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SUMMARY 

 

Title: Improving Organization of Essay Writing in a Master Course in 

TEFL 

Author: María Luisa Mu Hoyos 

Thesis Director: Dr. Majid Safadaran Mosazadeh 

Degree: Thesis to obtain the degree of Master in Education with mention 

in Teaching English as a Foreign Language.  

Institution: Universidad de Piura. Facultad de Educación.   

 

Key Words:  Essay Writing, Peer editing, Rubrics for Writing 

Description:  Thesis based on the results of research conducted between 

2011-2016 on the effects of introducing guidelines for Essay writing to 

improve the effectiveness of the students´ text production.     

Content: The research has three sections: Primary Action Research 

where information is collected on the effect of the guidelines for 

Academic Writing on the MTEFL students´production. Secondary 

Research where the guidelines are presented before students produce 

texts. Exploratory research on institutions that offer MTEFL courses to 

verify if they use this kind of  guidelines. 

Methodology: Action research and Exploratory research Conclusions: 

The introduction of guidelines to organize students´ ideas according to 

the type of academic texts improve their performance.   

 Sources: Surveys, Kit with guidelines and rubrics and Portfolios with 

students´ samples.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Writing is a very important part of any academic course 

development. Students will write assignments of varied types that may 

range from one paragraph to several pages long. 

However, most students find writing difficult and even some students 

whose first language is not English report that their difficulties continue 

even years after their confidence in other academic skills such as 

speaking, listening, and reading has grown (Zhang, 2010).    

 

Most writing specialists agree that writing difficulties are due to 

the ‘specialized nature of academic discourse’ (Schmitt, 2005, p.65) and 

to the complexity of the writing activity itself. The task is even harder 

when students have to choose vocabulary, create sentences, link 

paragraphs and develop evidence, all of which are more difficult in a 

foreign language. 

 

Academic writing in a foreign language, on the other hand, has 

been considered for a long time as a way of measuring students´ 

proficiency in this language and writing academic pieces has helped 

scholars measure the articulation of thoughts and supported opinions of 

students (Institute for Writing and Rhetoric, 2011). Thus, academic 

writing is frequently seen as a means of promoting and demonstrating 

understanding of knowledge on the part of students and communicating it 

to a specific audience.  

 

  Academic writing in English may also be different not only from 

academic writing in our own language but even from other types of 
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writing in English. For instance, the kind of writing that students may 

develop when replying to a post in a blog or writing an e-mail. 

 

All of this gave shape to this Exploratory Research which started 

with Action research that originated as the observation of my own 

students reading for a Master degree in TEFL and their struggles to deal 

with the academic obligations of their subjects -an issue of immediate 

practical concern. The first part of this research took place between 2011 

and 2012 with the first group of the Blended learning Course for 

obtaining the Master degree.  

 

An Action Research approach was conducted because improving 

the academic writing abilities- specifically the organization of essays- of 

students of a Master degree in TEFL was urgently needed. In other 

words, the research Hypothesis was that by introducing the basics of 

academic writing with emphasis on writing essays, the written 

performance of students was going to improve. The variables of this part 

of this research were improvement in the students´ written expression 

and a kit with guidelines for essay writing. 

 

This way, students could relate the knowledge they had acquired 

along the different modules they had been learning with their current 

teaching practices to report it in an effective way.   

 

Tribble (2000)
 
 points out that “everybody learns to speak at least 

one language fluently, but many are unable to write with confidence”.  

The explanation for this may be that writing unlike speaking requires 

some form of instruction, it is not a skill that is readily picked up by 

exposure and its social role is different.   

 

The above paragraph led to the development of this project where 

the problem statement considers that students who take an academic 

course encounter serious difficulties when it comes to writing papers that 

display academic rigor particularly regarding the organization of the 

introductory paragraph and the development of the thesis statement. 

These issues were constantly monitored along the project.  

 

The second stage of the research took place between 2013 and 

2014 when another similar group started the MTEFL blending course and 

the last part has been researched between 2015 and 2016 with the aim of 
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finding out if some changes could be made related to the need for 

developing Academic Writing skills prior to the development of an 

academic course - where writing texts is part of the course either as a 

means or as an end – in courses leading to obtaining a University degree 

in Peru.  

 

Summing up, the main objective of this research was to show the 

importance to expose students who are going to undertake this kind of 

academic course, to some instruction sessions on the guidelines and 

foundations of academic writing. This way, their contribution could be 

assessed in terms of content and not be judged by the lack of organization 

of the ideas.  

 

 Thus, Chapter 1 shows how the problem was observed and the 

plan that was developed to collect information on how to help the 

students who presented difficulties when writing academic papers.  

 

 Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework used to organize the 

information that would lead the first part of this research and what 

advances have been made in the area since the time the research started 

to our current time. 

 

 Chapter 3 develops the stages of the research and shows the 

results obtained then and how the issue of lack of academic writing 

training is dealt with. 

 

 Chapter 4 finally shows the results obtained in the previous stages 

and how they connect with the current situation of similar institutions 

that offer courses to obtain Master degrees in TEFL.  

 

Even if nowadays there are no blended courses offered by the 

Institutions that held this type of course, the information obtained here 

could be of great importance to any institution that requests academic 

papers written in English in Peru. 
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CHAPTER 1 

          INVESTIGATION OUTLINE 

 

 
1.1 Formulation  of the problem   

 

When learning a foreign language, most people focus on 

developing the ability to speak well: fluently and appropriately since this 

is an ability we hope to achieve in our first language without problems.  

 

 However, regarding writing, the ability to write appropriately and 

effectively is not always easy even in our mother tongue. There are 

several reasons to explain this being one of them probably the specific 

characteristics of writing itself and the social role it plays depending on 

the type of texts we need to write, e.g. letters, shopping lists, messages or 

novels, poems and reports. 

 

   Writing in a foreign language remains a challenging and complex 

task, one cannot assume that the way things are done in the language of 

one culture will correspond exactly with the way things are done by 

expert writers in another. This was expressed by the same students when 

interviewed along the research. 

 

The things EFL students at college or university need to write in a 

foreign language are more probably essays, reports or even theses. In this 

case, the role of written English in the lives of these students is very 

different from the one in the lives of people who use English as their 

mother tongue.  
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Moreover, the skills students need to develop are also different 

since they will use the language to demonstrate how they can manipulate 

certain knowledge to express opinions, expand ideas, formulate 

hypotheses, etc. 

 

However, it is important to mention that learning to write is not 

just a mere developing of a set of mechanical skills (such as handling 

punctuation, spelling, etc.); it also implies learning a set of cognitive and 

social relations made evidence when approaching writing as a process. 

(Tribble, 2000) 

 

For any university student and even more for the teachers doing 

their master course in TEFL, developing writing skills in academic 

settings implies gaining a mastery of the concepts and contents of the 

different content modules as well as developing the ability to express 

themselves effectively and appropriately.  

 

Students need to know about the organization of texts associated 

with the genres they have to write to be able to gain control over different 

modes of argumentation. This will lead them into developing the ability 

to express themselves in the most effective and appropriate style for the 

context in which they are writing. 

 

Claire Furneaux from the Centre for Applied Language Studies of 

the University of Reading, England in her work The Challenges of 

Teaching Academic Writing (Furneaux, 1995) suggested that the 

apparent lack of writing style of adult students is that many people now 

start their university course when they have been working for quite a 

while during which period they have written very little or none. This will 

make it hard to pick up on the style of writing that is needed in higher 

education. 

 

The characteristics of the sample population of this research fit 

very well in this description since they were all teachers with certain 

years of experience who had been teaching at different levels and in 

different institutions for several years before they took up the MTEFL 

course. 

 

From the information collected with the surveys and interviews, it 

is evident that the majority of teachers doing the MTEFL entered this 
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course relying on writing strategies that served them well in other 

academic situations in Spanish but that will not necessarily serve them 

for the course.  

 

This scenario led to enunciate the problem: How can we help this 

particular type of students write academic papers-mainly essays- in a 

more effective way? 

 

As the Primary Research of this exploratory thesis, information 

was collected to start this research for the MTEFL students offered by 

Universidad de Piura / FUNIBER and find answers to this question. 

 

In order to do this, a kit for academic writing that included 

guidelines and exercises to familiarize students with the process of 

writing essays and the effect in students´ performance was considered. 

 

The Secondary Research of this thesis aimed at gathering 

information on how much attention was paid to supporting Master degree 

students doing their course in English by providing them with some sort 

of guidelines on how academic texts are organized.  

 

1.2  Hypothesis 
 

Exploratory research as defined by Stubbins
 
 is “an examination into a 

subject in an attempt to gain further insight.” (Stubbins, 2011). The 

exploratory nature of this research does not provide hypothesis that need 

to be confirmed but the Action Research stage allows for the formulation 

of an Action hypothesis. The characteristic of this kind of hypothesis is 

that it should be related to the problem and testable in classroom 

situations. Besides, it should be directly stated in terms of the expected 

outcome and what is more, it should be testable within a considerably 

short time. With all this in mind, the following Action Hypothesis is 

proposed: 

Providing instruction about the writing process and the parts of 

the essay will end up in better organization and display of ideas for 

students of the MTEFL blended learning course. 
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1.3  Delimitation of the objectives 

 

1.3.1  General Objective 

 

To elaborate a kit of supplementary material to present information about 

academic writing, particularly essay writing, and to verify, along the 

development of the master course for TEFL students, if the exposure to 

this material improves the students´ ability to write essays. 

 

1.3.2  Specific objectives 

 

 To establish students´ previous experience regarding basic 

writing and academic writing skills. 

 To measure the effect that  language proficiency has in the 
development of academic writing skills 

  To encourage the use of self-editing and peer-editing as part of 
the writing process. 

 

1.4   Justification of the Investigation 

 

The purpose of this research is mainly to draw attention to the fact 

that many times post-graduate students get into academic courses without 

having a sound knowledge of how to write academic papers.  

 

In higher education, it is important to write effectively since in 

this way you show how much knowledge you have of your subject 

matters (The Institute of Writing and Rhetoric, 2011). Failing at doing 

this may compromise the whole performance of the student since the 

quality of the document represents the quality of the knowledge acquired 

by the student in the specific topic.  

Action Research was chosen because of the need to address an 

issue of immediate practical concern. The first part of the research aimed   

at identifying areas where students typically had problems with their 

writing – developing their arguments, writing with the appropriate tone, 

style and level of formality, editing their work for concision and clarity, 

among others – and then at developing activities that would help students 

identify if and where these problems were in their own work, and how 

they might address them.  
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Students were given the chance to identify their major problems 

when writing their assignments and essays. They realized that one of 

them was that of planning the essays since many times they felt they did 

not completely understand the information from the binder stating that 

there was some vocabulary that was completely unknown or that the style 

of the discourse was too intricate and confusing. 

 

Because of all the above, in this research attention was drawn to 

the first and nearly last stages of the writing process. The writing process 

typically involves four stages: Planning what we are going to write, 

Drafting, Reviewing and Editing what we have written to finally produce 

a final (and satisfactory) version. Of course this is not a linear process but 

this is something that not all students are aware of, not even mine who 

are teachers of English. Therefore, some encouragement was needed to 

plan, draft and edit even though this may be time-consuming and that is 

why we met some class resistance at the beginning.  

 

  Another problem was that of editing.  Participants were not used 

to self-editing their work – because they did not have any checklist to 

refer to, they said. Peer editing was also something new for them since in 

their previous academic studies-whether in English or in Spanish- they 

had not had to go over somebody else´s work and assess the document 

organization or content. 

 

All these findings led to the conclusion that for these students to 

succeed in their MTEFL course, they needed to improve the way they 

wrote their essays and assignments so they could show that they really 

knew the topics of their Content modules and could express their ideas in 

a clear and well-informed academic paper. 

 

Additionally, the findings from this Primary Research would help 

to explore the possibility of supporting students who do a degree course 

in English in any other Peruvian institution (Secondary Research). 

 

Specific research on the academic writing ability of language 

teachers has not been found but information about students who take 

entry-level English examinations or even International Certificate 

examinations can be obtained so as to have a sketchy indication of their 

writing ability. Unfortunately most of the time this information is used as 
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a source of assessment or placement but no additional help is usually 

offered. 

 

Certainly, identification of the problems students have, might be 

planned at programme level but it is likely to be done through course-

level actions such as diagnostic assignments, discussions of writing styles 

and structure, or explicit reference to features in academic texts which 

students are expected to reproduce.   In this case,  with the aim of 

developing a specific course or module on writing although most of the 

times this remedial work is offered as part of the preparation course of 

the international exam.  

 

1.5  Limitations of the Action research stage   

 

It has been mentioned in the literature that writing is a process, 

this means that it takes time and a good deal of practice to see how the 

application of the methodology and the supplementary material helps 

students improve.  

 

Regrettably, due to the fact that the MTEFL course did not 

allocate time to the development of writing skills and that the 

organization of the courses only allowed tutors to see the students twice a 

month, it was rather difficult to devote the necessary amount of time at 

the appropriate pace and sequence for the practice of these skills.  

 

Time had to be “smuggled” off the development of the modules 

under my responsibility to be able to demonstrate some of the activities 

that needed to be done but in some cases when the volume of the content 

was too much, no writing session could take place during class time and 

activities had to be left for homework.  

