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Abstract

There is little research to link what happens during writing center (WC) sessions to how student

writers revise their subsequent drafts. This gap in the literature is particularly evident concerning

second language (L2) writers who come to the WC for assistance. This study is an effort to fill this

gap, exploring the connection between WC interaction and revision by L2 writers. Findings suggest a

clear connection between the two, especially as regards small-scale revision of sentence-level

problems. They also point to the higher level of uptake of all tutor advice when suggestions are direct,

when learners actively participate in the conversation, and when they write down their plans during

the session. Also effective in stimulating revision are scaffolding moves by the tutor, including

marking of critical features in the text, simplification of the task, goal-orientation, and modeling. In

spite of the considerable revision done by all of the writers in this study, second drafts did not receive

consistently higher holistic evaluations.
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Second language (L2) writers come to the writing center (WC) for many reasons and

with a range of goals, some of which may conflict with the goals of WC practice. Some L2

writers come hoping to have their drafts corrected; most tutors have wider aims—to help

writers to improve their writing skills. Most sessions end up somewhere in the middle, with

work on both local problems (e.g., Can we work on the punctuation in that sentence?) and

long-range goals (e.g., How can I approach writing tasks more effectively?). It is in the

middle that this study begins. In spite of the better writers not better papers (North, 1984)

mantra espoused by many WCs, most writers come to the center with the idea of, and many
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sessions develop in pursuit of, better papers. The focus of this exploration is the revisions

that follow L2 writers’ sessions at the WC. Longitudinal data demonstrating change in

writing behavior and skill over time is ultimately the most valuable; however, it is also

difficult data to collect and control (Bell, 2000; Jones, 2001). In addition, although one

cannot directly extrapolate from short-term draft-to-draft change to long-term develop-

ment, in the absence of demonstrated short-term revision, long-term improvement seems

unlikely. Analysis of post-session drafts is therefore a logical place to begin in looking at

how L2 writers use WC services.

1. Revision

Revision has a long history in the field of composition and has been understood and

measured in various ways (see Fitzgerald, 1987; Gaillet, 1996, for overviews). It is

generally viewed as a process broader than, though including, editing for errors. It is

seen as a goal-oriented process that has both internal and external manifestations; that is, it

can be both the thinking process that the writer goes through in reconsidering what is

written and in imagining possible changes, and what actually happens to the product (e.g.,

Beach & Eaton, 1984; Bridwell, 1980; Nold, 1981; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986;

Sommers, 1980, 1992). Finally, although some process approaches place revision after

drafting in the multi-stage writing process, revision can happen at any point in writing.

Revision is a problem-oriented process. The writer must come to realize there are parts

of a draft that could be better. Of course, this realization does not always lead to

improvement in the text, but detection of a problem is the first step. Terms used in this

problem-oriented perspective vary, but the process is generally seen as having three stages

(e.g., Bartlett, 1982; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; van Gelderen, 1997):

1. Detection/evaluation/comparison:

Detection may be initiated by writers, as they compare their developing text to their

meta-knowledge or to their vision of how they want the text to evolve, often as they

realize that their intentions have changed. Detection may also be initiated by someone

other than the writer: a teacher, a peer, or, in the case of the writing center, a tutor.

2. Diagnosis/identification:

The writer must then decide what the problem is or how the text, or section of text,

can be improved. This may be done simultaneously with detection. The problem may

be anywhere from surface level to the level of planning. Not all writers will be able to

articulate what the problem is. Again, a writer may do this alone or with help from

someone else.

3. Operation/execution/correction:

Finally, the writer must evaluate alternatives and decide on the best course for

revision. How effectively a writer does this will depend on many factors, but it is

likely that success at the first two steps is a prerequisite for success at this later stage.

Accessing the writer’s thought process through these stages with well-known techniques

such as think-aloud can be particularly difficult with L2 writers because of the potential

conflict between the two languages. These difficulties have been eased with modifications
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such as the use of both the L1 and L2 in the protocol (Roca de Larios, Murphy, & Manchon,

1999; van Gelderen, 1997) and recall stimulated by videotapes (Bosher, 1998). Most work

on revision, particularly in studies of L2 learners, however, has focused on the texts

themselves (see Polio & Knibloe, 1999, for a review), in part because this permits

examination of larger sets of data. However, with the decision to analyze written products

comes the vexing issue of measurement. What is the best way to express how and how

much a text has been revised? How do we differentiate among the effects of revision? How

can we measure the extent to which revision has resulted in improvement in the quality of

the text?

The most widely used and adapted method for quantitative measurement of revision

was devised by Faigley and Witte (1981, 1984) for writers composing in their first

language. This complex and detailed method distinguishes between surface (meaning-

preserving) and text-based (meaning-changing) revisions. The latter category is

further subdivided into micro- and macro-changes, the second being one that would

change the gist or a summary of the text. Within these categories, changes are

classified as additions, deletions, permutations, substitutions, consolidations, and

distributions. Although the authors report success with this system, few researchers

in L2 writing have adopted the full array of categories. This may in part be because of

the difficulty in reaching acceptable interrater reliability (see Polio & Knibloe, 1999).

Nevertheless, some parts of the system have been adapted by many L2 writing

researchers (e.g., Berg, 1999; Connor & Asenavage, 1994; Gaskill, 1987; Hall, 1990;

Paulus, 1999; van Gelderen, 1997). Van Gelderen used three levels: micro-, meso-,

and macro-, with micro- relating to sentence and word level issues, meso- correspond-

ing to relations between sentences, and macro- referring to ‘‘problems at a global

level’’ (p. 368). He reports counting at Faigley and Wittes’s lowest level of additions,

deletions, etc. but pools the data in reporting them as total words changed. Van

Gelderen’s subjects worked with prepared texts containing a set of problems already

classified by the researcher rather than their own texts. His measure of the effec-

tiveness of these changes was connected to the removal of these problems. Hall

(1990), in an analysis of L1 and L2 revision, used Faigley and Witte’s finest-grained

level of analysis, but added purpose of revision, and substituted levels of revision

(word, phrase, clause, etc.) for the micro/macro classification. His measure of writing

improvement was based on Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, Harfield, and Hughey’s well-

known ESL Composition Profile (1981). Connor and Asenavage (1994), Gaskill

(1987) and Paulus (1999) distinguished between small-scale and large-scale revisions

as well as between meaning-preserving and meaning-changing changes (though again

exact terms differ); Ashwell (2000) and Berg (1999) simply focused on the scale of the

changes that learners made (large vs. small).

The vast majority of studies of L2 revision revolve around specific stimuli for revision,

usually peer and teacher response (see Ferris, 2003a, 2003b; Liu & Hansen, 2002, for

reviews). Some have focused only on what types of changes were made in response to

input, such as teacher or peer feedback (Connor & Asenavage, 1994; Mendonça &

Johnson, 1994; Tsui & Ng, 2000; Villamil & De Guerrero, 1998). Others have also

addressed the effect of revision on text quality. Again, a variety of measures have been

used. As mentioned, Hall (1990) used the ESL Composition Scale. Ferris (1997) combined
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quantitative and effectiveness measures in a six-point nominal scale. Ashwell (2000)

developed his own content scale, based on both the Composition Profile and the TEEP1

(Weir, 1990), Berg (1999) based her scale on the TWE2 (ETS, 1996), and Paulus (1999), on

the MELAB3 (Hamp-Lyons, 1991). Conrad and Goldstein (1999) simply rated changes as

successful or not, based on whether the second draft corrected problems addressed by the

teacher. Others (e.g., Fazio, 2001; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998), focusing solely on

accuracy, used measures such as errored/non-errored forms, error-free T-units/total T-units,

and words in error-free T-units/total words. (see Polio, 1997, for full discussion). Thus,

there is little consensus on the best way to measure or evaluate revision.

