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Nourishing learner autonomy 
in English academic writing



Some challenges for beginner university students in Norway 

Intro Theoretical background A case study Result and discussion Conclusion

1. Low academic working skills, critical thinking and learner autonomy (Lødding and Aamodt 2015, 
Wollcheid et al. 2020)

2. Norwegian high school students show low writing skills in English L2 academic writing

• argumentation, reference techniques, structuring texts and formal language (Horverak 2018, 
Munkejord 2021)

3. Traditional lecture doesn’t work well (e.g. Rynning 2014)

Goal
Enhance beginner students’ academic working skills, focusing on learner autonomy, and academic 
writing skills in English through formative peer assessment (FPA)

A teacher in geology critically evaluates the beginner students’ academic preparedness
“It appears that those students, coming directly from upper-secondary school, have learnt to reproduce 
knowledge, but they have neither learnt to use or to retrieve knowledge on their own or being critical to 
knowledge . . .. They remember, and they just repeat what they have read. They have not critical thoughts 
that we expect at university. They are completely unprepared.” (Wollcheid et al. 2020, p. 29)
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Theoretical background

FPA enhances learning autonomy (Topping 1998, 2009, 
Carnell 2016) and self-regulatory skills (Butler and 
Winnie 1995, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006)

FPA gives positive effects on students’ writing (Min, 
2005, Lundstrom & Baker, 2009, etc.)
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Biggs (1999) “Constructive Alignment”
Cf. Wang et al., (2012) CA promotes 
more deep learning approaches. 

An autonomous learner: responsible for all aspects of 
the learning process (Holec 1981, Murray, 2014)
1) setting goals
2) selecting materials
3) Implement activities and strategies
4) monitoring progress
5) assessing outcomes

1. Does FPA in English writing lessons help enhance the learning autonomy of Norwegian students in the 
preparatory course? 

2. What are the students' perceptions of their achievement of learning outcomes after completing FPA? 
Which specific learning outcomes do they believe they have attained?



Case study
FPA in English essay writing lessons

• Types of learning activities: English argumentative essay writing in a preparatory course 

• 25 students, 2,5 weeks, spring 2022

• Intended learning outcomes: grammar, structure, academic language, audience-awareness, 
argumentation and reference technique.  

• 2 rounds of FPA activities with formative peer and self assessment, peer feedback, peer and self 
revision 

Round 1 “FPA training with sample essays”

1) Make assessment criteria

2) Peer assessment/feedback with a response sheet 
and an annotation tool

3) Peer revision of the sample essay

4) Peer assessment of revisions with a response 
sheet

Round 2 “Write an argumentative essay and FPA”

1) Make assessment criteria  

2) Self-assessment with a response sheet

3) Peer assessment/feedback with a response sheet 

4) Peer revision with an annotation tool

5) Self-revision
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Peer assessment/feedback
with response sheet

• Questions based on the assessment 
criteria that students made. 

• Questions concerning structure, 
argumentation, reference technique, 
grammar, academic language and 
audience awareness.

• Questions intended to help 
monitor/evaluate students’ learning 
progress. 



Peer feedback: annotations with Hypothes.is
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Peer revision with annotations 
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Student questionnaire

• Anonymous online questionnaire after round 2 last spring.

• 20 questions that ask about  
• Students’ belief and experiences with FPA as a learning method
• the perceived impact of FPA on their learning and goal achievement

• 12 open questions. 

• 12 out of 25 students answered. 48%

• Analysis of some students’ feedback in addition. 
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Results and discussion
RQ2) What are the students’ perceptions of their achievement of 
the learning outcomes after completing FPA? Which specific 
learning outcomes do they believe they have attained?

1) Have students learnt from FPA?
a) All answered that they’ve learned from the entire FPA activities. 

“Got a better understanding of how to write a good essay.”
b) 83% perceived that they’ve improved their writing skills b.o. peer assessment and peer revision.

