“Just Check My Grammar” Tutorial Transcripts
UNC Chapel Hill Writing Center

These transcripts are excerpts from tutorials with undergraduate ESL writers. They are meant to accompany the “Just Check My Grammar” page https://writingcenter.unc.edu/just-check-my-grammar/. Read each transcript through completely to get the flow of the conversation; then read it again with the marginal comments.
Tutorial 1a
This segment occurs right at the beginning of the tutorial. Pay attention to how the student describes why he wants language feedback and how he’s going to use it. Also pay attention to the strategies the tutor uses to clarify the issues and set the agenda.
Tutor:  What would you like to work on?

Student:  I have to fix my grammar and maybe content because I have been marked like whole grade off for grammar
.

T: 
When you say fix your grammar, do you know what kind of problems you usually have
?

S: 
With my grammar?

T: 
Is it like verb tense or commas or…?

S: 
Probably. Like, I don’t really know 'cause I do send my proposal to one of my friends who's native speaker, and he says it's fine. He says like it looks fine. Everything is fine.

T: 
Okay.

S: 
I don't know. Maybe like my sentence like so boring or something.

T: 
Okay, so maybe you're saying your sentences are a little choppy.

S: 
Yea, maybe it's grammar in my report too, but I can't find it on this
.

T: 
We have about half an hour to do whatever you want to do, so maybe if you could tell me what you're most concerned about.

S: 
Probably the grammar. That's my big part for the time.

T: 
Okay, but in terms of like the description or the introduction, what are you sort of most happy with and least happy with?

S: 
Oh, you mean like each section?

T: 
Mhmm.

S: 
Uh, actually, I will go talk to the professor like what I'm missing, so for now I just want to fix the grammar. Seriously, like, because that's, that might be not exactly what he wants, so I want to fix the grammar before I go talk to him. So he can read my report and like tell me what I'm missing.

T: 
Okay.

S: 
Yea.

T: 
So what we can do is maybe go over this first page and see if there are any patterns that we can talk about.

S: 
Yea.
This tutorial continues below with a segment that illustrates how the clarity of the language and the clarity of content are interdependent. 
Tutorial 1b
This is another segment of the tutorial above. As is often the case, a pattern of error didn’t exist, so the tutor and student simply read the text with the tutor asking questions as she went. Pay attention to how the tutor uses the student’s words and also teaches him some language for his communicative purpose. 
T: 
Is this a word you use in class?

S:
Yea. Mosfed switch is a kind of switch. 

T:
Okay [reads]. Okay, this is actually a clause. It's not a sentence. And by that I mean you have a noun but you don't have a verb.

S:
Yea, how do I choose this?

T:
Well, tell me what you mean with this. What are you explaining with this?

S:
Okay. There's a boost, that means there's achieved, and there's two mosfed switch. I just want to say there's, there is achieved a boost in the two mosfed switch.

T:
Okay. 

S:
And they are connected in series.

T: 
Okay, well what you just said actually is all you need to do to make the sentence, to make the clause a sentence. 

S:
Okay.

T:
When you said "there is," that way you have

S:
Okay.

T:
a verb. So you could say, there is only one boost and two mosfed


S:
But the thing is, we do in three approach, you know?

T:
Uh huh.

S:
So like three ways of building up the circuit.

T:
Okay.

S:
So that's the first way I built the circuit up. Right?

T:
Okay.

S:
So I just want, you know, first…
 

T:
Oh, okay.

S:
First idea is

T:
Okay

S:
is to have, is to have a boost and two mosfed in series.

T:
So, in one approach, maybe?

S:
Yea

T:
In one approach, 

S:
Okay, yea, yea.

T:
comma, there is only one boost and two mosfed.

S:
Okay, yea.

T:
Does that?

S: Yea, that makes sense.


This is quite often the level of language students need help with—the rhetorical sign post language. This exchange is a good example of how a conversation about a faulty sentence helped the student see how to present an idea more clearly and how the tutor started broadly, listened carefully, and offered appropriate language support.
Tutorial 2a
This excerpt is from an early portion of a tutorial, while the tutor and student are reading the paper. The student has asked for feedback on her grammar because she’s happy with the content and the paper is due shortly. Pay attention to how the tutor provides focuses in on the source of confusion and uses recasting.
Tutor:  I'm not sure—can you explain this part? [reads] "due to the less active nature of those nutrients." Can you explain what you mean by "less active"?

Student: Um…the vegetarians are consume equal amount of food

T: 
Okay

S: 
Than equal amount of food of non-vegetarian

T: 
Okay

S: 
But the nutri…mike

T: 
Nutrients?

S: 
The micronutrients

T: 
Okay

S: 
In the vegetarian's body are less active

T: 
Okaaaay…

S: 
Do you know what I'm saying?

T: 
Um…let's see…lemme see if I can see what you mean
. Like the body doesn't use them as much?

S: 
Yea, right.

T: 
Okay

S: 
It…

T: 
Like if you're a vegetarian, I'm not a vegetarian, and we eat the same thing

S: 
Yea

T: 
My body's going to use more of it?

S: 
Right!

T: 
Okay. Okay, let's explain that a little bit better. Um, I would probably add another sentence, actually, explaining that. Um, less active, I didn't know what that really meant
. Do you want to work on that now or do you want to come back to it later?

S:
Um, maybe later is okay.

Later in the tutorial, the student revealed that she had been trying to explain the concept of “bioavailability” without actually using the word because her instructor had told students not to use technical terms in their essays. Avoiding the term, however, made the idea more difficult to comprehend, so the tutor explained the writing strategy of defining a technical term after the phrase “this means.” In the following excerpt, the tutor supports the student through her composition of the definition. 

