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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Many a former student at one point in their educational career would say they had
a problem understanding a teacher’s homework instructions. Consequently, they may
have turned in a less-than-satisfactory homework assignment. As a former student who
personally experienced this problem a time or two, I promised myself that when I became
a teacher, my instructions would be crystal-clear, straightforward, and completely
intelligible to all, thus sparing my students the frustration of producing garbled output as
a result of their instructor’s garbled input.
Years later, after educating many different levels of students in many settings,
I realized that formulating comprehensible directions was not as easy as it had once
appeared. No matter how carefully I crafted my directions – keeping them as simple as
possible, numbering the procedures, striving not to mix concepts with instructions – there
was still a chance some student would hand in a less-than-satisfactory report claiming,
“I didn’t get it.” While I suspect some students may have been scamming me to get out of
doing their homework, it prompted me to examine whether or not my instructions
were unclear.
Was the homework itself too hard to complete independently? How where
students supposed to get important scores for independent work if they were not handing
in correctly completed assignments?

I found some answers when I began teaching developmental reading in a
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community college. I was educating older L1 (first language) and L2 (second language)
students – both of whom were under enormous pressure to succeed in my classes. Entry
into credit-bearing courses depended on their passing the gate-keeping developmental
reading courses I taught.
My students were eager to hand in quality assignments, and mature enough to
read and reread homework directions for clarity. Many times they got together to do
these assignments, and if we corrected them as a class, my L1 students informed me –
particularly if they missed the answers – what they saw as problematic within the
assignment directions. References that I was convinced they knew were interpreted in
multiple ways. A slightly difficult word or passage within the instructions was translated
into multiple meanings. For example, verbs (already introduced) explaining how to
think about their academic processing like “analyze” or “reflect” were misunderstood, or
I was told, “I don’t know what that is…”
I heard similar anecdotes from other teachers within the department when
comparing notes. The “one size fits all” nature of written instruction combined with the
diversity of linguistic and educational backgrounds found in our students frequently made
it impossible to communicate assignment instructions with 100% clarity.
As my colleagues and I discussed the conundrum of how to structure written
directions for out-of-class assignments. We found we all had observed a noticeable
pattern within our L2 populations: there was a pronounced shortfall of successful
homework completion. A surprising number of L2 students in our developmental reading

classes habitually handed in half-finished work, work that was completely off the mark,
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or no work at all. L2 student explanations for this tended to be simple – for example,
“I just didn’t understand what to do, Teacher.”
Unfinished papers were turned in with a message scrawled across the top:
“I did my best,” or a forlorn student would shake their head and look down when
I tried to collect an assignment, saying, “I’m sorry.”
I knew that my L2 students were as invested in passing the class as any other
students, and that they fully understood the importance of receiving good scores on
independent work. I was also aware that one of the guiding principles of developmental
learning is the belief that the instructor should be sensitive and responsive to the
individual differences and special needs among learners (NADE, 2010). With the
recognition that these students, like their L1 counterparts, must be prepared to engage in
academically appropriate tasks and do so effectively, I developed a strong desire to
examine which difficulties contributed to the breakdown between teacher intention when
assigning out-of-classroom tasks and L2 learner interpretation of those tasks when
attempting to execute them.
As I thought more about this, I decided that I wanted to explore this question:
Which factors contribute to the breakdown in understanding when L2 Developmental
reading students attempt to interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in
order to complete an independent assignment?

Summary
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It is my hope that by examining this question, I can assist in informing the
pedagogy which instructional strategies can facilitate L2 post-secondary students’
understanding of written directions. My expectation is that any findings will contribute
to the existing data, and support the ongoing discussion of strategies to help nativespeaking students decipher academic directions. The goal in examining the question is to
understand the challenges facing L2 learners in understanding directions and offer insight
into how to improve the effectiveness of both teaching and learning by assisting college
instructors in the process of developing clear and comprehensible instructions for every
student in their classrooms.
Chapter Overviews
Chapter Two of this capstone will review scholarly literature that provides
descriptions of a typical developmental reading course and a general overview of the
academic reading skills and strategies offered in the curriculum. The chapter also profiles
the population these classes serve and examines studies which first outline the broader
literacy learning challenges experienced by this group as a whole, and delve into three
specific areas of literacy acquisition unique to second language learners. The chapter
closes with a look at what the research says regarding oral and written communication
issues in developmental reading classrooms.
Chapter Three describes the methodology used in gathering qualitative data from
participants, and tools used to perform the research are discussed. Chapter Four examines
the statements from students and instructors which was gathered during discussions.

Chapter Five analyzes the outcomes, considers pedagogical implications and suggests
further study and understanding of the results.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

The intentions of this study are to investigate which factors contribute to the
breakdown in understanding that can occur when L2 developmental reading students
attempt to interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in order to complete an
independent assignment. This chapter presents a look at the scholarly literature relating to
the study. First a description will be provided of a typical post-secondary developmental
reading course and the literacy skills offered in the curriculum. Next, the study profiles
the students most commonly served in these classrooms. The chapter continues with an
outline of the broader literacy learning challenges experienced by this group as a whole,
and then explores more deeply the three specific areas of literacy acquisition unique to
second language learners. The chapter closes with a look at what the research suggests
regarding communication between students and teachers in developmental reading
classrooms and identifies potential student/teacher communication gap.
Developmental Reading
Students who enroll in higher education with academic skills substantially below
college level face an uphill battle in their attempt to progress to post-secondary classes
(Kozeracki, 2005). Colleges and universities, as well, are presented with significant
challenges in successfully educating underprepared students. In an effort to provide
access for all learners who have the desire to be educated, many post-secondary

institutions have adopted educational programs designed to transition these students to
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college-level classes. Developmental education is of particular concern to community
colleges, where the majority of developmental students are enrolled (McCabe, 2002).
“Developmental Education” has evolved as a system of learning which supports
the academic and personal growth of all identified college students through instruction,
counseling, advising, and tutoring. Its clients are the traditional and nontraditional
students who have been assessed as needing to develop their academic skills in order to
be successful in post-secondary education (NCDE, 2010). The corresponding courses
have become extremely prevalent in higher education, being offered in 99% of two-year
institutions and 75% of four-year institutions (Boser & Bard, 2009). According to data
collected by MNSCUE (Minnesota State Colleges & Universities, 2010), in 2010, 54% of
students entering Minnesota’s community and technical colleges enrolled in
developmental courses. And of the 12,997 Minnesota high school graduates who enrolled
in a developmental education course, 87% attended a two-year community college. These
students, classified as “traditional students” (those attending college immediately after
high school), comprise 60% of the developmental education population. The other 40%
are comprised of “nontraditional” (adult learners, or those who are attending college after
having other life experiences) learners (Oudenhoven, 2002). Developmental education is
usually provided in the academic areas of reading, writing, and math. While all of these
areas of study are important, many experts put Developmental Reading at the top of the
“most-needed” list. According to Wolverton (2008), reading deficiencies will keep
students from taking significantly more college level courses than will writing and math
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deficiencies. Attewell, Levin, Domina, & Levey (2006) agree, stating, “The lack of welldeveloped reading skills could have more deleterious consequences than remedial work
in other subjects” (p.889). Given these statistics, the importance of successful academic
literacy instruction in these classrooms is apparent. Another challenge to be taken into
consideration is how to individualize instruction for the heterogeneous population of
students customarily found in the developmental reading classroom.
Students
There is considerable diversity among students who enroll in developmental
reading courses. Some may be returning adults who have been out of the educational
system for varying periods of time, or those who are looking for additional education to
more successfully compete for employment opportunities. Others may be students with

diagnosed or undiagnosed learning disabilities. Some learners come from socioeconomic
conditions that may have made it very difficult for them to progress academically. Many
are simply traditional-age students who have recently graduated from high school and for
varying reasons, did not acquire the academic skills needed to function in a postsecondary classroom (Casazza, 1999; Kozeraki, 2005) Due to open enrollment policies,
community colleges are able to provide post-secondary learning opportunities to students
who are not well prepared academically for college coursework. Many immigrant
students, as previously noted, fall into this category. Before they can enroll in collegelevel courses, these students often need remedial education (Teranishi, R., SuarezOrozco, C., & Suarez-Orozco, M., 2011). The L2 students who have enrolled in
developmental reading, like their native-speaking counterparts, have taken college

assessment exams and their test scores show them to be underprepared for reading at the
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college level, which, in most educational institutions, mandates them to take the reading
course (Levin, H., & Calcano, C., 2007; Bohr, 2003).
There is significant diversity among this population of L2 learners – not only in
their global origins, but also in their cultural, linguistic and educational backgrounds and
goals. There are three main categories of L2 students in developmental college-level
courses. These students can encompass not only foreign-born immigrants and refugees,
but also generation 1.5 students (those who arrive at an early age and whose firstlanguage literacy or formal education may be limited) (Harklau, Losey, & Siegal, 1999);
or they may be offspring of immigrants or refugees; or international students and their
families (Curry, 2004).
While international students may have obtained high school or college credentials
elsewhere in the world, their major challenges are typically to improve their English
language skills and to become familiar with U.S. educational expectations. In contrast,
immigrant and refugee students have experienced varying degrees of academic
preparation and academic challenges, based in part on the quality of the schools they
attended (here or abroad), and how old they were when they entered the U.S. educational
system (Teranishi et al., 2011). Depending on their English language ability, L2
developmental education enrollees may or may not have completed programs of study
such as ESOL adult literacy, Adult Basic Education (ABE) courses, or ESL coursework
at a college or high school. There is no typical L2 student profile, thus the successful
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educational experience of this population of developmental reading students presents an
array of unique challenges for post-secondary institutions.
Challenges for the L2 Developmental Reading Student
For second language learners, entering and succeeding in U.S. institutions of

