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While proficiency in academic writing is seen as a desirable graduate outcome in higher education, it has taken a secondary place to the teaching of subject/content information. Traditionally, academic writing, such as writing a research paper, has been a source of anxiety for students at all levels. Academic demands, unfamiliarity with the conventions of research writing, lack of writing experience in general, and levels of English proficiency are some contributing factors. The following paper presents an innovative curriculum framework designed to assist low-intermediate level EFL students at a technical university in Japan to become more successful learners. The paper presents a concurrent teaching design and a five-step manageable process for learners. It examines reasons why the new curriculum succeeded in facilitating a higher degree of student and teacher satisfaction and a greater number of successfully completed papers. Salient values of teaching and learning that emerged are also discussed.

Introduction

While proficiency in academic writing is seen as a desirable graduate outcome in higher education, it has presented difficulties in terms of gaining focussed instruction in the curriculum. The difficulties associated with gaining curriculum time stem from constraints related to the prioritization of teaching content specific knowledge over generalisable strategies for academic skill development, for example, teaching students how to write. As a result of the lack of focussed instruction in academic writing, students view writing as a major challenge and source of anxiety. Academic demands, unfamiliarity with the conventions of research writing, as well as poor written expression are some of the contributing factors. 

This situation is exacerbated for those students learning to write in a second or foreign language. O’Malley and Chamot (1990) concur that the academic setting poses additional challenges for second language (SL) learners. Academic language skills, such as writing about new knowledge, may or may not have been developed in the first language (L1). In addition, if these skills have been developed in the learners’ L1, they may then need instruction on how to transfer the previously learned skills to English. This is assuming that the skills have been taught or at least introduced. However, in the Japanese tertiary context, Cornwall & McKay (1998) in a study on writing apprehension report that over 75% of Japanese high school graduates “…had little or no experience in producing paragraphs or essays, let alone extended research papers” (p.15). 

The following paper will discuss an academic writing curriculum designed for Japanese tertiary students. 
Motivation

The writing curriculum was developed for learners of English as a second language. Its development was motivated by frustration of both teachers and students with the existing writing curriculum. The previous curriculum presented an isolated focus on skills with no integration between skills and the final research report. In addition, the materials were overly complex, the level of the text was mismatched, and expectations for the final product were unrealistic, especially when considered in reference to course content and instruction. The end result of such a curriculum was high attrition rates and low morale. Furthermore, students developed a negative attitude toward English as a language and toward using English as a language of written communication. Post investigation of attendance results across the nine courses taught during the winter term, other than the researchers’ two classes, showed approximately 30% of students failed in each class. Teachers attributed this mainly to lack of attendance. In core department meetings and informal discussions, teachers’ comments further substantiated this less than favorable situation. They reported many students gave up early in the term because they could not keep up with reading requirements and/or they felt the textbook was “too difficult”. Some teachers attempted to simplify exercises in the text, provided alternative, easier reading passages or used the textbook selectively, but the majority of teachers felt they had little room for maneuver and felt obligated to adhere strictly to the set curriculum. However, they also felt the lack of appropriate skill-specific exercises, in particular, reading skills such as skimming, scanning and identifying main ideas necessitated developing and implementing worksheets, thereby placing unexpected and frustrating demands on planning time. 
The curriculum

The design of the new curriculum and the materials developed were key contributors to its overall success. This success was evidenced in student and teacher satisfaction with the process and the quality of the final product, the research report. The following sections of this paper will illustrate and discuss the design, process, significance, teaching and learning values and finally, limitations of the new curriculum.

Design

The curriculum design was modeled on an integrated approach to the development of content knowledge, language and academic skills. The approach aimed to provide opportunities to apply the skills as they were introduced and to monitor the students’ understanding of the process of research writing. The general procedure for introduction of skills as shown in Table 1 was 1) modeling the skills; 2) practicing on classroom tasks; and 3) applying to the research paper. Students were actively involved in this process. In this way, the new curriculum achieved its goal, which was, to introduce students to the process of writing through the completion of an academic research paper.

