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ABSTRACT: Defining basic writers is becoming increasingly complex as the linguistic and 
cultural diversity of the college student population continues to intensify. Because the definition 
of basic writers influences whose needs are considered and whose needs are not, it is important to 
examine how basic writers are conceptualized in the disciplinary practices of basic writing. This 
historical article documents how the presence of second language writers has been reflected -or 
not reflected - in the definition of basic writers over the last four decades and highlights the 
importance of defining basic writers in ways that include all students who are subject to the 
disciplinary and instructional practices of basic writing. 

Defining basic writers has always been a tricky business. Almost 
three decades ago, Mina P. Shaughnessy pointed out that" [ o ]ne school's 
remedial student may be another's regular or even advanced fresh
man" ("Basic"137). Similarly, a student who would be placed in a ba
sic writing class at one institution might be enrolled in an English-as
a-second language (ESL) writing class at another. In some cases, the 
same students who were identified as exemplary students in high school 
find themselves labeled "remedial" in college (Harklau '"Good Kids'"). 
As Lynn Quitman Troyka has pointed out, describing writers as 
"basic,""remedial,"or "developmental" tends to mask the diversity of 
the student population such terms are supposed to represent ("Defin
ing"). Linda Adler-Kassner and Gregory R. Glau have also pointed out 
that "[q)uestions about what basic writing is, who basic writers are, 
and how to work with students in basic writing courses are some of 
the field's most compelling issues"(l). As the student population in 
institutions of higher education grows increasingly diverse both lin
guistically and culturally, the definition of the term "basic writer" is 
becoming even more complex. 
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In practice, most basic writing specialists recognize the difficulty 
of defining basic writers. In the professional literature of basic writing, 
however, the generalized term "basic writer" has often been used in 
referring to diverse groups of students without regard to their back
grounds -linguistic, cultural, or educational. Although it is important 
to avoid essentializing student populations by providing a detailed 
description of the particular group in question (Troyka "Defining" 13), 
generalized terms are sometimes necessary and useful because they 
enable scholars to talk about issues that cut across different institu
tional contexts. Yet, in teaching-related fields such as basic writing, those 
generalized terms- and the image of the "basic writer" reinscribed by 
the use of those terms- also implicitly define basic writing teachers 
and scholars as well as the scope of the field of basic writing. In other 
words, the conception of the basic writer in the professional literature 
has a significant bearing on who is included and who is excluded in 
the discussion of student needs and of pedagogical and administra
tive solutions. 

One group of students who have traditionally been excluded from 
the conception of basic writers in the professional literature are the so
called Generation 1.5 ESL students- active learners of the English lan
guage who have received at least several years of U.S. high school edu
cation.1 They are often recent immigrants or refugees, although some 
international ESL students also fit this description. They come to basic 
writing courses for various reasons. In many cases, they are placed in 
basic writing courses rather than ESL writing courses because they are 
not clearly identifiable as ESL writers from their student records or 
from their spoken and written language features. Sometimes students 
are required to take basic writing courses after completing ESL writing 
courses because writing placement exams- many of which are not 
designed with nonnative speakers in mind- indicate that they are still 
unprepared for required first-year composition courses. In some cases, 
Generation 1.5 students are placed in basic writing courses rather than 
ESL writing courses because, for historical reasons, many ESL writing 
courses are designed for international ESL students (Matsuda "Reex
amining"), whose needs are at least partially different from those of 
Generation 1.5 ESL students.2 In other cases, institutions have no choice 
but to place all ESL writers- both Generation 1.5 students and inter
national students-into basic writing courses because they have not 
been able to obtain the resources or the expertise to develop and main
tain separate ESL writing courses. 

Despite the presence of Generation 1.5 students in basic writing 
classrooms, the amount of attention given to them in the field of basic 
writing has been, as I will show, rather scant. My goal in this historical 
essay is to examine how ESL writers-especially Generation 1.5 stu
dents- have fared in the conception of basic writers in the disciplinary 
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practices of basic writing since the 1960s. In so doing, I hope to high
light the importance of defining basic writers in ways that include all 
students who are subject to the disciplinary and instructional practices 
of basic writing. 

In constructing my historical narrative, I refer frequently to spe
cific institutional practices that played an important role in the devel
opment of basic writing as a field of inquiry. Yet, my goal here is not to 
critique the work of basic writing specialists at the institutions men
tioned or to examine the development of those programs in the larger 
political contexts. While I recognize the need for a more politically in
terested historiography, my primary focus here is to document how 
ESL issues have been positioned in relation to the disciplinary prac
tices of basic writing. What I hope to accomplish with this article is to 
provide a description of the disciplinary context that shaped and was 
shaped by specific institutional and pedagogical practices, thereby lay
ing the groundwork for the examination of the larger political context 
as well as more situated inquiry into specific institutional practices. 