2. Revision, L2 writers, and the writing center

Most studies of the WC have focused on tutor-writer interaction and writing center

theory. Surprisingly, very little of the research reports on the effects of tutoring on the

subsequent written products. An annotated bibliography of articles published in Writing

Center Journal through 2000 (DeShaw, Mullin, & DeCiccio, 2000) offers no articles on the

topic. Thonus notes, ‘‘Rarely is writing center assessment connected with assessments of

quality or change(s) in students’ writing’’ (2002, p. 112). Indeed, there is some resistance in

the WC community to an outcomes-based assessment, which some may feel ignores the

importance of the WC conversation (e.g., Bell, 2000; Yancey, 2002). Thonus (2002), in her

evaluation of the success of WC sessions, combines the perspectives of the participants

with an analysis of the interactional characteristics of sessions that they considered

successful. Yet the nagging question remains of whether the session has actually had

any impact on student writing.

There has been even less empirical research on L2 writers in the WC (though some

examples include Blalock, 1997; Blau & Hall, 2002; Carter-Tod, 1995; Ritter, 2002; Thonus,

1999a, 1999b, 2001, 2002; Williams, in press-a) in the past 10 years. Much of this work on L2

writers in the WC focuses once again on interaction, in particular, on how the roles for tutors

and writers are co-constructed in interaction. Ritter, as part of her in-depth study of the WC

sessions involving L2 writers, explores WC interaction as a resource for student revision

strategy but does not trace these strategies beyond the confines of the WC session itself. Such

interaction undoubtedly has an important impact on revision, yet the connection between it

and subsequent behavior remains largely absent from the WC literature as a whole and L2

WC research in particular. This study is an attempt to explore this connection.

3. The study

The study begins with the following general areas of inquiry and related research

questions:

1 Test of English for Educational Purposes.
2 Test of Written English.
3 Michigan English Language Assessment Battery.
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A Type and quality of changes in drafts written after the WC session:

� Do L2 writers revise their drafts following sessions at the WC?

� What kinds of revisions are they most likely to make?

� Are the revisions substantial or small-scale?

� Are they primarily corrections of surface-level errors?

� Do the revisions lead to improvement in the quality of the drafts?

B Linking the WC session to changes in the subsequent draft:

� Is there a relationship between what is addressed in the session and what writers

choose to revise?

� Are there significant revisions not linked to issues raised in the session?

� Is there a relationship between how issues are addressed in the session and what is

revised?

� Is tutor behavior linked to subsequent revision?

– Are direct/explicit tutor suggestions more likely to lead to revision than implicit

ones?

� Is writer behavior during the session linked to subsequent revision?

– written notation of suggestions/plans

– resistance to tutor suggestions

– acknowledgment of suggestions

� Are other interactional features linked to subsequent revision?

– nature/length of negotiation by pair

– scaffolding by tutor

3.1. Data collection and analysis

The corpus for this study is part of a larger study of WC interaction and its impact on

revision. This set of data consists of five WC sessions with L2 writers. There are four tutor

participants, all fluent speakers of English. Two are monolingual native speakers; two are

bilingual native speakers. There were five L2 writer participants (one tutor worked with

two writers). Their L1s were Chinese-3, Korean-1, and Khmer-1. All were permanent

residents of the United States and graduates of local high schools. Their length of residence

ranged from 2 to 6 years. Both tutors and writers were paid for their participation in the

study. Writers were freshmen enrolled in the basic English composition classes required of

all undergraduates. They were recruited for the study through an announcement sent to all

composition classes. Tutors were recruited from among the regular staff at the university

WC. One was an undergraduate—a senior; the other three were first-year graduate students.

The corpus brings together several types of data in an effort to provide a complete view

of the interaction in the session as well as the real life consequences of the sessions. All

participants were initially interviewed about their backgrounds, their expectations as

writers or tutors, and past experience with tutoring L2 writers/using the WC. All tutoring

sessions were videotaped, transcribed, and coded by the researcher and a research assistant.

In addition to the transcribed videotapes, the drafts that the writers brought to the session

were copied immediately after the session and collected for subsequent analysis. The

writers also submitted a copy of the revised draft that they completed after the session. The

composition instructors also participated in informal interviews, primarily to discuss their
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views on the role of the WC and to elaborate on the particular assignment that the writer

had brought to the session. Finally, the corpus includes a modified stimulated recall (Gass

& Mackey, 2000) of the session with the writer and the tutor. Each participant was

interviewed separately on audiotape while watching the videotape within three days of each

session. The data presented here consist of the transcriptions of the sessions and the drafts.

Both sets of drafts were analyzed and coded by the researcher and a research assistant.

Revision is tricky to measure, as noted in the literature review. There have been a number of

approaches both for native speakers and L2 writers, each attempting to capture different

aspects of the revision process. In the present study, the goal was to establish possible links

between elements of WC sessions and revision. With this in mind, the following coding

procedures were established.

3.2. Overall extent and type of revision

First the number of words in each draft was counted. Then coding began at the level of

T-units. Second drafts were divided into T-units and separated into three categories: (i)

T-units that remained unchanged from the first to second draft, that is, the same text in the

same sequence; (ii) those in which the elements of text were rearranged or slightly

changed; and (iii) those in which larger chunks of text, at the level of the clause or larger,

were added or changed, as in (1).

1. Williams did not cursed at the editors. ! Williams did not sue at the law or curse the

editors when she was frustrated.

The number of words in each of the three categories was then counted. Those in

category (ii) were coded as small-scale or slight changes, many amounting to error

correction, those in category (iii), as substantial changes, or new text. These are fairly

broad measures but give some idea as to the extent of the revision in the second draft.

Agreement on this aspect of coding was 91%, that is, the assignment of portions of text to

same, slightly changed, or substantially changed/new. Those portions of texts for which

differences could not be resolved were not used in the subsequent analysis. In fact, these

represented a very small portion of the data. (See Fig. 1 for more precise coding instruc-

tions.) The actual word counts, done after coding, were carried out by the researcher alone.

This coding system is not without problems and ambiguities. One obvious shortcoming

is that the measures rely primarily on the second draft, and therefore deletions are not

clearly accounted for beyond the diminution in word count. We tried to maintain these

fairly objective, structurally-based criteria in our coding because determining changes in

meaning had proved problematic for other researchers (see Polio & Knibloe, 1999). The

decision to use this coding scheme was partly rooted in our ability to reach reliability

with these categories (and our inability to reach consensus on Faigley and Witte’s (1981,

1984) categories). For example, Faigley and Witte name tense change as a surface revision

that does not alter meaning, yet such a change may impact meaning, as in the second

sentence in (2). Indeed, it is frequently difficult to decide whether or not meaning is

preserved. In (3), does the shift from imperative to the modal should change meaning?

One could certainly argue that pragmatic meaning changes, even if referential meaning

does not.
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2. I have no clues how he look. It is 30 year from now. !I have no clue of what he look

like. It’s been 30 years.