higher education involve more than simply knowing how to speak the English language.
Like their native-speaking counterparts, they must learn to speak, understand and
comprehend the language used in higher education. “Academic language” is the language
of school. It includes both oral and written language, and sometimes visuals such as
pictures and charts used in instruction. This kind of language differs from the language
used socially, outside of school. (Snow & Utelli, 2009). Academic language refers to the
broader linguistic demands of the classroom, including the instructional language needed
to fully participate in learning and assessment tasks (Gibbons, 2009). Academic
language researcher and scholar Jeff Zwiers (2005) defines academic language as the set
of words and phrases that (1) describe content-area knowledge and procedures; (2)
express complex thinking processes and abstract concepts; and (3) create cohesion and
clarity in written and oral discourse. In the context of post-secondary schooling, then,
academic language is the language a student needs to negotiate the range of complex
academic competencies that all students require for higher-level study. A developmental
reading program must offer students explicit instruction in the specialized practices of
academic reading, writing, and speaking that characterize college-level communication –
skills such as decoding print with increased fluency, choosing appropriate comprehension
strategies while reading, and synthesizing information from textbooks. Gaining academic
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literacy also involves negotiating various academic discourses in multiple circumstances
(Curry, 2004), as each area of study has its own specific “language” used to think and
communicate. And to gain these special skills, L2 students must not only develop
specific academic reading strategies along with their L1 counterparts, but also surmount
the linguistic and cultural mismatches that inevitably arise when studying through a
different educational system and cultural environment.
In some cases, L2 students with previous experience in higher education have
already acquired what Bourdieu (1998) calls “academic cultural capital,” that is, the
knowledge and habits of the socially valued practices of a typical U.S. college. These
students quickly feel comfortable navigating the academic environment, easily
completing homework assignments, asking questions, participating in discussions, and
producing academic writing (Brammer, 2002). But L2 students who do not possess such
cultural capital often have difficulty understanding and meeting academic course
expectations (Curry, 2004), which is why they may find themselves in a developmental
course. Three of the unique complexities that academic L2 students face are outlined
in this chapter: language structure, content schema, and cognitive learning theory.
Language
Language proficiency includes the ability to use language skills effectively in
both social and academic contexts (Bifuh-Ambe, 2009). Many L2 students, who may
be fluent in the everyday, interactional uses of the English language, lack control of the

discourse skills needed to proficiently communicate academic information. This requires
more than simply learning vocabulary word lists. The academic language needed for
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these communicative skills includes (but is not limited to) language used for discussing

ideas, asking questions, summarizing instructional and disciplinary texts, following and
giving instructions, listening to a lecture or explanation, explaining one’s thinking, and
successfully completing assignments and tests (Zweirs, 2005). In addition, each
discipline, or field of study, often has its own set of specific vocabulary and discourse
language used to describe the concepts, organization, and specific thinking associated
with that particular genre. While their native-speaking counterparts may also need to
learn academic language, Grabe and Stoller (2002) remind us that L2 students must
simultaneously deal with the linguistic and processing variations that exist between two
languages. Grammar, syntax, and vocabulary are organized differently within languages
(Gonzalez, Chen, & Sanchez, 2001).
L2 students must not only learn new English academic terms, phraseology, and
discourse. They must learn them by translating these concepts through their own
language. This often causes them to miss out on nuances in meaning, simply because of
differences in text structure. Bifuh-Ambe did a case study on an L2 student studying at
an American college, in order to find out how she coped with such linguistic academic
demands. The student, Kim, relayed her feelings of stress when taking exams: “One
exam, I just saw that, nobody, only me! Everybody left already. I concentrate on exam,
because 50% multiple question, I have to read carefully” (2009, p.29). Bifuh-Ambe
concluded that Kim could fail a test not because she didn’t know the course content,
but because she had to try figure out the subtleties in the wording of multiple-choice
questions and answer choices.

In another study by Leki & Carson, L2 students were asked to give their
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perceptions on academic writing requirements in their college courses. Students
expressed a great deal of frustration regarding a) the amount of time it took them to
access appropriate lexical and grammatical forms, and b) the imprecision with which they
were forced to articulate themselves, with wording and sentence structure that are “only
semi-fitting with my thoughts” (1994, p.91).
These examples highlight the distinct difference in the rigor of L1 and L2
learning, which becomes substantially higher for L2 developmental readers, who, while
in the process of studying English academic discourse, must simultaneously engage
in a thorough, painstaking examination of academic English language organization.
And to add to the challenge, there are even learning more issues and barriers that can
affect L2 academic learning.
Culture, Cognition, and Conceptual Knowledge
Knowledge is constructed in direct response to the context and culture of learning,
according to Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989). To understand the challenges inherent
in performing well academically within another culture’s higher education system, it is
useful to explore the distinct differences in the cultural framework around a learner’s
understanding of what knowledge is, and to examine the different understandings
students may apply when they approach the task of learning something new (Casazza,
2003).
Culture provides tools, habits, and assumptions that pervasively influence human
thought and behavior, and the task of learning does not escape this influence. (Brislin,

Bochner, & Lonner, 1975; Bruner, 1999; Cole, 1996). Cultural differences have a
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profound influence on learning. A clear example of this can be found when comparing
the learning approaches of Eastern-influenced knowledge acquisition to those found in
Western-influenced knowledge acquisition. Many Asian and other Eastern-hemisphere
cultures have been brought up and educated within the ethical and educational framework
of Confucius’ teachings, as opposed to their Western counterparts, who have been
educated and taught to think using the learning philosophies of Socrates. Tweed and
Lehman (2002) provide a description of the philosophers and their beliefs.
Socrates (469-399 B.C.E.), who was a Greek, is thought to be the father of
Western philosophy. He placed great emphasis on the practice of evaluating other’s
knowledge. Repeatedly questioning the respected members of Athens society, he would
expose the ignorance of their beliefs and publicly humble them. Socrates believed in
evaluating all knowledge by implanting doubt about ideas and concepts, and felt strongly
that each individual must find real truth within him- or herself. According to Socrates,
knowledge went beyond accuracy in beliefs; knowledge should also include the rational
justification of one’s own beliefs.
Confucius (551-479 B.C.E.), a Chinese scholar and philosopher, viewed his role
as one of acquiring and transferring knowledge rather than expressing personal
hypotheses. He said, “I transmit, but I don’t innovate; I am truthful in what I say and am
devoted to antiquity” (p.92). Excessive focus on generating ideas goes against the
Confucian ideal of the modest, slow-to-speak individual focused on learning from

respected others. The tendency to innovate or criticize without extensive preparatory
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knowledge is a fault, according to Confucius.
It is apparent from these descriptions there are significant differences between the
two learning philosophies. When students with Confucian approaches to learning (which
are not only represented by recent international immigrants and refugees, but can also be
found in American-born students raised by traditionally Eastern families) encounter
education based in a culturally Western context, their lack of academic cultural capital
regarding Western ideas of thought processing can become problematic and frustrating.
Consider, for example, the many assignments given by U.S. teachers calling for students
to “think critically.” Critical thinking, an instructional perspective rooted in the Socratic
philosophy of inquiry, requires students to evaluate the ideas presented to them in the
classroom. Western instructors, most of whom teach using the critical thinking approach,
will often ask students, through written or oral study, to reflect, analyze, infer, evaluate,
and respond to the information presented in class. For an L2 student whose cultural
learning strategies stress the acquisition of knowledge through memorization of the
thoughts and ideas of respected others, known as “appreciative thinking” (Tweed &
Lehman, 2002), assignments of this nature can be viewed as a puzzling – or even
inappropriate – way to construct knowledge. While one can teach the meaning of the
above vocabulary words to L2 students, the Socratic theory behind their use as a means
of understanding a concept may be contrary to their academic training.

Tran, who surveyed several Chinese students in order to find out how they
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interpreted academic expectations in a Western university, revealed some insights from a
student named Wang regarding an assignment:
At first when I arrive there I don’t know how to write this kind of article
[referring to an argumentative essay]. I really have no idea and then at that time,
our lecturer gave us this copy and I see how other people write this...when I got
that article, I know exactly what I need to show...after I read that article and think
‘oh, this is the way to be critical’ but I think at that time, our lecturer did not tell
us how to do like being critical and show your position. I think their job is to try
to introduce some knowledge. (2008, p. 250)
Another student in Tran’s study said:
Yeah, of course in the process of writing the essay, I will write to my lecturers to
ask whether I can write in this way or not because sometimes I am not so sure
whether I am right. I mean whether I am right to write in this way, I am not sure,
so I ask them. (2008, p.252)
Finally, Selikow quotes an African student remarking on his confusion when first
enrolled in an historically white, English-medium university in Johannesburg, South
Africa: “I was taught not to be critical” (1991, p.176).
In a qualitative research study of ESL students in their first semester of school at a
U.S. university, Leki offers an insight into a student’s confusion as he negotiated the
expectations of his political science professor: When his assignment (a discussion paper
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on international relations) was returned, it was criticized for not being more critical. Yang
said the professor wanted him to:
…find out the weak points....and my own ideas based on my reading. It should be
critical and it should be my own and so first I have to discover, you know, the
weak points or something that author doesn’t make clear, or the author is not
right. (1995, p. 246)
Yang found that difficult, saying that the reason professors could be so critical
and he could not:
…was because I haven’t done as much reading as the professor has...he reads the
book again and again and he teaches it so of course he has...more, better

comparison between this author and other authors. But for a student ... our reading
is much more narrow…narrow within the reading list. (1995, p. 246)
Yang’s school history highlights more confusion regarding the differences
between Western- and Eastern-based educational practices. In China he had studied
political science for one year with a U.S. professor and was used to the requirements of
that professor. Then he went on to Zimbabwe to study for two years, and his first papers
were unsuccessful. Why? He said:
... because they said you put in too much of your own ideas. We’re not interested
in your ideas. Your ideas are not authoritative. That’s what they said to me. So
they said, you must quote, basically, the basic thing is you quote and cite the
author. So I thought I learned that lesson. So the first paper I did here, I did the
same thing. I quoted a lot and I mentioned a lot of author’s ideas and their points

and I didn’t put in much of my own. I wasn’t critical, not much criticism, not
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much comments. So that wasn’t a good paper here. They have very different
requirements. (1995, pp. 246-47).
While all students’ academic roles and behaviors are culturally influenced,
students and educators may under-appreciate how such influences affect an L2 student’s
ability to carry out academic tasks.
The mismatch between instructor expectations and student output can be traced,
as witnessed in the previously noted comments, to differing methods of teaching and
learning found in cultures around the world. Background knowledge, a third obstacle that
uniquely affects an L2 student’s class performance in a U.S. college is examined
in the following chapter.
Content Schema
The range of complex academic competencies L2 students require for higher level
study broadens considerably when they transition from students of English to students
studying higher-level academic content (Deakin, 1997). In addition to academic language
and cultural learning theories, another barrier to understanding is the matter of content
schema. “Background knowledge” which is also known as “schema,” has been described
as “mental constructs which allow for the organization of information in long-term
memory” (Widdowson, 1983). Cook explains that “the mind, stimulated by key words or
phrases in the text or by the context, activates a knowledge schema”(1989, p. 69). Both
researchers emphasize the cognitive characteristics of schema, which allow us to relate
incoming information to already known information. This covers knowledge of the
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world, from everyday knowledge to very specialized knowledge; knowledge of language
structures, and knowledge of texts and the forms they take in terms of genre and
organization (Singhal, 1998).
Researchers have also identified several types of schema. Formal, or “textual”

