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ABSTRACT

Writing can turn into a real passion. However, teaching and learning writing skills is hardly ever 
the most motivating component of a language curriculum. Writing currricula (i) are often purely 
skill oriented –at the expense of more cognitive and metacognitive aspects-, (ii) involving one-
to-one communication using traditional tools, (iii) lacking clearly differentiated and sequenced 
goals per “level”, (iv) fail to be embedded in a research environment, and (v) are seldom related 
to an overall view on language acquisition and learning.
Inspired by our view on language learning, called “entorno M@estro” –a learning environment 
which should be Motivador, Agradablemente Académico – pleasant & academic-, Ecológico 
(!), Semi-integrado, Traslúcido –transparent-, Rutinario and Omnímodo -with multiple means-, 
the ElektraRed-team combined existing and personal software applications in order to turn the 
teaching and learning process into a blended learning group travel from the smallest linguistic 
components (letters & words), over chunks of words, collocations, propositions, paragraphs, 
to a wide variety of text types, a task-based journey where coaches help learners to discover, 
train and improve their own strengths and weaknesses in comparison with their colleagues 
and their own former output. Making use of multimedia enabled us also to compare writing 
results between various levels and training centres, and to classify writing topics and problems 
according to training levels. In this article we will present the aims and results of our two-year 
experiment focussing on innovation in writing education through the use of multimedia. We will 
show how the results of our experiment allow us now to differentiate, and sequence preferential 
topics per level. Our ultimate aim with the innovation was to make students write better and... 
with passion, as well as make teachers enjoy their jobs even more.
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Introduction

Teaching and learning writing skills is hardly ever the most motivating component of a language 
curriculum: appropriate stimuli are rare in a 2- or 3-year purely skills-oriented training, involving 
one-to-one communication using traditional tools, and often lacking clearly differentiated and 
sequenced goals per “level”. In addition, writing curricula often fail to be embedded in a research 
environment nor in an overall view on language acquisition and learning. 

In this article we will report on a 2 year teaching and research experiment aiming to innovate 
writing education through the use of multimedia. Our writing course addresses Dutch-speaking 
students learning Spanish as part of their foreign language studies in Flanders. Inspired by 
our overall view on language learning, the ElektraRed-team (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven/
Lessius Hogeschool) currently uses software in order to turn the teaching and learning of 
academic writing into a blended and task-based group travel, taking the learners from the 
smallest linguistic components to a variety of text types. We see this as a task-based journey 
during which coaches help learners to improve their skills and attitudes using tasks with an 
explicit focus on form and (meta-) cognitive skills. The output of the multimedia environment 
enables us to compare the results of students of various levels and in several training centres, 
as well as to classify and sequence the topics and problems to tackle. The ultimate aim is not 
only to improve writing, but also to create a motivating writing environment for both students 
and coaches.
 
The results of ongoing research, funded by the Association of the University of Leuven1, have 
yet to be awaited, but our experience with the experiment so far point out that tasks focussing 
on form and (meta-) cognitive skills, that are embedded in a motivating writing environment 
and an overall view on language teaching, generate not only a better return, but also a deeper 
insight in the characteristics, objectives and final attainments per discipline and per level.
After describing our basic assumptions on the teaching of and research on writing respectively, 
we will present the formal, electronic aspects of the experiment and subsequently its pedagogical 
goals and results.

Academic Teaching

Whereas traditional academic teaching was mainly one-directional and focused on knowledge 
transfer, in this era of information overflow teachers are expected to coach students in their 
struggle to find, select, assess and use the right information for a certain assignment. In addition, 
coaching includes stimulating students’ cognitive and meta-cognitive skills –such as induction, 
evaluation and self-assessment–, as well as their learning attitudes –such as responsibility, 
cooperation and motivation2:

1 The ElektraRed project (2005-2007), directed by N. Delbecque, Dirk Speelman and myself (see the website of ElektraVoc for more information: http://
wwwling.arts.kuleuven.ac.be/elektravoc/engels.htm). Co-directors are D. Masschelein & S. Debrauwere (Vlekho) and F. Blockeel (Lessius Hogeschool). 
Scientific staff member: G. Dewulf. Participating coaches: S. Debrauwere, G. Dewulf, K. Van den Steen and myself. 

