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Abstract

The study described in this article investigated EFL writing in the 1* Grade of a State Junior
High School. More particularly, the study examined whether the use of alternative assessment
methods, such as self-assessment and peer-assessment checklists, in a differentiated class
environment, can have a positive effect on learners’ writing skills. For the needs of this
research an experimental and a control group were targeted. The teaching materials which
were used in the research process were differentiated according to the principles of
Differentiated Instruction and learners were assigned to write different writing genres.

Findings revealed that differentiated instruction had an impact on the learners’ writings.
However, there were limitations regarding the time that had to be allotted in the designing of
the lessons and the instruction itself. Also, the instruction was limited to a small group of
learners. However, the implications of the research brought to light the involvement of the
learners in the assessment process.

Keywords: Differentiated Instruction, Alternative Assessment, Writing Skill, Action
Research
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1. Introduction

Diversity in the class is more evident than ever. Learners with a wide range of interests,
learning styles and levels of readiness, are a common case encountered by teachers of
different class grades throughout the world. Differentiated Instruction is the means through
which the teacher embraces these differences amongst the learners. Furthermore, alternative
assessment methods which differ from the traditional standardized assessment measures,
which are basically norm-referenced, have gained support in the teaching field. An attempt to
familiarize learners with alternative assessment methods such as self-assessment and
peer-assessment checklists, has also been set. The research involved an action research in
which an attempt was made to examine Differentiated Instruction in connection with students’
writing skills, which is considered the most demanding in the language production.

The study examined whether the use of alternative assessment methods, such as
self-assessment and peer-assessment checklists, in a differentiated class environment, can
have a positive effect on learners’ writing products and can raise learners’ self-correctness on
their written work.

2. The Educational Context of English as a Foreign Language in the Greek State
Secondary Education

The Cross-thematic Curriculum Framework of Modern Foreign Languages (2003), also
known as DEPPS construes English Language teaching within the Greek context. The
aforementioned curriculum was created because there was a need to abide to the European
Guidelines of the Cross Thematic Curricula (Anastasiadou, 2010).

2.1 The Curriculum for Secondary Education

In Greece, the curriculum addresses learners of primary and secondary education schools and
it is determined by the Institute of Educational Policy. The Unified Curriculum for Foreign
Languages (UCFL) is the formal Curriculum (Spinthourakis in Ayakli, Karavas,
Manolopoulou-Sergi, 2004), published in the Government Gazette (2016). It includes
guidelines, aims and objectives set by the European Union’s policies. It is a curriculum
common for all foreign languages and all levels of education and it can be classified as being
an open type of curriculum (Spinthourakis in Ayakli, Karavas, Manolopoulou-Sergi, 2004),
since the teacher, through the implementation of the curriculum, has a small say in the
process.

Concerning the teaching of English as a foreign language in Secondary Education, the
guiding principles involve the promotion of foreign language literacy, multilingualism and
multiculturalism.

The communicative orientation of the curriculum is evident. It sees learners as multilingual,
multicultural and literate entities, able to communicate effectively in different environments.
Literacy deals with the acquisition of language functions, forms, structures and skills.
Multilingualism negotiates the development of understanding the differences between speech
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and language, between different languages and aims at lifelong learning. Multiculturalism
relates to the awareness of the differences between cultures and thus the differences in the
perception of the world, and aims at the acceptance of other cultures and nations (Lock &
Bailey, 2014; Taylor, 1994).

2.2 The Curriculum and the Writing Skill

Students attending the 1% Grade of Junior High School can be described as A2 Basic users at
Waystage, according to the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR). Aims and
objectives, skills and indicative cross-thematic approaches are described, classifying the
curriculum to promote a communicative orientation, as do the majority of official curricula
(Enever, Moon, Raman, 2009).

Writing activities at this stage are primarily communicative and include the completion of
forms and questionnaires, and writing letters, articles and reports. Learners should be able to
write about aspects of their everyday life (people, places, to present their jobs, and study
experiences), basic descriptions of events and past activities or personal experiences, simple
poems or biographies. Learners should also be able to select the appropriate style of writing
and genre in a given situation. In addition, multilingualism is evident in the writing skill
where learners should be able to produce a written text in one language bearing in mind the
written or oral text in the other language, or by using sample texts in one language like the
mother tongue, and then producing a similar text in the target language. Finally,
multiculturalism is apparent in learners’ writing skills in which they are asked to produce
written discourse in order to communicate.

3. Literature Overview on Differentiated Instruction and Writing Theories
3.1 Differentiated Instruction and Theoretical Background

The term Differentiated instruction first appeared around two decades ago and was mainly
used for talented, gifted learners working above grade level (Hall, 2002). Its conceptual
framework has its roots in Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory (Subban, 2006) and
cognitivism. In the last few years, research has been conducted aiming at proving that
differentiated instruction can accordingly be used to learners, of different levels, interests,
abilities, cultural and language differences, even learners learning at a slower pace (Nordlund,
2003).

3.1.1Vygotsky’s Theory and the Zone of Proximal Development

The working aspect of differentiated instruction that constitutes that teachers work with their
learners and other professionals to cater for an optimum learning environment, which is
reflected in Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory (Subban, 2006).The emphasis is on the
importance of interaction with others in learning, which is is prominent in Vygotsky’s (1978)
social constructivism. The concepts of ‘Scaffolding’ and ‘The Zone of Proximal Development’
(ZPD) are met in the theory, presupposing that, sufficient input, and social interaction, lead to
learning. Exposure of learners to language that is slightly higher than their cognitive level,
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when interacting with their peers or their teacher (according to Krashen’s Input Hypothesis
(1985), can facilitate teachers in reaching the child’s ZPD. This zone is designated as the
distance between the actual level of development arbitrated by independent problem solving,
and the level of potential development through adult guidance or peer collaboration.

