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Abstract


While previous studies on assessment as learning (AaL) in second language (L2) writing have mainly focused on writing teachers’ practices and perceptions of AaL, scant research has examined the relation between students’ engagement and writing performance in an AaL context. To fill the void, this study examined how students’ engagement related to their writing performance. Drawing on writing drafts, interviews, verbal reports, observation field notes, and documents, cross-case analyses of two focal students demonstrated that learner engagement in an AaL context was positively associated with improvements in writing performance. The student who demonstrated greater reciprocity in collaborating with teachers and peers in the AaL context, as well as proactivity in taking charge of her learning in L2 writing, showed greater improvements in content, organization, and language of argumentative writing.
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1. Introduction


The past two decades have seen growing interest in shifting classroom writing assessment in English as a second language (L2) contexts from assessment of learning (AoL), where teachers use scores to measure students’ learning outcomes, to assessment for learning (AfL), where teachers and learners utilize evidence about learning as feedback to inform subsequent teaching and learning (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Lee, 2017; Leung et al., 2018; Shepard, 2000). This paradigm shift is driven by several reasons: a focus on scores alone does not benefit students’ learning owing to a dearth of formative feedback (Lee & Coniam, 2013); meanwhile, the dominant role of teachers in assessment could hinder students from acquiring the skills of independent learning and critical thinking, educational goals in the twenty-first century (Wong & Mak, 2019). However, setbacks have been observed during the AfL movement: AfL cannot be fully implemented when teachers only follow the letter rather than the spirit (Marshall & Jane Drummond, 2006) and do not empower students to take charge of their learning. Thus, assessment as learning (AaL) has been introduced to highlight the student-centered dimension of AfL (Earl, 2013). AaL emphasizes students’ agentive role in evaluating their learning, and using feedback to set goals, monitor, and adjust their learning (Earl, 2013). Since AaL can potentially promote L2 writers’ self-regulatory abilities (Lee et al., 2019) and writing quality (e.g., X. Xiang et al., 2022), further research is worthwhile.



In L2 writing, AaL remains under-researched. Existing literature on AaL in L2 writing has mainly focused on writing teachers’ AaL practices (e.g., Lee et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020), as well as teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the strengths and challenges of AaL (e.g., X. Xiang et al., 2022). Since students’ involvement with AaL is deemed to improve their self-regulation and help them grow into independent writers and key assessors (Lam, 2016), recent studies (e.g., Wang & Lee, 2021; Wang & Shen, 2025) have begun to examine AaL in L2 writing from the perspective of learner engagement, defined as the extent of a student’s active involvement in a learning activity (Reeve, 2013). Learner engagement was observed to have a positive association with learning outcomes, including language performance in writing and reading (Christenson et al., 2012). Given the crucial role of engagement in facilitating language learning (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020), investigating engagement can offer insights into how AaL fosters students’ writing performance, i.e., learners’ ability to perform writing tasks (Hyland, 2003). Although limited prior research has investigated how learners engaged in L2 writing assessment (e.g., Wang & Lee, 2021; Wang & Shen, 2025; Zhang, 2020), little research has explored learner engagement as a process through which an AaL context relates to writing performance. Theoretically, understanding how learners engage with AaL and how their engagement may relate to their writing performance can provide insights into the complex process of L2 learning in classroom writing assessment.



The present study explores how Chinese undergraduates’ engagement may relate to their writing performance in an AaL-oriented writing classroom. Pedagogically, this study can inform instructional practice and assessment design to promote learner engagement and improve students’ writing performance, ultimately leading to more effective assessment, teaching, and learning experiences.




2. Literature Review


2.1. AaL in L2 Writing


AaL is grounded in socio-constructivism, which holds that learning is socially constructed when students take charge of their learning and teachers create learning experiences that enable students to collaborate with others (Powell & Kalina, 2009). While AaL shares key features with AfL, such as clarifying learning goals and conducting peer-assessment, AaL underscores students’ agentive roles in connecting assessment and learning (X. Xiang et al., 2022). In AaL, classroom assessment serves as a vehicle for developing students’ metacognition, e.g., what strategies they can use to evaluate, adjust, and advance their learning (Earl, 2013).



AaL implementation in L2 writing requires teachers to offer instructional scaffolding to support students throughout the writing process and to engage them in co-regulation of learning, in which students’ learning is influenced by self-regulation and other-regulation from teachers/peers/assessment instruments (Allal, 2011; Lee, 2016). Key strategies for adopting AaL in L2 writing were outlined by Lee (2017). First, teachers clarify learning goals and success criteria. To enable students to be co-learners in writing classrooms, students can co-construct and negotiate success criteria with teachers and peers (Wang & Lee, 2021), e.g., by identifying key elements of a genre (e.g., content, structure, and language) after analyzing samples. Second, students set personal learning goals based on the shared goals provided by teachers. Third, descriptive and focused teacher feedback is provided so that students understand their strengths/weaknesses/workable next steps. Fourth, teachers engage students in peer-assessment so that they become learning resources for each other. Peer-feedback protocols are useful for guiding students to proactively seek feedback and initiate discussion (Lee, 2016). Fifth, to promote students’ ownership of their learning, teachers can guide students to ask metacognitive questions, use learning logs for self-monitoring, and conduct self-assessment (B. Bai, 2015; Lee & Mak, 2018). These AaL strategies should be viewed holistically as they collectively support students’ learning (Hawe & Parr, 2014).



Prior research has mainly addressed how specific aspects of AaL, such as goal-setting (e.g., Huang, 2015), peer-assessment (e.g., Lam, 2010), self-monitoring (e.g., W. Xiang, 2004), and self-assessment (e.g., Hale, 2015; Lam, 2013) affect students’ learning of L2 writing. Among the limited number of empirical studies on AaL as a unitary concept, most focus on teachers’ AaL practices and beliefs in L2 writing classrooms (e.g., Lee et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2020; He & Wang, 2025), and on students’ perceived benefits and challenges of AaL (e.g., X. Xiang et al., 2022). While learner involvement in the AaL process is deemed part of learning (Dann, 2002), research on the process by which student writers engage in AaL activities and its relationship to the development of writing performance is scarce. These gaps provide the impetus for this study on learner engagement and writing performance in AaL.




2.2. AaL and Learner Engagement


Learner engagement refers to the feelings, thoughts, and actions learners exhibit to enhance their learning; it results from the interplay of contextual (e.g., teaching and assessment contexts) and individual factors (e.g., learners’ beliefs and prior learning experience), functioning as a mediator between learning contexts and learning outcomes (Oga-Baldwin, 2019). Engagement has been conceptualized as a multifaceted construct comprising three to four interrelated dimensions of emotion, cognition, behaviour, and agency (Oga-Baldwin, 2019; Reeve, 2013). Behavioural engagement concerns effort, persistence, and concentration (Fredricks et al., 2004). Emotional engagement refers to students’ affective reactions during the task including positive and negative emotions. Cognitive engagement concerns students’ application of sophisticated learning and self-regulatory strategies (Cleary & Zimmerman, 2012). Agentic engagement involves the “proactive, constructive, and reciprocal action students initiate to catalyze their academic progress and to create a more supportive learning environment for themselves” (Reeve et al., 2020, p. 2). Derived from Bandura’s reciprocal triad of the environment, the person, and the behaviour, agentic engagement represents the reversed arrow in the reciprocal triad leading from behaviour to the environment, suggesting that learners’ willful actions can impact their surroundings (Oga-Baldwin, 2019).



Regarding learner engagement in L2 writing assessment, Wang and Lee (2021) and Wang and Shen (2025) further developed a conceptual framework to explore how L2 writers engaged agentively in an AaL context based on empirical data from students’ verbal reports, interviews, and writing drafts. Rather than treating agentic engagement as a fourth dimension, we argued that agency underpinned the notion of engagement. From social cognitive or socio-cultural perspectives, agency refers to learners’ ability to influence sociocultural contexts (Van Lier, 2008) and regulate their own learning processes (Bandura, 2006). Students’ operations pertaining to metacognition (e.g., how to plan/monitor/evaluate/adjust their own learning) and emotional regulation (R. Bai et al., 2014) relate to agentic engagement as well. Therefore, we placed agency at the core of the three dimensions of engagement. Learner engagement in L2 writing assessment was defined as the proactive and reciprocal involvement students initiate to self-regulate their learning and to co-construct an assessment context with peers and teachers (Wang & Lee, 2021):




	
Proactive involvement in learning self-regulation pertained to (1) affective strategies used to maintain a positive attitude toward L2 writing, (2) metacognitive operations such as planning, self-monitoring, self-assessment, reflection, and goal adjustment in cognition, and (3) goal-oriented actions including finding external resources and learning additional knowledge, as well as self-initiated revisions (e.g., form-focused and meaning-focused) in behaviour.



	
Reciprocal involvement concerned how learners interacted with peers and teachers to collaboratively establish an assessment context through their actions. This included providing constructive contributions (e.g., summarizing the success criteria for a genre with peers), expressing preferences (e.g., requesting specific feedback), and seeking assistance (e.g., asking for clarification on feedback, Wang & Lee, 2021; Wang & Shen, 2025).








