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Writing research has given us few accounts of the writing experience 
of ESL students outside the English or writing classroom. This article 
reports a qualitative research study of 5 ESL visa students in their 
first semester of study at a U.S. university. The goal of the research 
was to examine the academic literacy experiences of these students 
in light of the strategies they brought with them to their first academic 
experience in the U.S. and the strategies they developed in response 
to the writing demands they encountered in their regular courses 
across the curriculum. The results of this study give us an in-depth 
and detailed picture of this group of ESL students at the initial stages 
of acquiring discipline-specific discourse strategies not in the English 
classroom but while fully engaged in the struggle to survive the 
demands of disciplinary courses. In the tradition of qualitative re- 
search, this report is at the same time fully embedded in a narrative 
of these students' experiences, giving us a picture not only of students 
learning to write but also of human beings negotiating the exhilarat- 
ing and sometimes puzzling demands of U.S. academic life. 

ESL language and writing classes have been the locus of classroom 
oriented research, case studies, and experimental design research 

for some time now. We have an excellent research base on the writing 
and the writing processes of both ESL and native-English-speaking 
(NES) writers (see Krapels, 1990, for a review of ESL student writing 
processes; see Silva, in press, for a review of differences between ESL 
and NES writers and their products). Research on NES students in 
higher education has, however, moved beyond the English classroom 
and followed small numbers of NES students into their disciplinary 
courses and has, as a result, given us both articles and book-length 
studies of writing demands across the curriculum and NES students' 
responses to those demands (Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Conklin, 1982; 
Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985; McCarthy, 1987; Nelson, 1990; Wal- 
voord & McCarthy, 1990). In ESL, English for academic purposes 
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position to teach the explicit, let alone implicit, rules of that conversa- 
tion to others (Leki, 1995). It is unlikely that ESL teachers or research- 
ers interested in EAP support the notion that the mere forms of 
disciplinary discourses are worthy subjects for teaching or learning in 
EAP courses. That is, an EAP curriculum cannot legitimately teach 
discipline-specific discourse but rather would seek to determine what 
might best prepare students to acquire discipline-specific discourses, 
what tools would be useful to them in their accommodation to the 
demands of various disciplines. Yet we know little about how ESL 
students acquire forms and attitudes specific to various disciplinary 
discourses or how their experiences in disciplinary courses shape their 
understandings of appropriate and inappropriate discourse within 
those disciplines.1 

The goal of this naturalistic study was to begin to establish baseline 
data of this type without categories preconceived by either the investi- 
gator or the participants but rather naturally emerging in the course 
of the participants' normal engagements with real assignments as a 
part of their regular course work in classes across the curriculum. 

Through this study I hoped to develop insights into the academic 
literacy experiences across the curriculum of 5 ESL students in their 
first term at a U.S. university and to see these experiences through 
their eyes. This type of emic perspective on ESL students' experiences 
is best constructed through the use of qualitative research methods 
for data collection and analysis. 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

Participants for the study were selected from among ESL students 
enrolling at a large state university in the U.S. for the first time in fall 
semester 1992. Approximately 60 students initially expressed interest 
in participating in the study. Parameters for selection included no 
previous experience with a U.S. educational institution and enrollment 
during that first semester in courses requiring a significant amount of 
writing as part of the normal course work. To assure some variety in 
the students' experiences, the final selection reflects, to the extent 
possible, differences in gender, home country, year in school, and 
academic subject areas. The participants were 3 graduate students and 

'For the moment, all of these considerations leave to the side the important political issues 
of accommodation versus resistance as articulated in several published articles over the last 
few years. See, for example, Allison, 1994; Benesch, 1993; Santos, 1992. 
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to observe them. Finally, in the interest of simply managing work load, 
as the semester progressed, I focused my attention more intensely on 
some courses than on others. Courses observed were for Ling, both 
Behavioral Geography and World History; for Julie, American His- 
tory; for Tula, Structural Disorders in Speech; for Jien, Foreign Lan- 
guage Teaching Methodology; and for Wang, Comparative Govern- 
ment and Politics. 

