents regarding the use of language, but will use it to include any statements or intentions 

of those in positions of power in an attempt to influence another’s use of language or language 

variety. This means that I include both official documents (e.g., student policies, institutional 

policies) as well as statements that display intent to influence language use outside of official 

documents (e.g., as expressed in interviews or in classroom practices).  

Language policy and planning can take the form of corpus planning (concerned with the 

lexicon, structure, and writing system of the language) and status planning (concerned with 
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decisions about language use and acquisition planning) (Spolsky, 2000). I am primarily 

interested in the latter, with the intention of studying how the foundational writing class acts to 

reinforce the de facto status of a specific variety of English – Standard Academic English (SAE) 

– within the domain of the university, and how administrators and teachers approach the teaching 

of this variety. However, within writing classrooms, I also include some discussion of the 

program’s expectations and individual approaches to the teaching of SAE in Chapters 4 and 5.  

Language ideologies. Decisions about policies to influence the use of language are in 

part determined by the language orientations, attitudes, and ideologies of those making policy, 

while the uptake of policy is also influenced by language ideologies of those for whom the policy 

is directed. This “set of beliefs about language and its uses” (Spolsky & Shohamy, 2000, p. 26) 

can be further broken into orientations of language-as-a-problem, language-as-a-right, and 

language-as-a-resource (Ruiz, 1988). Ruiz (1988) argues that the first two are more common 

orientations in language planning, with language-as-a-problem focused on pursuing solutions to 

the problems inherent in multilingual contexts: “code selection, standardization, literacy, 

orthography, language stratification” (p. 18). The orientation of language-as-a-right focuses more 

on recognizing and preserving the civil rights of language groups. An orientation of language-as-

a-resource, Ruiz argues, would instead “regard language-minority communities as important 

sources of expertise” (p. 28).  

Ideologies about language also extend from the language itself to the social identity of the 

speaker and are tightly connected to other beliefs about race, ethnicity, and socio-economic 

status (Lippi-Green, 2012, p. 15). As McCarty (2011, p. 10) explains, “language ideologies are 

not about language per se, but rather about identity, power, and [notions of the individual and 

their social groups].” Language ideologies are informed by language policies (McCarty, 2011), 
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but not determined by them, and are instead an amalgamation of individuals’ past experiences 

(Shohamy, 2010). These frames will be used for organizing how language attitudes affect student 

placement, teacher training, and classroom practices. 

Language practices. Language practice refers to what Hymes (1964) called the 

“ethnography of communication,” which includes both the kinds of linguistic resources used—

the “concatenations of relevant sounds that form meaning-bearing units which themselves 

combine into meaningful utterances” (Spolsky, 2004, p. 9)—and the rules that determine what is 

appropriate in which contexts. In a school setting, where the teacher determines who speaks and 

when, as well as how well-formed the speech may be, language practice and language 

management become tightly connected, where the language practices of minority students can be 

designated as deficient or even “invisibilized” (McCarty, 2011, p. 11).  

In the context of my research, I am especially interested in the practices that instructors 

classify as needing management and the kinds they ignore — linguistic forms present (or not) in 

students’ speech and writing that is in some way regulated (or not), either during classes and 

conferences or in student writing. Attempts at managing language practices might include 

encouraging or shaming quiet students to speak out in class, giving nods of approval to certain 

kinds of responses, and making corrections in written assignments. I also include descriptions of 

the language practices of instructors, especially how they acknowledge students’ language 

backgrounds or make room for the use of other languages in their lessons and assignment sheets, 

how they talk to students (e.g., level of formality), and the kinds of comments they leave on 

students’ papers. 

I use the term language policy, then, to refer to the broadest possible understanding of 

documents, actions, and even values of an individual. In my ethnographic work, I emphasize the 
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need to understand not just the words in a policy document, but also the ways in which different 

stakeholders understand, prioritize, and implement (or not) the policy as it was originally 

intended by the language planners. My overarching goal is to identify ways program 

administrators can create and disseminate more equitable language policies for diverse students 

while supporting instructors and accounting for various and possibly conflicting language 

ideologies.  
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CHAPTER 3: ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODOLOGY 

Ethnographic Research Design 

In a short report on the development of educational policy in Australia, published in 

TESOL Quarterly’s (2007) special issue on language policy, Moore (2007, p. 573) drew attention 

to one of the main problems with researching language policy:  

The problem is that language policy is rarely articulated in documents labelled language 

policy. In contrast, economic policies, social policies, education policies, immigration 

policies, health policies, the law, and so on are identifiable by their names and location in 

their own policy terms. This naming and location marks these other policies as 

mainstream, while language issues are seen as marginal, transient, or nonexistent. These 

other policies can have crucial implications for languages, language users, and language 

practices, which may or may not be made explicit. Excluding language concerns from a 

policy can itself constitute a language policy. It follows that, if ESOL researchers want to 

probe relationships between policies and language-related issues and practices, they 

need to look as much to other policies as to those that designate language(s) as their 

object. (italics added) 

The problem identified by Moore (2007) was certainly reflected in the writing program I 

studied, which has only a handful of policies directly addressing language use and language 

users. Additionally, a surface-level examination of policy texts would only yield so much, as 

“language policy only becomes relevant when it is viewed in close relation to actual social 

practices, practices of enactment and observation as well as of refusal, rejection and deviation, of 

implementation as well as of sabotage” (Blommaert, 2013, p. 126). Consequentially, an 

ethnographic approach taking into consideration multiple data sources and engaging multiple 
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methods over a prolonged period of time can enable a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of 

socially and historically situated language policies and their effects. The context in which the 

“stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures…are produced, perceived, and interpreted” 

(Geertz, 1973, p. 58) is equally as important, or more so, as the behaviors being observed. 

Ethnographic approaches “at a very deep level of theorizing” (Blommaert, 2007, p. 684) can 

narrow the gap between static texts and the work they accomplish in the world (Lillis, 2008). 

Similarly, the notions of “practice” in academic writing (Lillis, 2008, p. 374, italics in original) 

considered in this study connects specific instances of language use with what individuals 

accomplish within a specific context and culture (Malinowski, 1923/2012).  

Recognizing that “all social events are contextualized, connected with other events, 

meaningful in a more-than-unique way, and functional to those who perform the practices that 

construct the event” (Blommaert, 2007, p. 684), my project draws on language policy research 

that focuses on the individual and community creation, interpretation, and operationalization of 

policy (e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 2015; Kayi-Aydar, 2015; Shohamy, 2010), while seeking 

insights into the influences on instructors’ understanding and practice of new policies across a 

large, diverse writing program. My research includes multiple methods of data collection to 

establish a holistic view of language policy at work and to “understand the social organization 

and culturally based perspectives and interpretations that underlie knowledge and guide 

behavior” (Watson-Gegeo, 1988, p. 576) in the SUWP. 

My approach for this study was to look at multiple sites of policy making within one 

university writing program, including administrative meetings; foundations writing classrooms; 

individual administrators and instructors; and, to a limited degree, the wider institutional setting. 

Following Spolsky’s (2004, p. x) argument that “language and language policy need to be looked 
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at in the widest context and not treated as a closed universe,” this project takes the widest lens 

possible for a year-long study. Though all data was collected from within one university, I use the 

term “multi-sited” to indicate the many sites within one program where policy-making and 

distribution—and thus data collection—occurred, including websites, meetings, classrooms, and 

individual teachers and administrators. The data analyzed includes a collection of artifacts from 

the writing program websites and meetings, a program-wide survey, observations of open 

meetings and workshops, interviews with administrative faculty, staff, and individual instructors 

from various programs or employment status in the program, and case study instructors and 

students, which also included interviews, artifact collection, and classroom observations. A more 

detailed table of the data collected, timeline, and how the data relates to my research questions is 

included in the Data collection tools and procedures section below.  

This project investigates policy across multiple levels of administration, including macro, 

meso, and micro levels. Zhao and Baldauf (2012) define macro-level academic language policy 

and planning as that which is authorized by the government, while Marriott (2006) defines meso-

level academic language policy and planning to refer to that driven within and by universities, 

with micro-level referring to the actions and decisions of teachers operating alone or in groups. 

My study briefly touches on state-level policies directed toward language differences and more 

closely considers two meso-levels—policies made at higher levels within the university (e.g., 

admissions and general education requirements) and those made by the Writing Program 

administration (See Figure 1 below). While Marriott (2006) may consider this smaller group to 

be micro-level, I consider it as meso because some of the personnel working at this level are in 

charge of making policy for others and do not actually teach any foundational writing classes. I 

reserve the designation of micro-level for those situations in which the policy and planning 
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actually affects students—that is, in the classroom and assessment practices of the instructor.  

 

  

Figure 1. Levels of policy-making 

 

While there is no consensus on what constitutes an ethnographic approach, with the term 

referring to method, methodology, and “deep theorizing” (Lillis, 2008), a set of values and 

methods are generally agreed upon, including participation, immersion, reflection and reflexivity, 

thick description, ethics, empowerment, and understanding (Scott Jones, 2010, pp. 7-9).  

I adopt the definition provided by Ramanathan and Atkinson (1999, p. 49), which 

suggests that “the term ‘cultural’ be extended beyond its traditional usage to encompass such 

phenomena as classroom communities and (academic) disciplinary cultures—basically any 

more-or-less stable social grouping that takes on its own norms of behavior, interaction, and 

socialization in the course of intensive, prolonged contact.” Ramanathan and Atkinson also 

distinguish between ethnographic and ethnography, to emphasize that an ethnographic 

perspective includes “an emically oriented description of the cultural practices of individuals” (p. 

49). In other words, while ethnography may be understood as the process and product of 

holistically describing a culture from an outsider’s point of view, an ethnographic approach, 

adopted in this study, incorporates the attempt to describe meaning making from the point of 

view of insiders.  
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Whereas case studies of individual students or classrooms on their own could provide 

insight into localized spaces, and a single survey could illuminate how instructors perceive the 

language patterns of their students (e.g., Tardy, 2011), this study provides a more robust 

investigation by also including interviews with individual administrators, teachers, and students 

about their beliefs and behaviors in order to understand the reasons behind what they do. How an 

instructor understands the system behind the curriculum, policies, and the placement of students 

in their class, as well as the habitus, or “durably installed generative principle of regulated 

improvisations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78) they have formed around the teaching of writing, are all 

important for a thorough understanding of an instructor’s practice. With this in mind, this project 

investigates how language background and language variety become meaningful across different 

bodies of the writing program, not just within the English 106, 107, and 108 classes specifically 

targeted at international students using English as an additional language, but also in English 101 

and 101A classes where language background has not purposefully played a role in how students 

were placed or how teachers were trained. It also considers the administrative procedures of 

student placement, teacher training, and policy making. 

Ethnography in language policy 

Ethnographic methods are well-established for research in language policy. As opposed to 

the historical-structural approaches which placed emphasis on state-funded schools and official 

policy statements, with a supposedly deterministic view of policy, recent work in language 

policy has taken an ethnographic turn as a way of emphasizing the “creative opportunities for 

decision making by individuals and communities,” (Tollefson, 2012, p. 27). The problem with 

defining policy as a text, McCarty (2011, p. xii) argues, is that “it dehumanizes, decontextualizes, 

and dehistoricizes official state policies, and in fact is part of the ideological apparatus by which 
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they are normalized.” Because policy “never just ‘is,’ but rather ‘does’” (Heath, Street, & Mills, 

2008, p. 7), a more holistic approach should be taken to recognize the “complex of practices, 

ideologies, attitudes, and formal and informal mechanisms that influence people’s language 

choices in profound and pervasive everyday ways” (McCarty, 2011, p. xii). McCarty (2011, p. 2-

3) continues further to explain how the situated and systemic “way of seeing” and the long-term, 

in-depth “way of looking” (Wolcott, 1999) revealed through ethnographic methods is especially 

helpful for revealing language policy as “processual, dynamic, and in motion” (McCarty, 2011, 

pp. 2-3). An ethnographic approach is more appropriate here because it allows for an 

examination of the processes of policy, as opposed to looking only at official documents, which 

on their own cannot account for how policies are implemented in classrooms.  

Ethnography in second language writing 

Ethnographic approaches have also been used extensively in second language writing 

research, in research on English for Academic Purposes contexts (e.g., Paltridge, Starfield, & 

Tardy, 2016), investigations of talk-about-text approaches in higher education (Prior, 1995), 

comparisons across programs to show student transitions (Atkinson & Ramanathan, 1995; 

Harklau, 2000; Ruecker, 2014), and research to draw connections between writing and identity 

(Norton, 2013). Other studies have focused on investigating differences in home literacy and 

school literacy (Heath, 1983) or how students’ writing develops in specific disciplines (Leki, 

2007). These studies have had significant contributions to how we understand second language 

writing in higher education. For example, in Prior’s research (1995), he first gathered student 

writing with teachers’ remarks and final grades and asked the instructors to explain what they 

meant by their remarks. From this, he was hoping to learn what the instructors expect from 

student writing. However, he discovered that he could not fully understand the requirements 
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without talking with the students. After completing two more studies, he concluded that it may 

be impossible to determine what students need across multiple contexts, as every situation will 

be affected by particular personal, interpersonal, and social contexts. Ultimately, he argues that 

students need to build “cognitive flexibility” (p. 77) in their writing classes. Prior argued that 

ethnographic analysis can help the researcher “see the complex particularity and situatedness of 

each seminar as a typical dimension that should not be ignored” (p. 55). 

Another way of looking at second language writing with ethnography has been to 

compare processes across different programs and how students transition from one to another. 

For example, Atkinson and Ramanathan (1995) researched the expectations for students within 

an English for Academic Purposes program and those within the mainstream first-year writing 

classes they transitioned into. In this case, they discovered that the international students learning 

in the EAP were expected to write deductively, while in the mainstream first-year writing 

program they were expected to apply critical thinking. The researchers assumed that these 

different “metagoals” (p. 559) would lead to students struggling in their transition. While 

ethnographic approaches are common in second language writing studies and in studies about 

language policy, there are few studies which look specifically at language policy within writing 

programs, especially within higher education (see Tardy, 2011).  

An ethnographic perspective is well-suited for this project because of how it can afford 

an understanding of how participants “interpret the world through which they move” (Agar, 

1996, p. 139). The writing program under investigation here is made up of diverse instructors 

and administrators, all of whom bring specific understandings about the purposes of first-year 

writing classes and the best ways to teach it. Teachers who come from literature, rhetoric and 

composition, applied linguistics, and creative writing backgrounds are likely to approach the 
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instruction of students from non-English language backgrounds differently. Recognizing that 

policy is not merely an administrative-imposed reality but is constructed and negotiated in face-

to-face encounters, and that teachers especially are “arbiters” of language policy (Menken, 2008, 

p. 5), I adopt the view of Hornberger and Johnson (2007, p. 511): 

Ethnographies of language policy offer unique insights into [language planning and 

policy] processes through thick descriptions of policy interpretation and implementation 

at the local level. Historical and intertextual analyses of policy texts can capture the 

confluence of histories, attitudes, and ideologies that engender a language policy but, 

alone, cannot account for how the creation is interpreted and implemented in the various 

contextual layers through which a language policy must pass.  

By looking outside of classrooms dedicated to second language writing, I hope to 

understand how notions of the terms “second language writer” and “second language writing” 

take form within the space of a writing program.  

Introduction to the site 

My research is situated within Southwestern University  (SU), a large research institution 

in the southwest of the United States, located less than 100 miles from the border with Mexico. 

Spanish is a common language throughout the city where SU is located, and the U.S. Census 

Bureau reported that from 2013-2017, 27% of those above the age of 5 in Arizona spoke a 

language other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). While recent research by 

Fitzsimmons-Doolan (2017) has indicated that the language ideologies of politically active 

voters in Arizona is shifting more toward pro-multilingualism, teachers at public schools can still 

be fired for speaking a language other than English in the classroom (Heineke, 2015). 

SU boasts a beautiful campus, with local desert vegetation combined with the more 
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classical brick architecture commonly associated with universities in the East. Since I’ve 

attended SU, I’ve noticed an interesting “fence-riding” stance when it comes to the local 

community and the globalization of education. On one hand, many students are locals who have 

grown up around the university; on the other, the university has several initiatives that reach 

outward, including multiple international campuses, a robust study abroad program, and, as to be 

expected, significant resources dedicated to international student recruitment.   

In 2017, the SU student population was around 40,000, with about 4,000 international 

students from more than 100 countries. While data on domestic students’ language backgrounds 

are not systematically collected, in 2018 the university was designated as a Hispanic Serving 

Institution by the U.S. Department of Education, one requirement of which is a population of at 

least 25% Hispanic students (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

As in most U.S. universities, freshmen and transfer students must complete a general 

education requirement in foundational composition. At SU, this is accomplished through the 

Writing Program (SUWP), housed in the English Department in the College of Social and 

Behavioral Sciences.2  The options offered to fulfill the requirement are complicated at SUWP, 

and students have five sequences to choose from to fulfill the general requirement, taking one, 

two, or three semesters: 

• English 109: a 3-hour honors course that fulfills the writing requirement in one 

semester.  

• English 101 and 102: 3-hour unmarked 3 sections of foundational writing. 

 
2 The English Department was housed in the College of Humanities until 2015. The effects of the shift to 

the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences will be discussed in Chapter 4 below. 
  3 I am borrowing the linguistic terms “marked” and “unmarked” to refer to sections of composition to avoid 
other terms that may reify the normalized conception of foundational writing classes as containing monolingual 
speakers of English. Unmarked refers to ENGL 101 and 102, which throughout my study were often referred to as 
“regular” composition classes or used as the default to refer to all foundational writing classes. See Chapter 4 for 
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• English 101A and 102: English 101A is a 4-hour course that includes a one-hour 

studio component. Full classes meet for three hours during the week and half of the 

class meets for an additional hour. Marked as a “basic writing” course, this 

additional studio hour is intended to provide students with a smaller group for more 

time with the instructor. After completing ENGL 101A, students then take ENGL 

102 to complete the requirement. 

• ENGL 107 and 108: These are sections of foundational writing designated as 

“English Composition for ESL Students” in the university’s course catalog, though 

“ESL” is not used by the WP. Currently available to international students with F1 

visas, these courses are taught by instructors who have been trained in the Teaching 

of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) or are currently studying in the 

applied linguistics masters or PhD programs. Students who initially place into 

ENGL 107 are given the option to enroll in ENGL 101.4 

• ENGL 106, 107, and 108: This three-semester sequence includes the addition of 

English 106. This course was created in 2016 to provide additional support to 

international students by offering a three-course sequence to fulfill the foundational 

writing requirement. 

In Fall 2017, about 5,200 students were enrolled in foundational writing courses at 

SUWP, and about 4,900 in Spring 2018 (See Table 1). Most of these students followed the 

unmarked sequence of ENGL 101 and 102, and about 11% were enrolled in sections for 

international students. Placement of students is managed through the Transfer and Placement 

Office, a staff position that was created in 2014.  

 
further discussion. 

4 International students were given this option in 2016 when ENGL 106 was introduced. 
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Table 1  
Course enrollment 

Course Fall 2017 Spring 2018 
101A 893 95 
101 3593 228 
102 130 4075 
106 258 56 
107 151 280 
108 189 183 
109 543 525 

 

The program serving this large student body is quite extensive. The administration of the 

SUWP is achieved with a Director, three Associate Directors, eight5 Assistant Directors (some of 

whom also serve as Course Directors for the courses listed above), and four staff members. In 

2016, around 140 instructors were staffed to teach Foundations Writing, and this number 

increased to around 170 in 2017 because of lowered course caps. Most courses are taught by 

career-track lecturers, who teach up to four sections. The working conditions of lecturers has 

changed significantly over the years of 2014-2018, and in 2016, lecturers achieved the possibility 

of holding multi-year contracts and a significant pay increase. In the 2017/2018 academic year, 

some of these changes were still being negotiated (e.g., whether they should have voting rights in 

the English Department).  

