The Learning Place: English Paraprofessional Guidelines

According to Kenneth Bruffee, all knowledge is socially constructed:
If we accept the premise that knowledge is an artifact created by a community of knowledgeable peers and that learning is a social process not an individual one, then learning is not assimilating information and improving our mental eyesight. Learning is an activity in which people work collaboratively to create knowledge among themselves by socially justifying belief.
With this rationale, what paraprofessionals can hope to accomplish during a session is to create a learning atmosphere in which students will be exposed to new ideas and possibilities for their work, rather than the student looking to the paraprofessional for directed guidance or assuming the work is not in a potential stage of revision. 
A Rationale for Working with Students One-to-One

The main goal of a one-on-one, individual conference is to make a better student, not a better paper. By creating a personalized learning environment in which a student receives individualized attention, a paraprofessional’s ultimate goal is to stimulate independent learning so a student can find their own answers in the midst of the writing process. 

The Shape of the Conference

The shape and elements of a conference are crucial for student learning:

1. Create an atmosphere of acceptance and trust
The student is probably already nervous and intimidated about someone else reading their paper, so most likely, they will look to the paraprofessional to initiate the tutoring process.

2. Have an openness about goals
It is not realistic or should not be expected, by either party, to create a perfect writer in one session. Therefore, rather than discussing everything that may potentially be wrong in one paper, it is important to focus on one or two things that the writer would like to work on. Give the student time to digest, understand, and revise their paper, and if they would like to work on other components, see if they can bring their revised draft in a day or two. It is important to always be realistic about what can be covered in one session. 

3. Use “I” language, so comments are not threatening to students
Whether students views paraprofessionals as another form of an instructor or a peer tutor, they are likely to view them as some form of an authority figure that has experience and knowledge in a field that is probably difficult for them. As a result, using any form of absolute statements that mingles the paraprofessional’s comments with the instructor’s or otherwise creates an illusion that there is only one correct way to do something and that the paraprofessional’s voice is representative for all of the English community should be avoided. Writing is a subjective thing, and this should be stated to any student who seems unclear on this matter. By using terms such as, “I feel this may be done this way…..”, rather than, “This is the way to correct this….”, students will hopefully realize there is not one right answer or opinion that can fix everything. It is also important to turn the attention back to what the student thinks about a particular topic since they are the creators, revisers, and editors of their work, so their opinion should be the ultimate one that matters. 

There are several goals of a conference:

1. Helping Writers Become Independent
By working with a paraprofessional and beginning to see the patterns used to form and revise one’s paper, the hope is the student will then be able to emulate these patterns on their own

2. Motivating Writers
Sometimes the student just needs the confidence to begin or continue a paper, and talking about an assignment can help with this block.

3. Attending to the Writer’s Concerns

Attend to the hierarchy of high order vs. low order concerns, and provide feedback about necessary components if asked. 

Each conference has a few tasks that must be completed:

1. Diagnostic Time 

Ask the student what they would like to work on, and make an attempt to focus primarily to that. If the student says, “Everything”, and they really cannot narrow their response, then focus on high order concerns. However, it is very important to ask the student what they want or feel the need to focus on within a specified assignment. 

2. Instructional Time
Explain a couple of errors (note: not every single one!) found within a paper, and explain to the student one or two possible corrections, depending on the type of error.

3. Evaluation Time

Ask the student to then find a couple more errors on their own, and help them along the way if they ask for help or clarification. This will exhibit if the student understands the process as well as gives the student confidence that they can correctly revise/edit their own paper. 

