
  

 

Abstract—Rapid increases in scientific knowledge and 

technology require people to continuously update themselves with 

the kind of knowledge and skills they need to remain educated and 

employable. This necessitates the ability to combine a variety of 

language skills, two of the most important being reading and 

writing. These symbiotic skills support the individuals’ effort to 

share their thought, feelings, and newly produced knowledge with 

others. Given this significance of reading and writing, universities 

now pay particular attention to their students’ development of 

text-based writing skills. However, this is a formidable challenge 

when students have had limited previous exposure to such learning 

experiences prior to university. The situation is exacerbated by 

instructor-fronted classroom practices causing students to develop 

unhealthy dependence on the teacher. In the case of students 

pursuing their education in a different language from their native 

language, the situation can even be more problematic unless 

adequate support is provided. To this end, this paper describes two 

four-stage models designed for instructional scaffolding in order to 

equip new university students with skills in writing text-based 

papers. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Writing is at the heart of any intellectual activity. Not only 

does it provide a platform in which we describe our thoughts, 

feelings and life philosophy, but it also shapes the way in which 

we interpret our experiences. However, it still cannot be 

separated from speech and reading due to the fact that they are 

complementary to each other, each supplementing one another. 

Despite this, it really is writing that distinguishes our modern 

society from previous civilizations. It is the extent to which we 

depend on written language. Such is its power that it is 

considered to be “the lens through which … peoples see the 

world, feel the world, hate the world, love the world, defy the 

world, and imagine change” (Powell, 2012, p. 10). Its long 

history shows that as its significance was recognized by earlier 

peoples, it came into increasingly widespread use. It is now the 

lens through which we come to understand ancient peoples. In 

this way, ancient writing “permits the past to speak to us in 

tongues long extinct” (Fischer, 2001, p. 8) just as we will speak 

to future civilizations through the writing we produce today.  

Primarily because of the increased communication between 

people around the globe, the premiums that have been put upon 

writing are much more pressing. A great deal of communication 
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in the workplace is now performed in writing through mediums 

such as memoranda, meeting minutes, circulars, reports and 

contract (Deveci, 2018). This is particularly true for 

multi-national organizations doing business in diverse 

locations. They have to rely more on written communication 

since it is the quickest and cheapest way of communication 

(Pawelzik, 2009). In the case of scholarly publications, more 

and more authors are now turning to online platforms such as 

Academia and ResearchGate to disseminate scientific 

knowledge and establish partnerships with authors in other parts 

of the world.  Collectively, this points to the extent of which 

writing has become a staple of our lives. It has become so 

pervasive and ubiquitous that the nature of writing itself has 

drastically changed the nature of communication as well as the 

ways in which we acquire knowledge and transmit it to future 

generations. 

II. WRITING FOR UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 

It is essential that writers be well-informed about the 

literature on the topic of their new writing projects. This entails 

reading published materials. However, the sheer volume of 

written sources one can draw from can be intimidating, 

especially for inexperienced writers. This, in particular, is the 

case for students who have just embarked upon their university 

education which requires extensive immersion in writing not 

only through production of written texts but also reading papers 

written by others. This is an obvious challenge for students who 

are heavily reliant on oral tradition. The situation is exacerbated 

when writing has been outside the scope of their high school 

teachers and parents. It is also axiomatic among the faculty 

teaching at international schools, and more specifically among 

the language teachers, that the non-native speakers tend to have 

greater difficulty writing in English as a foreign language. A 

variety of factors play a role in this. To illustrate, previous 

research has shown that vocabulary, syntax, and organization 

are among the challenges that non-native writers face 

(Englander, 2014). Earlier research has also shown that scholars 

whose native languages are other than English may face 

difficulties with stylistic features (e.g. the passive voice and 

sentence) despite their relatively high proficiency levels 

(Buckingham, 2008). In other contexts, non-native of speakers 

of English have also been identified to write lengthier sentences. 