 

Because of the characteristics of the course and the availability of 

tutors, sometimes it was possible to have the students two or more 

consecutive months although it was more likely to teach a module once 

every two months. Therefore, under these circumstances, it was difficult 

to provide enough continuity in the development of the academic writing 

material. There was no time to devote to either teaching and practicing 

every stage of the process or providing students with evaluation and 

feedback of their progress.  
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In fact, the practical stage of this research started in February 

2011 and ended in February 2012 but there were only four or five 

instances to see students´ response to the input provided. In a year, there 

was portfolio evidence of only five essays- the first one was regarded as 

an Entry sample- and not all students provided all the five essays. All this 

showed that the intervention we planned had to go beyond providing 

supplementary materials and that there were other factors to be taken into 

consideration. 

 

As Jeremy Harmer points out, “one of the disadvantages of 

getting students to concentrate on the process of writing is that it takes 

time: time to brainstorm ideas, to draft a piece of writing, review it and 

edit it for further changing the focus, generating more ideas, re-drafting, 

re-editing and so on” (Harmer, 2007)  

 

 Since writing is an individual process, a lot of responsibility of 

the progress lies on each student: how much they use the supplementary 

material and revise it before they write their own essays. Since all essays 

had been assigned for homework, there was a high probability that 

students wrote their essays without revising the information on how to 

organize their ideas in effective paragraphs according to the information 

provided, as some of them confessed along the research.  

 

Bearing in mind all these factors, the Primary research only 

assessed improvement in outlining, writing introductory paragraphs with 

appropriate thesis statements and the use of cohesive devices that provide 

some unity and organization. It was not possible to get any further than 

that.  

 

Another important issue to mention is that in spite of the fact 

there were eleven students originally registered in the first MTEFL 

course, the number of participants in each module and even in each 

session fluctuated and many a times, they were not the same participants. 

Furthermore, since the essay writing task was assigned for homework, 

not all of the participants handed in or sent these papers; as a 

consequence, the pieces of evidence of every essay topic per student is 

not even.   

 

Additionally, there was no way to know that another blended 

MTEFL group would be formed so there was no way of doing a quasi-



12 
 

experimental research with control and experimental group to test the 

writing kit. This is why Action Research turned into exploratory research 

and the information collected at this stage was regarded as Primary 

Research     

 

In the case of the second group, for the second part of the research 

(Secondary research of the exploratory investigation), the situation was 

very similar and still no time was allocated to familiarizing with 

academic writing skills but we managed to use the kit prepared in the 

first part in the first few sessions as part of an introductory workshop. 

However, the same limitations regarding students´ attendance and 

compliance at handing in homework occurred.   

 

Finally, It must be mentioned that one important limitation to 

carry out this project was the fact that it was impossible to know when   

students could be met again at the end of each module so even if the 

production of the essays was mandatory, the fact that the face-to-face 

sessions only accounted for 30% of the final grade made, in some 

occasions, students oblivious to attending classes and/or producing the 

required paper.   

 

1.6 Antecedents of the investigation 

 

 There is ample research work on the importance of developing 

writing skills for English as a Foreign Language students. Writing has 

been developed as part of the syllabus in the teaching of English whether 

as a “backup” for consolidating grammatical structures or as the core of a 

development skills syllabus (Harmer, 2007).  

 

Writing, as this author claims can be used to show what students 

have learned in terms of content – as it was already mentioned in the 

introduction- hence, writing is, in this case, a tool to learn better: 

“writing-for-learning”. However, according to the same author, there is 

“writing for writing” whose purpose is not to consolidate language 

learning but to help students to become better writers. In this case, it is 

important to make sure that we are aware of what our students writing 

aims are for their academic writing. Harmer takes the view that “… 

effective writing usually has a purpose in mind and students should 
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construct their writing with a view to achieving that purpose.” (Harmer, 

2007) 

 

  Browsing the internet there are many pieces of advice which 

share the same information regarding what academic writing is and how 

to improve it. However, attention should be drawn to the fact that  there 

was no research on how this applies to experienced – to different extents- 

practicing teachers; let alone, those who are doing a master degree in 

TEFL and have been required to write essays and assignments with some 

specific academic requirements.  

 

Nevertheless, there are some pieces of evidence of previous work 

that even if are not specific for teachers doing a master course, focus on 

improving academic writing skills for anyone undertaking a university 

degree and it is this information what will provide a theoretical 

framework to this study. 

 

Academic writing is defined as a particular style of writing used 

by students, teachers and scholars when they explore particular academic 

questions in essays, dissertations, PhD theses or any other academic 

papers.  

1.- In the research paper What is an Academic Paper? by 

Dartmouth Institute for Writing and Rhetoric conducted in 2005, high 

school students were interviewed in preparation for writing academic 

skills and the results of the research suggested three main concepts that 

students needed to understand before writing academic papers:  

 

1. Academic writing is writing done by scholars for other scholars.   

This implies reading and thinking critically when reviewing literature 

and writing in a specific way trying to respect the conventions and 

requirements of other scholars.     

 

2.  Academic writing is devoted to topics and questions that are of 

interest to the academic community. According to the Institute of 

Writing and Rhetoric “When you write an academic paper, you must 

first try to find a topic or a question that is relevant and appropriate”.   

Perhaps a useful tip will be to remember that students´ production will 

be read by other students and scholars so that they find it useful and 

that this work helps them perceive the topic from a different angle.   
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3. Academic writing should present the reader with an informed 

argument. Informed arguments make a difference from what is known 

about a topic and what you think about it, in that order. According to 

this same author, to construct an informed argument, different degrees 

of knowledge are required to move from something very focused into 

something very general, capable of being explained with specific 

vocabulary.   

 

These ideas were taken into account when preparing the 

presentation of the material to the TEFL students and when elaborating 

the material. Since “we write to be read”, once information about what is 

known of a subject matter has been explained, the next step is to express 

the personal opinion about the topic in a critical way.  

 

This is not an easy task since, due to our traditional educational 

system; we are not used to reading or writing critically. In most cases, 

our students are either too casual when they write or resort to “cut and 

paste” information when they want to “sound” academic. 

 

2.- Another important contribution of Dartmouth Institute for 

Writing and Rhetoric was the Institute for Writing and Rhetoric 

Assessment Project. This project was conducted in 2009, once the 

results of the previous investigation led to the creation of writing courses 

for First year students.  

 

The aim was to close examine first-year student writing by 

collecting first and final papers from students in every first-year class for 

a period of three years. These papers were coded to address specific 

questions that the faculty had proposed to define their writing courses´ 

learning outcomes. 

 

Some of these questions were: Does the paper have a guiding 

claim? What kind of evidence does it offer? What are the strategies for 

introductions and conclusions? Does the paragraph have a controlling 

claim? What kinds of evidence does the writer use? What sort of 

transitions? 

 

 These questions were born in mind when preparing the material 

and rubrics to use in the Academic writing kit that was used in the 
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Primary research of this thesis so the contribution of this research is of 

paramount importance.  

 

3.- An important article that helped understand the lack of 

academic skills that students of the Master in TEFL course showed was 

Teaching Academic Writing by Kendal Peet, written in 2008. Here he 

mentioned that coming across students that lacked the necessary 

academic writing skills-considered to be a prerequisite for higher 

education-does not constitute an unusual event.  

 

In some cases, students have acquired the necessary native 

language required for their higher education tasks and are grammatically 

fluent- but there is no evidence of the necessary academic skills. For this 

reason, teachers who have to teach writing in a second language find this 

task hard to accomplish because there is no first language framework 

where to anchor the information about writing academically.  

 

Not only this, but also in terms of second language level, the 

situation is yet more critical since due to the fact that the students are 

practicing teachers doing a degree, the assumption is that they have a 

good language level and may be able to display  acceptable writing 

behavior  without problems. 

 

The first term to be analyzed then is what should be considered as 

acceptable writing behavior and if that would be a good starting point for 

moving into academic writing. After that we need to look into the 

background and experience these students have about writing in general 

since it is of common knowledge that the more you write the better you 

get at writing. 

 

It is believed that if students have an acceptable writing behavior, 

it would be easier for them to develop academic writing skills. Therefore, 

students (or teachers in this case) who have prepared for and passed an 

international exam may have some ground basis on which to build the 

framework for formal writing.  

 

What is considered acceptable writing behavior, then, depends on 

the marking rubrics used to assess academic writing at different levels of 

development. If considering the IELTS, a university entrance exam, 

organized content is the most important section in the marking rubric. 
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Band 9 of the IELTS key, for instance, reads: “The writing displays a 

completely logical organizational structure which enables the message to 

be followed effortlessly. Relevant arguments are presented in an 

interesting way, with main ideas prominently and clearly stated, with 

effective supporting material”. 

  

These two terms: relevant arguments and supportive material are 

crucial because they provide the framework that will allow us to compare 

the production of the students along the Master course with what tutors 

and teachers expect.   

  

 4.- Regarding the importance of academic writing input prior to 

the beginning of a university course in English, I found on Academic 

Writing by Skills and Students Development from Warwick 

University, UK (2017), information on courses that they offer both to 

undergraduate and Master course students so as to improve their 

academic writing skills. Here they offer several ways to help students. 

One of them is through their online academic writing resource for all 

students that via Moodle provides input on the writing process. 

 

 Several pieces of advice are also offered: Assigning writing 

mentors, which is “a peer support scheme specifically focused for 

undergraduates and taught Masters students who wish to develop and 

improve their written assignment skills”. Another is online writing 

advice, Academic skills advice, a one-to-one appointment for 

undergraduate or Master students to help with study skills and Research 

academic coaching which is 40 minute appointments with advice and 

support on the following issues:  

 Stages and requirements of writing 

 Organization and structure of assignments and essays 

 Paragraph construction 

 Language and academic style 

 Ethics in writing and research, referencing 

 Reporting (paraphrase/ summary) 

These issues are also developed in what they call Academic Writing Day, 

six hours in which lectures and seminars are presented on the topics 

mentioned above.  
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 Knowing the importance that these academic institutions give to 
writing courses, justified the development of an initial course, workshop 

or session prior to the development of any course aiming at writing 

academic texts to show the knowledge acquired along. 

 5.- One research question that arose along was about establishing 
any difference between writing performance and second language 

proficiency in . To this regard, there is research mentioned in Writing 

Expertise and Second-Language Proficiency by Alistair Cumming 

done in 1989. He did this research in 23 adults whose mother tongue was 

not English trying to find the relationship between second-language 

writing performance and second-language proficiency and found out that 

the second was a factor that would enhance the overall quality of writing 

produced with regard to discourse organization and content mostly but 

that the composing process was not affected. This means that the 

elaboration and organization of ideas was dependent more on other 

factors rather than language proficiency. 

 This particular research supported the findings of the Primary 
research stage of this investigation where similar results were found by 

the candidates of the MTEFL course who replied to the initial survey. 

  All these antecedents proved to be really useful when choosing  
the contents of the Essay Writing Kit and in confirming the proposal of 

the need of a course or workshop on developing academic writing skills 

prior to the development of courses where essays and assignments are 

required. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

 

 2.1 Background and Rationale 

 

When it comes to developing a style or even to approaching 

writing, it is important to draw attention to writing as a process. This is 

particularly important in academic writing where the final product is the 

evidence readers use to judge the writer regarding social status, 

knowledge, commitment to the task, etc.  

 

For the Primary Action Research the revised literature was 

divided in the issues that constitute the rationale to develop the Action 

Research. For the Secondary Research of this exploratory thesis, the 

information provided by authors on the need of Academic Writing input 

for undergraduate and Master students in EFL courses was synthesized. 

 
2.1.1 Written texts 

 

Christopher Tribble (2000) depicts the organization of written 

texts from three standpoints: Layout, Text Organization according to 

what the purpose of the text is and the relationships between clauses and 

clause complexes within written texts.  

This is a very interesting way of explaining how writing is 

different and it is indeed really important for EFL learners since it helps 

to understand where exactly are the mistakes we make when writing 

texts.  
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It is probably the third aspect of text organization mentioned by 

this author, which is the most difficult to master and that is the one on 

how language is used to make connections within written texts. When the 

sentences are linked together in a sequence, we have a cohesive text. 

Thus, cohesion is achieved through the use of reference words, lexical 

repetitions, pronouns and other markers. However, cohesion is not 

enough if there is not something that we need to communicate, if it does 

not have a purpose. Only then, when we-as readers- make sense of the 

text we can say that the text has coherence. 

 

One way to test the coherence of a written text- according to this 

author- is to treat it as if it were in fact one half of a dialogue. The idea 

here is that each sentence of a text is a remark made by the writer which 

anticipates the reaction from the reader. The imagined reaction is then 

responded by the writer´s next sentence. 

 

In this research both researcher and students are aware of the 

importance of achieving cohesion and coherence in a text but decided to 

focus the research on the aspect that was the greatest source of problems 

for them: Text organization. 

 

2.1.2 Academic writing 

 

 Academic Writing has different definitions since it may mean 

different things for different scholars, one simple and straightforward 

definition is “the process of breaking down ideas and using deductive 

reasoning, formal voice and third person point-of-view.”(Vineski, 2017) 

 

Hogue & Oshima state that Academic writing has different 

characteristics in different languages since as being of formal nature; it 

depends on the grammar, vocabulary and even organization of ideas of 

each language (Hogue & Oshima, 2016). This is why they have devoted 

to writing a series of books that guide students along the stages of the 

writing process from writing sentences to longer texts and also support 

them when writing different kind of academic papers 

 

   Peet´s views (2008) are that not only native, but second 

language learners as well, face problems in four general areas regarding 

academic writing. These areas are: attitude and planning- as they were 
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mentioned before, writing- both at the paragraph and essay level- and 

evaluating.  