All of the students generally performed quite successfully in their 
courses and in their writing tasks during their first semester at a U.S. 
university. 

Data Collection 

Sources of data included interviews with the student participants, 
interviews with their professors, observations of the classes I decided 
to focus on for each student, and examination of documents including 
all written materials distributed for those courses and everything the 
students wrote for the courses (class notes, exams, drafts of assign- 
ments, and final drafts with teachers' comments and evaluations). In 
addition, the participants kept journals in which they recorded any- 
thing of importance to them that occurred in relation to their academic 
experiences. The extensive amount and the variety of data sources 
were intended to ensure triangulation of the information gathered to 
contribute to a more complex, richer, and thicker, as Geertz (1983) 
describes it, ethnographic description than might be possible through 
the examination of single data sources. 

Each of the 5 students was interviewed in my office once a week for 
most of the semester.3 The interviews lasted about an hour each time, 
and all were transcribed. At least one professor (and as many as four 
professors) of each of the students was interviewed for approximately 
1 hour; these interviews were also transcribed. 

Data Analysis 

In keeping with qualitative research methods, analytic induction 
(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) was used to analyze the transcribed inter- 
view data. In this approach, the researcher returns repeatedly to tran- 
scripts or other documentation to repproach,8;
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and for our understanding of the range of strategies we need to be 
aware of and potentially to make other students aware of. See, for 
example, the discussion below on resistance as a strategy. 

Furthermore, the advantage of a qualitative research methodology 
for this type of research is precisely the rich picture we achieve of 
individuals' complex motivations, talents, energies, and histories as 
they struggle with varying external demands (the requirements of a 
course 



initial response was to try to rely on what had worked for her in the 
past, 



the words in the assignment as she was preparing to write. Second, 
although she, like the other students, was apprehensive about writing 
in an English-medium institution for the first time and did not quite 
know what would be expected of her, she had been carefully trained 
in high school in French rhetorical style and said that if she felt disorga- 
nized, she could always fall back on the classic French three-part fram- 
ing strategy for writing essays, that is, thesis/antithesis/synthesis-look 
at a topic and develop a position, a counterposition, and a synthesizing 
position. Although the rigidity of the structure hemmed her in and 
constrained the expansive style she preferred, it also appeared to her 
as a surefire organizational approach that would keep her on topic if 
she felt she was straying. On her first midterm in American History, 
she used the tripartite French style; when the graded exams were 
returned, she was one of only two people in this class of about 75 to 
receive 90 points out of a possible 100. 

She also employed a strategy of resistance to the professor's demands 
or requirements. Her term paper in the history course was to be a 
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her professor had written out in fairly great detail the assumptions 
she had expected to find there. For example, where Tula had written 

Authors ... used 16 subjects in their study. Nine of them were male and 
seven female. All the subjects had complete unilateral cleft lip and palate 
and they all were northern European ancestry, 

the professor wrote "The ... subjects were assumed to accurately 
represent the whole . . . population." But Tula said that all she could 
tell from the professor's corrections was that each notation had the 
word assume or assumption in it. When Tula went to see the teaching 
assistant (TA) for the course, the TA simply advised her to use the 
words assume or assumption throughout that section. When I asked Tula 
again after the professors' corrections and after her conference with 
the TA what the professor meant by asking the students to identify 
the research article's basic assumptions, she said she was still unable 
to grasp what the professor was getting at, but from then on Tula 
included in each article review the word assume or assumption, and 
from then on she received full credit for her answers. The strategy 
of complete accommodation had worked. 

But of the 5 cases here, Tula had the most interesting and profound 
form of resistance as well. A major assignment in the Speech Pathology 
class was for the students to pretend for 4 hours that they were stutter- 
ers so that these future clinicians would know what it must be like to 
live in the world as a stutterer. Tula had initially been intrigued by 
this assignment and looked forward to discovering how it would feel 
to be a stutterer. But when she talked to me after turning in the 
assignment several weeks later, she admitted that instead of following 
the directions to pretend to be a stutterer for 4 hours and to report 
on the experience, she had simply made the whole paper up out of 
her head. Her rationale was that her nonnative English speech was 
embarrassing enough to her and probably elicited responses that were 
similar to responses to the speech whole 
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she said, so that the professor would have a little time to rest without 
students bothering her immediately after her class the previous hour. 

