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Chapter 07: 
Conversation 
Partner 
Appointments 
Conversation partner appointments give English as an ad-

ditional language (EAL) writers a space for spoken lan-
guage support from peer writing tutors. These agenda-dri-
ven conversations allow EAL writers the chance to practice 
and explore language and culture in a way that may not be 
accessible to them elsewhere. 

Research has indicated a correlation that support for and 
practice with oral language leads to improved reading and 
writing skills (Marchenkova, 2008; Rubin & Kang, 2008; 
Selfe, 2009). Furthermore, Selfe (2009) argues that oral lit-
eracies are just as important for “making meaning and un-

derstanding the world” (p. 617) and that bringing oral and 
written literacies together creates a more whole view of 
language and literacy. As Bruffee (1984) asserts, conversa-
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tion and reflective thought share many “syntactical and 

rhetorical structures” (p. 639). Navigating a learned lan-
guage and its structures, and then having the ability to talk 
about the language—going meta—allows the EAL writer to 
make meaningful connections about their language, which 
will transfer into their writing.  

The UCWbL supports DePaul’s significant growing in-
ternational and multilingual communities by working with 
students, faculty, staff, and alumni for whom English is an 
additional language. This work reflects the long-standing 
acknowledgement by Second Language Composition and 

Writing Center scholars that we need to provide linguistic 
and cultural support for EAL writers (Harris & Silva, 1993; 
Matsuda & Cox, 2009; CCCC Committee on Second Lan-
guage Writing, 2009). Conversation Partner appointments 
extend that linguistic and cultural support beyond writing, 

serving as a crucial resource for those writers who seek 
support for their oral skills. These collaborative conversa-
tions allow for EAL writers to negotiate meaning with an-
other speaker of English, which is crucial in language ac-
quisition (Leki, 2009).  

As with written language, oral language is dependent on 
genre and discourse. As Gee (2011) stated, “[p]eople use dif-
ferent styles or varieties of language for different purposes…
[and] to enact and recognize different identities in different 
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settings” (p. 28). Many EAL writers encounter language use 

or discourses that are unfamiliar to them—in class, in so-
cial settings, in professional settings, etc.—and our support 
allows them to practice the negotiation and use of their lan-
guage. 

Appo intment  Time A l lo tment  Gu ide l ines  

 
30 Minute Ap-
pointment

60 Minute Ap-
pointment

Building rapport 5 minutes 10 minutes

Setting the agenda 3 minutes 5 minutes

Working through the agenda & going 
meta

15 minutes 30 minutes

Discussing next steps 2 minutes 5 minutes

Writing and sending the appointment 
letter

5 minutes 10 minutes
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P r e p a r i n g  f o r  
C o n v e r s a t i o n  P a r t n e r  
A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Review the writer’s profile. Pay particular attention to 

whether or not the writer has included a preferred first 
name. Some international students opt to adopt an English 
name. Honoring someone’s identity by stating their name 
when you greet them—even if you need to ask about pro-
nunciation—goes a long way in building rapport and help-

ing them feel welcome. The profile also lets you know how 
the writer identifies their linguistic identity and, if dis-
closed, which other language(s) they speak.  

When possible, review previous appointment letters in the 
writer’s profile to develop some general information about 

the writer’s past experience with conversation partner ap-
pointments or other types of appointments at the UCWbL. 
You can see what the prior learning goals have been and 
any next steps you should follow up on. For example, the 
prior peer writing tutor may have recommended next steps 

to take before the next appointment, such as starting a con-
versation with a stranger in line for coffee or writing down 
overheard words and phrases for discussion. Following up 
on these tasks helps create accountability for the writer and 
enhances the “continuity of instruction” from appointment 
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to appointment (Simpson, 1985, p. 38). Plus, it often simply 

makes someone feel good to see that people remember them 
or care enough to take the time to prepare. 

C o m p o n e n t s  o f  
C o n v e r s a t i o n  P a r t n e r  
A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Rapport  

As in any appointment, it is important to build rapport with 
the writer. However, in a conversation partner appointment, 
extend the rapport building process and cultivate it 
throughout, because productive conversations that include 

explicit learning goals necessitate a strong interpersonal 
dynamic.  