While the above study examined how students engaged in AaL contexts, the relation between learner engagement and writing performance has not been explored. To unpack the process of empowering students as critical assessors of their L2 writing and its influence on their learning, it is important to investigate students’ engagement and writing performance in AaL. The present study, therefore, seeks to explore how learner engagement operates as a process linking an AaL context with students’ writing performance (see Figure 1). This study sets out to answer the following questions: How may students’ engagement (or lack of it) relate to their writing performance in an AaL-oriented writing classroom?





3. Methods


3.1. Context and Participants


3.1.1. Teacher Participant and Her AaL Implementation in L2 Writing


The study was conducted in English Writing, a compulsory course for second-year English majors at a private university in China. The course was offered in a 90 min session each week in a 16-week term. Students were asked to compose four drafts of two argumentative essays, each about 200–400 words.



The teacher, Helen (pseudonym), earned her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Translation in Hong Kong and had six years of experience teaching English at universities in Mainland China. At the time of the study, she had been teaching English writing for two years. One year before the study, the author engaged Helen and her colleagues in a 12 h workshop on theories and strategies for AaL in L2 writing (see Lee, 2017). Teachers designed their assessment materials with the author’s assistance, including assessment criteria, feedback forms, and learning logs. During the study, although the author supported the teacher by responding to her questions via emails and video conferences, Helen took an agentive role in deciding her writing assessment practices.



When integrating AaL into L2 writing, Helen used a process-genre approach to empower students to take a major role in assessment. At the pre-writing stage, students were given a sample argumentative essay and summarized the traits of good argumentation in the aspects of purpose, structure, and language on their own. The teacher guided students to co-construct success criteria for argumentation with peers and provided instructional scaffolding on genre knowledge of argumentative writing (e.g., the writer is able to support the thesis with a list of major arguments in supporting paragraphs) and process writing strategies (e.g., planning, monitoring, evaluating, and reflection). Then, students were guided to set individual learning goals so that they have a clear vision of where to head towards.



At the while-writing stage, students were trained to self-assess draft 1 using feedback forms (adapted from Lee, 2017). Helen usually provided instructional scaffolding on other language points, such as introducing approaches to enhance vocabulary richness, sentence variety, and guiding students to proofread common grammatical errors. Online tools such as Pigai (an AWE system available institutionally) and Thesaurus were also introduced to encourage students to independently check for language accuracy and diversify lexical choices. Based on self-assessment results and newly learned language points, students were asked to revise for Draft 2.



Next, students were trained to peer-assess Draft 2. Peer assessment training included a teacher demonstration and student practice: for written peer feedback, Helen demonstrated how to comment on a previous student essay by going through the criteria on the feedback form, explaining how to give grades and write commentary on the strengths and weaknesses. For oral peer feedback, Helen played videos on the feedback sandwich, guiding peer reviewers to comment on three strengths and two weaknesses of the writing in the areas of content, structure, and language, and to provide constructive suggestions for solving these problems. For student writers, a feedback protocol was also shown to encourage them to proactively seek specific feedback, ask peers for clarification of comments, and discuss with peers how to revise (Lee, 2016). Learner-driven feedback was also implemented by providing areas in feedback forms for students to write questions and doubts.



Helen then offered descriptive feedback on students’ Draft 3 according to the assessment criteria and students’ individual questions in the feedback forms, providing commentaries on the structure, content, and language. As for the scope of written corrective feedback (WCF), Helen gave focused WCF on five pre-selected errors. Five frequently made grammatical errors (verb tense and form, preposition, word choice, word form, and sentence structure) were identified in the pre-study timed argumentative writing test and served as language foci in the assessment criteria for two argumentation tasks (verb tense and form, preposition, and word choice in Essay 1; word form and sentence structure in Essay 2). Based on teacher feedback, students wrote final drafts. During multiple drafting, students were guided to plan/monitor/regulate their actions towards their learning goals with the assistance of metacognitive checklists, learning logs (adapted from Lee & Mak, 2018), and peer/teacher feedback.



At the post-writing stage, students reflected on their writing and set new goals. All in all, Helen’s AaL practices reflected its unitary nature. Samples of a learning log and assessment forms are attached in Appendix A.




3.1.2. Student Participants


Student participants were second-year English majors in the same English Writing class (45 students in total). Students were between 19 and 21 years old and had learned English for around 12 years. Since prior studies on engagement in L2 writing indicated that language proficiency may influence learner engagement in writing assessment (e.g., Zhang, 2020), two participants with different writing proficiency levels, Sarah and Anne (pseudonyms), were selected for case studies based on argumentative writing pre-test scores (15 points in total), teacher recommendations and their English scores in the university entrance examination (UEE). Sarah was an average student in this class, earning 8 points in the pre-test, around the class average, and 110 points in UEE, while Anne was a relatively high-performing student in the class, scoring 11 points on the pre-test and 123 in UEE.





3.2. Data Collection


For the two student participants, semi-structured interviews, verbal reports of the writing process, writing drafts, writing test scores, classroom observation field notes, and documents were collected over a term by the author. Pre-study interviews examined participants’ initial self-perceived writing performance by asking them to comment on their English writing in the areas of organization, content, vocabulary and grammar. These data were used to compare with their perceived changes in writing performance later this term. Post-study interviews investigated (1) how and the extent to which they engaged agentively in AaL in terms of their collaboration with teachers and peers, and proactive involvement in taking ownership of learning, and (2) their perceived changes in writing performance (organization, content, and language). All interviews were conducted in Chinese (their L1) for around 90 min and were audio-recorded.



Verbal reports were collected to examine participants’ engagement in cognitive and affective dimensions. Eight think-alouds were gathered from each participant to explore their engagement while writing their essays. Participants recorded their think-alouds in Chinese (L1), English (L2), or both languages while composing four drafts of two essays and submitted the recordings to the author. Another eight stimulated recalls occurred within two days after they wrote each draft. Participants (1) reviewed their previous drafts along with the provided feedback and learning logs, and (2) reflected on their feelings, thoughts, and actions during multiple drafts.



Writing drafts were collected to study participants’ engagement in terms of self-initiated revisions and their changes in writing performance. Eight argumentative drafts from each participant were gathered, including four drafts for both Essay 1 (two-sided argumentation) and Essay 2 (one-sided argumentation). The writing topic for Essay 1 was whether college graduates should live in first-tier or second-tier cities. In Essay 2, participants stated their views on the famous saying: Although the world is full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it (see the writing task prompts in the Supplementary Materials).



Pre-/post-writing tests were administered at weeks 1 and 16. Quantitative pre/post writing tests were used to (a) inform participant selection and (b) provide descriptive indicators of performance change. The former qualitative text analysis of multiple drafts constituted the primary source for examining the development of writing performance. Two parallel writing tasks from past College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) exam papers were used (see Supplementary Materials). The original wording (“…write a short essay on how to develop positive relationships between parents and children/teachers and students”) was modified to (“…write a short essay on important principles to develop positive relationships between parents and children/teachers and students”). This modification was intended to encourage an argumentative rather than expository response. “How-to” prompts often invite descriptive listing, whereas prompts emphasizing “important principles” encourage students to generalize, evaluate, and justify ideas, which are core features of argumentative writing. It is acknowledged, however, that the revised wording does not preclude expository responses. To support genre alignment, the task was administered following explicit instruction in argumentative writing, and students were informed that an argumentative essay was expected. Students wrote argumentative essays within 30 min. CET-4 was chosen because it has been widely used in Mainland China for three decades and validated as a reliable and valid indicator of undergraduates’ writing proficiency and performance (Gao, 2011).



Documents, including written teacher/peer feedback forms and learning logs, were obtained to triangulate participants’ engagement in behaviour (e.g., self-initiated revision) and cognition (e.g., goal adjustment). Classroom observation field notes (16 lessons) and two audio recordings of oral peer-feedback conferences from each participant were collected to triangulate their engagement in terms of collaborative behaviour. A timeline of data collection was summarized in Table 1.