Furthermore, learners who are seen as parts of a cultural and social background are the ones
who assign meaning to information newly acquired, since previous knowledge and
experiences are the basis upon which it is built.

What is more, interaction with peers and the teacher at a level slightly above their cognitive
capacities should be enhanced. However, caution on the selection of tasks should be allocated
so as to prepare tasks of a moderate challenge. According to Tomlinson (1999), a difficult
task for the learner, may lead to feelings of threat, thus shifting into a self-protection mode
and refusing to deal with solving it. On the other hand, simple tasks, lead the learner to a
more relaxing mode of learning, where the student feels safe and confident in dealing with
the tasks.

Differentiated Instruction treats learners as unique, acknowledging their different cultural and
social backgrounds. The concept of student ‘readiness’, a concept important in differentiated
instruction, is established in Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’. In a differentiated
class learners are augmented in reaching their zone of proximal development.

3.1.2 Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences Theory

According to Gardner (1999), there are eight types of intelligence, ‘“visual-spatial,
verbal-linguistic,  musical, logical-mathematical,  bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal,
intrapersonal and naturalistic” (Davis, Christodoulou, Seider, & Gardner, 2011). They all
exist in a person; however, one is usually prevalent, with a greater impact on the acquisition
of the process of knowledge. Hence, in order for a teaching context to be effective, all
learners’ types of intelligences should be catered for. Grigorenko and Sternberg (1987),
supported that instruction that is matched to the learners’ practical, analytical and creative
learning model, is fundamental in learner achievement, even if the tasks are slightly modified
(Sternberg, 2003).

In differentiated instruction environments, all types of intelligence can be cultivated (Thakur,
2014).

3.2 Definition and Key Principles of Differentiated Instruction

Stradling and Sounders (1993) portray differentiated instruction as an approach, that paves
the way for the acquisition of knowledge, content and understanding. In order for
differentiated instruction to be successful, however, certain principles need to be followed.
Firstly, differentiated instruction calls for tasks which cater for the needs of learners bearing
their readiness level, learning preferences and interests in mind. Also, differentiated
instruction is learner-centered. The teacher coordinates time, tasks, materials, but the learners
are the workers (Tomlinson, 1999). The teacher is the one who contemplates each learner’s
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characteristics, to respect them and to accommodate them in order for learners to engage in
the learning process (Roberts & Inman, 2013).

Furthermore, differentiated instruction is pro-active. Preceding the implementation of any
tasks, investigation of the learners’ cognitive level, their interests, preferences, strengths and
weaknesses, is of primary importance. The starting point of each learner is the basis of the
creation of the appropriate material on the part of the teacher so as to cater for their individual
differences (Kanevsky, 2011; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006).

Moreover, differentiated instruction is relevant to each learner. Whatever new is presented, is
relevant to what the learner already knows (Carrel & Eisterhold, 1988). The teacher’s work
links this knowledge to the already existing one. Differentiated instruction is also flexible and
individual work, group or pair work or work as a whole class, or as modes of work which do
not remain stative, are all taken into account. Finally, differentiated instruction is challenging.
It motivates learners to exceed their capacities, engaging them in a challenging form of
thinking. The more a learner is interested in something, the more he is interested in learning
(Brandt, 1998).

3.2.1 Areas of Modification in the Differentiated Instruction

The elements the teacher can modify in the application of differentiated instruction,
according to Tomlinson (1999), are content, process and product.

3.2.1.1 Differentiating the Content of Instruction

The first key element is to differentiate its content. Content refers to the ‘what’ of the lesson
(Tomlinson, 1999). It enables all ideas to be used, all skills, facts, the knowledge and
information the learner should understand in order to use the aforementioned. Content is
differentiated either by adaptation of what is taught or by modification of the way learners are
given access to what is intended to be learned. Learners are given the opportunity to become
responsible for their learning at their own pace (Heacox, 2002). One way is through
providing students with alternative ways of assessing the material (Tomlinson, 2001a; 2001b)
either by using text variety (simplified or authentic, print or electronic), or by providing them
with text types such as articles, brochures, etc. The teacher’s knowledge in helping learners to
comprehend the differentiated content, is crucial, whether that involves small groups, to help
struggling learners, or to challenge more advanced learners, or the use of specific material
according to the type of learner (visual, auditory, kinesthetic) (Champan & King, 2005).

3.2.1.2 Differentiating the Process of Instruction

The second area to differentiate is the process. Process refers to the ‘how’ of the teaching
(Tomlinson, 1999). It has to do with differentiating the way learners are going to work with
the content. The teacher’s decision on the objectives of a lesson and how they will be
accomplished is central (Bailey & Williams-Black, 2008). Various learning strategies and
activities are provided to learners to explore concepts (Theroux, 2004). These include
learning centers, time manipulation and variety according to the learners’ needs, as well as
flexible grouping, but also the use of different tasks according to the learners’ abilities,
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interests, and needs. Tiered tasks are also used when the teacher wants to ensure that learners
with different learning needs, work upon the same skills and ideas (Tomlinson, 1999). None
of the above would be possible without acknowledging the most important factor, which is
that of choice. The learners choose how they will interact with the information given, and the
tasks they are provided with should offer ways to explore the content and decide on the mode
of their work, alone, in pairs or in groups.