 

Scrivener (Scrivener, 2005) also agrees that the absence of 

planning or an inadequate level of planning which includes generating 

ideas and selecting and ordering them is one of the most common 

problems when teachers and students are asked about why writing is 

difficult to master, particularly at college or university.  

 

 Not only planning but self-evaluation as well are stages of the 

writing process that are very much neglected. Students are accustomed to 

finishing their work the same day they have to meet deadlines and do not 

revise or proof read their papers for content and format, respectively.  

 

On the other hand, there are also cases where students do not have 

the necessary tools to enable them to evaluate their production and 

analyze their strengths and weaknesses. One way of helping students to 

develop a feeling for the language was to encourage them to rewrite their 

drafts and to be guided in the writing process by positive feedback and 

responses. (Scrivener, 2005) 

 

Characteristics of Academic Writing:  From what has been stated above,     

the characteristics of Academic Writing can be summarized as being 

 Planned and focused: Answering the task question and 

demonstrating understanding of the subject. 

 Structured: Coherently written, with ideas ordered in a logical 
manner. 

 Evidenced: Offering opinions and arguments supported by 
evidence and accurately referenced. 

 Formal: Using appropriate language and tenses to ensure 

accuracy in meaning and being balanced and objective. 

In order to comply with these characteristics as proposed by Dickinson 

College Writing Programme (2011), some needed skills must be 

developed along the writing activity. These will be discussed in the next 

section.  

 

2.1.3 Academic writing skills 

 

It is apparent from the ideas presented  in the above paragraphs 
that some careful work needs to be done on basic writing skills that 
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involve writing planning, paragraph writing, structuring the writing 

together without losing track of correct grammatical aspects   and the use 

of appropriate connectors depending on the kind of texts, quoting and 

referencing. (Zemach & Rumiseck 2005) 

 

Analytical writing is also another important factor that helps 

improve academic writing since it demands connecting reading with 

writing and it goes along Bloom´s taxonomy of levels of thought. 

Analytical writing implies a process connected to analytical reading: 

summarizing what the text is saying, then evaluating the text to clearly 

articulate and support students´ personal response (Knott 2011).  

 

Developing academic writing skills 

 

  Before any attempt to write, teachers should have established the 

objectives of the writing sessions. Short D. and Echevarria J., (2005)
 

claim that the first step in the process of improving academic writing is to 

know the language demands of the content courses so students would 

know what aspects of English they need to know and apply to succeed in 

class as well as learn what academic requirements they need to meet. 

Therefore, even if students may be aware of the demand for writing, they 

need to know what specific texts they should write: sentences, 

paragraphs, opinion, comparison /contrast or problem/solution essays.      

 

Short D., and Echevarria J.(2005), pointed out that : “by reflecting 

on the language demands of their courses, teachers can better support 

their students in learning the features of academic English and, on the 

side of the students, they have clearer outcomes to aim at”.  

 

  These authors are also of the opinion that to improve academic 

writing it is important that teachers encourage students to join in 

academic talk during class including some discussion routines such as 

paraphrasing one another to become active listeners. 

 

The additional benefit of this practice will be that all four skills 

can be practiced with this activity so this pre-writing activity is crucial 

for developing the writing process but also other language 

skills.(Scrivener, 2005) 
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Harmer believes that teachers have a number of crucial tasks to 

perform before, during and after the writing process among which, one is 

to demonstrate the writing conventions of specific types of writing 

(Harmer, 2005).  

 

Another piece of work that helped support this research and 

provided ideas to improve the teaching of academic writing was the work 

of Kendall Peet (2008) who in his article: Teaching Academic Writing 

mentions “the increasingly voiced complaints of university professors 

about students who lack the necessary academic writing skills…”proving 

that the perception of the lack of skills experienced by the tutors of the 

MTEFL course and the students themselves- as it is recorded in later 

sections- is not something that has not been experienced before but that, 

on the contrary, is a frequent problem.  

 

An important contribution of Peet´s work is that on identifying 

some of the common problems EFL students face when attempting to 

produce acceptable content in academic writing- being some of the most 

important Attitude and Planning.  

 

Regarding Attitude, in this author´s view, students feel that what 

they write is worthless because what they write is a flow of their own 

ideas- in the discussion section we will see that this is not exactly what 

the MTEFL students experience but quite the opposite.  

 

The second problem mentioned by this researcher, planning, is a 

recurrent problem all teachers come across since, judging from the 

students production, what seems to occur when students are assigned 

with a writing task is that they do not know how to start and decide to 

start writing off the top of their heads in a very improvised fashion 

without any prior outline.  

 

 Peet´s work not only contributed to the literature review of this 

research but also by providing a technique that was used in some of the 

last writing sessions that consisted of using colour codes in the teaching 

of academic writing, mainly writing essays, so students could easily 

identify each part of the essay and paragraph when analyzing an 

academic text.   
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  Shih,M.(1986) presented arguments to adopt content-based 

instruction to meet ESL composition goals as a way to exploit the 

instances that the content provided for thinking, researching and writing 

skills.  

 

From the five approaches she suggested for structuring content-based 

instruction with writing instruction, it is apparent that the last two are the 

ones that best fit the actual needs of the MTEFL students: composition 

tutorials as adjuncts to designated university courses and individualized 

help with course-related writing at times of need.
1
 

 

Shih´s research demonstrates that the tools that the MTEFL students 

need to use to show that they have made links between what they have 

read and discussed about the topics of the modules are the essays and the 

assignments. (Shih, M. 1986) 

 

All of this information led to the objective of finding out what 

reasons students give to explain the problems they have when writing 

academic papers and what strategies can be used to improve may help 

any other student who initiates similar academic ventures develop 

academic writing skills that will allow them show their knowledge of the 

courses in a more effective way.   

 

Schmidt (2005)
 
supported this decision when stating that  

 …many students will need teacher-support and guidance to go 

 beyond adopting the superficial style markers of academic writing.  

 The goal is to help students develop technical writing skills, to 

 strengthen their language capabilities, and to develop their sense of 

 self as academic writers.  It is also to deter the few who might 

 adopt strategies which threaten learning such as choosing courses 

 to avoid coursework assessment, paying someone to write for them 

 or plagiarism. 

 

                                                             
1
 May Shih´s five approaches  

 Topic-centred “modules” or “minicourses” 

 Content-based academic writing courses (reading and writing intensive) 

 Content-centered English-for-special-purposes courses 

 Composition or multiskill courses/tutorials as adjuncts to designated university 

courses 

 Individualized help with course-related writing at times of need. 
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2.1.4 The writing Process   

 

Judging from the literature and my almost thirty years of 

experience teaching English skills, there is no doubt that writing is a 

process of creating ideas, organizing them, writing the first draft and 

polishing it by editing and making revisions (Harmer, 2005).   

 

For the first part of the process, creating ideas, there are several 

techniques such as brainstorming or clustering, the problem lies on the 

second stage: organizing the ideas into an outline- which students are 

more likely to skip and which affects the quality of the writing- since 

students tackle the writing task without a clear idea of how to organize all 

the volume of ideas they generated in the first stage.  

 

The last stage is also very frequently ignored: there are many 

students who confess that they do not revise their rough draft; what they 

sometimes do during this stage is just try to correct grammar, spelling or 

punctuation which is not revising but proofreading- a stage that should 

occur after revising ideas (content) and organization. 

 

 

2.1.5   Writing in Academic and Study settings 

 

Students who wish to write in new academic settings have to gain a 

mastery of the contents of their subject area as well as developing the 

ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in the foreign 

language (Tribble, 2000).  

 

Many language teachers in higher education find themselves 

having to teach aspects of the content of a specialist subject at the same 

time as teaching foreign language skills. This is one of the problems that 

teaching in CLIL environments pose so one of the ways round the 

problem is to develop close cooperation between language teachers and 

subject specialist in the development of writing programmes. 

 

The context of academic writing may be taught using the intellectual 

approach mentioned by several authors which relates language system 

knowledge to context knowledge. Once learners can control the 

exponents at sentence level, they move on to paragraph-length and then 

full text-length exercises.  
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Another approach is the discourse community that can be characterized 

by common goals, participatory mechanisms, information exchange, 

community specific genres, a highly specialized terminology and a high 

general level of expertise-as it is the case of the community of teachers of 

EFL. 

 

 

2.2 Important  definitions to consider   

 

It is important to clarify certain definitions that have been used along this 

research so as to understand the development of the research.   

 

Exploratory Research:  
It is a type of investigation that looks into a problem which provides 

insights to the researcher. This type of research provides details where 

there is a small amount of information. It may use a variety of qualitative 

methods: trial studies, interviews, group discussions and quantitative 

methods such as experiments or other tactics so as to gain information.  
  

Action research:  

It is a form of self-reflective inquiry carried out by practitioners, aimed at 

solving problems, improving practice, or enhancing understanding. 

Academic writing:  

A type of writing that operates consistently according to customary 

academic conventions, paying careful attention to layout, notes, 

references, quotations and bibliographies; at the same time it consistently 

maintains a high degree of grammatical control and accuracy. 

 

Writing process: 

These are stages a writer goes through in order to produce something in 

its final written form. It usually consists of Planning, Drafting, Editing 

and Final draft. 

 

Drafting:  

Refers to writing the first version of a piece of writing. A number of 

several drafts may be produced on the way to the final version. 

 

Editing:  

Consists of reading through what have been written to see where it works 

and where it doesn´t.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY OF THE INVESTIGATION 
 

 

3.1  Investigation type 

 

The MTEFL students’ production showed that they lacked 

information or practice on academic writing. It was particularly evident 

that none of them had an idea of the presence of thesis statements in the 

introduction and that the thesis statement could guide the development of 

the rest of the essay.  

 

For these reasons and due to the unique features of the sample- 

this was the only MTEFL blended course run at the time, an Action 

Research on improving students’ academic skills, particularly those 

regarding the organization of Essays- was devised. In this case, there was 

no control and experimental group but just one experimental where the 

parameters were before and after the intervention. 

 

 This is qualitative action-research as mentioned by Kemmis and 

McTaggart (1988) cited in FUNIBER (2011) where change is aimed at 

two levels. First, at the individual level because it is expected that once 

students know what is required from them to improve their academic 

writing skills, they will do what is necessary to do so. 

 

Second, at institutional level, because by analyzing the data 

provided by these students and the information gathered by the literature 

revised to do this research, it was concluded that it was necessary to 

organize some sessions or workshops that would present or revise the 

basic issues of academic skills before initiating a further degree course.  
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Additionally, this kind of research meets some of the fundamental 

characteristics of action-research according to Elliott (1990) cited in 

FUNIBER (2011) “Action Research”. Module: Observation and 

Research in the Classroom Context.  

 

To begin with, it definitely analyses the human actions and 

situations that the MTEFL experiences, it aims at explaining why the 

students (teachers who are doing the MTEFL course in the semi-virtual 

modality) lack academic skills and it does interpret different classroom 

events from the point of view of the students, the teachers and institution. 

 

3.2  Design of the investigation 

 

After reading the students´ essays and their own discussions to detect 

their weaknesses at writing academic papers, the following assumptions 

provided some basis for the design of this research. 

 

1. Developing writing skills implies knowing the kind of text you 

need to write and devoting time to learning and practicing the 

stages of the writing process. 

2. Having sound knowledge of grammar and vocabulary of English 

does help relieve the pressure of writing in English since you do 

not have to focus on  the accuracy of what you writebut mostly on 

the organization of the information and the style to be used . 

 

3.2.1 Research questions 

 

Bearing the above assumptions in mind, the following research 

questions arose: 

 

1. Are students aware of their difficulties at academic writing and 

what needs to be done for improving? 

2. Could students’ writing performance improve in spite of not 

having a steady (in time) sequence of input and practice? 

 

3. Does language proficiency and previous experience writing 

academic papers in L1 & L2 help students affect students´ 

academic writing performance? 
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4. Are there any other institutions that offer MTEFL courses in 

English in our country that offer some support guidance on how 

to write Academic texts? 

 

For the third part of the Research some information from other 

universities besides Universidad de Piura that offer Master degree 

courses for teachers of English was sought. This list was gathered:   

 

Headway College-Instituto Superior Tecnológico Privado 

Instituto Pedagógico Nacional de Mujeres (IPNM) 

Universidad César Vallejo- Piura 

Universidad Nacional de Cajamarca 

Universidad de Huánuco 

Universidad Nacional Federico Villarreal 

Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos 

 

None of these institutions offered a Master degree course with all the 

courses run in English and perhaps for that reason, none of them had a 

course or a workshop on Academic Writing prior to the beginning of the 

course. 

  

   However, the information obtained in this thesis regarding the 

use of guidelines to organize written academic papers may prove useful 

in any other situation where content knowledge needs to be expressed 

through academic documents. 

 

3.3  Variables   

 

Because of the literature review mentioning the importance of 

developing awareness about the features of the academic writing process, 

in this Action research the following research variables were proposed: 

 

Independent variable: A set of information and activities (Essay writing 

Kit) for students to support the essay writing process.  

 

Dependent variable:  Improvement in the development of students´ 

academic writing skills (Writing Essays). 

 

Since this is action research no operationalization of variables will take 

place since there is no correlation to be tested.   
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3.4. Population and study  Sample 

 

The Action research (Primary stage) was carried out among the 

group of teachers (11) who did the semi-virtual Master in Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language Course at Universidad de Piura / 

FUNIBER between 2011- 2012.   