3.3. Data Analysis


To study how students’ engagement may relate to their writing performance in an AaL-oriented context, content analyses of qualitative data and text analyses of two participants’ writing drafts were performed by the author. Audio-recorded data, including interviews/verbal reports/peer-feedback conferences, were transcribed verbatim and translated into English by the author, who is bilingual in Chinese and English. To safeguard meaning accuracy, selected excerpts used in the findings were reviewed by a second bilingual researcher, and discrepancies were discussed until a consensus was reached. Content analyses of qualitative data were performed in NVivo 12 according to the cyclic coding approach (Miles et al., 2014). Data regarding learner engagement in the AaL classroom were identified in the first-cycle coding. Reeve’s (2013) agentic engagement items were used to capture participants’ proactive and reciprocal behaviour, and R. Bai et al. (2014) metacognitive and affective strategies were utilized to capture participants’ proactive involvement in cognitive and emotional dimensions. In the second-cycle coding codes were categorized into (a) their proactive involvement in self-regulating their learning which included affect regulation operations (e.g., rewarding oneself for completing a draft), metacognitive operations (e.g., setting and adjusting goals) and goal-directed actions (looking up a dictionary), as well as (b) their collaboration with teachers and peers to establish an AaL context (e.g., offering constructive input when synthesizing assessment criteria, seeking feedback and expressing feedback preference, Wang & Lee, 2021; Wang & Shen, 2025). The coding scheme was attached in the Supplementary Materials. Participants’ interview data on changes in argumentative writing performance were identified in the first-cycle coding, and were categorized into (1) content and structure, and (2) language in the second-cycle coding according to assessment criteria in two argumentative writing assessment forms (see Table 2). One-fourth of interview transcripts were double-coded by a Ph.D. candidate in L2 writing. When disagreements arose, codes and categories were refined after discussion. Two coders compared their coding output and engaged in iterative discussions to resolve disagreements and refine the coding scheme. A third researcher was consulted to help reach a consensus when disagreement persisted.



Writing performance was operationalized as changes in participants’ pre-/post-writing test scores and as their writing development across multiple drafts during the term. The quantitative and qualitative data were interpreted complementarily, with test scores providing outcome-level reference points and draft analyses offering process-level explanations. Writing tests were scored based on a 15-point holistic scale from the CET-4 assessment rubric which covered content, organization, and language (see Supplementary Materials). To ensure the scoring reliability, the author and Helen, both experienced CET raters, scored the writing tests. The author rated 45 pre-tests and 45 post-tests, while one fourth of the essays (12 pre-tests and 12 post-tests) were double-rated. The Pearson correlation coefficient was 0.813, suggesting acceptable inter-rater reliability (Mackey & Gass, 2005). Final scores were calculated by averaging two independent whole-number ratings assigned by the raters. Although the CET-4 holistic rubric requires raters to assign only integer scores, the resulting averaged scores therefore included half-point values. This averaging procedure represented a slight departure from the CET scoring rule described in the Supplementary Materials and was adopted to more precisely reflect rater agreement.



About text analyses, since Helen used a process-genre approach to integrate AaL into writing, key features of the target genre, i.e., argumentation, were specified, taught, and employed to describe students’ writing performance (Hyland, 2007). Therefore, genre-specific assessment criteria in two argumentative writing assessment forms were used as codes (see Table 2) to analyze eight writing drafts from each participant. The primary outcome of writing performance focused on overall essay quality, reflected in genre-move and rhetorical features (CS1–CS8), including organizational structure, argument development, and logical persuasiveness. Supporting indicators focused on language use, which included language range (LA2–4) and accuracy (LA1). This approach enabled the examination of how learner engagement related to writing performance both in terms of global writing quality and specific linguistic features. The range and appropriateness of vocabulary, sentence patterns, and connectives were analyzed through close manual textual analysis. Lexical range was assessed via variation in word choice, sentence pattern range through identification of varied grammatical constructions (e.g., simple, compound, complex sentences), and connective range by coding types of logical connectors (e.g., additive, adversative, sequential). Appropriateness was judged based on semantic accuracy and contextual suitability of these features within the argumentative texts. Coding decisions were reviewed by a second coder, with disagreements resolved through discussion. Qualitative narratives were generated to present how participants’ engagement may relate to their writing performance in content and structure, as well as language concerning range and appropriateness of vocabulary, sentence patterns, and connectives. In addition, quantitative error analyses were conducted to provide complementary evidence of participants’ development in grammatical accuracy. The number of errors for pre-selected error types in focused WCF was counted in each draft of two participants. Errors of verb tense and form, preposition, and word choice were counted in Essay 1; errors of word form, sentence structure, and the former three error types were counted in Essay 2. Then, error ratios for each draft were calculated by dividing the total number of target errors by the total word count. Error ratios were rounded to the nearest 0.1%. During error analysis, another postdoctoral fellow in English education coded one-third of participants’ essay drafts. Inter-coder reliability of error analysis is 86.3%.





4. Findings


Case analyses were employed to examine how learner engagement may relate to their changes in writing performance in an AaL context.



4.1. Sarah


Writing tests and text analyses indicated that Sarah’s writing performance enhanced in content, structure, and language. Her test scores rose from 8 to 11 out of 15. According to the CET rubric, the content of her essay in the pre-test was of basic relevance to the task; ideas were extended but were not adequately substantiated. Information was presented with some organization, but there was a lack of overall progression. As for language, there were many linguistic errors, some serious ones. In comparison, the content of her essay in the post-test was relevant and adequate to the task. The ideas presented in the essay were extended and supported. In addition, the ideas were arranged coherently, and there were only a few language errors.



Consistent with the writing tests, text analyses during the term indicated higher writing performance in content, structure, and language in both essays. In week 1, Sarah perceived that the content and structure of her essays were acceptable; although she made grammatical mistakes sometimes, her vocabulary and range of sentence patterns were her biggest weaknesses (pre-study interview). In week 16, Sarah perceived that she made the largest improvement in genre knowledge regarding the purpose, structure, and content of argumentative writing:




The purpose of argumentative writing is to put forward my opinion, and then analyze and support my argument in paragraphs… For structure, I begin an argumentation with an introduction of the topic, summarize the materials, and then present a thesis statement. I use two to three arguments to support my thesis statement. According to these arguments, I come up with topic sentences…and support them. In the conclusion, I restate my thesis statement and propose a piece of advice, etc.



(Post-study interview)





Sarah considered that her improvements in content and structure were related to her reciprocal involvement in synthesizing assessment criteria at the pre-writing stage:




Since I need to think on my own when analyzing sample texts and discussing with peers, instead of just listening to my teacher’s explanation, I have a stronger impression of the key features of argumentation in the aspects of purpose, content, and structure… With these criteria, I know what to pay attention to during writing and what to improve during revision.



(Post-study interview)





In addition, writing drafts and observation field notes revealed that Sarah’s commitment to dialogic feedback and her proactivity in adjusting writing goals aligned with higher writing performance in content and structure. Taking the location of the thesis statement and organization of main arguments in the two-sided argumentation as an example (see Figure 2), Sarah elicited relevant responses from peers and explained her thinking during the peer conference; when opinions among peers diverged, she solicited help from her teacher and the whole class to revise the structure and content of the essay:



As Sarah agentively engaged in the feedback process, she came to realize that the purpose of two-sided argumentation is to “argue for my point of view through a comparison; if I wanted to argue that college students should live in first-tier cities, then the comparison of two kinds of cities should be aligned with my thesis statement” (post-study interview). With this understanding, Sarah further adjusted her goals for Draft 3 in her learning log (Figure 3) and thought aloud a concrete next step: “I decided to revise the overall structure. I will present the thesis statement first and then write a few arguments” (Think aloud protocol, Essay 1 Draft 3).



As a result, her third draft saw a clearer thesis statement at the beginning: “living in first-tier cities is more suitable for graduates”. In addition, three topic sentences were revised from factual comparisons of two kinds of cities (e.g., “first-tier cities and second-tier cities have dissimilar resources’ advantages”) to claims that big cities rather than small cities are better suited to graduates (e.g., first-tier cities have more advantages in resources than second-tier cities). As such, her Draft 3 (see Figure 4) saw an enhancement in composing main arguments that supported the thesis statement, which strengthened the relevance of the essay content: “I used to place topic sentences in different places, but now I begin each paragraph with a topic sentence. With topic sentences, I plan to write corresponding content in each paragraph, which increases the relevance of the essay content” (post-study interview).



In addition to content and structure, Sarah progressed in vocabulary and sentence patterns: “I used to repeat simple connectives such as ‘first’ and ‘second’, but now I can use a wider range to meet different purposes” (post-study interview). Drafts and learning logs analyses revealed that the increased richness of vocabulary and sentence patterns was associated with Sarah’s proactive involvement in self-assessment, goal-adjusting, and self-initiated revisions of lexical choices, connectives, and sentence patterns. For instance, Sarah self-assessed her Draft 1 of Essay 1 and identified her weakness: “the words are not abundant” and planned to “enhance the variety of words” (self-assessment form). When revising for Draft 2, Sarah expanded her vocabulary range by using synonyms, e.g., replacing “more and more” with “an increasing number of”; she also diversified her sentence patterns by applying newly learned comparison and contrast structure words such as “nevertheless,” “on the other hand,” “while,” and “unlike” to discuss similarities and differences between big and small cities.



Think-aloud protocols and text analyses of drafts (see Figure 5) also indicated that Sarah’s self-monitoring of the variety and accuracy of vocabulary and sentence patterns positively influenced her metalanguage for different error types and sentence patterns. For instance, to achieve her goal of increasing sentence pattern variety in Essay 2 Draft 2 (think-aloud protocol), Sarah analyzed the syntax of each sentence, seeking to use new sentence patterns (e.g., emphatic sentences) and to self-edit for grammatical errors (e.g., noun endings and run-on sentences).