The Increase of Generation 1.5 ESL Writers in the 1960s 

Although Generation 1.5 ESL writers have gained significant rec
ognition only in the last decade or so, especially as a result of the pub
lication of Generation 1.5 Meets College Composition (Harklau, Losey, and 
Siegal), their presence in U.S. higher education- and basic writing class
rooms- is not a new phenomenon. As early as 1956, William Slager of 
the University of Utah noted the presence of a "large number of immi
grants who have serious difficulties with English." As he explained, 
"Many of these students have lived in the community for years; they 
may even have graduated from local high schools and have served in 
the armed forces. Yet their scores in the English language tests are of
ten as weak as, or weaker than, those of the newly arrived foreign stu
dents" (24-25). 

Because of the language difficulties that were, in some ways, remi
niscent of those faced by international ESL students, who had been 
part of U.S. higher education from earlier on (see Matsuda "Composi
tion"), immigrant ESL students were often placed into existing ESL 
courses or "the Remedial English course for the regular American stu
dents" (Slager 25) based on the availability of courses rather than the 
students' needs. However, neither ESL writing courses nor remedial 
writing courses were able to provide adequate instructional support 
for immigrant ESL writers. Remedial English courses were inappro
priate for obvious reasons: They were designed with monolingual na
tive speakers of English in mind and did not include components that 
addressed specific difficulties that immigrant ESL students had, which 
"overlap[ped those] of the newly arrived foreign student's and the 
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native-born American's" but were" the same as neither." In short, Slager 
emphasized that immigrant ESL students needed special assistance in 
learning English "for they cannot pass the regular freshman course" 
(26-27) . 

To many teachers and administrators at institutions where ESL 
programs or courses were already available," an obvious solution" was 
"to put the immigrant and the foreign student in the same class, since 
their test scores prove to be comparable" (Slager 25). Slager argued, 
however, that this practice was "unwise" because, "although both 
groups need special work in English as a foreign language, the kind of 
work they need is often very different" (25). In most cases, existing 
intensive ESL programs- many of which were originally developed at 
internationally known research institutions, such as the University of 
Michigan- were designed specifically to address the needs of interna
tional ESL students, who, unlike immigrant ESL students, had rather 
limited previous exposure to the linguistic, cultural, and educational 
practices in the United States. As Slager, a former staff member of 
Michigan's English Language Institute, pointed out, "the same mate
rials and techniques" developed at Michigan" do not work ideally with 
the immigrant" : 

Even though they have serious problems in English as a for
eign language, the immigrants do not profit from classes that 
are specifically devised for the newly arrived foreign students. 
They need special work on grammar of usage. But they often 
need no help at all in aural comprehension; and since they have 
lived for some time in this country, they need very little orien
tation. (28-29) 

Drawing on the habit-formation model of language acquisition, 
which was the most popular theory of language learning at the time, 
Slager explained the language difficulties encountered by immigrant 
ESL students as the unlearning of previously acquired language habits 
influenced by features of their native langauge.3 Based on this assump
tion, he further argued that the task for immigrant ESL students- and 
for their teachers- was" more complicated" than for international ESL 
students (28). For this reason, he argued the need to develop courses 
and materials designed specifically for immigrant ESL students in U.S. 
higher education. He wrote: 

As yet, the best that can be said is that no linguistically sound 
materials have appeared specifically aimed at preparing the 
immigrant (who is in many ways already part of our commu
nity) for work in English on the college level. That there is a 
need for such specialized materials, there can be no doubt. (29) 
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However, the issue of providing linguistic support for immigrant 
ESL students did not attract significant attention until much later be
cause the increase in this group of students was, at least initially, a 
gradual process. Although, as Slager suggested, some institutions had 
already enrolled a large number of immigrant ESL students by the mid 
1950s, other institutions did not begin to admit immigrant students 
with severe language difficulties until much later. At Hunter College 
of the City University of New York, for example, "immigrant groups" 
prior to the 1970s "had evidently mastered English before applying for 
admission" (Decker, Jody, and Brings 88), and ESL students were placed 
into "regular credit courses with native speakers" (Martino 22). In fact, 
the ESL student population before the 1970s consisted largely of inter
national students who came to the United States on student or exchange 
visas; the immigrant ESL population remained relatively small until 
the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

One of the reasons that relatively few immigrant ESL students 
had made their way into higher education was the admission require
ments. Immigrant ESL students, because they were residents of the 
United States rather than "international" or "foreign" students, were 
expected to meet the same admission criteria as other U.S. students 
who were native English speakers. However, immigrant ESL students 
were often unsuccessful in gaining admission because few elementary 
and secondary schools were able to provide adequate linguistic sup
port for them to succeed academically. Furthermore, as Guadalupe 
Valdes and Richard A. Figueroa have shown in Bilingualism and Test
ing: A Special Case of Bias, standardized tests, which are often designed 
only with monolingual speakers of English in mind, tend to disadvan
tage bilingual minority students. (For further discussion of how writ
ing exams may disadvantage second language writers, see Benesch; 
Johns "Interpreting.") 