Even though the writer is there for a conversation, they may 
feel apprehensions, fears, and anxieties about working with 
someone on their language (Bruce, 2009), so be sure to 

present yourself as interested and welcoming. Taking more 
time for rapport building allows for you and the writer to 
become better acquainted and works to ease any apprehen-
sions.  
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This is more than basic introductions; make it a conversa-

tion that allows you to get to know each other. Plus, since 
rapport building is a conversation, time spent building rap-
port is directly connected to the modality and purpose of the 
appointment type.  

If it’s the EAL writer’s first conversation partner appoint-

ment at the UCWbL, take time to explain to the writer 
what they can expect from the experience. Help them un-
derstand how the appointment works and how you’ll use 
your time together.  

If it’s your first time working with a particular EAL writer 

who has had prior conversation partner appointments, take 
some time to learn about those prior experiences: 

What goals did they set with the prior peer writing tu-
tor(s)? 

What did they find helpful or unhelpful about the meth-

ods used or approach taken by the prior peer writing tu-
tor(s)?  

What were their next steps after the most recent ap-
pointment? How did they go?  

Continue to take time to cultivate rapport in subsequent 

conversation partner appointments with the same EAL 
writer to show them your investment in them as individuals 
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and in their learning process. This will, in turn, help the 

writer feel more comfortable taking risks and exploring the 
language. Use this as an opportunity to check in with the 
writer about previous conversations and their progress with 
prior next steps.  

Agenda 

Every conversation partner appointment needs to be guided 
by an agenda of 1, 2, or 3 goals. In setting goals, the writer 

and peer writing tutor can track the writer’s growth and 
progress over the course of 1 or many appointments. Mark-
ing successes and accomplishments can be a great motiva-
tor for future learning. An agenda will help maintain a fo-
cus on learning, helping the writer to gain genuine practice 

and to reflect.  

Writers may seem hesitant to set an agenda, especially 
those who want to just practice conversation, but as Bruce 
(2009) asserted, “a plan will give the conference a direction 
while allowing the tutor to bond with the [writer] right from 

the beginning by deciding and sharing a common goal” (p. 
35). If your writer is hesitant, offer options for how to ap-
proach the appointment. For example, 

Talk about conversation. Identify different types of con-
versation and strategies for successfully engaging in 
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each, such as conversing with someone you pass regular-

ly in the hall, striking up a conversation with a class-
mate, networking for a job or internship, or addressing 
an instructor. Find out what challenges the writer has 
faced in conversation to focus your appointment.  

Talk about language. Learn about the writer’s experi-

ences learning English and what the writer finds most 
challenging about learning English. Find out what 
words or phrases the writer has encountered and has 
questions about. Discuss ways that English is struc-
tured differently than the writer’s home language.  

Practice conversation. Ask the writer why they want to 
practice conversation and in what specific contexts 
they’d like to be more comfortable conversing; help to 
uncover those goals, and then collaborate with the 
writer to select a mutual topic of interest. Remember 

that learning should be the focus.  

Once you and the writer agree on an approach, discuss 1, 2, 
or 3 specific learning goals for the agenda. What specifically 
does the EAL writer want to learn about, improve on, or ex-
periment with?  

For example, you’re working with a writer who just finished 
their work in the ELA and is preparing to start an MA pro-
gram the next academic year. In the first few minutes they 
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express that they lack confidence in their ability to talk 

about their discipline and are nervous about class discus-
sions or conversations with instructors; they have the 
knowledge and experience, but expressing it in English is 
difficult. Your agenda could be that you will ask the EAL 
writer questions and simulate a conversation they might 

have with an instructor in the program. You would then 
look back on the conversation, discussing what felt comfort-
able or times they struggled, reflecting on the differences to 
uncover tacit knowledge. You could also follow up with some 
vocabulary building or by talking about what you noticed 

regarding their confidence.  