Tutorial 2b
This excerpt comes from the end of the tutorial. With the few minutes remaining in the tutorial, the tutor asked the student if she felt she could compose that extra sentence on her own or if she would like to do it together. The tutor had already explained that we can define a technical term by using the phrase “this means.” Pay attention to how the tutor prompts the student with small bits of language, but also affirms the student’s choices.
T: 
Mhmm…so the vegetarians, they
 

S: 
They what? [laughter] They what, they are not able to …um

T: 
Um, absorb is the word we used earlier.

S: 
They are not able to absorb. Absorb?

T: 
Mhmm

S: 
Those nutrients

T: 
Yea, as well.

S: 
As much

T: 
Good, okay, as much
.

S: 
As non-vegetarians. 

T: 
There you go! 

S: 
[laughs] 

T: 
How's that?

S: 
Is it right?

T: 
Okay, [reads] "This means, though, when vegetarians consume the same amounts of food, they are not able to absorb those nutrients as much as non-vegetarians."

S: 
Yea.

T: 
Good!

S: 
Is it okay?

T: 
Yea, that makes a lot of sense.

Think back to your own selves as language learners. It’s difficult to discern in transcripts, but the recording of this session was filled with pauses, with laughter, with struggle, and with huge sighs of relief at the end of what seems to be a simple exercise. It took a lot of time, and sometimes you may feel the pressure to cover a lot of ground in a tutorial, but remember that your patient support and your willingness to slow down and spend time on just one or two things can be extremely valuable. Through just one sentence, the student has learned the strategy for introducing technical terms—a linguistic tool she will use for developing content in subsequent writing.
�“I have to do this because it has consequences to me.” Although writing centers can’t accept responsibility for grades, we must be sensitive to their importance as students are setting their priorities.


�Tutor tries to clarify to find a good starting point.


�Student has already tried a strategy that we recommend—finding a native English speaking peer to provide editing assistance—but to no avail. 


�Student has already tried a strategy that we recommend—finding a native English speaking peer to provide editing assistance—but to no avail. 


�Tutor tries to recast “so boring or something” with more customary (though still vague) vocabulary for this issue. She is attempting to find a focus—if the problem is “choppy” (i.e., short sentences without much variety), she and the student can focus the tutorial on strategies for combining and varying sentences.


�Again, student admits that it might not be style but grammatical error, but also admits that he is unable to identify the issues and needs our help.


�The tutor did this backwards, and it confused the student. Always try to elicit a range of concerns before asking the student to set the tutorial agenda.





�The student is strategically prioritizing the grammar so he can maximize the value of the content feedback he’s planning to elicit from an expert reader. Pretty smart.


�This approach is often recommended, but often impossible to enact. See the webpage.


�Tutor is wondering if it’s an error or a disciplinary word.


�Tutor identifies a grammatical error. It’s okay that she mislabels the “phrase” as a “clause” because she explained what she meant. It’s important, though, to use the reference books together. You don’t have to be the expert in grammar terms, but you can model good learning strategies if you’re not sure of something. If there isn’t time during the tutorial, consult the reference very shortly afterward. 


�Student doesn’t say “what do I say/ give me the answer.” He says, “How do I choose—teach me the strategy.” Firmly in line with the engagement we expect from and hope for in students.


�Tutor elicits information about content in order to ensure an accurate correction—either the tutor will provide the correction, or the student will, through talking about his intended meaning more thoroughly.


�Student talks his way through the idea. Although he is still speaking in ungrammatical sentences, he is trying to make himself clear.


�Tutor listens for the grammatical elements of his expression and gives him positive feedback using his language to correct the grammar error.


�Tutor provides grammatical sentence structure, but the student knows that this sentence, though grammatical, does not convey his intended meaning, so he continues to push the conversation toward clarity. 


�Student explains what he means, and the tutor provides the language for making the distinction between three approaches. 


�Request for clarification, quoting the specific source of confusion. 


�Student is searching for a particular word, hearing the sounds of the word in her head, but not getting them in the right order. The tutor helps out by tentatively suggesting what she thinks the student is searching for. This is enough to trigger the student’s recall of the term.


�After saying “okay” several times to simply indicate that she is listening, the tutor’s voice indicates here that she may not be comprehending clearly. The student immediately asks for confirmation of her clarity.


�This technique is called “recasting”—saying what you believe the student is trying to say, but doing so in a way that is more clear or more grammatical. 





The tutor is recasting in order to check her own comprehension, but also giving the student new phrasing to work with. She gives the student the opportunity to confirm that she has understood correctly, and she provides linguistic input at the same time.





If she had not understood correctly, the student would be able to hear exactly where the message was being confused, and she would try to explain it again, perhaps in different terms. The tutor would also recast again, just to confirm her new understanding—and the two would continue this discussion until the meaning was clear. 





This process is called “negotiation of meaning” and is extremely important for the student’s developing language and writing proficiency.





�Now that they’ve negotiated the meaning of “less active,” the tutor gives advice, the strategy, and the rationale. After this, she gives the student the opportunity to work on it now or to continue with what they were working on before this digression. 


�Provides just enough to get her started and waits as the student begins to compose.


�Tutor provides a key word they had used before. Student double-checks. If your tutorials involve suggesting vocabulary or choosing between two different words, it’s a good time to use the dictionary with the student and discuss the choice. If they rely only on your judgment, they are less engaged in the choice and are not having the strategy of dictionary consultation reinforced. 


�Not the best choice, but “as much” is still comprehensible, so the tutor validates the choice and moves on.


�Hooray!! The tape is filled with the sound of incredible relief. This was a real struggle for the student, but she was able to do it with the tutor’s willingness to work at the sentence level to get the content developed with effective language. 
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