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Abstract 

Based on the beliefs (assertions) that students benefit socially and cognitively from interacting with 

peers of different ages, mixed-age (M-A) classrooms have attracted much attention from educators, 

education policymakers, and researchers. Nevertheless, research into the role and impact of age 

grouping in second (L2) and foreign language (FL) learning is rather scarce. Moreover, a growing 

body of research has shown that by linking oral and written modes, collaborative writing (CW) aids 

language learning. However, the majority of studies have investigated adult and young adult students, 

and very few were conducted with secondary and high school students. Based on our knowledge, no 

study has explored CW in M-A secondary school classrooms. With these research gaps in mind, and 

drawing predominantly on documentary analysis of student written work, the present study examined 

CW of 28 students of English as a foreign language (EFL) aged 12 to 15 old learners who jointly wrote 

a comic. The findings point to limitations of M-A peer interaction suggesting that there is a threshold 

for the younger learners in terms of benefiting from CW with their older partners. Similarly, the 

findings suggest that the extent to which OS benefit is rather limited.  

Keywords 

collaborative writing, mixed-age peer interaction, secondary EFL classrooms, CAF 

 

1. Introduction 

Mixed-age (M-A) classrooms (also referred to as multi-grade, cross-age, or composite) comprise about 

one-third of all classrooms worldwide (Saqlain, 2015). They are composed of students of different ages 

and two, three, or even four different grades and vast differences in terms of abilities are very common 

(Smit & Engeli, 2015). Classrooms composed of students of different ages (commonly referred to as 

multi-grade) have been established long ago in rural areas around the world because of a lack of 

students or financial difficulties (Saqlain, 2015). Recent years have seen an increase in schools that set 
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up M-A classrooms based on the beliefs of the school community in the positive pedagogical and social 

outcomes of this approach (Ronksley-Pavia, Barton, & Pendergast, 2019). This has been the case in 

public and private schools in countries such as Australia, Canada, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, 

France, and Switzerland (Thoren & Brunner, 2019; Saqlain, 2015). For example, M-A classrooms have 

been implemented in alternative education such as the Jena plan, grounded in the pedagogy of Petersen, 

or in Montessori schools which advocate learning in heterogeneous groups and underline the 

importance of creating opportunities for children to interact and work with peers of different ages (Pape, 

2016).  In Germany, M-A classrooms seem to be also popular in Gesamtschulen which are public 

schools combining three school types (primary, secondary, and high school) into a comprehensive 

school (Pape, 2016). The term M-A is used in this study to refer to different ages, grades, and relative 

proficiency, while the term same-age (S-A) refers to the same grade, similar age, and relative proficiency. 

Likewise, unless specified, to avoid repetition, the term older student(s) (OS) is used when referring to 

older students who were simultaneously more proficient learners within pairs while the term younger 

student(s) (YS) refers to younger learners who in this study were also the less proficient learners. 

The proponents of M-A classrooms have asserted that interacting with peers of different ages aids their 

intellectual development (Hoffman, 2002; Little, 2001; Pape, 2016). The assumption is that the YS 

benefit from being tutored or mentored by their older peers, while the OS students benefit from 

teaching the younger ones (Little, 2001; Wagener, 2014). Nevertheless, despite the increase of schools 

that have implemented FL teaching in M-A classrooms, the research to test these assumptions is still 

limited (Kos, 2019a, b; Frank, 2014; Heinzmann et al., 2015; Thurn 2011). This is particularly the case 

for peer interactions among young adolescent students (Kos, 2019a, b). Given that M-A pair/group 

work is one of the pillars on which M-A classrooms stand, as a great deal of work is meant to be done 

by students in interactions with their younger and older peers, language teachers in M-A classrooms 

need to know to what extent such grouping is beneficial to learning. Moreover, given that many 

assignments in secondary school years involve writing, it is important to explore to what extent 

collaborative writing (CW) among M-A pairs aids to language learning of each student within the pair. 