Most of the courses not taught by lecturers are taught by Graduate Teaching 

Assistants/Associates (GTAs; I will also use the term “graduate student teachers” to refer to 

GTAs when their position as students is especially salient) working toward degrees in creative 

writing, literature, applied linguistics/TESOL, or rhetoric and composition. During the first year, 

 
5 An additional Assistant Director of Technical and Professional Writing was hired in 2017 but is not 

included in my data collection. 
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GTAs usually teach one class in the fall and two in the spring, and two each semester until they 

complete their program. Slightly less than half of the GTAs in applied linguistics/TESOL 

teaching in the Writing Program are international students who speak English as an additional 

language. 6 These instructors almost always teach the second language writing courses after their 

first year.  

Finally, a handful of first-year writing courses are taught each semester by assistant 

directors, and rarely, associate directors. Assistant directors also serve as course directors and 

teach a week-long orientation followed by a year-long preceptorship course to new graduate 

teachers. The preceptorship has gone through several revisions over the last few years. In 2017, 

GTAs completed a year-long 6-credit course organized into groups of five or six. The course was 

mostly taught by an Assistant Director but sometimes conducted as a full-cohort meeting led by 

other Assistant or Associate Directors. Because of their role in mentoring new and continuing 

instructors during the preceptorship course and as course directors, I label assistant directors as 

“administrators” in my study, essentially making them equal with the Associate Directors and 

Director of the Writing Program, though power differences among the different kinds of 

administrators are still very much at play, as will be made clear in Chapter 4. This conflation of 

administrator roles also serves to help protect the identity of my participants.  

In addition to these changes for lecturers, SUWP has undergone significant changes over 

the period of 2014-2018, including a new director, several new faculty and staff members—

including a new position of Director of L2 Writing and a full-time staff member dedicated to 

managing student placement and assessment, a move from the Humanities College to Social and 

 
6 Though interesting, the scope of this project did not allow for an extended investigation of policies 

surrounding instructors using English as an additional language. 
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Behavioral Sciences, a revision of the placement procedures for students, near-annual changes in 

curriculum, and an increased number of online writing classes offered to students. While my 

year-long project cannot fully encompass the effects of these changes, the chaos of the ever-

shifting SUWP was a key factor in how policy was understood and taken up; this theme will be 

further explored in Chapter 4.   

Navigating multiple positions. While my primary role during the past year has been to 

gather data as a qualitative researcher, this sometimes came into conflict with other roles I played 

at SUWP. In addition to being a novice researcher, I was also an instructor of ENGL 106, the 

Transfer and Placement Assistant in the Writing Program Office, a friend and colleague to 

participants, an advanced doctoral candidate, an advisee to an administrator, a former student of 

some of those interviewed, and a former member of many committees (including the policy sub-

committee, the Diversity and Inequality Committee, and the English Graduate Union). I also 

received a Writing Fellowship Award from SUWP in 2015 in the beginning stages of my project. 

At times, these relationships came into direct conflict with the goals of my research, and I often 

struggled with how to analyze data without breaking my participants’ trust — the people I had 

come to rely on for help in talking through points had become the very people I was researching. 

In some cases, this had the effect of making my project more egalitarian and collaborative, 

transforming traditional “informants” into “co-participants,” what Fluehr-Lobban (2008, p. 175) 

has suggested is “morally preferable.” At other times, I struggled with having no one to talk 

through situations without of fear of breaking anonymity and damaging relationships. In these 

situations, I turned to other committee members and others outside of academia, but I was not 

always able to resolve conflicts and thus have left out certain important data to protect 

individuals.  
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Sometimes throughout my research, I have worried that I am too much of an insider of 

this particular program to apply etic understanding to the data collected. It is also important to 

acknowledge my identity as an educated, middle-class, White, cisgender woman interviewing 

mostly others with similar social identities. Though others have questioned whether objectivity is 

possible or desirable (e.g., Abu-Lughod, 1990; González, 2005), and being an insider 

undoubtedly served me well in understanding some of the inner workings of SWUP, in other 

ways this insider position has likely affected the kinds of answers I received during interviews 

and my own interpretation of the policies.  

Very few individuals were new to me when I interviewed them, and the interviews often 

took on a personal flavor. While usually these personal relationships were helpful in that they 

may have made it easier for my participants to open up and share their real feelings, at other 

times I felt afraid that I was too close to the participants or I became strongly aware of the 

conflict between my positions as “novice” and “researcher.” On one particular occasion, I felt 

obligated to hold my tongue when personally I wanted to counteract strong sentiments of racism 

and antagonism toward my peers. On other occasions I also took on the position of 

“cheerleader,” especially in interviews I had with graduate student instructors struggling with 

their teaching and student workloads, or when instructors did not know how to answer a specific 

question I asked about policy. Throughout my study, I worried about the effects of my research: 

recognizing that my work would change the environment I was studying and I could not be 

completely neutral or objective, as well as hoping that I could be a “good agent, an agent of 

improvement, not of continued or exacerbated oppression and exclusion” (Blommaert, 2010, p. 5, 

italics in original). For me, this meant being honest when people asked me what I thought, even 

though I knew that meant possibly affecting their responses to my questions, and often 
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commiserating about the challenges of being a graduate student or of serving second language 

writers. 

Data collection tools and procedures 

As explored above, this project utilized extensive ethnographic methods, including 

artifact collection, semi-structured interviews, and field notes of meetings and writing classes in 

order to understand language policy in the writing program. My research questions were: 

1. What are the language policies of SUWP?  

2. How do foundational writing instructors (FWIs) interpret and operationalize existing 

language policies and ideologies, while developing their own? What are their actual 

language practices? 

3. What informs FWIs’ language ideologies and practices? What informs their 

interpretations and operationalization of language policies? 

4. What is the relationship between program policies, instructors’ policies, and classroom 

practices?  

Because of the large amount of data collected, some data has been set aside for later 

consideration. The table below outlines the extent of data collected, how it relates to the research 

questions, whether it has been included here, and when it was collected. 
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Table 2 
Data Collected and Timeline 

Data collected Connection to Research 
Questions Included? Timeline 

(Macro) 
State and federal 
language policy 
documents, especially 
related to education 
(e.g., Arizona 
Department of 
Education English 
Learners/OELAS 
webpage)  

What is the political 
context in which my study 
takes place? 
 
(RQ 1, 3) 

Limited July-Aug 2017  

(Meso)  
Institutional policy 
documents, especially 
related to admission and 
general education 
classes (e.g., admission 
requirements, 
international student 
services, general 
education requirements) 

What is the political 
context in which my study 
takes place? 
 
(RQ 0, 3) 

Yes Aug 2017-May 2018 

(Meso) 
WP policy documents, 
including online 
materials for the UA and 
programs within the UA, 
webpages for instructors 
(e.g., WriTR), handouts 
provided to personnel, 
official communication 
from course directors 
and instructors (e.g., 
listserv and meeting 
minutes) 

What are the official 
language policies of the 
University of Arizona and 
the Writing Program?  
 
(RQ 0, 3) 

Yes Aug 2017-May 2018 

(Meso) 
Interviews with WP 
personnel 
1 Director 
3 Associate Directors 
8 Associate 
Directors/Course 

What are the de facto 
language policies of 
Writing Program 
administrators? How do 
administrators regulate 
policy? 
(RQ 0, 1, 3) 

Yes Aug 2017-May 2018 
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Directors 
2 Staff 
 
(Micro) 
Surveys across 
instructors and 
administrators in the 
WP. 
Distributed via listserv 
to about 220 individuals 

How do instructors and 
administrators understand, 
interpret, and (dis)agree 
with official and de facto 
policies?  
(RQ 1, 2, 3) 

Limited Aug-Dec 2017 

(Micro) 
Classroom observations 
of 14 instructors during 
first or second day of 
class for discussion of 
class policies 
 

How do instructors 
distribute policies to their 
students? How do 
instructors establish the 
dynamics of the class 
(specifically for 
multilingual students in 
class)?  
(RQ 1, 3) 

No First two days of Fall 2017 
and Spring 2018 semesters 

(Micro) 
Three semester-long 
case study observations 
of writing classes (three 
instructors; four classes) 

How do instructors 
operationalize language 
policies and ideologies?  
(RQ 1) 

Margaret 
and 
Sabrina 

Margaret, 101A: Fall 2017 
Niles, 101: Spring 2018 
Sabrina, 107: Spring 2018 
 

(Micro) 
Four or five interviews 
with case study 
instructors (13 
interviews total) 
 

What informs instructors’ 
interpretation of policies?  
(RQ 2) 
 

Yes Aug 2017-May 2018; 
Member checks Spring 2019 

(Micro) Interviews with 
seven additional 
instructors  
 

What informs instructors’ 
interpretation of policies?  
(RQ 2) 

Yes Jan-May 2018 

(Micro) Interviews with 
students enrolled in case 
study classes 

What are student 
perceptions of language 
policies in the classroom? 
(RQ 3) 

No  Aug 2017-May 2018 
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Survey. After the study was approved by the Institutional Review Board through the 

Human Subjects Protection Program in July 2017, I distributed a survey for SUWP instructors, 

faculty, and staff using Qualtrics through the Writing Program’s administrative listserv, which 

has approximately 200 subscribers, in the late summer, with a second distribution after the Fall 

semester had begun. The survey questions are included in Appendix A. The purpose of the 

survey was to investigate instructors’ interpretations and level of agreement with current SUWP 

policies. The survey included multiple choice, Likert scale, and text entry questions. At the end 

of the survey, participants were asked to complete a second survey if they were willing to have 

me observe their first day of class. 

Fifty-seven surveys were begun in Qualtrics, out of around 200 possible: 12 assistant 

directors/associate directors/or director, about 40 contract lecturers, about 130 graduate student 

instructors, and four staff members.7 Twelve responses were discarded for incompleteness or 

other factors, leaving complete surveys from five administrators, nine lecturers, 29 graduate 

student teachers, and two staff members (totaling 45), for a completion rate of about 24%. Table 

3 below shows the completion rate for each employment type surveyed.  

 

Table 3 
Survey response rates 

Employment type Responses/Total Response Rate 
Administrator 5/12 41.67% 

Lecturer 9/40 22.5% 
Graduate teacher 29/130 22.3% 
Staff 2/4 50% 

Though I cannot be certain of the reasons behind the high rate of responses from the 

 
7 In June 2019, the listserv had 221 subscribers, including additional personnel not currently employed in 

the writing program. 
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administrators and staff members and the lower rate of responses from graduate teachers and 

lecturers, a possible reason may be that instructors (lecturers and graduate teachers) are less 

interested in this particular research on language policy than are administrators. The rates could 

also be related to the high number of surveys requested of the instructors by the administration 

(e.g., in 2017/2018, instructors were asked to complete surveys about textbooks, course 

preferences, and the new course caps, as well as optional surveys for an external program 

review) and resistant to spending additional time on a survey that was not required. Though far 

from complete, the responses offer a compelling picture of some of the beliefs held by those 

working in the writing program.  

Interviews with administrators. Beginning in the Fall and continuing through the 

Spring semester, I interviewed administrators to participate in 60- to 90-minute interviews. All 

but one administrator in the writing program was asked and agreed to participate, and one 

additional staff member of the English Department who had previously worked in SUWP was 

included, for a total of 14 interviews with administrators. One administrator, the Associate 

Director of Professional and Technical Writing, was not asked to participate because she had 

only recently been hired in the Fall of 2017 and her work was not directly related to the first-year 

writing curriculum. Interview lengths ranged from about 30 to 75 minutes, with an average 

length of 62 minutes. Appendix B includes the questions that were used to guide these 

interviews. However, the interviews were semi-structured, and I asked follow up questions 

depending on the answers given, and later interviews included questions that emerged from 

previous ones. 

These interviews were mostly conducted in the administrators’ offices, though in a few 

cases they were conducted in my home or a private room in one of the campus libraries. The 
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purpose of these interviews was to gain an understanding of the de facto policies of the writing 

program. Especially in a program with relatively few language-related official policies, these 

interviews were necessary to have a full understanding of administrators’ intentions behind 

policy making and to see if there was an overall shared system of values directed toward 

language differences and diversity of students. Member checks were completed with the case 

study participants.  

In considering the ethics of informed consent, Murphy and Dingwall (2007) acknowledge 

that the greatest risks to participants often arise in the reporting of ethnographic research, when 

reputations and relationships may be damaged. Because of the nature of ethnographic research, 

these risks are neither always foreseeable nor easily avoided with formal consent procedures. 

During my data collection, a number of individuals declined the invitation to participate out of 

fear of being discovered, having their teaching options reduced, or even losing their jobs. I 

wrestled with how to protect my participants and ultimately decided to conflate some stories and 

change some participants’ genders, following Bosk (2003). Admittedly, this may prevent the 

illumination of gender discrimination within the Writing Program, which I have not considered 

for this project. I made this decision after experiencing an “ethically important moment” 

(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 262) in which a participant withdrew out of fear of losing their 

job. Although Southwestern University’s Writing Program is fairly large, because of the sensitive 

nature of the information disclosed, the tensions already present, and out of fear of damaging my 

relationships with my remaining participants, I ultimately decided that individual stories were 

less important than a cohesive narrative that reveals the language policies and priorities of SU’s 

Writing Program.  

Added instructors and preceptorships. As mentioned above, midway through the 
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project, when I realized that I would not be interviewing any writing instructors who used 

English as an additional language, or any instructors who had not had previous experience 

teaching English as a Second or Foreign Language, I amended my project so that I could have 

more variety in those I interviewed, and six additional instructors were asked to participate in 

semi-structured interviews, and all six agreed. Because of the difficulty of recruiting individual 

instructors to participate, the instructors were a convenience sample of colleagues and friends, 

and were selected based on their program affiliation, my knowledge of their experience working 

in the writing program, and, at times, an established personal relationship. Instructors came from 

a variety of backgrounds, though all were either non-tenure eligible lecturers or graduate students 

in the rhetoric and composition, literature, applied linguistics, or creative writing programs. 

These instructors were primarily sought to bring new perspectives to the study: namely, that of 

international graduate students who spoke English as an additional language, and other graduate 

students or lecturers who had not had direct instruction in the teaching of English as a second 

language or second language writing studies. The interviews followed the semi-structured 

protocol used for the administrative and case study interviews.  

Two Assistant Directors also invited me to observe their classes with new GTAs during 

the Spring semester. One of these specifically invited me to come during what he termed his 

“language day,” when he planned to discuss language issues with his new graduate student 

teachers. To be sure that I would not surprise the GTAs and would have permission to observe 

beforehand, I asked the instructors to make an announcement to their classes before I came. 

Then, before class began, I made a brief announcement explaining my study to the class and 

distributed and collected consent forms. Because all graduate students consented, I was able to 

record the preceptorship class sessions to refer to in addition to my field notes. I also collected 
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artifacts, including the readings discussed and the syllabi for the classes. 

Meeting observations. A major source of data was my attendance at meetings and 

workshops. Most of the meetings were open to any person working in SUWP, including those 

held by the Writing Program Curriculum, Assessment, and Policy committee (WriCAP), where 

most policies and curriculum changes go through a discussion and voting process. In addition to 

the Director and four Associate Directors, WriCAP includes representation from lecturers, 

graduate students, and an undergraduate representative. Other instructors were welcome to attend 

and make comments, though only official representatives were allowed to vote in any decision-

making. I also attended most policy sub-committee meetings (also open) in the Fall and Spring 

semesters. This sub-committee was chaired by an associate director and included an assistant 

director, a graduate student, a lecturer, and the undergraduate representative.  

I also attended and took notes during the program-wide General Meetings held at the 

beginning of the Fall and Spring semesters. These meetings were directed at all instructors in 

SUWP as a “back to school” welcome and announcement of changes. After the General 

Meetings, instructors broke into smaller groups of course meetings, where instructors teaching 

the same course met and discussed plans for the semester, meaning I was only able to attend the 

session for those teaching the courses for international students.  

In addition to these meetings, I collected data at a session to place international students 

and a meeting for GTAs and lecturers providing information about the available courses to teach. 

Outside of the writing program meetings and workshops, I was also invited to attend a follow-up 

meeting for international graduate student orientation. This included representatives from 

International Student Services and others working in general education departments (e.g., Math).  

For meetings, I obtained consent from all attendees before or during the meeting and took 
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hand-written field notes. Most meetings were also recorded. These recordings were used to 

verify individual field notes and to double-check the accuracy of my interpretation during data 

analysis. 

Additional meetings that I attended in my own other roles were not included in my data 

analysis. This includes, especially, my role as Transfer and Placement Assistant, described above. 

While I did not record these meetings or include them in my data, they did provide me with 

access to documents that I otherwise might not have known existed and undoubtedly have 

influenced my interpretations.  

Artifacts. Several artifacts were considered throughout this study. In order to situate the 

Writing Program in the larger context, I analyzed some limited artifacts from SU’s website, 

including requirements for admission, general education, and English proficiency (for 

international students only), as well as descriptions of international student services available 

online. I also saved emails sent from the SU President or emails sent to “all employees” of SU in 

a folder in my computer’s mail application (27 emails) from July 2017 through May 2018. 

I obtained the majority of artifacts about SUWP from an Internet-based collection of 

documents maintained by the Writing Program, which I will call WriTR (writing teacher 

resources). WriTR is directed toward instructors working in SUWP and includes links to Human 

Resources and an Instructor Companion with employment policies, forms and policies for 

students and instructors, sample syllabi, descriptions of courses, technology resources, and more. 

Other artifacts include handouts from meetings, meeting minutes, and screen shots of policy 

documents in the process of creation. 

I also obtained permission and collected all emails distributed through the SUWP listserv 

from July 2017 through May 2018 (132 emails) and saved them in a folder in my computer’s 
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mail application. Because of the incredible amount of data available on the WriTR site and the 

emails from the listserv, I skimmed headings and documents to determine their relevancy to my 

research questions before downloading them for inclusion in analysis. 

Case studies. Finally, I recruited instructors from the first-day observations to act as case 

studies, and so that I could have a diversity of courses and instructors, I asked additional 

instructors who had expressed interest in my study in other settings to participate. Altogether I 

made the request to six individuals, four agreed, and three were chosen based on courses taught 

and course schedules. Two, Margaret and Sabrina, are discussed in Chapter 5. 

These two instructors demonstrate to a small degree the variety of the backgrounds and 

situations of instructors in the Writing Program—Margaret was a lecturer who had just begun 

teaching full-time, while Sabrina was an advanced graduate student studying in the applied 

linguistics PhD program. In her fourth year of her studies, Sabrina was mostly focused on 

finishing her dissertation proposal and was in the beginning stages of data collection. I observed 

two sections of Margaret’s 101A courses, including studio hours, and one section of Sabrina’s 

107 class. I observed Margaret’s classes for close to 25 hours and Sabrina’s for nearly 16 hours. 

The amount of time is slightly higher for Margaret because I visited two sections of her 101A 

classes, which included the additional studio hour. In spite of the varying observation hours, by 

the end of each semester I felt I had reached saturation of data in all of the sections. 

Data analysis procedures and tools 

Interviews with administrators and instructors were recorded and transcribed. Field notes, 

transcribed interviews, and artifacts were analyzed using the qualitative data software ATLAS.ti. 

A subset of the data was read to identify preliminary themes, and units of analysis were 

identified from the research questions.  
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Following the methods used by Strauss & Corbin (1997), all codes emerged from the data 

and the research questions. Preliminary coding families were deduced from research questions, 

while actual codes emerged inductively during transcription and while reviewing transcripts and 

field notes.  

To refine the codes, I first began by reading through and coding the interview transcripts 

of three administrators and one instructor. This pre-coding resulted originally resulted in 72 

codes, which were refined and condensed, and finally grouped into the main coding families of 

Engagement, Influences, Language policies, Policy Interpretation, Policy Origin, Self-

Positioning, and Values. After refining the codes, interviews with administrators and instructors 

were coded and analyzed. 