They were often  asked to shorten such sentences by reviewers 

(Newell, 2014). Collectively, this points to the challenges 

non-native speakers of English face when writing. If they have 

inadequate experience in writing prior to university, the 

situation will be even more demanding, but not insurmountable.  
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Primarily the responsibility falls on the shoulders of the 

first-year university instructors for preparing these students, 

together with the more capable ones, for the kind of cognitively 

engaging learning experiences awaiting them as university 

students as well as future university graduates. Such writing 

requires the acquisition, active use and development of critical 

thinking skills that could be facilitated through the use of sound 

methods and purposefully developed instructional activities. In 

this paper, I will suggest a four-stage model which incorporates 

a variety of reading, listening and speaking skills for an 

effective production of text-based argumentative paper — one 

that can be applied to other types of writing as well. I will also 

suggest a four-stage teacher feedback model which facilitates 

the process by which students learn to write text-based papers. I 

believe students’ engagement in such experiences reinforces 

their learning in general and their ability to transfer knowledge 

to different subject areas. Their enhanced skills of writing will 

also provide them with “varied and effective ways … to think 

about and reformulate new learning and to integrate new 

information with their previous knowledge and experience” 

(Langer & Applebee, 1987, p. 19), which resonates with the 

constructivist view of learning. 

III. THE FOUR-STAGE SCAFFOLDING MODEL 

This is a model that is comprised of four stages, each of which 

focuses on a particular aspect of text-based writing (Sabanci 

University, 2008). It is quite comprehensive in that it has room 

for, and encourages, the use of all four language skills (i.e. 

reading, listening, speaking and writing). Based on a sequence 

of activities, the model can be summarized in Figure 1. 

 
Fig. 1. Four-stage scaffolding model 

 

 The first stage is “getting to know the texts.” For this stage to 

be successful, it is imperative that the task be understood 

indepthly. Students ought to analyze the prompt carefully and 

discuss it with their peers and instructor to check their 

understanding. When doing this, it is essential that they can 

paraphrase the prompt. Instructors need to monitor students in 

the discussion carefully to provide feedback. Open-class 

discussion would be beneficial to ensure that every student has 

understood the prompt and the task. 

This is followed by students’ reading the assigned texts and 

doing the tasks attached to the texts, if any. They should also be 

reminded they need to keep in mind the writing prompt when 

reading the texts. This will help them look for ideas in the texts 

which answer the question(s) in the task. It is also important that 

they read the texts actively. This includes annotating the texts 

using notes, symbols and a color code. Carter (2014) notes that 

this helps readers interact with written information, encouraging 

students to sort important information from unimportant 

information in the texts. She states that sorting in this fashion 

prepares the information for storage in the long-term memory, 

and helps the brain process it. For this to happen, students ought 

to be able to recognize the pattern(s) of organization of the text. 

That is, they should be mindful of relationships between ideas 

such as cause and effect chains, problem and solution, and 

comparisons. They should also be able to detect the main and 

supporting ideas in the text. Students need to be reminded to 

note references for each key idea, since they will need them for 

in-text citations and the reference list. This first stage of “getting 

to know the texts” corresponds to the task fulfillment 

component of the rubric. Good understanding of the texts would 

also help address the content component of the rubric.     

The second stage is “organizing the content,” which requires 

students to use a graphic organizer of their choice. Possible 

options include spider grams, organizational charts, and tables. 

To produce an effective organizer, they could write key ideas 

and examples on slips of paper. It would be important to write 

one complete idea per paper. They could then re-arrange these 

according to different types of questions. In this way, ideas, 

explanations and examples would be easier to be correlate. 

They could in fact use Word or Excel in Microsoft Office to 

re-arrange content. This, might be more practical and 

time-efficient. It would also help them write their responses 

more easily at the later stages of writing. It is important that 

students do not lose track of their references for in-text citations. 

Successful completion of this stage helps students address the 

organization as well as the content components of the rubric.   

In the third stage students select language, rhetorical patterns 

and discourse markers relevant to the task. The former is often 
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related to lexis. Students are encouraged to keep a vocabulary 

log for lexis related to the topic. Similarly, they are asked to 

keep a record of rhetorical patterns and discourse markers in 

their log. They are then asked to decide how they could 

incorporate these in their writing using quotes and paraphrases, 

as well as varying sentence starters and sentence lengths. 

Collectively, these help to address the language and 

organization components of the rubric. The sample log in Figure 

2 below can help them towards this end. Students are advised to 

keep a soft-copy of this log. They should also be encouraged to 

compare their logs with their peers and to justify their choices. 

