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Combating Monolingualism: A Novice 
Administrator’s Challenge

Gail Shuck

In an insightful discussion of the tacit monolingualism of composition stud-
ies in the United States, Bruce Horner and John Trimbur highlight the need 
to evaluate our own scholarly participation in perpetuating an English-Only 
position. Examining the historical division of English departments from 
departments organized around the study of other languages, they argue that 
“a chain of reifications” (5�6) regarding language use has shaped composi-
tion teaching. This tacit language policy reifies languages as static, clearly 
bounded, and evaluated according to a narrow canon of rules, and it also 
reifies social identities in terms not only of language use but of national-
ity. This ideology, which supports a monolingualist view of a linguistic and 
social order in which the ideal speaker is thought to be a monolingual native 
speaker of a prestige variety of English, comes into particularly clear view 
as increasing numbers of multilingual users of English enter institutions of 
higher education.

As a response to this increasing linguistic diversity, many institutions have 
hired faculty with some training or expertise in addressing second language 
issues. My current position as coordinator of English language support pro-
grams at Boise State University was created to help our campus address the 
needs of this more diverse population. In 2001, I joined the English Depart-
ment faculty as a tenure-track faculty member and was given a permanent 
one-course release each semester to develop new English language support 
programs and coordinate existing ones. In this essay I examine the linguistic 
ideologies inscribed in the way my position has been configured, respond-
ing to Horner and Trimbur’s call for critical examination of the ways that 
scholarly, administrative, and pedagogical practices in composition studies 
perpetuate potentially exclusionary ideologies (Currie).1 This paper is thus 
an opportunity for critical reflection about the ways I have used my position 
to challenge the ideology of monolingualism and on the ways the position 
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itself, and even the programs I have initiated, may inadvertently support 
that ideology. It is also an opportunity for other program administrators to 
imagine how they might adapt new strategies to their own institutional con-
texts—strategies for bringing about greater integration of multilingual stu-
dents into a community that continues to see them as permanent outsiders 
(Spack; Zamel). An equally important purpose is to argue for increasing the 
number of second language writing specialists who also have administrative 
recognition of their increasing role as advocates for multilingual students. To 
address language diversity among users of English, it is critical that compo-
sition teachers and scholars develop theories, pedagogies and, as I will argue 
in this paper, administrative and curricular structures that support a more 
inclusive, multilingualist stance.

Local Demographics

At Boise State University, second language learners of English make up a 
small but growing percentage of the student population. Based on a recent 
survey of almost 2,000 first-year students, we have been able to estimate that 
approximately 7.5% of the student population—1,�80 out of 18,500 stu-
dents—consider a language other than English to be their native language. 
About three hundred are traditional, student-visa-holding international stu-
dents. The other thousand-plus are immigrants, refugees, and other nonna-
tive English-speaking residents and citizens. Approximately �% of Idaho’s 
resident children between ages 5 to 17 years speak a language other than 
English at home. Two of the cities nearest to Boise (within a forty-five-min-
ute drive) have a growing Latino population—now 18% and 28%, respec-
tively. The number of refugees from Bosnia, Sudan, Afghanistan, Somalia, 
and Albania has also grown recently. The percentage of language-minority 
students at Boise State University is thus likely to be higher than 10% in the 
near future. These figures are often greeted with surprise by my colleagues. 
Because Boise has long been a predominantly Caucasian, English-speaking 
community, Boise State faculty and staff seem to have imagined the lan-
guage-minority population to be far smaller than the data demonstrate. 

The work of Constant Leung, Roxy Harris, and Ben Rampton (“Ideal-
ized”), Linda Harklau, Kay Losey, and Meryl Seigal (Generation 1.5), and 
Ilona Leki (Understanding) urges us to recognize the great variation in what 
we imagine to be “the ESL population” and to critique our common ten-
dency to assume that the prototypical L2 writer is an international student 
who is thoroughly familiar with academic literacy practices in his or her 
native culture and who identifies primarily with his or her country of ori-
gin. In contrast to this image, language-minority students at Boise State, 
as in many United States colleges and universities, have dramatically vary-
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ing lengths of stay in the United States (from one week to more than thirty 
years) and dramatically varying L1 academic literacy levels—from no L1 
academic literacy to PhDs from the students’ native countries. Our students 
also have highly varied language identities vis-à-vis English and their native 
languages. That is, in addition to having varied levels of expertise in English 
and in their L1s, students might have a sense of affiliation with English that 
may or may not be greater than their affiliation with their native languages 
This kind of variation has been examined in research on multilingualism 
and multiple literacies, global Englishes, and the shifting, negotiated nature 
of language identity (Rampton2), demonstrating that language boundaries 
and identities are far more fluid than the common terms “native English 
speaker” or “ESL” suggest. 

Discovering the L1/L2 Divide

In “Composition Studies and ESL Writing: A Disciplinary Division of 
Labor,” Paul Kei Matsuda persuasively argues that the L1/L2 division in 
composition studies developed in relation to specific disciplinary histories 
of composition and applied linguistics. I would add that this “disciplinary 
division of labor” has taken a firm hold on the way we conceive of language 
and language users precisely because of the same monolingualist ideology 
described by Horner and Trimbur, as well as by linguistic anthropology 
research on the common identification of one nation with one language 
(Blommaert and Verscheuren). This language ideology also underlies the 
often rigid dichotomy of L1 (“regular”) and L2 (“ESL”) composition course 
sequences, program structures, and even research, as well as the common 
tendency to ignore the internal variation within the multilingual popula-
tion. For example, a composition teacher might note that a particular stu-
dent “is ESL” (a syntactic construction that explicitly reifies the student’s 
identity as a particular kind of language user) and should therefore transfer 
to an ESL class. Such comments ignore the possibility that the student may 
know English better than his or her native language, and they suggest that 
the responsibility for working with multilingual writers belongs solely to 
ESL teachers.

