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How We Write
Series 3: How We Consult
Episode 5: Addressing National Identity and Language Identity in the Writing Center.

Transcript
(00:00:00)
<music fades in>
Trey: Hello everyone, and welcome to “How We Write,” the podcast of the University of Texas Writing Center, a podcast by writers for writers (00:00:30). My name is Trey, and I am joined by my co-hosts Ruth 
Ruth: Hi.
Trey: Sydney
Sydney: Hey y’all.
Trey: And Chinmayi
Chinmayi: Hello.
<music fades out>
Trey: So for the past several weeks, all of us have been studying the boundaries of the consultant-consultee relationship in the Writing Center, when nationality and language play a major role in the dynamic of the consultation, which is the topic of today's episode “Addressing National Identity and Language Identity in the Writing Center.” 
Sydney: National and Language identity are really imp ortant factors to consider when you're contemplating (00:01:00) an approach to consulting a writer whose identity may differ from yours.
Ruth: Or even if their identity is similar to yours. There are just so many different types of situations –  an infinite amount, really – that can be hard to pin down a universal approach to dealing with nationality and language differences in the Writing Center.
Chinmayi: That's a great point, Ruth, we could probably fill up a whole season of podcast episodes on dealing with nationality and language alone. Since we're battling the clock here we'll focus on one particular scenario. details in this consultation can translate to a variety of different circumstances and the research (00:01:30) that we have collected can apply to many different situations.
Trey: So here's the situation. An international ESL student comes to the writing center with an argumentative paper in hand. They vocalize that their main concern is grammar. The paper is fully composed, complete with the developed argument an organized structure, and citations. The topic of the essay surrounds the Jefferson Davis statue that was a part of UT's campus until 2015. In the essay, the student argues that the statue should be returned to its original location on (00:02:00) campus. As I read the paper, I quickly realized that their primary source is a white supremacist organization. When I questioned their knowledge of the American Civil War or the Confederacy and American slavery, it becomes evident that they have no knowledge of these aspects of US history.
Chinmayi: By the end of this episode, we hope to provide a lot of useful information about handling situations like this <music fades in> in which language and national identity play a major role in the consultation. 
Sydney: Now that we have that long <music fades out> intro out of the way, we can get into (00:02:30) some of the nitty-gritty parts of this podcast. Before we talk about our approaches to the situation. Let's talk a little bit about our reactions to this prompt.
Chinmayi: Ooh good idea.
Sydney: When I first read the situation <laughs> my immediate reaction was a negative one, because my eyes went straight to the white supremacy aspect of the prompt. However, after reading and understanding the scenario, I realized that the student is using a white supremacy organization as a source for an academic paper, and is most likely not a literal white supremacist. The second thing about my prompt that drew my attention (00:03:00) was the student's international status and how that was the only real characteristic we were given for this person. 
Trey: Yeah, I totally agree that you know, I think most of us probably had a very negative impression at first. I mean, given that, you know, it seems like this student has racist sympathies. Sydney: What about you, Ruth? 
Ruth: I definitely agree with you Sydney. I had a negative first impression, but once <laughs> I thought about it more like you, Trey, I decided that maybe the source was chosen as a result of a weird assignment or maybe (00:03:30)  just a misunderstanding, like the material-with the material. 
Chinmayi: Yeah. And also what really stood out to me was maybe how difficult the conversation like in the consultation was going to be, because there's such a complex topic of racism. So navigating that might have been a little more tricky, and also the heart of the issue was that we had to find good sources. So that was another thing that I really wanted to think about. <music fades in>
Ruth: Mhm
<music fades out>
Sydney: So it's super clear that identity plays a huge role in this consultation. I wanted to spend a little time talking about the student's language identity (00:04:00). It really was important to me to nail down a specific language identity for the student because it would dictate how I would handle the consultation as a whole. I decided on Spanish since according to Bernard Smith and Michael Swan, it is one of the most common languages to come across in a writing center. With that being said I wanted to ask y’all how and if you decided on a certain language for your student to have. Let's start with Chinmayi.
Chinmayi: Yeah, so I actually decided to focus in on the Chinese language identity, because I read a research paper (00:04:30) from Wendy Green about how academic writing differs in China. So for example, in the US, we use a thesis-driven structure, but in China they decide to look at one point and really expand it from all different facets and perspectives. So I really want to examine the nuances in the way that academic writing is taught in the US versus how it's taught in China. 