3.2.1.3 Differentiating the Product of Instruction

The third area to differentiate is the product. Product is ‘what learners produce’ to exhibit
knowledge mastery (Tomlinson, 1999), in other words, it is the output that indicates what the
learners have acquired. Providing learners with a variety of items that will illustrate what has
been learned, is an aspect which teachers can differentiate (Knowles, 2009). According to
Bailey and Williams-Black (2008) when a teacher differentiates the product, learners can
self-select the way to show they have acquired what was meant to be learnt. Products are
articles, brochure reports, or dialogues, songs, multimedia presentations (Kingore, 2004),
debates, even mock trials (Heacox, 2012).

3.2.2 Differentiation according to Students’ Characteristics
3.2.2.1 Differentiating according to Readiness Level

Readiness refers to the learner’s access point in understanding (Tomlinson, 2014). When
differentiating according to readiness, the teacher varies the degree of difficulty and
complexity of the tasks, challenging learners of all levels and ensures that all learners are
implemented with experiences that are appropriately challenging (Santangelo & Tomlinson,
2012). Higher level learners are assigned complex and abstract activities, while
less-developed learners are assigned concrete and structured ones (Tomlinson, 2003). At this
point it is important to note that, since each individual may have different levels of readiness
(Jensen, 1998), attention should be administered to the level of the challenge implemented
upon each learner, no matter which challenging tasks are the ones stimulating the learner’s
brain (Gregory & Chapman, 2013).

3.2.2.2 Differentiating according to Learners’ Interests

Differentiation can also be made based on the learners’ interests. If the content of learning is
challenging for the learners, they feel satisfaction with what is learnt, and through
engagement in the process, motivation is promoted. Intriguing and relevant issues support
learners in connecting them with the new information (Tomlinson, 2003c; Torrance, 1995;
Brandt, 1998). Learners of all levels are given opportunities to explore topics that trigger their
curiosity and attention (Brandt, 1998). In a differentiated class, even the weak or indifferent
learner finds his or her place (Lawrence-Brown, 2004,

3.2.2.2 Differentiating according to Learning Profile

Another variant of differentiated instruction is differentiating according to the learners’
learning profile. Learning profiles deal with how the learner learns best (Tomlinson, 2001a;
2001b) and they are shaped by the learner’s learning style, culture, age, gender and
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intelligence preference. Whether a learner prefers to work alone or in groups, is also a kind of
preference that should be taken into consideration by the teacher. Also, learning profiles
include interests, family poverty, learning styles, nationality, even major events in the
learner’s life (Wormeli, 2007) and multiple intelligences. This correlates with Gardner’s
(1999) Theory of Multiple Intelligences, which was mentioned earlier. Tomlinson’s and
Callahan’s (1992) research revealed that teachers who followed an instructional approach
based on Gardner’s Intelligences, succeeded in meeting their learners’ needs, even the ones
who were not considered to belong to the traditional learner type.

4. Writing in the EFL Context

It is generally accepted that the writing skill is the most difficult one to acquire, and it is also
the most demanding and challenging one when learning a foreign language (Richards &
Renandya, 2003; Harmer, 2007; Kurk & Atay, 2007; Alsamdani, 2010) as it involves a
number of lexical, cognitive and sociocultural capacities (Barkaoui, 2007). In order for a
person to learn how to write in a foreign language, effort has to be made.

Interest in the topic students are asked to write about is essential. The teacher’s role is that of
the facilitator who transmits the necessary knowledge for writing successfully, besides
teaching his or her learners the rules of the target language (Barkaoui, 2007). Models of
writing are provided to learners, assisting their efforts in the practice of written language
production.

4.1 Approaches to Writing

Approaches to writing involve text-based, reader-based and writer-based (Calfoglou, 2004)
depending on who or what is the center of attention.

A text-based approach to writing gives emphasis to the text, the final product, promoting
cohesive and coherent texts which focus on form rather than function (Hyland, 2013).
Meaning in the text-based approach is conveyed through the text itself and not through
reader-writer interaction (Calfoglou, 2004). Learners are given model-texts which they
imitate mechanically in an attempt to improve themselves in the writing skill based on the
structures of language (Badger & White, 2000; Hyland, 2004). Focus is on grammatical
accuracy thus failing to appreciate innovative ideas (Hyland, 2002). However, this approach
is popular in ESP language teaching, where learners practice specific writing structures for a
specific exam certificate (Johns, 2003). In light of the above, a text-based approach was
adopted as tasks were designed to focus on form and function. Model texts were provided but
they are not imitated mechanically.

The reader-based approach gives emphasis to the reader apart from the writer. The act of
writing is an act of mutual understanding between writer-reader, so the social element is
important. The writer’s goal is to produce a piece of writing having the potential reader in
mind. A mere expression of the writer’s opinion is discouraged, while consideration of the
reader’s expectations, are encouraged. The reader’s social context and background is a point
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to be considered. The written product should be in accordance with the reader’s norms and
culture (Hyland, 2003). In this light, learners produce writings with a potential audience in
mind.

Finally, the writer-based approach to writing, developed by Murray (1980, as cited in
Caudery, 1995) and the Expressivists, emphasizes upon the writing of a series of drafts in
which the writer acts creatively, thus becoming able to discover a personal voice, but in this
case, the process of writing is equal to the product of writing (White & Arndt, 1991,
Calfoglou, 2004). Meaning is conveyed with absence of control or the structural constraints
of the text-based approach.

The Flower and Hayes (1981) model emphasizes upon the cognitive aspect of writing that
involves negotiation and problem-solving. There are three stages proposed in the model, the
planning stage, the translating ideas stage, and the reviewing stage. The writer first activates
and organizes ideas, then the ideas are converted into words, written on paper in drafts and, in
the end, the writer reflects on the draft and edits it.