2 In a broad sense motivation can be understood here as the “enthusiasm for doing something” (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, http://dictio-
nary.cambridge.org/. In more specific terms we implement it in our  framework as specified by Dörnyei & Ottó (1998: 64), i.e. a “dynamically changing 
cumulative arousal in a person that initiates, directs, coordinates, amplifies, terminates, and evaluates the cognitive and motor processes whereby initial 
wishes and desires are selected, prioritised, operationalised, and (successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out”. In other terms, motivation is launched by 
both coaches and learners setting goals and striving towards completion of these goals; feedback then plays a crucial role in maintaining motivation 
throughout the process of task performance. 
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“Perhaps the most significant pedagogic trend of recent years has been the movement 
from teaching as imparting knowledge to teaching as mediated learning, emphasising 
the need to find ways for students to take more active, reflective and autonomous roles 
in their learning” (Hyland, 2002: 120)

Assignments can also be defined as tasks, the central element in a task-based teaching 
environment. Ellis (2003: 9-10) lists 6 essential features of a task: 

a. A task is a work plan;
b. it involves a primary focus on meaning;
c. it involves real-world processes of language use;
d. it involves any of the four language skills; 
e. it engages cognitive processes;
f. it has a clearly defined communicative outcome.

On the whole, stimulating cognitive and meta-cognitive skills as well as attitudes has been 
underestimated in both language research and language pedagogy (Ellis, 2003:7):

“Tasks (...) clearly do involve cognitive processes such as selecting, reasoning, 
classifying, sequencing information, and transforming information from one form of 
representation to another. One of the limitations of both SLA research and language 
pedagogy is that insufficient attention has been paid to the cognitive dimension of 
tasks.”

Teaching writing skills

A very common product of the teaching of writing is a page containing a ‘Red Sea’ of manually 
underlined passages: considered at a micro level (i.e. student-teacher level), teaching FL writing 
often consists of one-to-one communication with traditional tools, producing a discouraging, 
manually underlined and/or annotated text without systematic labelling. Its return is usually low 
due to the time-consuming and inefficient nature of the activity.

Of course this is a caricature of mainstream writing classes in Flanders: in some cases a 
text is annotated in a more friendly colour with some more or less systematic labels and/or a 
general comment. But even if some teachers have started using digital correction markers, it 
appears as if the return of the task for both sides remains very low, the annotated document 
being stored both by the teacher and the student in a bottomless box. The marking process is 
typically normative (e.g rejecting widespread linguistic variants, which are not (yet) approved 
by linguistic authorities), as well as focused on errors instead of aimed at the assimilation of 
typical language structures. For instance, even though nominalisation3 is much more frequent 
in Spanish than in Dutch4, too little attention is drawn to the lack of it, the use of a verb instead 

3 “The process of nominalisation turns verbs (actions or events) into nouns (things, concepts or people). (...) For example: We walked for charity. The verb 
‘walked’ has been nominalised to the noun ‘walk’: The charity walk.” (UniLearning, Academic writing, http://unilearning.uow.edu.au/academic/3b.html. 

4 See Slager (1990: 82).
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of a noun being less typical, but not ungrammatical; students should be directed towards 
a prevalent use of this structure and, in general, be alerted to the grammatical and lexical 
variation. In general, the teaching of writing is typically oriented towards the acquisition of 
a limited set of language components (orthography, morphology, grammar and lexis) at the 
expense of other components (discourse, text, pragmatics) and of more cognitive and meta-
cognitive aspects. 

Researching writing

Not only language pedagogy but also research has paid insufficient attention to the cognitive 
dimension of writing tasks. At a macro-level (i.e. the language curriculum, the institution and the 
recent Bachelor/Master-structure of European education), our experience is that most writing 
classes are neither embedded in a research environment, nor in an overall view on language 
acquisition and learning (vision, priorities, methods to be used, etc.). Furthermore, training 
coordinators usually have no well-founded insight (i.e. based on quantitative and qualitative 
studies of learner corpora) in the positive and negative features of the writing output per level 
or per institution: which aspects should be treated at what level? Which aspects have already 
been acquired and which are still problematic? As a result, the differentiation and sequencing 
of the objectives and points of interest per level, as well as the final attainment levels of each 
discipline are built on quicksand. 
Finally, specifically with regard to the teaching of Spanish writing to Dutch-speaking students, 
Dutch-Spanish error analysis is rare and not based on quantitative and qualitative studies of 
learner corpora, at least not explicitly5. 

The experiment: towards motivating writing education

Electric and systematic handling of writing tasks

Inspired by our overall view on language learning, called entorno M@estro —a learning 
environment which should be Motivador —motivating—, Agradablemente Académico —both 
pleasant and academic—, Ecológico (!), Semi-integrado, Traslúcido —transparent—, Rutinario 
and Omnímodo —with multiple means—6, we aimed to create a more motivating and effective 
writing teaching model, embedded in a well-founded research and learning environment.

