CHAPTER EIGHT

CONCILUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING

8.1 Conclusions

My motivation to undertake the present investigation arose
from the need to address the specifie difficulties
encountered by skilled writers using L2. I reasoned that
shadowing L1 theory and research methods, recent approaches
to L2 writing d4nstruction have paid too much notice to the
similarities in the writing processes of L1 and L2 writers,
and have consequently failed to account for important
differences between the ‘two. The most unfortunate
implication of treating L1 and L2 writers alike, I argued,
is that the needs of skilled writers using L2 can be very
easlly neglected. First language writing instruction was
conceived for unskilled writers. but second language
writing instruction must address the neéds of the skilled
as well as those of the  unskilled. Based on this
reevaluation of current influence from L1 writing studies
upon second language instruction, I developed & conceptual
framework which Justifies distinguishing between the
folldwing four extreme combinations &along the axes of

writing skill and second language proficilency:
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1. + skill + proficiency

2. - skill + proficiency
3. + skill - proficiency
4L, - skill - proficiency

Thinking of the needs of highly literate researchers whose
first language 1g not one of international scientific
communication, I proceeded to test the validity of a
pedagogical approach which seeked to concentrate on the
specific needs of intermediate to high-proficiency skilled
writers using L2, i.e, more or less the first of the above.
At the same time, I attempted to come to a Dbetter
understanding of the kind of instruction these writers

might benefit from.

Drawing on the work by authors interested in discoursal
differences between languages, and on the c¢laim that
insufficient kKnowledge of L2 discourse conventions may
constrain writing processes, I hypothesized that
intermediate to high-proficiency skilled writers using L2
would be able to improve the readability of thelr writing
products and acquire workable standards to evaluate their
own prose after receiving instruction which gave special
emphasis to the teaching of L2 discourse conventions. The
pedagogy tested specifically attempted to make a group of
eight Brazilian researchers writing in English aware of a
number of discourse conventions their L2 texts seemed to

violate, and purposefully did not emphasize the development
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of writing skills, although it did draw on their existing,

presumably already efficient, writing process strategies.

Samples of pre and post-instruction writing products by the
above group of writers were then compared via holistic
impression Judgements on readability and via a tﬁree—
dimensional system for analysing revision in terms of the
effect of changes upon readability plus their description
from the viewpoints of reading process and writing product.
The analysis and interpretation of the results disclosed

evidence of the following:

Hi: The participants were able to produce more readable

texts after instruction haé ceased (c¢.f. chapter four).

HZ2: After instruction had ceased, the participants were
able~to further improve the readabllity of texts produced

before instruction (e¢.f. chapter six).

H3: The participants’' post-instruction revisions of pre-
instruction final drafts pointed towards a general increase

in feedback-independence (c.f. chapter six).
Hi: Improved readability and increased feedback-

independence are 1ikely to have been outcomes .of the

specific kind of instruction provided (c¢.f. chapter seven).
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The pedeagogy tested therefore seems to have helped a group
of Bragilian reseérchers writing in English improve the
readability of their writing products and learn about
standards with which to evaluate their own prose 1in the
absence of teacher-feedback. Granted that it is usually the
case that the more there is to iImprove, the easier it is to
perceive improvement, the fact that the learners in
question were intermediate to high-proficiency skilled
writers - and hence had a lot less to learn about second
language - writing +than if they had been low-proficiency
unskilled writers - suggests that the improvement perceived
was especially significant. Moreover, the fact that these
results were obtained after a period of instruction of only
thirty hours (constrained by a number of experimental
control measures) seems to constitute further proof that
the pedagogogical approach proposed is likely to have
addressed the needs. of this particular groub of writers in

a way which was both effective and efficient.

The above c¢laim is obviously based exclusgively on the
practical effects of the pedagogy tested upon readability
and feedback—independence} However, in educational research
it is also important to evaluate how learners react to a
given type of pedégogy, for it 1is essential that they
believe in the instruction received. Even if instruction is

proven to have achieved its objectives, its success or

301



fallure will ultimately depend upon whether or not 1t has

face validity.