Because this is a conversation, there may not necessarily be 
a physical text driving your work. Making the agenda visi-
ble can help to keep the conversation’s goal in focus. Writing 
down the agenda and making use of visuals is an especially 

effective method for working with EAL writers. Bruce 
(2009) argued that peer writing tutors should “sketch an 
outline of [the agenda] on a piece of paper so that it remains 
visible throughout the conference. Explain the sketch to the 
[writer] and how it represents the goals for the 

conference” (p. 39). Involving the writer in this process and 
making the agenda visible creates accountability and will 
reaffirm the value of the agenda.  
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Refer back to and adjust the agenda as the conversation 

progresses. Mark when agenda items have been accom-
plished to keep motivation up. Let the writer know they can 
ask questions or suggest a change of focus at any point dur-
ing the conversation. 

Be sure to let writers know that standing appointments are 

an option. Maintaining a standing appointment offers the 
ability to develop stronger connections with the writer, and 
it allows you to explore a range of approaches and activities 
week to week. Writers may ask for you to assess their 
progress over the course of your time working together. 

In these cases, be sure to focus on long-term agenda setting 
as well as the agenda for the particular appointment. (This 
can be beneficial even if a writer does not have a standing 
appointment, but has expressed interest in using the Writ-
ing Center regularly, as it will give them a clear sense of 

what they are trying to achieve through these individual 
appointments.) Long-term agendas, just like appointment-
specific agendas, are flexible and may need regular revisit-
ing.  

In the earlier example of the incoming MA student, the 

writer’s long-term goal is to become more confident speak-
ing with others in their field— during class, at job fairs, 
with potential employers, etc. Setting up a long-term agen-
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da will then help you and the writer scaffold and keep each 

appointment focused on learning that is building up to that 
goal; this is especially valuable if they will be working with 
another tutor at any point.  

In your first appointment, the agenda could be to isolate 
what is causing the lack of confidence and to talk through 

specific practices and ways you two (or the writer and future 
tutors) can work to develop confidence (the long-term agen-
da): i.e., develop short-term goals to help achieve the long-
term goal. Then in subsequent appointments you can build 
in the appointment-specific agendas to help scaffold each 

appointment into that long-term agenda. For example, you 
could ask the writer to bring in articles from their discipline 
to practice conversations they may have with classmates/
instructors. You can also collaboratively discuss next steps 
for the time between appointments, like setting up a meet-

ing with an ASK mentor or reading an article and identify-
ing vocabulary words they’re unfamiliar with. Remember 
that the long-term agenda is flexible and can change, so re-
visit it in each appointment.  

Methods :  Go ing  Meta  

Going meta is facilitating conversation that allows you and 
the writer to make sense of the learning taking place 

throughout the appointment. In a meta conversation you 
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are “talking about talk.” In essence, when you go meta, you 

are pausing the activity at hand to have a conversation in 
order to purposefully understanding the knowledge that you 
are exchanging. This in-the-moment reflection allows the 
writer to uncover their tacit knowledge and make those 
meaningful connections between what they know and what 

you two are learning in the appointment. Sometimes this 
will happen naturally in conversation. Here are some ques-
tions that can help you and the writer go meta: 

How is [the goal in progress] going?  

What is affecting our progress on [the goal]?  

How are you seeing [the goal: content and/or process] 
develop?  

How are you feeling about the content or process? 
What’s causing that feeling?  

What did you do when you encountered a moment of 

confusion or a struggle within our conversation? 

Did you notice different feelings throughout our conver-
sation?  

What questions do you have about the [goal in 
progress]?  
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What adjustments should we make to the content or 

process? Why? (Especially valuable with standing ap-
pointments.) 

What connections can you make between this conversa-
tion and other contexts? 

Going meta creates space for you and the writer to identify 

the transferable takeaways from a particular experience by 
reflecting on the learning process and making explicit the 
tacit qualities, values, and characteristics of different lin-
guistic, cultural, and spoken genre conventions.  