As a result of her self-monitoring, a comparison of eight drafts of two argumentations found that her grammatical accuracy increased. As seen in Table 3, the error ratio (the number of errors/total word count) for Essay 1 decreased from 2.5% in Draft 1 to 0.4% in Draft 4; the error ratio for Essay 2 reduced from 2.4% in Draft 1 to 1.1% in Draft 4.



In a nutshell, Sarah’s engagement in AaL was positively associated with her improvements in writing performance. Her reciprocal involvement in co-constructing assessment criteria and in driving dialogic feedback strengthened her genre knowledge regarding the purpose, content, and structure of arguments. Benefiting from increased genre knowledge and her goal adjustment across multiple drafts, her performance in writing well-formed thesis statements and main arguments developed. In addition, Sarah’s proactivity in self-assessment, goal-adjusting, self-monitoring, and self-initiated revisions was associated with enhanced writing performance in language, e.g., diversified vocabulary and sentence patterns, and grammatical accuracy.




4.2. Anne


Writing tests and text analyses demonstrated that Anne made greater gains in language than in content and organization. Writing test scores improved slightly from 11 to 12.5 points out of 15 points. According to CET-4 band descriptors, the pre-test content was relevant and adequate to the task, with ideas extended and supported. The ideas were arranged coherently. However, there were a few language errors. Her argumentation in the post-test improved in language regarding grammatical accuracy and lexical range. The content was relevant to the task, and the ideas were substantiated and coherently organized, but the thesis statement was not well-written. Therefore, Anne’s post-test essay failed to reach the next band of 14 points.



Text analysis of writing drafts during the term revealed improvements in content, organization, and language in Essay 1, but there were mainly enhancements in language in Essay 2. At the start of the term, Anne ranked the structure of her essay as the best, followed by the relevance of content, vocabulary range, and grammar, with the diversity of sentence patterns as the worst. At the end of the term, Anne thought her arguments improved in content, organization, and grammar.



In the areas of content and structure, Anne developed a clear idea of how to organize an argument: “I used to write whatever came up in my mind, but now I plan and think about whether the content is suitable for the writing topic…I will come up with a thesis statement and main arguments, and then add evidence to enhance the persuasiveness of my arguments” (post-study interview). Anne agreed with Sarah that the development of the organization was attributed to their engagement in analyzing sample texts and establishing success criteria with the teacher:




When summarizing key features of good argumentative writing from the sample, I wrote grammar accuracy and sentence coherence. However, my groupmates and teacher attached importance to the content…Then I realized content is important”.



(Post-study interview)





Analyses of writing drafts and verbal reports in Essay 1 demonstrated Anne’s performance in content and organization was also boosted by her proactivity in goal-adjusting and self-initiated meaning-focused revisions. Based on self-assessment results that Draft 1 lacked a thesis statement at the beginning, a comparison of both sides in the body, and a summary of arguments at the end (Figure 6), Anne adjusted her goals for Draft 2: “I read the topic ‘Should graduates live in first-tier or second-tier cities’ again and thought there should be a clear thesis. I chose ‘living in the second-tier cities’ as my thesis statement… Therefore, I need to emphasize the advantages of second-tier cities and deemphasize the pros of first-tier cities to support my thesis” (stimulated recall). As a result of her goal adjustment and self-initiated revisions throughout the essay, Draft 2 showed improved performance in writing a clear thesis statement in the introduction (“From where I stand, I think graduates should live in the second-tier cities”), in using comparison and contrast to support her argument that “living in the second-tier cities enjoys more advantages than second-tier cities”, and in replacing an ambiguous statement “it depends on personal choice” with a restatement of her thesis that “I would suggest that graduates stay in the second-tier cities for development” in the conclusion (see Figure 7).



On the other hand, Anne’s lack of reciprocal involvement in communicating her needs and doubts about feedback with peers and the teacher coincided with weaker improvements in using evidence to substantiate her arguments. When she did not understand or disagreed with feedback, she rarely sought clarification from others; nor did she set relevant goals or make any changes in subsequent drafts (post-study interview). For example, Anne neglected her peer’s feedback that her second argument was not strong enough to support her thesis statement in Essay 1 Draft 2; instead, she set “checking and modifying grammatical mistakes” as her goals for Draft 3 (learning log). In Essay 2, despite receiving two peers’ feedback on the content and structure of Draft 2 (“there are too many facts, but the essay lacks your own ideas”; “the opinion isn’t strong enough”), Anne established an unfocused goal called “modify the structure” for Draft 3 (learning log), without discussing with her peers about the meaning of the feedback and how to tackle these problems. While writing, she failed to self-monitor and did not revise the structure. On the contrary, Anne worked on her language goals of replacing words with synonyms and adding connectives. Consequently, writing performance in supporting evidence and the persuasiveness of ideas did not improve after peer feedback in both Essay 1 and 2.



Compared with writing performance in content and structure, writing drafts showed higher performance in language, including grammatical accuracy, vocabulary richness, and diversified sentence patterns. Such development could be attributed to her metacognitive operations in planning and self-initiated revisions with the automated writing evaluation (AWE) system. For example, before writing Essay 2 Draft 2, Anne planned to check for grammatical errors and increase the range of vocabulary and sentence patterns (think-aloud protocol). During revision, she first uploaded her Draft 1 to Pigai (AWE) and edited typos and grammatical errors based on assessment results: “Paragraph 3, line 2, ‘We were badly need of’ lacks a preposition (AWE feedback). Add ‘in’ before badly? No error now… ‘in need of’ is correct then” (think-aloud protocol). In addition, Anne also corrected word choice errors based on AWE feedback: “Paragraph 2, there is no ‘defeat hardship’ in the corpus; it seems to be Chinglish (AWE feedback). Change it to ‘overcome difficulties’” (think-aloud protocol). Anne’s self-editing grammatical errors reduced her error ratio from 3.5% in Draft 1 to 2.2% in Draft 2. An analysis of eight drafts from two argumentative essays also indicated higher grammatical accuracy. As seen in Table 4, the error ratio of Essay 1 declined from 1.0% in Draft 1 to 0.4% in Draft 4; the error ratio of Essay 2 dropped from 3.5% in Draft 1 to 1.8% in Draft 4.



Besides editing grammatical errors, based on corpus tips about synonyms in the AWE system (see an example in Figure 8), Anne made six self-initiated revisions to lexical choices (e.g., changing “made” to “compelled”, “people” to “citizens”, “donate” to “contribute”, “but” to “however”, “many” to “quite a few”, and “besides” to “additionally”). As a result, she used synonyms more effectively to demonstrate vocabulary richness in Draft 3 (see Figure 8).



Furthermore, the variety of sentence patterns in Anne’s essays increased due to her self-initiated revisions: “Now, before writing, I list various sentence patterns in my outline… e.g., attributive clause, inverted sentences… to remind myself to use them while drafting” (post-study interview). The comparison of Essay 1 Draft 1 and 2 showed a wider variety of sentence patterns including subject clauses (e.g., “as we all know” to “it is universally acknowledged that”), inverted sentences (e.g., “we never give up” to “in no circumstance will we give up”), and emphatic sentences (e.g., “it is Chinese people who adopted”).



To summarize, Anne’s reciprocity in co-establishing assessment criteria as well as her proactivity in goal-adjusting and self-initiated revisions in Essay 1 were related to better writing performance in content and organization concerning thesis statements and main arguments. However, Anne lacked reciprocity in communicating her needs and doubts during the feedback process in both essays and showed low proactivity in self-regulating her writing in content and structure in Essay 2. These patterns were associated with weaker performance in effectively using evidence to substantiate main arguments. On the other hand, her proactivity in making form-focused revisions based on AWE feedback aligned with better grammar accuracy, vocabulary richness, and sentence pattern variety in both essays.





5. Discussion


This study examined how students’ engagement in an AaL context may relate to their writing performance. Case studies of two undergraduate students demonstrated that learner engagement was closely associated with improvements in writing performance. While differences in initial proficiency and potential ceiling effects must be considered, cross-case analysis showed that Sarah (middle proficiency in the class), who displayed a higher degree of engagement, made greater improvements in writing performance, as reflected in both pre/post-tests and text analyses of multiple drafts. Her commitment to collaboration in the AaL context and proactive involvement in self-regulating her cognition and behaviour coincided with enhanced essay content and organization, as well as improved language use and accuracy. In comparison, Anne (high proficiency in the class), who demonstrated lower proactivity and minimal reciprocity, made relatively fewer improvements in her writing performance. Admittedly, the lower gain Anne experienced during one term of AaL might be attributed to the ceiling effect of English instruction on the development of writing performance among high-proficiency EFL learners (Rifkin, 2005). However, within-case analysis indicated that engagement served as an explanatory mechanism beyond proficiency level. Anne’s engagement varied across multiple drafts, which coincided with changes in her writing performance, as reflected in text analyses. For example, Anne’s constant self-initiated form-focused revisions based on AWE feedback appeared to relate to improvements in language use and accuracy. However, a dearth of reciprocity in communicating her needs and doubts during the feedback process and low proactivity in self-regulation coincided with weaker improvements in content and organization (e.g., supporting evidence and the persuasiveness of arguments in Essay 2). The modest gain in Anne’s post-test score resulted from an unclear thesis statement aligned with her limited engagement with global issues, as observed in text analyses. The following section will discuss how similarities and differences in students’ engagement may be related to varying progress in writing performance.