schema refers to understanding of organizational forms and language structures of written
texts. Another type of schema, called “linguistic” or “language” schema, refers to the
decoding of words and how they fit together in a sentence (Singhal, 1998). Both of these
types of schema are linked with academic linguistic competence as discussed earlier.
A third type of schema is known as “content schema”. This schema pertains to a
student’s background, or world knowledge, and provides them with a foundation or basis
for comparison (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Carrell, Pharis, & Liberto, 1989) when
carrying out academic tasks such as reading texts, taking notes at a lecture, or fulfilling
assignment requirements. Content schemata have been shown to guide the
comprehension of not only events, scenes and activities, but also the interpretation of oral
and written texts (Carrell, 1983). This is the schema we will concentrate on as we
examine how its cultural ramifications present an impediment to L2 comprehension.
Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) point out that one of the most obvious reasons why
a particular content schema may fail to exist for a student is that the schema is culturally
specific and not part of a student’s cultural background. L2 recipients of content
information may lack knowledge of, or be confused by, any number of references to
Western history or culture. For instance, imagine a homework assignment in which a
Somali student is asked to research and compare aspects of the Civil War to today’s war

in Afghanistan. Will their content schema bring up images of Confederate soldiers
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fighting Union soldiers at Gettysburg? Probably not. It is much more likely that personal
memories of the ongoing Civil War in Somalia, another content schema, will come to
mind. This comparison will most likely produce an entirely different paper than one a
native speaker might complete.
Stott (2001) gives us an alternate example of the simple concept of a “full moon.”
While a Western student would probably conjure highly negative images of horror stories
featuring werewolves and mad people, an Eastern student would activate the traditional
and positive schema for beauty and moon-viewing parties.
Research investigating the effects of content schema, or background knowledge,
on second language comprehension repeatedly shows a connection between familiar
content schemata and comprehension. In a study by Steffenson, Joag-dev, and Anderson
(1979), two groups of subjects with different cultural backgrounds (Asian-Indian and
North American) were asked to read and recall two personal letters (the “formal schema”
was controlled for consistency), one describing a typical North American wedding and
one describing a typical East Indian wedding. (The researchers made the assumption that
each group would have well-developed background knowledge of their own country’s
marriage customs.) They found that both the Indian and the American groups read the
material dealing with their own cultural background faster and recalled more of the
culturally familiar text. The authors concluded that the implicit background knowledge of
content underlying a text exerts a profound influence on how well the text will be
understood and later recalled. (Carrell, 1983)

Carrell conducted another study (1987), comparing two groups of ESL students
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(28 Muslim/Arabs and 24 Catholic/Hispanics) at a Midwest university. They all read two
texts, one with Muslim-oriented content and the other with Catholic-oriented content.
After reading the texts, the subjects answered a series of multiple-choice comprehension
questions and summarized the two texts in writing. Participants were shown to have
better recall and comprehension on passages similar to their own native cultures,
suggesting that schemata affect a readers’ recollection and understanding of textual input.
Studies by Kang (1992), Johnson (1981, 1982), Shimoda (1989) and others also point to
the link between content schemata and comprehension.
The above three aspects of L2 college study in no way encompass the entire
spectrum of challenges facing second language academic learners. Students studying
academic curricula through another language and culture also encounter a long list of
socio-cultural, environmental, and physiological challenges, whose implications go well
beyond the scope of this paper. The central focus of this study is on the cultural learning
processes, content-related schema, and linguistic demands of L2 academic literacy
acquisition.
Tasks Outside of the Classroom
A central goal of any developmental reading program is to help students acquire
the reading and thinking strategies necessary to understand and respond to academic texts
in college content classes. In order to pass this reading coursework, students must
demonstrate identifiable mastery of the reading and thinking skills taught in class. In
addition to formal and informal exams, developmental reading instructors will typically

assign out-of-class tasks aimed at evaluating students’ conceptual knowledge (content
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schema), text-structure knowledge (formal schemata), and knowledge about textprocessing strategies. Research by Falk-Ross shows that developmental reading
assignments must “activate and promote students’ thoughtful interaction with textual
readings for various purposes” (2002, p. 283). Examples of tasks required include
cognitive processing tasks such as inferencing, predicting, finding the main idea, and
note-taking, (Duke and Pearson, 2002); complex critical thinking and problem-solving
tasks such as summarizing texts, formulating opinions and supporting a point of view
through vehicles such as personal reaction papers (Kasper & Weis, 2005,), and metacognitive tasks such as self-editing and maintaining reading logs.
For native language speakers who are new to the processes inherent in higherlevel thinking skills, completing these assignments independently can be quite
challenging. For L2 learners who are not only grappling with the unfamiliarity of
academic processing skills, but must also contend with processing information through
another language, another set of cultural norms, and another repository of background
schemata, interpreting and executing these assignments can often be daunting. The first
and most crucial step in completing any assignment is understanding what is being
assigned. In a Leki and Carson study (1994), a survey was administered to 137 students
who had been enrolled in an L2 writing course and were now taking college content
courses, in an effort to find out which of the writing skills they had learned were most
useful in academic writing. In rank order of 25 skills mentioned, the first five selected
were typical writing competencies, coherence, transitions, organization, punctuation, and
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grammar. But surprisingly, students ranked “figure out assignment” as number six out of

25 skills – quite unexpected when one compares it to a typical writing strategy. In another
part of the survey, students ranked proficiencies they considered most important for
success in a content-course writing class. “Task management strategies,” defined by the
authors as “knowing and demonstrating content knowledge,” ranked number one in
importance. Clearly these L2 students were well aware of the scholastic significance
placed on task-oriented thinking and production.
There is research from college classrooms around the world illustrating the
mismatch between teacher intention and student interpretation as it relates to written
homework directions. For example, second language students in a New Zealand
university were asked which aspects of academic learning they found most difficult
(Johnson, 2008), and every single student reported having problems understanding
assignment requirements. All reported similar reasons, including complaints of
instructors choosing complex wording and confusing terms like “evaluate” or “discuss.”
In another study, Ling, an L2 student in an American college, (Leki, 1995), tried to find a
book at the local library explaining what type of person drank Budweiser (an out-of-class
assignment given by her geography instructor). She finally gave up on that strategy and
asked another student, who was able to provide her with the background knowledge she
needed to complete the homework. In her history class, she overcame her shyness toward
the professor to ask him what the unfamiliar terms “short answer” and “essay” meant.
Bifuh-Ambe (2009) also discovered a mismatch between the course instructors’
expectations and L2 student understandings for what was required on assignments.

Although the university instructors in Bifuh-Ambe’s survey expected students to
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synthesize information from textbooks and to present it in a manner that showed critical
thinking, some L2 students did not understand why, feeling that reproducing the textbook
information was adequate proof of comprehension. Zamel interviewed over 325 college
L2 students across a range of disciplines to find out what they wanted their instructors to
know about their learning. Students articulated the kinds of assistance they needed for
clearer and more explicitly detailed assignments. One student said:
…if a teacher get a paper that isn’t clear and didn’t follow the assignment
correctly, teacher must talk and communicate with the students. (1995, p. 511)
…teachers go over material without explain any hard words to us. I want college
teachers should describe more clearly on questions in the exams, so we can
understand more clearly. Also, I think teachers should write any important
information on the board rather than just speaking in front of the class, because
sometimes we understand it in different way when we hear it than when we read
it… (1995, p. 512)
None of these students sound as if they are trying to shirk their homework. On the
contrary, they seem concerned about their work and are apparently trying to finish it.
Instead, there appears to be communication breakdown between teachers and students.
Zamel summed up her study this way: “The very kind of clarity, accessible language,
careful explanation, and effort that faculty wants students to demonstrate are the kinds of
assistance students were asking for from their instructors” (1995, p. 512).

Current State of Instruction
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Higbee (2009) and others have observed that developmental literacy courses
include a diverse population of students, encompassing learners who have experienced
widely varied degrees of academic preparation and academic challenges. Levin (2009)
discusses one important demographic aspect of the developmental reading classroom. It
generally consists of both native – and non-native English speakers – a result of the many
U.S. colleges with significant immigrant populations enrolled in their post-secondary
developmental programs.
This wide range of student learning needs and disparate backgrounds in
postsecondary literacy classrooms lead to increasingly complex teaching issues, says
Johnson (2008). Bohr (2003) concurs, pointing out that the diversity of literacy learning
requirements in these classes presents a two-fold responsibility for educators: 1) to
develop a classroom environment and structure that does not assume particular prior
experience in order to create successful learning outcomes for students, and 2) to ensure
that learners’ cultural and social backgrounds – those perspectives that consider the
linguistic, cognitive, and affective aspects of their learning – are represented in the
curriculum. But when Kozeracki (2005) interviewed 36 developmental literacy teachers,
the instructors spoke of the substantial gap existing between what they learned in
graduate school and what they needed to know to facilitate their students’ learning,
focusing on the need for pedagogical information concerning lesson preparation.
They emphasized an interest in discovering teaching strategies that could be applied
directly to their teaching. In a similar study done by Johnson (2008), the instructors
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interviewed were keenly aware of their inability to discern which instructional strategies
could assist both L1 and L2 learners in their classrooms.
The first step in supporting L2s as they learn academic literacy, claims Curry
(2004), is ensuring clear and explicit classroom communication. One key academic
literacy skill college students must master which relates to this theory is the ability to
understand assignment requirements. Literacy teachers need to be able to instruct L2
students explicitly on the strategies needed to unpack assignment requirements. But in