 

 Since then, a second (and last) group of teachers from USIL 

registered in the semi-virtual Master in TEFL in 2013 (11).This group 

shared similar characteristics to the experimental group used in the 

Action Research Primary stage such as Age, Language Certifications 

obtained and they also shared the same difficulties to allocate time to do 

some extra work. 

 

 This second group contributed to reinforce the reliability of the 

research in terms of effectiveness of the material and corroborating some 

of the Research questions posted in this section.  

 

It is important to mention that all the collected evidence was 

based on participants´ performance in a classroom setting at the 

beginning and then at the end of the research for this particular group. 

 

Language background 

 

As far as native language background, since this is a Master degree 

course, all students are expected to have been acquainted with some kind 

of academic writing in the first language when doing their bachelor 

degree and/or their “Licenciatura” (Licensure). However, as most of 

them claim, this previous experience at writing academic papers in 

Spanish do not compare with what they have to write in English because 

of the demands for vocabulary, structures and organization.  

 

The situation regarding second language proficiency is a bit 

different. USIL´s recruiting process requires an upper-intermediate level 

(FCE); however, during the interview and the course development, some 

of the teachers showed they were not exactly at the upper-intermediate 

level of oral proficiency expected for the course but were hired to meet 

the demand for teachers of the University. 
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3.4.1 The Institutions 

 

Universidad San Ignacio de Loyola (USIL)  is a private university 

that fosters the development of competences in a business context. It is 

probably one of the few universities in the whole country where English 

courses are mandatory and part of the undergraduate studies curricula. 

The undergraduate students population was, at the time of the research, 

about 9,000 students out of which the language department served an 

approximate 6,000. 

 

There were about 90 teachers working in different schedules in 

the Department whose responsibilities besides classroom teaching were 

those of writing lesson plans, contributing to quizzes, doing peer 

observations, keeping updated with the new methodology trends, etc.  

 

USIL started its accreditation process in 2009 and it was only 

after thorough research and consultations that the MTEFL offered by 

Universidad de Piura and FUNIBER was granted the green light as a way 

of obtaining the Master degree that the international accreditation office 

required.  

 

As a consequence, an agreement was signed between the 

language department of USIL and the language department of 

Universidad de Piura / FUNIBER to provide a semi-virtual MTEFL 

course that had to end in March 2012. 

 

The Master in TEFL semi-virtual modality was created by the 

Language Centre of Universidad de Piura to provide practicing teachers 

of USIL University with the opportunity to advance in their professional 

development by doing a semi-virtual master degree course based on a 

comprehensive curricula where they would have the opportunity to match 

their newly acquired knowledge with their day-to-day practice.  

 

 FUNIBER provides the content material for each of the modules 

in binders written by scholars and well-known authors. The course 

demanded writing essays for the face-to-face sessions and assignments 

for the virtual sessions. The expectations of the tutors were that the 
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teachers who participated in this module had already mastered the 

foundations of academic writing. 

 

3.4.2. The course 

 

The MTEFL course started in December 2010 and it was the first 

time FUNIBER – in agreement with Universidad de Piura accepted to 

teach a semi-virtual course. Each module was taught in one month with 

two four-hour-face-to-face sessions per module every other week. 

Students were supported by a Virtual campus where they could find 

readings, links and other resources to accompany their modules. As 

reference material, each module has support material in a binder with the 

contents of the module divided in chapters.  

 

The completion of an 8-to-10-page academic assignment for most 

of the modules and –in the case of the  face-to-face component- the 

completion of a two-page essay additional to the assignment constitute 

the evidence that students have learned and related the knowledge to their 

practicing experience.  

 

3.4.3 Academic writing in the MTEFL course 

 

Teachers who registered in the MTEFL course (participants, 

students) were practicing teachers from USIL with at least an 

Intermediate level or Upper Intermediate level of proficiency, proved by 

an International Certificate- or so it read in the recruiting requirements- 

and all had a previous bachelor or licensure degree.  

 

Because of the above, it is assumed that these teachers were 

aware of the requirements of an academic course in terms of the quality 

of the written papers (essays and assignments) for which they were 

expected to perform well.  

 

Because of their assumed previous experience at writing 

academic papers but also because, as teachers, they were supposed to be 

familiar with the writing process and style, they were all expected not to 

have problems with academic writing. 
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However, the problems students faced at not being able to 

elaborate good academic papers that could represent how well they could 

manipulate the information presented in the online and in their face-to-

face sessions led us to devise a set of activities that would allow them to 

improve their academic writing. 

 

3.5  Techniques and Instruments for gathering data  
 

The use of ethnographic techniques such as journals, video and 

interviews allowed to re-examine and re-interpret the data as well as to 

analyze it and develop the ethnographical classroom research that 

constitutes “action research”. (FUNIBER “Classroom Observation: 

Ethnography”: 28) 

 

The following instruments were used: 

 

3.5.1 Survey   
 

Surveys have extensively been used because, as we all know, they 

are useful to understand better how things are really operating in your 

classroom or to describe the abilities and other characteristics of the 

learners (Brown, 2004) Therefore, it was an easy decision to start the 

data collection with a survey to know the students´ experience at writing 

and their language background.  

 

The purpose of the survey was to evaluate the students´ 

proficiency in academic writing before they initiated the course as well as 

their previous academic writing experience. It also aimed at collecting 

information on the perception students had of their own command of 

spoken English as well as the scores obtained in any international exam 

they could have taken as a unit of measurement. 

 

The survey also provided another important piece of information:  

students´ previous academic writing experience. The survey (Academic 

Writing Research Questionnaire) was used with both Primary Research 

Stage and Secondary Research Stage groups. (See Appendix 1).  

 

In the case of the Secondary Research Stage group, the Survey 

was used to confirm that the group shared similar characteristics with the 
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Primary Research. Thus, no tables or Graphs will be presented on the 

results since they are not the focus of this research. 

 

3.5.2 Essay writing kit   

 

A set of handouts were gradually provided to participants. They 

were taken from three texts: Writing Academic English (Oshima, A. & 

Hogue, A. 2006), Academic Writing: from paragraph to Essay (Zemach, 

D & Rumisek, L 2005) and Writers at Work: from Paragraph to Essay 

(Zemach, D. 2008). 

  

  The information was collated from different sections of the 

books to have one handout per session whenever possible. The focus of 

the research was to improve writing essays but the information had to be 

extended to writing paragraphs as well since some of the participants had 

problems at writing effective supportive paragraphs.  

 

However, this did not hinder the research; on the contrary, being a 

classroom research study, diverting the research from Essay to paragraph 

made sense since it helped to find the best strategies to  support students. 

 

 Some of the sections used to prepare the handouts were taken 

from the texts shown in Table 1. 

 

As explained before, since along the research it was shown that 

some participants did not write good supporting paragraphs, some work 

was done about this as shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 1.- Material for Essay writing Kit 

 
Text Chapters Pages 

Academic Writing: From 

Paragraph to Essay 
Chapter 8: The Structure of an 

Essay and a Model Essay 

57, 58, 

59 

 Chapter 9: Outlining an Essay 66, 67 

 
Chapter 10: Types of Information 

(Introductions and Conclusions) 
74, 75 

 Chapter 11: Unity and Coherence 79 

 Scoring Rubrics: Essays 316 

Writing Academic English Peer-editing Essays 322 

Source: My own 
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Table 2.- Material for Paragraph Writing 

 
Text Chapters Pages 

Academic Writing: From 

Paragraph to Essay 
Chapter 3: The Development of a 

Paragraph 
19,20 

Writing Academic 

English 
Chapter 1: Paragraph structure 9,15 

 
Peer editing worksheets for 

paragraphs 
320 

Source: My own 

 

Likewise, the handouts resulted from this are collected in 

Appendix 4. 

 

Due to the fact that writing is a process and that the more you 

write, the better you become once you have been trained in recognizing 

and producing the different sections that essays demand, it is logical to 

think of evaluating the effect of the supplementary material and the 

techniques to identify important parts of the paragraphs and essays. 

 

Unfortunately, as it was mentioned in the Limitations of the 

Research, the distribution of modules did not allow doing this follow up 

immediately after the intervention since the allocation of modules was 

not known in advance.  

 

For instance, I was not assigned any Modules from October 2011 

until February next year. There was an urgent need for an alternative plan 

and that is how a blog as part of the module on Teaching English through 

Translation  http://tettformasterintefl.blogspot.com was created. This way 

students could have the information of the tasks of the course as well as 

the information about Academic writing and the instructions for the 

activities in a slide share hosted in the same place. (See Appendixes 5 

and 6) 

 

  The criteria to assess students´ progress was based on the same 

items that were identified at the beginning of the research regarding 

Essay organization: the lack or the presence of Thesis Statements in the 

introductory paragraphs and an effective conclusion, there was no time 

for more.  

 

http://tettformasterintefl.blogspot.com/
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Although there were two activities regarding paragraph writing,    

the presence of a topic sentence in all the supporting paragraphs of the 

essay was not regarded as an indicator because the two activities dealing 

with paragraph organization and asking students to write a paragraph had 

been developed in class, taking off some minutes from the core sessions. 

Also, in most cases, the presence of a topic sentence in each supporting 

paragraph of the essay depended on how good the thesis statement was.   

  

For the secondary stage of the research, this material was 

provided at the beginning of the course as Slide share links: Essay 

Writing https://es.slideshare.net/mumarialuisa/essay-writing-23430869 

and Paragraph Writing https://es.slideshare.net/mumarialuisa/paragraph-

writing-11505878 .   

 

3.5.2.1.  Classroom Activities 

 

As it has been mentioned in the literature review, Writing is a 

process and so it should be developed along a continuum where students 

are provided with several opportunities to write. However, as it has been 

explained before, teaching writing was not part of the syllabus of the 

course so we tried to make room for the different stages whenever it was 

possible but there was not a steady source of input or a change in 

students´ attitude regarding the time and the preparation they had to 

invest in their essay writing.   

 

 In the classroom activities, the PPTs – that were later provided as 

slide share – were presented together with the handouts from the kit and 

depending on the session dates, self-editing and/or peer editing took 

place in class. 

 

 Methodological approaches such as class discussion and colour-

coding for editing purposes were also introduced during some of the 

lessons. 

 

3.5.3 Journal 

 

Journals provide an effective means of identifying variables that 

are important to students providing awareness about the way students 

learn (Wallace, 2012) They were useful because of the particular 

https://es.slideshare.net/mumarialuisa/essay-writing-23430869
https://es.slideshare.net/mumarialuisa/paragraph-writing-11505878
https://es.slideshare.net/mumarialuisa/paragraph-writing-11505878
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development of the course: in a time continuum and with students 

sharing the same place of work. 

   

However useful students found the supplementary material, they 

candidly confessed in some cases that they had not revised it before 

writing their essays. They said that most of the times they wrote just 

minutes before they had to present the document and did not have 

enough time to gather ideas or go over the guidelines for essay writing. A 

frequent comment they made was that they were always under pressure 

to complete a module and that there was not enough time to read the 

information from the binder. 

 

In some sections of the journal, some students stated that they 

regarded the essays and assignments more as pieces of mandatory 

homework than as the opportunity to show how much they had learned 

on the topic and how they could link this knowledge with their teaching 

practice.  

 

Along the academic writing sessions, notes were taken and a 

record of classroom events were kept together with comments the 

students made about how they felt and what they thought about these 

activities.   

 

 

3.5.4 Portfolios 

 

Portfolios are personalized long term documentation of student 

mastery of course material and they also are student reflections on their 

own learning and progression towards the mastery of the material 

documented in the portfolio (Brown & Rodgers, 2004)
 
.  

  

 Portfolios were only used for documenting the achievement of 

mastery of essay writing and assessing it without any opportunity for 

reflection to be recorded.  These Portfolios were not assessed against 

Rubrics since the focus of the research was not the use of Portfolios as an 

evaluation tool. 

 

As it has already been mentioned in the course description, 

students of the semi-virtual MTEFL course are requested to write essays 

as the last evaluation activity for their face-to-face modules, the first 
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piece of evidence that there were problems regarding essay writing was 

some samples of these essays. (Appendix 7 shows one Essay sample 

before our intervention with the Essay Writing Kit) 

 

 All the Essays, even before the onset of this research were 

assessed using the Rubrics provided in Academic Writing from 

Paragraph to Essay (Zemach & Rumiseck, 2005). 

 

3.5.5 Interview 

 

From my own experience, Interviews are particularly useful for 

getting the story behind a participant’s experiences and pursuing in-depth 

information around the topic. This instrument was chosen because the 

portfolio was not intended to provide any reflection on students´ 

perception of background and progress but just to display their 

production. 

 

For the interviews, permission was requested by mail and some 

appointments were made to hold them before class time, in some cases 

and in others, at other specific dates.   

 

The interview was semi structured, made up of 10 questions 

which acted as prompts to allow fuller, more detailed responses. Students 

were warned that they could take as long as they wanted to answer the 

questions and that the purpose of the interview was to hear what they had 

to say about their academic writing experience.  

 

  Although interviews are meant to be administered without the 

pressure of time constraints, in this particular case I had to make sure that 

they did not last longer than twenty minutes since that was the time these 

students could provide due to their busy schedule.   

 

 All students were told and reassured that the purpose of the 

interview was to guide them into informing what sources of difficulties 

they found when doing academic writing and what action points they 

could think of to help them overcome the problems.  

 

The guiding questions are presented in Appendix 9 and they 

consist of a combination of opinion, knowledge and background 

questions that would help answer the research questions of the project. 
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Not all the questions were asked like such during the interview, 

sometimes they were paraphrased to get the information needed. See 

transcripts of some of the interviews in Appendix 10. 