By the time I accepted my new faculty position at Boise State University, 
I was well aware of this widespread tendency to separate second language 
composition from “regular” composition, as Matsuda (“Composition”) 
observes,� but I did not know exactly how that divide would be manifested 
at my new institution. When I interviewed for the position, I learned that 
the primary curricular strategy for dealing with second language writers 
of English at Boise State was to offer a sequence of three preparatory ESL 
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writing courses (English 121, 122, and 12�) and then to mainstream ESL 
students into the required first-year, two-semester English composition 
sequence (see Table 1). 

Table 1.

Boise	State	University’s	First-year	Writing	Courses

“Regular” Composition Sequence ESL Sequence

Adult Basic Education (GED, etc.) Adult Basic Education (ESL)

No “regular” equivalent English 121: � elective credits (P/F) 
Intermediate ESL writing 

No “regular” equivalent English 122: � elective credits (P/F) 
High intermediate ESL writing

English �0: Developmental 
Writing (P/F) 
(administrative credit only)

English 12�: � elective credits (P/F) 
Advanced ESL writing

English 101: English Composi-
tion I 
(� credit hours)

No ESL equivalent

English 102: English Composi-
tion II 
(� credit hours)

No ESL equivalent 

This strategy perfectly coincides with what Mike Rose calls “the myth 
of transience,” a widely held belief that only after a few courses or perhaps 
years of “remedial” instruction can legitimate academic work occur (�55–
5�). Second language writing scholar Vivian Zamel notes the role of this 
myth in higher education as it applies to second language instruction and 
argues against “the notion that these students’ problems are temporary and 
can be remediated—so long as some isolated set of courses or program of 
instruction, but not the real courses in the academy, takes on the responsi-
bility of doing so” (Zamel 510). The perception that many multilingual stu-
dents simply need a few more courses before they can participate in “real” 
academic courses is often supported by administrative and curricular forms 
of “linguistic containment,” which Matsuda describes in “The Myth of Lin-
guistic Homogeneity in U.S. College Composition” as practices that serve 
to separate students who do not use prestige varieties of English from the 
rest of the academic community, imagined to be prototypically, perhaps 
ideally, monolingual (“Myth”). Thus, although second language writers at 
Boise State University do take first-year composition courses together with 
their native English-speaking counterparts, the existence of only three pre-
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paratory courses with no other overt support for or training in L2 issues 
suggests that L2 writers’ language differences are expected to disappear after 
they complete the ESL courses. Such practices, as Horner and Trimbur and 
Matsuda (“Myth”) suggest, fuel the widely held but inappropriate belief that 
US college composition serves a fundamentally, linguistically homogeneous 
population. 

That myth seemed to play out here at Boise State in this university’s 
administrative and curricular separation. Before I arrived, “one overworked, 
underpaid adjunct” (as my department chair describes her) who had been 
teaching the entire ESL sequence was the only person who knew anything 
about the courses. None of the English �0/101/102 instructors had ever 
taught them. Moreover, the portfolio assessment program, which every 
spring allows the writing program to assess how well it is helping students 
to meet the program’s minimum competencies for each course, only evalu-
ated portfolios from the developmental writing course and the two required 
English composition courses. Until they enrolled in English Composition I, 
second language writers did not seem to be considered part of the writing 
program at all. The writing program was perhaps unknowingly participat-
ing in the widespread practice of implicitly “relegating the responsibility of 
working with [language] differences to second-language specialists” (Mat-
suda, “Myth” 2).

My discovery of this linguistic containment came about before I was 
officially on duty as a faculty member. As I was getting syllabi together and 
unpacking boxes, I came across a note from a student left in my new mail-
box: “Miss Shuck, Please let me know when I can come and see you. M. P.” 
My responsibilities as an administrator thus began earlier than I had antici-
pated. I became suddenly grateful for my course release. Once I contacted 
M. P., I discovered that he had wanted to get institutional credit for courses 
he had taken at a nearby community college—courses that were coinciden-
tally called English 121, 122, and 12�. He also wondered if his community 
college courses were not evaluated as equivalent, would he be required to 
take a placement exam and then, potentially, to take three more semesters of 
writing courses before being allowed to take English 101?

My fact-finding mission on M. P.’s behalf gave me a much more detailed 
understanding of the ways institutionalized monolingualism had been oper-
ating at Boise State. Two separate placement exams existed, both of which 
were administered by the assessment center in the College of Applied Tech-
nology. One was the COMPASS test, which placed students who did not 
have ACT scores into first-year composition courses, and the other was the 
Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency, which placed second lan-
guage writers into the pre-101 ESL sequence.� The question became, then, 
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should M. P. take the “regular” COMPASS placement exam or the Michigan 
Test? Might the COMPASS place him in an ESL class, if that were appropri-
ate? Might the Michigan Test place him into (or even out of) English 101? 
Are the placement-essay readers familiar with important differences between 
first and second language writing processes and products?5 The crossover 
between the placement instruments, it turned out, was nonexistent. Neither 
test allowed for a student to be placed into the alternative sequence. Often, 
administrative assistants in the writing program, international admissions, 
or the English department simply told students who have unfamiliar, for-
eign-sounding accents to take the Michigan Test, regardless of actual Eng-
lish language proficiency. Because the COMPASS test primarily assesses 
grammatical knowledge and editing ability, multilingual students who took 
the COMPASS test because they did not know about the Michigan Test 
usually received low scores and ended up in developmental writing, which is 
not staffed by instructors educated in second language writing. 

