Cumulative Composition
as a Strategy to Combat Writing Fear

Joan Zec Nelson, Instructor, English as a Second Language

Alamance Community College

Topic:
Coming to America

Level:
Intermediate to Advanced ESL

My class consists of intermediate and advanced students.  The majority of my students are Latino (Mexican and Central American), but I also have several Europeans, Asians and an Iranian.  They range in age from 19-75.  Their educational levels range from eight years of schooling to a Master’s Degree.  All can speak and read with some ease, but ALL fear writing.

Objectives:  Students will

· complete a series of short writing exercises designed to surprise them with the cumulative result

· gain confidence in their writing abilities

Time:
Our class meets for three hours a day, five days a week.  For this project I typically used a prompt once a week and allowed 20-30 minutes for students to write.  The samples of student work that accompany this plan reflect students’ responses to seven prompts accumulated over seven weeks.

CREATING THE WRITING PROJECT

I hoped to find a way to make writing less frightening and overwhelming for ESL students.  When I teach writing to American-born university students, the main problem is organization of ideas and logic.  When I began this project I believed ESL students would have the same problems plus the added problems of grammar and written English phraseology.

I pulled ideas from other ESL teachers’ experiences as well as my own.  I found the philosophy and experience of other teachers participating in this consortium project to be very helpful.  I decided to combine the following two approaches:

1. Give prompts to help students organize their ideas.

2. Have them write about a personal experience.
This approach fulfills the adage of writing about what you know.  Also, I thought it might help students reassess their lives and make new goals, something I stress.

I chose the topic “Coming to America.”  I picked a series of prompts and put them in an order that I saw as logical and interesting for an essay on this topic.  The prompts I used are in the handout immediately following this lesson plan.

WARM UP EXERCISES

Prior to beginning this particular writing project I tried to “loosen up” the students with small writing exercises.  They often wrote a few lines about “What I did last night” or something similar.  It helped.

In addition, we had many dictations.  Dictations have proven to be a great help in many ways.  Dictations not only improve their ear, spelling and comprehension, but also their confidence.  The confidence aspect seems to be one of the most important benefits.  They can see their improvement and they love having something tangible that shows it.  As a result, they love dictations, so the leap to writing their own thoughts didn’t seem as big.

I drilled sentence structure and tried to get students to write simply.  I am a big believer in simple active sentences, and I always encourage students to follow this philosophy.  I think students run into problems when they use long, complicated (typically run-on) sentences.  I encourage them to break down their ideas into simple thoughts.  I was able to use my experience as a former television reporter to reassure them that this is not bad or child-like English.  Better short and correct than long and wrong.

GETTING TO WORK

During this writing project I usually gave a prompt on one day of each week.  I then collected the papers and put them in each student’s writing portfolio.  I gave the prompts in what I saw as a logical order.  I typically wrote the day’s prompt on the board.  Students would then take out their paper and add the day’s work below their work from the previous week.

Sometimes students showed me what they were writing and I responded to specific requests for help.  If I saw a mistake repeated, I went to the board and made it a teaching moment.

Using prompts worked relatively well, but I found that some students just wanted to fill in the blank by completing the sentence.  I had to encourage some to continue with their own thoughts.  I also had the feeling that they never really saw their essay as a whole composition, which led me to decide to try some changes, as indicated below in “When I Do This Again”.

PRESENTATION

I took pictures of students to attach to their work and added a small blurb about the author.  I think these additions gave the writing a sense of importance.  The professional look of their work at the end made most of the students very happy and boosted their confidence--and I believe confidence is a big part of the psychology of success!

Samples of student writing are included in the following pages.

WHEN I DO THIS AGAIN

I will change certain things.  I want students to see their final work more as a whole composition.  The fact that I structured the essay and they did it in parts made it seem a bit fractured, I thought.

Next time, I will photocopy each prompt on a small slip of paper with just enough room to write a few lines.  I will give the prompts in random order.  At the end I want students to put their ideas together like a puzzle rather than using an order I prescribed.  I think this will elevate the learning process without complicating it.  I imagine students on the last writing day with a handful of small pieces of paper that they arrange in a logical order.  The prompts I gave might be arranged in several different logical sequences.  Allowing students to decide on the order that makes the most sense to them may help them view the final version as a coherent composition rather than a sheet of thoughts that they see as responses to short answer questions.