In order to build up an experimental, but representative corpus, writing tasks were submitted 
electronically on three different campuses by students of all levels of the two types of language 
training at Flemish universities, i.e. philology and translation & interpretation. In order to annotate 
these products (labelling not only the errors, but also the use of less typical structures as well 
as the contexts in which frequent errors were avoided), our team7 of lecturers systematically 
used one of the available tools on the market (Markin8), which had been personalised for our 

5 E.g. Slager (1990: 9).
6 For a detailed account, see Buyse, 1999, 2000, 2006.
7 The members of the team were D. Masschelein (Vlekho, department of Translators and Interpreters), B. Cornillie, & D. Speelman (K.U.Leuven, depart-

ment of Linguistics) and myself (K.U.Leuven & Lessius Hogeschool). 
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own purposes. Apart from evaluating the content of the writing tasks, diverse aspects of all 
language components in the text are labelled, from orthography over lexical and grammatical 
to pragmatic and text linguistic features, e.g. the structure of paragraphs and texts, the 
characteristics imposed by the text type and the use of the various devices for structuring the 
text (discourse markers, anaphora, deixis, punctuation...). The annotated version is then sent 
back to the author, who receives a document as the one shown in Figure 1. At first sight this is 
only characterized by nicer, more motivating colours  (which the coach can preset), and a first 
impression of more systematic labelling.

Figure 1. Annotated version of a task (without showing the labels).

However, this version is nothing more than one mouse click away (Figure 2) from a version 
with explicitly positive and more critical labels, like “well-used discourse markers” or “wrong 
collocation”. For more information on that label, the student can open a window providing a 
definition as well as hyperlinks to a database containing examples and theory on the topic. 

8 Markin is a program by Creative Technology, allowing teachers to mark student texts submitted electronically. It is a “Windows program which runs on the 
teacher’s computer. It can import a student’s text for marking by pasting from the clipboard, or directly from an RTF or text file. Once the text has been 
imported, Markin provides all the tools a teacher needs to mark and annotate the text. When marking is complete, the teacher can export the marked text 
as an RTF file for loading into a word-processor, or as a web page so that students can view the marked text in a web browser. Marked work can even 
be emailed directly back to the student, all from within the Markin program.” http://www.cict.co.uk/software/markin/.  
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Figure 2. Annotated version of a task (showing the positive and critical labels, as well as a 
pop-up window with the definition of one of the labels).

If the coach expects the label not to be clear enough, he can add a note with supplementary 
explanations. For instance, in comparison with grammar, lexis is characterized by open 
paradigms, which are difficult to be stored in an exhaustive database and, at least for Spanish, 
not always treated appropriately in valency dictionaries, so that a supplementary note can 
sometimes be useful. The coach can also add a general comment, which he can select from his 
own database and change it to suit present needs. For instance, for a first task a coach can be 
inspired by the following synthesis of the qualities of the task (the translation is mine, k.b.):

“Good beginning: your text contains good elements (discourse markers, variation), but 
also too many avoidable errors (use spelling and grammar check, read aloud). Apart 
from that, see the statistics and the linked information on some of the new goals of this 
year (collocation, valency, punctuation, anaphora).”

Moreover, the student is provided with some label statistics, which he can look into, in order to 
have a general idea of his performance (Figure 3). The coach also has the possibility to add 
a grade.
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Figure 3. Statistics at the bottom of an annotated version of a task.

Blended, task-based learning with sequenced, multi-stage coaching

Systematic and motivating labelling does not guarantee a more conscious and effective learning 
process: psycholinguistic research on learning effects reports that 80% of the new terms one 
learns are lost in less than 24 hours, recurrent exposure to the material being the only remedy 
(Cervero & Pichardo Castro 2000: 99). Presumably, this will not only be the case for vocabulary 
learning, but also for the acquisition of language in general, like Ellis (2003: 29) suggests:

“Learners construct a series of systems, known as interlanguages, which are gradually 
grammaticized and restructured as learners incorporate new features. Furthermore, 
research on developmental sequences has shown that learners pass through a series 
of transitional stages in acquiring a specific grammatical feature such as negatives, 
often taking months or even years before they arrive at the target form of the rule. In 
other words, L2 acquisition is a process that is incompatible with teaching seen as the 
presentation and practice of a series of products.”

As a result, we have to turn learning how to write into a more conscious process, and a 
recurrent one in order to make it more effective. We therefore propose a setting of blended9, 
task-based learning with a phased, multi-stage coaching. We have already argued the 
importance of coaching and working in phases, and we assume that any one working with 
electronic instruments today is convinced of the advantage of combining e-learning with more 
traditional learning instruments. Yet the choice of a task-based framework for the teaching of 
writing requires more explanation. In the next paragraphs we will elucidate this choice and the 
way tasks are handled in our model. 