The same dedicated instructor who had taught all three ESL writing 
courses before I came to Boise had also read and evaluated every placement 
essay written by a Michigan Test-taker. Few faculty or staff—or, for that 
matter, students—seemed to question the inevitability of this isolation of 
the ESL courses, which was certainly buoyed by the monolingualist ideology 
discussed by Horner and Trimbur (see also Shuck, “Racializing”). When this 
instructor left her job to care for a disabled daughter, the staff of the assess-
ment center took over the job of reading placement essays. However, none 
had any experience in the teaching or assessing of writing (L1 or L2), and so 
they simply counted errors as a way of determining a placement. Once I took 
up my new position a few months later, I had to deal first with the issue of 
training the readers of these essays. 

I also had to learn quickly about what other forms of language sup-
port English language learners could receive beyond the ESL composition 
sequence. As is the case in many institutions, a resource often used by Eng-
lish language learners was the university’s writing center (Williams and Sev-
erino 165–66). For a small minority of students who actively sought out 
whatever resources were available, the university’s Gateway Center for Aca-
demic Support provided some help—in the form of online and small-group 
tutoring for any student in common core (general education) courses such 
as introductory biology, math, and chemistry.6 The university also offered 
free, non-credit ESL courses at its Center for Adult Basic Education, as well 
as a tuition-funded intensive English program, but because these programs 
are intended for students not enrolled in degree programs, they did not con-
stitute significant means of support for multilingual Boise State students. 
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Unless these students were nearly native-like in their English proficiency, 
were highly capable of navigating the system, or both, the university did not 
seem to have a place for them.

Becoming the “ESL Person”

Within a very short time, I learned about the material effect of the monolin-
gual myth on multilingual students at Boise State—particularly in regard 
to the demands to “purge their work of errors” (in one history instructor’s 
words), as well as the financial burden and risk of academic probation that 
results from a student’s delaying fulfillment of the first-year composition 
requirement for the three semesters that a placement into the lowest level 
of the three-course ESL sequence would require. It was also becoming clear 
that the monolingualism that underlies both the curricular structure and 
the university’s lack of support programs would also have an effect on me 
in my role as the second language writing specialist. Moreover, my role as 
the second language writing specialist seemed to be implicated in that very 
monolingualism, despite my desire to counter it with every strategy up my 
administrative, pedagogical, and scholarly sleeve. I suggest here that the 
monolingual ideology has such a firm hold on the discursive practices of the 
academic community that even the way that my position has been admin-
istratively described can feed this pervasive monolingualism without my 
wanting it to. 

Being “the ESL person on campus” is, to say the least, an enormous 
responsibility. My duties include

•	 directing	the	ESL	sequence,	

•	 revising	 its	 curriculum	 (in	 collaboration	with	 the	 two	other	ESL	
writing	teachers),	

•	 consulting	 with	 faculty	 across	 the	 disciplines	 who	 are	 concerned	
about	nonnative	English	speakers	in	their	classes,	

•	 consulting	with	students—matriculated	or	not—about	what	kinds	
of	language	support	are	available,	

•	 scheduling	and	conducting	workshops	for	faculty	and	staff,	

•	 writing	proposals	for	new	programs,	

•	 meeting	with	upper-level	administrators,	

•	 supervising	the	program	budget,	
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•	 writing	annual	program	reports,	

•	 meeting	with	the	assessment	center	director	to	discuss	alternatives	
to	the	Michigan	Test,	

•	 interviewing	prospective	instructors	for	the	cross-cultural	compo-
sition	sections	that	I	initiated	at	Boise	State	(see	Silva,	“Examina-
tion,”	and	Matsuda	and	Silva	for	a	description	of	such	courses),	

•	 and	working	with	the	ESL	advisory	committee,	composed	of	con-
cerned	faculty	and	staff	members	whose	dedicated	work	resulted	in	
the	decision	to	create	my	position.

This year, I used funds carried forward from last year’s budget to hire 
one of our ESL instructors as a temporary assistant. She has helped me to 
develop a tutoring program, provided mentoring and resources for those 
tutors, arranged workshops (and collaborated with me on conducting a few 
of them), investigated funding sources, gathered student data, and offered 
other important support. She will again be hired only as a temporary assis-
tant this coming year, because her position has not yet been funded as a 
permanent one.

Despite the active (if temporary) support of my assistant and the ESL 
Advisory Committee, and the well-established support for students in the 
program for migrant workers (CAMP), as well as for bilingual education 
majors, I am perceived as having sole responsibility for all of the nonna-
tive English speakers at Boise State University. Even the members of our 
advisory committee seem to have breathed a collective sigh of relief that a 
specialist was brought in to take over the job of developing language sup-
port programs. Having a second language specialist, and particularly hav-
ing one with a comprehensive administrative role, can prevent the rest of 
the university from taking any responsibility for accommodating linguistic 
diversity. A number of faculty, both within and outside the writing program, 
have sent students to me, sometimes for “fixing,” as those faculty members 
seem to imagine me as the campus ESL tutor, but mostly they send them 
so that these students can be placed into an ESL writing class for further 
ESL instruction. While my primary goal as “the ESL specialist” has been 
precisely to work toward creating a sense of shared responsibility among fac-
ulty for the welfare of all students, the fact that I am here at all may make 
it difficult for the entire university community to see such responsibility as 
inherent in its own work. The misperception of my role, and indeed of the 
location of responsibility for educating second language learners, is one facet 
of the containment of language differences prevalent in US higher educa-
tion. Because of the pervasiveness of such practices and the monolingualist 
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language ideology underlying them, merely having an L2 writing special-
ist committed to challenging this ideology is not sufficient for resolving the 
issue. 