Positioning theory 

This study uses the theories of discourse (Fairclough, 2015) and positioning theory 

(Harré & van Langenhove (1999) as its framework. Fairclough (2015) views language “as a form 

of social practice” (p. 53), that is, part of society and both influenced by and having influences 

on society. Following Fairclough (2005, p. 5), I assume that 

In order to change the world, to understand what needs changing, to know what sort of 

change is possible, to know what goals we should aim for, to know understand what sort 

of actions are most likely to produce radical change (there are no certainties), to 

understand what risks they entail and how we might avert of mitigate them, we need to be 

constantly seeking to improve our understanding of the existing reality…. Our 

understanding of the existing reality has to include – not as an optional extra but as a 

necessary and essential part – understanding of the relations between discourse and other 

elements of social life.  
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Positioning theory focuses on how identities and the world are socially constructed 

through discourse (Kayi-Aydar, 2015). It can be used as a tool to understand how language can 

shape classroom phenomena in a real sense. In Harré and van Langenhove’s (1997) central text, 

they defined position as “a complex cluster of generic personal attributes, structured in various 

ways, which impinges on the possibilities of interpersonal, intergroup and even intrapersonal 

action through some assignment of such rights, duties and obligations to an individual as are 

sustained by the cluster” (p. 1). Positions are socially constructed through the use of language to 

define who has rights to speak or act in certain ways. Unlike “roles,” which are understood to be 

more static constructions of identity, positions are dynamic and change in the course of a 

conversation as utterances unfold. There are three basic features necessary for understanding 

positions (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999, p. 6):  

i. the moral positions of the participants and the rights and duties they have to say 

certain things, 

ii. the conversational history and the sequence of things already being said, 

iii. the actual sayings with their power to shape certain aspects of the social world.  

These features are connected to each other in a “mutually determining triad,” where each 

feature is related to and impinges upon the others (See Figure 2, from Harré & van Langenhove, 

1999, p. 18).  

 

Figure 2: Positioning theory triad 

The storyline – the history of everything that has been said – is used to help the person 

establish his or her subject position, with each further affecting how each is able to take action in 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 68 

the real world. By extracting the autobiographical aspects of a conversation, positions can be 

identified, and by observing how each participant takes up positions in a story and what positions 

they assign to other participants, we can thus observe what social forces are determined (Davies 

& Harré, 1990, pp. 48-49). For example, in conversations between a teacher and student, each 

individual draws from their storylines of what it means to be a teacher and what it means to be a 

student in order to enact their positions in the conversation.  

The experiences of these storylines accumulate over time until an individual may have 

some fixed understandings of what certain roles mean. However, these roles are still not entirely 

fixed but are able to change and develop within the moment of interaction. As Davies and Harré 

(1990, p. 46) explain: 

An individual emerges through the processes of social interaction, not as a relatively 

fixed end product but as one who is constituted and reconstituted through the various discursive 

practices in which they participate. Accordingly, who one is is always an open question with a 

shifting answer depending upon the positions made available within one’s own and others’ 

discursive practices and within those practices, the stories through which we make sense of our 

own and others’ lives. Stories are located within a number of different discourses, and thus vary 

dramatically in terms of the language used, the concepts, issues and moral judgements made 

relevant and the subject positions made available within them.  

Put another way, “A person’s experience of gender, race, class, personal-social identity 

can only be expressed and understood through the categories available to them in discourse” 

(Frazer, 1990, quot. in Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 45), and individuals may not always be aware of 

their positioning or ability to position themselves differently. Continually being positioned as 

someone who belongs in a certain group may “lock people into repeated patterns of 
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powerlessness” (Davies & Hunt, 1994, p. 405).  

Positions are be reflexive, i.e., in which one positions oneself, and interactive, i.e., in 

which one positions another (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999). Within a conversation, each 

participant automatically positions the other while simultaneously positioning him or herself. 

The relevance of positioning for my study is how this reflexive and interactive positioning can 

have real consequences, including who is positioned as powerful or able to speak or participate 

in policy-making, and who is positioned as powerless, unable to speak, or whose views are 

disregarded in policies. 

Positioning theory has been used to understand the effects of discourse in the ESL 

classroom. For example, Stone and Kidd (2011) studied the effects of students’ interpersonal 

relationships on communication in English as a Foreign Language classrooms in a Japanese 

university. By observing students interacting with each other in the classroom, collecting data 

from classroom activities, mapping the seating positions of students, and having informal 

conversations with students, the researchers aimed to learn students’ perceptions of the social 

dynamics of the classroom, as well as how these social dynamics actually played out in 

classroom interactions. They found that relationships among students and between students and 

the teacher had a significant effect on how students participated in learning activities. 

In another study (Yoon, 2008), mainstream classrooms were observed for teachers’ views 

of their roles with regard to English language learners. Yoon found that how teachers viewed 

their roles varied depending on how they positioned themselves in relation to the ELL students – 

either as teachers for all students, for regular education students, or for a specific subject. Yoon 

used a collective case study – gathering data from three teachers and six focal students from the 

same school – and found that how these teachers positioned themselves had significant effects on 
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ELLs’ interactive patterns, demonstrating a clear link between teacher belief and classroom 

practice.  

Kayi-Aydar (2015) also used positioning theory in her investigation of how pre-service 

teachers positional identities were often contradictory as they developed their stance toward 

English Language Learners with the use of journals and interviews. She, like Yoon (2008) also 

found that their positioning shaped their agency and practices in the classroom. For example, one 

new teacher positioned herself as confident and capable in her journal, but as experiencing 

difficulty in the interview. But because she positioned herself as being obligated to teach all 

students, she reported that she took on more agency while in the classroom in spite of her lack of 

confidence. These studies provide a solid foundation for using positioning theory as a way to 

analyze classroom discourse and to make connections between this discourse and the dynamics 

of the classroom.  

In the next two chapters, I present my findings of language policies in Southwestern 

University’s Writing Program. Chapter 4 is a broad, ethnographic look of official and de facto 

policies, plans, and ideologies as they show up in documents, interviews, and meeting spaces. I 

especially pay attention to the positioning of international and domestic students using English as 

an additional language, as well as the positions of those included in policy-making settings. 

Chapter 5 relates the stories of two instructors teaching equivalent sections of first-year writing. 

In this chapter, I especially point out the self-positioning of the instructors, how they position 

students, and how they take up or reject the policies of the Writing Program’s administration.  
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CHAPTER 4: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC VIEW OF LANGUAGE POLICY IN 

SOUTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY’S WRITING PROGRAM 

Introduction 

Language diversity is neither entirely invisible nor rejected in the Southwestern Writing 

Program. In many ways, the program celebrates language diversity and the funds of knowledge 

(González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) of their students. There are robust community engagement 

programs, diverse groups working against inequality and labor issues for graduate teachers and 

lecturers, and many individual instructors using social justice issues–including those concerning 

second language writers and border issues–as major themes in their classes. The official policies 

of the program, though limited, appear to value language diversity and recognize it as a unique 

asset to bring to the university.  

In the day-to-day operations of the program, however, in classrooms and policy-making 

bodies themselves, there are inconsistencies between the official published documents, 

individuals’ stated beliefs, and the actual embodied practices and procedures of the program. 

Many circumstances and conditions impact on the routine actions of the program, including a 

perceived lack of resources; an unclear vision for language diversity in the program; poor 

communication of policies across the large program; and conflicting priorities arising from 

outside the program through top-down mandates, new initiatives from within the program, and 

even those originating from within individuals. Because of these diverse influences, the writing 

program seems to be working against the monolingual norm of foundational writing in fits and 

starts, inconsistently, in such a way that prevents the program from making any real headway 

against myths of linguistic homogeneity and other expectations of those who have not studied 

second language writing in particular.  
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This chapter explores the storylines available to international students, other multilingual 

writers, and their teachers in Southwestern University Writing Program, which are created in part 

by official and de facto language policies of the program. I especially pay attention to the 

multiple tensions and conflicts in policies and beliefs that seem to prevent a thorough and 

coherent response to pervasive deficit English-monolingual expectations for first-year students in 

the program, effectively maintaining the social force of these expectations. The storylines I start 

with a description of the relatively few official documents that include language policies then 

move to a discussion of how the storyline of de facto language policy unfolded as beliefs and 

desires that emerged in interviews and meetings. Next, I suggest some possible influences on 

both the official and de facto policies using data gathered from my participants, especially 

highlighting apparent tensions and inconsistencies. I save suggestions for how to address these 

tensions in Chapter 6.  

Official language policies 

Similar to Moore’s (2007) findings in the Australian context as discussed in Chapter 2, 

documented language policies are scarce in the SU Writing Program; there are no documents 

conveniently labeled “language policies” for instructors to refer to. Accordingly, for “official” 

policies, I considered those that were published through official channels such as the program’s 

website, through the online instructors’ guide WriTR, and those policies developed by the policy 

subcommittee. Though not exhaustive, I include in my discussion here documents more directed 

toward students, which include the program’s mission statement, descriptions of placement 

procedures, and a statement about multilingual sections included on syllabi. I also include a 

discussion of documents written for instructors, which include documents called Course Design 

Parameters, Principles of Writing Instruction, and Student Learning Outcomes.  
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Mission statement  

 The Mission Statement is an outward facing document expressing the program’s position 

toward diversity in the program. Presented on the front page of the program’s website, it states: 

“As part of a land-grant institution situated in a diverse region, the Writing Program is 

committed to serving the university and intersecting communities through a learning community 

composed of effective initiatives, engaged faculty, and motivated students” (italics added, 

accessed 5/18/18). This brief statement acknowledges the diversity of the region, which, by 

extension, could include admitted students. The focus of the statement is on how the program 

will serve the land-grant university and diverse surrounding communities, and, perhaps because 

of the genre of the mission statement, the make-up of the initiatives, faculty, and students is not 

really touched upon.  

Placement 

 Other pages linked from the program’s home website include more obvious references to 

procedures around language diversity in the program, and thus make more explicit statements 

about students and faculty in the program. Procedures tied to course placement are a major 

source of language policy. Though not labeled as “policies,” these pages do include “explicit 

statements … about language use” (Spolsky, 2012, p. 5).  

 For example, details about the foundations writing evaluation (FWE) for domestic 

students and placement procedures for international students are found on separate pages linked 

from the program’s home page. The available course sequences are described similarly on these 

two pages (See Table 4). Especially note the use of “multilingual students” to refer to certain 

course sequences and the courses that include an asterisk (*). 
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Table 4 
Available sequences of Foundations Writing 

3-Semester Sequence (9 credits - multilingual students) 

• Semester 1 - ENGL 106* 

• Semester 2 - ENGL 101 or 107* 

• Semester 3 - ENGL 102 or 108* 

• This sequence is intended to further develop multilingual students’ academic literacy. 

ENGL 106 focuses on investigating the language choices that writers make in formal 

and informal contexts, and exploring dominant versus non-dominant varieties of 

English. ENGL 101 or 107 may be taken after ENGL 106. 

• 2-Semester Sequence (6-7 credits) 

• Semester 1 - ENGL 101A, 101, or 107* 

• Semester 2 - ENGL 102 or 108* 

• These two courses guide students through rhetorical analysis and academic research, 

two practices which are critical to the successful completion of an undergraduate degree. 

• ENGL 101A and ENGL 101 target the same Student Learning Outcomes. ENGL 101A 

includes a one-hour-per-week workshop in addition to the three-hour-per-week lecture 

class, making it a 4-credit class. 

• 1-Semester Sequence (3 credits) 

• Semester 1 - ENGL 109H 

• This accelerated course is designed to prepare students to integrate critical reading, 

thinking, and writing tasks in one semester. You will engage in a wide range of 

intellectual, aesthetic, and rhetorical inquiries. 
 

The asterisks refer to a statement further down the page which reads: “*ENGL 106, 107, 

and 108 are primarily for international students for whom English is an additional language.” On 

both pages, students are presented with an option to find out more about the other courses:  

ENGL 107 and 108 use the same textbooks and share the same student learning outcomes 

as ENGL 101 and 102. However, ENGL 107 and 108 are intended for students who may 

be English Language Learners, or who use English as an additional language (not their 
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first). These courses are taught by instructors with backgrounds in second-language 

writing instruction. If you prefer to take one of these courses, please email the Transfer 

and Placement Coordinator at [email redacted.] 

Students’ storyline in the writing program begins with their placement, which from the 

beginning conflate language backgrounds with visa status. Though the shortened class 

description adds the qualifier “for whom English is an additional language” to the international 

student designator, further description of the classes leaves out any mention of international or 

domestic student status. In effect, while it is recognized that not all international students will 

speak English as an additional language, it appears to be expected that the converse is true: all 

American domestic students will speak English as a first language and will not require an 

instructor with a specialized background.  

Additionally, while there is an option to take either “ENGL 101 or 107” after ENGL 106, 

it is implied that those who speak English as an additional language will probably need a 

specialized class, as all references to international students are connected to the 106/107/108 

course sequence. It is not directly acknowledged that there may be students, both international 

and domestic, who speak English as an additional language yet who do not need specialized 

instructors enrolled in “regular” classes. Moreover, a domestic student who may in fact prefer to 

enroll in a class with a specialized instructor or with international students is effectually 

prevented with the statement that the classes are “primarily for international students.” 

Additionally, the statement explaining that others can take the multilingual courses is hidden at 

the bottom of the page as a footnote, and students who want the course must reach out to the 

placement director.  

 English 101A is perhaps the opaquest of these courses. One statement explains that 101A 
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shares the same course outcomes as 101, but that the course includes an additional hour of 

“workshop,” with no further explanation. In Chapter 5, I share more information about 101A 

through Margaret’s experiences teaching the course. 

 It is also important to mention again that these pages are primarily directed toward new 

students entering the program. Later, I will share findings that emerged in conversations I had 

with instructors and administrators who were not familiar with placement procedures. As already 

shared in Chapter 1, some instructors even believed that students were randomly placed through 

a lottery system.  

Syllabus statement 

 Another student-directed statement on syllabus templates for English 106, 101/107, and 

102/108 further establishes the narrative of what it means to be a multilingual student. The 

statement reads: 

English 106, 107, and 108 are designed specifically for students writing in English as an 

additional language. Some features of these courses include:  

• Addressing language-related concerns in class and through individualized 

feedback as needed.  

• Beginning with the assumption that not all students will be familiar with certain 

U.S. educational practices, genres, popular cultural references, etc.  

• Drawing on students’ multilingual resources to support writing and language 

development.  

This statement provides more details about the differences between unmarked sections of 

writing and those intended for multilingual students. In multilingual classes, there will be more 

focus on language in class, and more individualized feedback, than in the other courses, though it 
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is not explained what instructors in other courses will do instead. 8 The second bullet builds upon 

the placement procedures discussed above to further the storyline of what it means to be an 

international student. Though this statement on its own does not actually conflate multilingual 

background with being from outside the U.S. educational context, because most students in these 

classes will be international students, it helps further the idea that students without international 

visas will already be familiar with “certain U.S. educational practices,” leaving out the potential 

that some domestic students could have immigrated to the U.S. late in their high school career, 

could be first-generation college students, or could have been educated outside of the U.S. 

Though syllabi are ostensibly directed toward students, because they are templates 

required by the Writing Program and are not designed by the instructors themselves, they also 

explain the program’s expected role for instructors. Found on WriTR, instructors are informed 

that “all instructors are required to use these two new files to create their syllabi: 1) syllabus 

checklist and 2) syllabus template.” The webpage indicates that instructors are “responsible for 

following the Writing Program procedure for creating, reviewing, and filing their syllabi,” and 

the instructions are all presented in imperative mood, though the page also includes instances of 

“please.” This effectively positions instructors as implementers of the policy to design their 

syllabi in a particular manner, though there is no direct statement here explaining how instructors 

should implement the statements themselves, other than including them on their syllabi. 

Course design parameters 

 Next, I will discuss those official documents that are more directed toward instructors in 

the program. The first is the “course design parameters” drafted in 2016/2017 by the policy 

 
8 The year before I began collecting data, course caps for the second language sections were slightly lower 

than for other sections (23 instead of 25), presumably to make up for the increased labor associated with more 
individualized feedback. The year I collected data, though, course caps were lowered to 19 for all sections. 
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subcommittee, approved by the Writing Curriculum Assessment and Policy Committee before 

the end of the 2017 spring semester, and currently published on the WriTR site under three layers 

of sub-pages for instructors. During the general meeting for instructors at the beginning of the 

Fall 2017 semester, an optional session was held for instructors to discuss and learn more about 

these parameters, but I was unable to attend because of a time conflict. 

Among other parameters for the suggested number of major projects, total number of 

words to assign, and suggestions for having students submit multiple drafts, there is included a 

section on Grading and Assessment of Student Work. Two of these bullet points could be said to 

address language. First: 

Feedback and grades should be based on assessment criteria that have been given to 

students prior to their project submission. Criteria should be based on the student learning 

outcomes for Foundations Writing and on material covered in the course. 

In other words, instructors should provide assessment criteria to students early, should 

teach only those things included in the student learning outcomes, and should assess only what 

they have been able to teach. Though language is not mentioned directly in this bullet point, one 

should assume that instructors should not deduct from a students’ grade for variance in language 

forms unless they have covered specific language forms in class.  

A second bullet point includes more specific guidelines for grading:  

No more than 10% of a final project grade should be related to language errors. Language 

should be taught as part of writing, but teachers should acknowledge that many students, 

especially those using English as an additional language, will display language errors in 

their writing because they are developing their language skills.  

Though this parameter was already in place when I started my data collection, because I 
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was on the policy sub-committee during the development of these parameters, I know that this 

guideline arose out of a concern that some instructors were deducting too much from students’ 

grades because of grammar errors. It is interesting that the parameter specifically suggests that 

instructors teach language as a part of writing and recognize that students are still developing 

their language skills. It is also interesting, though, that those using English as an additional 

language (EAL) are particularly identified as likely to display “errors.” From this, some teachers 

could anticipate that their students not identified as EAL writers would therefore not be 

especially likely to display errors, and therefore may be surprised if they do. The use of the term 

“errors” also positions language variation in student writing as wrong or incorrect, though there 

are not guidelines for determining what kinds of variation constitute error. Instructors, then, not 

only those particularly trained in second language writing development, are positioned as arbiters 

of what kinds of language variation are acceptable. 

 Again, this document does not make reference to “policy,” but this time uses the term 

“parameters” instead. It is not entirely clear what is meant by parameter, but in unofficial 

conversations with two individuals, a staff member and an administrator, I was told that the term 

“policy” sounded too “official,” and they wanted to avoid the impression that the program was 

overly directive. In interviews, two of my case study participants (Margaret and Sabrina) 

indicated that they thought the use of the term “parameter” instead of “policy” indicated that it 

was something the program desired but would not be checking up on. They both understood the 

parameters as optional, not mandatory. There are two important elements of positioning here: 

first, both Margaret and Sabrina position themselves as having the power to make their own 

decisions with regard to these parameters (and other instructors likely do the same). It seems 

their interpretation aligns with the desires of the program to avoid being too stringent with 
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language policies, and they have taken up the role of deciding for themselves how to implement 

them.  

Another important element of positioning is that of the language parameters themselves. 

Whereas there are some clearly labeled “policies” in the program, especially those directed 

toward students, and some policies for instructors to use syllabus templates, language policies 

are hidden in documents labeled “parameters,” and thus are not necessarily obligatory for 

instructors to learn more about or to implement. This begs the question: What is it about the 

aspiration to encourage instructors not to penalize students for their developing language skills, 

or not to penalize students for skills not covered in class, that does not warrant use of the term 

“policy”? Administrators are not hesitant to be overly directive when it comes to requiring 

instructors to use certain syllabus templates and textbooks, or to drop non-attending students 

during the first week of class, but these matters of language background are given more sensitive 

treatment.  

