
Marking a Composition

The Lesson

1) Overview

THE LEARNER: The student who wrote this is Turkish, (aged 12), has nearly completed her first year in secondary school and is very near the final unit of a first year coursebook.

THE TASK: Write a paragraph to tell the story of the film 'Jane Bond Goes to Seal Island’.

THE TEXT-TYPE: film review, narrative (restricted to the plot)

THE LANGUAGE FOCUS: Present simple review

WRITING FOCUS: combining sentences with ‘and’ and linking sentences with 'then' and, 'finally'; using cohesive ties 

- 3rd person subject and object pronouns

VOCABULARY FOCUS: action verbs, forms of transport

2) Pre-writing activities done in class (using a series of picture prompts)

· the teacher reviewed / presented the following verbs: arrive, catch, climb, drive, escape, go, sleep, take - eliciting the picture number in which the activity occurred

· the students were given the following forms of transport words 'helicopter, plane, rocket, bicycle, bus, car, lorry, boat, ship, which were classified according to the categories ‘Air’, ‘Land’, ‘Sea’ 

· the students sequenced the events in the narrative (using picture numbers), and matched given sentences to the pictures

· the students suggested sentences which could be linked with 'and' or followed by ‘then’, and ‘finally’

· using a few example sentences, the teacher highlighted the use of the present tense for narrative and illustrated how the proper nouns could be replaced by subject or object pronouns to make the text more cohesive

The Student's Composition

Jane Bond is a secret agent. In this film she goes to Seal Island to take photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat. Then she climbs up the rocks and take photographs. In there there is a bus, rocket, lorry and people. Then some man catches she with a gune. When he asleep Jane escapes. Then she goes to boat and climbs on to the ladder into the helicopter. Then she escapes.

Based on an activity in Pen Pictures 1, 1999, Hancock, M. & McDonald, A. Oxford University Press
USING CORRECTION CODES

(1) Some examples

A SIMPLE CORRECTION KEY (Adapted  from J. Willis, 1981)

P     = punctuation (including capitals)
sp  = spelling

/  = unnecessary word



w/o  = word order


t     = tense

v  = vocabulary, wrong word or usage

Gr   = grammar



^    = word(s) missing

a) Correction: i.e. learner’s errors are clearly identified, and are corrected by the teacher.

photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat.

b)    Controlled correction: learners errors are described, but they are not corrected by the teacher. 

photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat.

c)    Guided correction: three possibilities

     i) location of errors are pointed out but the learner is not told what types of error they are.

photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat.

     ii) the number and types of errors are indicated but the learner is not told exactly where they are.

photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat.

    iii) the number and types of errors are indicated AND the learner IS told exactly where they are.

photographs of a secret rocket. She drives car to the beach and get a boat.
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(2) Some comments

David Nunan (1991)

' When ESL students do get to write, teachers tend to view the resulting texts as final products to evaluate, which conveys to students the message that the function of writing is to produce texts for teachers to evaluate, not to communicate meaningfully with another person.'

Harmer, J. (1992) 

'.... there may well be times when the main concern is the content of the writing. Certainly the tendency is for teachers to be over-preoccupied with accuracy. This means that the student's work is often covered with red ink and no comment is made about whether the work is interesting or succeeded in its purposes.’

A colleague of mine (2003) 

'When I started teaching I marked for accuracy because I felt more secure with it.... It was clear to me where the points could be taken off or put on.... no actually, make that ‘put on’ off because I used to deduct points for accuracy. I never gave them any points for ..... content. I took 1/4 point off for spelling and 1 point for a serious grammar mistake. I subconsciously transferred the marking system I had been the recipient of when I was at school. 
(3) Do we REALLY use correction codes only these days? 1st year university students comments, October, 2001
· 'The register weren't important, while we did not make mistakes in grammar. The grammar was also quite simple and the teachers asked us not to do complex sentences or paragraphs.'

· 'The marks depended on the number of grammar mistakes, but our teacher didn’t care of our style in the writings.'

· 'They told us to use correct sentences not too difficult and that we are sure.'

· 'Grammar and spelling were corrected by writing it the right way. Sometimes there were comments on content, but only if it was too off-target.'

· 'The wrong sentences, grammatical and spelling mistakes were underlined.'

· 'As for the marking, she would only correct spelling mistakes. The rest would remain unmarked and she would just give you a mark.'

· 'The most important to get a good grade was not to have any mistake, it was better not to take risks.'

· 'The mark used to be a number, from 0 - 10, and only spelling mistakes were corrected.'
(4) The overall effect on learning

Second Language Acquisition Theory  - Skehan, P.  (1995) 

· It is important for the learner, at whatever level, to use language accurately, and to have accuracy as a goal. ....however..... it is possible to imagine interlanguage systems which do not evolve, but which are used at a certain degree of stable accuracy.