While part of the literature, both research-based and pedagogic (e.g. Crookes & Gass, 1993a 
& 1993b; Bygate, Skehan & Swain, 2001), assumes that tasks are primarily directed at oral 
skills and are also primarily focused on meaning, other scholars adopt the term ‘task’ to refer to 
activities involving any of the four language skills. De la Fuente 2006 reports evidence in favour 

9  Blended learning is “a powerful training solution that combines e-learning with a variety of other delivery methods for a superior learning experience”  
http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk/eclipse/Resources/blended.html. 
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of its use in vocabulary teaching. Ellis (2003:7) recognises that a task with a focus on form can 
be achieved in a number of ways, e.g. when teachers respond to learner errors (Lyster and 
Ranta, 1997) or draw the learners’ attention to the usefulness of specific forms in the tasks they 
are performing (Samuda, 2001). In our multi-stage learning model, focus on form is not only an 
absolute necessity, as we work with future language specialists, who are expected to reach the 
highest level of accuracy, fluency and complexity, the three aspects of production in Swain’s 
Output Hypothesis (Swain, 1985); it also gives learners and coaches the opportunity to focus 
on specific forms and on learner errors. Therefore, we sequence various tasks over a year and 
decompose them in a work plan with 10 stages, including pre and post tasks (Skehan & Foster, 
1997), as well as various types of coaching. Let us look into the stages in more detail.

First stage

It is crucial that teachers set motivating and challenging project goals and themes, as “writing 
is an integrated part of an overall communicative process in an experiential learning context” 
(Hyland, 2002: 145): instead of the traditional narrative text topics such as ‘my holidays’, our 
students indicate they find their creativity and writing skills are triggered much more by a title 
like “One day (and a night) in the company of ... {name of a celebrity}”. Besides, original and 
specific topics constitute a remedy against the growing plague of plagiarism. 

Preferably a task also involves, like Ellis (2003: 9-10) puts it, “real-world processes of language 
use”, including modern text types such as (instructional) chatting10, and a real communicative 
outcome (e.g. trying to convince someone, arguing an opinion, etc.). Apart from a task’s focus 
on meaning, there is an explicit focus on form and on how meaning is structured in the text. This 
is achieved by asking students to realize specific pre- and post tasks implying (meta−) cognitive 
activities (see below), e.g. taking care of the teacher’s individual and collective observations 
on their previous task, out of which the coach also highlights a limited set of salient items to 
focus on. The provisional statistics of a group of 30 students (level 3) show that the 3 items to 
be focused on for task 2 (conjugation, orthography and collocations) improved considerably in 
comparison with task 1 (from 19 to 8 errors, 26 to 8 and 41 to 16 respectively, an average of 
–61%), which is markedly better than for other linguistic items (average of -15%). Moreover, 
this positive evolution was maintained throughout the rest of the year, when the 3 items were 
not focused on anymore. In general, the other tasks and levels show comparable evolutions.

Second stage

For the first tasks, students are invited to pair up with another student and prepare an individual 
draft of the same writing task, including a preliminary brainstorming and schematization of the 
basic ideas (pre task 1). The topic has to be chosen in such a way that a collective stage is 
possible, e.g. by giving a list of concrete elements that should enter the text. As Jacobs (1998) 

10 We organised some chatting sessions as pre-tasks for a certain writing task, where students had the opportunity to brainstorm on the new subject. The 
analysis of recorded sessions and the related portfolio inquiries among the participants showed the sessions to be a motivating and efficient instrument 
in order to learn to “write better by speaking” (and “speak better by writing”). 
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and Storch (2001) point out, there are several potential advantages of collaborative learning: 
students become more confident and motivated, they learn from each other, etc.:

“Cooperative peer response to writing is seen to be important for exposing students to 
real readers, for building their confidence as writers and for encouraging them to make 
active writing decisions rather than slipping into a passive reliance on teacher feedback 
(...). Computers decentralise teacher role and redistribute authority thus facilitating 
more student talk” (Hyland 2002: 129-131)

Among the same 30 students (level 3), 24% found the collaborative stage ‘instructive’ and 38% 
‘very instructive’. On the other hand, these percentages decreased considerably (to 14% and 
16%) among the members of groups without a truly collaborative stage, who had only been 
asked about the potential instructive value of it. In other words, students need a concrete 
experience of collaborative learning in order to see its usefulness. 

Third, fourth and fifth stages

On the other hand, students should be made accountable for their own contribution to the 
completion of the task (Jacobs, 1998), e.g. by having their draft assessed and commented 
on by group members (pre task 2). Subsequently, these comments are to be included in the 
language portfolio (see stage 9). 

As for the effectiveness of the collaborative stage, all our random checks point towards a 
considerable decrease of almost all kinds of errors during that stage (particularly for the 
‘focused type’, see the data at stage 1), with a temporal increase when proceeding to the first 
individual task, but a decrease from the second individual task on (with lasting effects on the 
final examination). Of course, it is not surprising that students have temporal difficulties to fit 
into a system of individual responsibility and control. 