• 8,3 % “maybe” 
• 8,3 % “no” but said peer assessment and peer revision were positive  

“It gave me good ideas how to write a good text” “Learned what you can make difference” “(learned) 
Writing good english and how you build up a sentence”

2) Which intended learning outcomes? Perceived learning effects in 
• Grammar
• Academic language 
• Reference technique  
• Audience-awareness

• But students did not mention
• Structure
• Argumentation 
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• “Better grammar and language understanding.”
• “I learned about avoiding the get passive in formal text”
• “Easier to see the difference between formal and informal English.”
• “references”
• “(I could use my knowledge from FPA to) (m)ake the text easier to read.” 



Results and discussion
RQ2) What are the students’ perceptions of their achievement of the learning 
outcomes after completing FPA? Which specific learning outcomes do they believe 
they have attained?

Does it mean that they learned nothing i.t.o. structure and argumentation after FPA?

• Analysis of peer feedback and peer revision

a) Structure

• Constructive feedbacks imply students’ enhanced 
knowledge about structure and dispositioning

b) Argumentation

• Almost all feedbacks from the response sheets concern 
whether the claims are supported by credible sources. 

• Fewer revision suggestions. 

• Closed, biased question?

• Limitation of FPA? 
(cf. Villamil & de Guerrero, 1998). 
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Student 2

Student 1
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A student feedback to peer’s draft: “The introduction is a bit 
confusing because the thesis statement does not say if you 
agree or not. I recommend you to write your opinion in the start 
because it sets the readers expectations of the main part”



Results and discussion  
1) Positive experience and attitude towards FPA 

• the overall experience: 91,7 % positive, 8,3 % negative. 
• the experience of peer-assess and peer-revise: 91,7 % positive, 8,3 % negative. 
• Many want to use peer revision (58%) and peer assessment (41%) as learning activities in future. 

• “I think it (my knowledge and experience from FPA) will be useful when taking a bachelor, and also when 
we are working as engi(n)eers”

•  Enhance motivation for learning

2) Develop strategy for better writing
• “(FPA activities were) Positive, because I could see how my Peers did the essay, and take out some pointers of 

the essay and put it in mine to improve and make it better.”

• “(The process of reading and assessing peers' text) (g)ave me an opportunity to see how other people write 
essays and take notes on what I could do better in my own essay.”

• Enhance critical thinking and transferrable knowledge (cf. Topping et al 2009; Carnell, 2016)
• Implement effective learning strategy

RQ1. Does FPA in English writing lessons help enhance 
learning autonomy of students in preliminary course?
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Results and discussion  
3) More aware of their goal progress in writing 

• “(FPA was positive because) (t)he task reminded me what parts of my written texts I need to focus on improving. 
Finding and correcting the mistakes of others reminded me what mistakes are common, and that I should look 
out for them.”

• “I learned a lot from it in terms of my own writing, and grew conscious to common mistakes that I might make.”

• “The prosses of revising the text was positive because it is a chore to do, and I need more practice in it.” 

• increased self-monitoring and assessment (cf. Villamil and De Guerrero 1998, Lynch et al, 
2012)

4) The majority believe that they can write a better text in English after FPA.
•  maintain a sense of self-efficacy  

• These correspond to the characteristics of an autonomous learner 
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Conclusion
1) FPA in English essay writing lessons may help enhance students’ learner autonomy

• (cf. Butler and Winnie 1995, Topping 1998, 2009, Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006, etc.)
• May enhance critical thinking, effective learning strategy and self-monitoring  
• May promote self-efficacy and motivation to learn. 

2) It may enhance writing performance in English argumentative essay
• Achieved a deeper understanding of the subject 
• 5 out of 6 intended learning outcomes are perceived to be developed.

• FPA may help preparatory course students prepare for the higher educational studies. 

3)  Further study
• Why less frequent feedback on “argumentation”? 
• Analysis of the final drafts to validate students’ self-reported learning outcomes and assessment of 

the impact of FPA on the quality of their revisions.
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