Going meta also helps connect practices back to the agenda 

in order to check in on the progress of achieving each agen-
da item. Having a clear agenda established facilitates the 
move to going meta during an appointment or toward the 
end of the appointment, as there will be a clearer transition 
for you, the writer, and the conversation.  

There is extensive research in Second Language Acquisition 
about the importance of this meta knowledge. Building from 
Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory that states social in-
teraction leads to cognitive development, “sociocultural the-
ory views speaking and thinking as tightly interwoven. 

Speaking (and writing) mediate thinking, which means that 
people can gain control over their mental processes as a 
consequence of internalizing what others say to them and 
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what they say to others” (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p.47). 

Language learning and development occurs in that social 
interaction and when the speaker forms and internalizes 
meaning through the social interaction. This is why spend-
ing time discussing your conversation and the language in it 
is important. Conversation alone doesn’t provide the 

metacognitive processing of the knowledge forming (learn-
ing) that takes place.  

In conversations that are focused on generating language or 
that are about genres of conversation, this is especially im-
portant. This meta conversation allows for you and the EAL 

writer to comment on the language or genre and offer some 
specific and concrete opportunities for improvement. If the 
writer wanted to work on becoming more confident in un-
derstanding and responding to questions, you can comment 
on times when you thought they did so effectively and, to-

gether, talk through what was going on in these moments. 
If your writer wants to practice conversation for an upcom-
ing social event, you can comment on times when you 
thought they felt especially confident or clear and offer ar-
eas to improve on. Ask about their process: what were they 

doing and how were they processing your (and their) lan-
guage? You could ask how their confidence then affected 
their ability to respond. Regardless of what learning took 
place, the importance is to focus on how it took place, how 
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they felt during it, what they were doing (the processing), 

and how they can then apply that to future conversations.  

Next  Steps  

Use the final minutes of your appointment to discuss the 
agenda, summarizing takeaways and what was accom-
plished. Follow this up with suggestions on how the EAL 
writer can continue working on those goals. You can also 
take this time to discuss how those goals apply to future 

conversations. If you have a standing appointment or if the 
writer is coming in for another conversation partner ap-
pointment, offer some suggestions—based on your agenda 
setting and conversation—for what they might discuss next.  

You should also encourage writers to make writing-based 

appointments—to bring in drafts of projects, to schedule a 
brainstorming appointment, or to send in work for written 
feedback. It’s possible that some writers who make conver-
sation partner appointments are not aware of all the ser-
vices the UCWbL offers. 
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S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  
C o n v e r s a t i o n  P a r t n e r  
A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Your genuine interest will have a strong influence on the 

conversation: “Conversation for conversation’s sake tends to 
fall flat and sound contrived” (Dooley, 2009, p. 501). Good 
conversations require focus and effort. This is another rea-
son why having that clearly established agenda is impor-
tant; there is nothing worse than an awkward lull in con-

versation followed by “so …”. An agenda will keep the con-
versation driving forward and help you notice when it’s time 
to shift into the meta.  

Scaf fo ld  Learn ing  

Once you know the overall approach to the appointment and 
the specific agenda, then you can decide the best scaffolding 
practices to achieve the learning goals. Typically, conversa-

tion partner appointments will fall into 1 of 3 levels of con-
versation:  

1. Language generating: The writer may want to practice 
generating the language, building their confidence and 
ability to use their language (and even beginning to 

identify as an owner of the language). If this is the 
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case, discuss the contexts or times they notice that 

they struggle generating the language. Start by asking 
why the writer wants to practice conversation and why 
they’re here; help to uncover those goals, and then col-
laborate with the writer to select a mutual topic of in-
terest. For example, your writer may struggle with re-

sponding to someone and adding to the conversation. 
Or maybe they struggle producing longer, more com-
plex sentences. Remember that learning should be the 
focus, so you may spend more time going meta (see 
next section).  

2.Language and syntax: If the writer wants specific focus 
on linguistic or syntactical elements, you will collabo-
ratively decide on what specific elements, how that 
process will go, and how errors in language and syntax 
will be addressed. If the writer isn’t sure which ele-

ments they need to work on, start first by having a 
conversation, noting language/syntax patterns, and 
then revisiting the agenda once some patterns have 
emerged. 

