Q&A: Karen Barto
“Translanguaging as Multimodality: Encouraging Multilingual Students' Full Use of Linguistic Resources in Online Writing Centers”

Question: I'd love to hear more about your thoughts on how or when to advise students to switch to English (brainstorming, drafting, revising, etc.) if they are expected to produce a draft in English -- and what your thoughts are on how to balance some multilingual writers expectations of needing to learn "perfect English" for their courses (especially those with nitpicky professors!).

Answer: These are the perennial difficulties of this issue in such predominantly monolingual societies. We need to be, on a larger level, retraining our professionals all around. Our professors need to understand that English doesn't belong to native speakers anymore, and we need to move on from that. I do think in very practical terms, with students, sometimes we look at grading rubrics, and see like what percentage of the actual grade is going to be related to grammatical complexity, accuracy, vocabulary, diversity, etc. If it looks like it's 5%, then keep drafting and think about clarity and kind of forget about the rest. If it looks like it's 50%, then we prioritize those specific issues. I try to work with students to help them begin to understand which patterns may be more likely to cause difficulties in comprehension on the part of the reader, or which patterns may be more likely to be kind of flagged by those nitpicky professors. We do try to notice larger patterns and focus on those. I rarely advocate for trying to get like perfection in grammar and punctuation and so on for anyone really, because it seems like time a bit wasted. 

Deciding when to advise students about switching over to English, that's very  individual. Our motto here at the Writing Skills Improvement Program is “Rapport, Relationship, Respect.” We are very focused on doing as much as we can to get to know the people/writers we're working with. Whether they're freshmen Comp students, graduate students finishing their dissertation or working on their first publication, or full professors writing NSF grants, we try to get to know them and understand their audience so that we can help them understand their needs. We also, thereby, get to know kind of their linguistic profile and their sociolinguistic profile, too. I have found that oftentimes, it it's not so much an issue of trying to get the students to switch to English, it's often more of a challenge to get them to acknowledge that maybe they don't have to do it all in English, and that's a that's a big difference. Wwhen you're working with with only international students, for example, in an English Language Center, that will be a different challenge. You are more likely to have the students who will embrace the idea of using the first language and not want to switch to English, but most of the time, once they reach actual university classes, they're actually reluctant to employ their other languages besides English. I really take this on a case by case basis— I think it does take some knowledge, experience, and expertise, which you gain over time and through education and training, if it's an area of interest.




Question: I love the specific examples of the use of online tools presented throughout the presentation. At one point you say, "Online tools can facilitate translanguaging practices. They do this by replicating in-person interactions." I'm interested in this word "replicating"--do you think that online tools can facilitate interaction/learning beyond what can happen in in-person interactions? If so, can these tools provide better accessibility/inclusivity than traditional communication?


Answer:  I don't really think of it as online being better than in person or vice versa. Because so much of the time now, we actually have a little less agency around whether we are online or in person. For many of us, as tutors, it's dictated by the needs of our writers. For many of our writers, it's dictated by their work schedules, the kinds of classes they're enrolled in, the institutional policies, et cetera. I have kind of  left the mindset of like thinking about what's the ideal. However—now I'm going to contradict myself— the ideal is maybe both. In the olden days, pre-pandemic, we often met in person and everybody had their laptops out. We would all be online in the same Google Doc together, around a table at our laptops. We had both the in person connection and the ease that comes with it, but we also had the technology and the tools that can really help us. When you do that hybrid, it can be a little more complicated because you also have to manage all the things you managein online ommunication. 

There are still a lot of aspects of in person communication that are very important for a lot of our writers and for a lot of our tutors, which is why I see that aspect of using online tools to replicate that in person communication as important to translanguaging. The rapport and the relationship with the writer is of the utmost importance for recommending or sharing information about things like translanguaging practices. Although it can be very public, it's also deeply personal— it’s very connected to our identities, and our identities are so connected to so many different social streams. Replication is primarily important for the rapport building and, for some, it also helps with the cognitive processing. In a perfect world, we'd all be able to be in the same room with our laptops out to and our notebooks on the side. There are also some folks who are much less comfortable with all of what goes with in person interaction, so for them, our online tools and resources are awesome. I never ask a student to turn on their camera if they don't do it by choice. I just try not to impinge in any way. I try to meet them where they're at in their comfort level of sharing whatever aspect of themselves comes through in those technological tools. I've worked with some students who, if you didn't focus on the chat, you would almost forget that they are in the meeting, but if you make sure to keep the chat open, they're so engaged and they've got great creative ideas. Being able to really have the full range of resources would be ideal, but we don't always have that, so I think about incorporating as much of both online and in person into whatever setting we have. 