3. If teachers find plagiarism among essays, don’t punish the student or scold him for

making such mistakes. ! If teachers find plagiarism among essays, they should not

punish the student or scold him for making such mistakes.

Similarly, many changes that L2 writers make, though small, may impact

comprehensibility, as in (4), an issue not normally taken into account in studies of

native speaker revision.

4. Immigrants once come to another country expected to know some certain thing. !
When immigrants come to the U.S., they are expected to know certain things.

The revisions in (3) and (4), though important, are relatively small-scale. In cases

where a change within an individual sentence was so great as to make us question

whether it was truly a revision of the original, the change was coded as a substantial.

For example, in (2), though the meaning expressed in the revision probably reflects

the writer’s original intention, the faulty tense use made the original difficult to

comprehend. The revision in this case was therefore considered substantial. Thus, in

the end, it was not always possible to avoid consideration of meaning.

The small-scale changes were then subdivided into grammatical and lexical categories.

Grammatical changes included additions or changes in morphology, word boundaries,

connections, changes in functors, etc. Lexical changes included the addition or changes in

content words, changes of word form (other than inflectional morphology), etc. Many T-

Fig. 1. Coding decisions. (Coding instructions for quantitative evaluation of revision: (1) Count the number of

words in each draft; (2) Divide the second draft into T-units; (3) Divide the T-units into three categories.)
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units contained both, but no more than one of each per T-unit was counted. These figures

appear in Table 2. These small-scale changes were counted, not so much in order to

compare them to more substantial changes, but in order to determine the extent of their

relationship to the points addressed during the WC session. Substantial revisions almost

invariably affect meaning. Thus, these major revisions are parallel to Faigley and Witte’s

(1981, 1984) text-based changes. All writers made at least one substantial revision in their

papers; several made more. Previous research has tended to view substantial revisions as

somehow superior to small-scale changes and more revision, and more text-based revision,

as better than less. This has often resulted in problematic comparisons between these two

kinds of changes. Therefore, the more substantial changes in the corpus were not counted

individually. Instead, they were addressed in two ways: first quantitatively, by the word

counts (Table 1), and second, they were explored in a more qualitative manner.

3.3. Change in draft quality

Ferris (1997) notes the impact of each change (improvement, mixed effect or negative

effect). In her study, each change that was examined was prompted by teacher comments.

In the present study, though some changes occurred apparently as a result of WC

interaction, others did not. In many cases, it was difficult, if not impossible, to isolate

and evaluate the impact of individual changes. Therefore, the change in quality was

determined for the entire second draft rather than each change.

The two drafts were rated holistically on a scale of A–F (see Appendix B) by 10 raters,

all L2 teachers who had experience teaching composition.4 Raters began with a practice

essay and discussed potential difficulties in using the rating system. Then each rater

received three randomly assigned drafts for rating. The drafts were not labeled as first or

Table 1

Quantitative draft-to-draft changes

Writer

Evelyn Min Sammy Winston Abby

Number

of words

As %

of #2

Number

of words

As %

of #2

Number

of words

As %

of #2

Number

of words

As %

of #2

Number

of words

As %

of #2

Draft #1

Total 1432 1116 1210 357 1184

Draft #2

Total 1297 1309 1242 520 962

From #1 w/o

change

1058 82 871 67 1107 89 125 24 272 28

From #1

w/change

92 7 131 10 40 3 73 14 330 37

New 147 11 307 23 95 8 322 62 324 34

4 This holistic rating scale is used in the ESL composition program and is quite similar to many other 5- and 6-

point holistic scales that focus on features such as task engagement, rhetorical framing, organization and

development, cohesion, syntax, lexis, and mechanics, such as the TOEFL or MELAB. It was used primarily

because of its familiarity to raters.
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second drafts. The goal of the rating system was to get an objective assessment of the text,

not one that might have been colored by familiarity with an earlier version of the same text.

If both texts had been available, raters might have been tempted to give credit for effort or

for revision attempts, or conversely, to downgrade a writer for not making changes.

Following some discussion, raters were permitted to award � as they might do on drafts in

their own classes. The final rating was an average of the three ratings. In all but one case,

there was agreement on the rating by at least two of the three raters, with the third no more

than a half a grade away. In one case, the ratings were more disparate and, a fourth rater was

asked to rate the draft.

3.4. Coding of transcripts

The transcripts were also coded, specifically for episodes of problematicity. This

included all cases of tutor suggestions, directives, or notations of a problem or error,

as well as writer requests for assistance or notations of problems. This corresponds to the

detection/identification phase of the revision process outlined above, or to the identification

stage (Cumming & So, 1996), prior even to the diagnosis phase (Ritter, 2002; Thonus,

1999a; Williams, in press-a). Interrater agreement at this coding stage was 94%. Wherever

these episodes could be linked to draft-to-draft changes, this was also noted. In fact, a

considerable number of changes were not attributable to anything that went on during the

session. One weakness of this study is that it does not factor in teacher commentary. One

writer brought in a draft to which the teacher had already responded. Others came to the

WC before they had received feedback or because they would not receive feedback from

the teacher on the draft. One student had received peer feedback but had discounted it, not

even bringing it to the WC session. Thus, revisions that could not be keyed to discussion

during the session might have come from a number of sources: teachers, peers, or from the

writers themselves with more time on task.

4. Results and discussion

It is difficult to generalize regarding the effect of WC sessions on WC revision.

Individual sessions have their own interactional features and participants have their

own goals. In fact, there is considerable variation across sessions and their aftermath,

ranging from resistance to most tutor suggestions to nearly absolute adherence to every

tutor suggestion. In some cases, there appeared to be little clear connection between what

went on in the WC interaction and the subsequent draft. Instead, the content of the revisions

was primarily self-initiated, though the impetus for the revision process may have been

provided in the session. One hardly surprising generalization of the results is that the nature

and content of the session had an impact on the nature and extent of revision. In this corpus,

for example, in sessions in which the writer was resistant to tutor suggestions, few changes

were detected in subsequent drafts that could be related to the content of the session. In

sessions in which readings were discussed/analyzed, the primary changes were text-based;

in contrast, for those in which the writer insisted on attention to form, revision tended to be

form-based.
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4.1. Finding #1: The focus of discussion is usually the focus of revision

This trend is most easily seen in writers’ responses to surface-level issues discussed in

the session (see Finding #2 below) but extends to some global concerns as well. Table 1

shows the extent of revision in terms of number and percentage of words that were revised

from the first to the second draft. Two of the sessions (Abby, Winston5) stood out in that

discussion revolved almost entirely around content and organization, with very little

discussion of grammatical or lexical choices. The most extensive revisions followed those

two sessions (Abby-34%, Winston-62%-completely new material). Interestingly, Abby’s

revisions closely reflect her tutor’s suggestions; in contrast, though Winston followed his

tutor’s advice that his draft needed revision, he rejected most of the specific suggestions.

Both of these writers retained only about a quarter of their original drafts. In Abby’s

session, the discussion centered on her misunderstanding of the readings she was to analyze

and secondarily, how she should organize that analysis. Her task was to compare and

evaluate the views of two writers regarding the use of politically correct language. In

excerpt (1), she and her tutor had just finished discussing the first reading, but she was

struggling to understand how it related to the second reading.

Excerpt6 (1) (T ¼ tutor, A ¼ Abby)

T: So, now after discussing that, do you see how that’s um. . .how that is related to

O’Rourke?