I have frequently imagined that this situation might be resolved if 
the position of coordinator of English language support programs were 
described as a full-time position within academic support services or some 
other unit serving the entire campus. I have seen parallels between my role 
and the role of the service learning coordinator at my institution, although 
I hold a faculty position and the service learning coordinator is a classified 
staff person. Both of us work with faculty across disciplines to effect changes 
in pedagogy and in how the relationships between campus and community 
are viewed. However, the service learning coordinator’s position is housed 
in the Gateway Center for Academic Support while mine is housed in the 
English department. Symbolically, service learning is seen as an approach to 
higher education that cuts across disciplines. This suggests that the respon-
sibility for adopting new pedagogies that connect classroom work with ser-
vice work can be assumed by instructors throughout the academic commu-
nity. English language learners, on the other hand, because of the location 
of the program in the English department, are institutionally regarded as 
the charges of specialists within the field of English studies—indeed, to be 
specific, the charges of the one tenure-track faculty member in the English 
department who specializes in applied linguistics. The rest of the university, 
then, is symbolically absolved of responsibility for educating this multilin-
gual population.

A kind of autonomy coincides with this marginalization of L2 learners. 
For example, I can offer individual advising for students, occasionally cir-
cumventing an ineffective placement process. As the director of the three-
course ESL sequence, I have been able to interview prospective instructors 
myself, since I have the L2 writing expertise that would allow me to make 
informed hiring decisions, and simply get them hired without going through 
the WPA’s office. My assistant and I were also able to implement the new 
tutoring program with no administrative difficulty at all. Such forms of lan-
guage support, helpful though they may be and easy to accomplish given 
this autonomy, allow nonnative English-speaking students to be sent some-
where outside of the normal college curriculum, rather than to be supported 
across the curriculum by means of linguistically inclusive pedagogies. I have 
thus unintentionally constructed my own position as the only person who 
can help English language learners. This makes it doubly difficult for the 
university as a whole to move beyond a strategy of linguistic containment 
and to reconceptualize linguistic diversity in the academic community. 
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Challenging Monolingualism

Because monolingualism is so pervasive, it would indeed be difficult to 
imagine an administrative position that could be created pointedly to raise 
awareness of linguistic diversity among native English-speaking students 
and faculty. Certainly, some institutions have undergraduate foreign lan-
guage requirements (I use the term “foreign” with some irony—all non-Eng-
lish languages taught in US secondary and tertiary educational institutions 
are spoken as native languages by citizens of the United States), and some 
require all undergraduates to take courses designated as having a diversity 
component. However, such requirements are insufficient for helping to fos-
ter a culture in which multilingualism is not perceived as a deficit. If the 
dominant perspective were instead a multilingualist one, the question then 
becomes what would language support programs or writing programs look 
like?

Fortunately, despite the ways in which I have inadvertently perpetu-
ated a monolingualist ideology in the particular ways I have carried out my 
responsibilities at Boise State, I do have the relative security and status of a 
tenure-track position, which allows me to make well grounded recommen-
dations regarding cross-curricular language support programs and strategies, 
as well as to shape our graduate program. Matsuda has rightly argued that a 
complete blurring of the L1/L2 division is neither realistic nor advantageous 
(“Composition” 715). I similarly believe that increasing the number of L2 
writing specialists among university faculty is critical to reshaping the ways 
in which language diversity is addressed. Indeed, my work as an interdisci-
plinary scholar with a background in both composition studies and second 
language acquisition has led me, as an administrator, to keep a primary goal 
in mind: to develop curriculum and programs that conceptualize linguistic 
diversity as a natural state of things, rather than as a problem to be solved. 
Although my position as coordinator of English language support programs 
has the potential to reproduce a dominant ideology of monolingualism, I 
hope to use my scholarly knowledge, as well as my administrative capacity, 
to work toward dismantling that ideology, which perpetuates exclusionary 
practices based on a fallacious view of the world as essentially monolingual.

Integrating language-minority students into a writing program means 
we must accomplish at least the following two things, discussed in more 
detail in the strategies sections below. First, English language learners should 
become less “marked” in terms of administration and teaching.7 That is, 
students’ identities as writers should not be so wholly associated with their 
status as native or nonnative English speakers that the students are automati-
cally funneled into either “ESL” classes or “regular” classes. Once the writ-
ing program can imagine the prototypical writing class as a fundamentally 
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linguistically-diverse environment, we are in a better position to accomplish 
the second goal: to educate composition faculty, as well as faculty across the 
disciplines, about linguistic diversity. Those of us in administrative positions 
can thus work toward dismantling the myths of transience and linguistic 
homogeneity. 

Strategy 1: ESL and Cross-Cultural Composition. Administratively 
“unmarking” students’ language identities means creating placement pro-
cesses that account for linguistic diversity and offering course options for 
all students, as Silva (“Examination”), Braine (“ESL Students”), and others 
have argued. Alice Roy further suggests that completely integrating native 
and nonnative English speakers is most effective as long as teachers actively 
construct an atmosphere of equitable treatment and mutual respect. Sim-
ply offering a few preparatory ESL courses and then mainstreaming second 
language learners with no training in L2 issues for their first-year writing 
and other instructors, as we have long done at Boise State University, does 
not accomplish this goal. However, I simultaneously believe it would be 
inappropriate to eliminate those courses entirely. Many nonnative English 
speakers attempt to take university courses with only an intermediate level of 
linguistic proficiency. They should, therefore, have the opportunity to take 
such preparatory courses and receive the same kind of university credit that 
the study of a foreign language receives. Rather than eliminate preparatory 
courses, curricular changes must be facilitated primarily at and beyond the 
first-year level in a composition program. Many colleges and universities 
offer credit-bearing, first-year ESL composition sequences that parallel “reg-
ular” first-year composition. If we offer such ESL sections of composition, 
they should be credit-bearing, requirement-fulfilling courses. Many lan-
guage-minority students prefer the comfort of being in an all-multilingual 
class (Braine, “ESL Students”). While this option may continue to construct 
multilingual students as “Other” and different from the unmarked norm, it 
does allow students to determine their own identities as writers. 