· Fundamentally, then, it is important that learners do not have systems which fail to evolve. Learners need to be able to formulate new hypothesis, to abandon old ones if they think they are inadequate, and to avoid the likelihood of fossilisation.

· Instructed learners are more resistant to fossilisation, progress further in a language, and make a better class of error (i.e. errors of commission rather than errors of omission).

· Fundamentally, communicative language teaching has shifted the balance from structure to meaning. It assumes that in order to learn it is essential to have something worthwhile to say. The importance of structure is not denied, but it is thought that it needs to express meanings that drives language development forward. 

(5)  The overall effect on student development in the writing skill
Research into writing - Zamel, V. (1982) and Nunan, D. (1991)

· Less skilled writers tend to focus on the mechanics of writing and are inhibited by their concern for formal correctness

· Unskilled writers tend to limit themselves to teacher-generated rules and modifications of lexis

· Unskilled writers spend little time reviewing what they have written, review only short segments of text, and are concerned principally with vocabulary and sentence formation

· At the revision stage, skilled writers revise at all levels of lexis, sentence and discourse, review and revise throughout the composing process, and use revisions to clarify meaning, while unskilled writers do not make major revisions in the direction or focus of the text, make most revisions only during the first draft and focus primarily on the mechanics of grammar, spelling, punctuation and vocabulary.
(6) Feedback and ‘washback’: some further considerations

· We need to distinguish between two main types of assessment; summative and formative.

· Formative assessment provides information for teachers and course designers on learnING progress. It also gives feedback to learners with the aim of improving learnING, and offers the opportunity to raise awareness to characteristics which make a text successful. This tends to be affected by the washback from summative assessment criteria. 

· Summative assessment results in the mark we give our students at the end of a term or year and which sums up attainment. The effect of end of year tests has a strong influence on teaching/assessment procedures throughout the academic year. ......... think about writing tasks and correction criteria for 'selectividad' ............... 

· Consistency: we need to make sure that we would award the same piece of work the same mark if we corrected it on another occasion (intra-rater reliability) and that we would award the same mark as our colleagues would (inter-rater reliability.

USING OTHER CRITERIA

Often we do tend to write comments which address something more than surface errors. Here are some example comments. 

Organisation






Clarity
(reasonably) well organised




I don’t understand what you mean here 

logically/clearly organised




totally incomprehensible 

lack of organisation





not clear in places

paragraph sequence a problem

good paragraphing

Coherence And Cohesion

good / not enough / few linking devices

I don’t understand the connection between your ideas

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE
How would you respond to the following texts?
1.

2.



   3.             



4.








5. 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Will you read my book? It took me years to write, will you take a look? It’s based on a novel by a man named Lear, and I need a job, so I want to be a paperback writer.

It’s the dirty story of a dirty man and his clinging wife doesn’t understand. His son is working for the Daily Mail. It’s a steady job but he wants to be a paperback writer.

It’s a thousand pages give or take few. I’ll be writing more in a week or two. I can make it longer if you like the style. I can change it round and I want to be a paperback writer.

If you really like it you can have the rights. It could make a million for you overnight. If you must return it you can send it here, but I need a break and I want to be a paperback writer.

So, would you add any other criteria?

English Well Speeched Here by Nino Lo Bello (Price Stern Sloan, Los Angeles, 1986, ISBN 0-8431-1245-X, now out of print, unfortunately ()

a.




b.


c.





d.

      

e.









              f.


g.





h.




i.





j.

k. 




l.



MARKING CRITERIA FOR TASKS / TEXTS / LEVELS

ACCURACY   CRITERIA

TASK / TEXT CRITERIA


OTHER CRITERIA

Spelling




Range of structures



Effectiveness (purpose)


Punctuation



Range of vocabulary



Sufficiently detailed

Word order



Content





Originality

Vocabulary



Format (for text-type / genre)


Credible 

Grammar



Register





Entertaining

Organisation & Cohesion


Organisation &Cohesion



Interesting




Clarity

which students can reasonably be expected to perform at their level
WRITING TEXTS, TASKS and LEVELS

	GENERAL

DESCRIPTION
	 CAMBRIDGE EXAMS
	COUNCIL OF  

EUROPE
	ALTE
	WRITTEN

TEXKS

	Elementary

(Breakthrough)


	KET

Key English Test
	A2
	1
	Forms : hotel registration /  required when entering and leaving a country

Letters: booking accommodation / personal common interest to friends or acquaintances

Messages: such as greetings and congratulations

	Low Intermediate

(Threshold)


	PET

Preliminary English Test
	B1
	2
	Forms : hotel registration /  required when entering and leaving a country

