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
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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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