Firstly, students who were collaborative in co-constructing the AaL context appeared to show improvements in writing performance. Before writing, both students reported that their reciprocal involvement in co-establishing assessment criteria with peers and the teacher (e.g., analyzing sample texts by themselves and working with others to compile success criteria) could strengthen their understanding of key features of argumentation. For example, both students were able to articulate important criteria for content and structure, such as a thesis statement, topic sentences, and supporting evidence. As Anne mentioned, a comparison between self-synthesized criteria and those from peers and their teacher prompted them to reflect on and reconstruct their quality writing standard. Consistent with previous studies which found that the dialogic use of exemplars facilitated students’ understanding of assessment criteria (e.g., Carless & Chan, 2017), students’ engagement in extensive discussion of exemplars with others in this study also assisted them in co-constructing evaluative judgments by assimilating or accommodating new knowledge into their extant knowledge network (Earl, 2013).



However, differences in students’ reciprocity at the while-writing stage seemed to be associated with variation in writing performance development. Cross-case comparisons revealed that the student who reciprocally engaged with feedback by soliciting clarification to better understand comments and seeking help to act upon feedback tended to show greater improvements. For example, Sarah’s commitment to dialogic feedback strengthened her genre knowledge regarding the purpose of two-sided argumentation, which was linked to her improved performance in writing well-formed thesis statements and main arguments. In comparison, Anne’s minimal interaction with peers during feedback conferences seemed to limit her opportunities to obtain additional prompt feedback to resolve misunderstandings, potentially contributing to the limited strengthening of supporting evidence, a weakness noted by both peers. These results supported Storch’s (2008) finding that “elaborate engagement where learners deliberated over alternatives, questioned and explained their suggestions, led to consolidation/learning, more so than limited engagement” (p. 110) where only one student made suggestions and the other repeated or did not respond. From a sociocultural perspective, social interaction is a site of knowledge construction, and a collaborative dialogue is a source of language learning (Lantolf, 2006). Students who enacted engagement in expressing preferences, soliciting clarification/help/advice can make greater progress in writing performance, probably because they are able to pool resources and gain prompt tailored external feedback, which can then be internalized as individual resources to guide their revisions (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). In other words, students can be better aware of how they are doing and where to go next during collaboration.



Nonetheless, the above findings on the relation between students’ writing performance and their reciprocal engagement during the feedback process contradicted Teng and Zhang’s (2018) survey which did not find a significant impact of social behaviour strategies (e.g., peer learning and feedback handling) on writing performance. They argued that learners might not have opportunities to seek help or collaborate with peers when writing essays in a test-taking context. In comparison, the process-genre approach adopted in an AaL context provided students with opportunities to transcend knowledge gaps and address learning-related issues through interaction with the learning context (Oxford et al., 2014). This difference in learning potential inherent in learning contexts (e.g., AoL versus AaL) may influence whether students’ reciprocal involvement in the feedback process is positively related to writing performance.



Secondly, students who demonstrated higher proactivity in conducting goal-setting/adjusting/self-monitoring/self-initiated revisions appeared to make greater progress in writing performance. While previous studies emphasized the beneficial effect of goal-setting (e.g., Huang, 2015), the present study further revealed that goal-adjusting during process writing benefited writing performance. For example, Sarah gained better performance in writing thesis statements, main arguments, and supporting evidence after she adjusted writing goals based on feedback from self/peers/teacher.



While W. Xiang (2004) found that instruction on self-monitoring only significantly improved high achievers’ performance in organization, students who conducted self-monitoring in the present study also demonstrated improvement in language features, e.g., Sarah’s variety and accuracy of sentence patterns and Anne’s grammar accuracy. Since the teacher in this study provided instructional scaffolding for both global and local issues in this AaL classroom, students can be equipped with metalanguage to analyze linguistic aspects. When students were meta-cognitively aware of what they needed to do and what options were available (Lee, 2016), their writing performance was more likely to improve across various aspects.



In addition, students’ self-initiated revisions in the behavioural dimension appeared to be positively associated with writing performance. Similar to Zhang’s (2020) study on AWE feedback, Anne used AWE feedback to make self-initiated form-focused revisions in grammar and vocabulary, which mainly coincided with improvements in language aspects, e.g., grammatical accuracy, range, and appropriateness of vocabulary. On the other hand, Sarah made greater progress in writing performance in content and organization than Anne did, which may relate to her proactivity in seeking additional feedback to make meaning-focused revisions according to assessment criteria.



Overall, the findings aligned with Wiliam’s (2011) view that learner engagement in actions in classroom assessment played an important role in students’ learning development. Sarah’s greater improvements in writing performance were associated with her higher levels of reciprocity in collaborating with teachers and peers within the AaL context, as well as her stronger proactivity in taking charge of her learning in L2 writing. During students’ collaboration in an AaL context, individuals’ evaluative judgments could be established; timely and targeted resources and feedback could be solicited. Knowledge and feedback gained through reciprocal involvement in the AaL context could assist students in planning, monitoring, evaluating, and adjusting their learning in L2 writing (Clark, 2012). As students proactively engaged in self-regulating their learning to narrow the gaps between their current performance and learning goals, their writing performance was likely to improve.




6. Conclusions


The present study examined how students’ engagement (or lack of it) related to their writing performance. Case analyses demonstrated that students’ engagement in an AaL context was closely related to their development of writing performance. Compared with Anne, Sarah who demonstrated a greater extent of reciprocity in collaborating with teachers and peers in the AaL context as well as proactivity in taking charge of her learning in L2 writing showed greater improvements in writing performance in the aspects of content, structure, and language, as reflected in both pre/post-tests and text analyses of multiple drafts throughout the term. It is likely that when students enacted minimal engagement in AaL (e.g., Anne in Essay 2), e.g., failing to use learning logs to regulate mental efforts to achieve their learning goals, or not making full use of interactions and dialogues as learning resources, studying in an AaL-oriented writing classroom may not contribute to a substantial increase in students’ writing performance. The findings help to clarify the relation between AaL, engagement and writing performance: Teachers’ implementation of AaL itself may not directly improve students’ writing performance; rather, students’ engagement in AaL can unlock the benefits of formative assessment.



One major limitation was that qualitative narratives could not establish a causal relationship between enhanced writing performance and students’ engagement. Admittedly, students’ improved writing performance cannot be attributed solely to their engagement; it also resulted from a combination of factors, including their teacher’s instructional scaffolding, feedback, and the language input students received from other English lessons. Future classroom-based research can further collect quantitative data, including engagement surveys and writing tests, from a larger sample to conduct statistical analyses of the relationship between engagement and writing performance. Despite these limitations, compared with most previous studies that investigated the manifestation of learner engagement, the present study offers a qualitative account of how learner engagement operates as a process linking assessment contexts and learning, contributing to an understanding of how learner engagement in AaL contexts relates to the development of writing performance.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of learner engagement in an AaL context (Adapted from Wang & Lee, 2021). 
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Figure 2. Excerpt taken from Sarah’s peer conference of Essay 1. 
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Figure 3. Sarah’s learning log of Essay 1. 
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Figure 4. Excerpt taken from Sarah’s Draft 2 and 3 of Essay 1 (revised sections are in bold). 
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Figure 5. Excerpt taken from Sarah’s Draft 1 and 2 of Essay 2 (revised sections are in bold). 
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Figure 6. Anne’s self-assessment form of Essay 1. 
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Figure 7. Excerpt taken from Anne’s Draft 1 and 2 of Essay 1 (revised sections are in bold). 
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Figure 8. Excerpt from AWE feedback and Anne’s revision on lexical choices in Draft 3 of Essay 2 (deleted words were in red and newly added words were highlighted in yellow by Anne). 
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Table 1. Data collection timeline.
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	Timeline
	Data Collected





	Week 1
	Pre-test



	Week 2
	Pre-study interviews



	Week 4
	Essay 1 Draft 1 (E1D1) with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls (within 2 days after completing each draft)



	Week 5
	Self-assessment forms of E1D1



	
	E1D2 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 6
	Peer feedback forms and conference recordings of E1D2



	Week 7
	E1D3 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 8
	Teacher feedback forms of E1D3



	Week 9
	E1D4 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 11
	E2D1 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 12
	Self-assessment forms of E2D1



	
	E2D2 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 13
	Peer feedback forms and conference recordings of E2D2



	Week 14
	E2D3 with think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 15
	Teacher feedback forms of E2D3



	Week 16
	E2D4 think-alouds, learning logs and stimulated recalls



	Week 16
	Pro-test and post-study interviews



	During the term
	Classroom observation










 





Table 2. Coding scheme of writing performance.
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Categories

	
Codes






	
Content and Structure

	
CS1. Introduction-Lead in




	
CS2. Introduction-Thesis statement




	
CS3. Body-Presenting main arguments in topic sentences




	
CS4. Body-Organizing main arguments in proper paragraphs




	
CS5. Body-Supporting details




	
CS6. Conclusion-Restating thesis and summarizing main arguments




	
CS7. Conclusion-Concluding the arguments




	
CS8. Logic and persuasiveness of ideas




	
Language

	
LA1. Grammatical accuracy (verb tenses and forms, prepositions (prep.), word choices, word forms)




	
LA2. Sentence patterns (range and appropriateness)




	
LA3. Vocabulary (range and appropriateness)




	
LA4. Connectives (range and appropriateness)











 





Table 3. The number of grammatical errors in Sarah’s drafts.