3.Practicing genres: Writers often come in to practice 

different genres or contexts of conversations—class 
discussions, interviews, social gatherings. These ap-
pointments offer you the opportunity to talk through 
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expectations, practice, and reflect on how that practice 

went. Identify a specific conversation type the writer 
wants to explore, and then talk about why they select-
ed that type of conversation and where they feel they 
struggle. Once your goals are set, discuss some strate-
gies for success and then practice. When you go meta, 

find out what challenges the writer has faced in con-
versation in order to focus your appointment. 

Make sure there’s an exchange. Pay attention to how 
much you’re talking; while the writer does benefit from 

hearing how you structure language, the goal is for the 
writer to practice shaping and structuring language in re-
turn. This is key to helping them master language for both 
oral and written activities. 

Be prepared for silences as the writer organizes 

ideas. It can be tempting to fill silences by talking, but con-

sider that the writer is sorting through a lot of grammati-
cal, syntactical, and phonological choices. If there is an es-

pecially long pause, you can rephrase the question or re-
sponse.  

Adapt your language. Pay attention to the genre of con-
versation, making sure that your language and speech pat-

terns are appropriate for that genre. If your writer is asking 
to practice conversation for the workplace, you should cer-
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tainly use different language than if the writer wanted to 

practice approaching classmates after class. Remember that 
the focus is on learning, and part of that learning is under-
standing the language and style appropriate for the specific 
context. When you go meta, you can then break character 
and speak as you regularly would; asking about what 

changes they noticed in your language could even be a way 
to work into the meta.  

Be conscious of phrases or words that may need some 

explanation. For example, when discussing the long-term 

agenda, you might say “down the road we can ___.” This 
phrase may not be familiar to the writer, but it offers a 
great opportunity for that meta exploration and for you to 
build their idiomatic/expression repertoire. Don’t be afraid 

to ask the writer if they understood what you meant; if they 
seem confused by something you said, you can explain its 
meaning or rephrase what you said. 

Use online resources. Consider using websites or online 

resources in your appointment to explore languages, talk 
about events in Chicago, prompt conversation, search for job 
or internship opportunities, etc. DePaul has many resources 
available that may helpful in these pursuits, e.g., Hand-
shake, the Career Center website, the University library 

research databases. In your letter, make sure to remind the 
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writer of any sites or resources you may have used in your 

appointment. Listing the various sites you and the writer 
visited can help affirm the learning that took place and 
make those resources readily available at a later date. 

When it comes to grammar, don’t just correct; work 

to model and explain usage. Look things up together as 

part of this process or ask other UCWbLers to join the con-
versation. Using resources together can also be a great way 
to model how to find answers to questions they may have 

down the road. Remember that it helps EAL writers to both 
see and hear the language that they’re learning. Always ask 
the writer how they would like you to address errors in con-
versation—whether you should identify and discuss them, 
or let the writer speak without interruption. 

T r o u b l e s h o o t i n g  
C o n v e r s a t i o n  P a r t n e r  
A p p o i n t m e n t s  

The  Wr i t e r  J u s t  Wan t s  To  Ta l k  

Sometimes the writer may be resistant to setting an agen-

da. It’s a conversation appointment, right? Why can’t they 
just have a conversation? In these cases, reassure the writer 
that you absolutely can have a conversation. However, the 
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purpose of a conversation in the context of an appointment 

is to focus on specific learning goals. In setting goals, the 
writer and peer writing tutor can track the writer’s growth 
and progress over the course of 1 or many appointments. 
Marking successes and accomplishments can be a great mo-
tivator for future learning. So start small. Pick 1 agenda 

item that connects to why they are there in the first place—
speaking for a full minute on a given topic, practicing ask-
ing an instructor for a letter of recommendation, or learning 
strategies for building a friendship with a roommate. 