A: mmhmmmhm mhmhm yeah.

T: Ok, so explain it to me.

A: (smiles, laughs) Um. . .um. . .they. . .um. . .the editor they are afraid to to.go.to.go.to

court. . .so they.they make the letter neutral?

T: mm.

A: Kay.um. . .they make the letter neutral.

T: . . .How do they make the letter neutral? By doing what?

A: By deleting, by changing. . .uh.her essay. . .And then. . .what. Why is so important?

T: OK, well, let’s think about it this way. Now, the editor didn’t print her letter, right?

So, she’s very upset about it, right? She’s upset the way any person would be upset

that first of all, they changed it completely. And second of all, um. . .they changed

it to becoming very simple, It hid-it didn’t have any of her feelings in it, right? Or

any of her in the letter. Of her as you know like as a person. It was very very

simple.

A: But um, didn’t we discuss earlier that Williams should keep neutral—keep um don’t

keep the bias in language? If the editor did that, then she will be happy about it?

. . . Eight turns later. . .
T: Do you see how those two things can be different?

A: uh huh (smiling) If this. . .if this idea is behind the story.behind um. . .um what we

came up with—that idea—then that would make sense.

5 All names are pseudonyms.
6 See Appendix A for transcription details.
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Her new understanding—replete with numerous new sentence-level errors—is reflected

in her revision.

In Winston’s session, the tutor offered many suggestions for a paper on the American

Dream, which was to include his own understanding of the concept based on readings, as

well as the results of a survey conducted by the class eliciting the views of others on the

topic:

Excerpt (2) (T ¼ tutor, W ¼ Winston)

T: What are some of the things that it said about what the American way of life.what the

American dream is?

W: The American way of life is include the religion and it’s just mix with the American

culture.

T: This is. . .this essay here was about the American way of life. Do they discuss their.or

do they talk about the American dream?

W: It just like the American unity by.united by religion not focus on the money—

T: —But do they talk about anything, about the wishes. . .the wants.the American dream

that Americans would or all Americans or people have in America? Because this is a

way of life,.like,.ah.democracy. I just noticed they talk about democracy, free

enterprise. . .but do they talk about the dream that people have? The dream of.you

know. Having. . .a—

W: —I just see the general life had. . .that the general requirements of the dream. It’s just

like the circumstances—

T: —Okay.—

The tutor tries again about 10 turns later to underscore the importance of introducing

the general concept of the American Dream at the beginning of his paper, as a way of

orienting the reader, but Winston remains resistant to the tutor’s suggestion (see Excerpt

2-cont.). It is also possible that he simply does not understand the suggestion. He

seems to think the tutor is simply telling him to give his own definition of the American

Dream.

Excerpt (2-cont.)

T: Okay. So, one of the main things that I’ve heard from you discussing those papers is

something.you’ve been always using the word better. So, maybe from the American

dream we can get some. . .we can get something that would improve us more. The

American dream is something that would better us as a person. It seems that

that’s. . .you’re using. you know.we’ll get more money.a better education. So, it just

seems that the American dream is something that will improve us, right? Do you think

so or do you think differently?

W: Um, the American dream, she didn’t say include my view in the. ah.my project.

T: I know but we’re just trying to get something general to include in your introduction. I

don’t want you to say.you know. I believe this. I believe that. . .but what we wanna do

is get something, something general into.um.into your introduction paragraph.

How.um. an American dream basically is the defi. . .there is no real definition of what

an. of what the American dream is. It’s gonna be, like you said. . .some of them was
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about a better education and some of them defined it as more money or working hard

to get more money. So, I’m not saying for you to include your opinion but we can

include a general, general, very general definition of what the American dream is and

the importance of success is in your introductory paragraph. Just so we can introduce

your thesis and then.ah. . .the survey and then the research.

W: You mean just to write the general information about American dream?

T: Right, and that’s why I asked you what you can get out of those.what were the

different views? What were the different types of definitions that people gave the

American dream? And then from that we can come up with something very general

just to have in your introductory paragraph and then include your thesis.

Winston’s second draft represents a substantial rewrite, mostly of content and organiza-

tion, reflecting the emphasis of the WC session. Yet, in spite of his tutor’s repeated advice,

there remains no general introduction about the American Dream. It begins by immediately

introducing the survey project, as in his first draft.

Of these two writers with the most substantial revision in their second drafts (Abby-34%,

Winston-62%-new material), only Abby’s revisions were clearly stimulated by the WC

session. Winston’s revisions appear to have come from another source. The other writers’

portions of new text ranged from 8 to 23% of the second draft, with some changes traceable

to WC sessions.

4.2. Small-scale revision

4.2.1. Finding #2: Surface-level features discussed during the session are more likely to

get revised than text-based problems

However murky the findings on global revision, it is clear that specific suggestions for

surface-level changes of grammatical and lexical choices, and in particular, for error

correction, are generally heeded (see Table 2). The majority of such changes can be traced

to tutor suggestions (grammar-65%; lexicon-77%). In fact, only 9% of the suggestions

made by tutors for surface-level changes are ignored. In part, this may reflect the tenor of

the sessions. Previous research has found that tutors tend to focus on language during

sessions with L2 writers (Ritter, 2002). This cannot be the whole story though. Only two of

the sessions (Evelyn, Sammy) had a heavy emphasis on language, one was more balanced

(Min), and the two discussed earlier contained little discussion of sentence-level problems.

In all likelihood, the high rate of follow through on tutor advice for these small-scale

changes is ease of revision (also see Finding #4). It is easier to note down or remember, for

example, that a verb is missing and make the appropriate change than to rearrange or

rewrite whole sections of text in response to the more nebulous advice that often emanates

from discussions of text-based revisions. This is supported by earlier research on revision

by L2 writers. Conrad and Goldstein (1999), in a study of the relationship between teacher

comments and successful revision, found that there was little clear connection between the

two. Instead, the only consistent feature of successful revision was the type of problem that

it sought to correct: Problems that were easy to repair were revised successfully. More

complex problems involving explanation and analysis were revised with less success or not

at all.

184 J. Williams / Journal of Second Language Writing 13 (2004) 173–201



4.2.2. Finding #3: Issues explicitly addressed by the tutor are more likely to be revised

than those that receive more implicit treatment (see Table 2)

Often tutor suggestions for sentence-level revision are quite direct, as in this excerpt in

which the tutor simply tells the writer how her text should be revised. In this assignment,

the student was to use one of the class readings to explore the topic of plagiarism and to

offer advice about how teachers should handle the problem in their classes.

Excerpt (3): T ¼ tutor, E ¼ Evelyn

T: Exactly. (reads) ‘‘If teachers find plagiarism among essays’’. . .okay.‘‘don’t punish

the student or scold him.’’ Again in front of don’t—

E: —Comma—

T: —No.no no.‘‘If teachers find plagiarism among

essays’’. . .it should probably be. . .‘‘they shouldn’t punish or scold the student.’’

Okay.‘‘If teachers find plagiarism among essays’’.okay.‘‘then the teacher should not

punish the student’, right? So.‘‘If teachers find plagiarism among essays, they

shouldn’t punish the student. . .or scold him for such mistakes.’’

In some cases, when the tutor tries a less direct approach, the student seems to need more

guidance, as in (4). In this paper, the writer was to develop a script for a talk show, with the

authors of several of their readings to be included as guests.