In contrast, most international students, who went through dif
ferent application processes, did not face this particular institutional 
barrier. Before English language proficiency tests such as the Michi
gan Test of English Language Proficiency (MTELP) and the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) were developed in the 1960s, 
institutions did not have adequate means of assessing students' En
glish language proficiency prior to their arrival in the United States. 
As Steven G. Darian, citing Edward Cieslak, wrote: 

In a 1952 survey of 257 foreign students, Cieslak reports that 
under half (47 per cent) had to submit evidence of English pro
ficiency prior to admission. Most frequently the evidence of 
proficiency consisted of statements by consular officials, cul
tural attaches, English teachers overseas, or an officer from a 
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school the student attended. The second most used evidence 
was a statement that English had been studied in secondary 
school. Twenty-three percent of the foreign students surveyed 
listed screening of English by individuals who had returned 
home from the United States. Thirty-five percent stated that 
no proficiency in English was required. (107-8) 

Although standardized college admission tests had been around since 
the beginning of the twentieth century, institutions were not able to 
use them as part of the admission requirement for international stu
dents because these tests were not readily available outside North 
America. Instead, international students were required to demonstrate 
their English language proficiency by successfully completing 
coursework in intensive English programs or, since the 1960s, by tak
ing English language proficiency tests for nonnative speakers such as 
MfELP and TOEFL that were administered in various parts of the world 
(Spolsky). 

Even when immigrant ESL students made it into college, institu
tional responses to their unique needs were negligible because their 
presence was often not officially recognized by institutions of higher 
education. Immigrant ESL students were virtually invisible to admin
istrators-though certainly not to teachers who encountered them in 
the classroom. As Linda Harklau, Meryl Siegal, and Kay M. Losey 
have pointed out, institutions have not typically collected records of 
students' linguistic backgrounds ("Linguistically" 2). Although some 
attempts to adjust existing ESL or basic writing courses to the needs of 
immigrant ESL students were made locally, in most cases these efforts 
were left to the individual teacher 's discretion. All in all, the immi
grant ESL student population did not reach a critical mass until the 
1970s, and composition specialists and second language specialists in 
general were slow to respond to Slager's early call for specialized ma
terials and courses for immigrant ESL students. 

Open Admissions and the Rise of Basic Writing 

One of the most important forces for institutional change came 
around 1970 with the advent of the open-admissions policy that took 
effect at many urban institutions. Open admissions brought an influx 
of students who had traditionally been excluded from higher educa
tion, including a large number of citizens and permanent residents of 
the United States who spoke languages other than English at home. 
The most widely publicized and well-documented case of open ad
missions took place in the spring of 1970 at the City University of New 
York (CUNY). 

Although the majority of the open-admissions students at CUNY 

72 



during the first few years were U.S. citizens of European descent, there 
also was a growing number of" ethnic minorities," many of whom were 
speakers of so-called standard English as a second dialect (SESD) as 
well as English as a second language (Cross). The open-admissions 
students also included a large number of "foreign-born" students. By 
1980, at least 21.4% of newly entering students and 18.5% of transfer 
students at CUNY were born outside the United States (City Univer
sity of New York). Referring to the diversity of the student population, 
Anne Folger Decker, Ruth Jody, and Felicia Brings, in A Handbook on 
Open Admissions, characterized CUNY as "a funnel into which people 
of all classes, races, religions, nationalities, and experiences were poured 
and out of which' college students' emerged" (10). 

The influx of students from a wide variety of backgrounds 
prompted some important institutional changes because it became clear 
to many that existing college curricula, which had traditionally served 
native speakers of English from relatively homogeneous upbringings, 
were not able to provide instructional support appropriate for the open
admissions students. The difficulties faced by open-admissions stu
dents were multiple- including cultural differences as well as a fun
damentallack of preparation in math and English, especially reading 
and writing. Many institutions across the nation followed CUNY's lead 
in developing support programs for the new population of college stu
dents. By 1974, 71% of all accredited colleges and universities in the 
United States had or were in the process of creating a basic skills pro
gram (Smith et al., cited in Lunsford Historical 45). In a survey of 58 
U.S. colleges, Andrea Lunsford also found that 90% of these institu
tions "either already had or were planning to institute remedial En
glish programs for their students" (cited in Lunsford Historical45). 

At CUNY, the differing needs of ESL students were recognized 
from the outset, and separate tracks of basic skills courses for basic 
writers and ESL students were created. Open-admissions students were 
generally categorized into "foreign-born" students-including recent 
immigrants and international students-and "native-born" U.S. stu
dents, some of whom also might have been second language writers. 
For instance, Hunter College, one of CUNY's four-year institutions, 
created" a parallel. .. sequence of courses" (Shaughnessy "Introduction" 
3) "to help the [ESL] student acquire greater facility in written and 
spoken English" (Lavin, Alba, and Silberstein 261). Decker, Jody, and 
Brings also reported: " The English d epartment [at Hunter 
College] ... proposed that reading and writing be dealt with separately 
and that writing remediation be further specialized into non-ESL and 
ESL programs" (95). Additional support for ESL students was provided 
through tutoring programs, although they were not originally intended 
for ESL writers (88). 