Student learning outcomes 

 Related to the course design parameters are the student learning outcomes. These 

outcomes are included in the required syllabus templates (Included in Appendix C) for all of the 

courses, with different samples available for 106, 101A/101/107, 102/108, and 109. Though 

language is inseparable from all student learning goals and outcomes, since all writing is 

accomplished through language, most important to my discussion of language policy is Goal 4: 

Conventions, and in particular Student Learning Outcome 4A: 

Goal 4: Understand conventions as related to purpose, audience, and genre, including 

such areas as mechanics, usage, citation practices, as well as structure, style, graphics, 

and design. 
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Student Learning Outcome 4A. Follow appropriate conventions for grammar, 

punctuation, and spelling, through practice in composing and revising. 

Outcome 4A is stipulated for 101, 101A, 107, and 109. The other outcomes included 

under Goal 4 include recognizing why genre conventions vary, using variations for formatting 

and design, and intellectual property rights.  

Rubrics 

 Another way of distributing language policy is through sample rubrics which are available 

through WriTR. Some of these rubrics have been designed by administrators in the program, 

while others are samples that instructors have created. These rubrics do not always align with the 

course design parameters discussed above, especially with the recommended 10% maximum for 

language error. Some of the sample rubrics I looked at had language conventions accounting for 

as high as 16% of the entire assignment grade.  

Principles of Writing Instruction  

 The Principles of Writing Instruction, drafted during the year of my data collection, is 

perhaps the most obvious celebration of language diversity in SUWP (included in full in 

Appendix D). The statement includes three lists of beliefs about writing: what writing is and 

does; connections between reading and writing; and finally, the teaching of writing. These lists 

are bookended with paragraphs that make direct references to language (bold in original): 

At Southwestern University, our career-track faculty and graduate teaching associates in 

Applied Linguistics, Creative Writing, Literature, and Rhetoric and Composition are 

experts in writing, reading, and language. We approach writing instruction from the 

premise of diversity and inclusion. Even though we acknowledge the power of Standard 

Language ideology and its pervasiveness in English language instruction and writing 
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curriculum design, we believe that language is neither fixed nor stable but fluid, and 

always evolving.   

… 

We, at [Southwestern University] Writing Program, affirm students’ right to 

their own language and embrace the English language as infinitely diverse in its 

meaning-making capacity and varieties of articulation and inscription. We believe in the 

power of language to compose the future in which students want to live.  

I include this here among documents written presumably for writing instructors because 

of where it is located: hidden in a sub-sub-page of WriTR, thus accessible only by writing 

instructors of SUWP. In fact, however, during the policy sub-committee meetings in which this 

document was developed, committee members frequently debated about specific language to 

use, with two members in particular ardently committed to making the language accessible to 

students and others not familiar with the theoretical language of rhetoric and composition, which 

would imply the intent was for it to be accessible to those outside the writing program. 

Moreover, during one meeting, the sub-committee explicitly identified the intended audiences of 

these principles as, first, current and potential students; secondly, other outside stakeholders like 

parents, community members, and taxpayers; and finally, instructors and writing program 

faculty.  

Puzzling together policies 

These documents demonstrate the difficulty in determining the actual stance of the 

program toward language diversity and the therefore muddled story of language policy. Because 

of the various actors creating and distributing documents, it is also difficult to determine who is 

actually making policy or what constitutes “The Writing Program.” The Principles of Writing 
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Instruction position all instructors teaching in SUWP as experts in writing, reading, and language 

and signal that all instructors celebrate language diversity and the meaning-making capacities of 

language. Contradicting this, the pages available on the public website seem to set up a 

dichotomy between international and domestic students in the program: by default, international 

students are enrolled in sections taught by instructors with experience in second language 

writing, and domestic students are enrolled in sections taught by instructors who, apparently, do 

not have this experience. Courses not for “multilingual” or “international” students are 

positioned as the regular classes, while those for international or multilingual students have 

specialized instructors. Those who are not international are expected, by default, to be 

monolingual and not require instructors with any exceptional background. While there may be 

room for multilingualism outside of international students, it is up to the students to self-identify 

as needing an instructor with a special background in second language writing.  

The Course Design Parameters and Student Learning Outcomes also seem to present 

conflicting expectations for how to address language. First, Outcome 4A leaves questions about 

what might be “appropriate” up for interpretation. The goal seems to identify appropriateness as 

belonging to “purpose, audience, and genre,” without allowing for what might be appropriate for 

an individual writer still developing their language abilities; on the other hand, the “parameters” 

seem to provide more room for “error” for international students who may “display language 

errors in their writing because they are developing their language skills.” It is also difficult to 

determine the extent to which these “parameters” are expected to be followed. The list includes 

statements that use both “should” and “must,” making it difficult to understand which ones are 

truly required by the program and which are just suggestions. One assistant director I spoke with, 

Alex, specifically suggested that “the writing program can do a better job of defining terms that 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 84 

are used, say in policies …, in SLOs…, in key concepts, whatever you wanna call that” 

(Interview). 

So, while the more abstract “principles” and “mission” documents could be said to 

position language diversity in the classroom as celebratory, the documents and procedures that 

are more classroom-oriented, like the placement of students and the student learning outcomes, 

have a more traditional deficit approach. Even the parameters, which act as a sort of guide for 

how to design and manage instruction, only include assessment practices oriented toward 

language. They do not include ways to address language diversity in the classroom, or 

explanation of what it might look like to “affirm students’ right to their own language.” In follow 

up communication with a Writing Program administrator I learned that the 2018/2019 policy 

sub-committee was originally planning to develop a guide for how to use the parameters in the 

classroom, but because some did not find it necessary, the committee took on other work. 

Unfortunately, the lack of training or explanation for instructors suggests that the writing 

program’s official language policies in the Mission Statement and the Principles of Writing 

Instruction are merely “ideological statements…without serious concern for their actual 

feasibility or meaningful implementation” (Shohamy, 2010, p. 182). At the very least, it points to 

conflicting priorities among those deciding the policy committee’s focus, with language diversity 

ultimately being positioned as less important.  

De facto language policies 

Even more complicated are the de facto language policies that show up in the form of 

values and beliefs held by individuals and their influence on the day-to-day practices of the 

Writing Program. Included in this section is a discussion of the de facto policies that were 

revealed in interviews and meeting spaces of the program, but that are not written down in any 
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tangible form. 

Is language background important? 

From the data I gathered, it is not entirely clear how language background and 

proficiency are important or valued in the program, outside of a recognition that some students 

need to be with instructors who have a particular skillset. As apparent, though by no means clear, 

in documents and procedures, the program’s approach does not seem to anticipate much if any 

multilingualism in domestic students; however, some individuals are aware of the need to draw 

attention to the language diversity beyond that of international students. For example, in an 

interview with an administrator, Kaden, she brought up the need to make the multilingualism of 

domestic students more visible, but when I asked how the writing program could do this, she 

struggled with how that could be limiting to the students’ identities: 

JRS: So when you’re talking about, you hope it will expand to include L2 writing outside 

of the international students and then you said something about how they’re pretty 

invisible within our program and so, …what’s the need to include them and do they need 

more visibility and …, how should the writing program do that? 

Kaden: Good question. I don’t know. That’s part of why it’s hard because all of this is so 

challenging. Making a student population visible I think can encourage support for them, 

so that if there’s no sense of, Oh we also have multilingual students who are not in 106, 

107, and 108 who may have been schooled in high school here, junior high, even 

elementary school, that can be like awareness-raising for teachers and then it can also be I 

think a way for them to see how language difference, multilingualism, how that’s a part 

of everybody’s job, so I think that’s a good thing. But the negative is that then, just like 

international students, they tend, the label tends to block off other identities that they 
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have, which I think is not a good thing. I mean, in, they’re all students, and they all have 

lots of different labels that we could ascribe to them. So, I don’t know. I do actually really 

struggle with that, because I think the labels can be helpful for encouraging us as teachers 

to think about different types of support that we might provide to students. And also, for 

people around the university, understanding the various populations that we work with. 

But I know that they can be limiting too, and obviously we don’t want teachers to just see 

students as one thing, and that if a student becomes multilingual then what does that 

mean in terms of the teachers’ assumptions?   

This conversation with Kaden highlights the difficulty of changing the storyline of what 

it means to be multilingual. On the one hand, Kaden’s discussion aligns with traditional deficit 

views of multilingualism: the label “multilingual” signals the “job” of “supporting” a particular 

group of students. On the other hand, Kaden recognizes the strength of this storyline and 

struggles with how to widen the definition of multilingual without reinforcing it. Though Kaden 

wants to do the work of broadening who can be included in the label “multilingual” beyond 

international students, she believes this would ultimately narrow their identity and negatively 

position them as requiring extra work.  

This complexity was also perceptible in discussions about placement. One key 

administrator, Hunter, seemed conflicted about how to account for language background. When I 

first asked whether language background should play a role in placement, he responded with 

“That’s a really good question. That’s such a hard question.” He went on to suggest that it was 

necessary to know a student’s language background in order to confront proficiency issues: “It 

depends on what you’re placing students into. If you’re placing students into your foundations 

required writing courses, not into a set of courses that they would take before they hit [that] 
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right?” He does not specifically mention proficiency, but this “before they hit that, right?” 

suggests that knowing a student’s language proficiency is necessary so that remediation can 

occur if necessary, and “luckily we have 106,” he said, to address those language issues. 

Ultimately, he went on to say that “knowing students’ language background is helpful, just 

having it,” but he did not articulate why, and in our further discussion, he lamented what classes 

could look like if language background was used for placing students:  

Hunter: But again [laughing] this is so much tied up with how we conceive of our 

curriculum. Right, like, okay, if that’s gonna result in X recommendation, is that 

recommendation gonna be in 107? Because the student said I actually feel like I need 

more language support. But if that’s a student who’s bilingual, then that’s gonna change 

the make-up of our 107 classes, right? Cause we’ve got students going in there who are 

international who’ve done nothing but schooling in their mother languages, their first 

language, or in languages other than English. And then you’ve got students in there 

who’ve maybe got like a 50/50 split but who are saying I still want more language 

support. So it changes the makeup of your 107 classes. Then your 107 classes become 

like really incredibly and like fantastically wonderfully diverse. And like what happens to 

your 101 classes then? They just become these like monolingual white spaces that are 

like boring and also just reinforcing the division. … Or then you have those international 

students […] who choose to take 101 because they wanna be with native speakers. Right? 

And it’s like why don’t we just have ‘em all in the same goddamn place, and instead train 

our teachers to deal with all kinds of learners? It just. That’s the road I go down every 

time I start considering language and placement. I always end up with ah, no. [Laughing] 

We should just have one class and a cadre of really well-prepared instructors. [Laughing] 
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In these conversations, both Kaden and Hunter are concerned with several aspects of 

language background: having diverse classroom spaces, meeting students’ proficiency needs, not 

limiting students’ identities, and ultimately making sure that all teachers are prepared to work 

with all students. In other conversations, though, some saw language background as more 

simple: limited proficiency that should be dealt with in placement. I asked administrator Roan: 

“Thinking specifically about language and language in first-year writing, what role do you think 

language plays in placing students into their first-year writing classes?” At first, Roan did not 

understand my question: he thought that I was referring to international students, and he was not 

identified as an L2 writing expert or directly involved with placement, so he was not sure how he 

could answer the question. When I drew attention to domestic students who might be bilingual, 

he responded:   

Roan: Well, I think for the most part in in my experience, placement, it’s crucial there. I 

have had in my 101 and 102 classes international students who are not that proficient in 

English. I don’t know how they got placed in a regular sequence as opposed to 107/108. 

It may have been their choice, but I’m not sure they knew what they were getting into. 

And some of them, it’s really hard for them. You know and I feel bad and if they’re in a 

regular 101/102 class, they’re likely to have an instructor who has not been trained in 

teaching international students, [who] can recognize that there are second language issues 

in their writing, but really don’t have a good idea of how to help that student. As far as 

students, American students, it’s less of an issue. Most of the [local students] who come 

from Latino families tend to be pretty proficient in English. Um, I haven’t encountered 

very many who’ve had serious issues. Now I did have a Native American student in a 

101A class, and I don’t think it was so much a language problem as a thinking problem. 
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He had a real hard time constructing essays and he ended up not finishing the class. You 

know so, but specifically language issues, [audible exhale] you’re gonna find them in 

101A, I think the most serious ones are gonna show up in 101A. Um, 101 and 102 not so 

much. 

JRS: Okay. For those students who maybe do show up in a 101 or 102 class, what, as a 

supervisor or as an assistant director, what expectations do you have for their teacher, so 

if you have a new GAT and they have an international student in their class?  

Roan: If the international student has real difficulty with the language, I don’t have a lot 

of expectations. A new GTA may or may not have training in second language 

instruction. Those who are experienced might, but a lot of them don’t. They don’t have 

the first clue of how to help the students. And I think, what I would advise is better 

screening of the students and where you are placing them. It doesn’t benefit an 

international student, you know for example, I had a Chinese student who really didn’t 

understand much of what was going on in the class. She wrote her drafts in Chinese, and 

so when she had peer review, (laughing), her…draft was in Chinese and nobody could 

help her because nobody knew Chinese. I don’t know why she couldn’t write them in 

English, except that I think she was struggling so much with English language. She never 

should’ve been placed in what, this was a 102 class. She never should’ve been placed, 

she should’ve been in 108 or maybe just had more instruction in the language, um, at [the 

English for Academic Purposes program], you know.  

Whereas Kaden and Hunter struggle with how to deal with language diversity, Roan sees 

the problem as fairly simple: students who are not proficient in English should be placed into 

separate classes or should attend special language instruction. Students who need language 
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remediation belong to a specific set of instructors or outside help. I think it is interesting, though, 

that he mentions the 101A classes, because those instructors are also not specifically trained to 

work with language issues. Others in the program also thought that 101A was a place where 

language background would be more relevant, including Margaret, one of the case study 

participants discussed in Chapter 5. It is also important to point out that Roan may be referring to 

a student from before the addition of English 106 and the re-equalizing of 101 and 107, and, by 

extension 102 and 108. However, because of the way the sequences used to be organized, Roan 

still has the internalized belief that language differences happen outside of the “regular” 101/102 

sequence. Even though the redesign of classes has changed the circumstances of who might be in 

each kind of class, Roan still takes a deficit view of language background and sees it as relevant 

only if a student needs remediation.   

Priorities within the program 

Even for those who see language background as important, it often takes a backseat to 

other priorities. Several administrators referenced conflicting priorities, including “directives” 

(Kaden) from outside of the writing program. For example, one administrator mentioned the 

need to adhere to a new policy mandated by the Faculty Senate. Sage said: “When the institution 

was responding to the socio-political climate of the time after the election, suddenly we were 

inundated with, we have to establish policies in our syllabus that deal with inclusivity and 

diversity of thinking and thought.” With this mandate, the committee WriTR considered it 

necessary to interpret the statement and take steps to implement it as policy, meaning that other 

initiatives were delayed. Another administrator, Kaden, seemed even more frustrated by the 

whirlwind of directives:  

So issues about people’s workload. Issues about curriculum, or directives about, there’s 
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been a conversation about moving 102 and 108 to the second year. So these things get 

like sort of dropped on us. Or demands for supporting faculty across the curriculum. So 

things are coming from the dean, things are coming from the vice provost, sometimes 

from the provost, so course caps getting lowered to 19, find 32 instructors, change 

preceptorship again. So it’s always these constant reactions to other issues in the 

program, that lead something like language to, it’s less urgent in some sense. But if it 

keeps, if things continuously get put on the back burner, they don’t get addressed. 

Another issue that often takes priority over training for language differences in the 

writing program is the need to tackle more practical classroom concerns for new instructors. In 

discussions about preceptorship, the class for training new graduate student teachers, 

administrators frequently brought up policies about late work and attendance as something new 

instructors needed significant guidance with. Jayden saw attendance policy as “obviously 

mandatory to have, if you’re a writing program instructor teaching face-to-face” (Interview), 

while Sydney was more concerned that new instructors would interpret the attendance policy too 

rigidly. She said:  

You know, our attendance policy is really intense for lack of a better word, like it requires 

instructor management, and we have to attend to the attendance roster in a way that I 

think other departments don’t necessarily have to, um, or at least we’re, it is decreed that 

we should be doing that. And so I think that because it’s GTA-specifically, because they 

receive that feedback at general meetings about the importance of attendance rosters, I 

think they tend to get very insecure and worried about managing attendance properly, and 

how to like, the sense of ownership and the sense of being flexible with students I think 

sometimes doesn’t feel natural in this particular climate. (Interview) 
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In previous General Meetings, attendance was undoubtedly emphasized, taking up at 

least an hour of the meeting. In the 2017 General Meeting, however, the attendance policy was 

not mentioned specifically, and only the significant changes to the student policies were briefly 

presented, along with the new course design parameters. In fact, the administration emphasized 

that the new curriculum was “moving toward a lot more freedom” so that instructors could 

“bring [their] expertise and passion to the class.” One presenter encouraged instructors to “be 

creative,” and the course design parameters were presented as a way to allow instructors 

“autonomy and independence.” In my interviews with several administrators, too, instructors’ 

flexibility and autonomy were highlighted as values they either saw as being clearly promoted or 

that they hoped the writing program to embrace. It may be, then, that because attendance and late 

work policies were emphasized so much in past years, they continue to be seen as priorities.  

This again points to an inability to judge precisely how a new policy will be taken up or 

when an old one is abandoned or maintained. Especially in a large, dynamic writing program, 

constant changes from both within and outside make it difficult to follow every adjustment, so 

unless an instructor is closely involved with the policy changes or pays significant attention to 

meeting minutes, she is likely to miss important changes in policies. This also points to the need 

for administrators to draw instructors’ attention to policy shifts they particularly hope to achieve.  

Autonomy and flexibility for teachers 

While the program struggles with conflicting priorities from outside the program, they 

similarly experience tension in how to balance instructors’ autonomy and flexibility with the 

need for training. A significant tension exists among graduate teachers not interested in 

dedicating their research to first-year writing. Especially strained relations have persisted 

between graduate students in the literature program and the writing program for at least the seven 
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years I have worked at SUWP, and during the course of my data collection, constantly seemed to 

be ready to explode completely. In a conversation with a literature PhD student, Aspen, the 

administration was seen as having “hard lines” when it came to curriculum approaches. Aspen 

had been told that research showed no connection between reading literature and writing 

development, and she resented not being able to use what she was learning in her graduate 

program in her composition classes. She said: 

There was such resistance to the idea because there are all these lit grad students coming 

in and not being able to teach the stuff they thought they were gonna be able to teach and 

also maybe not getting a good sense of why they weren’t allowed.  

In the rest of my conversation with Aspen, she explained how she taught her class as she 

always had since joining the program seven years before: she completely disregarded the move 

toward a genre-based approach and the emphasis on student learning outcomes. 

Some administrators were sensitive to the issues that graduate students are confronted 

with, including this desire of literature students to teach to their strengths and the other issues of 

balancing the labor of teaching with studying. However, other administrators were less sensitive, 

and in interviews seemed almost hostile to the complaints they had heard from graduate 

instructors. From the beginning of my conversation with Presley, he seemed frustrated by 

graduate students’ “whining” about their work load. He said “I’m like oh babies. It’s not that 

much. You’ll probably never teach this again.” Later, too, Presley expressed antagonism to the 

complaints of graduate students, asserting:  

“Your financial support is a job. I’d argue one of the problems we have is that it’s not 

framed as a job, that some of the bickering from the graduate students is they think this is 

an award. It’s like no, no honey. It’s a job.”  
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Presley referred frequently to his own excessive workload while in graduate school, with 

the sense that because he had to work so hard, so should all graduate students. One significant 

difference in Presley’s work, however, was that his research interests were in line with the “job” 

he had in composition.  

Though not specifically about language policy in the program, this need to balance the 

value of teacher autonomy and flexibility with the need to provide trained teachers and have 

some consistency across classes relates directly to language policy. Many in the program see 

flexibility and autonomy as one of the great strengths in the program, but this disinclines the 

program from requiring all teachers to be able to work with multilingual students.  