Although research on CW has indicated learning benefits for young, young adolescent and adult 

learners (Calzada & Garcia Mayo, 2020a, b, 2021; Storch, 2011, 2013, 2016; Villarreal & Gil-Sarratea, 

2019), studies on CW among peers of different ages are missing. Based on my knowledge, no study has 

investigated CW among M-A peer interaction in the secondary school context. Moreover, as most 

studies on peer interaction have been conducted outside students’ familiar environment while using 

tasks that are not commonly performed during regular lessons (e.g., dictogloss), the current study 

explored CW on a common classroom task to get a more accurate picture of the potential of CW in a 

regular FL classroom. It investigated the difference between students’ performance during CW and 

subsequent individual writing (IW) performance, which were both assessed for academic credit. This is 

particularly important for M-A classrooms as it aims to shed some light on to what extent M-A peer 

interaction aids the subsequent IW process and the written use of linguistic features targeted by the task. 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/selt               Studies in English Language Teaching                   Vol. 11, No. 1, 2023 

57 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

This study involved 28 young adolescent learners aged between 12 and 15 and focused on a comic 

writing task. This article reports findings that were part of a larger study that investigated peer 

interactions in M-A classrooms. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Related Research on M-A and Mixed-proficiency Peer Interaction 

M-A peer interaction is generally grounded in the sociocultural theory of mind which views social 

interaction between an expert and novice as a crucial space for the child’s development because it 

provides the child with structures that he/she internalizes in later stages as cognitive capacities 

(Vygotsky, 1978). In other words, learning and development occur in learners’ interaction with people 

in his/her environment such as in cooperation with his/her peers and the more capable peer’s help is 

crucial for the less capable peer to perform a task which he/she is not able to perform individually. 

Some researchers have claimed that grouping children across ages reduces antisocial behavior 

(Hoffman, 2002) and promotes cooperative behavior, sharing, help, and self-directed learning (Wagener, 

2014). Not all research, however, supports these claims. Although some studies have reported cognitive, 

social, and emotional benefits of M-A classrooms (Katz, Evangelou, & Hartman, 1990; Wagener, 2014), 

some have found no differences in the academic performance of M-A vs. S-A learners (Gutiérrez & 

Slavin, 1992; Quail & Smyth, 2014). What is more, some studies have shown negative effects on social 

and cognitive development (Huff & Raggl, 2015; Lindström & Lindahl, 2011). Findings from 

mainstream education have explored peer tutoring among M-A (referred to as cross-age) and S-A peers 

and their effects on learning gains are not clear-cut either. Although some studies are supportive of the 

M-A grouping (Topping & Bryce, 2004), some seem to contradict the assertion that heterogenous 

grouping is necessary for children’s cognitive development and academic performance (Robinson, 

Schofield & Steers-Wentzell, 2005). Some suggest that interactions among peers of equal or similar 

abilities may be more conducive to learning because they are reciprocal (Duran & Monereo, 2005).  

Research related to L2 teaching and learning in M-A classrooms in secondary school classrooms is still 

scarce. Kos (2019a, b) has explored how secondary school peers of differing ages relate to each other 

when interacting on classroom tasks and how their established relationships impact the nature and the 

extent of their assistance and language learning. For example, when interacting on classroom tasks, 

some students assisted one another in ways similar to teacher scaffolding, while some in ways that 

resemble what Donato (1994) called collective scaffolding (Kos, 2019a). In another study, Kos (2019b) 

has shown that despite age/proficiency differences, M-A pairs may form patterns of interaction, which 

are conducive to learning, namely expert/novice/collaborative pattern (Storch, 2002). These studies 

have shown that, although some students may benefit from their peers’ help, the lowest-grade students 

of low proficiency, in particular, may not. Moreover, it is the relationship among peers, as well as the 

perceptions of the partner’s proficiency and the learners’ goals that greatly impact how peers interact 

with one another.  
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2.2 Research on Collaborative Writing 

CW refers to the writing process in which two or more writers interact and jointly produce a text 

(Storch, 2016). Storch (2011) has defined CW as the co-construction or co-Kosship of a text by two or 

more writers. The notion of co-Kosship (joint ownership) refers to “a sense of shared responsibility and 

ownership of the text, and thus to the substantial participation of all co-Koss in all phases of text 

production” (Storch, 2021, p. 14). This shared responsibility for a written text implies that students 

have a common goal to achieve, are interdependent, help each other, and must work closely together 

while pooling their resources and ideas and communicating thoughts, intentions, and feelings to each 

other (Storch, 2021). For example, they “negotiate and agree on what ideas to include, how to organize 

those ideas, and how best to express those ideas” (Storch, 2021, p. 14). They may as well be settling 

down disagreements, thus improving their communication and social skills.  