Table 3. The number of grammatical errors in Sarah’s drafts.





	
Error Types

	
Verb Form and Tense

	
Prep.

	
Word Choice

	
Word Form

	
Sentence Structure

	
Ratio (Number of Errors/Total Word Count)




	
Draft Number (Total Word Count)






	
Essay 1 Draft 1 (241)

	
2

	
1

	
3

	

	

	
2.5%




	
Essay 1 Draft 2 (257)

	
1

	
1

	
3

	

	

	
1.9%




	
Essay 1 Draft 3 (314)

	
1

	
2

	
3

	

	

	
1.9%




	
Essay 1 Draft 4 (275)

	
0

	
0

	
1

	

	

	
0.4%




	
Essay 2 Draft 1 (415)

	
1

	
1

	
5

	
0

	
3

	
2.4%




	
Essay 2 Draft 2 (454)

	
1

	
1

	
5

	
0

	
3

	
2.2%




	
Essay 2 Draft 3 (444)

	
1

	
1

	
5

	
0

	
3

	
2.3%




	
Essay 2 Draft 4 (454)

	
1

	
1

	
2

	
0

	
1

	
1.1%











 





Table 4. The number of grammatical errors in Anne’s writing drafts.






Table 4. The number of grammatical errors in Anne’s writing drafts.





	
Error Types

	
Verb Form and Tense

	
Prep.

	
Word Choice

	
Word Form

	
Sentence Structure

	
Ratio (Number of Errors/Total Word Count)




	
Draft Number (Total Word Count)






	
Essay 1 Draft 1 (294)

	
1

	
2

	
0

	

	

	
1.0%




	
Essay 1 Draft 2 (281)

	
2

	
0

	
0

	

	

	
0.7%




	
Essay 1 Draft 3 (245)

	
2

	
0

	
0

	

	

	
0.8%




	
Essay 1 Draft 4 (263)

	
1

	
0

	
0

	

	

	
0.4%




	
Essay 2 Draft 1 (396)

	
5

	
3

	
3

	
1

	
2

	
3.5%




	
Essay 2 Draft 2 (410)

	
3

	
2

	
1

	
1

	
2

	
2.2%




	
Essay 2 Draft 3 (432)

	
4
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Essay 1: Should college graduates live in frst-ter cities or second-tie cites?
Draft 2
It raises a thought that college graduates should determine to the first-tier or second-

e, from the salary level and pressure, resources” advantages, and life style.

First of al, the pressure of everybody s affected by the salary level of the
cties ... Second, frst-tier cities and second-tier cities have the dissimilar resources™
advantages... Finally,life style s distinguishing between them.

In conclusion, I have a view that living in the first-tier cities is more suitable for college
‘graduates; on the ground that the majority of them are full of power and passion. It the first-

more beneficial conditions to achieve their dreams.

cites that give ther

Draft 3
_From my perspective, | have a view that living in first-tier cities is more suitable for
geaduates. First of all, the majority of them are full of power and passion so that they arc
willing to sustain the pressure.
Second, first-
Finally, graduates would like to experience a fast-pace life. The first-ter citis are
bustle and have rapid pace in order to adapt to intensively compete...
In conclusion, I deem that living i the irst-tier citis is more advantaged for college
graduates..
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Peer assessment form
Writer’s Name: Sarah Reviewer’s Name: Jane:

Other than the eriteria below, what parts of your essay you would like your peer to comment on? (e.g.. please

‘comment on the tenses in my essay. If you have doubt about a particular sentence in your essay, you could write down

ns before peer feedback.)

the sentence below. Tell your peer about these ques
Not very good at using parallel structures
xeellent, 4 . 2= Room for improvement, 1A large room for improvement

Al of these are mentioned, and the
structure and logic are clear and
Togical. However, the entire essay
consists of only suggestive sentences,
without any argumentation supporting
the main point.

Use various examples to illustrate and substantiate

topic sentences.

Restate the thesis and conclude the argument clearly
and strongly ~ e.g.. with a recommendation, a thought,
ora comment.

Use correct forms of words to form a sentence. . Strengths, weaknesses, and advice:
Use a wide range of sentence patterns (including It has minor grammatical errors, rich
simple, compound and complex sentences). sentence structure, and diverse

vocabulary.

Use synonyms to demonstrate vocabulary richness and

to enhance the cohesion.
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Essay 1 topic: Should college graduates live in first-tier cities or second-tier cities?

Assessment criteria (self-assessment form)

5=Excellent, 4= Good, 3=Average, 2= Room for improvement, 1=A large room for improvement

Content and Structure

I can provide relevant background about the topic in the

introductory paragraph.

I can summarize the main points of the materials.

I can write a well-form thesis statement 1n the

introductory paragraph.

I can support the thesis with a few major arguments n

supported paragraphs in the form of topic sentences.

I can use various ways to illustrate and substantiate topic

sentences (€.g., with supporting details).

I can compare and contrast ideas by similarity-difference

pattern, point-by-point organization or block organization.

I can restate the thesis and conclude the argument clearly
and strongly — ¢.g., with a recommendation, a thought, or

a comment.

Strengths, weaknesses and solution:
Strengths: Reasonable paragraph

arrangement

Weaknesses: Insufficient argument;

poor conclusion; no comparison

Solution: List some similarities
between the two types of cities to
demonstrate the argument.

Put up with a better summary of the

whole paper

Language

I can use verb tense and forms correctly.

I can use prepositions appropriately.

I can use appropriate words to form a sentence.

I can use a range of appropriate words to compare lives in

different contexts and discuss my preferences .

I can use comparison and contrast structure words to

discuss similarities and differences appropriately.

5

Strengths, weaknesses and solution:
Strengths: I think my transition words
between sentences are correct.
Diverse sentence diverse
Weaknesses: There are some mistakes
in sentences, mainly tense and voice
CITOrS.

Solutions: Review to check syntax.

General comments: Not bad overall, 1f the full mark 1s 100, I will give myself 70.
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At the beginning of 2020, a serious worldwide disaster, CODIV-19, disturbed our
normal lives. It Separated extremely fast, and its harmfulness made compelled people-
ciizens to fall in to panic and helpless. Hellen Keller once said, although the world is
full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it. Actually, I can’t agree with
Hellen more. I think the unity is sure to overcome sufferings not only because the
concerted efforts of the Chinese people but also the generosity of all ethnic in the

word-world.
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At the beginning of 2020, a serious worldwide disaster, CODIV-19, disturbed our
normal lives. lt—leparated extremely fast, and 1ts harmfulness made - people
- . fall in to panic and helpless. Hellen Keller once said, although the world 1s
full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it. Actually, I can’t agree with
Hellen more. I think the unity is sure to overcome sufferingl not only because the
concerted efforts of the Chinese people but also the generosity of all ethnic in the

word-world,
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Essay 1: Should college graduates live in first-tier cites or second-ter ciies?
Draft 1
First-tir cities or second-tir cities
Similarity, whether graduates should liv in first-tier cities or second-citis has stired a
heated discussion in China.

For those who want (o stay in big cities after graduate, the first-tier cities enjoy wide
resources and broad vision, which can broaden their horizons. Also, there are more large
enterprises in big citis to provide them with more job opportunities and the salary i
ier cities is much better than those developing cities,
which guarantees their lives in the firsttier cities. By contrast, those who choose to live in
second -t cities insist that the second -tier cities have developed rapidly in recent years so
that the resources in second-tier cities can also meet their develop needs. And the lower
housing price is another important factor to attract graduates to live in second-tier cities. Last but
not least,the air in those second or third-cities is fresher because there are more green plants and
less industry gases in developing ciics.

“To sum up, both first ter cities and second tier cities have their own advantages. As for
‘whether stay in first-tier cities or second-tier cites, it depends on personal choice.

much

higher. Whatis more, the service in fr

Draft 2.
Graduates should five in second-tier cities

..Similarly, whether graduates should live in first tir cities or second ier cities has stirred a
heated discussion in China. From where I stand, I think graduates should live in the second-
ter cities.