So the liner progression of a conference should appear as follows:

1. Engagement

2. Topic Selection

3. Instruction

4. Questioning and Review

5. Response to Error

6. Cessation/Possibly Scheduling Another Session

Conference Activities
Every student, paper, and conference differs, and while this prevents sessions from becoming dull, it can also be difficult for the paraprofessional to determine what will “work” with a particular student and what won’t. With the goal in mind of creating a better student, the paraprofessional creates a customized learning experience every time a student sits down. Not only is the paraprofessional attempting to determine what kind of learner the student is, but adjusting their own teaching/tutoring methods accordingly, all while verifying whether or not the student is understanding the material. For example, it may be observed that a student is a visual learner in which a showing method, or modeling a brainstorming activity, would be the best method, while an auditory learner would best benefit from a telling method, which would consist of the paraprofessional providing a direct explanation in a deductive manner. To display the student’s newfound proficiency, the paraprofessional could have the student demonstrate their own example in the same learning style method they were shown. Regardless of the learning method used, with this form of work, communication is imperative, so it is important to keep a few conversational activities in mind:

1. Listening

Listen to the student about what they want the focus of the session of be. Once a response is given, paraphrase their answer to make sure it is clear. If they are unable to give a clear answer, try perception checking by guessing what the main concern is and then affirming if that is correct. If the student really has no idea what they want to focus on, try leading (keeping the high order concerns in mind) by quickly reading over the paper and asking if the student would like to work on A or B.

2. Unspoken Concerns
While listening to a student vocalize their needs during a session, there are likely to be a few things that are not explicitly said but that need to be heard and understood by the paraprofessional anyway. While it may be impossible to make every student feel comfortable and every paraprofessional feel a lack of frustration, the understanding and acknowledgement of these common student issues can make a conference session much more comfortable and productive. 

a. Fear of Inadequacy

b. Inability to articulate the problem

c. Mistaken notions of what teachers want

d. Lack of interest in writing

e. Lack of familiarity with normal writing processes

f. Lack of interest in learning or becoming a better student/Just wanting a better grade or to be shown “how to fix it”

Students come in to writing centers for a number of reasons. While some are required by instructors, others come ready, willing, and eager, with a number of students in between. Regardless of why a student may seek help, there are two main approaches that a paraprofessional can use to structure a session:

1. Directive Approach
The paraprofessional is operating on the assumption that a client (student) has willingly come for help and advice, and a straight-forward, direct approach of the linear progression should work very well with students. It should be easy to identify problems, gauge student progress, and offer solutions. 

2. Nondirective Approach

This case usually occurs if a student is unwillingly seeking help or if they are very nervous and/or apprehensive about the process. Perhaps they feel intimidated to have someone else read their paper or they think they have no writing ability. In these cases, it may be necessary to approach the conference session in a slower, more round-about manner and allow the student to talk about any concerns they may have before jumping into the work. Most students will be able to work efficiently only after they have freed themselves from emotional obstacles such as fear of criticism and failure, and by allowing them time to relax and talk freely about how they may solve their own problems, they will be much more likely to gain from the conference session. For these students, the paraprofessional may need to guide them through the conference process:

1. Focus

Help the student to understand what is going to occur and what is to expected during and after the conference. This can provide them with a sense of security. 

2. Clarify

Help the student see what they have written in a paper, or, if they have not progressed to that point, paraphrase their understanding of the assignment back to them to ensure they understand what is expected of them.

3. Use Acceptance and Approval Words

This just allows the student to know when they are on the right track and can encourage them to continue on.

4. Use Reassuring Phrases

This can exhibit that students are not alone and that others share similar feelings and/or thoughts.

5. Provide Nondirective Leads
Encourage students to talk about their writing by picking a particular passage and topic and asking a question. Typically, once they get started with a particular focus, it is much easier to continue with the rest of the paper. 

There are three main forms of communication a paraprofessional many engage in with a student:

1. Verbal Communication

The paraprofessional should gauge what each student does and does not know and adjusting the speed and level of complexity of speech accordingly.

2. Nonverbal Communication

This can consist of the physical arrangements of a conference as well as 

Some of the issues discussed in the nondirective approach above.