Efforts were also made to distinguish ESL students from basic 
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writers through placement exams. Hunter College administered tests 
"in English structure and mechanics, reading comprehension, and sec
ond-language problems, as well as an essay exam to be scored by the 
English faculty" (Decker, Jody, and Brings 54). While the testing proce
dure was generally effective, it was time consuming for faculty mem
bers in the English department, and attempts were made to simplify it. 
As Decker, Jody, and Brings wrote: 

In the summer of 1972 ... the English department tried elimi
nating the essay for these students in order to shorten the test
ing time and to see if placements could be made solely on the 
basis of an objective test. The department found that the objec
tive test was fine for gross sorting-"needs remediation" or 
"does not"- but only a writing sample can indicate the fine 
distinctions between levels of remediation or the need for ESL 
(English as a Second Language) placement. In fact, the objec
tive test originally adopted to select for ESL problems could 
not discriminate ESL from among a variety of other nonstand
ard English problems such as dialect and black English; when 
used without a writing sample, the test often indicated ESL 
placement for students who spoke only English. (56-57) 

Realizing the complexity of identifying students who needed ESL sup
port, Hunter College resolved to use multiple testing instruments, in
cluding an essay and the second language test as well as "objective" 
tests in reading, written English, and mathematics (Decker, Jody, and 
Brings 57). 

CUNY's effort to distinguish basic writers from ESL students sys
tematically and to provide separate instruction was an exception rather 
than the rule. At many other institutions, where the number of ESL 
students was relatively small or the commitment to providing instruc
tion in basic skills was not as strong, resources were not allocated to 
develop separate programs for basic writers and ESL writers. In those 
situations, ESL students were often placed with native English-speak
ing students into basic writing courses or non-ESL sections of compo
sition courses. For example, James R. Nattinger wrote in 1978 that "Port
land State University, like any public urban university, has many sec
ond dialect and second language speakers, and like most, assigns these 
students to composition classes without regard for linguistic back
ground" (79). In an article published in the 1987 issue of the Journal of 
Basic Writing, Jean Sanborn also wrote: "At many colleges, advanced 
English as a Second Language students enroll in regular basic writing 
courses or visit the Writing Center, particularly at small schools like 
Colby College that do not have an ESL program or faculty trained in 
ESL" (60). 
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Although some composition teachers with additional expertise 
in second language teaching argued that basic writers and ESL writers 
can profitably be taught together (Roy "Alliance"; "ESL"), the vast 
majority of composition teachers continued to be unprepared to work 
with ESL writers in their classrooms. For this reason, the placement of 
basic writers and ESL writers in the same class was considered inap
propriate by many second language specialists, who argued for sepa
rate courses for ESL writers on the basis of linguistic differences.4 For 
example, James Nattinger argued that basic writing courses may be 
appropriate for speakers of so-called "Standard English as a Second 
Dialect (SESD)" students but not for ESL writers "who ... should study 
English composition apart, with a teacher trained in ESL methods" 
(79). In "ESL/Remedial English: Are They Different?" Sandra Lee 
McKay also warned that placing basic and ESL writers together to pre
serve financial resources without consideration for the special needs 
of ESL students was unwise. 

ESL Issues in the Work of Mina Shaughnessy 

Partly due to second language specialists' arguments for sepa
rate courses as well as the institutional separation at influential pro
grams such as CUNY's, the field of basic writing did not fully inte
grate issues related to ESL writers within its scope. Although there 
were some notable exceptions (e.g., Lay "Chinese"; Rizzo and Villafane; 
Davidson; Bruder and Furey), the place of ESL issues in the field of 
basic writing in the 1970s was at best marginal. Perhaps one of the best 
ways to understand the relationship between ESL writing and basic 
writing is to examine how basic writing and writers have been defined 
by prominent figures in the field . In this section, I want to focus on the 
definitions of basic writing and writers by Mina P. Shaughnessy (1924-
1978), undoubtedly one of the most influential leaders- both intellec
tually and morally- in the development of the field of basic writing in 
the 1970s. In a series of highly influential publications, she called for 
an increased attention to the writing needs of open-admissions stu
dents, thus contributing to the emergence of basic writing as a respect
able subfield of composition studies. 

Although Shaughnessy was genuinely committed to helping all 
open-admissions students and was also aware of the presence of ESL 
students, the place of ESL writing issues in her view of basic writing 
was rather tenuous. In "Basic Writing," a 31-page bibliographic essay, 
for instance, reference to ESL appears in only one paragraph. Her fo
cus in this brief paragraph is not so much on the needs of ESL writers 
in basic writing classrooms but on the relevance of ESL pedagogy to 
basic writing. Shaughnessy seems to include immigrant ESL writers in 
her definition of basic writers when she refers to students who "have 
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come from families and neighborhoods where people speak other lan
guages" (139). Later in the same essay, however, she states: "Because 
of the quasi-foreign nature of the difficulties basic writing students have 
with formal English, many of the techniques developed in foreign-lan
guage teaching seem to be applicable to basic writing" (162; emphasis 
added). The use of the prefix "quasi-" suggests that basic writers' dif
ficulties are not of" foreign" nature. That is, the definition of basic writ
ers implicit in this sentence is distinct from ESL students who came 
from other countries, although it may include speakers of a "contact 
variety" of English (Valdes 103)- i.e., native speakers of non-domi
nant varieties of English whose speech and writing may exhibit lin
guistic features that resemble those of ESL writers. 