order to do so, they themselves must understand which aspects of the directions provided
are problematic for their L2 students.
Summary
Given the gap in the current literature regarding L2 students in community college
remedial courses, and L2 students’ struggles with interpreting and negotiating out-ofclass assignment directions, the goal of this study is to analyze and determine those
factors that contribute to the breakdown in understanding which can occur when L2
developmental reading students attempt to understand the requirements of a written set of
directions to complete an assignment. A secondary goal of this paper is to highlight
findings that can lead to positive change and improvements to teaching methods for this
unique population of learners. In the next chapter, the design and implementation of the
research project will be discussed.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to examine the comprehension breakdown that occurs
between teacher intention when assigning out-of-classroom tasks and L2 learner
interpretation of those tasks when attempting to execute them.
The introductory chapter of this study explains the motivation behind my
investigation. Chapter Two reviews the prior scholarly research and discusses the
professional significance informing my question, and the existing gap in research that
makes this inquiry relevant. In this study, I am asking: Which factors contribute to the
breakdown in understanding which can occur when L2 Developmental Reading students
attempt to interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in order to complete an
independent assignment?
Qualitative methodology was used in this study to observe, analyze and describe the
mental processing L2 students engage in while interpreting the directions or requirements
to complete an independent assignment. Data for this study was gathered through student
focus groups and observations and interviews with L2 instructors. Verbatim comments
provided personal insight into the challenges facing L2 students. Three focus groups with
six to eight students in each group were conducted in a classroom after hours.
The following sections define and describe the rationale of the research paradigm.
The participants, setting, and data collection techniques were reviewed. These sections
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are followed by an explanation of the procedures used, data analysis, and a verification of
the data. The chapter concludes with a description of ethical concerns that were taken
into account while conducting the research.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
Because this study examines the information processing problems that L2
students encounter when attempting to comprehend a written homework assignment, I
choose a research methodology that allows analysis of this process in the natural setting
of a college classroom. I wanted to be able to observe students as they discussed

homework assignments together, question them regarding the challenges they faced when
doing this task, and interview their instructors for their perspectives on this issue.
Qualitative research (Salkind, 2006) is research that examines phenomena within the
cultural and social context in which it takes place. It uses such data-collecting techniques
as observation and interviews. Additionally, the results from a qualitative study do not
need to be expressed using numerical data (Brown & Rodgers, 2002). The qualitative
model was therefore the best choice for this study, and would enable me to collect and
develop the kinds of meaningful constructs I hoped to see emerge from the data. In
addition, qualitative research allows the researcher the important tool of thick description
(Holloway, 1997). Qualitative researchers are able to explore questions deeply, through
multiple means, and uncover nuances and layers of meaning not available in quantitative
experiments.
It was important to find a way to harvest data not only through formal
questioning, but also through informal discourse and commentary. Therefore, an

atmosphere that encouraged a scholarly yet open and casual exchange was established
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among participants, and also between the facilitator and the subjects who participated
in the study.
Participants
Participants for this study were selected from among three Developmental
Reading II classes at an urban community college, further described in the next section.
Students selected for this study were both immigrants from varied cultural and
educational backgrounds, and students who had lived in the United States for most or all
of their lives, but lived in households with a language other than English and a different
cultural upbringing than mainstream America. Thirteen male and eight female students
participated. The native languages represented included Karen, Somali, Cambodian,
Chinese, Amharic, and Hmong. Time in the U.S. varied from one year to an entire life
spent in the U.S.
The college offers two levels of developmental reading. The second reading level
was chosen because the students in this level were likely to be translating more
complicated assignment directions, and because students passing this level would move
directly into the mainstream academic classes corresponding to their chosen field of
study. Prospective candidates from each of the three classrooms were polled, and those
who expressed interest participated in the study. Some of the students who participated in
the study also volunteered to provide homework samples for evaluation. In addition,
three classroom instructors participated in the “teacher interview” section of this study.

Location and Setting
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The site for this study was a community and technical college in a large
metropolitan city in a Midwest state. The college is located in the center of the city, and
has a minority population that represents approximately 50% of the total student
population. While the school has a long tradition of technical program offerings, it also
offers an Associate of Arts degree transfer program with many of the area’s four-year
colleges. The college features an intensive English program for second language students.
Placement into this program and the college’s developmental reading program are based
on Accuplacer scores. The Accuplacer is a benchmark test used by many colleges for
assessment and placement into appropriate pre-academic or academic coursework.
Students within the Developmental Reading Program are typical of the students profiled
in Chapter Two of this study.
Data Collection
Three techniques were used to compile data and to explore the question of how
learners process written instructions in independent take-home task. Sources of data
collection included two focus groups of current students, interviews with instructors, and
actual homework assignments and resulting homework products collected from the
students. The extensive amount and variety of data sources were intended to ensure
triangulation of the information and provide a richer and more complex description
of the how students process homework instructions and what factors contribute
to these processes.

Student Focus Groups

31

A college study room familiar to all student participants was used for the three
focus groups of students. Signed consent forms were collected prior to any data collection
to assure that participants were aware of the study’s purpose, scope, and their particular
roles and rights as participants. The discussion began with a thorough explanation of the
study. This was followed by a few friendly questions about college in general (Appendix
A, and the circulation of some refreshments. Within five minutes the ice was broken and
all three student groups became engaged in the topic of the research.
For the first half of the study, a “mock” assignment corresponding to current
classwork was distributed among students (Appendix B). Participants were asked to look
over the assignment, with assurances that they were not required to actually complete it
for assessment. Appendices B, C, and D display the three mock assignments given to the
individual groups for perusal and discussion, and Appendix E shows sample questions to
guide them as they evaluated them. The directions for the assignment contained tasks
requiring them to understand and apply four higher order thinking skills (Bloom, et al.,
1956), some complex English language, and references pertaining to Western background
knowledge. When students had previewed the mock assignment, they were asked to
comment, question by question, on how they interpreted the instruction given, and what
they would do to find the answer so the researcher could hear the cognitive processes
they used to understand such tasks. Students were urged to point out which aspects of the
assignment were confusing and how the directions could have been written to make them
clearer. Although the process was informal, a deliberate attempt was made to include all

participants in as many answers as possible. Group conversation was also encouraged.
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Student comments across the board proved thoughtful, heartfelt, and insightful to the
researcher. The focus group ended with a final request for any additional information
that might seem relevant to the researcher and another assurance of confidentiality. The
two digital recorders, notes, and the actual homework assignments from participating
students were collected with the intent to be reviewed shortly thereafter.
Teacher Interviews
The second method of data collection was interviews. Interviews can be
especially helpful if a researcher wants to obtain information that might otherwise be
difficult to come by, including firsthand knowledge of people’s feelings and perceptions
(Salkind, 2006). I was interested in discovering the insights developmental reading
instructors had to offer regarding L2 students’ efforts and end results as they interpret and
complete assignments. Therefore, I selected a combination of a few “structured”
questions (questions with answer choices) and few open questions, as described by Kane
& O’Reilly-de-Brun’s “semi-structured interview” model (2001). The semi-structured
interview is used when a researcher wants to explore something in-depth, and needs to
get a better understanding of information already gathered through other means. A semistructured interview has a clear and pre-determined focus, but accords flexibility in how
the questions are put and allowance for open-ended discussion of the answers. A data
collection method that made room for the possibility of in-depth discussion with
experienced subjects seemed the right choice for the kind of thick data I was attempting
to gather. These questions appear in Appendix F.

Three developmental reading instructors participated in the teacher interview

33

portion of the study. A local coffee shop was used for the interview. As with the three
student groups, the three instructors were offered an explanation of the study and its goals.
Some open-ended and very general questions about teaching started the conversation,
followed by a question/answer period relating to the implementation, challenges, and
observations inherent in the process of administering out-of-class assignments. Much
open-ended discussion spontaneously followed. Like their student counterparts, the three
instructors provided thoughtful, insightful answers and displayed a high degree of interest
in the study. Again, tape recorders and notes were retrieved and reviewed.
Homework Collection
Documents are a rich source of informative material for research. In conjunction
with other data, such as interviews and observations, documents can be important in the
triangulation of data (Punch, 1998). For the final data collection technique, I collected a
total of six samples of consenting subjects’ homework instructions along with their
finished products for analysis. The result I was hoping to achieve was to analyze not
what subjects are saying about what they were doing, but rather to study what they
actually did. This particular technique was less successful than the other two data
collection techniques, and will be discussed further in Chapter Four.

Data Analysis Process
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This process of repeatedly looking for patterns of data and variables in field notes,
developing constructs that account for these patterns, comparing them with each other,
and redefining and conceptualizing them into coherent variables and patterns is known as
the “constant comparative method” (Goetz & Lecompte, 1984). This was the model I
used for data analysis. As soon as possible after collection, the recordings of all three
focus groups and the instructors’ interview were transcribed. Transcriptions were then
reviewed and compared with field notes. When applicable, aural observations such as
voice tone, strong agreement, and sense of feeling were noted on transcriptions in order
to capture the subtle impressions essential for good qualitative data. Three copies of the
transcripts were made. One, left unmarked, was available for analyzing the general flow
of conversation, one was used for making notes on aural observations and impressions,
and one was cut, taped, and sorted into coherent patterns and subject matter. Teachers’
observations remained separate from students’ in order to compare and contrast their
opinions. The homework samples were also reviewed and any salient information was
included in the notes.
When all the data had been compiled into an orderly system, it was again
reviewed, and a separate set of notes was created, summarizing the key themes, patterns,
and “big ideas” which emerged. The homework assignment samples were analyzed and
integrated into this new set of notes. These notes were consolidated into the following
conclusive results of the study.