At this point, the participants!' responses to the

retrospective questionnaire in appendix II therefore also

deserve belng considered, for they disclose useful
information about the participants' reactions to the
discourse-oriented instruction they received; In this
retrospective questionnaire, which was -given to the

participants after instruction had ceased and after the
post—-treatment essays had been collected, the participants
were initially asked to assess on a 1-5 scale how much the
different aspects of the course had contributed to their

learning®*. Table 8.1 below summarizes thelr responses.

Table 8.1: Contribution of different aspecte of the coursze
towards the participants' learning processes
according to their intuitions- S
(i=very little; 5=a lot)

ASPECT :OF ..THE COURSE . o e MEDTIAN" RANGE
Course handouts 5 4-5
Reviging with a partner. 5 L-5
Revising own texts 5 3-5
Revising partner's text 5 2+5
Course bibliography 5 2-5
Writing last three essays L §-5
Revisging alone 4 3-5
Reading NS texts L 2-5
Writing first three essays 3 -1
According to these responses, it is «<¢lear that the

digcourse-oriented pedagogy tested scored high in terms of

general acceptance. The three parts of the course which
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could have allowed the participants to develop a feeling
for L2 discourse cohventions were the course handouts, the
course bibliography and reading NS texts. The participants
not only thought the three contributed quite a lot to their
learning, but also felt that writing practice after
instruction contributed more to their learning than writing
practice alone. In addition to this, the opportunity to
practice revision after the discourse conventlons had been

presented was generally thought have been very helpful.

I was nevertheless interested in finding out whether
teaching the participants about L2 discourse conventions
could have in any way catalysed the washback side-effect of
constraining writing process, which would have had negative
repercussions upon the overall validity of the pedagogy
tested. The participants' responses to question two in the
retrospective questionnaire, "Did the conventions discussed
during the éourse in any way block (inhibit) your facility
of writing? Did they in anyb way make writing easier?",
added strength to my prediction that this kind of washback
effect was unlikely®. All participants reported that the
conventions discussed during the coﬁrse had not blocked
their writing processes, and had in fact made writing

easier. The following comments are representative of how
the participants supported their views on this particular

matter:
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"I do not think the conventions we have seen
inhibited my writing [...some] conventions function
as guidelines when we are writing for the first time

[...others] are fundamental when it is time to revise
the essay. Revising became  more “practical and
easier."

"I don't think that the conventions we have discussed
blocked me at any - rate. Instead they improved my
writing and consedquently increased my wish to write"

"The conventions presented have faclllitated my
writing in all general aspects. Now, during and after
a first draft, I think about connectives, adverbs,
etc., and after the final draft the text seems to be
more clear. Similarly, when I am reading a paper I
can see the conventions easily"

The above seems to add strength to one of the explanations
given in chapter seven, as to why slightly over half the
changes made from T3 to T3% were not actually treatment-
specific: the reduced writing process constraints brought
about by the discourse-oriented instruction provided could
have allowed the participants more room for reassessing and
improving lower-level components of text which had not been

discussed during the treatment.

. The next question I was interested in was whether the
participants perceived themselves as being more independent
from feedback, which 1is another point that has to be
considered when evaluating the participants' reactions
towards the instruction provided. Question three in the
retrospective questionnaire, “Now that the course has

ended, do you feel you are more prepared than before to
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improve vour writing on your own?", was answered
unanimously in the affirmative. When asked to explain why,
the participants invariably reported that it was because of
the parts of the course which focused on making them aware
of L2 discourse conventions. In this respect, the following

comments were representative:

", . .because [the course] teached me to read the NS
paper not only considering the subject but also the
shape of the text..."

"jgsing the handouts [...] and the bibliography as a
guide, I think +that anyone who wants to improve™
both writing and resding [...] will be able to do
it on his own."

"Now, all aspects of your course are considered

when I am writing an English text. I think

improvement [...] will be greater when I read the
bibliography " :

"[Because]l] I am sure I increased my attention and
acurateness to writing, and my relation to the use
of dictionary, Thesaurus and texts by NS."