The discussion which they engage in will likely result in 

changes to their logs. 

 
Fig. 2 Sample log1 

 

 
1 Adapted from Sabanci University (2008) 

The final stage of the model is to “bring ideas, organization, 

and language together,” which is in fact the production of their 

written response. They first ought to identify the ideas that 

answer the task using the log in Figure 2. They need to make an 

informed decision about which language features would be 

most appropriate in expressing their selected ideas. Matching 

these through cut-and-paste on a separate Word document or 

Excel sheet would be helpful. In doing this, they create a sort of 

outline to write their draft papers from. At this stage, they 

should not worry about accuracy of language since flow of 

ideas is more important. Upon completion of the draft paper, 

they are asked to pay closer attention to language features 

including the use of personal pronouns for authorial agency, 

adjectives and adverbs for emphasis, sentence openers and 

sentence length for variety. They should also be asked to be 

mindful of the elements of Toulmin’s argument including 

claim, reason, backing, grounds, qualifiers, and rebuttals 

(Toulmin, 1969) where relevant.     

The students should be asked to leave their drafts for a while 

to revisit them with a fresh mind. After an adequate time-gap, 

they can revise their work considering guiding questions 

provided by their instructors. These questions would ensure 

that they have answered all the parts of the question, their ideas 

are relevant to the task, they have refrained from redundant 

ideas, they have adequate transition between ideas and 

paragraphs, they have included explanations and examples, 

they have avoided generalizations and used in-text citations to 

indicate where the information comes from etc. They could use 

the same guiding questions to provide feedback on their peers’ 

drafts as well. Peer feedback gives students “a strong sense of 

audience and [the] experience [of] a wide range of ideas and 

perspectives…[and] peer feedback [may be] more genuine than 

teacher feedback, because it is not connected to the final 

assessment of the writing” (Peterson, 2008, p. 73). The benefits 

of peer feedback on writing have also been documented in 

empirical research. In their study investigating language 

learners’ perceptions of peer-feedback, for instance, Hu and 

Ren (2012) found that peer feedback is readily available and 

easy to understand, and that peers are particularly good at 

improving each other’s grammar. 
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IV. THE FOUR-STAGE TEACHER FEEDBACK MODEL 

Inspired by Murray’s (1972) seminal work on writing as a 

process, the four-stage teacher feedback model is based on the 

argument that “instead of teaching finished writing, we should 

teach unfinished writing, and glory in its unfinishedness” 

(Murray, 1972, p. 4). Although geared towards a final product, 

the model considers students’ engagement in writing to be a 

longitudinal experience requiring multiple drafts, each of which 

receives teacher feedback concentrated on particular aspects of 

student writing. These are explained in detail below with 

examples based on the following sample task: 

What is one of the skills that is required for 

success in small-group communication?  

Clearly describe a situation in which you used 

this skill.  Analyze and evaluate your 

performance in this situation in relation to the 

concepts presented in the reading(s).  Explain 

how you would further improve your 

small-group communication skills in the future. 

In your response, make sure that you refer to the 

seminar text and at least one other text using 

in-text citation. Also remember to complete the 

reference list at the end of the exam paper. 

 Phase 1- Task & Content: This phase focuses on the 

students’ overall understanding of the requirements of the task 

as well as different parts of the task. It also includes teacher’s 

feedback on the content. Cohen (in Barnett, 1992) notes that 

students are normally more interested in comments on content 

rather than on grammar. Therefore, the teachers’ emphasis on 

content first would consequently meet the students’ 

expectations, thus increasing their motivation. The following 

feedback on a student paper illustrates this. 

 

Fig 3. Feedback on task and content 

As is seen in Figure 3, the teacher’s feedback is focused on 

the different parts of the task such as reference list, and content 

which requires a definition, examples from the texts and further 

explanation. 

 Phase 2- Organization: The second draft, with 

improvements to task and content, receives feedback on 

organization in particular. Again, Cohen (in Barnett, 1992) 

notes that feedback on organization interests students more 

than grammar. Addressing the expectations of the students 

would hold their interest in the writing classes. Sample 

feedback on students’ organization can be seen in Figure 4 

below. 
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Fig 4. Feedback on organization 

The feedback in the sample above is related to the order in 

which the ideas are expressed within the paragraph. The student 

is also advised to write a topic sentence to improve his/her 

organization. It is also important to note the teacher’s brief 

feedback on the content asking the student to use more sources. 