White and Arndt (1991) proposed six stages in the writing process, generating ideas, focusing,
structuring, drafting, evaluating and reviewing. The writer interacts with the text and the
reader in an on-going process. Engagement of learners in activities includes proofreading,
loop writing, editing, modifying, and grouping (Calfoglou, 2004). The social aspect and the
contextualization of writing is evident. Process writing provides feedback to the learner who
can evaluate himself or his peers. In this specific research, a combination of the three
methods is abided to, as mentioned before.

The social aspect and the contextualization of writing is evident. Process writing provides
feedback to the learner who can evaluate himself or his peers. In this specific research, a
combination of the three methods was abided to, as mentioned before.

4.2 Methods in Writing

Differentiated Instruction, which focuses on the designing of tasks for learners of different
levels, complies with the tenet of the Communicative Approach which is effective because it
offers learners a whole-task practice. Additionally, the approach holds, in respect, cognitive,
linguistic, and social aspects of L1 and L2. As Tan (2004) emphasizes, the expectations and
needs of learners should not be disregarded, but should be examined in accordance with their
cultural background. This fully aligns with tenets of Differentiated Instruction in the
designing of appropriate tasks. The fact that learners are given the opportunity to work in
groups, also aligns with the tenets of differentiated instruction which allow flexible seating
and modes of work.

4.3 Theoretical Models of Teaching Writing
4.3.1 Writing as a Product

Gabrielatos (2002) identifies the product approach as an imitation of model texts by the
learners. The learners are provided with a certain structure which they are expected to follow
in order to construct their own pieces of writing. The product approach involves four stages
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(Steele, 2004). In the first stage, model texts are studied by the learners with specific attention
to the genre structure. In the second stage, highlighted features are practiced in isolation. In
the third stage, ideas are organized. This, according to Hasan (2011), is the most important
stage in product writing. In the last stage, the end product is assembled.

Based on Byrne’s (1986) ‘Presentation, Practice, Production’ (or PPP) model, the writing
lesson is developed through these stages. In the Presentation stage learners are introduced to
the appropriate language through model texts. In the Practice stage, learners organize their
texts with a focus on accuracy. In the Production stage, learners produce the text.
McDonough and Shaw (2012) refer to the product-oriented writing approach as being the
traditional way in teaching writing, where focus on explicitness and accuracy are of major
importance. Attaining language competence is the goal, tasks are guided, and texts need to be
error-free. According to Calfoglou (2004), writing is disembodied from context. In this
context, teacher feedback focuses on the accuracy of form rather than on the personal
expression of the writer (Susser, 1994), thus inhibiting communication.

4.3.2 Writing as a Process

Seen in the light of Taylor (1981) and Zamel (1982), writing is a circular, not a linear, process.
Kroll (1990) defines the process approach as an “mbrella term™ of different types of writing.
The approach the learner writers are involved in is cyclical, and the learners go through
various stages rather that a single and complete response.

4.4 Writing in the Differentiated Classroom

Having in mind learners’ different interests and writing performances, differentiated writing
instruction can be beneficiary according to the learner’s ability level (Badger & White, 2000).
First of all, differentiated instruction provides the learners with the opportunity of choice. As
Eyers (1996) pinpoints, when learners are free over what to write, they become more
motivated. Furthermore, when the teacher differentiates the content and adjusts instruction
according to the learners’ needs, this is, in a way, planned. Also, learners are given the
opportunity to choose their writing activities, which are based on their interests, intelligences
and preferences.

5. Assessment in Differentiated Instruction

The notion of assessment is prominent in differentiated instruction and it is ongoing
(Tomlinson, 2014) and diagnostic. In differentiated instruction, assessment deviates from the
traditional role of assigning it at the end of a unit and it is assigned a threefold tenor; it begins
with pre-assessment when gathering information before a unit study; it moves on to ongoing
or formative assessment throughout the unit study, and ends with summative assessment in
the end of a unit of study.

Diagnostic assessment is the starting point of learners’ background knowledge, skills,
preferences and interests. For the needs of this research, a questionnaire was distributed to the
learners to evaluate the level of language acquisition, and a pre-test to assess their written
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texts.

Ongoing or formative assessment is the evolution stage of learners’ background knowledge,
skills, preferences and interests (Richards, 2001). Additionally, alternative assessment
encircles formative assessment through the process of continuously collecting information on
the learners’ language (Tsagari, 2008). In this particular research, self- and peer- assessment
checklists were administered. Benson (2011) advocates that self-assessment checklists allow
learners to take on their responsibilities and thus acquire a perception of independence.

Summative assessment is the evaluation of the level the learners have reached at the end of
the instruction. Learners should be informed about whether they have reached the set targets.
In this way, they are encouraged to take the next step. According to Zhao (2010), assessment
in writing should be seen as a tool for learning, not just for focusing on examination
standards. For the needs of this research, marking criteria of the KPG writing exam were used
to assess learners’ writing performance. In particular, an adapted 15-point scale assessment
grid was used to assess the pre- and post- test. A separately adapted 25-point scale was used
to assess the learners’ written texts.

According to Hall, Vue, Strangam and Meyer (2003), successful differentiation derives from
meaningful pre-assessment and the combination of pre- and ongoing assessment, which
provides the teacher with various choices, opportunities, and scaffolding for the diverse needs
of his or her learners. What is also prominent is that differentiated instruction is valuable to
alternative assessment. Hamayan (1995) asserts that alternative assessment is the means to
improve instruction by providing the teacher with, not only data on learner performance, but
also feedback on their skills. Through assessment, the teacher is provided with rich data
either on their interests, or on their readiness and skills. The teacher modifies the instruction
accordingly and through interaction with learners, metacognitive strategies are employed
leading to autonomy (Benson, 2011. For the needs of this research, two alternative
assessment methods were used, self- and peer- assessment, because they offer the opportunity
to learners to be assessed in the product and the process of writing.