As for the similarities, the salaries in both first-tier and second-tier cities are high. Also,
the transportation systems have developed greatly in second-tier cities, just as the first-
es. However, living in the second-tier cities enjoys more advantages than second tier
cities. First, the housing price in the first-tir cities is extremely highs on the contrary itis
affordable in second tier cities. Second, there is more fresh air in second-tier cities because
there is more green vegetation in second-tier cities, while the first-tier cities do not for the
reason there are too many tall buildings occupying the land. Furthermore, the lfe is too fast
fes; however, it is moderate in second-tier cities, which allows inhabitants to
adjust to the life changes...

In a word, both first and second tier cities enjoy many advantages, but live in the second-tier
s are more comfortable and acceptable. Therefore, I would suggest that graduates stay
in the second-tier cities for development.

in first-tier
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Peer feedback conference:

Sarah: I think our organization 1s different. Both of you presented your thesis statement in the
introduction. For example, Student A preferred living in first-tier cities after graduation...But
paragraph 2 to 4 seemed to show facts about the two kinds of cities in three areas without
showing your preferences... Where should we put forward our choice? Shouldn’t it be placed at
the end?

Student B: I think it’s better to tell readers our choice first...

Student A: I agree.

Student B: Your essay 1s the opposite of ours. Your introductory and body paragraphs did not
clearly tell us which kind of cities you prefer. You told us your choice at last... It confused
readers.

Sarah: But the prompt of our writing task reads “discuss both sides of the two options and
explain your own choice”. So, I made comparison before presenting my own decision.

Student A: If we list characteristics of big and small cities... then point out our opinion at
last. The essay 1s not coherent.

Whole-class discussion:

Sarah: My groupmates are confused about whether we should focus on comparing first- and
two-tier cities, or argue for our own choice? Where should we put our thesis?

Helen: These two are compatible. You make comparison to support your thesis statement! It
will be strange if you keep talking about the pros of big cities and end with choosing small cities.

Student C: Should we make comparisons objectively without adding our personal opinion?

Helen: We learned in our previous lesson that “thesis + support” is the most important thing
in argumentative writing. The comparison 1s your support, while your opinion is the thesis. The
comparison in argumentation will reflect your attitude. So, it must be kind of “subjective™. The
aspects you compare, 1.€., your topic sentences, should be claims. If you make comparisons
“objectively”, then your essay will be filled with facts. The essay becomes expository writing
rather than argumentative writing.

Sarah: If we list the pros and cons of two kinds of cities, and then present our thesis at the
end, 1s 1t ok?

Helen: Listing 1s not enough. You need to compare whether the advantages of first-tier cities
outweigh those of second-tier cities, etc. About the location of thesis, we stressed that i1t would be
reader-friendly if you present it in the introduction...

Student C: All 1n all, we should discuss both sides based on our own choice.

Sarah: I see, thank you.
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Oral peer feedback instructio
Ba

should contain:

1) three strengths of the wi

ing in the aspects of content, structure, grammar and vocabulary
2) two problems in the aspects of content, structure, grammar and vocabulary

suggestions about how 1o improve the above problems
Sample peer feedback dialogue:
Student writer: May I have your feedback on .. (¢.g., the thesis statement)?
Peer assessor:

1) You did well on ... (major strengths)

2) These parts have to be changed because .. (major problems)
3) You can improve by ... (constructive suggestions about how to improve the above problens)

Student writer: Could you explain.

Peer assessor: (replies).
‘Writing goals for the third/final draft:

Based on the strengths, weaknesses and suggestions from your peer/teacher feedback, what are your goals for
‘your third/final draft? What will you do to achieve these goals (e.g., what w

ing strategies will you use)?
Weakness: My initial thesis statement focused on "how" rather than "why." I revised the thesis statement, topic sentences,

and some other content.
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Essay 1: Should college graduates live in first-tier cities or second-tier cities?
Dratft 2

...It raises a thought that college graduates should determine to the first-tier or second-
tier, from the salary level and pressure, resources’ advantages, and life style.

First of all, the pressure of everybody is affected by the salary level of the
cities ... Second, first-tier cities and second-tier cities have the dissimilar resources’
advantages... Finally, life style is distinguishing between them...

In conclusion, I have a view that living in the first-tier cities is more suitable for college
graduates; on the ground that the majority of them are full of power and passion. It's the first-tier
cities that give them more beneficial conditions to achieve their dreams.

Draft 3

...From my perspective, I have a view that living in first-tier cities is more suitable for
graduates. First of all, the majority of them are full of power and passion so that they are
willing to sustain the pressure...

Second, first-tier cities have more resources’ advantages than second-tier cities...

Finally, graduates would like to experience a fast-pace life. The first-tier cities are
bustle and have rapid pace in order to adapt to intensively compete...

In conclusion, I deem that living in the first-tier cities is more advantaged for college
graduates...
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Writing goals for the third draft:
Based on the strengths, weaknesses and suggestions from your peer feedback, what are your
? What

‘goals for your third draf

will you use)?

ill you do to achieve this goal (e

My goal is revising the structure of my article, the most important thing
10 the first paragraph. The whole article need to put forward my tendentious opinions; therefore, I
need to revise the content and topic sentences. Also I need to add more supporting details for the

topic sentences.
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After writing (Where to next?)

Reflective journal
Three most important things I have learnt about writing:

(D compare and contrast structure and one-side structure

(2)_How to write introductory paragraph: lead in, summary, thesis sentences

(3)_How to write topic sentences

‘Three most serious error types | have leamt from peer and teacher feedbac}
rammatical crrors

pecially in collocations: and there are qu

‘The word choice is inappropriat

Pl
‘you fail to achieve? What are the weaknesses of my writing?):

Th

jggest problem.

Further goals for the next composition:
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the theme, and summarizing the

aragraph, clearly stati
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Essay 2: State your view on the famous saying: Although the world i fullof suffering, it isalso fullof the
overcoming of it

(1) Emphatc sentence

Draft 1: Such countries make the epidemic out of control.

Draft 2 1's such countries that make the epidemic out of control

(2) Noun endings

Draft 1: Actually, human have suffered from several significant epidemics such as SARS, HINI, and
Ebola virus.

Draft 2 Actually, humans have suffeed from several significant epidemics such as SARS, HINI, and
Ebola virus

Think-aloud protocol: “human” is countable... add an
(3) Run-on sentence

Draft 1: For instance, Wuhan in China primarily appeared COVID-19, when China was faced with the
scarcity of medical goods and money, a lot of counties were wiling 10 asist Wahan and encouraged China.
Draft 2: For instance, Wuhan in China primarily appeared COVID-19. When China was faced with the
scarcity of medical goods and money, a lot of countries were willing o assist Wuhan and encouraged
China.

“Think-aloud protocol: There are three commas here to lnk three sentences, so it should be wrong. “when”
Teads an adverbial clause, which should belong to the lattr two sentences. Change the comma beforc
“when 10 a ullstop. Capitalize “when” o lead an adverbial lause of time and follow it with a mai

afterit...check and revise all “human”.
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Learning log
Clas:
Name: Sarah
Essay topic:
1. Before writing (Where I am going?) Date;

First, based on the learning goals and assessment criteria you learnt, please write down your own learing

ructions:
goals about the one-sided argumentation. If the criteria are too difficult for you, please select some as your goals; if the

riteria are too simple for you, you can design and add your own learning goals. Second, what writing strategies will you
use to achieve your goals?

Personal learning goals Strategies
i Use mind map to brainstorm and orgay

Purpose | I can write a well-form thesis sentence with

subtopies in the introductory paragraph. ideas by putting the main idea in the centre
T can express the main arguments through using | of the map and adding related ideas in the
paralleled topic sentences. branches.
To develop a paragraph by giving examples and | Learm how to write the subtopics and to use
writing a st of points to support the topic paralleled topic sentences by watching the
videos
Collecting more examples through news
and illustrating my opinions
Introduction (opening* summary +thesis | Leam to use more coherence and cohesion
statement) such as connecting paragraphs and
®  Supporting paragraphs sentences with linking words, topic
a. support the thesis with a list of major sentences to underline the structure
arguments in supported paragraphs in the form
of topic sentences
b. use examples to support each topic sentence
. use various ways o enhance coherenced
cohesion

Conclusion (restatement of thesis+ closing

emarks)

To gather more synonyms

r
I can use more synonyms and pronouns.

I can use connective appropriately to develop | Leam more new connective
arguments. Attention to the word collocation
1 can use the right word collocation and the right

part of specch,
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Essay 2: State your view on the famous saying: Although the world is full of suffering, it 1s also full of the
overcoming of it.

(1) Emphatic sentence

Draft 1: Such countries make the epidemic out of control.

Draft 2: It’s such countries that make the epidemic out of control.

(2) Noun endings

Draft 1: Actually, human have suffered from several significant epidemics such as SARS, HINI, and
Ebola virus.

Draft 2: Actually, humans have suffered from several significant epidemics such as SARS, HIN1, and
Ebola virus.

Think-aloud protocol: “human” 1s countable... add an “s” after it...check and revise all “human™.

(3) Run-on sentence

Draft 1: For instance, Wuhan in China primarily appeared COVID-19, when China was faced with the
scarcity of medical goods and money, a lot of counties were willing to assist Wuhan and encouraged China.
Draft 2: For instance, Wuhan in China primarily appeared COVID-19. When China was faced with the
scarcity of medical goods and money, a lot of countries were willing to assist Wuhan and encouraged
China.

