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Improving writing for ESOL students stuck at Entry 

Level 3 

New College Durham 

SUMMARY 

This project aimed to help students who were having difficulty progressing from Entry Level 3 (E3) to 

Level 1 (L1) due to weaker writing skills. We trialled different strategies to develop writing and liaised 

with Functional Skills (FS) tutors. We learnt having an intense focus on writing skills benefits overall 

language learning and confidence. 

RATIONALE 

We have a number of students who have plateaued at E3, hindering 

progress with the language they need in daily life. We sought to find 

ways to break down this barrier and empower them to be better 

writers, using a focus on writing systems. Initially, we focussed on how 

feedback informs writing, but after some interesting reading on a 

project working with children who struggle to read (Walter, Dockrell 

and Connelly, 2021) we broadened the scope to consider 

interventions at text, sentence and word level. 

 

 

Other Contextual Information 

Two ESOL tutors carried out research with one ESOL group each: the 

first was a group of students living in the UK for some time with highly 

effective verbal communication skills but weaker literacy skills and less 

accurate grammar (the literacy group); the second was a mixed group 

of ESOL students with a more EFL profile, many of whom hold 

professional qualifications from their own countries (mainstream 

ESOL). We liaised with tutors from the FS English team, and a key 

outcome from this was being able to recruit a mentor for each group: 

an adult FS student and a sixth form student.  
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APPROACH 
Here you can see the stages of our action research, as we explored how we can develop our 

practice in supporting Entry Level 3 students with their writing skills. At each stage of our research, 

the two ESOL tutors worked closely together, as well as with the FS English team. See Appendices 

3b-d for examples of changes to our practice, and examples of student work. 

 

The classes followed different approaches which provided us with opportunities for interesting 

professional discussion, as well as the chance to learn from each other whilst doing our research. 

The reason for this difference was to look at a range of strategies. Each tutor chose to do what they 

felt more comfortable with. This diagram shows the divergence of approach. 
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OUTCOMES AND IMPACT 

Teaching, Learning and Assessment 

Increased focus on writing has borne fruit in following areas:  

• Better writing skills. We found that writing was better planned and more coherent across both 
groups. There were noticeable improvements in the grammar and spelling of the students in the 
literacy group as can be seen by the examples below from early on in the course, and the 
February test.  

 
Start of year 

            
 

February 

 
 

• Better understanding and more accurate use of grammar in both spoken and written work (see 
Appendix 2 and example above) 

• Increased confidence. Students have reported that they feel more confident since starting the 
course. This manifests itself in them taking the opportunity to speak to other students across 
college during college events, and seeking out opportunities to communicate with others.   

• Students achieving goals outside college. Two of the students from the literacy class have 
found employment during the course. One stated that she would not have had the confidence to 
fill in the application form before starting the course. 

• Improvements in learner performance. It is interesting that both approaches saw improvements 
in learner performance, although it is not possible to state categorically that one was more 
successful than the other.  
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Professional Development 

 

Professional Standard How our project outcomes demonstrate this standard 

 
3. Inspire, motivate and 
raise aspirations of 
learners through 
enthusiasm and 
knowledge. 

 
Our project gave us permission to focus more on writing skills, and by 
doing so, we were able to break down the barrier of fear that holds so 
many back from writing regularly. We were able to give students the 
space they needed to understand what was required of them and to 
plan thoroughly for the task ahead. 
 

 
6. Build positive and 
collaborative relationships 
with colleagues and 
learners. 

 
Our project enabled us to work with colleagues from the FS English 
team, to draw on their knowledge and share ideas across both teams. 
It has led to a closer working relationship going forward, where we will 
be sharing tips on working with non-native speakers. 
 

 
14. Plan and deliver 
effective learning 
programmes for diverse 
groups or individuals in a 
safe and inclusive 
environment. 

 
We emphasised to students at the start of the year that there were no 
assumptions about what they knew, and this helped them to go back 
to the basics of understanding what different parts of speech we have 
and how they fit together. The students in the literacy class in 
particular have been so supportive of one another, as they recognise 
that this is a journey they must all make, even though they have 
different starting points. 
 

 

 

Organisational Development 

Organisational developments included: 

• Increased awareness across student body (mentors) of what ESOL is and who the students 

are. 

• Increased working across departments (ESOL and FS). Staff and students are now more 

likely to work together.  

• Future training for FS staff from ESOL staff. The curriculum manager for ESOL has been 

asked to work with FS tutors in the future to better support those working with non-native 

speakers and the language difficulties they may have. 