The  Wr i t e r  S eems  Non -Re spon s i v e  

Expect long pauses in a conversation partner appointment. 
The process of interpreting and translating what someone 

says and then formulating and translating a response can 
take some time for an EAL writer. Remember, wait at least 
10 seconds for a response before stepping in with a clarify-
ing or follow up question. Reassure the writer that there is 
no rush, and they can take their time. 

Sometimes an EAL writer’s perfectionism may create a fear 
of speaking. The thought of making a mistake or mispro-
nouncing a word may be debilitating. If that is the case, re-
mind the EAL writer that we all make mistakes speaking 
our native languages—that’s the nature of impromptu ex-

pression. Consider giving the EAL writer a free speaking 
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activity. Just as with free writing, set a timer and then have 

the EAL writer speak nonstop for that period of time. They 
can focus on a specific topic or jump around to different top-
ics or even say “I don’t know what to say” repeatedly. Stop-
ping their internal censor can help build confidence with 
oral expression. 

You  A re  Ta l k i ng  Too  Much  

Whether because of nerves, awkward silences, or a topic you 

are passionate about, you may find yourself in the middle of 
a conversation partner appointment in which you are doing 
all of the talking. In these cases, feel free to immediately 
acknowledge that with the writer and to set a new intention 
moving forward, such as referring back to the agenda, 

building in more wait time, or only responding with ques-
tions. If 1 of the goals of the appointment is for the EAL 
writer to practice their listening and comprehension skills, 
you should still pause your speech to go meta and check in 
with the writer.  

The  Wr i t e r  Wan t s  To  Take  The  Re l a t i on sh i p  Ou t s i de  The  
UCWbL  

UCWbL peer writing tutors are some of the nicest people at 
DePaul, so it shouldn’t be too surprising, especially in the 

context of conversation partner appointments where you 
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often learn much about each other, that some EAL writers 

will want to be your friend (or more) outside of the UCWbL. 
They may ask you to meet up for a coffee, become social me-
dia friends, or to go on a date. There are no rules against 
socializing with the writers who come to the UCWbL, so if 
you genuinely feel the same way, say “yes.” However, please 

do not initiate personal relationships within the context of 
your role as a peer writing tutor. While you are peers, you 
are still in a position of power, and you should never put 
someone in a position where they feel as if they could not 
say “no.” 

If you do not want to socialize with someone who asks you 
to, you can politely and firmly say “no.” Explain that your 
policy is to keep professional and personal relationships 
separate, or say that the UCWbL’s policy discourages it. If 
someone does not seem to take “no” for an answer or makes 

you uncomfortable, remove yourself from the appointment 
and inform the receptionist. UCWbL administrators will 
intervene when necessary. 

The  Wr i t e r  Wan t s  To  D i s c u s s  A  Top i c  Tha t  Make s  You  
Un comfo r t ab l e  

Some EAL writers like to use conversation partner ap-
pointments as an opportunity to learn about or practice 
talking about American culture. Sometimes that means 
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they have questions about politics, religion, and sex. Peer 

writing tutors can feel like they are being asked to explain 
or justify their culture or a part of their society they don’t 
agree with. You are more than welcome to talk about any 
topic you and the writer are comfortable discussing. Howev-
er, it’s also perfectly okay to let a writer know that you are 

not comfortable with certain topics or personal questions. 
You can always recommend a future appointment with a 
different peer writing tutor who would be comfortable or to 
have them speak with a receptionist about finding an ap-
propriate peer writing tutor. Taking your time in the agen-

da setting part of the appointment can help prevent topics 
you and the writer are uncomfortable with from popping up 
in the appointment.  

The  Conve r sa t i on  Pa r t ne r  Appo i n tmen t  Be comes  A  
Fa ce - t o - Fa ce ,  Wr i t i ng -ba sed  Appo i n tmen t  

Some appointments with EAL writers may end up being a 
hybrid conversation partner/face-to-face appointment. How-
ever, the appointment letter only allows you to select 1 ap-
pointment type. Use your judgment to select the appoint-

ment type that you think best represents what you spent 
the majority of the appointment focusing on.
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