Expertise in L2 writing  

In addition to valuing instructor autonomy and flexibility, another value that often 

showed up in interviews was that of different kinds of “expertise” across the program. In 

addition to the trained experts for L2 writing, others in the program are able to provide expertise 

on other elements of writing, like issues with technology, disability, or professional and technical 

writing. Also, since the program already has so many well-qualified instructors, some took the 

stance that the program does not need to require that every instructor become able to work with 

multilingual writers. Administrator Jackie put it well:  

Jackie: Since so many of the instructors in mainstream classes don’t come in with 

experience working with second language students, there’s a number who I’ve seen and 

heard expect that if the student has second language features, speaking or writing, that 

they should be in another class. Whether it’s to help them and support them or for 

whatever other reason, they don’t feel adequate, they don’t feel this is the course for 

them, so … that’s another expectation that programmatically is allowed to continue. 
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One way this focus on expertise shows up is in the training of new graduate teachers.  

The applied linguistics masters and doctoral programs provides a cadre of graduate 

teachers who especially hope to teach multilingual sections of writing. The year before my study 

began, because the administration wanted applied linguistics students to be able to teach 107 in 

their first year, all of the applied linguistic graduate students were grouped together in their small 

group training. This grouping would mean they would not have to attend additional monthly 

meetings, which was a requirement for other first-time teachers of L2 writing. This also followed 

the wishes of the new teachers, who were enrolled in the program so that they could study 

second language acquisition issues. Unfortunately, this also meant that second language writing 

issues were discussed separately from other teachers, reifying notions that language diversity 

occurs only in the special sections. The desire to provide training for teachers interested in L2 

writing and allow other instructors to follow their own interests, while still counteracting the idea 

that language diversity occurs only in special classes, becomes an extremely difficult sort of 

balancing act. 

In one administrator interview, the issue of expertise came up in a different way. This 

administrator had not been recognized as a language expert at the beginning of their 

employment, but later, several years after being hired, her experience in second language writing 

issues became more apparent and recognized by instructors in the program. This meant that when 

she first began, she did not hear questions about language background, but later, as she became 

more involved in workshops about second language writing, more and more instructors would 

come to her with questions or problems that arose about language in their classes. She said:  

I don’t know if I was here long enough and identifiable as a second language writing 

resource or someone to be reached out to…. Like people just weren’t aware of that. So 
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maybe I didn’t hear about [problems with placement]. If it was happening it wasn’t 

coming to me…. But now it is.  

It seems that by highlighting some individuals’ expertise, others are assumed not to have 

it, whereas it is actually the case that most administrators have some experience working with 

language differences, and in fact, all upper-administrators do.  

These conversations demonstrate the difficulty in actualizing a program’s desire to shift a 

paradigm from one of assumptions of monolingualism to one that values and encourages diverse 

language backgrounds. On one hand, we can see that the program has hired individuals with 

broad experiences and is attempting to address writing holistically. On the other hand, incoming 

graduate teachers and lecturers may not be as familiar with these ideas, and the more obvious 

separation of students and teachers into a camp of second language writing obscures the need for 

all instructors to be prepared to work with linguistically diverse students. Especially now that the 

placement procedures allow international students to choose to enroll in English 101, increasing 

the likelihood that there will be multilingual writers in every class, all instructors should have 

some basic skills to work with them. Similar to the question of strict enforcement of attendance 

or late papers, there is an inherent conflict between supporting students and supporting teachers 

in this question of preparing teachers to work with language variety. Students need sensitive, 

trained teachers, but because some instructors are more expert in teaching second language users, 

and because of the heavy labor load already placed on graduate students and lecturers, not all 

instructors will be able to meet the needs of all students. 

Finally, this question of expertise is very important for what it means for language policy 

development, especially because policies addressing language variety seem to be made outside 

of the main policy-making body, WriCAP. For example, while the entire body of instructors were 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 97 

asked for feedback on textbooks for English 101/107 and 102/108, English 106 was developed 

by a group outside of WriCAP and was piloted by a group of instructors already teaching second 

language sections. Similarly, although English 107 and 108 are now equivalent to English 101 

and 102, the Assistant Director of L2 Writing oversees all sections of second language writing: 

106, 107, and 108, while English 101 and English 102 are overseen by two other individuals. 

This means that one person is seen as having responsibility for questions relating to second 

language writing, and this responsibility is closely tied only to those sections of writing intended 

for international students. This has the effect of furthering the divide between what constitutes an 

appropriate space for multilingualism and what does not: presumably, multilingual students are 

contained in the appropriate space of sections for international students.  

The practices for placing international students, too, create a further divide between 

experts and non-experts. One of the meetings I observed was a special placement session for 

international students. Instructors of second language writing sections were asked to evaluate 

international students with borderline placements before the semester begins. This tightly 

connected group of instructors were becoming not only experts in second language writing 

instruction, but also experts in the policies and procedures of the writing program, at least about 

placement. Responses to my survey imply that those working in the second language classes 

understand the administration’s views about linguistic diversity better – and share them more 

closely – than lecturers or graduate students outside of applied linguistics. A close look at the 

responses shows that applied linguistics graduate students and the handful of lecturers who have 

taught international sections of writing have developed a way of thinking about language 

diversity similar to that of administrators, most likely because they work alongside 

administrators in meetings like the international student placement session.  
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Interview participants also reflected this divide, though in a more nuanced way. Several 

interview participants felt the need to refer me to someone else when I asked them about 

language policies of the program, while others even questioned whether it was appropriate to 

participate in my project because they were afraid they could not contribute anything. Jayden, 

Alex, and Jordan, all assistant directors in the writing program, began our interview positioning 

themselves as not knowing enough about language policies to provide any helpful information; 

as Alex put it: “I’m just not sure I can provide helpful data.” Later, though, Alex recognized her 

role as an interpreter of student learning outcomes for new instructors. She said: 

How will they know what is being asked of them for these student learning outcomes? 

And I think that is kind of important for me to kind of mediate between what is the policy 

when it gets to preceptorship all the questions that arise and all the concerns maybe 

complaints of students, how best to break these down into something that is tangible for 

everyone in the classroom….   

Still later in our conversation, Alex positioned herself as fully competent in providing 

support to instructors encountering challenges with second language writers. She related an 

instance in which she helped an instructor provide support for a student in her class, and when I 

asked her if she felt the need to refer the instructor to an L2 expert, she replied “No (laughing). 

No, and maybe I do have the benefit of coming from you know like a graduate program as 

multicultural as [the one I came from] but I haven’t come across an issue that requires giving 

up.” This was not the only example of presumably non-L2-experts providing support for 

language differences. It is almost as though these middle administrators just need to be reminded 

that they do know some things about how to support language variety, even though it is not their 

expertise.   
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On the other hand, Jordan, Jayden, Roan, and Sage all related examples of times they had 

referred instructors to an L2 expert. I don’t see this referral necessarily as a negative: the writing 

program has experts available to consult and address language issues, and most instructors are 

aware of who those experts are. However, it seems as though instructors often do not follow up 

with an expert. Jackie, one of those considered an expert in L2 writing, said that other assistant 

directors would refer instructors to her as a resource, and while she was willing to talk to them, 

she would “never hear anything” from the instructors themselves. It is not entirely clear, then, 

what would happen with these issues, and it seems that both the experts and the instructors 

simply let the matter fizzle out, as they handled other more pressing priorities.  

There are two sets of forces here: first, the “problem” of language differences are passed 

on to someone else, similar to the mainstream teachers studied in Walker, Shafer, and Iiams 

(2004) who did not want to deal with language learners in their classrooms. Secondly, the 

positioning of language issues as less important than others has the social force of restraining any 

real action to address them.   

Influences on language policy 

As language policies and ideologies are dynamic and complex, determining how they are 

formed is extraordinarily difficult. However, in my discussions and observations of Southwestern 

University’s Writing Program, some possible influences did emerge. In Chapter 5, I will discuss 

how Margaret’s and Sabrina’s previous experiences played a significant role in language policy 

as it manifested in their classroom practices. For the program as a whole, some influences I 

observed were the available resources, the ways in which policies were made and communicated, 

and, especially important, relationships between those who had been employed in the writing 

program with those who were relatively newer. 
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Resources 

A lack of resources, including time and money, was often mentioned in interviews as a 

hindrance to addressing language diversity more effectively. For example, Sage put it bluntly: 

“We need to do more and if we had more money, I think we could do a more effective approach.” 

Presley also included the lack of other kinds of resources as preventing a full realization of 

policy visions, especially for the training of teachers in order to meet students’ needs: “It’s just 

the constraints of time, energy, resources, material resources, financial resources.” Another 

administrator, Karen, however, reframed this argument by acknowledging how the program did 

not lack resources but prioritized other things over addressing language. She went so far as to say 

that making money was a value of the program. She explained that because the writing program 

revises a required student textbook every year as a way to fund the program, instead of allowing 

students to buy cheaper used copies, the program could not honestly be said to value students’ 

needs but was exploiting them by requiring them to buy new textbooks. 

Policy making procedures 

I found that ideologies about language were intricately connected to beliefs about how 

policy was made in the program more generally, as well as the experiences individuals have had 

in the program. Like the findings in Johnson (2013), which revealed how policy can be 

interpreted as either flexible or too restrictive, depending on who is doing the interpretation, 

interpretations of the representativeness of policy-making in SUWP varied depending on who I 

asked, but several of the those who had been employed for longer in the program expressed their 

involuntary detachment from the program’s policy-making processes. 

 As Cooper (1989, p. 3) has argued: “language planning cannot be understood without 

reference to its social context.” As mentioned in Chapter 2, I completed my research not long 
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after a significant two- to three-year period of changes within the Southwestern University 

Writing Program (SUWP). These changes included a shift of the English Department from the 

College of Humanities to the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences; a complete turnover of 

writing program upper-administration, including new positions of Director of L2 Writing, 

Director of Online Writing, and Director of Professional and Technical Writing, and Transfer and 

Placement Coordinator; several attempts to restructure lower-administrative positions, from 

“teacher advisors” to “mentors,” and then again to “assistant directors.”  

Other changes included the hiring of several postdoctoral positions, which morphed into 

assistant directorships, a change in the placement procedures for incoming and transfer students, 

and, importantly, several changes in curriculum design and student learning outcomes. 

Additionally, there was the regular turnover of graduate student teachers, and a large cohort of 

new lecturers were hired to fill a need prompted by a class-size reduction. In my interviews, 

administrators and instructors who had been in the program during the changes reported these 

changes were nearly impossible to keep track of, and most people could not remember exactly 

how their position had changed or when, or how or when policies and procedures were adopted.  

When a new director took over, significant changes were made both to the course 

curriculum and administrators’ job duties, and even though this individual served as director for 

only a year and is no longer working in the Writing Program, the feelings of betrayal generated 

during this period have persisted “to the point where at least a couple of [assistant directors] have 

kind of, almost permanently alienated from the administrative structure” (Jesse, Interview). 

Whereas previously, administrators had been intimately involved in developing the training class 

for new graduate teachers, over the course of this one year, they were instead told they would be 

“sitting in” the training of new instructors for most of the time, then would have a short time 
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with a small group to talk about classroom issues. Jesse said: 

So, things flipped upside down. I was used to teaching and teachers being the center of 

both policy and curriculum, and I came back and I had not been invited to help with the 

new curriculum. [Name] had not been invited. [Name] had not been invited. [Name] had 

not been invited. None of us had been invited to help put together the new curriculum. 

So, it’s all of a sudden, it’s an administrative, top-down thing. [We had] no say on what 

we were doing, no say on the changes that had been made, in preceptorship and 

orientation, no say in who we would work with. They just kind of decided, these people 

will work in orientation and these people will not.  

Roan similarly drew attention to this period of dramatic policy shifts, which he felt had 

set up a hierarchy and made it really difficult for him to return to full participation in policy-

making: 

I think once you set up a hierarchy, it’s really difficult to break out of that mode. And 

when you think in hierarchical terms, you really, especially if you’re more or less at the 

top of the hierarchy, you’re less likely to see the need to consult with others, I mean 

you’re at the top, you’re making the decisions.…It’s hard to recover from that you know 

cause that was a real betrayal. You know, no say on what we were doing, no say on the 

changes that had been made in preceptorship and orientation, no say in who we would 

work with, you know they just kind of decided they these people will work in orientation 

and these people will not.  

Even though Roan and others acknowledged the attempts of the new administration to be 

more open and democratic, this shift in policy-making processes has had lasting effects on the 

groups’ willingness to consider new ideas, including those about language its relevance to 
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foundations writing. One participant, Jesse, even shared that he had written on his notebook 

“Keep quiet” in a language other than English to remind himself not to speak up during meetings 

for fear of being shut down. However, in practice, some of these participants also indicated that 

they ignore some current policies, whether for their syllabus for the teacher training (the 

preceptorship teachers, e.g., Denise), for enforcing late work policies (e.g., Kyle), or for the 

student learning outcomes (e.g., Julian). Although these administrators sometimes saw 

themselves as not having a voice in policy-making, they still positioned themselves as having the 

power to make their own decisions for their graduate students in training and in their classrooms.  

Communicating policy 

Given the size of this writing program with no fewer than 15 administrators, more than 

140 instructors, and almost 7,000 new students every fall, it should come as no surprise that there 

are difficulties achieving consensus and distributing information to all stakeholders. Other 

research in policy has addressed this difficulty and, as in Johnson (2013), the focus has had to be 

on group meetings in which all (or a subset) of the participants are present. In a writing program 

that has a full meeting only twice a year, then, it cannot be expected that all policy updates or 

new curriculum matters can be fully introduced and discussed.  

Therefore, administrators have to make decisions about what to prioritize for their 

instructors. In this writing program, it appeared to be a priority to have short, practical General 

Meetings, though as discussed above, it was also important that the program allow for flexibility 

while still having some consistency. This desire for instructor flexibility showed up in both of the 

General Meetings I observed, held in August and January. Some time was designated for 

instructors to talk about the new books they would be using, and about 20 minutes were 

dedicated to showing instructors where to find updates to policies, including the changes that had 
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been made to student policies, the Course Design Parameters, and a Site Access Policy that had 

been created for researchers wanting to gain access to the population of undergraduates. Because 

of the shortened time period, however, none of these policies were discussed at length or 

explained.  

Similarly, the Principles of Writing Instruction discussed above received very little 

attention at the Fall General Meeting the following year. At the policy subcommittee meetings, I 

saw that though committee members did not have equally strong commitments, some believed 

these principles should act as a sort of manifesto, a declaration of beliefs about what writing is 

and how it should be taught. Though the committee was small, with only five members, the 

meetings were intense and often uncomfortable, with calls to “expunge the jargon!” and frequent 

side discussions about the labor required of graduate students. The committee’s dedication to 

countering deficit views of language, I believe, is obvious in the final document. However, after 

the full WriCAP committee voted on and finalized these principles, they appeared to have been 

forgotten. Though they may have been included in one of the many emails sent from the 

department, I could not locate them in my listserv emails, and they were mentioned only briefly 

at the Fall 2018 general meeting for all instructors.  

It seems as though the Writing Program administration has a desire to codify values 

across the program but is unable, or unwilling, to follow through to implementing them in 

classrooms or guiding teachers to understand their significance. Teachers then are positioned as 

being on their own to locate, interpret, and implement policies. As Moore (2007) contended 

(discussed above in Chapter 3), while other policies like attendance and student learning 

outcomes are emphasized and explained for teachers, language policies in the Writing Program 

are kept on the margins, discussed only in smaller committees and then dropped. This allows the 
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writing program to uphold two storylines for language policy: 1) they care about and are doing 

something to disrupt the myths of linguistic homogeneity and monolingual norms; and 2) the 

status quo can remain in place because there is not the time or means to share new policies with 

instructors, the actual arbiters of policy, or to train them on how to implement the policies. This 

further corresponds with how instructors are positioned as insensitive to students’ language 

backgrounds. Thus, there remains a cycle of instructors who are not trained, but the program 

does not have the resources to train them, so the administration cannot expect instructors to do 

anything else, but they can continue to blame instructors for not valuing language diversity to the 

extent that they should. 

Because the principles were approved after my data collection had been completed, I did 

not have a chance to survey instructors about their knowledge or use of them, though I did have a 

chance to ask my case study participants about them in our member check interviews which 

occurred a year after finalization. Their thoughts about the principles are discussed in Chapter 5. 

Other policies and documents published on the writing program’s website are similarly 

hidden. In WriTR, the website for teacher resources, the only policy listed under “Forms and 

Policies” is the Site Access Policy mentioned above, and other policies for instructors can be 

difficult to find. During my interview with Jordan, an administrator, he confirmed that WriTR “is 

so hard to use” as he searched for a policy document to refer to. Though the site has undergone 

significant changes to make it more accessible, it is difficult to determine to what extent 

instructors are familiar with official policies or stances of the writing program.  

Summary of language policies in SUWP 

While official documents of the writing program do include some statements alluding to 

an awareness of language diversity, for the most part, expectations about students’ language 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 106 

background and language use either remain hidden or are predominantly shared in meetings for 

instructors currently teaching sections of writing for international students. Documents that do 

include language policies are often conflicting, and the program itself experiences tensions in 

what to prioritize and how to prepare its teachers for the diverse student population of SUWP. In 

Chapter 5, I relate the stories of Margaret and Sabrina’s experiences teaching sections of first-

year writing. Their stories demonstrate how different instructors can interpret, take up, and resist 

the program’s unclear and conflicting policies, while developing and implementing their own 

language policies.  
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CHAPTER 5: CASE STUDIES 

Margaret and Sabrina 

This chapter relates the stories of Margaret and Sabrina, two writing instructors I 

observed over the course of 2017-2018. I observed two sections of Margaret’s 101A courses in 

Fall 2017 and one section of Sabrina’s English 107 courses in Spring 2018. English 101A and 

English 107 are “equivalent” courses, essentially fulfilling the same slot in the Writing Program’s 

requirement for first-year writing. Sabrina’s class was made up entirely of international students, 

mostly from China and Saudi Arabia; Margaret’s 101A classes included American students, 

including some who spoke Spanish as a first language as well as one student from China who 

had graduated from high school in the United States.  

Margaret and Sabrina, themselves, have some characteristics in common: they are both 

native-English speaking white women who have been teaching at SUWP for about seven years 

and both have experience teaching in a high school setting. They also have important differences: 

Margaret is a lecturer with a background in ESL and bilingual education, while Sabrina is a 

graduate student in the applied linguistics program with a background in foreign language 

education. Though the classes I observed also had interesting similarities (e.g., the same major 

assignments and similar assigned readings) the classes themselves felt very different, especially 

in the ways in which Margaret and Sabrina presented the lessons, what material they focused on, 

and how the students interacted with the material. Conversations with Margaret and Sabrina, too, 

showed that though they share similarities in some beliefs about language and education, as well 

as similarities in how they understand the Writing Program’s expectations, there are important 

differences as well. Differences in the extent to which they were motivated to learn more about 

the program’s policies were especially noticeable, as well as their varying interests in the 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 108 

teaching of writing. 

In this chapter, I begin first with a description of Margaret’s language ideologies and 

practices, as well as the ways in which she positions herself within the Writing Program, 

followed by the important similarities and differences that showed up in my observations of 

Sabrina’s classroom. Similarly to Chapter 4, above, I include observations of both first order 

positioning–i.e., how they position themselves and their students in classroom settings, as 

teachers–and second order positioning, or how they position themselves, their students, and the 

Writing Program in the stories they related about their experiences during our interviews.  

Margaret’s background and introduction to English 101A 

What stands out most when I think of Margaret’s teaching is how much experience she 

has had teaching in the United States and abroad. We have similar backgrounds in that we both 

have had exposure to many different sites of English teaching and we both place social justice in 

the foreground of our identity as educators, as Margaret proudly identified herself as an 

“academic granddaughter to Paolo Freire” in our first interview. She has taught English in a high 

school transitional bilingual program, post-secondary ESL in Eastern Europe, English for 

academic purposes in the local program connected to SU, and, finally, first-year writing as a 

lecturer at SU. Though Margaret currently does not teach sections of second language writing at 

SU, she feels comfortable with the diversity of students in her classes and comes across as 

knowledgeable, well-prepared, and, though soft-spoken, ready to face any kind of challenge that 

she may encounter as a teacher or colleague.  