That Shaughnessy was concerned almost exclusively with native
born U.S. citizens is also apparent in Errors and Expectations. In her in
troduction, Shaughnessy classified open-admissions students into three 
types, including: "(1) those who met the traditional requirements for 
college work"; "(2) those who had survived their secondary schooling 
but not thrived on it, whose reading was seldom voluntary and whose 
writing reflected a flat competence"; and "(3) those who had been left 
so far behind the others in their formal education that they appeared 
to have little chance of catching up" (2). Describing the third group of 
students, whom she characterized as "the true outsiders" (2), she wrote 
that their" difficulties with the written language" made them seem" as 
if they had come from a different country" (2; emphasis added), im
plying that they are not actually from other countries. Later, she noted 
that the student population she considers in Errors and Expectations is, 
for the most part, those who are "native to the United States, where 
they have had from twelve to thirteen years of public schooling, mostly 
in New York City" (7). 

Although ESL was not Shaughnessy's utmost concern, she was 
not oblivious to the presence of ESL writers, either. In fact, her edito
rial in the inaugural issue of the Journal of Basic Writing (1975) refers to 
the presence of" foreign-born students, who make up about 10 percent 
of each freshman class" at City College ("Introduction" 3). However, 
she also recognized that" native-born" basic writers and "foreign-born" 
ESL students had differing needs, as she wrote in Errors and Expecta
tions: 

The native-born students differ from the second-language stu
dents in significant ways: they [native-born students] have 
usually experienced little or no success with written English 
in school, which is often not so of foreign-born students in re
lation to their native languages; they have not identified the 
real reason for their lack of success in writing, having usually 
perceived themselves (and having been perceived by their 
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teachers as well) as native speakers of English who for some 
reason use "bad" English; and ... they have been functioning 
in English for years, understanding the English of people in 
their communities and being understood by them in the full 
range of situations that give rise to speech, and managing ... to 
hold jobs, get diplomas, and talk with a variety of" outsiders." 
(92) 

In short, Shaughnessy considered basic writing to be a site of in
stitutional practices that was distinct from ESL in terms of the popula
tion served. The needs of foreign-born ESL students with limited ex
perience in English-speaking environments were to be addressed sepa
rately in courses that were specifically designed to prepare ESL stu
dents for work in required composition courses.5 

ESL Issues in the Journal of Basic Writing 

Although the field of basic writing has focused its attention on 
the needs of native-born students for the most part, basic writing spe
cialists, who were motivated by their concern for all open-admissions 
students, did not ignore ESL students entirely. In fact, the Journal of 
Basic Writing, established in 1975 by Shaughnessy and her colleagues 
at City College of New York, CUNY, provided a site of interaction be
tween basic writing and ESL writing teachers and researchers; during 
the first few years, JBW included several articles related to ESL issues. 
The first issue of the journal included two such articles (Lay" Chinese"; 
Rizzo and Villafane). In 1977, an article by David M. Davidson consid
ered the application of sentence combining in an ESL writing program, 
and, in 1979, Mary Newton Bruder and Patricia R. Furey's article "The 
Writing Segment of an Intensive Program for Students of English as a 
Second Language" also appeared. Shortly after Shaughnessy's death 
in 1978, however, ESL issues disappeared from the pages of JBW for 
several years. 

The status of ESL issues in JBW changed again in the latter half of 
the 1980s, when Lynn Quitman Troyka became the editor. Troyka, who 
served between 1986 and 1988, made several important institutional 
changes that contributed significantly to the increase of ESL discus
sions in JBW. First, she helped to broaden the scope of the journal. The 
new editorial policy, which was announced in the 1985 issue, reflected 
her inclusive definition of basic writers: 

The term "basic writer" is used with wide diversity today, in 
some cases referring to a student from a highly oral tradition 
with little experience in writing academic discourse, and in 
other cases referring to a student whose academic writing is 
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fluent but otherwise deficient. To help readers, therefore, au
thors should describe clearly the student population to which 
they are referring. (Call for Articles) 

Whereas previous issues of ]BW called for articles on specific top
ics, the new policy stated that "Authors need not limit themselves to 
topics previously announced for the JBWbecause issues will no longer 
be devoted to single topics" (Call for Articles). In addition, the call for 
articles included the term "English as a second language" in the list of 
possible topics. 

The second change Troyka introduced was to make ]BW a refer
eed journal. While the direct impact of the blind-review system on the 
scope of JBW is difficult to assess, it is worth noting that the introduc
tion of the system was followed by a substantial increase in the num
ber of ESL-related articles. In fact, during Troyka' s three-year tenure as 
editor, JBW published at least six articles that dealt with issues related 
to ESL writing (i.e., Herendeen; Jie and Lederman; Johns "ESL"; 
Liebman; Purves; Sanborn).6 In other words, JBWpublished more ar
ticles on ESL during the three years under Troyka' s editorship than it 
had in the first eleven years of its existence. 