"The handouts [...] will help us write papers in
English. It is really good we can keep them"

The above comments cieériy indicate that the participants
tended to support their answers to question three by making
explicit reference to the parts of instrﬁcfion which seeked
to | make them aware of target language discourse
conventions, as Oppésed fo ofhef aspectszof the course.

That is to say, they seem to have preferred supporting the
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claim that they feel better prepared to improve their
writing on their oﬁn because of what they were able to
learn from the course handouts, the course bibliography and
the way in which they were encouraged to read NS texts,
than because of other factors such as the opportunity gilven
for them to practice reading, writing and revision. This
not only reinforces the fact that the participants welcomed
guidelines  which helped them understand L2 discourse
conventions, but also seems to strengthen my conclusion
that increased feedback-independence is a likely outcome of
instruction which specifically focuses on drawing the
attention of skilled writers using L2 to target language
discourse conventions. In addition to this, the fact that
the participants made no spontaneous reference to the
benefits of reading, writing and revision practice alone
raises serious doubts about the validity of Raimes' (1987)
suggestion that what these writers need most is simply
further practice in writing process strategies (e, F.

chapter two).

The discourse-oriented pedagogy tested therefore not only
produced encouraging results in terms of its effects upon
'readability and feedback—independence. but also, from the
analysis of the retrospective questionnaires, it appears
that it scored high‘in terms of overall face validity.
Unlike what skilled writers wusing L2 might think of
process—oriented instruction, i.e., that it is redundant

insofar as it teaches skills they already possess, the
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present discourse-oriented instruction seems to have

generated among the participants a general feeling of

relevance, satisfaction and immediacy: they felt most
aspects of the course contributed "a lot" to their
learning, that learning about L2 discourse conventions

facilitated more than constrained writing processes, and
that, on the basis of what they had learned, in the future

they would be better able to improve their texts on their

own,

It is obvious, however, that like in all comparative
educational experiments, the present results cannot, with
confidence, be generalized to other teaching situations.

This is even more so in view of the fact that in this study
it was only possible to work with a very limited sample
from a population of intermediate to high-proficiency
skilled writers using L2, and that it was not possible to
work with a control group. In the future, the present
discourse-oriented approach to second language writing
instruction therefore has to be tested again, and other
second language writing pedagogies need be scrutinized in
the light of research questions similar to the ones which
motivated the present study. Still, it goes without saying
that the present approach is 1likely to offer more than
traditional product-oriented writing instruction, for the
latter is known to have failed to address readability. In
addition to this, while the present approach is lilikely to

help learners rely less on externsl cues from the writing
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teacher, to the present date there is yét no evidence that
process—ofiented épproaches promote any inerease 1in
feedback-independence. The present attempt to'study the
effects of a discourse-oriented second language programme
upon the ability of skilled writers to improve their
written production therefore seems to have been genuinely

worthwhile.

8.2 Implications for teaching

The urgency I expressed in developing writing pedagogies
for skilled writers wusing L2 has meant that the present
study egreatly emphasised the expediency of practice. In
this final section I will therefore go over a number of
implications for teaching which are rooted on what the
present study enabled me to ;earn about writing instruction

for intermediate to high-proficiency skilled writers using

L2.
To begin with, the effects of the discourse-oriented
instruction provided upon readability and feedback-

independence plus the participants'! reactionsg to this type
of instruction make me insist on the following two general

recommendations:
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a. Bkilled writers of intermediate to high second language
proficiency will benefit from second language wrilting
instruction which focuses on making them aware of how L2

discourse is organized.

b. Because skilled writers using L2 are already skilled
writers, the exercises in the classroom heed not emphasize

the development of writing process strategies.