An English teacher herself, Jien was very much concerned to meet 
her own self-imposed high standards of excellence in her first writing 
experiences at a U.S. university. She repeatedly said things like "I need 
to be perfect . .. 











her placement exam scores) but dropped after 2 weeks because she 
did not feel she was learning anything new. 

Accommodating Teachers' Demands 

This category was used to group two types of experiences. In the first, 
participants either did not understand the purpose of the teachers' 
requirements, yet attempted to meet them as best they could, often 
only superficially. In the second, Jien in particular reproduced in 
written statements what she gauged to be her teachers' positions, pur- 
posely suppressing her own opinions about language teaching because 
she recognized that they contradicted those of the teacher. 

Resisting Teachers' Demands 

This strategy took several forms, in Tula's case a quite dramatic 
one. All the forms of resistance were consciously undertaken and the 
participants expressed their carenrest 
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they acted in pursuit of their own best interests, placing them above 
the professors' requirement in importance; and (c) because each exam- 
ple of resistance was, at least in part, based on a reasonable principle. 
Tula, for example, perceived her choice as more logical (refusing to 
pretend to speak like a stutterer); Julie saw hers as more interesting 
to her personally (focusing on the single most interesting woman in 
the novel); and Ling found hers to be a more efficient use of her time 
(relying on her personal experience as a Chinese person to help her 
complete her writing assignments). Each case represented an assertion 
of power, an attempt to exert control over one's own fate. 

Managing Competing Demands 

Not surprisingly, one of the most frequently spoken words in the 
interviews was time. All study participants were acutely aware of the 
need to juggle the various loads they carried in order to carry out 
their responsibilities in the time allotted. The participants in this study 
experienced five types of competing demands, ranging from the broad 
demands of their personal lives to the narrowest issues related to 
specific writing tasks. These are (a) managing course loads; (b) manag- 
ing the work load for a specific course; (c) regulating the amount of 
investment made in a specific assignment; (d) regulating cognitive load; 
and (e) managing the demands of life. 

Managing course loads. Most of the participants in this study con- 
sciously limited the number of courses they enrolled in during the 
term. Although as an English teacher trained in China,Jien had already 
taken courses in both English and teaching methodology, she had not 
been in school for several years. Because, in addition to the new bur- 
dens of student life, her personal life placed quite heavy demands on 
her, she enrolled only in an ESL course and a foreign language teaching 
methods course during the term. Both Julie and Tula kept a careful 
eye on the amount of work they were being asked to do in the full 
course loads they had taken on and 
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fulfill the demands of each. Unlike for Julie and Tula, for Ling travel 
and socializing needs would only be accommodated after class demands 
were adequately met. 

Managing work load. This manipulation consisted primarily of con- 
sciously not doing work that might have permitted, for example, a 
better understanding, or sometimes even a basic understanding, of 
the course material (rereading an assignment or reading over notes 
from a previous lecture) or that might have led to an improved paper 
(asking another student to look over a paper). Yang asserted that he 
was unlikely to ask someone to read over his paper before turning it 
in because it would take too much of his time and that it amm
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rather than constituting the first encounter with the information; re- 
reading notes from the previous lecture in order to understand the 
upcoming one. On a much more microlevel, the participants spoke in 
particular of attempting to manipulate the cognitive demands of writ- 
ing for their disciplinary courses by, for example, deferring attention 
to grammatical issues until they had generated the ideas in their texts 
to their own satisfaction.6 Yang described his fairly heavy use of direct 
quotations in his written work as motivated by the fact that it is easier 
to copy someone else's words than to paraphrase a statement in his 
own words. 