The data collection process took two weeks. Afterwards, participants received
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follow-up thank you notes expressing the researcher’s appreciation, the appreciation (by
proxy) of the learning community receiving the results of the study, and the expectation
of benefit to participants. Subjects were once again assured of complete anonymity.
Instructors were each given a bowl of apples and a personal note in appreciation for their
assistance.
Validity and Reliability
Guba & Lincoln (1985) contend that the terminology used to judge the merit of a
particular study should differ between quantitative and qualitative research. In
quantitative research, data is measured in numerical terms, while qualitative research
measures data in non-numerical terms. Quantitative research assesses the soundness of
research data using three constructs; reliability, validity, and objectivity. Guba & Lincoln
also provide an alternate, yet equivalent terminology, which they argue better describes
the analogous nature of qualitative research. They replace “validity” with “credibility”
and “transferability,” “reliability” with “dependability,” and “objectivity” with
“confirmability” to describe how qualitative research should be measured.
This research measured credibility and transferability (Brown & Rodgers, 2002)
by providing a clear, complete, and detailed account – also called “thick description” – of
the research. Brown &Rodgers also list several different types of triangulation – a
technique based on the premise that the examination of data from several points of view
maximizes the possibility of obtaining credible and dependable results. This study used
two kinds of triangulation; data triangulation, which gathers information from people

with different roles within a setting, and methodological triangulation, which uses
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multiple data-gathering procedures throughout the study. The use of these measures
ensured sound analysis of the research question being investigated.
Ethics:
This study employed the following safeguards to protect informant’s rights:
1. An informed consent form was provided and students gave their written
consent to participate in the study.
2. All research objectives were carefully and clearly explained to prospective
subjects.
3. Subjects were guaranteed anonymity. No names were used in the study that
would in any way reveal the identity of the school, the students, or the
instructors who volunteered.
4. All participants were reassured that they could exit the study at any point
during the process with no repercussions. Furthermore, differences in teacherstudent power were avoided by working with students who are not currently
studying with the researcher.
Conclusion
The previous chapter outlined the rationale and qualitative research design used to
explore the factors that contribute to the breakdown in understanding L2 students can
experience when deciphering a written set of homework instructions in a Developmental
Reading classroom. The three data collection methods – focus groups, instructor
interviews, and document collection – were explained and the reasons for choosing them
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were presented. The procedure implemented to gather the data was outlined, followed by
a synopsis of data analysis and the strategies applied to ensure validity and reliability.

The chapter concluded with a list of ethical considerations that were applied to protect the
rights of the informants. The following chapter presents the results of this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS

The intent of this study was to examine which factors contribute to the breakdown
in understanding that can occur when L2 developmental reading students attempt to
interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in order to complete an
independent assignment. The previous chapter presented a rationale for the research
design and delineated the data collection techniques chosen for the study. Procedures,
data analysis, and data verification measures were explained. The participants and setting
were discussed, and the chapter concluded with a review of possible ethical concerns to
be taken into consideration while collecting the data.
Organization of Results
In this chapter, the results of the study are presented. The findings begin with a
chart displaying which components all participants in the study felt should be present in a
good set of written instructions. This chart will set the stage for the main section of this
chapter, which consists of both student and teacher input regarding three unique
challenges- language structure, content schema, and cognitive learning theory - facing L2
college-level learners when attempting to achieve academic language proficiency. These
challenges were outlined extensively in Chapter Two.
Qualitative methodology shaped the design of the data-collection methodology
used in this study. The verbal data will be displayed using quotes from the study

participants. Finally, the homework collected from students for evaluation will be
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reviewed and discussed.
Research Findings
The main point of this study was to discover where the comprehension breakdown
was occurring between teacher intention when creating out-of-class assignments and
learner comprehension when attempting to interpret and complete those assignments.
One of the first topics discussed with all four groups interviewed was the question,
“What features do good written directions contain?” Table 4.1 specifies which elements
the instructors in the study thought were essential to good assignment directions, and
compares them to the elements the students in the study considered essential to good
assignment directions.
Bearing in mind the disparity in number between instructor and student groups
(only one teacher group of three versus three student focus groups containing 21 students
in total), it is still noteworthy to observe that more input on the topic was generated by
students than teachers. In all focus groups and interviews, subjects responded to general
questioning. They were not given a list offering specific suggestions – so student
responses, in particular, required a high degree of engagement.
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Table 4.1
How to Write Good Directions
Students

Teachers

Assignment must have a purpose

x

x

Provide an initial overview

x

x

Directions should be easy so task is understood

x

x

Keep vocabulary simple

x

x

Keep directions short

x

x

Review with a “student’s eye”

x

x

Go step by step

x

x

Bullet point instruction

x

x

Provide examples

x

x

Just enough details to do the work-no more (Explicit, but not
overwhelming)

x

x

Discuss directions with class

x

x

Allow groups to discuss directions

x

Let spaces after a question guide length of answer

x

Don’t assume you know what students know

x

Remind students to read directions thoroughly before doing

x

Show directions with hands

x

Break down with highlighting

x

Table 4.1 highlights the fact that teachers and students alike are very much in
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sync regarding what good directions contain. In the next section, students and teachers
discuss the specific challenges L2 learners face in an academic classroom.
Three L2 Challenges
The cross-cultural and cross-linguistic nature of L2 academic acquisition requires
students to acquire literacy skills in another language while simultaneously developing
content knowledge and content literacy (Koda, 2005). This section of the chapter will
present data that focus on three unique challenges facing L2 college-level learners in their
quest to achieve “academic language”. The three challenges are language structure,
content schema, and cognitive learning theory. In the following three sections, students
and teachers are asked to contribute observations and experiences related to these
academically important second language issues.
Language Structure
The first thing that comes to mind when the term “language” is used tends to be
words, or vocabulary. Students in this study were in strong agreement about one
particular aspect of English vocabulary: “ Words in English translate into SO MANY
different meanings!”
One student summed up the frustration of English words this way:
If you know that a word-that certain word-you don’t understand it but you get the idea
from that one reading, and then you see the same word in another reading, and it’s a
whole different picture…that’s when you have trouble with that word. I’ve done that a
lot-like I read it, like the same word in one book and then I see it in the next book but it’s

a whole different picture-it’s a whole different word in one text- a whole different

42

meaning.
Other students nodded their heads in agreement as this particular source of
frustration was brought up in every focus group. Many also showed surprising unity in
their suspicion that teachers “try to trick you on words.” And one instructor spoke of an
oral activity she was trying to foster in her classroom that she called “Word Prompt
Questions” – a project which was not meeting with much success. In an effort to build
students’ academic vocabulary, the instructor was giving her classes a list of words and
assigning them the task of using them in meaningful conversation about a topic. Her L2
students were uneasy with this activity, wondering why they couldn’t just look the words
up in the dictionary and give all the meanings, instead of applying one meaning correctly
to conversation. The instructor deduced that students wanted the safety net of a more
“reliable” source, not trusting themselves to make proper use of the terms in an
unstructured way.
Academic English (or “professional English,” as one student put it) in particular, was
viewed by many as: “a whole different language that you don’t understand!”
Many of the instructions in the “mock” assignments (see Appendices A, B, & C)
featured academic or ambiguous words in order to see how students responded to them.
In all three focus groups, students verbalized confusion and frustration when faced with
translating difficult words – stopping cold and making remarks such as “I’m lost!”
One young woman declared to wide agreement: “If you don’t know the right word
in the question, how can you explain your answer?”

When going over one challenging question, confused students were finally told
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that “What is beneficial and what is detrimental about this advice?” simply meant “What
is good and what is bad about this advice?” Their group outburst of relieved laughter and
declarations like “oh, is that all it is?” conveyed a strong sense of relief.
Students in all three focus groups commented on certain kinds of sentences with
the same tone of mistrust as they did hard words. General forms of the statement: “It’s
not always the words – it’s also how they lay it out!” were made in all groups, and were
met each time with lots of agreement and reiteration. The problematic issue created
when students attempted to translate a complex sentence structure filled with phrasal
language was summed up with a comment from one student: “It’s hard in longer
sentences to know what words are important and what aren’t.”
Students demonstrated exasperation with some of the directions in the mock
assignments which had been made purposely more complex in structure and longer in
length: “This is too #&*@ hard!” and “ They tell us to do one thing and at the same
time asking us to do another – it’s too much of a big phrase, because…(words failed him
here)…something like that.” Still another added, “Sometimes the directions are just
too much. You get lost in them.”
The instructors interviewed discussed at length the quandary of creating
understandable, yet specific written assignments. Said one:
It’s always a balance between making the instructions clear and simple and being
extremely explicit, because if you put down too much it just puts students over the
edge. They look at the assignment and say, ‘this is too much…I can’t read all
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that!’ Overwhelming. But I know they may not get the assignment right if I don’t
put down everything that needs to be said.
Another teacher remarked:
I try to go back to my directions with a student’s eye to see if it all seems clear,

because I’ve been burned before, when I thought they (instructions) were as clear
as I could make them, but it turned out (students) couldn’t understand them.
Plainly, then, the intention to write clear directions does not always guarantee the
desired result.
A final observation concerning language, which surfaced repeatedly in the student
focus groups, was the disclosure that participants “skipped” words or phrases they didn’t
understand. Occasionally, this practice was described as a “find the word in the context”
strategy: “Sometimes, when I don’t understand a word, I just go on, and when I’m
finished with the sentence, I see a picture and can probably get it.”
A student from one focus group shared a strategy:
Even if I don’t understand the whole question, I will try to mention everything
around the question…I want to answer everything…around the context…all the
information…some of them may be the right answer, some may be a little…
but they must be related to the question.
And this opinion was offered: “If you’re born with a good guessing mind, you might
get it right.”
Most, however, sheepishly revealed the tactic of just “skipping” the word and not
evaluating the whole sentence for meaning. Every time this was confessed there was

much embarrassed laughter and agreement, as seen in the following comments from
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all three student groups:
Sometimes I skip words when I’m reading directions; then I miss the answer.
(Me, too!) Just skip the word or even the question. (Laughter –Yeah!!)
Just leave them blank. (Yep.)
When pressed on this issue, “Why skip? What’s the strategy?” one student replied:
“Hope the teacher goes right over it and doesn’t notice.” Another response to this
question was: “Just try to forget about it.”
Teachers also commented on the frequent mistakes L2 students made simply by
skimming through a question and not taking the time to decode it carefully, even if it
was relatively simple. One instructor related the story of a particular assignment asking
students to discuss which country had “more” of something. Many L2 students roughly
translated this to be a “yes” or “no” question instead, and as a consequence got the
answer completely wrong.
Finally, one instructor suggested that, like the Leki & Carson study (1994)
discussed in Chapter Two, even if students understood the meaning of the assignment, it
was often difficult for them to execute a response, simply because their proficiency with
English language structure was too low to support their thoughts. One beleagueredsounding student expressed it this way:
Like writing, they expect you to know paragraph structure or what’s the right
words to put in the right sentence and you keep putting in the wrong words and

46

they keep saying ‘YOU’RE WRONG, YOU’RE WRONG’ and they don’t like try
to help you get it right!
Though the ramifications of this particular situation are too broad to fully discuss in this
paper, it important to present this piece of data as a viable language-related reason for an
L2 student to be unable to complete an assignment.
Instructors can often see evidence that the issue of language – as expressed by
words and wording – is an obstacle for L2 learners when decoding assignments. The
next two challenges tend to be more obscure.
Content Schema
Chapter Two explained that background knowledge, or “schema,” could be
divided into many different types. The particular kind of schema addressed in this
research is “content” schema, which refers to a student’s world knowledge. Content
schema helps to guide the interpretation of written text. Because content schema is
usually specific to a culture and its history, this study wished to examine whether the
confusion and lack of prior information caused problems for students when attempting
to decode assignments.
The three teachers interviewed in this study were familiar with the concept of
schema (often called “background knowledge” in the pedagogical world) and spoke
readily about its L2 implications in their classrooms. All of them revealed the frustration
they felt trying to cope with the elusive predicament of students “not getting it”, which

could be roughly translated into “not being able to translate the ideas put forth in the text.”