Prompts

1. Before I came to the United States my life in ___________ was _________ (explain why).

2. I expected that my life in the United States _______________  

3. When I got here my first impression was __________________  __________________________

4. Live for me here has been ________________ 

5. The hardest thing for me here has been ____________________ (give several examples—including strangest)

6. The thing I like the most is ___________________________________ _______________________

7. If I had to do it all over again, ____________________________

Bao Rong

China

Age 35
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Before I came to the u.s. my life in china was difficult.  It was hard to find a job, mostly women satayed at home, take care of children, di the housework.  They were dependent on men.  For economic reason women didn’t have freedom, they couldn’t have their own opinion.  They lost themselves.

In the U.S. I expected that I would speak English well.  I would find a job here.  I would have a better life than I had had in China.  I knew it would not be easy, but I will do my best.  My daughter will come to the U.S. she will have a good education here.  I am so motivated.

When I first arrived in the U.S. I didn’t speak English and did not understand what they were talking about.  Even a short word, for example, “box” and “bus” I couldn’t hear any difference.  So, I could only work in Chinatown where people spoke Chinese.  Since that time I haven’t improved, my spoken English because I don’t have the chance to speak!

The hardest thing for me here has been looking for a job while I can’t speak fluent English.  I have been learning English since I came to the U.S.  I think, it will never end as long as I live!

When I received my mail, my bill could be stood by me.  What were they talking about?  It could be a mistake, but I could not explain it.  It is the hardest thing for me.  

Life for me here has been more difficult than I thought.  I have been waiting for a better life since I got here.  I’m circling around all the time, I think I can’t ever settle down.  I haven’t reached my goal, but I think I just have to keep on trying.

___________________

About the author:  Since Bao Rong wrote this essay she has gotten a better full-time job with benefits where she speaks English all day.  Her daughter had gotten permission to join her in the U.S. and is arriving in several weeks.  She is planning on how to get her daughter the best education possible and maybe even buy a small house or condo for the two of them.

Elham

Iran

Age 41

Before I came to the US my life in Iran was hard.  My family and I are Bahais. (religion)  We are not Muslims.   It was hard because the Iranian government doesn’t let the Bahais go to the university.  We didn’t have jobs and we were depressed.
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When I first arrived I didn’t know anybody and everything was new for me.  I was worried for my family. 
I hope and expect that my children can get a good education in the usa.  My family and I want an easier life and we will work for a better life.  I want my children to have better life than I have had.

Five months after coming my family and I have a better life.  My husband goes to work and my children go to school and my children understand English.  But I don’t have a job yet.

_______________

About the author:  Elham and her family are members of the Baha’I religion.  They are not Muslims and the Bahai’s are persecuted in Iran today.  They are not allowed to study at the university or work in many fields.  Many have been killed

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
About Bahá’í:  Go to http://www.bahai.org  Under the heading Questions and Answers, click on What is the Bahá’í Faith? to locate the material from which the following excerpts were taken.
“Founded a century and a half ago, the Bahá’í Faith is today among the fastest-growing of the world’s religions.   . . .   The Faith’s Founder was Bahá’u’lláh, a Persian nobleman from Tehran who   . . .   claimed to be a new and independent Messenger from God.
“The essential message of Bahá’u’lláh is that of unity.  He taught that there is only one God, that there is only one human race, and that all the world’s religions represent stages in the revelation of God’s will and purpose for humanity.  In this day, Bahá’u’lláh said, humanity has collectively come of age.  As foretold in all of the world’s scriptures, the time has arrived for the uniting of all peoples into a peaceful and integrated global society.  ‘The earth is but one country and mankind its citizens,’ he wrote.”
Francisco

Mexico

Age 48

Before I came to the U.S. my life in Mexico was happy.  But my country and the people are very male chauvinist and I am gay so I suffered much discrimination .  I came to the U.S.A..  Here life is more comfortable and people don’t judge.  I live tranquil.  

My expectations of life here are suprassed, but I want to learn English very well.
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When I came to the U.S.A.  I was scared because I didn’t know how the life here would be.  But I began to live and I was finding that life is better here.  There are more opportunities, more work and less discrimination for gay people.

Life for me here has been very calm..  I miss my family, my friends and my country, but here life is easier.  There is more opportunity to work. 
Some things are difficult.  The language is very hard, but I am learning a little.  The people here are a little sad.  In my country life is more enjoyable and funny.  

But, I think that I like to work here for better opportunities and the payment is in dollars.  Also the American people respect the liberty of life a lot.

If I had the opportunity to do it all again, I would do it.  Here I improved myself.  Here I can save some money and purchase a good car and other things I can not afford in my country and I can live like I want.

____________________

About the author:  Francisco works in a factory, but he spends almost as much time cooking, cutting hair and learning to do alternations.  