As originally intended, the present study also enabled me
to understand much more about the kind of instruction
skilled writers using L2 might benefit from. Therefore, I
now wish to make some further, more specific
recommendations regarding what instruction for skilled
writers using L2 should focus on. Because these

recommendations were not actually tested i1n the course of

thils study - they were however derived from what it enabled
me to learn - I ¢cannot overly stress that my objective is
not so much to invite indiscriminate acceptance, but to

call attention to the need for them to be submitted to
future  investigation. I will begin by making a few
suggestions on how to teach, after which I will discuss

what to teach.
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I. HOW TO TEACH

To begin with, optiﬁg for the use of authentic materials
seems to play an important role in ensuring i1deal
conditions for learning. For Smith (1982), learning takes
place when there is "engagement" on the part of the learner
at the time a "demonstration™ of how something 1s done
takes place. In the present study, the fact that the
majority of the '"demonstrations"™ in +the course handouts
were based on texts the participants themselves had written
combined with the faect that the "demonstrations'" regarding
how native speakers normally organize discourse came from
NS texts the participants themselves had selected seems to

have automatically triggered their "engagement".

Also, when teaching about L2 discourse conventions, it
seems important to make sure that they are introduced in a
very gradual way. Otherwise, learners may find themselves
overburdened by theilr own conscious efforts to incorporate
those conventions. In the present study, at first the
participants were only required to pay attention to one
convention at a time (each time &a new handout was
presented), as opposed to all .at once, to apply the
conventions to texts they and their colleagues had already
written (T1 and fZ), as opposed to completely new texts
(T4, T5 and T6), and with the aid of peer-feedback (Tl and
T2), as opposed to completely on their own (T3). In the
end, however, they seem to have been able to apply the

globality of what they had learned both when writing (T4,
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T5 and T6) and revising (T3) on their own, without feeling
overburdened by the eno rmous amount of information

regarding L2 conventions to which they had been exposed.

Another suggestion regarding how to teach is that it seems
important to discuss the problems writers encounter in an
explieit way. This recommendation is by no means novel. It
is grounded on the Vygotskyan thesié that conscious
learning promotes development plus the interface position
with respect to SLA adopted by Sharwood-Smith (1981). 1In
the present study, it was seen that the revision changes
related to what had Dbeen explicitely mentioned and
explained in the <¢lassroom contributed more ‘towards
improved readability and increased feedback-independence
than the revision changes indirectly prelated to the
instruction provided. Krashen and Terrel's (1983) copposing
view, i.e., that it is comprehensible input alone that
contributes to second language acquisition, therefore seems
less valid insofar as writing is concerned. Explicitness in
the second language writing class can be said to help more
than hinder inasmuch as writing "involves c¢onscious
operations [that] can be carried out at a far slower rate
of processing than 1s possible in oral speech, and one can

go over the product several times" (Luria 1982:166).
Finally, practising revision in pairs seems to be highly
desirable too. As mentioned in chapter three, the

participants had commented that it was easier to perceilve
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discoursal discrepancies in the texts by theilr peers
because 1in those céses it was easier to decentre from
subject-matter and pay more attention to language alone.
Thus while the author benefited from being told what was
discrepant in his text, his partner benefited from being
given the opportunity to evaluate language separately from
content. The present recommendation on the benefits of
practising revision din pairs i1is again not particularly
novel. It 1s in accordance with Jacobs' (1989) suggestion
that reviesing with the help of peer-feedback - without the
interference of the teacher - is an important step towards
learning how to revise in the absence of feedback, and with
Bartlett's (1982) claims on the advantages of working in
pairs given +that learners are less able to spot their own

errors than errors by their peers.

II. WHAT TO TEACH

The first suggestion regarding what to teach I wish to make
is that analysing revision seems to be more basic to
understandiné L2 writers' needs than analysing the ways in
which their end—products violate L2 conventions. Writing
products only tell us which rarts of text are good and
which are bad, but tell us 1l1little about the language-
specific difficulties that writers encounter during the
process of writing. The analysis of revision, however, is

able to offer insights into what such difficulties might
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be, for it +tells us whether the standards the writer
applied in order té evaluate his emerging text in the
absence of feedback were good or bad. That is to say, while
writing products tell wus only whether the result of the
decisions writers were forced to make during the process of
writing were good or bad, the analysis of revision enables
one to access information regarding whether the decisions
themselvesbwere good or bad. Although there might often be
a very close correspondence between the two, i.e., good
decisions lead to good end-products and bad decisions lead
to bad end—prpducts, this 1is not always the case. A
writer's (good) decision to rewrite what he perceived could
be dimproved in his emerging text does not mean he will
actually be able to generate a better final product: he may
well be unable to rewrite his text in a better way.
Similarly, a writer's (bad) decision to reject what was
already apprropriate in  his emerging text does not
necessarily mean that his final product will be worse: he
may simply replace an appropriate element with = another

equally appropriate one.