Managing the demands of life. Although most of the data gathered for 
this study was related to writing in disciplinary courses, the demands of 
these participants' lives often emerged in their interviews. For example, 
in addition to taking two courses and participating in this study, Jien 
taught Chinese to students at the university during the week and to 
a group of young children on Saturdays. She was the primary keeper of 
her household and caretaker of her 3-year-old daughter, her husband 
being a PhD student to whose career Jien had at least temporarily 
sacrificed her own. However tough or light the demands of personal 
life may be, they are relentless, sometimes requiring abandonment of 
all other concerns; thus, the work we look at when examining a stu- 
dents' writing necessarily comes embedded within the context of a full 
and variously satisfying human life. 

DISCUSSION AND CLASSROOM IMPLICATIONS 

Several aspects of the experiences of this group of international 
students are particularly encouraging. 

1. These students came to their studies in the U.S. with a battery of 
well elaborated strategies for dealing with the work they would 
face here. They consistently showed themselves to be resourceful, 
attentive to their environment, and creative and flexible in their 
response to new demands. 

2. Nearly all the students were given relatively short, easy writing tasks 
in their courses across the curriculum early in the term. This allowed 
them to get at least a few experiences under the belt in their new 
setting before tackling bigger assignments. Because the feedback 
from these assignments was positive in each of the cases examined 

6Because none of the participants mentioned ever having learned to delay concerns about 
grammar in this way, it is possible that this is a strategy the students came upon naturally 
on their own. 
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here (with the single possible exception of Jien's 







NES colleagues, they have sensed that adherence to models did little 
to promote intellectual engagement with the content of the writing. 
Perhaps we need to think instead of functional, task models, that is, 
rather than consistently assigning English-class essays, also 



more energy on deciphering her professor's intent when she is re- 
warded for her superficial compliance. It is also likely that many of 
the requirements made of ESL students in their first encounters with 
U.S. higher education are mysterious to them (writing/typing on only 
one side of a page, having a cover page on an assignment, the whole 
system of referencing and citation), require fairly strict compliance, 
and are not worth pondering. In sum, the temptation is to encourage 
ESL students to find out the rationale behind requirements; in practice, 
perhaps some things are better left alone. 

Resisting teachers' demands is the strategy most fraught with dan- 
gers and yet possibly most useful. None of the participants in this 
study who used this strategy suffered for it. Yet, both ESL and NES 
students cite meeting the requirements of the assignment as one of 
the most important factors in doing well in a writing task in a disciplin- 
ary area (Leki, 1995). Most of us have also heard anecdotal accounts 
of professors who will not accept assignments which violate the smallest 
of the requirements stated in the assignment. Although in some cases 
wisdom might dictate that students check with their professors about 
proposed alterations of the professor's parameters, it is also possible 
that saying nothing and doing part of the assignment well, or doing 
a rewritten version of the assignment well, that is, in effect rewriting 
the assignment to suit one's own taste and talents, is a better idea than 
struggling to meet all criteria and not doing as well. To judge by the 
experience of the participants in this study, the faculty investigated 
here was for the most part less concerned with the terms of the assign- 
ment than with the quality of the attempt to meet those terms. 

CONCLUSION 

The research reported here explores strategies these ESL students 
used to successfully complete writing tasks across the curriculum. Aside 
from the preliminary cataloguing of strategies that this research sug- 
gests, what seems interesting from a pedagogical perspective is the 
degree to which at least some ESL students come to their studies at 
U.S. universities with a variety of already very well developed strategies 
for coping with their assignments. Furthermore, all 5 students were 
able to alter their strategies and pursue new ones when their first 
attempts did not produce the desired results. Some of these students 
were more conscious of their strategies than others and some took a 
bit longer to shift to alternative strategies when necessary, but they 
were all flexible and fairly richly endowed with ideas about what to 
do. 

Qualitative research studies of ESL 
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the curriculum seem to show that writing demands vary considerably 
from one discipline to the next and even from one course to the next 
within disciplines (Prior, 1992). In EAP courses which work to prepare 
ESL students for their future encounters with writing assignments 
across the curriculum, it would seem wise to consider discussing strate- 
gies that successful students or anyone might use in approaching writ- 
ing tasks. Given how well developed the strategies of the participants 
in this study were, however, it would also seem important to build 
from what students already 



writing in two college chemical engineering courses. Research in the Teaching of 
English, 19, 331-359. 
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