Sydney: And Trey, I know you took like a slightly different approach to this than the rest of us. Would you like to elaborate on that? 
Trey: Yeah, totally. Um, so I did my research into language at the end a little (00:05:00) bit differently. So I didn't select a specific language identity for this consultation. Instead, what I did was conduct research into second language student’s experiences in the Writing Center like in general. So kind of with that being said, I was able to find a lot of research into how ESL students don't feel super supported by university facilities. And this is really because you know, considering that this consultee is an ESL student (00:05:30), they may not feel particularly confident in their English language abilities, specifically when it comes to things like grammar syntax. And you know, with that, a study by TESOL, which is T - E - S - O - L, which is an organization dedicated to teaching English to students of a second language. They have the study entitled, Second Language Graduate Students Experiences at the Writing Center: A Language Socialization Perspective, that shows that many ESL students who (00:06:00) aren't competent in their grammar abilities often feel completely lost on American campuses because they can't find anywhere to get help with their grammar. And this is because, you know, in the Writing Center, we really tried to address higher order concerns things like organization, structure, research, before we move on to helping with kind of sentence-level issues, which can leave a lot of ESL students who are seeking help with grammar feeling like they can't access (00:06:30) anywhere that will actually help them with their needs. So I think that in this particular situation, I would probably make sure that the student is aware that their research is kind of faulty, but if they really wanted to focus on grammar, I would oblige because, you know, I wouldn't want to make them feel like they couldn't get help. <music fades in>
Sydney: Yeah, that totally makes sense.
<music fades out>
Trey: Okay, so now that we've discussed language identity, I think it would be a really good idea to shift into a discussion of (00:07:00) national identity so this consultee's identity as an international student is a factor that plays a huge role in the scenario. In my research, I was really interested in the dichotomy between the consultee's previous education as a non-US student, and my own personal experiences being educated in the US school system, but I really wanted to hear from all of y'all about yall’s approach navigating national identity. Um, so let's jump over to Sydney. 
Sydney: Okay, so with advice from Alice, I kind of decided (00:07:30) that I needed to be as specific with a student's national identity as I was with their language identity. I had to choose if the student was from Latin America or Spain, so sort of randomly, I chose Spain. I thought that there would be more information on the Spanish education curriculum within academic databases, like what they learned in history classes and if they had English courses through primary and secondary school. 
Trey: All right. So now let's turn it over to Ruth for a second because I know that you had something that (00:08:00) you wanted to say about like your own experiences with national identity and your academic experiences.
Ruth: So like Chinmayi I also focused on my student being from China. One thing I noticed that ties back to my own identity is British grammar. Half of my family is from English, or from England <laughs>. So I feel very connected to that part of my heritage and my spelling reflects that like how I spell theater with an -re instead of an -er ending, or color (00:08:30) spelled with an -our instead of an -or. As of 2018, British-run schools made up about half of the English schools in China. So I suspect that there would be a fair number of Chinese students who would have the same spellings or grammar structures that I do, which might make it harder for me personally to address in the Writing Center. <laughs> I'm inclined to think that's correct when it isn't in America.
Ruth: Actually, <laughs> while we're on the topic of grammar, I noticed you mentioned it earlier as well Trey, and forgive me if I'm dominating the (00:09:00) conversation. But in my research, I came across Paula Angela Gillespie and Neil Learner talking about myths concerning international students in the writing centers in the Allyn and Bacon Guide to Peer Tutoring. One of the myths said that international students only come to their reading center to get their grammar checked, which Gillespie and Learner refute by talking about how some international students may say they need help with grammar, but actually, they mean that they want to get help with feedback or reaction to their argument, or even help interpreting (00:09:30) an assignment.
As with any consultation, it's a good idea for the consultant to ask specifically what the consultant wants to work on instead of making assumptions. 
Trey: Yeah, I think that's a really interesting point to make that you know, sometimes they'll, you know, students will come in saying, oh, I want help with grammar, but really what that means is like, I want help with this whole process, not just <music fades in> like the grammar part of it.
Chinmayi: Also a big part of this consultation <music fades out> is going to be the way that we address the white supremacist organization (00:010:00). And the topic of racism as a whole. It seemed as a quantity doesn't really realize that the source of the use is first of all misinformed and second hateful. So in this consultation, we would have to teach the writer about how to find an academic source and also the impact of white supremacy and the source that they use. Trey, how would you approach this? 