6. The Teacher’s Role in Effective Differentiated Instruction

When conducting differentiated instruction teachers undertake various roles. First of all, they
are the organizers of the process, the people who are responsible for the transformation of the
curriculum and who investigate learners’ interests and styles. They discuss matters of interest
with their learners and encourage them to use alternative assessment methods.. In this way,
the teacher-learner relationship is enhanced. Through the learning process, both the teacher
and the learners monitor the progress of the latter (Hancock, 1994, as cited in Hamidi, 2010),
and through self-reflection, learners assess themselves (Moon, 2000).

7. Action Research Methodology
7.1 The Research Method
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As mentioned in the beginning (the introduction section) of this research, the research
questions that were posed were the following:

a) Can a differentiated approach to writing lead to improved writing skills?

b) Can a differentiated approach to writing lead to raising learners’ self-correctness on
their written work?

c) Can learners familiarize themselves with the use of self-assessment and
peer-assessment checklists to help themselves and their peers in writing effectively?

d) Can self-assessment and peer-assessment checklists help learners become autonomous
writers?

The purpose of this research was to investigate whether differentiated instruction can improve
learners’ written work, with a focus on the assessment of learners’ work using alternative
methods. The medium used to conduct this research was an action research.

Burns (2010) explains that action research consists of four stages. During the planning stage
the researcher, having in mind specific instruction goals, designs the intervention process. At
the acting stage, the intervention is performed. The observation stage involves the records
made by the research with reference to any changes in the behavior of the participants. At the
final reflecting stage, the researcher draws conclusions on the effectiveness of the process and
further action to be taken.

7.2 Action Research Procedure

For the needs of this research, a pre-test was prepared and administered to the experimental
group in order to determine their level of English language. The chosen pre-test was a past
examination paper which was taken from the KPG exam, and this was done for reasons of
reliability and validity. Learners were examined on their writing skills, so only one part of the
test was selected for administration. Since learners are Basic users at a Waystage level, the
pre-test confirmed their level.

Four lessons of approximately 100 minutes were prepared. Each designed lesson was
differentiated according to the principles of differentiated instruction and corresponded to a
different writing genre. At the end of each lesson, the learners were administered either a self-
or a peer-assessment checklist, with features of the specific writing genre. The first lesson
was designed according to learner readiness and the principles of differentiated instruction
which were followed, namely the Tiered Tasks. The tasks guided learners in writing an email
about their ideal school and the alternative method of assessment which was applied was the
self-assessment checklist. The second lesson, was also designed on the basis of the learners’
readiness level where, again, the Tiered Tasks principle was involved, and the genre they
were guided to write about was an article. Again, learners were assessed through the use of a
self-assessment checklist. The third lesson was designed on the basis of the Cube Principle
and was differentiated in its content and the product. Learners were asked to write a letter
of advice addressed to a person of their choice but dealing with a specific problem that came
up after the rolling of the cube. The task sheet was common for all learners. At the end of the
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instruction, learners were asked to assess their peers through the use of a peer-assessment
checklist. The fourth and final lesson, was designed through differentiating the process and
the product of the writing and was based on the strategy of the Entry Points. Learners were
grouped according to their learning profiles that originated from the pre-questionnaire
assigned before the beginning of the instruction process. The tasks led learners to write a
short story. The task sheets were different according to each Entry Point. At the end of the
lesson, learners assessed their peers again through a peer-assessment checklist.

The action research was completed with the questionnaires which were distributed to the
experimental group and a post-test of the KPG exam.

7.3 The Participants of the Research

The research involved a group of 12-year-old-learners attending the First Grade of Junior
High School. Their level, according to the Common European Framework of Reference
(CEFR, 2001), can be described as Waystage/A2. All learners attended English for two
45-minute classes a week. Learners were divided into two groups. The one group was the
control group and the other the experimental group, composed of eleven learners, eight boys
and three girls. The teaching procedure the experimental group participated in, involved three
stages, the pre-instruction stage, the instruction stage and the post-instruction stage. During
the pre-instruction stage, a needs analysis questionnaire was answered by the learners so as to
investigate their preferences in learning, their needs, their learning style and their attitudes
towards writing. Furthermore, a pre-test was administered before the instruction which gave
the teachers insight regarding the learners’ readiness level. At the post-instruction stage, a
post-test was administered which was the same as the pre-test, in order to account for the
improvement in their writing, and the potential benefits which they gained from the
differentiated instruction. For reasons of validity and reliability, as mentioned earlier, the
KPG exam format was selected.

7.4 The Research Instruments

For reasons of data triangulation and validity (Dornyei, 2007), a combination of quantitative
research instruments, was applied. A pre-questionnaire, the learners’ self- and
peer-assessment checklists, the grades of the participants’ writings and the post-questionnaire,
were applied.

7.4.1 Quantitative Instruments

Quantitative research involved a pre- and a post- questionnaire administered to learners
before and after the intervention. The questionnaire provided the teachers with insight on the
preferences and learning styles of their learners.

A learner friendly approach was followed, using emoticons that learners are familiar with.
The introduction at the beginning of the questionnaire, informed the learners on what they
had to do. Furthermore, anonymity was insured, and there was also reassurance that there
would be no assessment involved, since there were no right or wrong answers. According to
Doérnyei (2003), confidentiality attributes to sincere answers.
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Demographic data was gathered in the first part of the questionnaire. Gender questions, and
questions regarding the teaching of the English language, were also set. What followed is a
distinctive grouping of questions associated with motivation, learning preferences, and
strategies.