In addition to ESL sections of first-year courses, we should also adopt 
cross-cultural composition courses, which systematically integrate native 
and nonnative English speakers. Matsuda and Silva argue in “Cross-Cul-
tural Composition” that such cross-cultural courses have important advan-
tages over both segregating ESL students and unsystematically mainstream-
ing them. These include providing a nonthreatening environment for ESL 
writers, challenging the “remedial” image often associated with ESL classes, 
and providing important opportunities for native English speakers to learn 
about members of other linguistic and cultural backgrounds. In addition, 
at institutions whose L1 and L2 composition programs are administratively 
separate from each other, cross-cultural sections are a way to allow for more 
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crossover between “regular” and ESL course sequences. They also acknowl-
edge all students’ varied linguistic identities and provide an opportunity to 
educate monolingual students about language variation as well. Rhetorical 
issues such as voice, audience, grammar, use of outside sources, etc., come 
under critical examination in such a course precisely because those issues 
become more overtly complicated by the greater linguistic diversity in the 
room. That was the case with the English 110 course at City University of 
New York’s Hunter College, described by Trudy Smoke as a response to the 
legislation to eliminate developmental courses. This course, although not 
explicitly an ESL course, consisted of a majority of nonnative English speak-
ers. By the end of the course, both native and nonnative speakers had learned 
a great deal from each other. 

As a first step toward offering greater options for multilingual students, 
Boise State’s writing program offered in fall 200� one ESL section of English 
101, promoting it as an optional alternative to a “regular” section. It filled 
almost to capacity its first semester, offering support to Braine’s findings 
about L2 student preferences. However, as coordinator of English language 
support programs, I was concerned about the potential for segregation that 
might result from having a separate ESL section. I feared that instructors 
would—as they did when I first arrived—believe that a student’s nonnative 
English-speaking status meant that a “regular” 101 placement was a mistake. 
The following semester, we offered one cross-cultural section of English 102, 
as well as one ESL section of 101, as a transition to having a cross-cultural 
section of each course. As of this writing, we now offer one cross-cultural 
section each of English 101 and English 102, until we have enrollment in 
all of these sections sufficient to justify offering two alternatives to “regular” 
101 or 102: one ESL section and one cross-cultural section of each course. 
In the predominantly monolingual, English-speaking context that is Boise, 
Idaho, these courses offer more officially instituted support for L2 writers at 
the English 101/102 level than had previously existed.

I have discovered three administrative challenges in creating cross-cul-
tural sections. First, it is difficult to control the ratio of nonnative to native 
speakers in a university that does not have separate, parallel courses. If we 
had two parallel, requirement-fulfilling first-year writing sequences with dif-
ferent course numbers, as my previous university did, we could simply offer 
two conjoined sections and cap the sections appropriately. At Boise State, we 
ask that students register for a cross-cultural section in person at the writing 
program office and identify themselves as native or nonnative speakers (some 
may find it difficult to categorize themselves so narrowly). 

Another administrative challenge is to promote the new sections. Mono-
lingual English speakers should be informed that a specific class will be 
international and that they will encounter varieties of English with which 
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they may be unfamiliar at first. I have asked teachers to make announce-
ments, conducted class visits, and written special section descriptions on the 
online registration system. Without an administrative course release, pro-
moting the course would be much more difficult. The third challenge may 
be peculiar to institutions in which there is no graduate program in teaching 
English to speakers of other languages: to find instructors with experience in 
second language issues. Braine (“Starting”) created for composition teach-
ers who don’t specialize in ESL a well designed, three-day workshop in L2 
issues as a way of overcoming this problem. At our university, we do have a 
few teachers with varying degrees of ESL teaching experience who happen 
to live in the area and teach as adjunct instructors. However, I have delib-
erately invited applicants who have very little experience working with non-
native English speakers but who are genuinely interested in learning more. 
They receive a stipend in addition to their regular compensation for teaching 
a course, and they meet with me periodically to discuss matters of concern. 
The goal is to enlarge the pool of teachers who are both willing and prepared 
to work with any L2 writers who might enroll in their future “regular” first-
year composition courses. In these ways, we can administratively “unmark” 
such students while recognizing the very real difficulties that L2 writers face 
in their academic and perhaps social interactions in English. At the same 
time, we must also help faculty, staff, and students understand the unrealis-
tic standards to which we often hold nonnative speakers. Without such edu-
cation, the sink-or-swim, assimilationist approach is here to stay.