This indicates that brief feedback on aspects covered in the 

previous phase is also encouraged. The same is the case for the 

proceeding phases.   

 Phase 3- Language: The main focus of the teacher’s 

feedback in this phase is grammar, vocabulary, and mechanics. 

The reason why language is left to a later stage is because 

“considering form and accuracy too soon obstructs the mental 

activity necessary to generate and communicate ideas. Writing 

follows a natural order: ideas demand a structure which must 

finally be polished” (Barnett, 1992, p. 17). See sample 

feedback below in Figure 5. 

 

Fig. 5. Feedback on language 

Feedback in Figure 5 draws the student’s attention to his/her 

mistakes with subject-verb agreement, missing words, and 

countable nouns. It is important to note that an error-code is 

used in the feedback with the expectation that the student will 

correct his/her own mistakes. In this respect, the teacher 

assumes the role of a facilitator rather than an editor. This 

approach to teacher feedback promotes written accuracy in the 

long run more effectively because it improves students’ 

problem solving and reflection skills, thereby helping them 

internalize knowledge (Lee, 2017). 

 Phase 4- Entire document: The final phase includes the 

submission of the entire document after revisions in light of all 

the feedback on task, content, organization and language. The 

teacher may choose to provide a final round of feedback on the 

final document before giving it a grade. Peer-feedback will 

also be particularly beneficial. Together, these will increase 

students’ chance of not only improving the readability of their 

pieces but also internalizing the content and language. The end 

result is then a win-win situation for both students and the 

teacher. 
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Fig. 6. Final product 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Writing, undoubtedly, is a staple of our modern lives. Much 

communication relies on our ability to write and understand 

written language. In the case of academic studies, we are 

required to possess a variety of skills in listening, speaking, and 

reading to produce effective writing. Reading in particular is of 

significant importance since much university writing depends 

on incorporating information from existing literature. Using 

these four skills actively can be a formidable challenge for 

those with inadequate preparation for the exigencies and 

opportunities of higher education. Many new entrants to 

college life, especially non-native speakers pursuing their 

education in an English-medium university, may not be 

adequately prepared to write text-based assignments. This 

necessitates strenuous efforts from instructors to prepare 

students for their academic studies. To facilitate this goal, this 

paper has described two four-stage models.  

These models have several advantages. First and foremost, 

they are meaning-oriented. Students derive meaning out of their 

engagement in a variety of reading activities as well as 

reflection on their reading for writing purposes. These models 

also engage students in the learning process. Learning is not 

considered to be something that happens to them, but they are 

given the responsibility for their own learning, as well as for 

their peers’ through peer-feedback sessions. Furthermore, 

communication between students and the teacher is enhanced 

through their engagement in discussion on task fulfillment, 

content, organization and language use throughout the process. 

Students are required to read the teacher’s feedback carefully 

before responding to it. In cases of lack of clarity or hesitation, 

students are encouraged to consult the teacher, which results in 

the students’ increased use of the teacher’s office hours. This 

will naturally result in improved learning and therefore better 

academic performance. These models also respect a student’s 

individualism in how or what they choose. Teacher feedback 

often provides students with the opportunity to choose from 

available sources and language options without the teacher’s 

imposition. When they are asked to justify their choices, their 

higher order thinking skills improve. This naturally promotes 

their creativity. Collectively, these all support students’ 

acquisition and practice of lifelong learning skills which are 

necessary in the commitment to lifelong learning.  

Despite the advantages listed above, these models are not 

free from pitfalls. One of their major pitfalls is the amount of 

time it takes for students to produce a written piece and for 

teachers to grade multiple drafts of student papers. They also 

require student training, without which dependence on the 

teacher may become a serious issue. These models would also 

not be popular with instructors holding a traditional view of 

teaching and teachers as lecturers. With effective mentorship, 

however, these “pitfalls” could still imbue student and teacher 

challenges with meaning and purpose in learning and teaching. 
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