 

3.5.6 Self- editing and Peer-editing worksheets 

 

 The Rubrics for correcting Essays presented in Appendix 8 that 

were used all along the course were distributed to all students from the 

beginning of the research so they could use them as checklist for Self-

editing their Essays before handing them in. In fact, students were asked 

to staple the Rubrics before the cover of their Essays to ensure that they 

have used them for this purpose.  

 

 For Peer-editing, the instrument of choice was the hand out Peer-

Editing worksheet 4 from Academic Writing from Paragraph to Essay  

(Zemach & Rumiseck, 2005) to keep the same criteria of the Rubrics. 

Appendix 11 shows a sample of this Worksheet together with a real 

sample of a student self-editing activity (Appendix 12).  

 

 For Peer- editing a paragraph, a similar worksheet from the same 

text was used (Appendix 13) and some samples of students´ production 

are shown in Appendix 14. 

 

3.5.7 Validity and Reliability of the study   

 

  Considering that  validity is the degree to which the results 

obtained in the research can be accurately interpreted (Brown, J.D. & 

Rodgers, T. 2004 ) and being this research mostly of qualitative nature, 

great efforts have been made to provide a clear , complete and detailed 

description of the research. Journals, portfolios and video-recorded 

interviews were used to gather data and provide methodological 

triangulation. 

 

In order to obtain some data that could validate the effectiveness 

of the intervention for guiding essay writing, it was decided that the essay 

rubrics used as checklist for self-editing will be used to measure students´ 

written performance. 

 

Likewise, since reliability is the degree to which the results of the 

research are consistent, investigator triangulation was used by asking 
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two other researchers to evaluate the exit essays using a short  version of 

the rubrics (Fig. 1) and the indicators that were prepared for the 

Organization section. (Appendix 8) 

 

Fig.1.- Grid for Investigator Triangulation 

 

 

Furthermore, to increase the reliability of the Rubrics, data was 

obtained by the test-retest method through which the grades from the 

first essays and then with the last essay were compared. However, as 

mentioned before, due to the writing process and all the issues considered 

in the Limitations of the Investigation section, all the Essays produced 

from the beginning of the research to the end have been considered as 

record of production and progress. 

 

 3.6  Procedures   

 

The whole research is exploratory in nature but the first stage was 

developed as Action Research. The primary study was carried out from 

February 2011 to February 2012 where the actual research variables were 

studied.  

 

Being Action Research mostly situational- it is concerned with the 

identification and solution of problems in a specific context, the steps 

outlined by Kemmis and Taggart (1988) were followed.  
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3.6.1 Stage I: Develop a plan of action to improve what is already 

happening 

 

As it has been mentioned before, the first activity that originated 

the action research took place when observing the low grades obtained by 

the students and they realized that their academic writing was a common 

problem that needed to be solved. 

 

Once the guidelines on Essay Writing were presented, students 

decided that they would collect all the essays that they had written in a 

Portfolio and take it to the classroom the following session so they would 

analyze it to find out what the main sources of difficulty when writing 

essays were. This activity took place during the first session of the 

module. 

 

 For the second session of the Module (Classroom Management), 

it was noticed that the problem that most papers presented was lack of 

organization; this problem had been identified by the students themselves 

once they were shown the parts of an essay in a discussion session. After 

checking their production against the Essay Rubrics, the students agreed 

their essays lacked introduction and thesis statement and this contributed 

to the lack of coherence and unity of the supporting paragraphs. 

Appendix 14 shows some samples of these papers. 

 

They also noticed that they did not write conclusive paragraphs or 

they usually included new ideas to develop instead of rounding up what 

the essay was trying to convey. 

 

Similarly, along the development of this Action Research, the   

research questions were made so some information had to be collected to 

answer them.  

 

This is how the Academic Writing Research Questionnaire was created 

(Appendix 1). This document was sent by mail to all students so as to 

collect information about their background, degrees, language 

proficiency, etc.   
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3.6.2 Stage II: Act to implement the plan 

 

After the planning stage had finished, stage II demanded action to 

implement it trying to consider the circumstances in which it would 

provide effective results.  

 

  Following the information from the binder, FUNIBER (2011) 

“Action Research”. Module: Observation and Research in the Classroom 

Context, once the problem was detected, it was time to move on to the 

second stage: The Action Plan.  

 

Students in each group elaborated a plan to tackle this situation 

and after some class discussion concluded that the best way to deal with 

the lack of structures in essay writing was going over the convention of 

how to write an essay and for that it would be necessary to use 

supplementary material (handouts) where the different parts of the essay 

were explained and with which they could practice recognizing and 

producing thesis statements. 

 

3.6.3 Stage III: Observe the effects of action in context 

 

It is then, when all students in the class were aware of the 

problem and the possible solution that this research started. It seemed this 

would be a very good way to motivate students to do their own classroom 

research in class and students would feel motivated to provide all the 

samples and work with all the supplementary material to improve the 

situation. 

 

However, before the implementation plan started, it was 

necessary to collect information about students´ language background 

and the previous academic writing activities since these were some of the 

research questions the revised literature suggested could affect written 

production. All this information was collected using the questionnaires 

and journals. 

 

The observation of the effects of the intervention was completed 

by using peer evaluation and self-evaluation activities using the rubrics 

after collecting the essay samples in the Portfolios. 
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As mentioned before, the portfolio was made up for each student 

with samples of their work which had been assessed using the rubrics 

from the book Writing Academic English by Oshima & Hogue where the 

evidence of good academic writing performance was given by the  

categories shown in Fig. 1.  

 

It is important to notice that when half of the research had already 

taken place, it was evident that the only evidence that could be assessed 

in all fairness because students had had practice with them were: 

Presence of an introduction that ends with a thesis statement and that the 

conclusion summarizes the main points or paraphrases the thesis 

statement.  

   

 To summarize the Actions that took place in the Primary Stage 

and the Comments students made at the time – which were collected in 

the Journal, a table with the plans and actions for the sessions all along 

the development of the research was produced. 

 

Table 3.- Summary of the Action Plan along the Modules sessions at the 

Primary Stage 

 
Dates Academic Writing sessions Comments 

Feb 11
th
, 

2011 

Feedback on Essay 1: Classroom 
Management. 
Explanation of Rubrics. Difference 
between proof-reading and editing. 
 

Students 3 and 7 mentioned that some 
tutors  told them  that they needed to 
improve their writing but had not provided 
any support regarding this. 

Feb 25
th
 

Class discussion about students´ 
writing performance. 
Explanation on the board of the 
different parts of an essay. 
Preparing Portfolios with Essay 
samples. 

Students 1, 2, 8 and 10 said that they knew 
that there were specific features in an 
essay but they had not had previous 
information about which they were. The 
other students said they did not know the 
features. 
 Students 6 and 7 commented they had 
never been presented with essay features 
such as thesis statement.  

March 
2

nd
 

Feedback on Essay 2: Materials 
and resources. Applying the 
Academic Writing research 
questionnaire. Stages on Action 
Research 

 Students were presented with the Stages 
in Action Research document and followed 
Stages 1 and 2 . 
Analyzing the Portfolios, all students 
agreed that their essays lacked thesis 
statements and some other features. For 
stage 3, they concluded preparing 
supplementary material to learn about 
essay features was the action plan. 
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Dates Academic Writing sessions Comments 

May 14
th
 

Raising awareness of academic 
writing performance and Action 
Research in use 

 

May 28
th
 Informal self-editing of essays 

Using the rubrics as checklists, students 
realized their essays needed editing for 
thesis statements. 

June 
11

th
 

Preparation of the academic writing 
kit 

 

June 
25

th
 

Presentation of the first handout: 
Parts of an Essay, Thesis 
Statements. 
Practice activities left for homework 
Feedback on Essay 3: CLIL 

Students 3 and 6 said that it was the first 
time they had worked on specific issues of 
essay writing such as the Thesis 
statement. 
Students 8 and 9 liked the possibility of 
practicing the recognition and use of the 
essay features. 

July 9
th
 

Feedback on the handout: Parts of 
an Essay. Presentation of the 
second handout: more on  Thesis 
Statements  and conclusions.   
Practice activities left for homework 

Students 2, 3 and 9 said they liked  the 
task of recognizing good thesis statements 
and student 7 said she finally realized that 
writing a good thesis statement is key in 
organizing the remaining paragraphs of the 
essay. 
Since some essays still showed that no 
editing had been made regarding 
organization, coherence and unity, student 
6 stated they did not always use the 
reference material before writing their 
essays claiming lack of time and that the 
other tutors did not use the same criteria to 
mark their essays so they only tried to use 
the essay guidelines for my courses. 

July 23
rd

 
Feedback on Rubrics and Feedback 
and Response  for Essay 4: CLIL   

 Students found the Responses useful as 
well as the Rubrics but still failed to 
consider all the features of the essay when 
writing since they did not use the rubrics as 
checklist 

October 
15

th
 

Discussion on Pronunciation topic 
to generate ideas for Essay.  
Presentation of handouts on 
paragraph writing.  
Writing a paragraph on How do you 
teach Pronunciation?   Peer editing.  
Writing the final version using the 
editing sheet completed by their 
peers.  
Paragraphs and editing sheets were 
collected. 

Students 6 and 9 failed to see the 
difference between a paragraph and an 
essay and wrote three-paragraph essays 
instead of a paragraph.  
When peer-editing, editors realized the 
paragraphs lacked topic sentences and in 
some cases the restatement was not clear. 
When they returned papers, in most cases 
but one (student 2), writers demanded 
explanation of the comments editors had 
made. 
At the end of the activity, all participants 
found the activity useful because it made 
them realize what paragraph organization 
meant. 

October 
29

th
 

Use the methodology of colour 
coding to recognize the different 

When students used different colours they 
said they understood the relationships 
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Dates Academic Writing sessions Comments 

parts of a model essay. Self-editing 
activity using colour coding for  
Essay 5: Pronunciation 

between the parts.  Even some of the good 
performers (Student 2 and 10) agreed that 
they had made mistakes in their essays 
and that colour-coding helped them realize 
what they were. 
Student 8: “I feel ashamed since I just 
wrote my essay this morning and did not 
remember to go over the material of the 
conventions for the essay writing.” 

 

February 
11

th
, 

2012 

Discussion on the use of 
Translation in Teaching. Writing a 
paragraph on the issue: Translation: 
Good or Bad? 
Peer editing.  
Presentation of the blog with the 
slide share on Academic Writing 

Students liked the peer-editing of 
paragraphs and it showed that some of 
them were good at writing topic sentences 
but had problems with the restatements. 
Students had not had any practice on 
paragraph writing or essay writing for 3 
months so they welcomed the possibility of 
having the reference material and the 
module activities all in the same place. 

February 
25

th
, 

2012 

Peer editing and final Essay 5: The 
place of translation as a cross-
lingual and communicative activity 
in the EFL classroom. 

We had to move to a café because of an 
activity in campus for the last half hour of 
the session. Students were not very 
focused on the peer editing activity 
because it was the last day of classes but 
produced their editing sheets and 
paragraphs and regretted not having had 
more practice with writing. 

 

3.6.4 Stage IV: Reflect on these effects 

 

In this particular part of the research, some improvement was 

expected to be shown in the development of Essay writing so as to 

support the need for academic writing sessions prior to similar courses.  

 

The existence of a second group of MTEFL students (Secondary 

stage) made this possible since some of the material used in the research 

at the beginning of the course was introduced, just after the first essay of 

the module had been produced  and the results were somewhat better 

than to the  Primary stage group but not for all of them. 

 

 3.6.5 Intervention 

 

As explained in the summary of Table 3, the Primary stage started 

with the collection of essay samples and information on what 
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characteristics the writing process had and what was expected in a good 

essay. 

 

The second essay occurred after some theoretical guidelines had 

been produced but only student 2 – who was the one with more 

international certificates as well as experience at teaching writing- 

improved in more than one characteristic.  

 

Essay 3 was written after the First handout on Essay writing 

(Introduction and Outline) had been given and practiced and that explains 

the improvement shown by most students regarding Introductory 

Paragraphs. Appendix 15 shows a summary of Individual progress of 

Primary Stage students where the progress on these specific issues can be 

observed. 

 

For Essay 4 students had already received and practiced the 

second handout (Improving Thesis Statements and conclusions) but that 

is when the problems with paragraph writing became more evident and 

so some remedial work needed to be done.  

 

During the Classroom activities, two additional strategies were 

incorporated at this time: Previous discussion of the Essay topic and 

peer-editing. These two facilitated students ´generation of ideas and 

organization just as the literature recommended. 

 

Additionally, providing students with the possibility of editing 

using colour- coding also helped consolidate the recognition and use of 

essay features. Appendix 16 shows some samples of this classroom 

activity. 

 When the final essay was written, progress regarding 

introductory paragraphs was evident but there was still the need to 

perfect the supporting paragraphs and conclusions.   

  

As students made progress regarding their essay writing, it was 

obvious that some of them did not follow the convention for paragraph 

organization so their supporting paragraphs lacked topic sentences, 

explanations and even unity and coherence.  

 

For this reason, additional supplementary information on 

paragraph organization was presented after information on essay 
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organization had, which is not the usual order of presentation of 

information in academic writing but whose necessity was not discovered 

until after they had produced some more essays. Neither students nor the 

tutors were aware of this problem and that is why it was not solved by 

working on paragraph organization before dealing with organization of 

essays. 