Think-aloud protocol: There are three commas here to link three sentences, so it should be wrong. “when”
leads an adverbial clause, which should belong to the latter two sentences. Change the comma before
“when” to a full stop. Capitalize “when” to lead an adverbial clause of time and follow it with a main
clause.
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2. During writing (How am I going?)
Instructions: When you write your first draft, second draft and third draft, please go through the metacognitive
questions below. Metacognitive questions are designed to help you plan and monitor your writing according to the

learning goals and assessment criteria. Please bricfly write down your notes or “¥” on the second column.
A checklist of metacognitive questions Notes

'hat type of text am I going to write? Argumentation

W
What is the purpose of a one-sided argumentation? To put forward a point of view and provide

‘What is the audience of this one-sided argumentation? logical, detailed support for your augment

the public

What makes a good a one-sided argumentation? Put forwards a correct point of view and
‘What are the features of a one-sided argumentation? elaborate argumentation

-Content According to the thesis sentence to narrate
-Organization the article

“Language Introductory paragraph, A few explanatory
paragraphs, a summary

Use cohesive words

How can I open this essay effectively? Opening + thesis statement

Have I written a thesis statement with subtopics? Yes

Have I supported the thesis statement with a list of topic sentences?

What examples and evidence can I use? News, personal experience, my
perspectives

Have I restated the thesis and concluded the essay clearly and strongly? | Yes

What connectives can I use to link up and develop arguments? Synonyms and cohesive words and topic
sentences

Have I chosen appropriate forms of words to form sentences? I don’t know.

What synonyms can I use to demonstrate vocabulary richness and to | Hardly any

enhance the cohesion?

Have I used simple, compound and complex sentences? Yes
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Essay 1: Should college graduates live in first-tier cities or second-tier cities?
Draft 1
First-tier cities or second-tier cities

...Similarity, whether graduates should live in first-tier cities or second-cities has stirred a
heated discussion in China.

For those who want to stay in big cities after graduate, the first-tier cities enjoy wide
resources and broad vision, which can broaden their horizons. Also, there are more large
enterprises in big cities to provide them with more job opportunities and the salary is much
higher. What is more, the service in first-tier cities 1s much better than those developing cities,
which guarantees their lives in the first-tier cities. By contrast, those who choose to live in
second -tier cities insist that the second -tier cities have developed rapidly in recent years so
that the resources in second-tier cities can also meet their develop needs. And the lower
housing price 1s another important factor to attract graduates to live in second-tier cities. Last but
not least, the air in those second or third-cities 1s fresher because there are more green plants and
less industry gases in developing cities...

To sum up, both first tier cities and second tier cities have their own advantages. As for
whether stay in first-tier cities or second-tier cites, it depends on personal choice.

Draft 2
Graduates should live in second-tier cities

...Similarly, whether graduates should live in first tier cities or second tier cities has stirred a
heated discussion in China. From where I stand, I think graduates should live in the second-
tier cities.

As for the similarities, the salaries in both first-tier and second-tier cities are high. Also,
the transportation systems have developed greatly in second-tier cities, just as the first-tier
cities. However, living in the second-tier cities enjoys more advantages than second tier
cities. First, the housing price in the first-tier cities is extremely high; on the contrary it is
affordable in second tier cities. Second, there is more fresh air in second-tier cities because
there is more green vegetation in second-tier cities, while the first-tier cities do not for the
reason there are too many tall buildings occupying the land. Furthermore, the life is too fast
in first-tier cities; however, it is moderate in second-tier cities, which allows inhabitants to
adjust to the life changes...

In a word, both first and second tier cities enjoy many advantages, but live in the second-tier
cities are more comfortable and acceptable. Therefore, I would suggest that graduates stay
in the second-tier cities for development.
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Writing goals for the third draft:

Based on the strengths, weaknesses and suggestions from your peer feedback, what are your

goals for your third draft? What will you do to achieve this goal (e.g., what writing strategies

will you use)?

My goal 1s revising the structure of my article, the most important thing is putting the thesis sentence
to the first paragraph. The whole article need to put forward my tendentious opinions; therefore, I
need to revise the content and topic sentences. Also I need to add more supporting details for the

topic sentences.
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Assessment crite

(self-assessment form)

xcellent, 4= Good, 3=Average, 2= Room for improvement, 1=A large room for improvement

Strengths, weaknesses, and

solution:
The strengths include generally
relevant content, clear
viewpoints with subtopics, and
some supporting evidence. The
weaknesses are the presence of
topic sentences, but a lack of
skill in using parallel topic
sentences. Further study of

topic sentences. parallel structure is needed.

I can use various ways to enhance coherence &

cohesion.

1 can restate the thesis and conclude the argument

clearly and strongly — .g., with a recommendation, a

thought, or a comment.

Language

£
g

I can use correet forms of words to form a sentence, Strengths, weaknesses, and
solution: The strengths include

arich vocabulary, diverse

sentence structures, and a good

selection of conjunctions. The
and o enhance the cohesion. weaknesses include some
I can use connectives appropriately to link up and inaccurate word choice,
develop arguments. sentence structure, and
grammar; these areas require
improvement in grammar and
vocabulary learning.

General comments:
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Peer feedback conference:

Sarah 1 think our organization is different. Both of you presented your thesis statement in the
introduction. For example, Student A preferred living in first-tier cities afer graduation. .. But
paragraph 2 10 4 seemed to show facts about the two kinds of citis in three areas without
showing your preferences... Where should we put forward our choice? Shouldn’t it be placed at
the end?

Student B: I think its better to tell eaders our choice first

Student A: I agree.

Student B: Your essay is the opposite of ours. Your introductory and body paragraphs did not
clearly tell us which kind of cites you prefer. You told us your choice atlas... It confused
readers.

Sarah: But the prompt of our writng task reads “discuss both sides of the two options and
explain your own choice”. So, | made comparison before presenting my own decision.

Student A: If we list characteristics of big and small citis... then point out our opinion at
last. The essay is not coherent.

Whole-class discussion:

Sarah: My groupmates are confused about whether we should focus on comparing first-and
twotier cties, or argue for our own choice? Where should we put our thesis?

Helen: These two are compatible. You make comparison to support your thes
will be strange if you Keep talking about the pros of big cities and end with choosing small cities.

Student C: Should we make comparisons objectively without adding our personal opinion?

-+ support” s the most important thing
in argumentative writing. The comparison is your support, while your opinion is the thesis. The
‘comparison in argumentation willreflect your atitude. So, it must be kind of “subjective”. The
aspects you compare, i.., your topic sentences, should be claims. If you make comparisons
“objectively”, then your essay will be filled with facts. The essay becomes expository writing
rather than argumentative writing.

Sarah Ifwe st the pros and cons of two kinds of ities, and then present our thesis at the
end, is it ok?

Helen: Listing is not enough. You need to compare whether the advantages of fist-tier cities
outweigh those of second-tier cities, etc. About the location of thesis, we stressed that it would be
reader-friendly if you present it in the introduction...

Student C: All in all, we should discuss both

Sarah I see, thank you

statement! It

Helen: We learned in our previous lesson that “th

s based on our own choice:
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Essay 1 topic: Should college graduates live in first-tier ities or second-tier cities”
Assessment crteria (selassessment form)
3=Excelent, 4~ Good, 3-Average, 2= Room fo improvement, 1A large room for mprovement

Content and Structure

Tcan provide relesant background sbou the topic in the Strengihs, weakaesses and soluton
introductory paragraph 3 Strengths: Reasonable paragraph
Y can summarize the main poits of the mateials armangement

Tean write 2 well-form theis statement i the
introductory parsgraph. 2

Weaknesses: Insufficent argument:
poor conclusion; no comparison
Tean supportthe thsis with a iy major arguments in
supportd paragraphs in the form of topic sentences

Solution Listsome similares
between the o types ofcites 0
demonstate the argument,

Putup with  beter summary ofthe
whole paper

Fcan use various ways 1o ilustrate and substaniae opic

sentences (.. with supporting detal). 3

1 can compare and contrast ideas by similriy<ifrence
pate, point-by-poin organization or block oranizaton. || 4
Y can estae th thess and conclde the argument cearly

and strongl e, ith a recommendation, 2 thought, or 3

a conment

Langunge

Fean use verb tense and forms corectly 4 Strengihs, weaknesses and solution
Strengths: 1 hink my tansiion words

T can use prepositons appropristly. 3 o S

Tcan use appropriate words to form  senence. 3

Diverse sentence divrse
Tcan use  range of appropriste words o compare fvs in Weaknesses: There are some mistakes
different contexts and discuss my preferences Sentences, mainly tense and voice

1 can use comparison and contrast structure words to. | crrors.
discus similaies and ifernces appropritely s Soluions: Reviw: o check synas.

General comments: Not bad overall, i the full mark is 100, il give mysef 70,