Strategy 2: Educating Faculty. Recruiting teachers for cross-cultural or 
ESL composition sections is only one small way to educate faculty about sec-
ond language issues. Many other strategies are also necessary, including the 
kinds of formal and informal publicizing of our work that Rebecca Moore 
Howard describes: meeting with administrators, exploiting avenues such as 
campus news sources, and simply “volunteering to talk about our programs 
at every opportunity” (�). Second language writing specialists such as Paul 
Kei Matsuda, Tony Silva, and Ilona Leki have been particularly successful 
in bringing L2 issues into greater prominence in the field of composition 
studies. The “CCCC Statement on Second Language Writing and Writers” 
(CCCC Committee), for example, has provided an important foundation for 
communicating with nonspecialists about issues such as assessment, teacher 
preparation, and college credit for ESL writing courses. Many courses or ori-
entations for graduate teaching assistants or for writing center consultants 
also include discussion of L2 issues. A number of universities and colleges go 
beyond the composition program and the writing center to educate faculty 
across the curriculum (Mlynarczyk and Babbitt)8.
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Educating faculty across the curriculum has been one primary adminis-
trative focus of mine since I arrived. I have conducted or arranged a number 
of faculty development workshops, which, although insufficient for cover-
ing the vastness of second language writing, second language acquisition, 
or cultural issues in education, have positive effects beyond what the par-
ticipants learn during a given workshop. They signal that the responsibility 
for educating all students, multilingual and monolingual alike, belongs to 
the entire academic community. The ESL advisory committee also initiated 
a university teaching award, called the Faculty Award for the Enhancement 
of Second Language Learner Success, and announced it in the campus-
wide electronic newsletter. Along with this announcement, we attached a 
list of linguistically inclusive teaching strategies (see Appendix), many of 
which were suggested by multilingual students at Boise State.� I believe 
these efforts have been partly successful. First, workshop participants have 
requested that I reproduce those workshops for other groups of faculty and 
staff. Second, rather than being the “fix-it” person to whom my colleagues 
send their students, I seem to have become, much to my relief, a resource 
person on whom the instructors rely to help them develop strategies for 
addressing the needs of their multilingual students, such as asking pertinent 
questions about the students’ language backgrounds or pointing out a few 
patterns of error in a given draft.

To help our colleagues understand in more depth the strengths and 
struggles that multilingual students bring to our classrooms, I have also 
attempted to publish multilingual student work (see also Adrian Wurr’s and 
Erin Whittig’s discussions of service learning and ESL). The culminating 
and most public activity of my ESL writing class is the English 12� Con-
ference on Language. Although this conference is an activity that I have 
devised and incorporated into the course curriculum, it is a public event 
whose audience consists of faculty, staff, administrators, and other students, 
as well as family and friends of the speakers. The conference achieves what 
Howard calls for in her article on multimedia presentations to administra-
tors: the use of pathos as a significant form of argument. Students speak pub-
licly about their struggles with English or their knowledge of two or more 
language systems, and the audience listens intently to these formerly silent 
voices (Shuck, “Ownership”). The dean of our College of Arts and Sciences 
has made a point of attending the conference almost all of the nine semes-
ters it has been presented. An unexpected result of my students’ presentation 
of the conference every semester has been that audience members studying 
English at the adult basic education levels and through intensive English 
programs are inspired to work toward a college degree. They see that they, 
too, belong at the university.
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One final strategy is in its early development stages here at Boise State. 
I hope to pilot a faculty liaison program, whereby a faculty member in each 
department across the curriculum serves as a liaison between that content 
area—chemistry, nursing, marketing, etc.—and the English Language Sup-
port Program. He or she would be an advocate for second language learners 
in that department and would learn about our university’s resources for help-
ing those students. The faculty liaison would participate in the work of the 
ESL advisory committee, attend at least one half-day workshop on teaching 
linguistically diverse populations, and invite ESL specialists to the faculty 
liaison’s home department to offer similar workshops. The faculty liaison 
would also direct students to appropriate language and academic support 
services. The program will require extra funding to track its effectiveness, to 
offer faculty development grants to the liaisons, and to cover expenses for 
workshops, but such a program will instrumentally help the rest of the uni-
versity community share in the collective responsibility of educating all of 
its students, faculty, and staff. 

By emphasizing this collective responsibility, I do not want to diminish 
the need for interdisciplinary, advanced scholarship in second language writ-
ing. It is critical that we develop graduate programs that integrate L1 and 
L2 composition perspectives and that we create faculty positions in second 
language writing. I also urge institutions to recognize officially the role that 
most such specialists will increasingly play as advocates, consultants, work-
shop facilitators, and program administrators. As Silva argued in a round-
table discussion at the Conference on College Composition and Composi-
tion 2005, (Matsuda, Goldstein, Kroll, Mangelsdorf, and Silva), scholarly 
and administrative equity is at stake in the creation of such positions. How-
ever, until second language writing specialists can be hired, it is possible for 
WPAs and other composition faculty to consider these as important pro-
gram and classroom goals, including the establishment of

1. Assessment practices and standards that rely not on an imagined na-
tive-speaker ideal but on principles of language variation, negotia-
tion of identities, and communicative agility (i.e., across discourse 
communities).

2. Placement processes that do not reify students’ language identities.

�. Curricular options for multilingual and monolingual students.

�. Continuing conversations that include an understanding of linguis-
tic variation and change between ESL specialists and administra-
tors, fellow faculty members, and students.
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Conclusion

Integrating multilingual learners and other often marginalized groups into 
the academic community offers us a look at how we can work within insti-
tutional structures to effect ideological as well as pedagogical changes. I have 
attempted to demonstrate that an ideology that constructs second language 
learners of English as foreign and “Other” is embedded in the institutional 
position I occupy. I also urge readers to consider how similar positions and 
practices in other institutions may enact the same ideology. This ideology 
has a cumulative, material effect on students’ lives. However, I have also 
attempted to illustrate some ways we can use our own administrative posi-
tions and work with committees, administrative bodies, and faculty develop-
ment programs to challenge this ideology and help faculty and staff develop 
a sense of responsibility for all students, regardless of language background. 
In other words, I believe that those in administrative positions play a critical 
role as advocates for students and as agents of change. As Howard writes, we 
should make our work public at every opportunity. Gerri McNenny simi-
larly argues, in her introduction to Mainstreaming Basic Writers, that WPAs 
and other composition scholars must take “a more public, proactive role” (5) 
in the form of participation in public discourse, the development of curri-
cula that account for diversity, and the documenting of the intellectual work 
of both students and faculty in writing programs. 