Table 1: An integrated approach

Context: English Language Skills

Introduce skills (                 Practice skills (                   Apply skills

Acquisition of writing skills
Acquisition of content knowledge

TOOLS
GENRE

For example, narrowing a topic, taking notes from reading articles, paraphrasing, summarizing, avoiding plagiarism, using in-text citations.
Writing a research paper. 

Topic and content selection is the responsibility of the student.

Content knowledge in Table 1 refers to the research paper requirements. Therefore, as students practiced the skills introduced by immediately applying them, they not only acquired some or all of the content knowledge but also were more likely to acquire the writing skills. This is in contrast to an approach where, for example, skills are taught first and separately, with content or themes not necessarily related to the research paper. Within this integrated approach, timing was critical.  Students needed time to think about how best to apply or use the language they already had in order to complete each task. 

In order to focus the students on the importance of the process of writing and developing a research paper, the assessment was distributed over the course of the 9 weeks. Dividing the research paper into sections also reduced the students’ feelings of being overwhelmed by the end-task requirement. The research paper was presented in manageable chunks, with credit given for each step as shown in Table 2. Students seemed to respond positively to the assessment process of building credit as they progressed and preferred this to submitting a final paper at the end of the course, which carried all the weight of passing. 

Table 2: Distribution of assessment
Credit
Incremental Requirements
Process

10%
Cover page, title, 3-4 references
Step #1

Gathering and foraging

10%
Outline, including a one-sentence introduction and conclusion, 4 main ideas each with supporting ideas
Step #2

Plotting and planning

15%
Draft #1 Introduction, body and conclusion, in-text citations
Step #3

Shuffling and rearranging 1

15%
Draft #2 Revised introduction, body and conclusion
Shuffling and rearranging 2

20%
Graph, chart or table plus one explanatory or analytical paragraph
Step #4

A technical injection

30%
Abstract and final draft with updated references
Step #5

Adding, checking and fine-tuning

Process 

The five-step curriculum was designed to build skills incrementally toward a final paper. At the beginning of the course a model research paper was provided, including an explanatory glossary for each step, thus assisting students to gain a clear overview of expectations for the final product. Additionally, students were required to complete a checklist for each step. Due to the step-by-step process in the design and assessment of the curriculum, formative evaluation was inherent in the process. The curriculum was conceptualized as follows:
Step #1: “Gathering and Foraging”
Students were required to choose a topic. This was facilitated through class activities including brainstorming and discussing ideas. Next, instruction was given on how to narrow the topic to a suitable and manageable research topic (See Appendix “A” for an example of a classroom practice worksheet). After this, instructional time was spent on developing skills for searching and locating different types of resource materials, such as newspaper and magazine articles, journal articles and on-line publications. Finally, time was spent on narrowing the topic to an appropriate and informative title for the research paper.  At the end of this stage, the students were required to have completed a draft with a cover page, a clear title and a reference page formatted to APA or MLA style. 

Step #2: “Plotting and Planning”
The next step was for students to read the resource materials they had collected, take notes from the readings and develop a scratch outline. During this step, students received specific instruction on plagiarism and how to avoid it through paraphrasing, summarizing and ways of acknowledging different sources. Additional instruction was given on appropriate formats for including in-text citations.  The end-task was to complete an outline that included a one-sentence introduction and a one-sentence conclusion. Students then added this to the work completed in Step #1.

Step #3: “Shuffling and Rearranging”

Students practiced academic writing skills such as creating paragraphs each with a topic sentence, main idea, supporting idea and details. In order to complete the paragraphs, students needed to use the skills of paraphrasing and summarizing as introduced in Step #2. 

Furthermore, to complete this step, it was necessary for students to revise the introduction, structure the body of the paper through the development of paragraphs, and to revise the conclusion. This work needed to be submitted promptly to allow time for teacher feedback and then resubmission of the students’ work for re-assessment in response to teacher feedback.