In the first category of questions that were formed, learners were asked about the reasons why
they were learning English. A variety of questions both targeted towards intrinsic motivation,
which concerns what comes into existence inside the class (Harmer, 1991) and extrinsic
motivation, which concerns factors which exist outside the class (Harmer, 1991).

In the second category, a set of questions targeted to learning preferences and interests, was
selected. Focus was on covering all learning styles according to Gardner’s (1999) Multiple
Intelligences, so a variety of questions concerning the way learners prefer to be taught, was
applied. Findings reported four learning types, narrative, logical, aesthetic and experiential,
so a lesson was prepared based on these specific types. Additionally, attention was paid to the
writing skill, applying a set of questions to acquire insight into genres learners prefer to write
about.

The third and final category was dedicated to the writing strategies employed in the writing
process. It involved questions regarding the activation of background knowledge, predicting,
and self-evaluating.

A post-questionnaire was distributed to the experimental group at the end of the instruction.
The role of the questionnaire was multifold. Firstly, it revealed if their initial preferences,
regarding their writing topics, had changed. Also, it affirmed whether learners have indeed
learned how to distinguish between the different writing genres and their norms. Furthermore,
the post-questionnaire would indicate improvement in the writing skill and, finally, it would
exhibit the point to which learners have begun to develop their writing strategies. Last but not
least, the post-questionnaire demonstrated the learners’ beliefs on evaluating through self-
and peer- assessment checklists, and on the other hand, it revealed that learners obtained a
more critical view regarding alternative assessment methods. The main tenor of the selection
of the post-questionnaire was for triangulation purposes. The pre-questionnaire revealed that
learners’ writings are usually assessed by the teacher, and the self-evaluation process is
somehow unknown to learners. The assessment grid, used to mark the pre- and post- tests,
was divided into two categories. One category dealt with task completion and the other with
grammar and vocabulary accuracy in language performance. Similarly, the assessment grid,
which used to mark the learners’ writings, was also divided into two categories. The first had
to do with task completion and the second with language performance. The aspects of
language, where focus was bestowed upon, were grammar, vocabulary, spelling and
appropriacy. In order to render the quality of the texts produced measurable, an analytic
scoring scheme was developed. This allowed for the separate evaluation of each of the
criteria (Nitko, 2001). The descriptors guided the rater to consider specific features (Hyland,
2003a) and the results provided diagnostic information about ones’ performance (Hughes,
2003). The scales represented assessment at a multidimensional level (Mertler, 2001), but
also reflected on the marking scheme employed in lower secondary education, and, since it is
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familiar to teachers, it reduced rater subjectivity.
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8. The Research Findings
8.1 Collection of Data, Descriptive Analysis

The data of the particular research was gathered from two sources. The first source was the
pre-questionnaire and post- questionnaire which was distributed to the learners before and
after the differentiated instruction. The second source was the pre-test and post-test.

8.2 The Pre-questionnaire and Post-questionnaire Results

Before the beginning of the differentiated instruction, a questionnaire was distributed to the
learners so as to define their needs.

The answers provided the researchers with useful information in the designing of the
differentiated instruction lessons. The majority of the learners had been learning English for 5
years, mainly outside their school environment, and in particular at a Private language
Institute. Helpful insight was also provided regarding the motivation of learners for learning
English.

I learn English ....

r effeciently : : : :
the computer) 1 | | | ho
other countries 1 | | §110
letters to friends 1 | | | 1) |
nguage certificate > > 5 "8
0 2 4 6 8 10
NUMBER OF STUDENTS

Graph 1. Reasons for learning English

The majority of the students, 10 out of 11, were interested in acquiring a certificate in English
in order to find work more easily in the future, to study abroad or to talk to people from other
countries. What is also worth noticing is that ten out of the eleven learners learn better by
writing down the new words; perhaps it is because they use certain mnemonic techniques
where they create images in their minds that link, in a way, the new word to another one that
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sounds similar to a word they know from their first language (Anderson, 1994). They also
learn by reading books, and through their teachers’ guidance, which confirms Todd’s (2002)
theory according to which the teacher distances himself or herself from involvement and is
assigned the role of the facilitator who guides the learners in attaining a sense of reassurance
and confidence in the learning process. The option of grouping learners, guided the teachers
into assigning group work during the instruction process. Furthermore, Reid (1993)
emphasized that collaborative work among learners, especially working in small groups,
could be beneficial for generating ideas, peer reviewing and organizing the material.

The majority of the learners selected the short story as their favorite writing genre.

What kind of writings do you like
writing about?

10

(%]

>

w 8 [~

o

P 6 —

w

& 4 9 —

&

a 2 4 3 4 =

5

z 0 T T T 1
email letter of advice newspaper short story

article

Graph 2. Favorite writing genres

This could be due to the fact that stories reminded them of fairytales and also raised their
awareness of other kinds of celebrations and cultures. Through them learners delved into an
imaginary world in which they enjoyed the learning process (Cameron, 2001). However, they
scored poorly. Furthermore, confidence encouraged learners to confirm that they do know
how to begin and end a friendly letter. Friendly letters are associated with “real-world”
contexts. Also, teaching writing through categories that are schematic, can be a manageable
teaching practice (Candlin & Hyland, 1999), which was validated by the correction of their
writings.

When questioned on what they want to improve, the majority selected punctuation, capital
and lower-case letters, vocabulary and word description, in both the pre- and the
post-questionnaire. This is indicative of the fact that they felt no work was done and that they
needed further assistance. The final question revolved around the modes of work, on the
written assignments, which the learners followed, and their answers included the majority of
learners discussing the subject of writing with their classmates and asking for the teachers’
help. In the post-questionnaire, the selection of asking for their teachers’ help was minimized,
while learners’ confidence on ‘what’ to write and ‘who’ to write to, was maximized which
could perhaps be happening because the design of the activities was clear and straightforward
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with sufficient exemplification.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that all learners liked the differentiated instruction lessons.
They also liked the teachers’ instruction, the group work, the use of the computer and the
exercises in general.