Standard letters:  enquiring about accommodation / complaint / invitation / thanks / to friends (narrative, recent events, future plans) 

Messages : telephone messages

	Upper Intermediate

(Vantage)


	FCE

First Certificate in English
	B2
	3
	Letters: transactional  eg complaint / informal / application

Article

Report

Composition

Narrative / short story

	Advanced


	CAE

Certificate in Advanced English
	C1
	4
	Transactional formal and/or informal letters 

Newspaper and magazine articles (eg. report / review)

Contributions to leaflets and brochures (eg. guidebook entry)

Notices and announcements

Competition entries

Information sheets / memos


'CAN DO'  STATEMENTS: Writing 
A1

I can write a short simple postcard, for example sending holiday greetings. I can fill in forms with personal details, for example writing my name, nationality and address on a hotel registration form. 

(Tasks: write simple isolated phrases and sentences / write a short simple postcard / write simple notes to a friend / describe where I live / fill in forms with personal details)

A2

I can write short simple notes and messages about everyday matters and everyday needs. I can write a very simple personal letter, for example thanking someone for something.

(Tasks: Give short, basic descriptions of  events and activities / Describe my family, living conditions, schooling, present or most recent job / Describe past activities and personal experiences / Write very simple personal letters expressing thanks and apology / Write short, simple notes and messages relating to matters of everyday life / Describe plans and arrangements / Explain what I like or dislike about something)

B1

I can write simple texts on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. I can write personal letters describing experiences and impressions.

(Tasks: write brief reports, which pass on routine factual information and state reasons for actions / describe basic details of unpredictable occurrences, eg. an accident / describe dreams, hopes and ambitions / take messages describing enquiries, problems etc. / briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions, plans and actions / summarise, report and give my opinion about factual information and state reasons for actions / write personal letters describing experiences, feelings and events in detail / describe the plot of a book or film and describe my reactions) 

(compiled with reference to: http://www.dialang.org/english/ProfInt/Icanall_En, the Cambridge ESOL Handbooks and the  Common European Framework of Reference)
Student reflections on the use of extended correction criteria: June 2002

· 'It made us to make a bigger effort on our exercises, so obviously, we take risks.'

· 'As to the CAE system, I think that there's something different about it that makes it better: it's all like a game and, somehow, you are considered to be a person capable of committing mistakes.'

· 'I was used to write very short, correct writings. Now I try to express ideas more deeply and it isn't a trouble to write more than 200 words compositions.'

· 'It's very helpful to improve our practice.'

· 'As to the school system, it didn't help me take risks. Now, I can.'
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Responding to Students’ Written Work























Providing feedback is one of the most commonly conceived functions of a teacher, yet, according to Nunan (1991), the ultimate effect of feedback is often very doubtful. How do we tend to respond to students’ written work? What messages are we sending to our students as a result? Is the ultimate effect, as Nunan suggests, doubtful? In this presentation we will explore commonly used correction responses and examine their effectiveness in a variety of writing contexts.








Annie McDonald


TESOL-SPAIN























If you consider our help impolite, you should see the manager 


(A sign at the concierge’s desk in a Athenian hotel)








Specialist in women and other diseases 


(A Roman medical doctor’s plaque)





If this is your first visit to the USSR, you are welcome to it. (Tacked on the door of a Moscow hotel room)








Our establishment serves tea in a bag like mother 


(a British restaurant)





The parade will take place in the morning if it rains in the afternoon. (Sign in Geneva)





The lift is being fixed for the next days. During that time we regret that you will be unbearable.





(Notice posted on a Rumanian hotel elevator).








Because of the impropriety of entertaining guests of the opposite sex in the bedroom, it is suggested that the lobby be used for this purpose. (Zurich Hotel)








WANTED:


Man to wash dishes and two waitresses.


(A London Café)





PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE ANIMALS. IF YOU HAVE ANY SUITABLE FOOD GIVE IT TO THE GUARD ON DUTY


(A Budapest Zoo)








FOR SALE  BOAT 


SINGLE OWNER 


GREEN IN COLOUR 


(posted in a Scottish harbour)











In case of fire do your utmost to alarm the hall porter 


(A Vienna hotel)





As for the trout served you at the hotel Monopol, you will be singing its praises to your grandchildren as you lie on your deathbed.


 (A Polish hotel).








The parade will take place in the morning if it rains in the afternoon. (Sign in Geneva)





WANTED:


Man to wash dishes and two waitresses.


(A London Café)








PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE ANIMALS. IF YOU HAVE ANY SUITABLE FOOD GIVE IT TO THE GUARD ON DUTY


(A Budapest Zoo)








FOR SALE  BOAT 


SINGLE OWNER 


GREEN IN COLOUR 


(posted in a Scottish harbour)