There is a central paradox here, to which Mary Soliday alerts us in “Ideol-
ogies of Access and the Politics of Agency.” As we develop agency as admin-
istrators, we may be even more susceptible to suggestions that we have sole 
responsibility for solving particular problems—problems that many of our 
colleagues and the public at large believe to be located in open-admissions 
policies and associated with students from certain class and ethnic back-
grounds. A dominant ideology of “access,” Soliday argues, makes those stu-
dents and the programs that serve them vulnerable. If students in basic writ-
ing or ESL courses do not succeed, the courses (or the students) are blamed, 
rather than the economic, ideological, and institutional factors that hamper 
their success. In such a context, it is easy to feel a sense of powerlessness. 
Smoke writes, “[W]e must respond to our needs with local, perhaps tempo-
rary, solutions, knowing that at any time, changes may be imposed on our 
programs because of political and ideological shifts” (20�). There is, then, a 
felt conflict between our pedagogical and scholarly ideals, on one hand, and 
the institutional and ideological structures that constrain us, on the other. 

To resolve this conflict, we might, as Smoke suggests, create sustainable 
programs that have within them the means for revision and restructuring. 
Indeed, social theorist Anthony Giddens argues that structures themselves 
are the result of human activity and “contain within them the seeds of 
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change” (18). Agency is, then, not opposed to structures, although we often 
understand those structures to be powerful institutions or discourses outside 
of our control. Rather than asking how much power we have within these 
seemingly restrictive structures, we might do well to ask how our individual 
and collective agency is related to specific institutional, historical, and politi-
cal contexts. Giddens argues that agency is recursively related to those con-
texts. Drawing analogies between linguistic and social systems, he proposes 
a theory of action that recognizes that the very rules and systems that seem 
to constrain individual practice also contain within them the means for 
change. He writes, “According to the notion of the duality of structure, rules 
and resources are drawn upon by actors in the production of interaction, but 
are thereby also reconstituted through such interaction” (71). For those of us 
in administrative positions, but also for anyone on the academic margins—
adjunct faculty, students and faculty from underrepresented groups, scholars 
with certain critical perspectives, etc.—this view of structure offers hope. 
As we participate in interactions, even those interactions mediated by exclu-
sionary ideologies like monolingualism, we change the rules themselves. 
We must also recognize that the students for whom we design writing pro-
grams are also agents and act in relation to a variety of structures, not only 
to the programs that we create. All of these human actors—administrators, 
students, legislators, teachers, family members—interact with each other in 
various contexts, shaping and reshaping those contexts through their very 
participation. Even if institutional positions like mine are structured in ways 
that might justify continued marginalization, as I imagine they will despite 
our attempts to encourage critical reexamination of pedagogical responsibil-
ity, those of us creating and holding such positions must continue to work 
for change, knowing that change will be the result of this intricate web of 
human interaction.

Appendix:

Linguistically Inclusive Strategies for Working with Nonnative English 
Speakers (last revised March �, 2006)

These suggestions come from nonnative English-speaking students at Boise 
State University and from the English as a Second Language Advisory Com-
mittee. The comments are grounded in second language acquisition theory 
and in multilingual students’ knowledge of the ways in which their second 
language status affects their learning. These forms of language support are 
critical to integrating a linguistically and culturally diverse group of people 
into the academic community. (The suggestions are not listed in any step-
by-step order but appear simply as a variety of suggestions.)
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Classroom strategies 

1. Identify those who need language support. 

a. Early in the semester, let all students know that you are happy to 
talk with any student who feels he or she needs some extra help. 
That simple step lets students know they are all welcome in your 
class while it also can assure native English speakers that you do 
not give “special treatment” to a few students. 

b. Assign a short piece of in-class writing early in the semester—for 
example, they should spend no more than 5 minutes summarizing 
that day’s lecture or activity. You can then talk to those students 
whose writing might reveal some second language needs. First, 
by asking, you can confirm that they are indeed second language 
users, rather than students who write in a nonstandard variety of 
English. In either case, students should not simply be sent to a tu-
tor, particularly because they might not identify themselves after 
all as second language learners or as being in need of help. Rather, 
have a brief conversation with them, asking how they’re doing in 
the class. You notice that they’ve made some errors in their writ-
ing, and you wonder if there is anything you should know about 
their educational or language background, or if those errors were 
a result of the short period of time allotted for producing a sample 
writing piece. Simply opening up the dialogue can pave the way 
for directing the student to appropriate campus resources or for 
providing important support as an instructor. (You can also use 
such quick in-class summaries to find out whether any review of 
the material might be necessary for the whole class!)

c. Ask the whole class if anyone has any particular needs the in-
structor should be aware of. Of course, don’t ask for a show of 
hands. Students needing assistance can identify themselves to you 
by email or after class.

2. Recognize that nonnative speakers do not become native speakers. 
Grammatical perfection in a second language is an impossibility for 
most nonnative speakers. See http://www.boisestate.edu/esl for ad-
ditional suggestions regarding such expectations.

�. Allow nonnative English speakers some extended exam time. Writ-
ing and reading in a second language can take considerably longer 
than writing and reading in one’s native language. 
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�. Allow nonnative English speakers to take exams in a separate room. 
Some students find it helpful to read questions and multiple-choice 
options aloud as a way of processing the language in them.