I remember meeting Margaret several years ago in the large office space that used to 

accommodate both lecturers and graduate student teachers. She was first hired to work in SUWP 

a couple of years before my study, in what she said was a “crazy” experience (Interview 1): 
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without an official interview, three days before classes started, and after the general meeting had 

already been held. The first question in her phone conversation with an office staff member was 

“Do you want to teach two English classes?”; the second question was “Have you taught these 

kinds of classes before?” Margaret had significant experiences teaching ESL and preparatory 

composition, but she felt like her lack of a background in rhetoric was a hindrance. 

Because she was hired at the last minute, her first year was especially challenging. But by 

the time I followed her, Margaret had been working in SUWP for several years and had recently 

been hired as a full-time contingent faculty member. She was assigned to teach three sections of 

English 101A in the Fall of 2017; I observed two of them. As briefly discussed in Chapter 3, in 

addition to meeting regularly for three hours each week, English 101A includes an additional 

“studio” hour, where half the class meets at a time to provide additional scaffolding and more 

support from the instructor, adding an additional credit hour for students and two additional for 

the instructor. Most weeks of the semester, I sat in on one of the regular class sessions and 

alternated which sections of studio hours to observe.  

In additional to being “fundamental classes” (Interview 2) where students gain skills they 

will transfer to their disciplines, Margaret sees first-year writing classes as a place to make 

students the voice of authority, so they can use resources and research in different contexts. 

When I asked her what the specific purpose of English 101A was and how it was different from 

the other courses, she laughed and said, “Something that people are still figuring out, again and 

again and again” (Interview 1). She lamented that “nobody seems to know how anyone gets 

placed into 101A” (Interview 1). Eventually, though, she settled on the notion that English 101A 

was meant to be a “community,” where students could be “nurtured” by the instructor. She said 

“handholding is encouraged” in 101A, unlike in English 101 in which students are just told to 



WRITING INSTRUCTORS AS ARBITERS OF LANGUAGE POLICY 110 

“read the syllabus” if they have any questions. She thinks that teaching English 101A means that 

she cannot make as many assumptions about students as she could if she were teaching one of 

the other classes, and so she tries to approach each semester fresh, basing expectations for her 

students on what they produce for their first major paper. Later, she also mentioned that she 

thought English 101A is supposed to teach students “how to be college students” (Interview 2), 

scaffolding what it means to participate with respect in class and how to manage time.  

In these early interviews with Margaret, and in the classes I observed, I saw Margaret 

positioning students in 101A as needing additional support in order to be successful not just in 

her class but in college in general. She saw herself as being able to provide that support for 

students; even though she did not have a background in rhetoric, she readily picked up on the 

information in the textbook and did not struggle too much when introducing it to the students. 

She also did things not “because the department [required]” it (Interview 2), but because she saw 

value in it.  

In the next several sections, I discuss specific language policies I observed in Margaret’s 

classes, especially those that showed up as language ideologies in our interviews or played out as 

language practices in Margaret’s teaching. As a snapshot of Margaret’s teaching practices, I 

discuss at length one major assignment, the literacy narrative. I also discuss Margaret’s 

understanding of policies in general at SUWP, as well as her participation in the policy-making 

process.  

Margaret’s language ideologies and policies 

Margaret approaches her class with an expectation that students are likely to have diverse 

educational and language backgrounds and sees this diversity mostly in a positive light. Though 

it’s neither required nor directly suggested by the writing program for courses outside those 
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specifically for second language students, she solicits students’ language backgrounds at the 

beginning of each semester. She said that she wants them to “understand that if they have 

multilingual backgrounds, it’s part of their strengths as a writer” (Interview 1). She recognizes 

that “In Arizona, there’s a push against supporting people who are multilingual” and, perhaps as 

part of her social justice approach to teaching, she tries to model an approach to language that is 

more inclusive than what students have grown up with. She sees the fact that “a lot of attention is 

payed to students who are obviously struggling with English” in the Writing Program as a sign of 

“a very strong, good intention to make sure that people are as strong as possible in English,” 

(Interview 4). However, she laments that “the other skills” that are gained with multilingualism 

are not also recognized: “What about the fact that you’ve got you know twice or three times as 

much linguistic ability if you’re multilingual? You don’t hear about that” (Interview 4). Of all the 

interviews, this was the only time I heard anyone recognize there are other skills that can be 

gained from being or becoming multilingual. Though I believe that most, if not all, of the core 

administrators are also aware of these benefits, it is noteworthy that only Margaret recognized 

them in such a direct, explicit way. 

In our interviews, her recognition of the diversity of her students showed up in other 

ways as well, even when we weren’t specifically talking about language policies. For example, 

when I first asked her what English 101A was about, she included a comment about her 

assumptions about those who had completed high school in the United States and how they were 

different from those who were international students. Even though the Writing Program appears 

to conflate second language writing with international students and mostly contains them in 

separate classes, and even though Margaret was teaching a section of writing that does not 

traditionally include international students, she was somehow primed to talk about those 
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international students who might show up in her class. This recognition stood out to me as an 

exception because in most of my conversations with administrators and other instructors, second 

language writers were almost always assumed to be international students enrolled in English 

106, 107, or 108. This is yet another example of how difficult it can be to fully understand how 

policy will be interpreted by instructors: on one hand, Margaret’s understanding seems to go 

beyond the information made available to her by the Writing Program, and therefore must come 

from outside the program. On the other hand, her ideas also seem to echo the beliefs and values 

of some administrators, especially Kaden’s, and Margaret may have been influenced by 

conversations she had with individuals in the program. Undoubtedly, her experiences studying 

ESL and social justice education continues to have impact on her values and beliefs about 

language background and its relationship to writing.  

Though Margaret believes that language background is important, she also believes that 

the problems that multilingual students have with language and grammar are often the same as 

the problems of “native English speakers.” She said that “native English speakers make the same 

mistake but it’s a question of how much or how many” (Interview 2). She also believes that 

because some L2 students are “big readers,” they will therefore have an advantage over others. 

In other words, she does not automatically position all L2 students as requiring more or different 

remediation from domestic students.  

Somewhat similar to the findings I discussed above, in Chapter 4, Margaret’s valuing of 

language background does not easily transfer to her practices in class. As an example, Margaret 

mostly deals with specific language variation outside of class, in one-on-one meetings, because 

there is no time to do it in class. She said she does this  

Because I think the hardest part is having coherent ideas. And if I’m gonna spend time 
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nitpicking, if I’m gonna spend time with detailed observations, it’s gonna be about their 

ideas and how they put their ideas together. If they have minor errors that don’t distract 

me from their message, that can be fixed at any point. If they have con-, if they have 

either frequency or severity of error that prevents their ideas from getting through, then I 

have to talk about it. Because otherwise nobody’s gonna pay any attention to whatever 

nugget is in there. (Interview 2) 

I was not able to observe any of her meetings with students about language issues, but 

she said she typically will have the student read through a paragraph and she will ask questions 

about their choices in order to get a sense of whether they are making informed choices about 

their writing. She said that “Generally speaking, it’s a one-time thing they’re willing to do” 

(Interview 1), and usually there was no follow up about specific language issues. Similarly, on 

students’ major assignments, very little attention was paid to specific grammar or vocabulary, 

with a rare comment made about word choice. 

Some class lessons were extremely scaffolded, with intense focus on providing sample 

appropriate language. For example, in one lesson near the beginning of the semester (October 5), 

Margaret led students through a discussion about and practice on what is appropriate for 

requesting an interview over email. She provided several templates with “errors” that she 

expected they might make, including the use of all capital letters and the word “urgent,” that 

students were invited to correct. She then had students write their own emails in groups. Finally, 

the class evaluated the emails for what they liked best and were able to discuss other things that 

had not yet been covered. Altogether, in this lesson, I saw students positioned as coming to class 

with prior knowledge and skills upon which they could build the skill of writing a professional 

email to make a request. In an interview afterward, students’ tendencies to use inappropriate 
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styles or forms, like all capital letters or the word “urgent,” were connected to emails that they 

had probably received from their school or teachers in the past, not as a sign that they were 

overly pushy or demanding (Interview 2). 

In effect, Margaret’s approach meant that I did not actually see much teaching of 

language or treatment of language difference in class. Margaret herself acknowledged surprise at 

the lack of attention paid to “standard English” in the Writing Program (Interview 1), and it is 

possible that this lack of attention by the administration influenced Margaret’s own practices.  

Margaret’s Literacy Narrative. In this next section, I relate some details of Margaret’s 

literacy narrative as further illustration of how her language ideologies and policies played out in 

class. The literacy narrative assignment is a popular assignment in all first-year writing classes at 

SU. Originally designed within the context of English 101A, the assignment is "strongly 

advised" (Margaret, Interview 3) by the administration and is meant to help students transition 

from the personal writing they have experienced in high school to the academic writing of 

college. Both Margaret and Sabrina taught the literacy narrative as the first major assignment of 

the semester, but the ways in which they framed the assignment had important differences that 

show how instructors implement and develop their own language policies in their classrooms. 

To prepare for the literacy narrative assignment, students read professional examples of 

literacy narratives, several of which were written by bilingual authors. Some examples of the 

texts they read include Se Habla Español by Tanya Maria Barrientos and Da Art of Storytellin’ 

by Kiese Laymon. On the literacy narrative assignment sheet (Appendix F), students were given 

several options to choose from, including:  

• a significant event in learning to read or write in your first language 

• a critical event or aspect of being/becoming multilingual 
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• how you have navigated cultural attitudes toward literacy – for better or for worse 

• becoming literate and gaining membership in a subculture or community 

• a time in your life when literacy created a barrier or created opportunities 

During class, students were given separate opportunities to write about each of these, then were 

asked to “write about the one that is most compelling to you” (Interview 3).  

For the most part, assignments in Margaret’s classes were expected to be completed in 

English, reflecting both the program’s and the wider institution’s emphasis on academic English 

skills, which Margaret acknowledged in our first interview. However, students in Margaret’s 

classes were encouraged to bring their first language into their literacy narratives, the first major 

assignment of the semester. Those who had multilingual backgrounds were encouraged to 

include it in the dialogue of their narrative, and of those who could, about a third of them did 

include their first language in their narrative. 

It’s apparent from the list of options and encouragement to use a language other than 

English that students are neither limited to writing about traditional understandings of literacy 

nor expected to be monolingual. Margaret’s approach to language in the class focused on 

expanding students’ use of sensory details and learning the mechanics of dialogue. She put a 

considerable emphasis on paragraph development and encouraged students to consider how they 

engaged with and learned from their literacy experiences. 

Influences on Margaret’s classroom practices. Unsurprisingly, a main influence on 

language practices in Margaret’s classes was class coherence and how students themselves took 

up her calls to participate. Even though Margaret taught the same lesson plans for each class, the 

atmospheres of the sections I observed were completely different, with one class (Section A) 

feeling much more like the “community” (Interview 1) Margaret was hoping for. The rooms the 
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classes were held in played a major roll in facilitating or preventing this community. One class 

was held in a special “flexible learning space,” designed to “facilitate a variety of class activities 

including small group work and full class discussions” (quoted from public webpage), with 

swivel chairs and moveable tables. The other class (Section B) was held in an old chemistry 

classroom, with several long tables jammed against a wall, making it nearly impossible for 

Margaret to move about the classroom. In Section B, there were several seats in which students 

could hide in order to avoid interacting with either Margaret or other students. Margaret also 

mentioned how she thought the students in Section B did not really understand why they were 

there, in that class, or even “why they’re at college” (Interview 2). In Section A, when Margaret 

would ask students to work in groups, they usually did, and they usually stayed on task. In the 

other class, students would spread out and work independently – several times I wrote in my 

field notebook “students don’t seem to be talking to each other,” “silence,” or “crickets” after 

Margaret asked a question (Field notes 9/28, 10/5, 10/26). This meant that in Section A, Margaret 

talked much less, while in Section B, she often filled the silence with additional prompting.  

In designing her lesson plans, Margaret reported in interviews that she pulls from things 

she has learned in various settings, including her participation in an instructional program 

available to faculty across departments at Southwestern University teaching English but mostly 

from her experiences teaching English in high school (Interviews 4 and 6). These early 

experiences as a teacher were formative for Margaret and point further to the difficulty in 

determining exactly how to influence teachers with policy and trainings. For Margaret, her 

history of working with a Freirean scholar, teaching bilingual students in high school, and her 

appointment as a lecturer all contributed to her teaching competence and her interest in meeting 

students where they are, highlighting their strengths, while continuing to build their abilities in 
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academic writing.  

Margaret’s views of the program’s values. Recognizing the administration’s desire to 

meet the needs of both their graduate student teachers and their students, Margaret was not too 

disappointed to be teaching sections of writing outside of her second language expertise. “My 

impression is that those 106, 107, 108 are actually in pretty high demand for the grad students. 

Like for them they need these classes. And for me, like that’s where my training is but I seem to 

be doing okay with these other classes” (Interview 1). Perhaps because of the stability she has 

secured in being hired full time, and the fact that her expertise is not being wasted on the diverse 

class that is English 101A, Margaret was content to teach the sections that were assigned to her.  

Even though language background is important for Margaret’s supporting of students, she 

does not think it is “on the agenda” of the writing program (Interview 6). During our member 

check, she was surprised when I told her that her ideologies about language and the way she 

practices universal design in her classes align quite well with the desires of the program to meet 

all students’ needs. 

Margaret’s summary. Throughout this discussion, I have made suggestions about 

possible influences on Margaret’s language policy and practices in class. Margaret’s self-

identification as a social justice educator, which she has built throughout her career in education, 

continues to be a defining element. It leads to her involvement in policy-making processes within 

SUWP, induces her to pursue other teaching techniques outside of the program, and, most 

importantly influences the ways in which she engages with students of all kinds in her classes. 

Though Margaret is not familiar with a lot of the formal practices or de facto policies of SUWP, 

one gets the feeling that it is the structure of the program that is preventing Margaret from fulling 

understanding the administration’s policies; it is the generalized separation of lecturers from 
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discussions about second language writing classes, heavy teaching load, and lack of 

communication across a large program preventing Margaret’s full understanding, not a lack of 

interest on her part. When struggling to interpret unclear policies or prioritize conflicting ones, 

Margaret relies on her vast experiences as an educator to make language policies that recognize 

students’ skills and abilities to develop further.  

Sabrina’s background and introduction to English 107 

Sabrina’s background is very different from Margaret’s. Though she has also had a 

number of diverse experiences in teaching, including previous experience teaching college-level 

writing, the majority of her experiences have come from teaching a foreign language in high 

school. Her primary research interests are in neither pedagogy nor second language writing, but 

in psycholinguistics. In one of our later interviews, Sabrina explicitly said that she was not 

overly invested in the social justice agenda, and that while she found it interesting and important, 

it was not her primary professional concern (Interview 4). 

Similar to that with Margaret, my relationship with Sabrina began as a personal one 

several years ago when we both began our PhD program. Sabrina’s research interests are vastly 

different from my own, and our friendship is based more on personal than professional interests. 

Though she “always liked teaching,” it was her love of research that brought Sabrina back to 

graduate school (Interview 1). When applying to the program, Sabrina did not identify as a 

writing teacher, but the interdisciplinary program we were enrolled in “sent her to the writing 

program” for her funding (Interview 1).  

Unlike English 101A, in which Margaret and others who were surveyed are unsure of 

how students are placed, English 107 is a much more obvious, purposeful class, “designed 

specifically for students writing in English as an additional language” (Syllabus statement). 
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Sabrina’s class was made up primarily of Chinese and Middle Eastern students, including several 

who had taken her class for English 106. Sabrina told me in our first interview that she knew a 

few of her students had opted to take English 107 rather than English 101, but that before they 

communicated this with her, she had not been aware that was even an option. There was some 

confusion about who had been placed directly into 107, who had automatically been placed into 

107 after they completed 106, and who had been given a choice. When I told her that all students 

who placed into English 107 had the option to choose 101 instead, she was very surprised and 

thought that even her students did not know about the option. 

 In the sections below, I discuss Sabrina’s language policies at length, especially those 

which were similar to or different from Margaret’s. Similarities with Margaret included her 

views against teaching grammar and the empowerment associated with the acquisition of 

language skills. Important differences included how Sabrina positioned herself within her dual 

roles as instructor and researcher and how her primary interest in teaching language, as opposed 

to writing, manifested in her teaching. 

Sabrina’s language ideologies and policies 

As we talked further in our first interview about students’ option to choose English 101 or 

107, it became clear that Sabrina believed the choice to take English 101 was only available to 

certain “fluent” students (Interview 1). Though we did not discuss the definition of “fluency” in 

our interviews, Sabrina’s beliefs appear to mirror Roan’s belief (discussed in Chapter 4) that 

English 101 is a place for fluent speakers of English and English 107 is for those who are still 

developing their English skills. For Sabrina, this meant that all of her students would need 

further support in language, mostly supplied by providing definitions of “big or technical” 

words, which she would not normally do for “L1” students (Interview 1). Sabrina often provided 
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extended definitions for individual words, often without clear connections to the assignment they 

were discussing. While Margaret’s lessons moved step-by-step to support students’ progress from 

the beginning introduction of a task through completion, Sabrina tended to use repetition as a 

way to support students’ developing language skills. For example, in several class periods, she 

reviewed a chart of the differences between “observations and inferences,” which she also called 

“evidence and analysis” and “summary and explanation.” I observed discussions of these terms 

over and over again but did not actually see them attached to any writing per se, or see what 

students were supposed to do with them in their writing. 

By the end of the semester, students undoubtedly were able to recognize the terms, 

similar to vocabulary words a teacher might drill into students, but they might be less likely to be 

able to apply them to their reading or writing. Though she did not connect these experiences to 

her current teaching style as explicitly as Margaret did with social justice education, she told me 

that, like Margaret, she mostly drew from previous teaching experiences when planning for class 

and teaching (Interview 3).  

While Margaret’s class stood out as being very scaffolded, Sabrina’s focus on vocabulary 

was one way in which Sabrina’s class often felt like a high school ESL classroom. For example, 

students often chatted in their home languages, while Sabrina herself struggled to keep the class 

quiet and focused. She would become very frustrated when students talked over her, and in an 

interview, she told me that she found this “rude” behavior extremely “disrespectful” (Interview 

3). Sabrina seemed to lack the skills to foster the “community of writers” she had in mind for the 

class at the beginning of the semester (Field Notes: Class observation Jan. 19). This may have 

been connected to Sabrina’s lack of time to devote to developing her teaching skills, which I 

discuss at greater length below. 
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Sabrina often found ways to draw attention to and celebrate students’ linguistic 

backgrounds. For example, she incorporated the film Arrival (2016), a film about a linguist who 

unlocks an alien language and prevents the world from mass destruction, as well as the episode 

“Darmok” of Star Trek, The Next Generation (1991), which also deals with miscommunication 

between alien races. When I asked her why she incorporated these into her lesson, she said that it 

was because “it’s language and it’s really fun to talk about" (Interview 2). She even found time to 

incorporate a short lesson about the value of first languages on International Mother Tongue Day. 

Sabrina related how she thought it was extremely important for students to learn the skills of 

writing in her class, because “language is power” (Interview 5), and without language skills, 

students would not be taken seriously, echoing Margaret’s stance.  

Another place in which Sabrina’s language policies closely matched Margaret’s was in 

the area of grammar. In our first interview, Sabrina said, “The more I teach it the less I care about 

the little stuff” (Interview 1). When I asked her to expand on what she meant, she continued:  

Well, grammar. I threw that out the window. Even sentence structure. … And I think 

that’s important, but I don’t know if that’s stuff they pay attention to anyway. I would 

rather they be able to think in an organized way and think about their audience and their 

purpose. I don’t know if that’s the writing program’s purpose or not. 