Table 2

Surface-level changes

Writer Total %

Evelyn Min Sammy Winston Abby

Grammar 5 18 44 7 4 78

Tutor initiated 5 10 28 4 4 51 65

Direct 5 7 21 4 3 40 78

Writer noted 5 5 21 4 3 38

Implicit 0 3 5 0 1 9 22

Writer noted 0 2 0 2

Writer initiated 0 8 16 3 0 27 35

Lexicon 19 9 20 2 2 52

Tutor initiated 18 5 14 1 2 40 77

Direct 15 5 13 1 2 36 90

Writer noted 12 3 10 0 2 27

Implicit 3 0 1 0 0 4 10

Writer noted 1 0 1

Writer initiated 1 4 6 1 0 12 23

Tutor suggestions not taken 2 3 6 2 1 13

Direct 0 0 2 1 0 3 23

Implicit 2 3 4 1 1 10 77

Errors remaining from draft #1a 17 15 13 6 8

Errors introduced in draft #2 2 5 1 10 10

Note. Writer-initiated revisions may in fact be the result of suggestions from friends, family or the teacher.
a These are limited to errors not discussed or pointed out during the session.
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Except (4): T ¼ tutor, S ¼ Sammy

S: Barry’s Show is a television show that sponsored by Channel One, the new generation

China.

T: OK. . .Is. . .OK. . .Do you think the sentence is missing anything?

S: . . ..no

T: OK. . .um. . .Barry’s show is a television show that is sponsored by Channel One?

S: OK.

In the drafts that followed these sessions, revisions were made according to the tutors’

suggestions. In contrast, more implicit suggestions were more likely to be ignored. Only

22% of revisions of grammatical features were associated with implicit suggestions made

during the sessions and only 10% of lexical changes. By contrast, only 2% of the direct

tutor suggestions for surface-level revision were ignored. In the following excerpt, the tutor

tries to get the writer to rewrite an unwieldy sentence but did not show him exactly what to

do.

Excerpt (5) T ¼ tutor, S ¼ Sammy

T: Do you think that’s an important part of a sentence?

S: Here? Right here?

T: Right after that word.

S: (reads). . . yah

T: OK. Do you think this sentence.um.can be shortened or divided? For the purpose of

making it more um.like complete and.easy to read?

In the end, the writer left it as he had written in the first draft, making only minor changes

in wording.

Some of them are adults, who are mature and responsible, like my father who takes care

of my mother and me. ! Some men are adults, who are mature and responsible, like my

father who takes care of my mother and me.

The decision to provide more direct advice to L2 writers may be a conscious one on the

part of the tutors. Williams (in press-a), in a study of WC interaction, reports that tutors

used more direct, less-modulated directives with L2 writers than with native speakers.

Thonus (1999a) suggests that this may be in an effort to increase the comprehensibility of

the advice directed to L2 writers. The relative uptake by writers of explicit and implicit

advice in the present study indicates that the strategy may be an effective one for prompting

revision.

4.2.3. Finding #4: Writer response to tutor suggestions/explanations is predictive of their

impact on revision

� Writer takes down suggestion/explanation. !Related revision is likely to appear in

subsequent draft.

� Writer resists suggestions. ! Related revision is unlikely to appear in subsequent draft.

� Writer offers minimal/non-verbal backchannel. ! Related revision is not likely to

appear in subsequent draft.
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Making a written notation about a problem or a change was an important factor in

revision. All written notations were made by the writers; tutors were not holding pens or

pencils during the tutorials. As noted in Table 2, writers are more likely to write down

direct suggestions than implicit ones, and once written down, these tend to be followed

up in the subsequent draft. In response to the 79 direct tutor suggestions made in the

sessions, writers wrote down 82% of them, compared to the 13% of the implicit

suggestions. Plans for change that were written down during the session accounted

for 54% of all the eventual small-scale changes. It should be noted that not all written

notations resulted in changes that were exactly what the tutor suggested, nor were the

changes always effective.

There were a small number of cases in which the writer challenged a tutor’s suggestion.

Not surprisingly, revision did not generally result from these episodes. One writer, Sammy,

consistently used the word maybe to resist or challenge his tutor’s advice (6,7), a modal

expression that Salsbury and Bardovi-Harlig (2000) also found was favored by low-

proficiency L2 learners in challenges and refusals.

Excerpt (6) T ¼ tutor, S ¼ Sammy

T: Ok, um. . .what do you think about this sentence. . .the one you just read?

S: What do I think?

T: mmhm.

S: It is a little longer.than usual.

T: OK. . .so you think you might be missing anything in there?

S: Maybe.

T: OK. Maybe what?

S: Maybe missing something?

T: OK. . .What do you think you might be missing?

S: (reads). Missing something.

T: OK, well. . .‘‘we strongly encourage teachers to come to the show from time to time,

and present the textbooks materials to the students in classroom.‘‘right? What’s this

‘‘from time to time?’’

T: Just like. . .I have watch it and then present it.and student.

The tutor is trying to get Sammy to realize that the expression from time to time, as

written, modifies come see the show, yet what he means is that the teachers should present

the textbook material from time to time. Her efforts are not successful and the passage

remains unchanged in the second draft.

In the next excerpt she urges him to repeat the antecedent in order to establish better

cohesion. Again, he rejects and ultimately ignores her advice.

Excerpt (7) T ¼ tutor, S ¼ Sammy

T: OK. . .look at this sentence for a second. ‘‘Different men have different characters.

Some of them are adults who are mature and responsible.like my father, who. . .takes

care of my mother and of me until I.marry. . .’’.OK. My elder brother.OK.my elder

brother is another example of what?

S: oh.uh.of different man.
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T: Ok.so. . .see how you had to go back there and read it. The reader would have to do

the same thing, right? Because by the time we get here, right. . .the reader doesn’t

remember what he read on the other page.

S: Maybe they did. Maybe they do.

T: Okaaay. [drawn out] Maybe [loud] they do, but—

S: —yeah, but if I just

read it uh.the.not stop. I will remember. But if I stop, like.I talk to you.maybe I

can’t remember. That’s the difference.

T: OK.

Writer responses to tutor suggestions are an important signal in WC interaction.

Backchanneling is a normal part of conversation and, because they are modeled on

conversation, WC sessions might also be expected to include considerable backchanneling

(See Blau, Hall, & Strauss, 1998; Thonus, 2002). Generally, backchannel cues are

understood as demonstrating attendance to the interlocutor’s message and, in many cases,

understanding as well. Those who have worked with L2 learners in the classroom or in the

WC will probably agree that though the first may be true, the second often is not. Writers

may respond non-verbally by just nodding or maintaining eye contact, or minimally with

mmm or uh huh, yet they do not always understand or agree (Heritage & Sefi, 1992;

Thonus, 2002). Research on L2 writers in the WC contains numerous references to the

cross-cultural barriers that may affect communicative success (e.g., Harris & Silva, 1993;

Moser, 1993; Powers, 1993; Ronesi, 1995; Severino, 1993). It is difficult to connect any

revision to a single adjacency pair containing a backchannel cue because most episodes

involve several exchanges. However, examination of writer responses to suggestions that

do not result in revision may be more instructive. The following excerpts (8,9) are typical.

Excerpt (8); T ¼ tutor, M ¼ Min

T: OK. But my question is nowhere in the sentence have you mentioned the different

perspectives. right?.And your thesis sentence um. . .should be at the end of the

introduction.

