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“It’s really hard to finish, I mean, for me…as an ESL student, it’s more challenging.” 
 

Academic Context 
 

 ESL 160 is a high-advanced ESL reading and writing class in which students write 
expository and argumentative essays and develop critical reading skills needed to 
evaluate and recognize concepts, viewpoints, evidence and reasoning. They also 
continue to develop their vocabulary, grammar, and speaking skills learned from 
previous ESL classes 

 ESL students in 160 may also take content courses concurrently, which do not have  
         any prerequisites. These courses usually count towards G.E. or major requirements  
         for a two-year A.A. degree or to transfer to a four-year university.   

 
 

General Reading and Writing Demands of Content Courses 
 

Discourse skills – recognize, synthesize and retrieve information from reading across 
different types of texts and across different textbook chapters. 
Vocabulary acquisition strategies – utilize dictionary skills, recognize and use context 
clues when word meanings are given. (Carson et al., 1992) 
 
Note taking during lectures and for readings involves organizing main and 
subordinate points, and specific details. (Carson et al., 1992) 

 
Writing for exams – synthesize and summarize information, provide generalizations/ 
specific information, situate information in appropriate time frames, write concisely 
under tight time constraints, produce appropriate organization. (Carson et al., 1992) 

 
 

Skills for writing essays and other expository writing assignments 
 

Writing with text responsibility is writing that demonstrates an understanding of    
a source text. (Leki and Carson, 1997) 

 
Getting acquainted with specific writing formats and different approaches to writing 
depending on the task, purpose, and audience(s) involved.  
(Horowitz, 1986) 
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Discovering meaning and having audience awareness, i.e. creating dialogue between 
reader and writer with a communicative purpose. (Emig, 1997; Bartholomae, 1985, Faigley, 
1986) 

 
Coping Strategies used by ESL students in content courses 
 

When faced with academic materials that are beyond their ability, NNS students 
developed ways for completing their assignments. Copying and memorization were 
among a few of them. (Adamson, 1993) 
 
In a study on the coping strategies of five ESL students in content courses, 10 discipline-
specific discourse strategies were identified: Focusing, clarifying, relying on past 
writing experiences, taking advantage of first language and culture, using current 
experience or feedback, looking for models, using current or past ESL writing training, 
and accommodating or resisting teacher’s demands. (Leki, 1995) 
 
 

Research Questions 
 

1) What kinds of reading and writing challenges do ESL students face during their first  
       semester in introductory or survey-level content courses? 
2) How do ESL students cope with these challenges? 
3) What are some successful strategies that ESL students can use to complete their  
      reading and writing assignments? 
                  
Methods of research 

 
Students: 2 first-semester ESL 160 students taking more than one content course. 
Courses: Asian American Studies 20 and History 1. 
Survey questionnaires – Survey at the beginning of semester: educational goals, content 
courses, challenges in content courses. 
Interviews - Tape-recorded conversations 
Analysis of course materials and written work  
 

 
Findings on the Coping Strategies of the Participants 
 
Case Study 1. Cynthia: An ESL Student in Asian American Studies 20. 
- Effective reading strategies for recalling the main ideas like annotating the texts in 

Chinese and English. 
- Writing down unfamiliar vocabulary words during lectures. 
- Using the Internet to understand concepts, check terminology, and learn new 

vocabulary words. 
- Using peer review for revising the book critiques, and forming study groups with 

native and non-native English speaking classmates. 
- Using resources in the ESL language lab (Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Grammar 

workshops). 



 
Case Study 2. Antonio: An ESL Student in History 1. 
- Reading critically for evidence of the author’s opinion. 
- Understanding the different purposes of reading course textbooks and non-fiction 

novels. 
- Using the teacher as a resource for planning and preparing for the essay exam. 
- Using people outside of class as a resource and springboard for clarifying, revising, 

and editing work. 
- Using the teacher’s criteria questions to check and revise content in essays. 
- Using the Internet as a tool for finding support and examples to use in his take-

home essays. 
 

 
 Implications for Teaching 

 
Reading critically involved understanding the purposes of reading different texts and having 
appropriate background or historical knowledge for critiquing the author and discussing how 
the text contributed to their understanding. The 2 subjects of my case study found it 
particularly valuable to use a variety of resources like consulting with teachers, tutors, native 
speaking friends, and the Internet and going to workshops to help study for exams, 
understand terminology, and write essays. The experiences of these students suggests that 
teachers can encourage their students to form study groups, talk to teachers, and use resources 
outside of their content courses to help them with background or historical information. 
 
Both students had very effective reading strategies that helped them to comprehend the texts 
and write satisfactory book critiques. The original purpose of this study was to find out about 
the actual strategies used by successful ESL students in their content courses. If I could expand 
this research project, I would want to learn more about students who were not as strong 
readers, who struggled more with their assignments.  
 
Both students sought help, either from native speakers or their teachers, outside of class to 
plan and prepare their writing assignments and develop skills to meet the demands of content 
courses. Since ESL teachers are often curious about their student’s experiences in content 
classes, they can interview them and act as mentors or writing consultants during their office 
hours.   
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