As the visibility of ESL-related articles in the Journal of Basic Writ
ing increased in the mid 1980s, ESL issues finally came to be recog
nized as a legitimate concern for basic writing specialists. In an update 
to Shaughnessy's bibliographical essay on basic writing, Andrea 
Lunsford mentioned the changing definition of basic writing: 

Defining the population of student writers we refer to as "ba
sic" also presents difficult problems, which were first clearly 
elucidated in Shaughnessy's work in the sources she cites in 
the preceding essay in this book. ... The growing foreign stu
dent population and the even faster growing number of stu
dents whose native language is not English greatly complicate 
definitions both of basic writing and of literacy. As Richard 
Lanham of UCLA notes, this shift in population will surely 
present one of the greatest challenges our discipline has had 
to face. ("Update" 211-12) 

Later in the same essay, Lunsford referred to articles on language trans
fer (Lay "Chinese"; Rizzo and Villafane) and on the mixed placement 
of ESL students and basic writers (Nattinger; Roy" Alliance"). 

After Troyka stepped down as editor and Bill Bernhardt and Pe
ter Miller took over as co-editors in 1989, submissions to JBW on issues 
related to ESL did not slow down, and names of authors who were 
also well-known in second language studies frequently appeared in 
the journal. In 1989, two articles addressed ESL issues in significant 
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ways. The first one was "The Other Side of the Looking Glass" by Carlos 
Yorio and the second, "The Need for Conceptualizing at All Levels of 
Writing Instruction" by Marilyn Sternglass. In the following year, the 
journal published four ESL-related articles, including "Promoting Lit
eracy Through Literature: Reading and Writing in ESL Composition" 
by Jacqueline Costello; "The Rhetoric/Syntax Split: Designing a Cur
riculum for ESL Students" by Barbara Kroll; "Writing: A Holistic or 
Atomistic Entity?" by Kyle Perkins and Sheila R. Brutten; and "Through 
Students' Eyes: The Experiences of Three ESL Writers" by Vivian Zamel. 

Submissions of ESL-related articles were so numerous that, in a 
1990 JBW editorial (vol. 9, no. 2), Bernhardt and Miller lamented that 
" ... there continues to be at least one area in which we have an over
abundance of submissions (ESL) and another in which there is virtually 
none (computers in basic writing)" (2; emphasis added). Although no 
article on ESL was published in 1991, in 1992 three articles related to 
ESL appeared in the journal (Benson, Deming, Denzer, and Valeri-Gold; 
Patthey-Chavez and Gergen; Lay "Learning"). 

The intensity of interest in ESL issues prompted CUNY to host a 
special conference on ESL and, in 1991, to establish College ESL, a jour
nal which identified itself as "a unique forum for exploring questions 
and concerns regarding the education of English as a second language 
(ESL) students, specifically urban immigrant and refugee adults in col
lege and pre-college settings" (College ESL Editorial Policy). Anticipat
ing the creation of a new journal focusing on ESL issues, Bernhardt 
and Miller made the following announcement in their 1990 JBW edito
rial (vol. 9, no. 1): 

Topics related to the teaching of writing to non-native speak
ers of English appear to be particularly popular, so much so 
that we welcome the advent of a new journal- also published 
by The City University of New York- focused on this area. An 
announcement and call for papers for College ESL appears else
where in this issue. (1) 

The creation of College ESL was a significant step in the history of 
ESL because it marked the recognition of the increase of immigrant 
and refugee students in higher education during the 1980s and the 
1990s. As Gay Brookes, editor of College ESL, wrote in the inaugural 
issue of the journal: 

Our experience is defined in part by our ESL students- col
lege-age and adult, living in urban centers, by and large per
manent residents of the United States who have come as im
migrants and refugees. As is true in many urban colleges across 
the country, ESL students are growing in numbers in the City 
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University of New York. Nearly one of every two students in 
CUNY speaks English as a second language. They differ in 
many ways from foreign students who come for education only 
and plan to return to their countries, and who are traditionally 
educated and middle-class. Most significantly, the ESL popu
lation is vastly heterogeneous. They have in common that En
glish is not their first language, but that may be all. They form 
a common part of the overall student body, and teaching them, 
responding to their educational needs, is complex. 

We wanted a journal to talk about these students in the class
room, the university, the workplace, society, and the family 
and community, about how we teach them and meet their edu
cational needs and about a host of issues related to them and 
their language development. (Brookes i) 

The establishment of College ESL, however, may also have rein
forced the disciplinary division of labor between composition studies 
and second language studies- just as the creation of the TESOL (Teach
ers of English to Speakers of Other Languages) organization did in the 
1960s (see Matsuda "Composition"). In effect, it institutionalized the 
separation of ESL and basic writing as academic specialties. The im
mediate impact of the division was apparent in the changes in JBW's 
acceptance patterns; the number of ESL-related articles published in 
JBW dropped noticeably after 1992. During the remainder of Bernhardt 
and Miller's tenure as editors, the journal published only two articles 
that focused on ESL issues (i.e., Cochran; Severino). 

ESL concerns were not completely removed from the scope of 
JBW, however, especially because Trudy Smoke of Hunter College, who 
is also well known for her work in ESL (see, e.g., Smoke Adult ESL), 
became a co-editor in 1995-first with Karen Greenberg (1995-1996) 
and then with George Otte (1996-2002). In addition, Tony Silva, a sec
ond language writing specialist and co-editor of the Journal of Second 
Language Writing, joined the editorial advisory board in the same year. 
Under the editorship of Smoke and Otte, a few articles addressed ESL 
issues in a central way (e.g., Clark and Haviland; Mlynarczyk). 