Once they have completed both pre tasks, students are ready in the fourth stage to write the 
final version of their task. In the case of a group task the group members are asked to write one 
group version of the task, taking into account the observations made on each of the prior draft 
versions (pre task 3). As mentioned before, the students are asked to deal with the individual 
and collective observations on the previous task, out of which the coach also highlights a 
limited set of salient items to focus on (pre task 4). They are also advised to make use of 
some effective error detection systems, namely the automatic spell checker and the read aloud 
method11 (pre task 5).

In the fifth stage, the text is annotated by the coach using the electronic system and commented 
(graded, if necessary) on the basis of a comparison with earlier tasks. As mentioned before, the 
labels contain hyperlinks to a database with examples and theory on the topic. The annotated 
version (see Fig. 1) is sent back to the author(s), together with a document containing group 

11 In the surveys, students confirm the benefits of reading aloud, particularly for the detection of agreement and punctuation errors. 
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statistics, as well as examples of annotated good and bad practices of the group, selected from 
the set of tasks.
A small survey among the three participating institutions shows that they agree that electronic 
annotation is much more motivating, because it offers more advantages:

a. the program allows the coaches to annotate more exhaustively and 
systematically;

b. the labels help the students to find a solution;
c. the system helps the students to reflect more upon their writing;
d. the individual statistics help the lecturers to appreciate and follow up the writing 

skills of (groups of) students, as well as to collect the ingredients for the general 
feedback at the bottom of each task.

On the other hand, electronic labelling appears to be more time-consuming (an average of 
+20%), but this decreases gradually and all coaches state that it does not counterbalance the 
advantages of the system.

Sixth stage

Before the classroom discussion, students are asked to analyse the digital annotations in their 
text (post task 1), which provide keys and statistics, not corrections. Labels focus on solutions, 
not on errors (e.g. when an adverb is used instead of an adjective, the error is labelled “wrong 
or insufficient use of adjective”), as well as on understanding, not on reproduction (e.g. three 
instead of one label for “misspell”: “bad application of spelling system” / “lexeme o.k., wrong 
spelling” / “form o.k., wrong spelling”: the user learns to distinguish different subcategories of 
wrong spelling, from easily avoidable (because they are systemic12), to arbitrary ones, instead 
of considering orthography as totally arbitrary). 

For the students, the (limited) statistics per text (Figure 3), the general feedback and, if necessary, 
the grade constitute an invitation to reflect upon the problem (i.e. focus on cognition), as well 
as to consult and evaluate sources providing possible answers (i.e. focus on metacognition). In 
other words, the keys, notes and general comments not only expose the student repeatedly to 
the same learning features, stimulating their retention in the long term, they also promote the 
learners’ (meta)cognitive competence, so as to make them become aware of their strengths 
as well as the gaps in their interlanguages. They are invited to improve their writing in terms of 
complexity and range (Skehan, 1996, 1998; Swain, 1985) as well as in terms of variation and 
sociolinguistic adequacy. This constitutes what Widdowson (1989: 135) has called a packaging 
view of language use and acquisition: learners package and unpackage their pre-assembled 
chunks and try them out in production, which

 

12 Spanish is a highly phonetic language: “Spanish spelling is not entirely rational, but it is much more logical than French or English. Basically one sound 
corresponds to one letter, so one merely needs to hear words like colocar [kolokár] ‘to place’, chaleco [chaléko] ‘waistcoat’, calenturiento [kalenturyénto] 
‘feverish’, to be able to spell them correctly.” (Butt & Benjamin 1988: 533)
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“constitutes the mechanism that connects  the learner’s dual systems, enabling 
movement to occur from the memory-based [or implicit, kb] to the rule-based [or explicit, 
kb] system and vice versa.” (Ellis 2003: 115)

A survey among the 169 participating students (levels 1, 2 and 3) shows that 

a. more than 90% estimate that the annotation system makes them reflect upon their 
writing and finds that very positive;

b. 85% state that the system helps them to learn about their strengths and critical 
points;

c. up to 83% rate the labels as good instruments in order to correct their errors;
d. 77% declare to be more motivated by this annotation system, not only by the 

positive labels (80%), but also by the statistics (83%) and the general feedback at 
the bottom of the document (88%).

On the other hand, 25% think that the electronic annotation system does not necessarily 
enhance faster progress: they state that it only takes less time to find the problems and tackle 
them. This is probably linked with the fact that they are not familiar with all linguistic terms 
(29% have problems with terminology), since the survey goes back to a period when the linked 
database with examples and theory was not yet running.