M: uh [softly]

T: And by putting it at the end of the introduction, you tell the reader what the paper is

going to be about, right? So, if you put this. . .if.for example, imagine this paragraph

does not exist for now, from here to here. Imagine this doesn’t exist. You’re still not

telling the reader what you’re going to be talking about. Do you see how that makes

the paper a little bit confusing?

M: mmm [rising intonation]

Excerpt (9) T ¼ tutor, E ¼ Evelyn

T: Um. (reads)‘‘Teachers and students should cooperate together’’.Okay. . .They need to

do something, right? Then you need to say that they need to do something. They need

to cooperate. So. . .instead of should you can say the teachers and students need to

cooperate. . .together.

E: Oh—

T: —Exactly. In order to make their lives successful.
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E: mmhm.

T: So, you need to explain the part they need to do this.

E: uh.

T: Alright.

In these exchanges, the writers are not actively involved; they contribute minimally to

the exchange, in part, perhaps because of the dominant role taken by the tutor, especially in

(9). No revision of the second draft resulted from these episodes. Compare these to the

following excerpt:

Excerpt (10) T ¼ tutor, E ¼ Evelyn

T: This. . .you say that the ‘‘teaching techniques are inappropriate’’.right?.and then you

say ‘‘Improper teaching techniques lead students to feeling great pressure.’’ Okay, but

why are they inappropriate teaching techniques?

E: What are the inappropriate//

T: //inappropriate, what are the inappropriate techniques? Why

these techniques not appropriate? Do you see my question?

E: Yeah.I. . ..you mean I have to put what kind of techniques that is not appropriate?

T: Exactly, exactly. . .because you mention that there are inappropriate techniques but

you don’t mention why.

E: Uh. . .but the point is all I have to do is put the reason I don’t need to um like. . .go

further to explain. . .what techniques are not appropriate.

T: That’s true but you put down the reason. Okay, what is the. . .the reason for what?

You’re saying, ‘‘Students buy papers because they don’t like to write essays’’.

right? and then you’re giving two reasons why. One of the reasons is that the way

they’re taught is inappropriate. . .So, you want to explain to the reader what is

inappropriate about the way that the student is taught. . .Do you see what I’m

saying?

E: Okay, uh huh, then I should write, like, another paragraph—

T: —it’s not even a

paragraph. Just one or two sentences saying what is the inappropriate technique that a

teacher may use, you know, to make the student feel.pressure.

In spite of the equally forceful role played by the tutor in this session, Evelyn was an

active participant in the discussion. She revised this section of her paper successfully along

the lines discussed in the session. The importance of writer participation has been

demonstrated in settings outside of writing centers, in particular in student-teacher

conferences. Patthey-Chavez and Ferris (1997) found that active participants in confer-

ences made more substantial revisions in their drafts, appropriating and transforming

teacher suggestions to create their own text. Weaker participants were more likely to

transfer verbatim teacher suggestions into the revised draft. Goldstein and Conrad (1990),

in their study of conferences with L2 writers, found similar patterns. Those students who

participated in negotiation during conferences were more likely to make meaningful

revisions in their drafts.
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4.3. Substantial revisions

Up to this point, the primary focus has been on small-scale revisions in response to tutor

suggestions and advice. Yet, much of the conversation in the sessions in this corpus

revolves around broader issues, with the aim of assisting writers toward more substantial

revisions. However, these changes are harder to attribute directly and quantitatively to the

interaction during the sessions. In an effort to capture their potential effect, the analysis of

interaction must shift to a more qualitative and descriptive form. Such analysis reveals two

features of the interaction that may be associated with subsequent student revision.

4.4. Finding #5: Text-based revisions that can be traced to WC discussion are associated

with interactional features of negotiations that take place during the session

� Extended negotiations tend to favor subsequent text-based revision.

� Assisted performance/scaffolding by the tutor, in a variety of forms, is associated with

text-based revision.

Studies of teacher–student and student–student interaction in a variety of settings—with

native speakers and L2 learners, children and adults, in classrooms and tutoring contexts—

suggest specific features that may assist learners in the mastery of skills they do not yet

control. In particular, it has been noted that if an expert, a more capable peer, or even a true

peer works collaboratively with the learner to bring about conditions for learner participa-

tion and extension of his/her skill, learning may result (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Donato,

1994; Gallimore & Tharp, 1990; Kanagy, 1999; Ohta, 2001; Patthey-Chavez & Clare,

1996; Storch, 2002; Swain, 2000; Swain & Lapkin, 1998; Tudge, 1990).

A comparison of several of the sessions in the corpus illustrates these conditions

particularly well. Sessions that led to substantial revision offer evidence of the features

listed below. The first two have been identified in the L2 learning literature as important to

acquisition (e.g., Gass, 1997; Goldstein & Conrad, 1990; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994). Features

3–6 have been identified as elements of scaffolding or collaborative problem-solving that

promote learning (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Antón & diCamilla, 1998; Donato, 1994,

2002; Gallimore & Tharp, 1990; Takahashi, 1998; Thonus, 2002; Wood, Bruner, & Ross,

1976).

1. Negotiation episodes

2. Active writer participation in these episodes

3. Clarification of critical features by tutor

4. Sustained emphasis on goals by tutor

5. Organization of task by tutor

6. Modeling by tutor

The session that contained the most sustained negotiation was Abby’s. Abby made

extensive revision, retaining just over a quarter of her first draft in the second. Much of the

revision can be linked to the discussion that took place during the WC session. In this

particular session, most of the session centered on her misconception of the gist of the

readings that she was to analyze and incorporate into her paper. Of the 50-min session,
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almost 40 min were devoted to this topic, with the student participating actively in the

dialogue, seeking clarification where she was confused, pushing her own perspective

(which she later discovered was wrong) as seen in (11), and finally acknowledging a new

perspective, as seen back in excerpt (1).

Excerpt (11) T ¼ tutor, A ¼ Abby

A: um. . .um. . .the problem is when I’m read the story.’kay, I find out. . .’kay. . .Williams.I

think I think she thinks there shouldn’t be any racism in this world anymore. But in the

other story, we should keep the bias in our language. Otherwise, it will, some sentence

like-he give some example in the story-it will-it will make no sense, it will sound silly

and. . .funny.

T: OK.

A: So we should keep the bias in our language. But right here, but in this sentence right

here, . . .um (reads) ‘‘the blind application of principals of neutrality.’’ .is that mean-

does that mean we should keep the bias in our language?

T: uh. . .let’s see. (reads) ‘‘what is the most interesting in this experience is how the blind

application of principals of neutrality hmurmursi. Yeah. that means just keep the text

neutral.you know.being all the same.

A: What do you mean by ‘‘being all the same?’’

T: Not all the same but neutral means kind of um. . .like not picking sides.you know.if

you had a choice to pick A or B.

A: ah. OK.

T: Neutral would be like staying in the middle. You’re not choosing sides.

A: So Williams is saying. . .be neutral, right?

In contrast, in sessions in which treatment of suggestions for text-based changes is

relatively brief (12) and there is little negotiation, that is, the writer is a less active

participant (see also (8)), revision is less likely to result:

Excerpt (12) T ¼ tutor, W ¼ Winston

T: So these are. . .you’re gonna introduce the American dream by circumstances, alright?

And then you’re gonna discuss a little bit about the American dream.