Another rationale for CW is that it combines some of the advantages of writing and speaking. While 

writing is characterized by a slow pace and visible results, speaking involves the availability of an 

“audience” and immediate feedback. Thus, CW can be beneficial for FL teaching because it is slower, 

allows for visible output, and can, therefore, provide for deeper engagement with language (Williams, 

2012). Perhaps as a consequence, CW offers opportunities to use language structures that may not be 

commonly used in oral communication (Williams, 2012). And because writers can see their text as they 

write, and writing is less spontaneous and immediate than speaking, students may feel less anxious than 

with purely oral communication (Tavakoli, 2014). Studies with YL have shown positive effects of CW 

tasks on grammar development (Calzada & Garcia Mayo, 2021, 2020a), motivation and patterns of 

interaction (Azkarai & Kopinska, 2020) or on learners' attitudes toward CW tasks such as the 

dictogloss (Calzada & García Mayo, 2020b). Research has underlined the benefits of feedback, 

correction, and text reformulation in CW (Coyle & Roca de Larios, 2014) and indicated positive effects 

of task repetition on the accuracy of a written text, and occurrence and resolution of Language Related 

Episodes (LREs) (Hidalgo & Lázaro-Ibarrola, 2020), during which learners talk about the language 

they produce, question their language use, or correct themselves or others (Swain & Lapkin, 1998). For 

example, focusing on ten pairs aged 12 in an EFL classroom, Hidalgo and Lázaro-Ibarrola (2020) 

examined two written texts in response to the same picture prompt three times over three weeks. In 

their study on the effects of task repetition on the complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF) of the drafts. 

The researchers found that even though task repetition led to more accurate texts, complexity and 

fluency remained unchanged. However, a more holistic analysis going beyond CAF has shown that 

learners produced better compositions in terms of content, structure, and task fulfillment. In addition, 

learners were able to generate and resolve a high number of form-focused and meaning-focused LREs.  

Despite the benefits of CW, teachers seem to be reluctant to use CW tasks; particularly in the secondary 

school context due to assessment issues (McDonough, de Vleeschauwer, & Crawford, 2018). They may 

prefer using CW for brainstorming ideas before the writing activity itself, or for obtaining feedback from 

the teacher or peers on the drafted or completed text (Storch & Wigglesworth, 2007). Nevertheless, 
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research on CW in the secondary school context is scarce. In a classroom-based study, Villarreal and 

Gil-Sarratea (2019) explored the CW of 32 Basque–Spanish bilinguals (16-17 years old) learning EFL 

in their first year of non-compulsory secondary education. Implementing a control (IW) and 

experimental group (CW), the study found that CW promoted shorter, less fluent but more accurate and 

slightly more lexically and grammatically complex texts than IW. Moreover, CW afforded texts of 

better quality in terms of content, structure, and organization of ideas as assessed by holistic measures. 

This is a positive finding indicating that CW can be beneficial for students regardless of proficiency. The 

study attempts to answer the following questions:  

RQ1) To what extent do texts written collaboratively among secondary school students organized into 

mixed-age pairs differ from subsequently individually written texts in terms of complexity, accuracy, 

and fluency? 

RQ2) To what extent do the same texts differ in terms of content, structure, and level of detail? 

 

3. Method 

3.1 Context and Participants 

This study took place in three EFL classrooms at an alternative school secondary school in Saxony, 

Germany. It was conducted over one unit of work which lasted two and a half months. The data 

presented in this article comes from one class attended by 28 students of 7th, 8th and 9th grade who were 

12 to 15 years old and who formed 14 M-A pairs (see Table 1 below). Before the unit of work, students 

were told that they were going to complete a proportion of assigned tasks included in their individual 

study plans with a partner. They were allowed to select a partner as long as she/he was of a different 

grade. They were told that together they were responsible for the completion of this plan. The 

completed study plans were to be submitted at the end of the unit and were graded. A follow-up 

classroom achievement test related to the content of the unit of work was conducted one week after the 

end of the unit. This article draws on the data gained from students’ pieces of CW including the comic 

and an IW classroom achievement test.  

One of the limitations of the study was that learners’ language proficiency could not be assessed 

independently of school-based assessment. Participants’ “relative proficiency” could only be assessed 

by two classroom achievement tests which were taken throughout the first term and by other 

summative classroom assessment practices which aimed to assess learners’ speaking skills and 

grammatical and vocabulary knowledge. In addition, formative assessment practices in the form of 

observation of learners’ performance during lessons and taking notes were considered. However, the 

assessment practices were specific to the grade, and therefore the description is relative to the particular 

grade, and not an estimate relative to overall proficiency (Kos, 2019a). In other words, a true 

comparison of learners’ language abilities across grades is not possible. Students were assured that at 

every stage, their names would remain confidential and the data would be kept securely and would be 

used for academic purposes only.  
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Table 1. Participant Characteristics 