Did you like differentiated
instruction?

[
N

[EEY
o

NUMBER OF STUDENTS

o N B~ O 0

YES NO

Graph 3. Differentiated Instruction preference

This could be indicative of boosting learner motivation, fully applying to Grimes and
Stevens’s (2009) theory which claims an increase in learner engagement and motivation.
Learners liked the innovation because it deviated from a traditional method of teaching. The
final question was posed in order to validate the previous one. It involved what they liked the
least about their lessons, in which case the majority answered, as was expected, the contrary
choices. This ensured the reliability of the research, since consistent results were gathered
(Nunan, 1999).

8.3 The Pre-test and Post-test Results

Learners’ writings were assessed by their teachers using a modified KPG-based assessment
criteria grid. A ranging marking band which was divided into three subsections was used with
a maximum of 15 points.

The examination of the results of the pre-test and post-test grades indicated a slight
improvement in the learners’ writings.
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Graph 4. Pre-test marks

3-6(unsatisfactory) 7-10(moderately 11-15(satisfactory)
satisfactory)

Graph 5.Post-test marks

A considerable number of learners of the experimental group scored a minimum grade
ranging from 3 to 6 points in the pre-test. Results of the post-test, however, revealed that the
majority of the learners, 6 out of 11, scored a maximum grade ranging between 11-15 points.
This is indicative of the fact that there was a significant rise in the final post-test grades of the
experimental group, which is evident in the table of the grade point average.

The genre in which learners attained lower grades, was the article, both in the pre- and
post-writing stage.

8.4 Peer-assessment and Self-assessment Checklists

At the end of each genre instruction, the learners completed two self-assessment and two
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peer-assessment checklists which included questions on strategies regarding the writing
genres. Since learners were unfamiliar with the use of checklists, the teachers who were also
the researchers demonstrated the application of the letter self-assessment checklist in a
separate teaching session. The most striking feature noticed in the analysis of the results was
the point where learners filled in the peer-assessment checklists, in this way evaluating their
peers’ writings. They managed to apply the assessment criteria on the writings of their peers.
Hence, they managed to indicate features which their peers failed to display, or succeeded in
demonstrating. As admitted by learners, they were prompted by the self-assessment and
peer-assessment checklists’ cues to a large extent. This coincides with the results in
Argyropoulou (2014), where self-assessment checklists assisted learners in the revising and
editing of their writing texts. Their attitude towards correcting their peers and cooperating
changed, thus validating Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory administering that
assessment was implemented, not judgmentally, but as a means of helping each other.
Moreover, peer-assessment is fundamental for learner autonomy and, consequently, the
language class. Additionally, the learners’ bond of friendship comes forward as a means of
preventing young learners from having competitive feelings towards each other (Wentzel,
McNamara-Barry & Caldwell, 2004).

9. Discussion of the Findings
What follows is a discussion of the research findings.
a) Can a differentiated approach to writing lead to improved writing skills?

The first question dealt with in the research involved the potential improvement of learners’
writings through differentiated instruction. The findings indicated a rather stable overall score
in their writings and a small improvement in their post-test. The genre the learners were more
familiar with, the friendly e-mail, remained unaltered. What is worth pointing out is the fact
that learners did not achieve greater scores in the short story writing, which they found to be
the most difficult. As Lee (2013) states, learners need explicit teaching strategies in the
writing of a story. The activity has to be clearly defined and stages need to be specified so
that learners can be helped in achieving their ultimate goal in writing. This has to do with the
fact that free writing is considered to be more difficult. Potentially, learners need a different
input type such as for example a pre-listening activity where they could keep notes, or watch
a video of a short story with no sound or subtitles. Also, suggestions could be made for more
vocabulary activities, varied samples of short stories, and ready-made material. As Evgeni
(2016) pinpoints, differentiated instruction with a focus on vocabulary, has a positive impact
on understanding new words. Also, the learners who were considered high achievers,
managed to preserve their high level. This agrees with Zare-ee’s (2009) consideration that
proficient EFL learners can benefit more from a genre instruction that is more explicit. This
might be the case with the specific group of learners who are already high achievers and,
hence, are more competent with familiarizing themselves with genre conventions of the tasks
at hand.
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b) Can a differentiated approach to writing lead to raising learners’ self-correction on
their written work

What was quite evident through the whole differentiated instruction process, was the
willingness of the learners to collaborate. Although there was evidence from the
questionnaires that some learners preferred working alone, in the course of time they were the
ones asking the teachers to assign them to work in pairs or groups. Especially when the
learners were distributed the peer-assessment checklists, they anticipated their classmate’s
corrections. One of their most favorite feature, in the instructional process, was pair and
group work, especially at the end of the writing genre instruction where learners had to
complete their checklists. Alternative assessment promoted self-realization through group
work and responsibility assignment as group members. There was respect for the group and
willingness to cooperate. Interaction with fellow learners was promoted, adding to learners’
enthusiasm and increasing motivation levels.

c) Can learners familiarize themselves with the use of self-assessment and
peer-assessment checklists to help themselves and their peers in writing effectively?