Step#4: “A Technical Injection”
In order to meet the needs of research reports in science and engineering, the use of graphics was addressed. Moreover, since many students expressed interest in using and developing visual aids in their major courses, it was considered a motivating and sustaining factor to include graphics at this stage in the research writing process. This step involved the writing of descriptive, procedural or analytical passages that did not repeat information already stated in the graphic but explained it in relation to the context of the point to be made. This step required students to select or design a graph, table, diagram or chart related to their topic and write a cohesive paragraph. The graphic and paragraph were then inserted appropriately into the body of the research paper. As well as accurate interpretation of the content, attention was given to the importance or the quality of the graphic.

Step #5: “Checking and Fine-tuning”. 

Students were given an opportunity to read further on their topic, for the purpose of adding depth to the content of each main point and checking each main point for equal development within the paper. Next, the students revised and edited their papers. At this point, time was provided to use writing checklists and to allow for peer editing. Finally, abstract writing was introduced and modeled. 

The final piece consisted of a cover page, outline, abstract, and research paper which was organized clearly with an introduction, body, conclusion and reference page.

Significance of the new curriculum 

The following are collaborative observations and evaluations of qualitative data identified as significant contributors to the curriculum design and learning process. 

1. Student-generated topics meant that students chose topics they were interested in and therefore, were motivated to research and follow the topic through. 

2. Since students were encouraged to be decision-makers at all steps of the writing process they developed a sense of ownership and demonstrated motivation. 

3. By dividing the teaching of research paper writing into manageable sections, students experienced less anxiety and felt less overwhelmed by the end-task requirement. 

4. Students were encouraged to choose a topic in an area they were already working in, for example, architecture, and therefore, were not constantly grappling with new content material. Familiarity with some materials also helped alleviate any feelings of anxiety.

5. The integrated nature of the approach taken not only provided time to practice a skill but also gave students an immediate context for application.

6. Students’ negative attitudes to academic writing in English were challenged by the new curriculum through fostering a mentoring climate. This was in direct contrast to the old curriculum approach in which a traditional teacher-fronted format was used, a format particularly prevalent in the Japanese educational context.

Teaching and learning values that emerged

In order to identify teaching and learning values that emerged from the process of designing and implementing the new curriculum, the researchers engaged in a range of ongoing methods of evaluation. In particular, teacher collaborative action included weekly meetings to: fine-tune lesson content, discuss timing of classroom activities, review ways to provide feedback to students, check time-frames for sections of work due and address any problems such as assisting students to find reading resources. Additionally, class observations and informal student feedback were conducted throughout the teaching process, and the completion rate and quality of the new curriculum research papers were compared with those completed under the old curriculum. 

Teachers had opportunity to support both teacher development and student learning by: 

1. Connecting and communicating with students, e.g., establishing trust with students.

2. Monitoring what students understood., e.g., through practice exercises in the classroom, brief True/False quizzes, peer evaluations of drafts, and by checking whether students acted on teacher feedback.

3. Practicing sound teaching, e.g., development of curriculum design including pacing and use of materials.

4. Empowering the students through strategy and skill development at a level that challenges students to achieve one step above their current level.

5. Creating a nurturing, mentoring climate in the classroom. 

6. Helping students sustain interest in the task as well as a belief that the goal was achievable.

7. Creating a curriculum consistent with the teachers’ pedagogical beliefs on what good teaching is, i.e., an integrated, holistic approach to learning in which the what and the how are both valued. Specifically, task-based, learner-centered process writing in which the learners are seen active participants rather than empty vessels (tabla rasa).

8. Being involved in action research through a process of planning, observing and reflecting (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; Crookes, 1993; Wallace, 1998). i.e., identifying a problem, in this case a curriculum-related one, devising ways to overcome or solve the problem, implementing changes and evaluating the results in order to improve the situation. 

9. Cooperative development/collaborative teaching (Sagliano & Greenfield, 1998), in which teachers working together is a vehicle for self-expression and professional satisfaction.

Learners had the opportunity to learn to write through:

1. Understanding themselves as writers/learners (Little, 1998).

2. Being involved in the process (Little, 1998).

3. Being more autonomous (Holec, 1981; Little & Dam, 1998).

4. Being empowered, e.g., Learners felt that they had some control over their learning (Nunan, 1999).

Limitations 

Skill development

Although the new curriculum was successful, more time spent on each skill would have been beneficial and enabled the development of each skill more thoroughly. This is particularly relevant to the abstract writing section and graphic section. As a general principle, more time for varied practice and a wider range of models would have been productive. 