Though here Sabrina indicated she was unsure of the writing program’s actual purpose, 

later, she mentioned a General Meeting in which Dana Ferris presented on best practices for 

written corrective feedback and the benefits of addressing only a few grammar issues at a time. 

She also said that she had read articles about grammar instruction during her preceptorship 

(Interview 4). So while it is difficult to draw a direct connection between the writing program’s 

policies and Sabrina’s and Margaret’s classroom practices of avoiding grammar instruction, it 
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does appear that the program has affected their understandings about grammar through practice.  

Sabrina’s Literacy Narrative. Like Margaret, Sabrina taught the literacy narrative as 

her first major assignment. Her students read similar examples of narratives and overall the 

assignment was presented in a comparable way. One important difference, however, was the 

framing of “literacy.” While Sabrina also discussed multiple meanings of the word in class, 

ultimately the assignment was presented as a chance for students to write about their acquisition 

of English as a second literacy.  

In Sabrina’s assignment, the definition of literacy was taken from a textbook designed 

within the program. Sabrina included the definitions on the assignment guide: “understanding ‘a 

system of language’” and “the competent understanding & use of written language and of 

abilities in reading & writing.” Though Sabrina did mention other forms of literacy in class, her 

assignment guide kept the definition fairly narrow. Students were instructed: 

 

  In this excerpt of Sabrina’s literacy narrative assignment instructions, literacy is closely 

associated specifically with language and empowerment, aligning with Sabrina’s belief that 

“language is power” (Interview 5, discussed above). When I asked her about the purpose of this 

assignment, Sabrina first said: 
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They’re fun for me to read. And they’re fun to teach, and they’re fun to talk about. It’s 

fun to talk about literacy and language. Whether they’re talking about learning English or 

other literacies, I think it’s a fun topic to talk about” (Interview 3).  

She continued by stating that she believes “it’s a good thing to be able to identify how they use 

language and why they use language, and maybe that’s me as a language person or as [an applied 

linguist]” (Interview 3).  

The literacy narrative assignment further illustrates how Sabrina’s identity as an applied 

linguist influenced her lessons and assignments. Similar to how she identified topics and films to 

discuss in class, Sabrina focused on issues she found interesting and relevant to her own 

profession. Her alignment of "literacy" with "empowerment" is potentially problematic, as 

students seemed to be encouraged to write uncritically about how their acquisition of English 

leads to only positive results, but Sabrina does not identify as having a social justice agenda. 

Instead, her students’ multilingual identities easily with her desire to teach a fun and interesting 

lesson about language.  

Of course, in many ways this is a strength of the program – it allows individual 

instructors to tailor their class to their interests, and for Sabrina in English 107, the literacy 

narrative easily provided an opportunity for multilingual writers to write about their personal 

experiences. However, as in Harklau (2000), where students’ identities were narrowed in their 

high school ESOL classes, international students in Sabrina’s class were encouraged to view 

themselves through the deficit lens of “English language learner” who would be empowered 

through Western academic practices, though unlike the students in Harklau, these students did 

not resist. This was borne out in students’ writing: whereas only one of Margaret’s students 

wrote about their acquisition of a language (in this case, Spanish) for their literacy narrative, 
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none of Sabrina’s students wrote about acquisition of their mother language or some other 

cultural literacy. All of them wrote about learning English. 

Influences on Sabrina’s classroom practices. In addition to her professional identity as 

a linguist, Sabrina’s dual appointment as instructor in the writing program and graduate student 

greatly impacted on her classroom policies and interaction with SUWP. Many of my 

conversations with Sabrina started with self-deprecation about her abilities as a teacher or as a 

researcher. During the semester I observed her, Sabrina was also engaged in a service obligation 

for her applied linguistics program, something that she had been encouraged to do by her advisor 

to enhance her curriculum vitae. Occasionally, this caused her to miss her own class on Fridays, 

and she would come to an interview with me or text me later saying “I’m such a horrible 

teacher.” In our conversations, I could see her struggling to find a balance between her dual 

roles, and while she wanted to do a good job at both, she instead felt like she was failing at both.  

Sabrina’s approaches in class seem to be connected to her identity as a foreign language 

instructor, and emphatically not a writing instructor. When I asked her what she saw her primary 

identity as, she responded: “It’s not writing teacher. I enjoy working with the population that I 

work with, usually, and I’ve come to enjoy teaching writing, but it’s not what I’m in it for” 

(Interview 3). As she continued, she then said she considered herself as a “second language 

teacher.” However, she then quickly went on:  

But I told you I came back to academia because I missed the research. So I guess right 

now I prefer to identify as researcher, although that’s the thing that’s really lacking in my 

life. And that’s what I want to be focusing on. That is a hard question. It’s like the 

educator part keeps taking over. Maybe it’s more natural to me, I have more experience, 

I’m more comfortable with it. But I want to see myself more as a researcher.”  
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Considered through the lens of Harré and van Langenhove’s (1999, p. 18) positioning 

triad (See p. 70Above), Sabrina seems to be resistant to the position of writing instructor that has 

been assigned to her for her graduate program funding. Her own desire to position herself as a 

researcher continually comes into conflict with her teaching responsibilities, making her 

storyline more complex and perhaps more difficult to follow than that of Margaret. Although she 

wants to be positioned as a “good teacher,” the storylines available to her through the writing 

program are out of line with those she wants to have for herself. Instead of augmenting her 

professional research interests, teaching writing mostly distracts and exhausts Sabrina. It is only 

additional work, not complementary. 

Sabrina’s views of the program’s values. As far as policy goes, Sabrina says she 

doesn’t “know what the writing program expects” (Interview 4). She does not fully understand 

how or why her students are placed into her class, though she knew more about it than Margaret 

because she had participated in monthly meetings for English 106 in which placement 

procedures were shared. In our conversations, when I asked her about programmatic 

expectations, she often deferred to me and instead of answering, would ask me to share what I 

knew.  

Perhaps even more important, Sabrina does not seek out clarification on the policies or 

expectations for her. She says she “want(s) things just to be easy” when it comes to teaching and 

related responsibilities, because the rest of her work is so difficult and time consuming. She feels 

overwhelmed by the amount of emails she receives from the program, which exasperates her 

continued sense that she does not know where to find what she is looking for, culminating in the 

feeling that she wants “to hear less from [the program]” but also wants “to know where things 

are” (Interview 4). 
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Sabrina’s summary. On one hand, Sabrina identifies as a teacher in many situations: she 

comes from a teaching background and says that she truly loves teaching. She feels good when 

the “naughty” students like her, perhaps because she feels a little bit like a rebel herself.  

On the other hand, while Sabrina loves teaching, she has come to the university primarily 

to finish a Ph.D. program in order to teach linguistics, not first-year writing. She finds many 

aspects of the support systems in place helpful, especially the opportunities to collaborate with 

other teachers, and even more importantly the opportunity to use other instructors’ materials. 

However, she still spends a lot of time adapting the materials for her own class, showing that 

ultimately, she is somewhat autonomous and thoughtful in her teaching. Sabrina, though, sees 

this as problematic, as it takes time away from what she “should” be doing, i.e., her own 

research. Undoubtedly, this has a strong influence on Sabrina’s desire, or lack thereof, to 

participate in policy-building, or to do the leg work necessary to become familiar with the 

policies after they have been created.  

Important differences between Margaret and Sabrina 

Clearly, Margaret and Sabrina had important differences in the ways in which they 

instructed their classes, stemming from their professional backgrounds and the structure of the 

program. Unlike Margaret’s 101A classroom, Sabrina’s 107 class was intentionally filled with 

international students using English as an additional language. In some ways, this afforded 

Sabrina the knowledge that all of her students would have this in common, and thus would be 

something that she needed to teach to. So while Margaret tried to assume nothing about her 

students until their first major assignment, students’ shared multilingual background may have 

contributed to a flattening of student identities in Sabrina’s class. This showed up in the way she 

taught the literacy narrative assignment and how she addressed language difference in class 
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mostly by providing support in vocabulary.  

Likewise, Sabrina’s and Margaret’s self-positioning in the writing program had important 

effects. Though both Sabrina and Margaret share the role of "instructor" in the Writing Program, 

their different positions—as lecturer invested in achieving a long-term appointment on one hand 

and exhausted, distracted graduate student on the other—led to their classes looking quite 

different. Though neither Margaret nor Sabrina have a clear understanding of the program’s 

expectations, Margaret makes attempts to discover what the program wants from her and feels 

capable of designing lessons to meet her students’ needs. Sabrina, on the other hand, feels less 

concerned with identifying expectations and does her best to manage her class day by day.  

The English 107 classes are meant to provide additional support from language 

specialists, and I would not argue that these students do not need this support. However, it may 

be misguided to assume that graduate students enrolled in applied linguistics classes will 

automatically be prepared to provide it. Instead, multiple factors should be considered when 

deciding who should teach which classes and the kinds of support that should be made available 

to both students and their instructors. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

Introduction to conclusion 

As shown in other studies of language policy in education (e.g., Johnson 2013; Shohamy, 

2006), my ethnographic study of Southwestern University’s Writing Program reveals how 

official documents can take us only so far toward understanding how language policy actually 

works in writing classrooms. Even when writing program administrators develop official policies 

as an attempt to make language variety more legitimate, or to provoke an awareness of variety in 

language background, instructors are likely to draw upon their own experiences and interests as 

they plan their lessons and carry out assessments of student writing, especially when they are not 

fully prepared to carry out the policies developed by the program. The differences between 

Sabrina’s and Margaret’s stories show how, at least in part, conflicting priorities, a lack of clarity, 

and, importantly, an instructor’s self-positioning, can lead to very different classroom language 

policies, even when the classes being taught are supposed to be equivalent.  

This study demonstrates the difficulty in pinning down the language policies of a writing 

program. Though I attempted to include as many sites as possible, some avenues were left 

unexplored to allow for a more in-depth investigation of those policies aimed at managing the 

language of students. Undoubtedly, it would be interesting to include at length the policies and 

procedures related to teaching in the writing program as an international speaker of English as an 

additional language. Other avenues left unexplored were the connections between the writing 

program and the local English for Academic Purposes program, as well as a burgeoning global 

universities program, in which the writing program provides instructors for institutions abroad. 

Both of these avenues would require expanding the data collection significantly. A project with 

additional time and scope could draw even more connections between program, institutional, and 
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state policies. In my conclusion, I address theoretical implications and make suggestions for 

SUWP before returning briefly to Yolanda from Chapter 1.  

Theoretical implications 

Though we cannot, then, make a direct link between classrooms practices and policies, 

my study shows how classroom practices are influenced by many factors. In English and 

Varghese’s (2010) study, they found that one instructor became an active agent in her school 

when presented with a challenging language policy. Similarly, Shohamy (2010) found that in 

Israel, some educators felt empowered to resist restrictive language policies. My study supports 

the view that language policy is not only a top-down process and adds the importance of 

individual positioning as a connection between language policy and classroom practices. While 

Margaret appears to be drawing from her own previous experiences to fill in the gaps of the 

policies not provided directly by SUWP, Sabrina is more distracted by her own graduate program 

to make any extra attempts toward counteracting myths of monolingualism on her own. For 

lecturers and other graduate students, it is asking a lot of instructors to be invested in trainings 

that are presented as “optional.” As Margaret put it “Look you’re not even hired full time. How 

much time are you gonna invest in these other meetings?” (Interview 1). An instructor has to feel 

particularly empowered and invested.  

I would argue that all instructors are actually both policy “implementer” and policy 

“arbiters” (Johnson & Johnson, 2015, p. 225). The degree to which they fall on either side of this 

divide will differ for different policies depending on the program itself and the availability of the 

arbiter role within the program. It will also depend on the instructors themselves and the extent 

to which they position themselves as having the desire and capability of taking up this role. In a 

large program like SUWP, for example, there is relatively little space for direct oversight of 
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instructors, and there are relatively few official language policies. This means that most 

instructors have to determine on their own how they will interact with their students and 

negotiate language policies in their classroom. A smaller program with more official policies, or 

even a clearer communication of intended practices, however, may have more oversight and 

more direct influence on teachers. A number of factors come into play; the available resources, 

the kinds of classrooms, class sizes, separate or joined programs for multilingual writers, the 

extent of different kinds of expertise in the program: all of these will have an impact on how 

language policies will work in a writing program. They need to be considered when any sort of 

policy change is being considered.  

That being said, official and de facto language policies do have important effects on 

instructors. Years after being presented with a new idea, instructors might still not be able to 

articulate why they do what they do. They are influenced by their conversations with 

administrators and colleagues, practical needs, educational experiences, and the extent to which 

they feel empowered or prepared to make their own decisions. When asked about how she made 

the decision to read over grammar errors in her students’ writing, Sabrina talked about needing to 

grade more quickly in order to fulfill her responsibilities as a graduate student, but she also 

mentioned reading articles assigned in her preceptorship class about written corrective feedback 

and a General Meeting in which Dana Ferris presented on the benefits of providing feedback on 

only a few grammar topics (Interview 4). Though Sabrina’s self-positioning as a graduate student 

intent on finishing her program stops her from investing as much as Margaret, she is not entirely 

immune from the influence of the program’s attempts to influence her. 

In SUWP, policies specifically directed toward language were not discussed as often as 

other kinds of policies, and oftentimes seemed to be out of the minds of writing instructors, and, 
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indeed, of policy makers. Official policies for language, either about academic language, the 

language that should be used in first-year writing classes, or about second language writers 

themselves, were less of a concern than policies about attendance and syllabus design. While I 

intended to witness ideologies about the use of languages other than English or "non-standard" 

usage in student writing, I often went several meetings without viewing any direct 

communication about these topics. Issues of language or second language users were rarely the 

subject of meetings.  

I believe that policy can go a long way to address storylines of multilingual students. As 

Moore (2007) found with the power of official language policies to bring about change, the ways 

that administrators discuss multilingual students can have real impacts on instructors’ beliefs. 

Though instructors will continue to implement and establish policy in their classrooms, they will 

also be influenced by the trainings, meetings, and classroom practices they experience, even 

more so than simply reading a policy document or an email. If administrators truly wish to have 

influence over instructors’ beliefs and values, they need to provide something more tangible than 

just notification that a policy has been adopted.  

In addition to the role that positioning of instructors plays in policy formation and 

implementation, my study also points to the need to be aware of the positioning of language 

policies themselves. At SUWP, the vision of a program prepared to meet students’ diverse 

language needs is an aspiration that can be considered only after more important issues have 

been managed. Instructors newer to the program like Margaret and Sabrina will likely be 

influenced by the practices of the program even without a concerted effort to change 

monolingual approaches to composition, but others who have been the program longer, like 

Roan, may need a more direct approach. Until language policy is positioned as equally important 
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to other policies, it will likely be treated in scattered, superficial attempts, contributing further to 

continued deficit approaches.  

Finally, programs that offer separate classes for users of English as an additional 

language may unwittingly create a sense that language development happens only in these 

separate spaces. As seen in beliefs about English 107 and 101 at SUWP, my data shows that in 

part because there is a class specifically dedicated to these students, many administrators and 

instructors seen English 107 as a space in which to develop language skills, similar to Shuck 

(2006). This is not altogether a negative, as it gives the instructor the message that they should 

devote time to language development, which all students are likely to need. However, it also 

means that English 101 has apparently taken on the additional meaning of being a space in which 

language development is assumed to be complete, or at least at a specific measure of “fluency.” 

Therefore, any “non-fluency” may be unexpected or unwelcome in these classes, and teachers 

like Roan continue to be surprised and confused by language variety in their class.  

In Chapter 4, I presented Kaden’s struggle to bring attention to students’ needs without 

limiting their identities or further isolating them. In order to change the narrative of second 

language writers as only deficient, those of us working in second language writing could do 

better in recognizing and drawing attention to the positive aspects of multilingualism, including 

cognitive flexibility (Bialystok, Craik, & Luk, 2012; Marian & Shook, 2012). We could also do 

more to highlight the increased creativity of diverse settings (Tadmor, Satterstrom, Jang, & 

Polzer, 2012) and explore further the benefits of cross-cultural composition on both multilingual 

and monolingual English writers (Shuck, 2006). I would not argue that we stop investigating 

ways to meet our students’ needs, but rather that if we focus only on differences and deficits in 

our discussions about second language writers, we are unlikely to change the storyline that 
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Kaden struggles with.  

Suggestions for SUWP 

On a programmatic level, some of the problems my study reveals are to be expected in a 

program as large and diverse as SUWP, and many of them seem to originate from outside the 

program. Perhaps most importantly, the context in which the program exists – a large, neoliberal 

university that receives comparatively little state funding with predefined systems and structures 

in place – has a great impact on the ability of the program to choose their own priorities and to 

see them to completion. The size of SUWP has a number of impacts on how language policy is 

formed, distributed, and implemented. With nearly 200 individuals working in the program, it is 

not surprising that individuals will interpret policy differently. Furthermore, with such a large 

administration, it is not surprising that the program should have such a difficult time agreeing on 

language policies or other program priorities to begin with. Even though it appears that many in 

higher administration roles do agree on adopting an asset approach to multilingualism, the 

number of individuals who require training, if not also convincing, appears overwhelming in the 

current context. Administrators are tasked with first identifying and persuading those who hold 

conservative deficit views and providing specific training opportunities for all instructors, all 

while trying to ensure that everyone is also able to pursue their own professional interests, teach 

their classes, and complete their graduate programs on time. On top of this, administrators also 

must deal with mandates from above and ensure funding and accreditation for the program, not 

to mention manage the placement, curriculum, and assessment of 7000 undergraduate students. 

However, there are areas in which the program itself can make changes that could benefit 

both those working in the program and the students taking classes. Already, the writing program 

has implemented a “Teaching Symposium,” in which instructors in the writing program submit 
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proposals and share their practices, ideas, and techniques in a conference-like setting. This is 

potentially a good space for teachers to integrate and position themselves as experts in their 

work. Because teachers are required to be there, there is higher likelihood that they will attend 

and glean some new ways of looking at students. Unfortunately, it will remain true that some 

teachers won’t be engaged, but at least in being given the opportunity to choose which sessions 

to attend, they will have some autonomy and thus, some ownership of what they learn.  

This space could also serve as a good space for requiring teachers to learn about the new 

policies and procedures the program is implementing. While the move to have a shorter day was 

undoubtedly welcomed by the instructors who already feel overworked, if some of that time 

were spent presenting and explaining new policies decided upon by WriCAP, teachers might 

have a better understanding of the programs’ stance toward language differences in the 

classroom.  

First of all, then, my first recommendation is that writing programs should have a clear 

vision for how language variety should be approached across the various components of the 

program. My conversations with instructors and administrators show there is no real agreement 

about what the program expects from its instructors or who its students are. Moore (2007) 

contrasted equality of treatment with equality of opportunity, explaining how the former when 

enacted in the Australian context “preserved unfair status quo in which disadvantage and 

consequent social problems were embedded” (p. 577). Equality of opportunity on the other hand, 

imagines a new world in which the disadvantaged can have the same opportunities as others. 

While many of Southwestern University’s Writing Program administrators share Moore’s 

approach toward “equality of opportunity,” some instructors and administrators still tend toward 

“equality of treatment” in the way they assess student writing. Even though language policy 
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documents cannot be the only response to deficit-approaches to language variety, having a point 

of reference for language policy would at least give individuals a goal to strive for.  

As shown in the discussion of the Principles of Writing Instruction and Parameters of 

Course Design, SUWP has taken some steps toward establishing this equality of opportunity. The 

program has made attempts to make their classes for international students comparable to those 

for domestic students, thus allowing international students greater flexibility and autonomy with 

the choice to enroll in either track. Changes in curriculum and placement procedures point to a 

policy of inclusiveness and diversity and appear to run counter to strict notions of linguistic 

homogeneity.  