  

Due to the lack of time only part of two classroom activities were 

devoted to paragraph organization but this time writing and editing 

happened during the same session so students could read the comments 

on the editing worksheet and discuss with the editor about them.  

 

All students found Peer – editing in class quite useful because 

sometimes the editors failed at understanding what they were supposed to 

look for in a paragraph. This is why we have included some evidence of 

peer editing to show that in some cases students failed to detect the 

problems their peers had. In the end, everybody had a clearer idea of 

what a good paragraph organization was about thanks to the peer-editing 

and later discussions as students were allowed to dissent with the editor´s 

opinion and leave their work untouched instead of introducing some 

changes. (Appendix 13) 

 

 When students were interviewed, they all agreed on the 

effectiveness of the kit that had been introduced since it not only 

presented information regarding writing essays but also provided 

exercises for students to recognize strong or weak thesis statements or 

match introductions with conclusions.  All of the students, when 

interviewed, recognized that the use of the supplementary material 

helped them improve since it provided information and practice 

exercises, which is something they needed. 

   

As it has already been mentioned in previous sections, in January 

2013 another group joined the MTEFL course and their participation was 

taken into consideration to foster the reliability of the results obtained in 

the original research. That is, that by familiarizing students with some 

aspects of writing academic papers, at the beginning of the course, they 

would be more able to produce better organized texts. 

 

 All these students were presented with the kit with all the 

guidelines, explanations and practice worksheets that had been used in 
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the Primary stage as slides but no additional classroom activities were 

devised besides those of peer editing. The Slide share with the summary 

of this information was also available for them to use as reference. 

 

The information gathered with all these techniques and tools is 

presented in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 RESULTS 
 

 

4.1 Data Analysis 

 

 Due to the descriptive nature of this research project, the analysis 

of the data will be reported in terms of individual analysis of the 

instruments used to develop it.  The only independent variable that was 

manipulated was the knowledge of essay writing stages since all the 

others were intrinsic to the personal background of each student in the 

research. 

The research yielded the following sets of data: 

 

4.1.1 Survey (Writing Research Questionnaire) 

 

The purpose of the survey was to evaluate the students´ 

proficiency in academic writing before they initiated the course as well as 

their previous academic writing experience.  The results of the survey are 

as follows: 

 

4.1.1.1 Age of participants 

 

The Primary stage group (2011-2012) is the group under 

exploration but coincidentally, the Secondary stage group of this Action 

Research shared the same age distribution as can be seen in Table 4. 

 

Learning about participants´ age is important since literature 

suggested that the older the student, the more probabilities that s/he had 

not been exposed to any academic writing for quite a long time or not at 
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all and so his/her performance may not match academic standards. 

Although age was not considered a variable, we considered it may be an 

interesting piece of information to try to understand how to help these 

students in the best way. 

 

Table 4.- Age distribution among the Primary and Secondary 

Stage Research groups 

 

Range Experimental Control 

From 25 -30 4 4 

From 30-40 3 3 

Over 40 4 4 

   Source: My own 

 

 
 

Graph 1.- Age range distribution of both Primary and Secondary Stage 

Research groups 

 

Table 4 shows that all of the students were over 25 so it is logical 

to think that they may have been exposed to formal writing before. Two 

students of the Primary group had just been granted their Licensure, a 

dissertation they had written in Spanish, were aware of the formalities of 

academic papers in Spanish but did not know about thesis statements or 

topic sentences in paragraphs. 

 

From those who were over 30, they had not done any academic 

writing- whether in English or in Spanish- for a long time and only two 

  Age Range 

From 25 -30

From 30-40

Over 40
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students, when interviewed, claimed to have taken methodology courses 

that had made them write academic English. This may explain their good 

performance in the course essays. 

 

From the evidence obtained, the students who were over 40 

seemed to have problems with the different aspects of academic writing 

but after becoming aware of the conventions and writing some essays, 

they seemed to catch up with their younger peers, except for one. 

 

 

4.1.1.2  Language background 

 

Along the literature review it was learnt that there are several 

factors that can have an effect on academic writing performance, these 

were regarded as “research” variables because they could affect students´ 

production. Some of them that are connected to experience and they are: 

 

Experience at writing essays in native language 

 

 To present this information, students and their written production 

were matched in order to find some coherence between what they say 

and perceive and how they actually perform. 

 

The results of this part of the research are shown in table 5 where 

participant students were given a number to later compare their 

performance against the information provided. 

 

This table was made up using the students´ answers to the 

questionnaire sent by mail and according to this only one student   had 

not had any previous experience writing in Spanish but when asked 

during the interview (Students 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 9) replied that their 

writing in Spanish for academic purposes had not helped them writing 

academic texts in English. Only Student 2 felt that his knowledge of 

writing in Spanish had helped him with features such as organization of 

ideas and punctuation.   

According to the literature review, there is not supposed to be a 

tremendous effect of language proficiency on the composition of a text 

but just on the language and vocabulary and these results prove it.   
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in native language 
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Writing for a post-
graduate degree
(Licenciatura)

 

Table 5.- Experience in writing academic texts in L1 

 

Criteria Students Total 

No experience writing academically in 

Spanish 
Student 7 1 

Writing for International Baccalaureate Student 8 1 

Writing for an undergraduate degree Students 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8 7 

Writing for a certificate or diploma Students 1, 6 2 

Writing for a post-graduate degree 

(Licensure) 
Students 1, 4, 10 3 

Source: My own 

 

 

 

 

Graph 2.- Experience  in writing academic texts  in native language of 

Primary Research students 

 

 

 



53 
 

0 2 4 6 8 10

College (International
Baccalaureate)

Professional

University

 Experience in Academic Writing  in  L2 

 Students

 

Experience in academic writing in Second Language 

 

The answers to the Survey show that all students had had some 

experience writing in English for academic purposes in different 

academic contexts as it is shown in the following table. 

 

Table 6.- Experience in writing academic texts  in L2   

 

Criteria Students Total 

College (International 

Baccalaureate) 
Student 8 1 

Professional Students 1, 2, 4 3 

University Students 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10 8 

Source: My own 

 

 

 

Graph 3.- Experience  in Academic Writing in L2 of Primary Research 

Students 

 

For some students, university courses had required writing essays 

of different types. Those who claimed experience in writing academic 

texts for professional purposes said that they had done that when they 

were in charge of teaching courses on Writing. 
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Since some students had taken international exams that have a test 

paper on writing, and essay writing is one of the required texts, it is 

expected that the students who have passed them perform better when 

writing academically than those who haven´t.   

 

When interviewed, most of the students mentioned that they had 

not had any previous experience writing essays in English before joining 

the course (Students 3, 5, 6 and 7) whereas the others mentioned that they 

had written essays before but without any deep information about how to 

write good introductory paragraphs or conclusions, etc. (Students 2, 4 

and 10) 

 

4.1.1.3  Proficiency level 

 

According to the literature review, there is not supposed to be a 

tremendous effect of language proficiency on the composition of a text 

but just on the language and vocabulary. To determine students´ language 

proficiency, information was collected on students´ own perception and 

the international certificates they have obtained to corroborate this 

information against their use of language in their written production. 

 

Students´ perception of their level of Proficiency in Spoken English 

 

Like most people who are studying English as a Foreign Language, 

students regard their level of proficiency in spoken English higher than 

their level of proficiency in writing.  

 

Table 7.- Students’ perception of their Proficiency in Spoken English 

 

 Quite fluent Fluent 

Spoken English 
Students 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 

7, 10 
Students 1, 8 

Source: My own 
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Graph 4.- Students´ own  perception of their level of Proficiency in  

Spoken English 

 

Being all students teachers of English, their perception of their 

spoken performance was quite high and it certainly showed in their class 

participation and discussion. 

 

Students´ perception of their level of Proficiency in Written English 

 

Since Writing Essays was one of the problems that came out in 

the course, it was important to know how students perceived their 

proficiency in writing. Table 8 shows the information gathered. 

 

Table 8.- Students´ perception of their level of Proficiency in Written 

English 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: My own 
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Graph 5.- Students’ own perception of their level of Proficiency in 

Written English 

 

Regarding their performance in written English, most of them 

seemed to be quite satisfied with the command they had and this may be 

a reason why they got poor grades in their essays. Not knowing the 

guidelines for writing essays, most of them thought they could just get by 

with the knowledge of English they had, disregarding issues such as 

layout, text organization or style. 

 

Students´ class performance showed that some of these 

perceptions were not very accurate, particularly in the case of those 

students who did not have an international certificate of proficiency in 

the language (Student 6 and 7) but in some cases even students who were 

supposed to have an upper-intermediate level had problems with sentence 

structure and vocabulary when writing academic papers (Student 3). 

 

Only one student regarded her writing better than her speaking 

and indeed it showed in her class performance (Student 10). The level of 

her writing was good in terms of depth of ideas, argumentation and 

vocabulary but at the beginning she lacked the knowledge of paragraph 

organization and essay layout-which she later acquired.  
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However, most of them (except student 2) claimed that even if 

they knew the general organization of an essay – Introduction, Body and 

Conclusion, they did not know about thesis statements or different ways 

of introducing an essay, the kind of supporting paragraphs they could use 

or how to write a good conclusion as they did after using the 

supplementary material that was presented in this research.  

 

International Certificates 

  

Students who had passed an international exam or had obtained a 

Language or Teaching Certificate have definitely been exposed to some 

kind of academic writing. Additionally, their claim for their language 

proficiency is supported -to a certain extent- by the international 

certificates they may have passed.  

 

Table 9.- Students´  International Language  Certificates and Grades 

 

Tests Students Grades 

FCE 
Student 1 Pass 

Student 3 C 

CPE 
Student 5 Written: 91, Oral: 88 

Student 10 C 

ECPE Student 4 Pass 

MTELP Student 2 
Speaking and Writing: 

Good 

TOEFL CBT Student 2 Writing: 24 

CEELT 1 & 2 Student 2 

Speaking A and 

Writing B and C 

respectively 

No international 

certificates or exams 
Students 6, 7, 8 

Student 8* had a 

graduate degree from 

an American 

university. 

Source: My own 
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Graph 6.- Students´ International Language Certificates 

 

Regarding Language Proficiency, International language 

certificates are supposed to show how good students ‘command of the 

language is. From the graph 3 students had an upper-intermediate level 

(Students 1, 3 and 4), 2 students had an advanced, near-native level and 

one had been writing formally along his academic studies.  

 

In spite of this, those who have not got an international certificate 

to prove how proficient they are in the second language agree that a 

fluent use of vocabulary and writing accurately affects the written 

production. Some of them even confessed that they relied on their good 

command of the language to go by when they had to write something in 

English.  

 

When interviewed, all students agreed that having a good 

language level helped to write better since once they knew how to 

structure a paragraph or an essay they did not have to worry that much 

about vocabulary, structures or the use of linking words. These ideas 

match what Cummins (1989) mentioned about the relationship between 

second-language writing performance and language proficiency. 
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For all of them, knowing about how to write a strong thesis 

statement, an effective introduction or conclusion and even writing good 

topic sentences for the supporting paragraphs was information they had 

not been presented before but that had helped them improve their writing. 

 

4.1.2  Portfolios 

 

Regarding the improvement in their essay production- as it was saved in 

the Portfolios, the production of each student of the Primary stage is 

summarized in the chart below. Essay correction was made using the 

same rubrics that were used in the Primary Research group and they 

rendered the following results: 

 

Table 10.- Chronological Essay production of Primary Stage students 

 
ESSAY 

1 

ESSAY 

2 

ESSAY 

3 

ESSAY 

4 

ESSAY 

5 

ESSAY 

6 

Student 1 12 17 0 16 15 0 

Student 2 12 16 11 17 17 18 

Student 3 10 16 14 14 13 13 

Student 4 13 17 14 0 15 13 

Student 5 13 14 11 14 13 11 

Student 6 10 14 12 15 12 11 

Student 7 10 16 15 15 18 16 

Student 8 11 16 11 13 12 16 

Student 9 10 16 11 0 0 11 

Student 10 13 18 17 15 18 13 

Student 11 10 14 0 0 0 0 

Source: My own 
 

Essay 1: Classroom Management  Essay 4: CLIL 

Essay 2: Materials and Resources  Essay 5: Pronunciation 

Essay 3: Learning Strategies Essay 6: Teaching English through 

Translation 
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Graph 7.- Chronological Essay production: Primary Stage students 

 

Table 10 shows the results of students´ performance according to 

the rubrics used to mark the essays they produced along the research. The 

first column shows the First Essay they wrote and the low grades show 

the difficulties students had at writing essays. This essay was graded 

using the Rubrics mentioned in chapter 3.  

  

As it was mentioned before, not all students produced all Essays. 

In fact, Student 11 withdrew from the face-to-face sessions but continued 

working on the online sessions and student 9 stopped attending after 

Essay 3 but sent his final Essay. 

 

One possible reason there was not evidence of steady progress is 

because of the time gap between some of the Essay productions. For 

example, Essay 2 was produced on March 2
nd

 and Essay 3 on May 28
th

, 

some students forgot to use the Self-editing checklist (rubrics) to guide 

their writing. The same happened with Essays 5 (Oct 29
th

) and Essay 6 

(February 25
th

, 2012). 

 

Students 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10 showed improvement in essay 

organization and production of thesis statement as well as a summary of 
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the main points in the conclusion but the improvement was not consistent 

since there was not constant practice of essay writing features due to the 

time lapse between each module and essay. This progress – or lack of it – 

is shown in Table 11. 