Trey: Well, first of all, I think that it's really important to point out here that this encounter is really different from an encounter where like, the consultee is coming from, like this place of hatred (00:10:30). You know, from what we're given. It can kind of be assumed that this writer isn't being like particularly hateful. They're just unaware of like, American history and like certain cultural aspects of the United States. So with that being said, it can be kind of difficult to tell, at least for me when I was doing my research,  like when is it appropriate to step in and point something like this delicate out to writers, especially when they came in specifically asking (00:11:00) to work on grammar? Um, so whenever I was first doing research, I wasn't even sure if I'd be like overstepping the boundaries. If I said something to the consultee about this. However, several Writing Center academics, and in my research, I focused on two main theorists
Harry Denny and his essay facing nationality and the writing center and Steve Sherwood and his essay Censoring Students Censoring Ourselves. And both of these academics, you know, make it abundantly (00:11:30) clear in their essays, that it is absolutely our right as consultants to bring something like this up to the writer, especially since it can affect their grade. So I think that you know, it's also really important  when addressing this to take a very gentle approach. And this is something that's really talked about a lot in the Denny essay. Because a lot of international students who use problematic content or say problematic things in their writing are often heavily (00:12:00) chastised by their professors and their peers for doing it. But then they're never like actually taught how to avoid making those mistakes in the future. And, you know, they weren't required to learn American history even, you know, as much as like we were required to like learn Norwegian history or Peruvian history. We shouldn't just assume that they were required to learn all these things as a student. So I think that it is probably really <music fades in> smart to go into this very gently.
Trey: Alright, so <music fades out> before we wrap up, (00:12:30) I kinda wanted to know like, you know, if we really did encounter this situation, what would we do like, what would your like ideal situation be if you had to encounter a paper like this? 
Chinmayi: Yeah, so I think I would really focus on the setup during the consultation. For example, I'd want to learn about what the prompt was , what his argument is, and even how he conducted his research process. And then obviously, after we read the paper through, I'd really want to focus on that last part of understanding his research process. So we can see how we can help him understand (00:13:00) first of all the racist implications of a source and also find certain databases or libraries with academic sources and maybe even second language friendly. 
Sydney: So I totally agree with Chinmayi and not to be a copycat. But I would also have a very similar approach to her. Um, for the consultation, I would ask him to pull up the prompt that should guide the writing of his paper. I would ask him if he wants to read it aloud, stopping at the end of each paragraph. And I would also ask him when the paper is due (00:13:30) because that might rearrange how I prioritize certain things. If it's due in like an hour, then I would help him with his grammar because there's not enough time to restructure his entire argument. And if it's due in like two weeks, I'd probably focus on the source and restructuring his argument. So I <laughs> would come into the discussion of the source as well as grammar from a point of neutrality and understanding, because I know that the student does not have a background in American history, and Spanish is also his first language. When the consultation is coming to an end, I would pulling from what Chinmayi (00:14:00) just said, give him examples of academic databases like JSTOR and Google Scholar, if he has time, obviously, before the paper’s due and to research a bit more on the American Civil War and use sources that will help not harm his argument. 
Ruth: Literally, I think all of us <Sydney and Ruth laugh> pretty much had the same ideas. 
Chinmayi: Yeah
Ruth: I also think that it'd be a really good idea to ask specifically what the consultee wants to work on when we get started (00:14:30) so that if they say they want help with grammar in their note, then we could go back and ask, What do you want to help with? And then they could <music fades in> say, like, I want help or feedback or something.
<music fades out>
Chinmayi: Yeah, those are a ton of great thoughts. And it's been a really interesting discussion 
Trey: Yeah, I agree. They're just like so many different avenues that you can take when discussing like a consultation that's as open-ended as this one but I think we covered a lot of what needed to be covered. When it comes to handling (00:15:00) a consultation. That's as sensitive as this really well. 
Ruth: Yeah, we talked about identity addressing grammar and handling racism in a consultation like this, which are really the big parts that make up the boundaries of the consultation. 
Sydney: And I think based on our approach, the consultee will definitely leave this consultation with more tools, and kind of like an understanding of what they might have to do in the future, or what they should do in the future before they had when they came in.
Chinmayi: All right. <music fades in>I think that brings us (00:15:30) to the end of this episode of How We Write. Again this is Chinmayi.
Trey: Trey
Ruth: Ruth
Sydney: And Sydney
Chinmayi: Thank you for listening! 
<music cuts>
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