Stages 7 to 10

The second post task (phase 7) is situated in the “traditional” part of the blended learning 
setting, when an oral classroom discussion takes place, focusing on a document provided by 
the coach and listing the collective statistics of the most salient labels in comparison with earlier 
tasks, as well as a selection of the most problematic contexts in the texts. In this way, students 
not only learn to tackle the more general problems, they can also compare their own writing 
profile with the average profile of the class, as well as consider the progress made by the group 
and by themselves in comparison with earlier tasks. Whereas in our traditional handling of 
writing tasks, hardly any progress was detected, the provisional results of the experiment have 
shown to what extent progress is made by students of all levels. This metatalk helps students 
structure language components and acquire implicit knowledge by noticing13 and noticing-the-
gap14. As Swain and Lapkin (2001:3) put it:

“To make their meaning as clear, coherent and precise as possible, learners will debate 
language form (morphosyntax through to discourse and pragmatics) and lexical choice. 
This talk about language (metatalk) mediates second language learning. Talk supports 
the process of internalization —the ‘moving inwards’ of joint (intermental) activity to 
psychological (intramental) activity”.

13 Noticing is “a cognitive process that involves attending to linguistic form in the input learners receive and the output they produce, (...) a prerequisite for 
learning to take place” (Ellis 2003: 346).

14 Noticing-the-gap is “a cognitive process that involves learners comparing forms that have been noticed in the input with their current representation of 
these forms in their interlanguages” (Ellis 2003: 346).
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Our surveys among coaches and students show that all coaches, as well as 84% of the students, 
believe that the classroom discussion helps students avoid similar errors in the future.

Post task 3 (in phase 8) is optional: students can take advantage of one of the opportunities to 
receive individual feedback. More than 90% of the students states that this individual feedback 
helps them avoid similar errors in the future, but our 2-year experiment suggests that the 
number of students who do take advantage of these opportunities is inversely proportional 
with their level. However, it is important to offer this type of coaching, because “fundamentally, 
writing is learned, rather than taught (...) and the teacher’s best methods are flexibility and 
support” (Hyland, 2002: 78). 

Finally, in stage 9, each individual student is asked to complete his Writing Portfolio (post task 
4), which contains the original and a corrected version of each task, the individual draft and a 
peer review by the members of the group. It also includes a self-evaluation in which the student 
compares his/her performance with earlier tasks and expresses what was good / better / worse 
regarding the output (all language components) as well as the process of writing (attitudes and 
skills). This is almost the only stage in which our surveys show a significant difference between 
the students’ and the coaches’ opinion with respect to its effectiveness: the coaches judge the 
portfolio helpful to avoid errors (especially for the higher levels), confronting students once 
more with their own strengths and critical points, as well as inviting them to structure these 
items. On the other hand, up to 61% of the students judges the portfolio in its actual form as 
too time-consuming in relation to its effectiveness. As its unpopularity decreases along with 
educational levels (76% at level 1, 59% at level 2 and 41% at level 3), it seems that the portfolio 
challenges the developing (meta-) cognitive skills of the student too heavily. Nevertheless, we 
believe that the portfolio remains an important instrument to trigger those skills. This is why we 
will work one year with a mini portfolio and wait for the results of a new survey, before taking 
a final decision.

As to the final evaluation of each individual student in stage 10, this is based on the average 
score of all tasks, revised in terms of the student’s progress. In other words, a student who 
started at an insufficient level, but who has made substantial progress, can receive the same 
score as one who hardly improved. Also Hyland (2002: 88) supports this idea, as well as all 
participating coaches: “Writers should not be evaluated only on their final products but on their 
improvement”.

Conclusions of the experiment

In conclusion, our experiment yielded a more motivating writing environment, embedded in 
an overall view on language teaching, producing more systematic output and focussing both 
on formal and (meta-) cognitive aspects, two underestimated aspects of task-based language 
learning. The labelling activity generated not only a better return, but also a first insight in the 
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characteristics, objectives and final attainments per discipline and per level, some of which 
confirmed the intuitions which until now have been the only guide for establishing objectives, 
whereas others showed that some items have been totally overestimated (e.g. in level 3 
traditional themes of Spanish grammar such as word order, impersonality and modal auxiliary 
verbs) or underestimated (e.g. verb forms, agreement and the use of the definite article).
However, our surveys merely show strong tendencies, which have to be corroborated in a 
larger corpus. Moreover, the label set needs to be fine-tuned for the systematic analysis of the 
enlarged corpus, while the basic statistic output by Markin will have to be replaced by more 
refined statistical analysis, yielding a broader insight into the points of interest of writing tasks 
per career, level and institution, as well as in the objectives and final attainments of our writing 
course. 