Pair Name Age Grade RP Sex 

1 Lucy/Lea 13/12 8/7 H/H F/F 

2 Jan/Anton  15/14 9/8 H/H M/M 

3 Mirek/Edie 15/14 9/8 M/M M/M 

4 Ira/Ronja 14/13 8/7 H/M F/F 

5 Jens/ Fabian 15/14 9/8 H/H M/M 

6 Georg/Jim 14/13 8/7 H/H M/M 

7 Lotta/Livia 14/13 8/7 M/M F/F 

8 Alena/Elena 14/13 8/7 H/H F/F 

9 Romy/ Lilia 14/13 8/7 M/L F/F 

10 Luna/Ruby 14/13 8/7 M/M F/F 

11 Yael/Sophie  14/13 8/7 M/M F/F 

12 John/Viktor 15/13 9/7 H/M M/M 

13 Liv/Jasmin 15/14 9/8 H/M F/F 

14 Mana/Ada 15/14 9/8 H/H F/F 

RP: relative proficiency; H: High, M: Middle, L: Low (relative to year group as assessed by the first 

term assessment practices 

 

3.2 Task 

Toward the end of unit of work, students carried out the comic writing task in which they were asked to 

jointly read the comic and write it either as A) a dialog or B) a story. The task was embedded in the 

lessons together with examples of other related tasks and exercises as well as examples of the targeted 

language (See appendix A for an illustration of the task and B for lesson procedure). The comic task is a 

convergent task that is, a task “in which all speakers are working to a jointly agreed outcome” (Adas, 

2003, p.123). The task combined reading, speaking, and writing. Research suggests that using writing 

and speaking tasks, rather than speaking tasks alone, would increase the amount of engagement with a 

language form while learners’ attention is also directed to meaning (Alegria de la Colina & García Mayo, 

2007). It has to be noted, however, the task lacked its sole focus on meaning as it contained a grammar 

exercise in the pre-task phase to raise students’ awareness of the targeted linguistic form before engaging 

in the task.  

One week later, students took an individual classroom achievement test, which, in addition to other tasks, 

contained the comic task which was identical to the one which the students completed jointly. 

Nevertheless, it has to be noted that the research-based aim of the achievement test was not to make 

accurate predictions about learners’ improvement of writing skills, because the design of the study did 
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not include a pre-test. However, it can shed some light on to what extent the CW in the M-A constellation 

could have played in students’ IW. 

3.3 Analytical Procedure 

RQ1) To what extent do texts written collaboratively among secondary school students organized into 

mixed-age pairs differ from subsequently individually written texts in terms of complexity, accuracy, 

and fluency?  

Both CW and IW texts were first examined for CAF. Complexity was determined by establishing the 

ratio of dependent clauses to all clauses and in terms of lexical diversity, which was assessed by the 

number of different words in a text divided by the total number of words. It needs to be mentioned that 

a T-unit, the shortest unit of a text that contains one independent clause along with its dependent clause/s 

and can be segmented without ‘leaving any sentence fragments as residue’ (Hunt, 1970: 189) was not 

included as the above-mentioned measures seemed to have been sufficient for this purpose. Accuracy 

was determined by establishing the proportion of error-free clauses to the total number of clauses. Also, 

the number of errors per total number of words was considered because it accounts for the exact 

distribution of errors concerning words (Storch, 2005). No distinction was made between syntactical, 

morphological, and lexical (confusion of word choice) or mechanical (spelling and punctuation) 

(Fernández Dobao, 2012). Fluency was measured in terms of the total number of words and the number 

of words per sentence. A paired-sample t-test was run for both groups to compare the CW and IW texts 

and to determine the statistical significance by tracking the difference in the means. To estimate 

differences across different age groups, a tally was made for each measure for each student.  

 

Example 1. Collaborative Writing  

(Lucy & Lea, grade 8 & 7, 144 words) 

Once upon a time there was a gang. On Saturday the gang met for mural painting. Jaden had to leave 

the gang, because he had a date. The gang was angry of Jaden. Jaden went to the cafe and there was 

Chloe. Later called Sandy Jaden and told him that the gang needed him. But Jaden say's that he can 

not came. Because of his answer the gang was really angry of him. So the gang destroited the mural, 

and went home. Later Jaden left the cafe and on his way home he saw the mural and had an idea. 