 

Table 11.- Individual Progress of Primary Stage Students 

 

 
ESSAY 

1 

ESSAY 

2 

ESSAY 

3 

ESSAY 

4 

ESSAY 

5 

ESSAY 

6 

1.  Essay  has an 

introduction, body 

and conclusion 

organization 

None 
Stud 1, 

4, 6, 10 

Stud 6,  

7 

Stud. 1, 

2,3,5, 6, 

7, 8, 10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 

3,4,5,7,8

,10 

Stud. 2, 

4, 6, 7, 

8, 10 

2.- The 

introduction ends 

with a thesis 

statement 

None 
Stud 1, 

4, 10 

Stud 7, 

10 

Stud. 1, 

2,5, 6, 7, 

8, 10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 

3,4,5,7,8

,10 

Stud. 2, 

4, 6, 7, 

8, 10 

3.- Each paragraph 

of the essay has 

specific supporting 

material 

None Stud. 6 
Stud 7, 

10 

Stud. 1, 

2,5, 6, 7, 

8, 10 

Stud. 2, 

5, 7, 10 

Stud. 2, 

3,4,6,10 

4.- Each paragraph 

of the essay has 

unity 

None Stud. 6 None Stud. 8 
Stud. 5, 

7 

Stud. 2, 

4, 6,7, 

10 

5.- Each paragraph 

of the essay has 

coherence 

None None 
Stud 7, 

10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 10 

Stud. 5, 

7, 10 

Stud. 2, 

6, 7, 8, 

10 

6.- Transitions are 

used to link 

paragraphs 

None Stud. 2 
Stud 4, 

7, 10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 4, 7, 

10 

Stud 2, 

6, 7, 8, 

10 

7.- Conclusion 

summarizes the 

main points or 

paraphrases the 

thesis statement. 

None 
Stud.1, 

2, 4,10 

Stud 4, 

7, 10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 

3,5,7,10 

Stud. 1, 

2, 3, 4, 

5, 6, 7, 

10 

Stud. 2, 

4, 6, 10 

Source: My own 

 

Some features of paragraph development had also improved but 

since no practice had been done regarding paragraphs in essays, these 

features were disregarded in the evaluation of the intervention. However, 

improvement in this area was certainly seen even if not steady. 
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Secondary Research group 

 

As it was mentioned before, a year after this Primary Action 

Research stage took place, another group with similar characteristics 

registered for the Blended MTEFL course.  

 

In this case, since the group was not intended to become a control 

group but just to test some of the research questions, the writing kit was 

introduced first thing in the course and the worksheets and activities were 

sent by mail. Students were provided from the first section with 

explanation on the guidelines for writing essays and paragraphs and the 

links to the Slide share were provided to them so as to use them as 

reference. The chronological production is shown in the table below. 

 

Table 12.- Chronological Essay production of Secondary Stage students 

 

 

Essay 

1 

Essay 

2 

Essay 

3 

Essay 

4 

Essay 

5 

Essay 

6 

Student 1 15 14 12 11 17 14 

Student 2 13 13 11 0 0 0 

Student 3 15 20 14 10 15 14 

Student 4 14 20 17 16 19 20 

Student 5 14 15 13 15 14 19 

Student 6 13 17 19 19 19 18 

Student 7 19 20 18 18 19 18 

Student 8 10 0 14 0 0 0 

Student 9 11 14 16 13 19 15 

Student 10 12 10 5 5 9 0 

Student 11 20 20 18 19 20 19 

 Source: My own 
 

Essay 1: Methodological Approaches Essay 4: Learning Strategies 

Essay 2: Individual Factors  Essay 5: Pronunciation 

Essay 3: Materials and Resources  Essay 6: CALL 
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Graph 8.- Chronological Essay production: Secondary Stage students 

 

In both groups, only 9 students attended continually but the 

Secondary group – which received instruction on Essay writing before 

they started producing essays, had a better performance in terms of 

production of Essays and quality of their production.  The average grade 

obtained for the Primary Stage students was 13 at the end of the Research 

period but mostly because some of them failed at producing their Essays 

whereas for the Secondary Stage, all of the students who remained 

presented Essays and their average grade was 15.  

 

4.1.3 Discussion of the Results of the Interview 

 

Regarding the Research Questions, the following results were 

obtained,  a brief discussion on the importance of these results towards 

the objective of the research is added. 

 

1.- Are students aware of their difficulties at academic writing and what 

needs to be done for improving? 

 

When having the discussions and feedback from students´ essays 

and from the interviews, it is clear that students can spot the difficulties 

they have in their writing performance. Some of them are the lack of 

familiarity with writing whether in English or in Spanish. 
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2.-  Could students’ writing performance improve in spite of not having a 

steady (in time) sequence of input and practice? 

 

 As it was mentioned before, all students recognized that the 

essays they had written up to that moment lacked these characteristics.   

 

 As students became familiar with the Essay writing, grades 

started to improve, particularly when they remembered to use the 

guidelines and did the practice activities. However, the grades decreased 

when the time lapse between one course and the other was longer than 

one month.  

 

3.- Does the level of students’ language proficiency affect the 

effectiveness of academic writing in this group of teachers? 

   

Students who mentioned that they had experience at writing 

professional essays are those who mentioned that they had taught courses 

on Writing and composition as part of their teaching practice. However, 

out of the three, only student 2 showed steady good performance in his 

essay writing production.  

 

 Most students stated that a high level of language proficiency 

helped them achieve accuracy and vocabulary choice but it did not help 

with text organization, layout or style. In fact, in this group, the level of 

written performance did not always matched students´ own perception of 

their proficiency level or the expected performance due to the their 

language certificates. Nevertheless, this characteristic – language 

performance- was not regarded as an indicator of progress in academic 

writing for this research. 

 

4.- Does previous experience in writing  academic papers in Spanish 

help students  affect their academic writing performance? 

  

 There is a belief that if students had had the possibility of writing 

essays in Spanish they may found it easier to do the same in English 

since they would only have to transfer the knowledge of organization and 

academic writing guidelines they have in their first language to English. 

(Peet 2000). However, according to students´ answers, this was not the 

case.   
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Vocabulary

Use of linking words

Text organization

5.- What may be the best strategies towards improving writing to be used 

in the face-to-face sessions? 

 

Zemach and Rumiseck (2005) had stated that in order to improve 

the writing production students needed to know the different stages of the 

process to detect their failure and then decide on the action plan to 

overcome the situation and that is why students were asked to suggest 

ways to improve their academic writing production.   

 

 

Table 13.- Problems with Writing 

 

 

 

 

Source: My own 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 9.- Students’ perception of problems with writing 

 

  From the information gathered, it was clear that students were in 

the position of judging what stage of the academic writing process they 

considered the most difficult and what action plans they had made to 

overcome the difficulties. Table 13 shows students´ perception of what 

aspect of writing was the hardest for them. 

 

Generating 

ideas 
Vocabulary 

Use of 

linking words 

Text 

organization 

Students 2 2 2 5 
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The discussion previous to the writing activity as suggested by 

Echevarria (2005) proved to be effective in generating students´ ideas, 

focusing them and providing them with a reason for writing keeping their 

motivation high especially when they were asked to write the paragraphs 

in class.   

 

Another advantage of starting the writing sessions with a 

discussion on the topic that would be the theme they would write about in 

their essays was that it helped give writing a real purpose. 

 

Students were also more involved in using writing as a means of 

transmitting the knowledge they had on the content of the module rather 

than worrying about how to put words on the paper, i.e. students were 

more relaxed and confident when they participated in these discussions 

than when they were just told what to write about at home.   

 

From the students’ side, when asked What to do to perform 

effectively? the results shown in Table 14 were obtained. 

 

Table 14.- Students´ suggested ways of improving their writing skills 

 

 No. of students 

Improve Organization 4 

Read more (to increase vocabulary and critical 

reading) 
2 

Write more (to practice organization, editing and 

proof-reading) 
5 

  Source: My own 
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Graph 10.- Students’ suggestions for improving their academic writing 

 

As can be seen in Graph 9, more writing practice was the most 

popular suggestion followed by improved organization but reading more 

was not considered as useful. 

 

One possible explanation for this is that students do not realize 

that by using critical reading they could have more sources of ideas to 

write about and by keeping a content-based approach they would know 

more about the topic of the course (Shih, 1986).  

 

Although reading was not popular, the class discussions would  

help students to read critically since there were specific tasks and 

questions they had to answer to show they had understood and 

internalized the contents of the course which should hopefully lead to 

more critical writing (Knott, 2011). 

 

Regarding text organization, from the comments expressed in the 

last sessions, students felt that knowing how to organize the different 

parts of a text and practicing doing that would better support their written 

production.  

 

Besides, the use of colour coding for highlighting the sections of 

the paragraphs and essays that were related and peer- editing, helped 

them realize what their strengths and weaknesses at essay writing are. 

both for themselves and their peers. (Peet,2000).   
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  Unfortunately, in spite of providing students with the evaluation 

rubrics that they had to attach to the essay when they handed it out, they 

failed to use the handout as a checklist to self-edit their work before 

handing it in. This issue had been explained by Scrivener (2005) who had 

already mentioned that editing the draft and proof-reading the text were 

often neglected stages. This research showed that students need to be 

trained at revising and editing since they only did it when the activities 

were done in class but very rarely when they had to prepare the essay as 

homework. 

   

4.2 Pedagogical implications     

 

Although our study is rather small-scale, some pedagogical 

implications were drawn for teachers interested in finding out what tools 

may be most effective when trying to improve students´ written 

production of essays. 

 

  The main pedagogical implication of this research would be to 

make students and institutions aware of the fact that all students, even if 

they are teachers, need to be reminded that writing is a skill that needs to 

be instructed, that cannot be acquired on their own and that academic 

writing has the specific role of developing ideas and opinions in an 

effective way.  

 

  Because of the above, it is important to introduce or refresh 

guidelines about the type of academic texts students are expected to write 

before beginning a course like this, where the evaluation heavily relies on 

the quality of the academic paper. 

 

As students made progress regarding their essay writing, it was 

obvious that some of them did not follow the convention for paragraph 

organization so their supporting paragraphs lacked topic sentences, 

explanations and even unity and coherence. For this reason, additional 

supplementary information on paragraph organization was presented 

after information on essay organization had, which is not the usual order 

of presentation of information in academic writing but whose necessity 

was not discovered until after they had produced some more essays.  

 

Neither students nor the tutors were aware of this problem and 

that is why it was not solved by working on paragraph organization 
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before dealing with organization of essays. The Academic writing 

process needs to be taught in a sequence: Sentence – Paragraph – Essay. 

 

Doing some peer-editing in class allows students to read the 

comments on the editing worksheet and discuss with the editor about 

them. All students found this activity quite useful at that moment, since 

sometimes the editors failed at understanding what they were supposed to 

look for in a paragraph. Thus, peer-editing constitutes an invaluable 

support for students to guarantee the quality of their written production. 

  

 The supplementary material used in this research not only 

presented the information on essay organization but also provided 

exercises for students to recognize strong or weak thesis statements or 

match introductions with conclusions. Students appreciated this kind of 

activities since it is not easy to develop the skill of writing useful thesis 

statements for good introductions. Therefore, a constant supplement of 

writing practice should help to ensure the quality of written production. 

 

  It proved very useful to encourage students to rewrite their drafts 

and to be guided in the writing process by positive feedback and 

responses- a practice that even if time consuming, paid off in the end 

when editors and writers could discuss the notes of the editing page.   

 

Moreover, to expand the exposure to essay writing conventions 

and practice the different stages of the writing process, we could suggest 

that whenever there are courses with different tutors and students need to 

write academic pieces, all tutors share the same rubrics for essays so as to 

consolidate the habit of writing using the agreed conventions, as it is the 

case with the assignments that have an assessment criteria that is used by 

all the tutors of the different courses.  

  

The final problematic area and a very important one is self-

evaluation. Students are very much accustomed to finishing their work 

the same day they have to meet deadlines and neither revise nor proof 

read their papers for content and format, respectively.  

 

On the other hand, there are also cases where students do not have 

the necessary tools to enable them to evaluate their production and 

analyze their strengths and weaknesses. Using rubrics for essay 

correction allowed students to use them as checklists once they 
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understood how language works at both paragraph and essay level. If 

there were a course on academic writing, it should definitely include 

spaces for self-editing the essay students had written before they handed 

it out with plenty of opportunity to make some changes where necessary. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

Assuming that because this was a Master degree course and the 

students were practicing teachers, they would know how to write essays 

or any other types of academic writing proved to be wrong. Because of 

this, a kit to present students with guidelines for academic writing was 

useful to help students improve their performance and at the same time, 

the research found other factors that may contribute to it.   

 

When students learnt the characteristics of academic writing, 

particularly of writing essays, they could certainly identify their 

problems. Because of this, it is important to introduce or refresh 

guidelines about the type of academic texts students are expected to write 

before beginning a course like this, where the evaluation heavily relies on 

the quality of the academic paper. 

 

As students became familiar with the Essay writing, grades 

started to improve, particularly when they remembered to use the 

guidelines and did the practice activities. However, the grades decreased 

when the time lapse between one course and the other was longer than 

one month. Therefore, continuity is important whenever we need to break 

old habits and introduce the habit of respecting the writing process.  

 

 

Regarding age, it can be assumed that the older the student the 

more likely it is that s/he has not had recent experience at writing 

academic papers or had not even been exposed to the conventions of 
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formal writing. This makes it hard to pick up on the style of writing that 

is needed for an academic course since they need to break their old habits 

for writing.  