124

REFERENCES

http://www.cict.co.uk/software/markin/ (accessed on 9-02-2006)
http://wwwling.arts.kuleuven.ac.be/elektravoc/engels.htm (accessed on 26-06-2006)
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/ (accessed on 23-06-2006)
http://unilearning.uow.edu.au/academic/3b.html (accessed on 23-06-2006)
http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk/eclipse/Resources/blended.htm (accessed on 23-06-2006)
Benítez Figari, R. (2004). Una propuesta de evaluación para la producción escrita. RLA: 

Revista de lingüística teórica y aplicada, 42, 67-92.
Blando Picado, A.I. (2002). El error en el proceso de aprendizaje. Cuadernos Cervantes, 38, 

12-20.
Bordoy, M. (2002). El Español en el sistema educativo de los Países Bajos. Cuadernos 

Cervantes, 42, 25-31.
Bustos Gisbert, J.M. (1999). Análisis de errores: problemas de tipologización. In J. Fernández 

González et alii (eds.), Lingüística para el siglo XXI. Vol I (303-313). Salamanca: Ediciones 
Universidad de Salamanca.

Butt, J., & Benjamin, C. (1988). A New Reference Grammar of Modern Spanish. London: 
Arnold.

Buyse, K., & Torfs, G. (1999). Magister. El tutor electrónico de la Handelshogeschool. Un 
programa de “auto-estudio guiado” en un curso de español interactivo. In T. Jiménez Juliá, 
M.C. Losada Aldrey & J.F. Márquez Caneda (eds.). Enfoque comunicativo y Gramática (pp. 
923-935). Santiago: Asele & Universidad de Santiago de Compostela. 

Buyse, K., & Torfs, G. (2000). EvaM@estra, de semi-automatische evaluatie in de M@estro-
methode. In K. Buyse et alii (eds.). H-ogelijn-Cahier “Begeleide Zelfstudie (pp. 43-60). 
Leuven: Acco. 

Buyse, K. (2006). Propuesta de una criteriología moderna para materiales y métodos de 
lengua. In M.I. Pozzo (ed.). Enseñanza de español como lengua extranjera en Argentina.  
Experiencias y reflexiones (pp. 107-115). Rosario, Argentina: UNR Editora. 

Bygate, M., Skehan, P., & Swain, M. (eds.) (2001). Researching Pedagogic Tasks, Second 
Language Learning, Teaching and Testing. Harlow: Longman.

Cassany, D. (1993). Didáctica de la corrección de lo escrito. Barcelona: Grao.
Cassany, D. (2005). Expresión escrita en L2/ELE. Madrid: ArcoLibros.
Cervero, M.J., & Pichardo Castro, F. (2000). Aprender y enseñar vocabulario. Madrid: Edelsa.
Corder, S.P. (1967). The significance of learners’ errors. International Review of Applied 

Linguistics, 4, 161-170.
Corder, S. P. (1971). Idiosincratic dialects and error analysis. International Review of Applied 

Linguistics, 2, 147-160.
Crookes, G., & Gass, S. (1993a). Tasks and Language Learning: Integrating Theory and 

Practice. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.
Crookes, G., & Gass, S. (1993b). Tasks in a Pedagogical Context: Integrating Theory and 

Practice. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters.
De Blaye, D., Efratas, P., & Martínez, E. (2004). La bonne expression en espagnol. Paris: 

Belin.



125

REFERENCES

De la Fuente, María J. (2006). Classroom L2 vocabulary acquisition: investigating the role of 
pedagogical tasks and form-focused instruction. Language Teaching Research, Vol. 10/3, 
263-295.  

Dörnyei, Z., & Ottó, I. (1998). Motivation in action: A process model of L2 motivation. Working 
Papers in Applied Linguistics, Vol. 4, 43-69. 

Ellis, R. (2003). Task-based Language Learning and Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Ellis, R. (1984). Classroom Second Language Development. Oxford: Pergamon.
Fernández González, J. (1995). El análisis contrastivo: historia y crítica. Lynx, Vol. 1, 1-20.
Fernández Montoro, D. (2003). Hacia el desarrollo de la habilidad de la expresión escrita y sus 

implicaciones didácticas en el proceso de adquisición de ELE. Redele: http://formespa.
rediris.es/biblioteca/fernandez.htm

Fernández, S. (1997). Interlengua y análisis de errores en el aprendizaje de español como 
lengua extranjera. Madrid: Edelsa.

Hyland, K. (2002). Teaching and Researching Writing. Tübingen: Pearson.
Jacobs, G. (1998). Cooperative learning or just grouping students: The difference makes a 

difference. In W. Renandya & G. Jacobs (eds.). Learners and Language Learning (pp. 145-
171). Singapore: SEAMEO.

Jain, M.P. (1984). Error Analysis: Source, Cause and Significance. In J.C. Richards (ed.). Error 
Analysis: Perspectives of Second Language Acquisition (pp. 189-215). London: Longman.