5. Give permission to use bilingual dictionaries. Students are far more 
likely to look up words like “analyze,” “exception,” “subsequent,” or 
other typical academic words than they will to look up words they’re 
being tested on. Indeed, students recognize that they sacrifice valu-
able exam time if they use a dictionary, but the same students have 
found the occasional dictionary search for general academic expres-
sions to be quite useful. Moreover, if they don’t know what a disci-
pline-specific term, such as “oxidation” or “habeas corpus,” means 
in their native language, a mere translation from their native lan-
guage wouldn’t help them anyway. Thus, the chances for abuse of 
the dictionary-use privilege are slim.

6. Allow students to tape-record your lectures. This strategy should 
also be available to native English speakers who simply require time 
to absorb information and fill in sketchy notes.

7. Put lecture notes, charts, visual aids, course outlines, and details of 
writing assignments and projects on Blackboard.

8. Pair a native English-speaking student to study with, and perhaps 
take notes for, a nonnative English speaker in the same class. This 
strategy benefits the native-speaking “tutors” as well because they, 
too, are trying to synthesize and remember new ideas.

�.  Write an outline on the board or provide another visual means of un-
derstanding how the lecture or class period is organized. Nonnative 
speakers often miss intonational, syntactic and lexical cues, such as 
stress on particular words to highlight a contrast or phrases such as 
“now what you don’t want is. . . ,” which help native English-speak-
ing listeners identify important points or relations between points.

10. Allow take-home exams or create group exams for all students. With 
the latter, students collaborate as teams, with each member of the 
team responsible for a different set of material.

11. Periodically throughout the semester, invite students to register con-
cerns or ask questions about the class. This can be a blanket invita-
tion.

12. Be willing to offer extra explanations occasionally or offer review 
sessions before exams.
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1�. Tape-record and listen to your own lectures occasionally. Ask a com-
mittee of second language learners to talk with you about phrases or 
speech patterns they might find difficult. A little awareness goes a 
long way.

1�. Assign all students to study groups or strongly encourage them to 
form their own. Study-group facilitators are available through the 
Gateway Center.

Department-level strategies

Tutoring/Mentoring:

1. Assign a peer advisor/mentor to each incoming ESL student in your 
department. These mentors may be people with the same ethnic/
cultural/language background or they may be any patient, inter-
ested student who is majoring in that field. The mentor would sim-
ply be there to help the student navigate program requirements.

2. Arrange for majors in your department to serve as tutors for nonna-
tive speakers in lower-division classes. ESL specialists can provide as-
sistance and training for such discipline-specific tutors. As one student 
says, “We need help on most of the classes and not just the English 
classes.” 

�. Offer internship credit for discipline-specific tutoring. 

Other suggestions:

1. Select a faculty member to be a liaison to the English Language 
Support Program. That person would attend ESL advisory commit-
tee meetings and learn about the kinds of English language support 
currently available. He or she would also serve as an advocate or ad-
visor for nonnative English-speaking majors. 

2. Offer ESL-only or balanced, cross-cultural sections of large core 
courses. The departments of communication and English have of-
fered such sections with great success.

�. Encourage language diversity training among faculty in your de-
partment. The English Language Support Program periodically of-
fers workshops on working with nonnative English speakers. 
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�. Encourage faculty to offer online or hybrid sections of a course. 
These are particularly useful for giving students time to formulate 
answers to discussion questions. 

5. Consider linking an introductory level core course to an ESL course 
or an English 101 course. The students would be required to take 
both courses concurrently. Talk to the coordinator of the English 
Language Support Programs about such team-teaching or learning 
community possibilities, which are successful in other institutions 
but which we do not yet have at Boise State University.

notes

1  For a discussion of the role of such exclusionary ideologies in second-
language composition, see Sarah Benesch’s work, Critical English for Academic 
Purposes. Alistair Pennycook’s English and the Discourses of Colonialism makes a 
similar call for critical examination of power relations in English language teaching 
around the world.

2  See also the work of Yuet-Sim D. Chiang and Mary Schmida, R.B. 
LePage and Andrée Tabouret-Keller, Diane Belcher and Ulla Connor, Braj Kachru, 
and Rajendra Singh.

�  For further discussions of this separation, see Alice Roy, Jessica Williams, 
and George Braine (“ESL Students”). 

�  The COMPASS, developed by the American College Testing Program 
(ACT), is a computerized, indirect assessment instrument that asks students to 
revise and edit sentences in a paragraph provided to them (http://www.act.org/
compass/). The Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency (MTELP) is a 
retired component of what is currently the Michigan English Language Assessment 
Battery (MELAB). Both the MTELP and the MELAB were developed by the Uni-
versity of Michigan’s English Language Institute (http://www.lsa.umich.edu/eli). 
For a discussion of important issues in and options for ESL writing placement, see 
Deborah Crusan’s “An Assessment of ESL Writing Placement Assessment.” 

5  The version of the Michigan Test that we use is a multiple-choice test 
that has no writing component. Because of the empathy and generosity of the 
assessment center director, however, Michigan Test-takers are also asked to write a 
forty-five-minute essay, which has become our primary, and more effective, basis 
for placement. 

6  We do have a federal grant-funded College Assistant Migrant Program 
(CAMP), which provides significant support (advising, tutoring, and frequent 
progress reports) for children of migrant farm workers. However, I have not yet 
been able to determine what percentage of CAMP students identify themselves as 
nonnative English speakers or what percentage of Boise State University’s nonna-
tive English speakers are CAMP students. 
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7  I discuss the linguistic concept of markedness as it relates to nonnative 
English speakers is discussed more thoroughly in “Racializing the Nonnative Eng-
lish Speaker”).

8  For a description of an innovative program at the University of Rhode 
Island, which trains peer tutors in working with second language learners, see 
Lynne Ronesi’s “Training Undergraduates to Support ESL Classmates: The English 
Language Fellows Program.”

�  The document in the appendix is a slightly modified version of what our 
program made available to faculty at our institution.
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