One of the teachers called this problem, next to vocabulary, “the most difficult aspect”
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she faced in her efforts to communicate tasks to her students. She recounted:
Many L2 students take directions very, very literally-they can’t catch references,
even though they’re obviously trying their best to understand. For example, they
were asked in one assignment to compare something to the Civil Rights Era, you
know, and they wanted to write about slavery times. (Note-a probable mix-up
between “Civil Rights” and ”Civil War”.)
The other two instructors also gave examples of cultural references that didn’t
resonate with students. Said one, “In a science-related article we read, L2 students not
only didn’t get a reference to “Pavlovian Response,” but none of them even knew who
“Dear Abby” was…” The other stated, “they have no idea what global warming is!”
One teacher clarified: “ My 1.5ers and some of the other L2 students – the ones who’ve
been in the U.S. a long time - do much better at this (content schema), but the others
really struggle.”
When the concept of content schema was explained to students, several knew right
away what it was: “There is this knowledge limitation. How…I grow up in my society.
When I come here they ask something…describe or explain something…but, maybe I
can’t because of how I grow up…my background, so that’s…eh…a limitation.” Another
student tried to offer a helpful strategy: “ That’s why you should read about lots of stuff
outside of the class, you know, because then if you come across something in class you
might know about it from reading.” In a particularly telling statement, a young woman
shared her situation:
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Even though I’ve lived here my whole life, I’ve taken history but I’ve never taken
Minnesota history. I’ve never taken anything that had “Minnesota” in it, and I’ve
lived here a long time. So now when she (her history teacher) is telling us stuff
about Minnesota, other people have been, like, hiking before, been to Lake
Superior. I’ve never been out there – you know what I mean? So sometimes I feel
that I’m out of that, that little subculture, where they can all relate to each other.
So I have to work extra harder in my reading, to try learn more about it.
There was much verbal agreement and nodding of heads from others following
this anecdote.
Other students, while not specifically trying to describe “content schema,” had
some contributions which certainly related to it:
Teachers should stop expecting (assuming) what students should know, like in
class, and what they’ve read. Try to understand what the student doesn’t know!
Everyone is not on the same level.
A young man shared this story:
I had to drop out of public school and go to a charter school here, because the
[public school] teachers, they just expect you to know stuff – stuff like what’s
goin’ on, and then you don’t –I don’t know stuff, and they just crammed me with
new stuff and I got so lost I just gave up.
Another observation by two of the teachers regarding content schema involved an
assigned text. Students were asked to read an essay entitled “My Nobel Moment”. The
tone of his commentary was witty and sardonic. L2 students in both classrooms “totally

bombed it,” in the words of one teacher. The other instructor added that she had an L2
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student with “tons of academic background” who also missed the tonal references. The
data that is missing from this anecdote, however, is what kind of academic background
this particular student possessed. Was his academic knowledge culturally apropos to the
kind of tonal reference recognition needed in order to correctly interpret this reading
assignment?
The data presented in this section suggest that the lack of content schema can
limit transference of knowledge in both obvious and subtle ways. Cultural subtleties are
also present in another aspect of L2 learning. The next section of this chapter reviews the
data pertaining to the culture differences in learning theory.
Socratic Versus Confucian Learning
One of the aims of this research is to discover how cultural differences in learning
philosophies might affect L2 student performance when faced with written assignments.
It was expected that both students and instructors would probably be unfamiliar with the
dual philosophies of Eastern/Western modes of knowledge transference. Therefore, all
three student focus groups, as well as their instructors, were given an overview of the two
philosophies and their diametrically different approaches to learning, as laid out earlier in
this paper. All groups were then asked directly to describe any examples they had either
noticed or experienced surrounding this philosophical dichotomy in their
teaching/learning experience. Students were also given the vocabulary word extrapolate
to use in order to speak about the Western idea of higher-level thinking. Synonyms for
extrapolate (from http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary) included gather, infer,

reason (out), judge, conclude, decide, deduce, understand – all elements listed in some
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form in Western instructional perspective charts such as “Bloom’s Taxonomy,” and
considered the gold standard for higher-level thinking skills by Western instructors in the
U.S. and other Western-thinking countries. Once these differences in learning
philosophy were explained, a large majority of the students in the focus groups voiced
their familiarity with this contrast, and they struggled to make meaningful comparisons
between the two modes of learning. Said a Hmong student:
Here (U.S.A.) they wanna give you the extra challenge of can you see outside of
the information instead of just focusing directly on the question, like just try think
a little longer or a second time…the teacher want us to explain beyond the facts.
A Kenyan student agreed:
Yeah, that’s what you’re supposed to do here. My hardest assignments in America
are, like, “reflect” and “evaluate”. I mean, what should I evaluate?
Another Hmong student added this comment:
Like, back home, they tell you to go home and learn just what they taught you
that day-and not come back knowing other stuff.
His friend was excited to hear this observation and added: Yeah, yeah, that’s what it is!
A female Somali student recounted how, when she was growing up, she went to
an American school in Africa, which delivered instruction using the Socratic method.
Then, on weekends, she studied the Koran, and learned using the Confucian mode: “I had
to memorize a whole page in one sitting, and I had to do exactly what he said to do there
– no more!” she said. A male Hmong student responded, “Yup, yup-you got the best of
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both worlds.” Other students added their observations: “You have to know where to find
things here- like information” and “…here you are supposed to connect personally with
the information.”
Some students were satisfied with Western learning:
I like American school because I learned how to expand on things and say what I
like or am thinking about, and actually try to understand what I’m thinking and
express my thoughts and whatnot.
Another concurred:
In my country (China), when we studied they never give us any of this “what do
you think?” They just give you the text, you to finish, you meet that requirement,
you never give your own opinion of anything, like in this country we have
freedom of speech but not in my country, ok? Here you can write whatever you
want, but you cannot write anything you think outside of the topic. You have to
focus on what the teacher gives you.
A student added this: “No groups in my country. And, if you express yourself and what
you think, they will cut off points and tell you “you aren’t doing the right thing”.
Other students, however, were of a different opinion:
That’s waste of time, um, analyzing them (questions), because things that are
directed to me to learn, you know, simple and easy, those things are able to stick

in my head, cause otherwise you’re spending so much time analyzing complicated
questions, breaking them down and stuff, you spend so much time on that so you
can’t remember half of what you were supposed to learn.
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A student in another focus group had a similar opinion: “It doesn’t stick as long, ‘cause
some students don’t come out with the basic skills from a course because it’s all been
extrapolated.” The following comments expressed students’ thoughts on the contrast
between the Western mode of education and the Eastern mode:
S1: [Socratic Learning] is hard because students are so scared they’re gonna be
wrong, you know, with the question, so they don’t know what to write, so they
dig deep in but they really don’t know if it’s the right answer, so it’s just
frustrating.

S2: If there’s one answer to the question, like in math, you just write it down and
you know if it’s right or not…but if it’s a question like, ‘Put this in your own
words or thoughts’, so when you do it, you write it down but it never seems right.
It appears that the gray space between “correct” and “incorrect” could well be an
uncomfortable one for those who have been schooled with the Confucian belief that
knowledge comes from the close memorization of a master’s thoughts. One student
summed up the frustration with Western learning this way:
Even the simplest thing, that expanding word that you said there [extrapolate], it’s
too much because it take something very simple, but then you have to think
outside of the box and it frustrates and distracts you…and your concentration goes
and so does the knowledge you’re supposed to get.
Two students offered advice for dealing with Western learning. Said one, “If
they’re asking for one simple thing, and you’re unfamiliar with how to do it, just expand

your mind and put down whatever comes in.” Said another: “It’s all about the thinking,

53

right? So I think a lot and then…write something down.”
The instructors interviewed related that they hadn’t thought much about the
“learning theory” contrast between East and West, but expressed a great deal of interest
regarding the Socratic/Confucian modes of learning. They recognized the differences
immediately and had many observations concerning L2 learners. Below is their
conversation:
T 1: It’s definitely an issue. When students are asked in an assignment to evaluate,
to give a judgment, to, uh, analyze, give a personal opinion, support another
opinion, they definitely struggle with that. They do the homework in a very
superficial way. It’s like they understand what they’re supposed to do, but it
seems clumsy and not well thought out. I guess it just comes from students, those
from America, go through school hearing, “So why do you think that? Support
that idea. Why do you feel that way?” You know, they learn that their personal
opinion counts. Americans are comfortable with that, and yet it’s new to a lot of
L2 students.
T 2: I can see the frustration from my L2 students when they ask a question and I
turn it back on them. I can see them sitting there thinking, ‘why doesn’t she just
tell us the answer?’
T 3: I think the most difficult aspect of doing homework for L2 learners is the
stuff that requires the Socratic kind of learning we spoke about. Where I’ll tell
them “don’t summarize the book, tell me what YOU thought about it…give me
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YOUR reaction and opinion”…and a lot of my L2 students will only summarize.
My native students are much more comfortable with giving their own opinion.
T1: It’s so American to think, “Well, how do I FEEL about it?” (Laughter from
all.)