3. Nonverbal Communication Between Cultures
“The meaning of a communication is always dependent upon the context.” –Edward Hall

Many foreign students have patterns of both speaking and writing that greatly differ from the American forms, so it is only natural that attempting to follow the typical American format is difficult. For example, many Arabic students are taught to constantly use the words “and”, “but”, and other coordinating conjunctions at the beginning of sentences to create a parallel form between topics. They are also taught that the historical perspective is imperative in discussing any current topic, so regardless of the paper topic, they are accustomed to first developing the history behind it. With Asian students, the memorization of passages from classical texts is emphasized, and so it is quite common for them to recite these passages in their work, whereas our recommendation that they should avoid clichés and instead incorporate original thoughts sounds crude and uneducated. There are also many sentence level errors that occur due to the variances between language structures. For instance, many Asian students have trouble using articles correctly since they are absent in their native language, while many Arabic students have difficulty with “to be” verb forms since they are also not used. 

The Criteria used by instructors for writing assignments in English 151 (Freshman Composition) and English 152 (Research Writing) at Kellogg Community College.

GRADING CRITERIA
ENG 151 is a course in English composition.  Consequently, the grades your writing assignments receive represent your instructor's estimate of how well each assignment demonstrates your mastery of the composition skills appropriate at that point in the course. The following briefly describes the general requirements for each grade level.
 
To receive a grade of A, your essay should:
CONTENT                  contain a central idea that is clearly defined, developed with originality and careful thought, and supported substantially and concretely
ORGANIZATION         follow a plan that progresses by clearly ordered and necessary stages
STYLE                       contain paragraphs that are unified and developed with unusual effectiveness, and use transitions within and between paragraphs that are clear/effective, and paragraphs and sentences that are coherent and effective
DICTION                     utilize language that is appropriate, fresh, accurate, concise, and un-idiomatic
 
To receive a grade of B, your essay should:
CONTENT                  contain a central idea that is defined with more than usual care and clarity, developed fully and with consistent attention to proportion and emphasis, and supported with sufficient and consistently relevant detail
ORGANIZATION         follow a plan whose purpose and method are consistently apparent & completely fulfilled
STYLE                       contain paragraphs that are well-developed and unified, and use transitions between paragraphs that are explicit and effective, and paragraphs/ sentences that are coherent and emphatic
DICTION                     utilize language that is appropriate, clear, carefully chosen, and un-idiomatic
 
To receive a grade of C, your essay should:
CONTENT                  contain a central idea that is adequately defined but trite, trivial, or too general; or that is developed adequately but with occasional disproportion or inappropriate emphasis; or that is supported adequately but with occasional repetition or sketchiness
ORGANIZATION         follow a plan whose purpose/method is apparent but fulfilled unimaginatively or incompletely
STYLE                       contain paragraphs that are unified and coherent but are occasionally ineffective in their development, or utilize transitions that are abrupt or mechanical, or contain sentences that while coherent are occasionally monotonous, unemphatic, or ineffective in structure
DICTION                     utilize language that is often inappropriate, vague, trite, or idiomatic
 
High-Order Vs. Low-Order Concerns
This list presents a hierarchy of concerns (high-order vs. low-order) that a writer-and reader-can focus on. The items at the top of the list should be the main focus of paper, while those at the bottom, such as mechanics, are still important but not nearly as much as the high-order concerns. 
Content: The writing presents a creative, interesting, and detailed look at its subject. All claims are backed up with specific examples and support the focus of the essay.

Focus: The writing focuses on a central point that provides insight or understanding for the reader, while simultaneously meeting the demands of the assignment.

Organization: The writing is clearly organized through the appropriate ordering of paragraphs. There are clear, smooth transitions between the introduction, middle paragraphs, and conclusion. All parts of the essay work together as a coherent, whole piece of writing.

Style: The writing reflects careful attention to how it presents content by way of tone, sentence variety, and sentence clarity.

Mechanics: The writing is free of grammatical, typing, spelling, and usage errors.