The above does not imply that I am revoking the principles
underlying my -original conception of what instrucfion for
intermediate to high-proficiency skilled writers using L2
should focus on. Understanding the ways 1in which the end-
products of their writing violate L2 conventions is not
irrelevant to the assessmeht of their needs. On the

. contrary, the present study has shown that this 1s probably
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a good starting point. ﬁnderstanding the language-specific
difficulties encountered by these writers during the
writing process, however, is a useful way of coming to a
deeper understanding of problem-areas which both are and

are not viegible in writing products.

In the analysis of revision according to the taxonomy of
qualification categories utilized in this study, the
positive and consequential changes tell us hot only that
the wrilter made good decisions during the process of
rewriting, but also that the outcome of those decisions was
satisfactory. In other words, the standards with which the
writer evaluated his emerging text were probably good, -and
he was able to apply those standards in a fully or prartly
successful way. The. positive and consequential ~changes
therefore probably tell us that the writer faced few ovr

language-specific difficulties during the process of

rewriting. It is therefore on . the ' .revision changes
qualified according toe .. the remaining qualification
categories that an -analysis of writers' needs °‘should
concentrate.

The indeterminate changes simply tell us that teachers and
learners must get together in order to discuss what the
latter had in mind éo as to find out whether or not those
changes Qere rositive or consequential, and hence whether
or not the learners ~-in question need help 1in ‘those

. regpects. The negative, unnecessary and necesgsary changes
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tell wus that the wrifer lacked standards with which to
evaluate his emerging text inasmuch as he rejected
appropriate or more appropriate elements 1in text and
accepted inappropriate or less apprépriate ones. Of these,
the negative and unnecessary changes tell us that the
writer was at = least concerned with evaluating parts of his
emerging text, even though the standards he applied were,
in the case of the former, detrimental to the final
product, and, in the case of the latter, probably
deletorious to the overall revision process. The necessary
changes, however, point towards where the writer's most
basic difficulties lay, for they indicate that eilther the
writer avoided revising, or that he was not even able to
locate points in text which needed revision. In other
words, hnecessary changes indicate that the writer accepted
inappropriate elements  in text without even realizing it,
or at ieast without attempting to replace them with more
appropriate ones. The ineffective changes, in turn, tell us
that the writer already acquired some standards with which
‘to evaluate his emerging text of insofar as he rightfully
rejected what was not appropriate. He needs however to
further develop his understanding of those standards so as
to -be able to replace the inapproprisate elements he

rejected with more appropriate ones.
To summarize, the analysis of revision according' to the
gualification categories of the system proposed enables one

to identify many of the product-related difficulties that
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writers encounter during the process of writing, some of
which are not visible in their writing products. The
analysis also enables one to grade such difficulties into
three different levels: the necessary changes point towards
the most acute of these difficulties, for they indicate
that the writer either avoided dealing with or was totally
unaware of certain problems in his text; the negative and
unnecessary <changes, in turn, indicate that the route
towards proficiency 1is likely to be shorter, for at least
the writer was consciously trying to . improve his emerging
text; the 1ineffective c¢changes, in turn, indicate that
second language development 1is probably well on  its way,
for they tell wus that the writer has acquired some
standards with which to reject inappropriate parts of text,
even though he was unable to retrieve more appropriate
linguistic resources with which +to replace what he

correctly perceived should have been rejected™.

The next suggestion I wish to make is that, as pointed out
in  chapter six, cross-references between the learning-
insufficient observations and the categories for describing
the revision of reading process and writing product can be
especially useful when 1t comes to identifying the domailns
of reading process and writing product to which special
attention must be given®. The participants whe took pawrt in
the present study, for example, seem to be in particular
need of further instruction which focuses on accuracy, for

which the learning-insufficient observations were

316