Written expression

Again, due to the time restrictions of the course, not as much focussed instruction in developing written language skills was given as we would have liked. The students needed support in areas such as grammar and complex sentence construction.

Oral presentations

With more time, a final step in the process would be to ask students to give oral presentations of their research work. This would recycle the skills of note taking, outlining, summarizing, and paraphrasing and provide an outlet for the development of the visual presentation of material. This would also allow for peer-evaluation and self-evaluation.

Conclusion

The curriculum discussed in this paper was successful as a framework for supporting learning and also as a teaching endeavor. It is an attempt at collaborative curriculum development with a keen focus on flexibility and ongoing revision. The focus of the curriculum is on the learners and the importance of creating frameworks that foster success.  The teaching and learning values that have emerged from this curriculum design illustrate the values that should contribute to learning and curriculum development in the new millenium. A curriculum in which students learn how to research, write, and format basic research papers on relevant topics is only a basis. Curriculum needs a “value-added” component in which students develop flexibility in their ability to use and apply such skills.  Future directions need to ensure continued piloting, refining and developing to strengthen curricula as well as investigate the degree to which research-writing skills can be applied across content areas and across language. Furthermore, these skills need to be flexible in order to be adapted in the technological world of the 21st century. 
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Appendix “A”

Written English Communication III 

Research Paper Skills: selecting and narrowing a topic 

Selecting a topic for a research paper can be very difficult.  This is because we often think about a topic in broad, general terms.  However, to write a good research paper you need a narrow, clear topic for your focus.  It is possible you will change or revise your topic selection several times before you make a final decision.  Here are some strategies to help focus on and narrow your topic.

1.  Brainstorm: This means writing down as many ideas about your topic, as quickly as possible. Don’t stop to think if your ideas are interesting or not.  You could write down anything - words, phrases, lists, feelings, or questions.  When you finish, read over your notes to see which ideas you like the most.

Here are some questions to help you think about possible topics. 

a)  What do you want to study in this university?  Why did you choose this field?

b)  Which types of travel and connected technology are you interested in?  

c)  What sections of the newspaper do you enjoy reading most? Why?

d)  What topics do you enjoy discussion with your friends? Why do you enjoy them? 

e)  What are three problems that your country is facing now?

f)  What would you like to change about your country?  Why?

g)  What are some important changes in your country in the last 5 years?

h)  What special hobbies do you have?

2.   Make a worksheet like the one on the next page:    

In the middle of your page, write the subject you have chosen, then put a box around it.  Next, take 5 minutes to think about the topic and write your thoughts down on paper as they come to you.  Write down every idea that comes to your mind, whether you would like to write about it or not.  The goal is to work as fast as you can and record everything you think about.  Don’t worry about organizing your ideas, but as you think of connecting ideas, draw a connecting line to the box.   


3.  Trees: Another way to write down ideas is to use “trees”.  Think about a subject, then in the “branches” of the trees, write three narrowed topics that could be used as topics for three different paragraphs. For example:


1. How to buy a used car.

Subject: 

2. Gas mileage in Japan compared to U.S.A.

3. Why the (Mazda/Honda) is such a good car.

Then, develop the topics again into even more specific topics.  For example:








1. Superior engine.

2. Low cost and high performance.

3. Versatile - many uses.

4.  Discussion: Talk to your classmates.  Sometimes, speaking about your thoughts and ideas may help you choose a topic you are really interested in.  During and after your conversation, write down new and connected ideas, plus more details.

5.  Decision: Now you are ready to decide which topic is best for your research paper.  Homework assignment: a) Study your notes.  b) Think about which topic you want to know more about.  c) Write more notes if you think you don’t have enough good ideas.  d) Make a decision and choose one topic!  e) On a sheet of paper write your subject, then write your topic.  Now, you are ready to look for reading articles about your topic.

 Write your subject in this box.


 Write new, connected ideas   


 outside the box.





  Cars





Why the Honda is such a good car
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