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Even though the text is in English, English Language Learners (ELLs) are reading it 
through culturally patterned filters. Also known as discourse patterns, the way a language 
group organizes their expressions in longer text or conversations is strongly influenced 
by their culture. 

 

English speakers, like most Germanic language groups, subconsciously seek a 
beginning, middle and end of a joke, paragraph, story, or informational text. We English 
speakers view the world in a linear, concise, direct manner; therefore, our discourse 
pattern is a line of three elements. We do not respond well to redundancies, incomplete 
thoughts or going off on tangents within the text or conversation. 
 
In contrast, Romance language speakers like Spanish, France and Italians begin a story 
or information, but have a tendency to go off on tangents often. These language groups 
function normally in a polychronic environment. Noise and multiple speakers at one time 
seldom distract Romance language speakers. Their discourse looks like a tree with 
branches. 
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Asians “save face” to maintain harmony in their cultures. Being direct is considered 
rude; therefore, their discourse pattern beats around the bush. It is often described by 
socio-linguists as circular and indirect. 
 
Slavic language groups like Russians and Hungarians add a lot of factual tidbits that are 
not really relevant to the topic. It is believed these speakers do this to show how well 
they know the connections within and facts of their societies. Their discourse is like a 
zigzag. 
 
Middle Eastern languages have redundancies included in their folktales, conversational 
norms, and even informational texts. Arabic, Farsi, Hebrew, and Turkish speakers pride 
themselves in being able to say the same concept in 4 or 5 different ways. Their 
cultures values social relationships which are meant to take time to establish. They 
have many socially “required” expressions in their discourse. The way to visualize this 
discourse pattern is parallel lines stacked up. 
 
As Heidi Hyte mentioned in an earlier blog, ESL teachers often use the same strategies 
found in regular and special education, but for different reasons. ESL reading teachers 
as well as content area teachers need to teach text structure, not just assess text 
comprehension. Like all readers, ELLs need to draw meaning from the words read and 
the text structure of those words. One reason for ELLs’ struggle to fully comprehend a 
paragraph or text is discourse pattern differences. Graphic organizers while reading, not 
just during writing instruction, will improve ELLs’ reading comprehension. As an ESL 
teacher, I always tell my students to “think in English” as they read or write, and then 
think in their native language when reading or writing their own language. After all, we 
all read culturally. 
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