 However, the lack of consistency across documents and incomplete messaging about 

these policies and procedures appear to be preventing a fully celebratory approach toward 

linguistic variety in classrooms. While Southwestern University’s Writing Program 

administrators are aware of the tension between representative policy-making and expertise, I 

think a bigger concern should be with communicating decisions made and providing training for 

how to implement new policies. For example, some instructors, as well as administrators, appear 

to be completely unaware of how students are placed into classrooms or of the new ways in 

which students can shuttle between international and domestic tracks. During the year of my data 

collection, the policy subcommittee worked aggressively to create a document expressing beliefs 

about language and writing, but then the document was barely glossed over at the next general 

meeting with instructors.   

Though I was not able to observe the meetings for assistant directors and course 

directors, I believe significant improvement could be made at the level of communication 

between those developing the placement procedures and the assistant directors and course 
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directors in the program. As new graduate students begin to instruct in the program, the training 

they go through will continue to depend on the assistant director in charge of their training, and 

even assistant directors expressed confusion about the policies. With clearer communication 

across all administrators – the director, associate directors, and assistant directors – there might 

be a clearer understanding that language variety should be expected in classrooms as well as a 

more consistent approach toward working with multilingual writers.  

While better communication could help in making understandings of policy more 

consistent, the program also could do more to mend the feelings of betrayal felt by some 

members of the program. Though difficult, it is important that those at the level of the 

administration feel empowered to engage in policy-making bodies in order to fully understand 

policies and share them with their graduate students. By sharing these findings, I hope that 

people in SUWP can move toward greater understanding and being to rebuild trust.  

Finally, the available expertise of L2 writing specialists could be more accessible to 

others outside of applied linguistics and specifically designated second language writing 

classrooms. Tying “the language expert” to classes designed only for international students 

inherently leads to a situation in which “language” becomes equated with “international 

students,” as language is a part of all curriculum, all student learning outcomes, all classes with 

all students. As mentioned in Chapter 2, language policies are often made within other policies 

that do not explicitly mention language as a goal (Moore, 2007). In the case of this writing 

program, language policy is nearly invisible in any space not directly addressing second 

language writing. Mixing up the division of labor, so that L2 specialists, and other kinds of 

expertise as well, are more available to more instructors, could mean the spread of a language-as-

an-asset ideology. Likewise, more strategies for working with L2 students could be shared across 
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different kinds of instructors. For example, in requiring service and professional development, 

the program could require that instructors attend one Brown Bag or other training outside of their 

expertise each year. This would mean that all instructors would be exposed to new ways of 

thinking.  

Undoubtedly, I interviewed very competent, well-trained instructors during this project. 

Margaret and Sabrina are both excellent instructors, and though I did not observe other classes, I 

can say for sure that many of SUWP’s instructors are engaged and care about doing what is best 

for their students. While this may be true, at the same time I think SUWP may be taking its 

teachers for granted, assuming that they will seek and find all of the information that is generated 

in their meetings, simply because the meetings are open and the information is made available on 

a website. But teachers should not be expected to look up information and interpret it with no 

guidance or support. Cohen (1996) makes a compelling analogy about policies: “Few would 

propose to teach algebra by telling students to learn it, giving them a brief book on the subject, 

and walking away” (Cohen, 1996, p. ix), so why do we expect this of teachers? If programs wish 

instructors to value language diversity and support students’ “right to their own language” as 

expressed in the Principles of Writing Instruction, they need to provide suggestions for to put this 

into practice. 

It is important to recognize that on some level, policy changes and approaches simply 

take time to really permeate a program. My research was completed soon after a period of 

significant changes, and while the overall approach toward language differences appears to be 

changing and becoming more important, the group still has to deal with outside concerns and 

priorities. This shows that in order for multilingual students to truly be accepted and served in all 

writing classes, the program needs to identify what their vision actually is, so that when the little 
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opportunities for change do arise, they are able to make use of them efficiently and promote a 

clear vision for how language background and diversity should be viewed in the writing 

program.  

Whatever happened to Yolanda? 

I spoke with Yolanda recently, and she no longer feels inclined to fail students because of 

lack of “s” on third-person singular verbs or for incorrect past tense forms. It is impossible to 

guess whether her own policy change came about because of programmatic language policies, 

conversations she’s had with me and others, or because she currently teaches sections of English 

109 and has less diversity in her classes, or, even, some other circumstance we have no 

knowledge of. Probably, all of these factors have some influence. Regardless, I feel optimistic 

that Yolanda has moved away from failing students because of minor grammatical differences. 

Hopefully, Yolanda is part of a wider trend moving away from such expectations for students.  
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 

Data Collection Tool A: Survey (instructors) 

This survey should take you approximately 15-20 minutes.  

 

Demographics 

1. Are you a  

a. staff member 

b. graduate student 

c. lecturer 

d. assistant director/associate director /director 

e. other [box] 

2. How long have you been working in the UA Writing Program (UAWP)? 

a. less than 1 year 

b. 1-2 years 

c. 3-5 years 

d. More than 5 years 

3. Have you taught non-native English-speaking students in any of the following scenarios? 

Check all that apply.  

a. U.S. K-12 school ESL setting 

b. U.S. K-12 school mainstream setting 

c. U.S. Adult ESL setting (e.g., EAP program or community ESL) 

d. In the UA or other second language writing program (106/107/108) 

e. In the UA or other mainstream or basic writing program (101A/101/102) 
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f. I don’t know 

g. Other situation outside of the U.S. 

h. Other (fill in the blank) 

4. Do you have a political affiliation?  

a. Democrat 

b. Republican 

c. Independent 

d. Other [box] 

5. Are you currently seeking any of the following degrees?  

a. Creative Writing  

b. Literature 

i. MA 

ii. PhD 

c. SLAT 

d. EAL 

e. Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English 

i. MA 

ii. PhD 

6. Have you ever taken a class that included readings or discussions on any of the 

following? (check all that apply)  

a. Bilingual education 

b. Critical pedagogy 

c. Descriptive grammar 
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d. Dialect, accent, or language variety 

e. Language acquisition 

f. Language ideology 

g. Language policy 

h. Rhetorical grammar 

i. Second language teaching 

j. Sociolinguistics 

k. World Englishes 

l. Other related topic [ ] 

  

7. What is your language background?  (check all that apply) 

a. English is my first language 

b. English is my primary language 

c. I have more than one first language 

d. I learned English in high school 

e. I have studied/am fluent in a language other than English 

f. I learned English as a second language 

g. I learned English as a third or fourth or more language 

h. I speak English and another native language 

i. I am a World Englishes speaker 

j. Other [box] 
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8. Display logic:  

1. Have you studied a second language?  

2. In what context? (in school as a foreign language, at home, in the country where 

spoken) 

3. In what situations do you still use this language?  

9. To what extent and in what context have/do you use a language other than English? (For 

example, I chat on Facebook in Spanish every week with my friends in South America. [box] 

 

10. To what extent are you familiar with [6 points - very familiar to no experience/don’t 

know] 

a. teaching students who speak a non-standard dialect of English 

b. working with students who speak English as a second or other language 

c. the language policies of the UA Writing program 

  

11. To the best of your knowledge, what are the University of Arizona policies/expectations 

that concern students who speak English as a second or other language? 

12. To the best of your knowledge, what are the Writing Program policies/expectations for 

placing students into their first-year writing classes? 

13. To the best of your knowledge, what are the Writing Program policies/expectations for 

teaching students who speak English as a second or other language or for working with 

language differences in class in regard to grading? 

14. To the best of your knowledge, what are the Writing Program policies/expectations for 

teaching students who speak English as a second or other language or for working with 
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language differences in class in regard to providing in-class support? 

15. To the best of your knowledge, what are the Writing Program policies/expectations for 

teaching students who speak English as a second or other language or for working with 

language differences in class in regard to providing additional support outside of class?  

16. To the best of your knowledge, what are the Writing Program policies/expectations that 

concern the use of languages other than English in first-year writing?  

 

17. How did you hear about these policies?  - multiple click box  

Brown bags 

Coursework  

D&I meetings  

EGU meetings 

Faculty in the Writing Program  

Faculty in your Graduate Program  

General meeting 

Peer(s) 

Preceptorship large group 

Reading groups 

Student’s Guide 

Syllabus template 

Wire  

Writing Program Website 

Writing Program Instructor companion/handbook 
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WriPACA meeting 

Other [box] 

  

Language ideologies : Likert scale, 6 points ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree (from Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2014) 

The following questions will be administered in random order.  

  

Language represents a national identity. 

The success of a nation depends on the use of a national language.  

In the U.S., English should be the language of public communication. 

The standard- or model-form of a language is the most appropriate form for school. 

Using one language to complete a task is better than using two languages. 

Schools must teach native languages of students.  

  

At the UA, knowing English helps a person to be a member of the UA community. 

At the UA, the use of more than 1 language should be promoted.  

At the UA, outside of foreign language classes, English should be the only language used 

in class. 

In a writing class, the focus should be on the mastery of academic English.  

It is a problem when students speak in languages other than English in class. 

I ask students to use only English in class.  

Try to answer the following questions with your first impression. 

In the U.S., the use of native languages other than English is helpful for sharing tradition.  
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Native languages are beautiful. 

One should be patient with people learning a second language.  

Different forms of language are appropriate for different contexts.  

The use of one’s own language is a human right.  

The development of multiple languages is an economic asset.  

The UA should promote the use of more than one language. 

A person’s linguistic abilities in languages other than English should be recognized as 

assets in their first-year writing classes. 

The use of more than one language makes social mobility difficult.  

The use of more than one language makes social unity difficult.  

The use of more than one language creates social problems.  

Students who speak English as a second or other language should be taught in separate 

sections of first-year writing.  

In the U.S., using English is important for gaining material wealth.  

In the U.S., using English is important for social gains.  

The ability to write in English is important for success at the UA. 

A language has one standard form. 

One can know a person’s intelligence from how he or she uses a language. 

The UA Writing Program needs a policy for placing students for whom English is a 

second or additional language. 
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Recruitment for Phase 2 - external link to enter contact information (Google Form) 

Phase 2 of this study consists of observations and comparisons of how instructors 

distribute and discuss classroom policies with their students. It will consist of 

observations of 1 day of class during the first week, preferably when policies are 

distributed. Would you be willing to be observed during this phase? If so, please click on 

the link below, which will send you to another survey for you to enter your contact 

information. (Your contact information will not be connected to your survey responses.) 

  

When do you normally discuss policies with your students?  

a. first day of class 

b. second day of class 

c. after the second day of class 
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Background 

1. Tell me a little bit about your background before and since coming to SUWP. (What did 

you study? What kind of work did you do?) 

 

Current roles 

2. What’s your job title? What does that title mean? What are your primary responsibilities 

in the WP? What role do you have in making or implementing policy? 

3. How do you see your role in relation to other administrator’s roles in policy making or 

implementation (both within and outside the WP)? What do you see as the roles of other 

administrators, e.g., the assistant directors or the course directors for policy making and 

implementation? 

 

Values 

4. What values do you think the Writing Program should embrace in respect to policy 

making and implementation?  

5. What are some things that you or the Writing Program are doing in order to promote 

those values? What are some things inhibiting their promotion? How/How well do you think 

the WP is promoting those values?  

 

Language 

6. What expectations do you have for teachers in working with non-standard dialects? With 

international students? How do you communicate those expectations? Is there anything 
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inhibiting the communication? 

7. What are the program’s policies or expectations for working with students with limited 

experience with Edited Academic English? Do they match your own expectations? 

8. What would be ideal for instructing students with limited experience with Edited 

Academic English? How would language differences be treated in an ideal scenario? 

9. Have you had any experiences with teachers struggling or excelling in teaching writing to 

international students or other students who speak English as an additional language? Can 

you tell me about one? 

10. What are your thoughts about the current method of assessing and placing students?  
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Appendix C: Student learning outcomes 

Course Goals & Objectives (Outcomes for English 101/101A/107 are in italics) 
 
Goal 1: Rhetorical Awareness 
Learn strategies for analyzing texts’ audiences, purposes, and contexts as a means of developing 
facility in reading and writing.  

 
Student Learning Outcomes:  
1A. identify the purposes of, intended audiences for, and arguments in a text, as situated within 
particular cultural, economic, and political contexts.  
1B. analyze the ways a text’s purposes, audiences, and contexts influence rhetorical options.  
1C. analyze how genres shape reading and composing practices. 
1D. read in ways that contribute to their rhetorical knowledge as writers.  
1E. respond to a variety of writing contexts calling for purposeful shifts in structure, medium, 
design, level of formality, tone, and/or voice.  
 
Goal 2: Critical Thinking and Composing  
Use reading and writing for purposes of critical thinking, research, problem solving, action, and 
participation in conversations within and across different communities.  
 
Student Learning Outcomes:  
2A. employ a variety of research methods, including primary and/or secondary research, for 
purposes of inquiry.  
2B. evaluate the quality, appropriateness, and credibility of sources. 
2C. incorporate evidence, such as through summaries, paraphrases, quotations, and visuals. 2E. 
support ideas or positions with compelling discussion of evidence from multiple sources.  
2D. synthesize research findings in development of an argument. 
2E. support ideas or positions with compelling discussion of evidence from multiple sources.  
2F. compose persuasive researched arguments for various audiences and purposes, and in 
multiple modalities.  
 
Goal 3: Reflection and Revision  
Understand composing processes as flexible and collaborative, drawing upon multiple strategies 
and informed by reflection.  
 
Student Learning Outcomes:  
3A. adapt composing and revision processes for a variety of technologies and modalities.  
3B. produce multiple revisions on global and local levels. 
3C. suggest useful global and local revisions to other writers. 
3D. identify the collaborative and social aspects of writing processes. 
3F. reflect on their progress as academic writers.  
3E. evaluate and act on peer and instructor feedback to revise their texts. 3F. reflect on their 
progress as academic writers.  
 
Goal 4: Conventions  
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Understand conventions as related to purpose, audience, and genre, including such areas as 
mechanics, usage, citation practices, as well as structure, style, graphics, and design.  
Student Learning Outcomes:  
4A. follow appropriate conventions for grammar, punctuation, and spelling, through practice in 
composing and revising.  
4B. reflect on why genre conventions for structure, paragraphing, tone, and mechanics vary.  
4C. identify and effectively use variations in genre conventions, including formats and/or design 
features.  
4D. demonstrate familiarity with the concepts of intellectual property (such as fair use and 
copyright) that motivate documentation conventions.  
4E. apply citation conventions systematically in their own work.  
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Appendix D: Principles of Writing Instruction 

At [Southwestern University], our career-track faculty and graduate teaching associates in 

Applied Linguistics, Creative Writing, Literature, and Rhetoric and Composition are experts in 

writing, reading, and language. We approach writing instruction from the premise of diversity 

and inclusion [hyperlinked to university’s “Student Benefits of Diversity and Inclusion” page]. 

Even though we acknowledge the power of Standard Language ideology and its pervasiveness in 

English language instruction and writing curriculum design, we believe that language is neither 

fixed nor stable but fluid, and always evolving.   

What we believe writing is and what writers do: 

• Writing is a technology that creates and conveys new knowledge and understanding. 

• Writing is situated in social, cultural, economic, and academic contexts. 

• Writers scrutinize power structures and critically interrogate societal inequities such as 

but not limited to racism, sex and gender discrimination, ableism, and xenophobia. 

• Writers tell stories, explore ideas, make arguments, and engage in dialogue about serious 

issues and questions about humanity. 

• Writers select and adapt genres that best match purpose, audience, subject, and medium. 

• The most effective writing results from engagement with subject, exigency, feedback, and 

actual audience. 

 

What we believe about reading and writing: 

• Writing and reading depend on one another, actively co-creating meaning. 

• Reading is actively and laterally applied in writing to augment an always-growing body 

of cultural production. 
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• When we read and write, we form interpretations that are grounded in the complexities of 

cultural ideologies and personal identities. 

• Writers are educated and transformed by narratives, by genres, striving always to 

integrate them in an effort to produce new knowledges. 

 

What we believe about teaching writing: 

• Writers develop at different times, in different ways, and bring different resources with 

them. 

• All writers have more to learn, and teachers can help students grow as writers. 

• Writing assignments emphasize the rhetorical nature of writing. 

• Writing teachers foster collaboration, invention, planning, peer review, revision and 

sustained reflection in order to address writers’ needs over time. 

• We provide frequent, timely, and context-specific feedback to coach the process of 

writing rather than simply identify errors. 

• We explicitly teach writing as a social act through awareness of writing across contexts. 

 

Teaching is a self-reflective and critical practice. We, at the University of Arizona Writing 

Program, affirm students’ right to their own language and embrace the English language as 

infinitely diverse in its meaning-making capacity and varieties of articulation and inscription. 

We believe in the power of language to compose the future in which students want to live.  

  

  

Last Updated: June 29, 2018 
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Appendix E: Margaret’s Literacy Narrative Guidelines 

Margaret’s Literacy Narrative 

Guidelines and Checklist 

Important Dates 

Fri, 9/15 

due before class 

D3: Claim draft 

● Bring your laptop to class 

Mon, 9/18 

due by 11:59pm 

First draft: Submit to Discussions: D4 First Draft and D2L Assignments 

 

Tue, 9/19 

Wed, 9/20 

Thu, 9/21 

Conferences: Individual meetings to review the first draft of your Literacy 

Narrative and discuss revisions. 

● No regular class on Tuesday and Thursday 

Fri, 9/22 Studio Session: Reflection 

● Bring your laptop to class 

Mon, 9/25 

due by 11:59pm 

Second draft: Submit to D2L Assignments 

 

● Length: ~1,000 – 1,500 words 

● Use MLA format (See How Writing Works pp. 561-572) 

o If needed, include in-text citations and a Works Cited in MLA format. 

o Note: Plagiarism is not accepted.  

▪ Essays including plagiarism will not be read but returned to the 

student for correction.  
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Purpose 

To write a first-person narrative in which you analyze how a personal literacy experience 

has influenced the ways you think, read, write, and live in the world. 

 

In this essay, you should: 

o select 1-2 significant literacy experiences as evidence for your analysis 

o compose a claim which reveals an insight about how literacy works in your experience 

o tell a story; organize the ideas using a narrative arc 

o include sensory detail, vivid description, and dialogue 

o interpret the literacy experience in terms of how you understand the world 

o analyze the literacy experience by addressing your rhetorical situation  

o analyze the larger significance of your claim in terms of local or global communities 

Options to focus your narrative: 

o a significant event in learning to read or write in your first language 

o a critical event or aspect of being / becoming multilingual 

o how you have navigated cultural attitudes toward literacy – for better or for worse 

o becoming literate and gaining membership in a subculture or community 

o a time in your life when literacy created a barrier or created opportunities 

 

Audience 

You are writing for our classroom community (students and instructor) in an academic 

setting. Avoid assuming your audience already knows your experiences. Provide enough 

concrete detail to bring your readers into the narrative. 
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Language and Voice 

In this essay, first-person pronouns (I, We) are expected. Through your choice of 

language, use descriptive detail, vivid scenes, and reflection to offer readers some of your 

truth about literacy. Take this essay as an opportunity to develop your own style and 

voice as a writer. 

 

Percentage of Course Grade 20% 

 

Grading Criteria 

Checklist Score 
1. Do you have an identifiable, insightful claim in response to the purpose of the 
Literacy Narrative?   

2. Does the introduction provide sufficient context to frame your analysis of the literacy 
experience?  

3. Do body paragraphs effectively use PIE structures?   
4. Are the paragraphs “purposefully organized” in a coherent story arc?  
5. Do you interpret the literacy experience in terms of how you understand the world?  
6. Do you analyze the literacy experience by addressing your rhetorical situation?  
7. Do you analyze the larger significance of your claim in terms of local or global 
communities?  

8. Is your use of language clear and descriptive, including sensory detail and dialogue?  
9. Are there few minor errors in mechanics?  
10. Do you include a descriptive title for the essay, and are there few minor errors in 
MLA format?  

Total:  
 

Grading Scale 

4 = Final draft quality; may need minor proofing 
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3 = Late draft quality; needs focused development 

2 = Middle draft quality; needs significant development 

1 = Early draft quality; needs extensive development 

0 = Missing item 
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