T3: [L2 students] hate making a response…I try to assign them to give a response
to what they read, and they do not like it. Not at all. And I keep trying to make
them give longer responses as we go.
T2: They’re also so worried about being asked to do evaluation. It’s like, “I don’t
know how to do this! Why should I tell someone this?”
T1: If you didn’t grow up processing information like this, how would you know
how to do it? And the information we teach is Socratic and we’re teaching critical
thinking because that’s the world we live in.
T3: Wow, our assumptions around this….
The data collected here provide evidence that the philosophical differences
between Socratic learning and Confucian learning probably do exist in L2 teaching and
learning. This will be discussed further in Chapter Five.
Student Assignment Evaluations
One of the data collection methods chosen failed to be helpful to this study. The
completed homework assignments submitted by students for research review were,
unfortunately, their best work, receiving high marks and positive comments from their
instructors. Although it seems illogical to call good work unfortunate, in this case a good
paper did not serve to illustrate why a learner may have struggled to understand or

complete written directions. It is understandable that a student would want to provide
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their best work, if they knew someone was planning to go over it closely. It should have
been made explicitly clear to the student volunteers that the researcher needed to see a
paper with which a student had experienced difficulty.
Summary
This chapter provided the results of the study. A discussion based on the
prevailing themes – language structure, content schema, and cognitive learning theory–
that came to light followed, featuring an analysis of the verbal data provided by student
and teacher participants. A summary of what was learned and corresponding suggestions
for improvement will follow in the conclusion chapter. The limitations of the research
will also be discussed. The final chapter will finish with recommendations for further
research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

This study endeavored to answer the following question: Which factors contribute
to the breakdown in understanding when L2 developmental reading students attempt to
interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in order to complete an
independent assignment? In the previous chapter, quantitative focus group and interview
data was documented. This final chapter will examine the findings with an analysis and
interpretation of the themes and interrelationships from the verbal data provided by
student and teacher participants. This will be followed by a review of the limitations of
the study. Next, the ramifications for those associated with this pedagogy will be
considered. Finally, suggestions for further research will be offered.
Major Findings
The data collected in Chapter Four was collected primarily using verbal dialogue,
which was collected in three student focus groups and in one interview with a group of
developmental reading teachers. All participants were asked to reflect on the production
and interpretation of a typical set of academic instructions. Three challenges unique to
second language learners – language structure, content schema, and learning theory –
formed the cornerstone for the discussion within the group. Other issues related to
comprehension also emerged from the collected data.

In Sync
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The first key point emerging from the study came to light when data was
examined from all groups (students and teachers) in answer to the question, “What
features do good written directions contain?” Table 4.1 documents the results of that
survey showing that L2 developmental reading students and their instructors were very
much in sync concerning the proper structure of comprehensible written directions. With
the exception of a few additional suggestions from students, the elements needed for
effective “assignment design” (and, in some instances, delivery) were almost identically
articulated by both groups. The data collected reveals that not only the teachers
interviewed but, surprisingly, the students as well had a firm grasp on which instructional
features needed to be present to enable them to successfully interpret an out-of-class
assignment. This information highlights not only how remarkably aware L2
developmental reading students seemed regarding the mechanics of clear assignment
production, but also how engaged they were in the topic and its importance as it pertained
to successful completion of an assignment. The quality and significance of a good set of
directions was definitely a consideration for these L2 students.
Additionally, if we assume the teachers interviewed in this study actually create
the kinds of written assignments outlined in Table 4.1, where, then, does the disconnect
in comprehension occur between the teachers’ written instructions and their students’
interpretation of them? This section will analyze several areas of the study, which provide
evidence of obvious and obscure language and culture barriers to clear written
communication.

Phraseology
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It was expected that this research would reveal word translation problems
prevalent for many L2 developmental reading students – difficulties such as simply
“not-knowing-what-that-long-word-means” and “…one English word can have so many
meanings.” Most instructors, even those without training in second language challenges,
tend to be aware of “word” issues, as these issues can be difficult for native language
learners as well.
Phraseology, however, presents an often hidden language challenge for L2
students. Each word does not speak for itself in a phrase. A phrase-filled sentence can be
problematic to interpret because a phrase compiled of even the simplest words will take
on a specific and altogether different meaning than the words would be if viewed
separately. And when a more sophisticated idea or instruction requires a longer, more
complex sentence, that sentence is often filled with “idea chunks,” or word phrases.
Many of the students interviewed made an attempt to explain the resultant confusion.
Remarks such as “…it’s hard in longer sentences to know what words are important and
what aren’t” and “It’s not always the words – it’s also how they lay it out!” speak to the
attempt to translate word-for-word when the words aren’t operating as separate units of
meaning. Instructors in this study also expressed their frustration with the failure to create
specific, comprehensible instructions instructions tailored to a postsecondary-level
classroom. Examples such as this one from the data illustrate this quandary: “It’s always
a balance between making the instruction clear and simple and being extremely explicit.”
While not conclusive, many similar comments from students and teachers alike suggest

a disconnect in understanding that could be the result of using phraseology in written
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instructions.
Skipping
During the focus group sessions students were asked, “What do you do when you
can’t understand what written directions mean?” The aim of this question was to extract
data concerning possible strategies students use to decode meaning. A smattering of
students revealed that they used the context in a loose way (“Sometimes, when I don’t
understand a word, I just go on, and when I’m finished with the sentences, I see a picture
and can probably get it.”), but a surprising majority reported just skipping the word or the
question, and either took a guess or just moved on to the next question. Their
philosophies ranged from “just try to forget about it” and “…just hope the teacher goes
right over it and doesn’t notice it,” to “if you’re born with a good guessing mind, you just
might get it right.” These viewpoints and practices are hardly the outcome instructors
hope for when they teach their students the standard comprehension strategy “find the
meaning in the context.” Here students are confusing the concept of an educated guess
with a certain fatalistic “wing and a prayer” approach to completing assignments.
The data from this study points to a lack of student knowledge concerning the application
of comprehension strategies for written instruction.
Content Schema
Content schema, defined by Carrell (1987) in Chapter Two, is one of three types
of background knowledge. The terms are associated with the process of reading
comprehension. “Content schema” refers to a person’s general world knowledge of the

content area of the text, “linguistic schema” refers to word decoding and language
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structure within sentences. “Formal schema” deals with knowledge of the rhetorical
structures of different types of text, how they are organized and the types of discourse
they typically contain. This study was designed to focus on content schema as part of the
three selected learning challenges faced by L2 learners. But the role of formal schema in
comprehension was also made apparent during the data-gathering process.
The data presented in the “Content Schema” section of Chapter Four offered
definite conclusions regarding whether the lack of content schema can limit transference
of knowledge. Students spoke candidly about feeling left out of “the little subculture”
enjoyed by their native-speaking counterparts when it came to local knowledge, and of
the sad circumstance of their “knowledge limitation” due simply to being raised in a
different society. One student gave a forceful piece of advice to instructors: “Try to
understand what the student doesn’t know! Everyone is not on the same level.”
Instructors also expressed impatience with their L2 students “not getting it.”
“They can’t catch references, even though they’re obviously trying their best to
understand,” said one frustrated instructor – to the agreement of the others. Another
teacher considered content schema the most difficult aspect to deal with when it came to
communicating clearly with her L2 students. Examples of L2 students not recognizing
American-style content schema were shared by the three instructors.
These responses were expected. Questions about how content schemata affected
the learning and comprehension process should certainly be taken into account when
examining the clarity and feasibility of a written assignment. Data also showed, as

expected, that L2 learners who had been in the United States longer than other L2
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students had noticeably accumulated more content schemata than students who were
newer arrivals.
Yet instructors also gave examples of formal schemata. Students, they reported,
were lacking in the ability to discern tone and nuance in their assignments – in
conversation and in reading. The example in the data of students struggling with the
article entitled “My Nobel Moment” is a classic illustration of a lack of formal schemata.
The article, the instructors noted, was heavily referenced with language and cultural clues
that would serve to enlighten a native-born reader to the sarcastic spirit of the text.
Formal schemata requires the ability to interpret subtleties in the voice and structure of a
text, unlike content schemata, which merely requires recognition of such obvious
references as times, places, and events. So students who, faced with text that is rhetorical
and stylistic in nature, don’t have the formal schemata to make meaning of the
information end up “not knowing what they don’t know.” Consequently, they are doubly
confused when they get something “wrong,” or are unable to translate assignments into
something meaningful, but don’t really know why.
This unexpected data highlights the complexities inherent in the seemingly simple
process of translating a language. The truth is, students are also translating a culture.
Socratic and Confucian Teaching Theories
“Knowledge is constructed in direct response to the context and culture of
learning.” This assertion from Brown et al. (1989), seen previously, speaks not only
to the context of learning (an example being content schema) but also to the culture of

learning. As first described in Chapter Two, many students from Eastern-hemisphere
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cultures have been schooled within the ethical and educational framework of Confucius’
teachings. This is opposed to their Western counterparts, who have been taught to think
about, and examine input using the learning philosophies of Socrates. Thus, when
students whose schooling and culture are based on the teaching of Confucius (which
stresses the honorable practice of acquiring knowledge through memorization of the
thoughts and ideas of respected others) must learn within the Socratic method (which
stresses the processing of information through one’s own cognitive lens), the Socratic
approach can appear not only irrational, but disrespectful as well.
The data provided in Chapter Four illustrate students’ feelings about
memorization vs. extrapolation. Students expressed their concerns that analyzing text
kept them from memorizing it, and “making it stick.” They remarked on their uneasiness
with learning tasks such as evaluating and reflecting. They were suspicious of and
uncomfortable with being asked, as one student described it, “this what do you think….”
The marked difference in philosophy poses very real problems for native English
instructors when they assign students metacognitive skills like evaluating, analyzing and
reflecting – processes that prepare their students for life in the Western world. An
instructor’s observation from the data illustrates this:
I think the most difficult aspect of doing homework for L2 learners is the stuff
that requires the Socratic kind of learning we spoke about. Where I’ll tell them
“don’t summarize the book, tell me what YOU thought about it…give me your

reaction and opinion”…and a lot of my L2 students will only summarize. My
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native students are much more comfortable with giving their own opinion.
Of all the topics discussed, the subject of Socratic/Confucian learning theory
garnered the most intense interest in both teacher interviews and student focus groups.
Both Confucian-based student participants and Socratic-based instructors were aware that
there was a different way to learn in the United States, and that it posed problems. But
neither had really considered the cultural and theoretical implications behind the two
learning processes.
The data collected suggests a significant communication disconnect between
learning styles. The confusion of a Confucian-based learner in a Socratic-based
classroom might be summed up by the statement, “I came here to find out what you think,
Teacher, and here you are trying to find out what I think!” It’s no wonder that when
written instructions ask for metacognitive responses, the results are less than satisfactory
for both students and teachers.
State of Mind
A final and unexpected revelation of this study involves the level of student
intensity regarding academic assignments.
One unfortunate narrative present in “teacher-talk” often includes the axiom that
students “just don’t care.” Teachers, say teachers, are trying everything to help students
learn, but students are too apathetic to reciprocate in kind. And often, to educators, it does
seem so. But although the term “apathy” may apply to some learners, the collective