Lyster, R., & Ranta, L. (1997). Corrective feedback and learner uptake: Negotiation of form in 
communicative classrooms. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 19, 37-66.

Muñoz Liceras, J.M. (ed.) (1992). La adquisición de lenguas extranjeras: hacia un modelo de 
análisis de la interlengua. Madrid: Visor.

Pastor Cesteros, S., & Salazar García, V. (eds.) (2001). Tendencias y líneas de investigación 
en adquisición de segundas lenguas. Estudios de lingüística. Universidad de Alicante. 
Edición electrónica. http://publicaciones.ua.es/LibrosCap/84-699-5301-x.asp. (13-05-05).

Penadés, I. (2003). Las clasificaciones de errores lingüísticos en el marco del análisis de 
errores. Lingüística en la red. Alcalá de Henares: Universidad de Alcalá de Henares. 

Rescorla, L., & Okuda, S. (1987). Modular patterns in second language acquisition. Applied 
Psycholinguistics, 8, 281-308.

Romera, Á.-M. (1998). El error como recurso de didáctica contrastiva (nivel superior). 
Frecuencia-L, 8, 38-41.

Samuda, V. (2001). Guiding relationships between form and meaning during task performance: 
The role of the teacher. In Bygate, M., P. Skehan & M. Swain (eds.). Researching Pedagogic 
Tasks, Second Language Learning, Teaching and Testing (pp. 119-34). Harlow: Longman.

Santos Gargallo, I. (1992). La enseñanza de segundas lenguas. Análisis de errores en la 
expresión escrita de estudiantes de español cuya lengua nativa es el serbo-croata. Tesis 
doctoral. Universidad Complutense de Madrid.

Santos Gargallo, I. (1993). Análisis contrastivo, análisis de errores e interlengua en el marco 
de la lingüística contrastiva. Madrid: Síntesis.



126

REFERENCES

Schmidt, R. (1990). The role of consciousness in second language learning. Applied Linguistics, 
11, 129-58.

Schmidt, R. (1994). Deconstructing consciousness in search of useful definitions for applied 
linguistics. AILA Review, 11, 11-26.

Selinker, L. (1969). Language Transfer. General Linguistics, 9, 67-92.
Selinker, L. (1972). Interlanguage. International Review of Applied Linguistics, 3, 209-231.
Skær, S. (2004). El análisis de errores y su impacto en la comunicación en textos escritos por 

alumnos noruegos en su examen final del bachillerato. Memoria de Máster en Enseñanza 
del Español como Lengua Extranjera. Director: Concepción Moreno. Madrid: Universidad 
Antonio de Nebrija.

Skehan, P. (1996). A framework for the implementation of task-based instruction. Applied 
Linguistics, 17, 38-62.

Skehan, P. (1998). A Cognitive Approach to Language Learning. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

Skehan, P., & Foster, P. (1997). Task type and task processing conditions as influences on 
foreign language performance. Language Teaching Research, 1, 185-211.

Slager, E. (1990). Valkuilen en valse vrienden. Leidraad voor het vertalen Spaans/Nederlands. 
Muiderberg: Coutinho.

Stieger, A. (2004). Estudio de errores que se producen en el aprendizaje del español como 
lengua extranjera por parte de alumnos cuya lengua materna es el húngaro. Cuadernos 
Cervantes, 51, 31-37.

Storch, N. (2001). How collaborative is pair work? ESL tertiary students composing in pairs. 
Language Teaching Research, 5, 29-53.

Swain, M. (1985). Communicative competence: some roles of comprehensible input and 
comprehensible output in its development. In S. Gass & C. Madden (eds.). Input in Second 
Language Acquisition (pp. 235-52). Rowley, Massachussets: Newbury House.

Swain, M. & Lapkin, S. (2001). Focus on form through collaborative dialogue: Exploring task 
effects. In M. Bygate, P. Skehan & M. Swain. Researching Pedagogic Tasks, Second 
Language Learning, Teaching and Testing (pp. 99-118). Harlow: Longman.

Torijano Pérez, J.A. (2004). Errores de aprendizaje, aprendizaje de los errores. Madrid: Arco-
Libros.

Vázquez, G. (1991). Análisis de errores y aprendizaje de español/lengua extranjera. Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang.

Vasquez, G. (1999). ¿Errores? ¡Sin falta!. Programa de autoformación y perfeccionamiento del 
profesorado. Madrid: Edelsa grupo didascalia.

Widdowson, H. (1989). Knowledge of language and ability for use. Applied Linguistics, 10, 
128-37.

Widdowson, H. (1990). Aspects of Language Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Widdowson, H. (1998). Skills, abilities, and contexts of reality. Annual Review of Applied 

Linguistics, 18, 323-33.