LEARNING FROM THIS PROJECT 

We learnt that there are no quick fixes to an entrenched problem such as poor writing skills. At the 
mid-way point, following progress tests, we were feeling disheartened that we could not see the big 
gains we had hoped for. But after speaking to the students, we realised that some of the gains were 
not visible in their writing as such, but those detailed above (confidence, communication, etc). 
Following on from that, we learnt to temper our own expectations, and recognise that even small 
steps forward can represent big gains. The fact that one student felt able to even fill in an application 
form, a task she had avoided for some time such was her reluctance to write, represents a huge 
step forward. 
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We also realised that teaching one skill in isolation is actually not possible. By focussing on writing, 
we were bringing in more focus on grammar, spelling, sentence structure, etc, all of which benefit 
language skills overall. 
 
Finally, language improvement brings all sorts of benefits with it, including in the ‘soft skills’ of 
confidence and resilience.  
 
We worked with the FS team and feel we all benefited from it. However, it would have been even 
better had they not been going through structural change at the same time, and therefore not able to 
devote as much time as hoped for to the project. Similarly, the stress of persistent and prolonged 
staff absence due to COVID-19 put a huge strain on the project lead who was not able to spend as 
much time as planned on the project at certain times. 

REFERENCES 

Walter, K., Dockrell, J., Connelly, V. (2021) A sentence-combining intervention for struggling writers: 

response to intervention Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-021-10135-8 (Accessed 12th 

December 2021). 

  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-021-10135-8
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: The Project Team 

 

Project 
Role 

Name Job Role Contact 

Project 
Lead 

Bridget da 
Silva 

Curriculum Manager for the 
English Language Centre 

0191 375 4192/ 

Bridget.dasilva@newdur.ac.uk 

Project 
Deputy 

Sara Barbin Lecturer 0191 375 4493/ 

Sara.barbin@newdur.ac.uk 

Project 
Team 

Adrian 
Dalzell 

Functional Skills lecturer Adrian.dalzell@newdur.ac.uk 

Mentor Cathy 
Clarkson 

Mentor cathywint@gmail.com  

Research 
Group 
Lead 

Rachel 
Oner 

RGL rachel.oner@btinternet.com 

 

  

Bridget.dasilva@newdur.ac.uk
Sara.barbin@newdur.ac.uk
Adrian.dalzell@newdur.ac.uk
cathywint@gmail.com
rachel.oner@btinternet.com


 

8 

 

OTLA Action Research Projects  

June 2022 

Education & Training Foundation 

Appendix 2: Learner Case Studies 

 

Learner 1 

Name: Maryam. Nationality: Iranian. Class: Mainstream ESOL. 

We asked Maryam to reflect on her experiences of the project, and in particular, whether an 

increased focus on writing has helped her to progress. These are her words, followed by examples 

of her work. 

“When I started my English course, I was on the first steps of English skills. Writing was one 

of those skills. At first year sometimes we had to write about a subject as a homework. It was 

hard for me to write a good text. Gradually by moving forward in my course I learnt lots of 

things that helped me to improve my English skills.  

Now my English skills are better than before and every day I learn new methods. One of that 

useful method is planning before writing which help me to be able to write a text with a good 

structure.  

Since I practise planning in my writing, I found it easy to manage my thought before starting 

to write.  

When I want to write an article at first step, I write down all important relative vocabulary and 

any necessary aspects of my subject which I want to have them in my writing.  

After that I decide which part is better to be in the first section and which is good to be at the 

end. This help me to prevent forgetting anything that I want to write about.  

After learning this method, I understood that I used to do planning before but not on the 

paper just, I was doing that in my thought.  

Planning on the paper make me feel comfortable and I can focus on the other things that I 

need to consider them in my writing without concerning about missing the main points. Also, I 

try to include all the points of my subject in my writing that I have planned.  

In my point of view, yes, planning is a very useful technique to improve your writing.” 
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Diagnostic assessment September 2021 
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Summative test December 2021 – plan and draft 

 

 

Learner 2 

Name: Ebrima. Nationality: Gambian/Spanish. Class: ESOL Literacy 

We interviewed Ebrima about his experiences of working on the project. This is the interview 

followed by examples of his work which show progression in the complexity of the language he feels 

comfortable writing now. 