student mood throughout this study’s data collection process suggested a very different
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state of mind.
It was difficult to recruit students for this study. They were reluctant, and with
few exceptions had to be coaxed into participating. But as soon as they realized their
opinions about learning experiences in the classroom were going to be listened to and
seriously studied, interest in participating increased.
In Chapter Four the intensity of feeling in student remarks are expressed using
exclamation marks and italics. Group agreement, laughter, and supportive commentary
are expressed in notes and as anecdotal comments. Still, it was difficult to convey the
emotional intensity communicated by the students in the three focus groups. These
students were frustrated with their lack of understanding. They were wary of teacher
motives in written assignments. They sensed trickery and purposeful deception as an
instructional method to challenge them academically. When trying to interpret and
execute assignments, they conveyed a strong sense of alienation and a feeling of being
“out-of-the-loop.”
Many students talked about being “scared” – scared to fail, and scared to get work
wrong. Students were genuinely bewildered about the language, the processes, and the
information that seemed just out of their reach. Strong agreement and relieved laughter
often followed a fellow student’s revelation of confusion, isolation, or defeat. The words
“right” and “wrong” were used over and over as students worried over their performance
on assignments. They were particularly concerned about the “half-right/ half-wrong”
nature of the Socratic process. Many were so disappointed about the fact that their

homework never came back totally right. Two students explained the frustration with
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written assignments:
S1: When you write it (an answer to a question) down, you get half of it right, and
it’s like, so what’s the other half?
S2: I know, you get it half right and you ask why, and they say, ‘you should have
mentioned this’ and you go “what?”
The quotes relating to content schema about “not being on the same level” and
“not knowing stuff” are especially poignant examples of many students’ collective
feeling that they were not worthy, or able, to do the schoolwork so crucial to the
attainment of their goals – and in many cases, their family’s goals.
Why is this information on student affect so important to this research? The
obvious fact that such strong emotion broadly exists in this L2 student population
indicates that there is a critical need for more evaluation of the predicament facing L2
learning challenges in postsecondary classroom. A significant focus on clarity in written
assignment delivery seems advisable.
Limitations
This research was designed to concentrate on a specific set of challenges that
could hinder an L2 student’s ability to accurately interpret a written set of instructions.
Many linguistic and cultural reasons contribute to inaccurate comprehension and
implementation of out-of-class assignments. There is much to study.
While students and teachers gave generously of their time and thoughts, it seemed
this research only scratched the surface of the topic. Although the size of the study was

quite small, it yielded rich content from the participants. A larger sample size and an
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allowance for more time would have produced more valuable insights, particularly since
the topic proved to be rooted in such obvious emotion.
Many of the reasons given by students for their lack of comprehension may be
similar for L1 developmental reading students. In hindsight, a control group featuring
both L1 and L2 students to compare and contrast answers would have clarified which of
the challenges presented were unique to L2 learners.
As previously discussed, collection criteria for homework submissions was
flawed. The attempt to examine homework in order to find areas of confusion was not
explained clearly enough to participants. Students were not given the directive to hand in
written assignments where they had experienced trouble. They did what most students
would have done – put their best work forward. Therefore, the data were heavily skewed.
This is especially ironic in light of the fact that this study was created to examine reasons
why assignments could be troublesome for L2 students to comprehend. In this case,
careless instruction yielded imperfectly perfect results.
Implications
It may be dangerous to extrapolate recommendations based on a limited sample
size; however, the findings in this study seemed so consistent among students and
teachers that it could very well imply similar findings on a larger scale. This research also
highlights that instructors of postsecondary developmental education, faced with
increasing diversity in their classrooms, must focus on providing clear and
comprehensible written instructions that are mindful of learners with language and

cultural barriers. Lessons must be given which specifically instruct students how to
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untangle written instructions – focusing on phraseology, vocabulary, and academic
process words.
Teachers need training in how to instruct students in the art of academic
translation and application. Global educational philosophies should be taught to
educators so they can explain them to their students. Teachers need to know not only how
to instruct L2 students in the meaning of cognitive thinking terms, but also instruct them
how to apply Western-based cognitive thinking to the information they’re asking them to
process. Teachers must also explicitly demonstrate to students how to display their
thinking in written form. In addition, students must not just be taught the “how” of metacognitive processing – they also need to understand the “why” behind this mode of
thinking.
Teacher training should extend beyond these abbreviated instructional directives.
The sense of overwhelming anxiety and estrangement conveyed by many of the students
in this study sounds a clarion call for a theoretic restructuring of the postsecondary
classroom. All learners’ cultural and social backgrounds need to be represented both in
the environment of their academic surroundings and in the curriculum. Postsecondary
courses should not assume particular prior experiences when creating syllabi.
Instructors must learn to question their students, and question them again to
discover what their schemata contains. Students in this study professed their love of
group work and the comfort it gave them to work with other L2 learners and with L1
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learners. This opportunity can easily be provided, thus enhancing the sense of belonging
and support so important to those students who feel alienated.
The teachers who participated in this study, like so many other instructors who
have L2 students in their classrooms, are keenly aware of the disconnect and highly
motivated to improve their instruction. They recognize the critical relationship between
their work and their students’ work. Casazza submits that a crucial gap in the field of
developmental education is a theoretical framework that can inform teachers about a
learner’s different understandings of what knowledge is and how they approach the task
of learning. This advice addresses the crux of this study’s findings: “College

developmental teachers’ abilities to respond to the needs of their students depends on the
knowledge, training, and experience they bring to the classroom.” (2003, p.233)
Further Research
The goal of this research was to examine the factors contributing to the
breakdown in understanding when L2 Developmental reading students attempt to
interpret the requirements of a written set of directions in order to complete an
independent assignment. The findings of this study show that L2 students did have
problems understanding written assignments. All reported similar reasons, including
trouble comprehending complex wording, accessing content and formal schema, and
thinking within a conceptually different learning structure. Students also expressed deep
fears concerning their ability to successfully complete the literacy tasks required of them
in order to move forward in their educational endeavors.
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With the recognition that L2 students must be prepared to engage in academically
appropriate tasks and do so effectively, further research into best practices for L2
postsecondary learners is recommended. Studies that seek to explore the cultural
variables which underlie differences in knowledge acquisition will provide valuable
information for instructors and school policy makers. In order to be able to make
theoretical decisions about learning strategies, more studies are needed that observe L2

developmental reading students in actual learning environments. Research examining the
similarities and differences in learning barriers between L1 and L2 students would further
serve to accommodate the needs of each and every post secondary learner – all of whom
seek to acquire the literacy skills necessary to complete their schooling.
It is hoped that this small study will prove useful for those professionals in the
field who seek to overcome the challenges inherent in bridging linguistic and cultural
barriers within the new, emerging literacy environment of the multicultural classroom.
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APPENDIX A
General Student Questions
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General Student Questions:

1. Where and when do you do your homework? Which homework assignments
do you do first? Why?

2. What is different about college homework assignments?

3. As a teacher, I’ve experienced many students who were not able to do a homework
assignment very well and got a low grade. I think it might sometimes be that they don’t
understand the assignment. Have you ever had that happen to you?

4. What strategies do you use if you don’t understand a homework assignment?

5. How would you write written directions if you were the teacher? What features would
your directions contain?

6. Anything you would like to add?
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APPENDIX B
Mock Assignment: Focus Group One
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Mock Assignment: Focus Group One

1. Explain how the difference between household income and family income might
affect the prosperity of the residents who occupy a housing unit.

2. Compare the statistics from Questions 6-9 with the statistics from questions 16-17.
Do you believe these statistics are related in any way? How so?

3. Analyze the statistic you retrieved in Question 20. In your opinion, what might we
conclude from this statistic, and what can we infer regarding how this statistic may
affect the city of St. Paul?

4. Choose a city you’re familiar with and compare it to the city of St. Paul. How are
they alike? How are they different? Use the statistics from your paper and your own
background knowledge. (Use the back of the page if necessary.)

74

APPENDIX C
Mock Assignment: Focus Group Two

Mock Assignment: Focus Group Two
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1. Find the question about a quote in your reading that made you stop, think, or find a
connection. Support the relevance of the quote you chose as compared to other quotes
in the reading selection. Why did the teacher ask this question? Analyze her motive.

2. What experiences does the author discuss that you find analogous to your personal
history? Expand on your comparison, citing both tangible and intangible examples.

3. What, in your view, is beneficial about this book? What is detrimental?
Give evidence to support your answer.

4. Based on what you’ve read so far, in your book selection, what general assumptions
might you make about the author’s personal beliefs about the world? Give examples
to support your position.
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Mock Assignment: Focus Group Three

1. What situations does the author discuss that you find analogous to your personal
history? Expand on your comparison, citing both tangible and intangible examples.

2. Take a moment to reflect on this quote from the article:
“A growing body of evidence suggests that access to communications boosts
incomes and makes local economies far more efficient.”
Discuss the future worldwide implications of this statement.

3. Compose an article either in favor of or against cell phone usage. Use what you
have learned in this chapter about the pros and cons of each to state your case.
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Sample Questions for Mock Assignment:

1. Which question looks the hardest?

2. Which words/phrases tripped you up?

3. What are you supposed to do on this question?

4. Does it make sense?

5. What do you need to know in order to answer this question?

6. What is the value of this question? Is the question appropriate?
Why, or why not?
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81

1. What do you think about when you plan your instructions? (What features do good
written directions contain?)
2. What do you try to do to make questions understandable?
3. How often do your L2 students understand the directions?
4. When L2 students say the homework was “too hard,” or they “couldn’t understand it,”
what do you think they mean?
5. Which would you say is harder for L2 students to do: understand the directions, or do
the homework?
6. In your opinion, which aspects of, or written features of your directions of are most
difficult for your L2s? Easiest?
7. What strategies do you use to help students understand the directions?
8. Which problems do you think are unique to L2 learners when reading directions?
Which are universal in a developmental reading classroom?
9. Is this situation an area of frustration for you in your teaching practice? If so, what do
you think could be done by you or others to improve it?
10. What would you like to know about creating assignments for L2 learners?
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