W: Yuh.

T: And then.ah. now we’re gonna move on to your thesis statement. . .You think you can

get ah.two or three sentences out of here?when you start organizing the.typing them?

W: mmm.

T: Okay, so now your thesis statement. From your survey what are the most important

things that you got out of it? You said education.

W: mm.education.

The only evidence in Winston’s second draft of this episode is his mention of education,

though in a rather different context, in a section of text that also appeared in the first draft.

He incorporates none of the tutor’s advice in his revision.

Tracing revisions back to elements of the paper discussed during the session reveals that

these episodes have several other characteristics in common. One is that the tutor often

helps the writer clarify what he or she is trying to say at critical points. Sometimes, these

involve a major shift in a writer’s thinking and subsequent plans for revision, as seen in
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excerpts (1) and (11), when Abby finally grasps that she has completely misunderstood the

thrust of the argument in her reading, that she has, in fact, understood the opposite of the

author’s intention. Or, it may be more local as in the following excerpt (13).

Excerpt (13) T ¼ tutor, E ¼ Evelyn

T: (reads) ‘‘Then ‘every time he/she has a writing assignment, he/she would go ask for

help. . .Okay, now this is. . .to me. it sounds contradictory. Okay, if they feel pressured,

feel pressured in class, right? And if they’re taught inappropriately, why would they

go ask for help?

E: Because um. . .once a student—

T: —Oh! I see what you’re saying! Okay. . .they

will ask for help not from the teacher, right? They will go to Witherspoon.

E: They’ll go outside the class—

T: —Okay, that’s [loudly] what you need to put

in here. . .who will they ask for help from. They’re not gonna ask for help. . .they’re

gonna buy the help, right?

E: Uh huh. . .buy.

T: Okay, so instead of ‘‘asking’’ for help because the way this is said is they’re gonna ask

the help from the teacher. But that’s not what you’re writing. You wanna say that they

will either buy the help from somebody like Witherspoon, right?

(student writes silently)

T Okay. So.(reads as amended) ‘‘Some students would buy essays if they choose to do

so. . . as Witherspoon revealed in her story.’’ Okay, we got that.

Another consistent feature that is connected to substantial revision is the tutor’s

sustained emphasis on the goals of the session. In one session, the writer, Min, is attempting

to explore two different perspectives of a specific group that she is to identify and define.

She has chosen ESL students, perhaps a poor choice, based on the assignment, which is

really focused on in-groups and out-groups, but the tutor tries to work with the writer’s

choice. One major problem with the original essay is that it does not clearly contrast the

two perspectives. Early on, the tutor decides that the student should follow standard block

compare-and-contrast format. Whether on not one considers this the right decision, the

tutor maintains this goal throughout this session and keeps drawing the writer back to it.

She returns 11 times during the session to the task of constructing a thesis statement that

will compare the two perspectives and how this will control the structure of the rest of the

draft. This is perhaps related to the length of negotiation described above, and, in fact,

carries over several episodes. An examination of the revised draft reveals the following

revised thesis:

One perspective argues that people should treat ESL students differently and compre-

hend them. This perspective demonstrates that English is not the essential key to determine

their achievements in school and ESL students are more likely to become successful.

Another perspective is that ESL students should not be treated specially and there is no

need to feel sympathy for them; they see that ESL students are handicapped and more likely

turn out to be failure.
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The impact of the session on Min’s revision is clear. She has changed her draft to

conform to the tutor’s goal. The two paragraphs that follow expand on each of the two

perspectives presented in the thesis.

Tutors may also try to make the complex task of revision more accessible for the writer.

One favored technique at this WC is informal outlining of old and new drafts. It organizes

the task for the writer into a sequence of more manageable chunks and makes these chunks

clearer and more explicit.

Excerpt (14)

T: Ah, let’s, let’s. . .I’m gonna give you some sort of an outline form. Do you have,

um. . .you wanna keep on using this sheet of paper? or the otherside? Okay, let’s put

number one here and then right there you’re gonna put ‘introduction’ and then write

‘general views’. Okay, and then um, right underneath of that you’re going to include

your thesis at the end of that introductory paragraph. Alright, okay. So then, um,

number two would be the rest of the results. Which is this that you have already right

here.

This form of scaffolding also functions as a model for future writing/revision strategies.

Models and, to a lesser extent, modeling are a controversial topic in writing instruction. On

the one hand, models have been rejected as part of a mechanical process that does not invite

writer participation. On the other hand, modeling is hailed within the sociocultural

approaches as a means of scaffolding difficult tasks for novice learners or as an important

step in apprenticeship. The problem is that in WC sessions, ‘‘modeling’’ can run very close

to ‘‘telling.’’ In this corpus, there is considerable evidence of tutors simply telling writers

how they should revise, as in excerpts 3, 4, 9, and 14. And, in each of these cases, the end

result was what might be called successful revision; that is, the writer changed the text to

conform to the tutor’s suggestion.

In these cases, it is difficult to gauge how much the writer has actually learned from this

type of revising, which, in some cases amounts to little more than transcribing. The

problem for tutors in embracing the apprenticeship metaphor is how to model without

taking ownership. Generally, experts model a behavior as they perform or create something

of their own. This cannot be accommodated in the WC format because the focus is on the

writer’s and not the tutor’s text and writing process. Thus, many tutors attempt to model

indirectly by eliciting an improved performance from the writer. This is particularly

evident in the excerpts from Abby’s session (1, 11) and (15) below. The tutor senses that

Abby is still having trouble seeing the connection between the two essays (note the

mmmhm) and asks her to reflect back her understanding. The tutor keeps asking questions

until she leads the writer to her own, more accurate, understanding of the text.

Excerpt (15) T ¼ tutor, A ¼ Abby

T: The editor made her. Y’know. . .may as well have the perfect letter that did contain

bias and her emotion and feeling. He made it like this sentence. It’s very plain and

simple. And that may not make sense to her. Do you see how I’m relating

these. . .totally different essays to one another?

A: . . .mmhm

T: OK, so explain it to me. (both laugh)
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A: oh. . .oh.

T: Or tell me what would be the central idea behind your paper that you’re going to write.

A: . . .mm. . .I will write for Williams, um. . .if we take. . .if we don’t keep the bias in

language, then. . .that would make her feel upset. Is that right?

T: OK.but again, if you write that, that’s going to be the same thing as this paper.

A: what do you mean?

T: That’s not really what the teacher’s looking for. He wants you to take Willams and

O’Rourke and tie them together and say why they are either the same or why are they

different. Or what is the correlation between them?. . .Do you see what I’m saying

A: mmhm.

T: ’Kay, so do you think they’re the same or they’re different?

A: . . .They are different.

T: Why are they different?

A: . . .are they different? (smiles)

T: Ok, why are they the same? Do you think Williams and O’Rourke have the same

things in mind. . .about keeping the bias in writing?

A: . . .actually,. . .they have the same point of view, isn’t it? (smiling)

T: OK! [loud]And what is that point of view?

A: Like. . .for example, if the essay, um. . .he.he would he said we should publish her and

Williams says, the editor should publish my essay. . .right? (big smile)

T: Right.and they should publish it exactly the way it is.with all the bias in her writing.

And that’s why, in my opinion, O’Rourke and Williams are the same. They both want

to keep the bias in the language.