Jose Miguel

El Salvador

Age 24
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Before I came to the united states my life in el Salvador was much easier than in the u.s.  when I lived in el Salvador I didn’t have as many responsibilities as I have in the u.s.a.

I expected that my life in the united states would be much better.

When I got here everything surprised me because the language, the weather, the people and food are different.

Life for me here has been “Great” because I have a great job and good family that supports me.

The hardest thing for me here has been to learn English and to live without my parents.

The thing I like the most is I can work and make money for a good life.

If I had to do it all over again I would like to have have brought my mother here.  

_____________________

About the author:  Jose Miguel just changed jobs.  He works in a factory like his last job, but he says it is a much better job with safer working conditions and good benefits.  He just bought a house and is getting used to being a homeowner!

Maria

Portugal

Age 53

Before I came to the U.S. I lived in France.  It was great, because I could speak French very well.  I had a job which I enjoyed very much.  In the usa I expected to find a good job so I can make a lot of money to go back to France.  

When I first arrived my first impression was good.  The problems started when the people talking to me and I couldn’t understand anything they said.  I made me so sad and nervous too.
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The hardest thing for me here has been the language.  Second, the weather.  It’s so hot and humid in the summer and too cold in the winter.  I used to live in a real small town and when I moved here at first I lived in Elizabeth, NJ near New York.  There were all kinds of groups from other countries.  There was a lot of violence and lots of thieves.  One day I was at work and I saw a guy stab another guy.  I was very sad, they even closed the foctory for one day.  

But, life for me here has been better than I thought.  I am grateful to this country, because it gave me a lot of opportunities

_____________

About the author:  Maria has three grown children and three grandchildren.  She and her husband have a successful small business and just bought a new house with a swimming pool!

Sara Diaz 

Mexico

Age 34

[image: image7.png]



Before I came to the U.S. my life in Mexico was very happy with my family.  I was a student and worked.   Bad, since I  married, I  have had much problems.

Because my husband had an accident and he can’t take anymore work and I was pregnant.   For it our arraived in U.S.

Now I miss to my family, my Mom and my dad.   But, I have work and it is very important for my daughter and my son.  They so happy.

My expectations are learn cosmetology.  When I arrived in U.S. to believe imposible to live here, becouse I’ve searched for a job with my skills.  My first impression was that it is very hard to begin in this city.  

Life for me here has been very hard for don’t speak English end I think in the future, realy to have to leave to Mexico bad.  to consider oneself

The hardest thing for me here has been to learn English and to accustom at weather.

The thing I like the most is to have money for my son and my daughter.  

If I had to do it, all over again, I would, I was go to school of English for helping to my daugter.

____________

About the author:  Sara is the mother of two children.  Her goal is to go to school and become a nurse.

Charlie

China

Age 75

Before I cam here I was a slave in China.  I worked from dan to the dark.  When I cam here I was a slave too.  The difference is that I am a free slave here.
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I was dying for education.  I couldn’t get it.  If I had the money I didn’t have the time.  I couldn’t work and study at the same time.  One way is money.  One way is time.  When I had the time, I didn’t have the money.  Now I can manage my time and money.  I don’t have much time left.  LIFE. LIFE. LIFE.

Amen

The thing I like the most in the united states is The Community College of Alamance County.  If possible I would like to continue my whole life here.

If I had to do my life all over again, I would do the same all over again.

_____________

About the author:  Having survived both war and Communism in his native China, Charlie follows current events with an introspection that is very moving.  (He has additional writing on the following page and in the lesson plan called “Crossing the River”.)

Charlie

China 

Age 75

Dear God,

I wonder if you must be very busy.  If you have time would you like to watch T.V.?  We have had very good news reporting within a week.  We have had three school shootings.  They killed our many precious youn girls.  I felt so sorry for them.  China doesn’t like girls.  America kills girls.  If we don’t have girls the world will be terminated.

Amen

[image: image1.wmf]
Rainy days give me a feeling of melancholy.  I love to read.  I have had trouble with my eyes.  I develop my mind reading.  I wandered around in the mountain.  Unexpectedly I met a fine looking lady wept her sad fate.  I wonder why she is so sorrowful?  I asked her if I could do anything to help her.  She shook her head and kept weeping.

Then she said, my father was killed by animals, my mother was killed by an animal and recently my brother was killed an animal.  I was confused and interrupted her then I asked her why don’t you move away from here.  Then she said, there are some animals, but there aren’t any politics.  Suddently, I understood.  The political is more cruel than an animal.
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