With the fall2001 issue of the Journal of Basic Writing, Trudy Smoke 
stepped down as editor and was replaced by Bonne August, Chair of 
the English Department of Kings borough Community College. At about 
the same time, another change occurred that prompted a shift in JBW' s 
editorial policy; the editors' column for spring 2002 announced that 
College ESL would soon cease publication: 

We have indeed considered and published ESL-focused work 
in the past (and "English as a second language" is indeed an 
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interest mentioned in our call for articles), but now we found 
ourselves wanting to highlight and not just acknowledge this 
interest. ... [W]e want to stress our interest in accounts of ESL 
research and instruction that seem especially relevant to work 
in BW because of the overlap and interface between the fields, 
ever less distinct, ever more embroiled with the difficulties of 
definition and (often related) vulnerabilities of their special 
populations. (Otte and August 1) 

The spring 2002 issue of JBWincluded two articles that focused prima
rily on ESL students (Mlynarczyk and Babbitt; Pally, Katznelson, 
Perpignan, and Rubin). The fall 2002 issue included another article 
centered on concerns of second language writers (Williams). 

Beginning with the spring 2003 issue, Rebecca Mlynarczyk, Co
Director of the ESL Program at Kings borough Community College and 
a frequent writer about ESL issues, became co-editor of the Journal of 
Basic Writing. In addition, several ESL specialists joined JBW s edito
rial board: Gay Brookes, Martha Clark Cummings, Elizabeth Rorschach, 
Ruth Spack, and Vivian Zamel. While the effects of recent changes in 
the editorial policy of the Journal of Basic Writing remain to be seen, it 
seems significant that the journal has reemphasized its recognition of 
the need to consider issues related to second language writers in basic 
writing programs as well as the interdisciplinary relationship between 
basic writing and ESL. 

ESL Within the Field of Basic Writing 

A disciplinary divide between the fields of basic writing and ESL 
still seems to prevail in the general conception of basic writers. By the 
mid 1990s, the field of basic writing had come to focus almost exclu
sively on basic writers who were native speakers of English, although 
second language writers continued to be present in many basic writ
ing courses. In a 1995 article published in JBW, J. Milton Clark and 
Carol Peterson Haviland pointed out the limitation of inclusiveness in 
basic writing classes for ESL writers: 

As we considered our philosophical and theoretical commit
ments to inclusiveness and collaboration, we began to recog
nize how limited that inclusiveness and collaboration was, par
ticularly with the non-native speakers we have in our fairly 
typical Southern California basic writing classes: a mix of white, 
African American, Latino, Asian, and American Indian native 
speakers as well as Latino and Asian non-native speakers who 
have scored in the lower half on California State University's 
English Placement Test and are enrolled for one, two, or three 
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quarters of prefreshman composition instruction. (58) 

Some basic writing specialists continued to acknowledge the presence 
of ESL writers in basic writing programs. In her discussion of basic 
writing in the Encyclopedia of Rhetoric and Composition (1996), Troyka 
writes: "For a small but rapidly growing subset of BW [Basic Writing] 
students, English is not their first language. Some, though not all, have 
completed courses in English as a second language (ESL) by the time 
they take BW" (69). In contrast, Bill Bolin's essay on "basic writing/ 
writers" published in Keywords in Composition Studies (1996) makes no 
mention of the presence of ESL writers in the basic writing classroom 
at many institutions. While Paul Heilker and Peter Vandenberg, the 
editors of Keywords, provide a disclaimer that essays in this volume do 
not "attempt to capture the established knowledge of a unified disci
pline," the fact that Bolin did not discuss the presence of ESL writers in 
a project that sought to explore" the multiple layers of meaning inhab
iting" the term (Heilker and Vandenberg 1) seems to suggest that ESL 
is often overlooked as a significant constitutent in basic writing class
rooms. The omission of ESL from this critical examination of key terms 
in composition studies has an important implication because, as Heilker 
and Vandenberg suggest, "in the very process of rendering the fluid, 
actively contested meanings of these terms we [contributors to the vol
ume] risk reifying them" ( 4-5). 

Towards a More Inclusive Definition of Basic Writing 

As I have tried to show, ESL writers, despite their significant pres
ence in basic writing classrooms, have remained peripheral in the dis
ciplinary practices and academic scholarship of basic writing during 
the last four decades. In the formative years of basic writing, certain 
institutions such as Hunter College, where the particular institutional 
arrangement made the separation between ESL and basic writing ap
propriate as well as feasible, influenced the view of basic writing as 
distinct from the field of ESL in the population served. Although the 
Journal of Basic Writing provided a viable forum for the discussion of 
ESL issues for a while, the creation of College ESL, a separate forum for 
the discussion of second language issues, was followed by a decline in 
the number of ESL-related articles in JBW. While there continue to be 
some basic writing specialists who acknowledge the presence of ESL 
writers, the dominant conception of basic writers in the professional 
literature does not seem adequately to reflect the presence of ESL writ-
ers. 