  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1A3PGIcHenj0u2mDO898sU7husZVil7o4/view?usp=sharing
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Diagnostic assessment September 2021 

 
 
Summative test December 2021 
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Appendix 3: Additional Information 

 

Appendix 3a – Project timeline 

 

Appendix 3b – Marking and feedback 

In the literacy class, we trialled a more visual way of marking, using a colour code for each type of 

error and asking students to self-correct their work. Students reported that they found the visual 

approach easier to follow, could quickly spot their mistakes, and were able to correct them more 

easily. 
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Appendix 3c – Mainstream ESOL class approach 

In the mainstream ESOL class, students were asked 

to use a personal writing checklist. Students were 

asked to identify particular sub skills of writing to 

focus on, which they would record on this sheet. 

They were also asked to reflect on their performance 

in a task to help them move forward. Whilst this was 

useful to an extent, it was found to be too vague and 

not all students had the language skills to use it as it 

had been intended, so it was discontinued.  

Appendix 3d – Different approaches 

At this point, we decided to focus more on the 

process of writing rather than just the feedback being 

given. 

Below are some extracts from the schemes of 

learning showing some of the different approaches 

we started to take. 
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ESOL Literacy class 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the literacy class, we built in work on spelling, grammar and punctuation alongside a genre 

analysis approach, using our own materials and work from publications such as Writing Works 

(Spiegal and Sunderland 1999). 

  

ESOL mainstream 
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Appendix 3e – Interview with a Sixth Form mentor 

I interviewed Olivia Shaw, a 6th former who is working as a mentor in the ESOL Literacy class, to 

see what she had got out of the experience. These are her answers: 

 

1. What subjects are you studying at A level? 

I am studying History, Politics and English Literature at A Level. 

 

2. What are you planning to do when you finish your A levels? 

 After I finish my A Levels I want to go to university, I would like to become a teacher. 

 

 3. Why did you want to come and work with the ESOL class? 

I wanted to work with the ESOL classes to add to my work experience and gain knowledge of 

educating people on a first hand basis. Experience in literacy and teaching is very valuable to 

me as I would like to be a teacher, Alison has taught me so much about engaging and 

helping a class learn new material and revise previous topics. 

 

4.What do you enjoy about working with the ESOL class? 

I enjoy seeing the class every week, they are all lovely people who genuinely want to learn, I 

enjoy seeing the class progress and benefiting them on their journey towards fluency. I feel 

very proud when I see the students pick up skills and they are all genuinely pleased to have 

me there, at least I hope. It is really fulfilling and is a good use of my time.  

 

5.Have you seen an improvement in the learners’ work since you started the class? If so, in what 

area? 

I have seen a big improvement in conversation and in grammar, the spelling lists are growing 

increasingly advanced for some students and all of them work very hard.  

 

6. Are there any activities or feedback that you have been involved in that you think have had a 

positive impact on the learners? 

I help students with their grammar and spelling, I enjoy working one on one with the 

students. Group work is also good, as is reading things aloud.  

Activities that they may benefit from is maybe roleplay activities, perhaps using words from 

specific topics to engineer varied conversation. 
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Appendix 3f: Trackers with learner marks 

This is the tracker for the ESOL literacy class for term 1 and term 2, showing clear progress across 

all skill areas. This was reassuring as it can be hard to gauge overall progress in the middle of 

carrying out research, but when there is an opportunity to stand back and look at the whole picture, 

progress can really be seen. The students’ names have been removed.  

Term 1: students 1 - 5. 

 

Term 2: students 1 - 5 are the same as in term 1. Student 6 joined at the end of term 1, and student 

7 joined in term 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marks are RAG rated using the departmental mark scheme as follows: red is 50% or below; amber 

is between 51-69%; green is 70% and above. As this is a multi-level class, the level they were 

assessed at has been written in too.   
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Appendix 4: Participants and Stakeholders 

 

No of learners? 30 No of staff? 46 
No of organisations? 1 No of employers/ stakeholders? 1 

 

 

Appendix 5: Research/ Evaluation Approach 

 

Participant/observer (e.g. practitioner 
reflective accounts, logs) 

x Interview/survey (e.g. polls, 
questionnaires, learner 
interviews) 

x 

Observation of practice (in person, 
video, observation notes) 

x Document analysis (e.g. 
learner work, session plans, 
annotated resources, policies) 

x 

Custom test/assessment (of 
knowledge, skill, attitude, participation) 
for your ‘intervention’ 

 High-stakes learner 
assessment (e.g. A Level 
results, End Point Assessment, 
BTECs 

 

Before/after assessment (e.g. 
measures of progress or change in 
attainment, participation) 

 Comparative trial (e.g. 
comparing participants’ 
outcomes against a ‘control’ 
group  

 

Other (specify): 
 
 

Action Research. 
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