 

Similarly, having previous experience at writing whether in 

English or in Spanish did not prove to have an effect in students´ 

performance. However, doing peer-editing in class allowed students to 

read the comments on the editing worksheet and discuss with the editor 

about them. This was really useful since sometimes the editors failed at 

understanding what they were supposed to look for in the text peer 

editing checklist (rubrics). Thus, peer-editing constitutes an invaluable 

support for students to guarantee the quality of their written production. 

  

 This research showed that students need to be trained at revising and 

editing since they only did it when the activities were done in class but 

very rarely when they had to prepare the essay as homework. 

 

Therefore, it would be advisable that in the early stages of the 

MTEFL course, some time could be saved for self and peer editing of the 

essays so as to allow students learn from their mistakes. The more 

students write, the better they can see the features of paragraphs and 

essays and the more skilled they may become. 

 

Regarding the effect of the level of language proficiency, all 

students agreed that having a good level will translate into not having to 

worry about vocabulary or structures in the second language and 

focusing mostly on the conventions of paragraph and essay organization.   

However, regarding the use of academic conventions in writing, there 

was not a major difference and the progress was due mostly to individual 

attempts rather than language background. However, not knowing the 

way paragraphs or essays should be organized, their performance will not 

show the knowledge of the subject course the way it should.  

 

  

Since writing is a process, it may be useful to start with a 

workshop or seminar on academic writing for students to get into the 

habit of planning their essay, organizing ideas and working on good 

introductory, supporting and concluding paragraphs even before the 

MTEFL –or any academic course- starts. This may provide them with the 
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necessary confidence to develop their writing assignments with fairly less 

pressure since they will only have to focus on the content of the essay. 

 

The main contribution of this research is to draw attention to the 

importance of providing students who are doing an academic course in 

EFL with a revision of paragraph structure and essay writing before 

students- no matter what background they have- start it. Revising the 

conventions for paragraph and essay writing will allow them to focus 

more on the contents of the course.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

In this research, the stage of Generating ideas was mentioned as a 

difficulty students had for writing their assignments in English whereas 

in Spanish, they felt they did not have to worry very much about this.  

Discussing the topic of the essay during the discussion helped students 

understand what they had to write about and that is why they rarely failed 

at fulfilling the requirement of the essays. Having mentioned this latter, it 

may have been interesting to do some research about students who 

attended classes and participated in these discussions to see if they 

produced essays with better content than those that missed the sessions 

and just read the module content. 

 

  Similarly, age, together with work responsibilities, played an 

important role as factors that may affect students´ performance- others 

than knowing the conventions for academic writing- because these 

students had already habits that were hard to break regarding their 

writing and their study strategies. Most of them worked in two or more 

places to make ends meet and claimed that they had little time to devote 

to critical reading and writing. It may be interesting to run a similar 

research on students who had just entered college or university to see if 

the effect of introducing guidelines for academic writing is much more 

effective in this kind of students.  

  

 Since there are some teachers from the same institution that are 

doing the same MTEFL course in its virtual version only but with the 

same requirements of the Assignment, this research could be extended to 

this kind of students even if they do not have to write essays but 

assignments since some of the conventions for academic writing apply 



76 
 

for both. Students say that improving their essay writing helped them 

improve their assignments but that is an affirmation that would need to 

be proved. 

 

With this information, research could be done to test if the 

measures taken to overcome the problems of the students in the semi-

virtual programme may help those from the virtual programme and by 

extension any student who enters a degree like this. That is to say, 

introducing material to refer to and practice on academic writing- not 

only writing essays but other kinds of academic texts required by the 

institutions. 

 

The writing Kit used in these courses may be customized to meet 

the needs of the different institutions and so can be the Rubrics. There 

could also be some research on how long these additional writing 

sessions may last or even look into the possibility of doing them online 

so as to not interfere with the syllabus. 
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Appendix 1 

Academic writing Research questionnaire 

 
The answers you provide in this short questionnaire will be considered as part 

of a research on the importance of developing some academic writing skills 

prior to the development of any University  course . 

 

Please take time to answer the questions as fully and accurate as possible. 

 

About You 

1. Last name  

2. First name  

3. Age: Less than 25  from 25 – 30  from 30 - 40 

 over 40 

4. Sex : male   female 

Native language background 

1.  Have you written essays in your native language?  Yes  

 No 

2. If the answer to the above question was Yes, please indicate the 

level by checking any that apply 

• High School for International Baccalaureate (or equivalent)   

• At college for a certificate or diploma (after the age of 18)   

• At university for an undergraduate degree   

• At university for a post-graduate degree 

• Other  

Proficiency level 

1. How would you rate your spoken English? ( 1 = poor, 5= fluent) 

1.-   2.-  3.-  4.-  5.- 

2. How would you rate your written English? (1= poor, 5= excellent) 

1.    2.-  3.-  4.-  5.- 

3. If you have taken an English test (whether at your institution or as 

part of your own teaching development)  please give the title of 

your test and your score   

 

4. Have you written essays in English before this course?  Yes  

 No 

5. If the answer to the above question was Yes, please indicate the 

level by checking any that apply 

High School        University 

College        Other 

Professional 
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Appendix 2 

Writing Kit Handout 1 
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Thesis statements 

Zemach, D. Rumisek, L. (2005). Academic Writing from Paragraph to Essay. 

Oxford: Macmillan Publishers, p 59 
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Appendix 3 

Writing Kit Handout 2 
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The Structure of an Essay 
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Introductions and Conclusions 
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Introductions and Conclusions Practice Activity 
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Appendix 4 

Writing Kit Handout 3 

 Paragraph writing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. 

NY:Pearson Education, Inc, p 9 
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Examples of paragraphs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson 

Education, Inc, p 13, 14 
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End of paragraph signals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson 

Education, Inc, p 14 
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Concluding sentences 

Another Example 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson Education, 

Inc, P15 
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Appendix 5 

Essay writing slideshare 
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Appendix 6 

Paragraph writing slideshare 
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Appendix 7 

Sample Essay at the Beginning of the Research 
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Appendix 8 

Rubrics to Correct Essays 
 

 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson Education, Inc,  

p 316 
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Indicators for the Organization section of the Essay Rubrics 
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Appendix 9 

Interview Questions 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
ACADEMIC WRITING RESEARCH INTERVIEW 

Date _____________     Time ________ 

Place _____________________________ 

Interviewer: Maria Luisa Mu 

Interviewee Name _______________________________________  

  

Informed level of proficiency in English ________________________ 

 

1. What types of writing do you do in your native language? 

2. Do you think that writing in English is more difficult than writing 

in Spanish? 

3. Could you define academic writing? 

4. What do you find most difficult in writing academic English? 

Getting ideas, planning, the organization of the text, the kind of 

language that needs to be used, self-evaluation, any other? 

5. Do you think that if you have a good level of language that would 

help you write better in English? 

6. Do you think that your experience at writing in Spanish helps you 

to write in English? 

7. Did you know that you had to write essays and assignments when 

you registered in this course? 

8. Did you know the features of paragraph and essay organization 

before entering the course? 

9. What do you think you need to do to improve your academic 

writing? 

10. Do you think that the supplementary material provided and the 

time spent during some of the modules for academic writing has 

had any effect in your current level of academic writing? 

 

Observations: 
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Appendix 10 

Transcripts of some of the Interviews 

 
(Student 2) 

T : Do you think that writing in English is more difficult than writing in Spanish? 

S: I think that ah..  it would depend on the type of text to write. 

T : Which would you say is more difficult? Type of text? 

S: In English. ..Well, I think that both in English and in Spanish academic writing 

ahhhh… I mean text that implies doing some research, writing based on a format… 

T: aha, Ok. According to that, how would you define academic writing? 

S:..er…Well , it´s a… let´s see. It´s a task that is based on a specific topic that follows 

certain patterns, you know and if we do not stick to those then… the product may not be 

the one expected. 

T: Mhhm. And what do you find most difficult for producing this kind of texts? 

Academic writing I mean? Getting ideas? Planning? Organization? 

S: mmmm . I think the whole… the whole process is.. er.. challenging and 

demanding…mmm I wouldn´t say difficult or maybe the level of difficulty may depend 

on the topic to be… the topic we would have to write about.  No?, so In that sense, the  

Collection of ideas or information maybe…. is the hard one, no? 

T: Alright  Do you think that if you have a good level of language, that would help 

you write better in English or there is no connection? 

S: I think ..right..  that having a good level of writing  skills in native language helps a 

lot writing  in foreign language . I mean  If you know to how to  organize your ideas in 

Spanish, how to produce texts in Spanish, how to punctuate, then I think the process is 

less complicated  in English. That is as long as we have the mmm the required level in 

English to produce what we are asked to do. 

T: Mhhmm.  And your experience at writing in Spanish helps in some way? 

S: To do academic writing in English? 

T: Mmmhmm ? 

S: Actually I would say no much. I don´t remember writing academically in Spanish.. 

mm…  at university  there were  basically.. because of the courses I took at university  

there were.. workshops so there was no much academic writing and since I do not write 

did not write a thesis then it would be more complicated 

T: When you registered in these courses did you know how to write essays and 

assignments in English? 

S: I had some ideas but …er….  

T: Formally? 

S: But… Ideas acquired as part of my teaching career but I would say that  I learned… a 

lot in here 

T: What do you think you need to do to improve your academic writing? 

S: To write more . Yes, To write more and to be aware of what the steps to be followed 

are and the format as well. That I think will help. Actually   it helps me a lot now.  

Whenever  I am asked to write, I mean, 

As part of this master course I think it´s not as complicated   as it used to be 

T: So you think the supplementary material that´s been worked on during some of 

the modules helped? 
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S: A lot. I  am not saying that now I don´t find it difficult but not as difficult as it used 

to be. 

T: All right. Thank you very much. 

 

(Student 6) 

T: Thank you for answering these questions. This is about academic writing 

research. Keila, do you think that writing in English is more difficult than writing 

in Spanish? 

S: Well, In my personal opinion, I think so ..that… I think that English.. writing in 

English is kind of difficult than     writing in Spanish.   in Spanish maybe because you 

have a lot of words, a lot of vocabulary and  in English well, it is necessary to have the 

real connectors, the connectors that are going to be useful for the… academic writing. 

Er.. Sometimes to know use of structures. I think that is easier writing in Spanish than 

writing in English. 

T: How would you define academic writing? 

S: Academic writing for me is… a… flow of structure. Is introduction, having  an 

Introduction and body and conclusion and also …organization of ideas that we have in 

all the essays or the writing that we are doing. 

T: When you are writing an essay for example or doing academic writing what do 

you find most difficult? The planning? The format? The organization? 

S: The organization.  For me , the most difficult is the organization  because sometimes 

we start writing  and when  we write….. is just that we continue with the ideas writing 

the ideas but we don´t have a ….. an  organization .And this is happens to me, maybe I 

start writing something in the introduction And maybe that introduction is some ideas 

that happen in conclusion so my organization sometimes is not so good. 

T: Ok. Do you  I think that if you have a good level of language this is going to  

help people write better? 

S: Yes, I think so that if you have a good level of language it could help because of the 

vocabulary and the words that you are going to use…   because informal words 

sometimes are so different than the standard  level that we are going to write. It is not 

the same and  informal or formal  vocabulary and also the linker words that we are 

going to use are different.  maybe I can use all the time and or but or so …  I have to use 

another ones:  furthermore,  or however and other linkers that are.. that have a different 

kind of level. 

T: Did you know that you had to write essays and assignments when you registered 

in this course? In the master degree? 

S: In the master degree?  No I didn’t know , I didn´t know anything about that I had to 

write essays.. at this time because….  I remember that I wrote  essays at the university 

for some kinds of presentation that I had for homework but never, never they taught me 

the correct way to write an essay. All the  time have an introduction, body and 

conclusion but I didn´t know about the thesis statement, the  topic sentence or maybe 

order my paragraph short in order to… to… understand.. that the people that are going 

to read it can understand   better This is something that was really difficult for me in the 

master classes 

T: What do you think you need to do to improve your academic writing? 

S: To improve my academic writing I think that I have to learn more vocabulary  and 

also organize better my ideas I think that I need to organize better my ideas  in order to 

maybe focus in… some kind of sentence   and try to develop step by step  because in an 
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essay  everything  is… something that you  are going to write in the part of introduction  

you have to develop each step by step in the writing . This is something   that I need the 

organization. This is difficult for me, again, organization 

 T:Do you think that the supplementary material that we´ve been dealing with  had 

any effect on your essay writing along the course? 

S:Yes, the supplementary material is really useful because you can  learn better. 

Because If you watch other essays so  like  examples. for me it was really useful, it was 

really useful  it is just that   sometimes I don´t have time enough time to check it but I 

have to do it I have to do it. This is like a challenge for me right now. To start writing 

the best that I can and try to order my ideas and with that supplementary material it is 

really useful. 

T: Thank you very much. 
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Appendix 11 

Peer-editing Essay Writing worksheet 
 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson Education, Inc,  

p 322 
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Appendix 12 

Real Sample of Peer-editing Essay worksheet 
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Appendix 13 

Peer-editing Paragraph worksheet 

 

Oshima, A & Hogue, A.(2006). Writing Academic English. NY:Pearson Education, Inc,  

p 320 
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Appendix 14 

Real sample of Peer-editing Paragraph worksheet 
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Appendix 15  

Real samples of Essay Introductions 
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Appendix 16 

Real Sample of Colour-Coding strategies 
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