It would have been more appropriate for basic writing to focus 
exclusively on the needs of native English speakers if native English
speaking basic writers and ESL writers could be identified clearly and 
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accurately and if all institutions were able to offer appropriate place
ment options for all types of writers.7 Unfortunately, neither is the case 
at the present time. The distinction between basic writers and second 
language writers is becoming increasingly untenable because of the 
increasing diversity among second language writers and basic writ
ers. Furthermore, creating all possible placement options is often not 
feasible in today' s institutional and political climate, in which many 
institutions are seeking ways to preserve resources by eliminating what 
are perceived as remedial programs and by consolidating related pro
grams (Smoke "Instructional"). In order to address the needs of ESL 
writers who will continue to be enrolled in basic writing courses, all 
basic writing teachers- or, better yet, all writing teachers- need to be 
prepared to work with ESL writers. 

It is important to stress the need for additional professional prepa
ration for all writing teachers who are likely to encounter ESL writers 
in their classrooms at some point in their careers. Yet, it would not be 
fair to place the responsibility solely on individual writing teachers 
because, as I have tried to demonstrate, the lack of attention to ESL 
writers in basic writing is more systemic in nature. Underlying the 
marginalization of ESL writers in the field of basic writing- as well as 
in composition studies in general- is the persistence of the disciplin
ary division of labor as a metaphor in conceptualizing the interdisci
plinary relationship between composition studies and second language 
studies. Underlying the disciplinary division of labor is the notion that 
faculty in composition studies work with native English speakers and 
those in TESOL with nonnative speakers- a notion that came into be
ing during the formative years of composition studies and TESOL and 
continued to be influential until fairly recently (Matsuda "Composi
tion"; "Situating"). 

In order to address the needs of ESL writers in basic writing class
rooms, then, it is important to recognize the problem of the disciplin
ary division and make conscious efforts to include ESL issues in the 
discussion of basic writers and basic writing, as Linda Adler-Kassner 
and Gregory Glau did when they made the effort to include a section 
on "Teaching English as a Second Language" in The Bedford Bibliogra
phy for Teachers of Basic Writing. In order to develop scholarship on ESL 
writers and writing that is relevant to basic writing teachers, it is im
portant to increase interdisciplinary cooperation between basic writ
ing specialists and second language specialists. 8 As we continue to use 
the term "basic writing," we must also constantly remind ourselves of 
the practical difficulty and ethical complexity of defining basic writ
ers, as many basic writing specialists have suggested (see, e.g., Hull, 
Rose, Fraser, and Castellano; Troyka "Defining"). Given the increasing 
diversity of students who come to basic writing classrooms, it is no 
longer possible to define basic writers in terms of abstract and ulti-
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mately unreliable criteria such as their writing placement test scores, 
language backgrounds, or immigration status. Rather, the general defi
nition of basic writers needs to include all students who are subject to 
the disciplinary and pedagogical practices of basic writing. 

Notes 

1. Linda Harklau provides a succinct review of research on Generation 
1.5 students in "Changing Currents in Second Language Writing Re
search: A Colloquium" (Matsuda, Canagarajah, Harklau, Hyland, and 
Warschauer 153-56). 

2. With the recognition of the presence of Generation 1.5 students, many 
ESL writing programs are beginning to make the necessary adjustments 
to accommodate all types of ESL writers. For a discussion of how ESL 
specialists have begun to address the needs of Generation 1.5 ESL writ
ers, see Harklau, Losey, and Siegal. 

3. The behavioral view of language learning as habit formation and 
the contrastive view of the problem of language learning as negative 
transfer have been discredited and replaced by other theories of sec
ond language acquisition. For an overview, see Silva, Leki, and Carson. 

4. See Matsuda ("Composition") for a review of similar arguments that 
were raised in the 1950s and the 1960s. 

5. In arguing that Shaughnessy's intention was not to address the needs 
of ESL students, I do not intend to deny the usefulness or relevance of 
her work for ESL writers. Sandra Lee McKay, in her review of 
Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations, points out that "many of the 
errors delineated by Shaughnessy are prevalent in the essays of ESL 
students" (McKay "Errors" 416). McKay also argues that Shaughnessy's 
book is "quite relevant to ESL" because both basic writing teachers 
and ESL teachers are concerned about "the growth of the student and 
the need for accuracy in language use" (McKay 417). Shaughnessy and 
others were also aware of the growing body of knowledge in second 
language studies and sought to apply insights from ESL pedagogy in 
order to help native English-speaking basic writers (Matsuda and 
Jablonski). 

6. I have intentionally omitted "Krashen' s Second-Language Acquisi
tion Theory and the Teaching of Edited American English" by Eliza
beth Tricomi from consideration because her article is concerned with 
the application of Krashen' s work to the teaching of native English-
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speaking basic writers and has little to do with ESL writers. 

7. For a discussion of various placement options for ESL writers, see 
Silva "Examination"; Matsuda and Silva. 

8. Opportunities for such interdisciplinary cooperation are increasing 
slowly but steadily. At the 2004 meeting of the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication, for example, the Special Interest 
Group on Second Language Writing, organized by Kevin Eric De Pew 
and Susan K. Miller, will focus on the relationship between ESL writ
ing and basic writing. 
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