Learners’ eagerness to either assess themselves or their peers was evident from their reactions
before distributing the sheets. As Lalande (1982) explains, it is because learners feel they
learn more, and through self-monitoring, they improve in their writings. What was also
evident was the complete absence of negativity, reluctance and hesitation in the whole
process. The distribution of the assessment sheets, either to assess themselves or their peers,
gave learners the opportunity to improve. This could also be due to the fact that the criteria
for assessing was known to the learners, which is in line with Price’s (2005) theory that
criterion-referenced assessment, on the one hand, and sharing the assessment standards, on
the other, are meaningful. However, some learners need more guidance in the use of grids.

d) Can self-assessment and peer-assessment checklists help learners become
autonomous writers?

Although learners’ attitude towards alternative assessment was favored, their answers in the
post-questionnaire revealed persistence in their opinion that their teachers should correct their
writings. With reference to the participants’ preference to teacher-feedback compared to
peer-feedback (Yang, Badger & Yu, 2006; Zhang, 1995), it is noted that teacher-feedback is
more effective than peer-feedback (Srichanyachon, 2011). This could obscure the learners’
immaturity or unpreparedness to acquire the role of the assessor, and in particular, the role of
the peer-assessor (Leki, 1990). As the learners who participated in this research were Greek,
they were accustomed to their teachers as being in the center of the assessment process. It
seems that a lot of work still needs to be done to reach a turning point to this reality.

The fact that learners avoided answering that a peer or they themselves correct their writings,
probably shows their unwillingness to experiment with new tactics and that more practice
was needed. In order for them to become accustomed to new tactics, more practice and social
change and development is still necessary (Bourn, 2015). Their improvement in their writings,
however minimal, was indicative of the first signs of their autonomy.
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10. Limitations of the Study and Teaching Implications
Limitations of the Study

Limitations of this particular study include the small number of learners who participated in
the research. Also, due to the early closing of the Greek schools because of COVID19, the
instruction of the control group remained incomplete. The comparison was conducted
amongst learners’ pre-intervention and post-intervention writings in the experimental group,
focusing on the differences of the learners’ pre- and post-test-grades. Moreover, the pre- and
post-test involved an e-mail, whereas learners were instructed on four different genres. If the
pre- and post-test involved four different writing genres, the intervention might have been
more promising. Although the research showed a slight improvement on the learners’
writings, the study involved a small-scale research of a sample group of learners.
Additionally, Differentiated Instruction was targeted to a specific group of learners who are
of a specific language level and it was conducted under controlled situations. Thus, the results
cannot be generalized and cannot depict the Greek teaching reality. It also means that the
results can only be interpreted subjectively.

Another factor that should be taken into consideration was the time limit. Time was limited
not only for the needs of the instruction which needed to be carried out, but also for the
teaching time which was spent within the class. Furthermore, a great deal of time was
allocated for the preparation of the lessons by the teachers. It has to be noted that writing is a
very demanding skill and, apart from the appropriate material, greater effort, on the part of
the teachers and the learners, had to be made.

11. Suggestions for Further Research
11.1 Implications of Differentiated Instruction

It is commonly accepted that differentiated instruction is an approach in which a great deal of
work needs to be done by the teacher and the learner in order for the learner to reach a
satisfactory level (Hertberg & Davis, 2009). Discussion on how the techniques that the
teachers are taught, regarding differentiated instruction, and how these techniques can be
implemented, should also be made.

11.2 Genre Implications

It is a fact that differentiated instruction in teaching, managed to make the learners slightly
more aware of the genres of writing, and has proven to be very constructive. Learners who
participated in this research became active participants, thus moving to learner-dependent
learning. The language they used was genre-language and the ideas they selected were
genre-appropriate.

On the teacher’s part, he or she should take advantage of the work that can be done inside the
class to provide learners with sufficient input. When the teacher directs the learner to
meaning, eventually he or she becomes ready to transform the input he or she accepts into
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intake (Krashen, 1982). The exploitation of several types of texts, to familiarize learners with
different genres, could be designed.

A\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of English Language Education

11.3 Genre and Assessment Implications

The overall assumptions from the research regarding the assessment process, revealed
familiarity of the learners with the checklists and a better understanding of the expectations of
the writing genres. The adjustment deviates from appropriating the texts to the expectations
of the teachers, to appropriating the texts to the learners’ own goals. Learners became
involved, in an implicit way, in the assessment process, thus moving towards autonomy and
learner-centeredness (Finch, 2007). Through integrating self-assessment and peer-assessment
with traditional assessment, a more fair and global approach is assigned to assessment.

11.4 Checklists Implications

The genre-based checklists that were assigned in the self- and peer-assessment process were
indicative of the problems that arose when writing specific genres. This prepares learners and
makes them aware of potential problems which they may face or points that need to be kept
in mind when writing. When given lists, learners are assisted to locate the focus points of
each genre. They are responsible for their lists and the same goes for their tasks. They are the
ones who plan further in their writings (Yoshimura, 2009). From the teachers’ part, there is o
need to train and to coach the learners in using the checklists.

12. Conclusion

The desire to investigate the potential benefits of Differentiated Instruction in the writings of
First Grade learners in a State Junior High School incited the particular action research. It is
an approach that can be characterized as promising, engaging participants in the learning
process. The content and the structure of the class can be reexamined in a way that will allow
the learners to benefit (Subban, 2006).

The process followed was that of instructing two groups of learners, a control group and an
experimental group. Both groups were tested on a KPG exam and their writings were
examined before and after the intervention. Additionally, the learners’ attitude towards
differentiated instruction was investigated, providing the researchers with information that
leaned towards a positive attitude in favor of the instruction. What is more, an exploration of
alternative assessment methods and their effectiveness was rendered. The findings of this
research proved the learners’ willingness to participate in instruction which deviated from the
traditional teaching practices. Nevertheless, there is a need to conduct a larger scale research
to confirm the findings of this research.
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