A: Right. (smiling)

Although in the end Abby comes around to the perspective suggested by her tutor, one

might wonder, in an interaction where the participants labor for 45 min to arrive at an

understanding, if such struggle really makes sense. The tutor knew all along that the two

writers held similar views, an analysis that was to be included in the essay, yet she did not

say so. And although she was able to lead Abby slowly toward this goal, her time might

have been better spent showing Abby exactly how she was able to come to this conclusion.

In other words, some direct instruction on critical reading of the text might have been more

helpful, or at the very least, more efficient in this case.

4.5. Revision success

There is a tendency for both teachers and researchers to think of revision as a positive

step. Yet in this corpus, the second drafts are not always better, at least not according to the

objective criteria of most holistic assessment measures.

4.5.1. Finding #6: Revision does not always lead to higher-rated essays

Table 3 shows raters’ evaluation of student writing before and after WC sessions.

In fact, the ratings suggest that the second drafts are not a substantial improvement over

the first. In two of the five cases, there is no improvement in the rating; in the other three,

the improvement is small. Furthermore, one paper underwent substantial revision follow-
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ing the session that appeared to be the most successful in the corpus (Abby, see 1,11,14),

yet it showed no improvement in rating. Two papers with the least revision showed modest

improvement. Why should this be? There are several possibilities. First, as noted in the

description of the study, raters did not receive both drafts of any papers. Rather, they were

given three randomly chosen drafts, some of which were first, some second, but no two

came from the same writer. Thus, they had no opportunity to evaluate draft-to-draft

changes. In the case of Abby, her extended revision resulted in a more accurately text-

responsible draft (Leki & Carson, 1997), but there is no way that the raters could have

known this, having read neither the articles nor the other draft. She is taking more risks and

stretching as a writer, and problems at all levels may accompany such growth. A related

possibility is that substantial revision tends to be accompanied by new errors (see Table 2).

In the case of Abby’s second draft, raters may have responded to the considerable number

of new sentence-level errors that accompanied the revision. Thus, the revision process

resulting from WC sessions may not be captured by holistic assessment or even by teachers

reading the draft that follows a visit to the WC. As long as assessment is restricted to

measures of writing products, much of the development process that is encouraged in WCs

may remain hidden.

5. Conclusion

This is a small-scale, largely descriptive study, and all of the caveats that accompany

such research regarding generalizability apply here. It addresses a specific student

population, primarily generation 1.5 (Harklau, Losey, & Siegal, 1999) undergraduate

writers, in a specific WC setting. Other kinds of students, for example, international

students or graduate students, in other kinds of settings, such as centers with professional

rather than peer tutors, might all yield different results. Yet several issues emerge from the

current findings. The most important issue is one that dominates discussions of L2 tutorials:

Should tutors provide information to writers rather than elicit it? Despite its pervasiveness

in the WC literature, this is not a yes/no question. There is much that no amount of

questioning, indirect or otherwise, could ever elicit from these writers because there is so

much that they simply do not know or understand about their L2 and academic writing. In

some of the data presented here, non-directive tutoring led to almost absurdly circuitous

interactions, in which the writer engaged in a sort of guessing game (see Blau & Hall,

2002): What is my tutor not telling me? And why? (I know she knows). Yet rejection of this

kind of approach does not have to mean appropriation of the writer’s text. Perhaps the best

alternative to either asking or telling is showing and explaining. Thus, for example, neither

Table 3

Average holistic ratings of first and second drafts

Writer

Evelyn Min Sammy Winston Abby

#1 B	 B	 C C Cþ
#2 B B	 Cþ B Cþ
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asking the writer: What is the perspective of the author of the assigned text? nor telling her:

This the perspective of the author of the assigned text may be the best choice. Rather,

showing: This (e.g., this word, this passage) is how you can tell the perspective of the

author of the assigned text (see e.g., Schleppegrell & Achugar, 2003) may make more

sense. The findings of this study suggest that doing this explicitly rather than indirectly can

increase the likelihood that L2 writers will process the information that is offered.

Second, it is important for tutors to recognize features of interaction that may be linked

to revision (or lack thereof). As has been frequently noted, active participation by the writer

is an essential step in successful revision and should be encouraged. In addition, tutors

should be sensitive to writers’ responses to their suggestions. Minimal response may well

be a signal of resistance or lack of understanding. Writers must, of course, be free to reject

tutor advice, but tutors need to be aware of the reduced cues that may signal resistance

rather than acknowledgment. Also clear from the findings is the effect of making a written

record of plans for revision. Doing so significantly increases the chance of follow through.

Finally, the results of this study leave unspecified the relationship between better texts

and better writers. Although some tutor behavior and interactional features do seem related

to revision, it is also apparent that WC visits and subsequent revisions do not always

immediately result in better papers. Is it possible that nevertheless, in some way, the

participants in this study have become better writers? Only a longitudinal study can address

this question in any precise way. It is likely that whatever their approach, tutors cannot

really foster better writers directly. Rather, writers become better writers by working on

their texts. Those of us who work with L2 writers still need to pursue more effective ways to

assist them in this process.
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Appendix A. Transcription conventions

(.) Each (.) represents a 0.5 s pause

— Speaker chaining/interruption; no pause between speakers

// Speaker overlap

h
i Unintelligible

(
) Nonverbal action

Bold Increased volume

Italics Relevant portion of interaction is italicized for reader

[
] Voice modulation (e.g., loud, softly)
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Appendix B. Holistic evaluation of drafts

An A paper exhibits most of the following features:

� Demonstrates full understanding of concepts in assignment/readings

� Gives an accurate and thorough treatment of issues

� Takes a clearly supported position

� Provides examples and illustrations

� Shows clear and unified paragraph development

� Shows logical sequence and organization

� Connects ideas smoothly

� Uses complex and varied syntax and academic vocabulary

� Contains few errors in grammar and vocabulary use

� Contains few errors in mechanics

A B paper exhibits most of the following features:

� Demonstrates good understanding of concepts in assignment/readings

� Gives a substantial treatment of issues

� Takes a adequately supported position

� Provides some examples and illustrations

� Shows adequate paragraph development, but may contain some irrelevant material or

may contain some underdeveloped ideas

� Shows generally logical sequence and organization

� Some transitions may be abrupt or missing

� Uses a mix of complex and simple syntax and some academic vocabulary

� Contains some errors in grammar and vocabulary use

� Contains some errors in mechanics

A C paper exhibits most of the following features:

� Demonstrates incomplete understanding of concepts in assignment/readings

� Treatment of issues is incomplete and may contain inaccuracies

� Takes a position but it is not well supported

� Provides few examples or illustrations, or these are not clearly linked to main ideas

� Shows lack of development

� Shows lack of clear organization or illogical sequence

� Does not connect ideas

� Uses simple syntax and vocabulary

� Contains a considerable number of errors in grammar and vocabulary use

� Contains a considerable number of errors in mechanics

A D paper exhibits most of the following features:

� Demonstrates little understanding of concepts in assignment/readings

� Treatment of issues is incomplete and contains inaccuracies

� May not take a position or make any claim

� Provides few examples or illustrations

� Shows little development or connection of ideas

� Syntax and word choice errors often obscure meaning
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Appendix B. (Continued )

An F paper exhibits most of the following features:

� Demonstrates little or no understanding of concepts in assignment/readings

� Is off-topic

� Contains too little text to evaluate

� Formal errors obscure meaning, making content difficult to evaluate

From Williams (in press-b).
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