Jaden fix the mural and Sandy saw it. On the competition the gang won the 2nd Prize. After the 

competition Sandy met Jaden and Chloe in the cafe. Sandy told Jaden that in the next month is an 

competition. Chloe was angry about it.  

x = error free clause x = error free dependent clause x= error 

 

 

 

 

 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/selt               Studies in English Language Teaching                   Vol. 11, No. 1, 2023 

62 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

Table 2. Analysis of CAF Measures 

All clauses  Dependant clauses  Error-free clauses 

25 4 16 

Number Sentences Number of different words Number of errors 

15 61 9 

 

Example 2. Individual writing  

(Lea, grade 7, 151 words) 

Once upon a time there was a “mural gang”. On Saturday they met. They’ve started the work, but Jaden 

forgot that he has a date, so he ran to the cafe but he was too late, because Chloe already waited for him. 

Half an hour later, Sandy phoned Jaden and told him that they needed him. He just answered that he 

was sorry, but he hasn’t got time right now. After the call the gang was really mad at Jaden so they 

made the mural ugly. After Jaden’s date, on his way home he saw the mural and had an idea. He 

worked along until the mural got finished. On the mural competition, they won the 2nd prize. After the 

competition,Sandy met Jaden and Chloe in the cafe. She told Jaden about her idea to do a mural 

together. Jaden was really happy about her idea, but Chloe was angry.  

x = error free clause x = error free dependent clause x= error 

 

Table 3. Analysis of CAF Measures 

All clauses  Dependant clauses  Error-free clauses 

26 4 26 

Number Sentences Number of different words Number of errors 

12 83 0 

 

RQ2) To what extent do the same texts differ in terms of content, structure, and level of detail? 

Texts were analyzed qualitatively using holistic measures of content, structure, and attention to detail with 

four score bands (based on Shehadeh, 2011, p. 4: very good; 3: good/average; 2: fair/poor; and 1: very 

poor). Content refers to the targeted relevance to the topic and quality of the text in terms of what was 

required, necessary, or expected. Structure relates to the parts (or lack of parts) included in the text and the 

clarity of ideas. Attention to detail refers to the ability to attend to specific features in writing such as 

precision or/and explicitness in expressing ideas using appropriate language. For example, the text above 

(Figure 1) was assessed as 4 on content and structure and 3 on level of detail. Similar to a) a paired-sample 

t-test was run for both groups and tallies were made for each measure and individual student. 

Both researchers reviewed independently all pieces of writing (CW and IW texts) and reached an overall 

consensus in 92% of instances concerning RQ1 and 86% in relation to RQ2. Most disagreements were 

related to holistic measures. Later, differences were discussed and an agreement was reached. 
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4. Result 

RQ1) To what extent do texts written collaboratively among secondary school students organized into 

mixed-age pairs differ from subsequently individually written texts in terms of complexity, accuracy, 

and fluency? 

Table 4 below shows the overall results for CW and IW texts across CAF and content, structure, and 

level of detail measures.  

 

Table 4. Complexity, Accuracy and Fluency/Overall Results   

 Collaborative writing Individual writing 

 R M SD R  M  SD 

DC/C 0.08-0.39 0,20 0.94 0-0.38 0.23 0.91 

DW/WT 0.15-0.65 0.51 0.93 0.34-0.6 0.52 0.6 

EFC/CT 0.12-0.96 0.55 0.25 0.20-1 0.64 0.20 

E/WT 0.01-0.19 0.09 0.05 0-0.57 0.09 0,10 

WT 107-218 144.3 34.2 35-245 134.3 43.3. 

W/S 7.1-18.2 12.3 3.1 6.4-15.4 11.3 2.2 

R: Range; M: Mean; SD: standard deviation; DC: dependent clause; C: clause; DW: different words; WT: 

words total; EFC: error free clause; CT: total number of clauses; E: error; WS: words per sentence 

 

As shown in Table 4, with regards to complexity, IW texts had a higher dependent clause to all clauses 

ratio (M=0.23, SD 0.91) than CW texts (CW) (M=0.20, 0.94). This difference was statistically 

insignificant (t=-1.373, M=0.91). IW texts were also higher on lexical complexity (M=0.52, SE 0.6) 

than CW texts (M=0.51, SD= 0.93). This difference was not significant either (t=-1.323; p=0.451). On 

measures of accuracy, the IW texts scored higher. IW texts had a significantly higher ratio of error-free 

clauses to the total number of clauses (M=0.64, SD=0.25) than CW texts (M=0.55, SD=0.25) 

(t=-1.8181; p=0.040). Also, students in the IW condition produced fewer errors in relation to the total 

number of words (M=0.0896, SE= 0,103) in comparison to CW (M= 0.0921, SE= 0.054), but the 

difference was not statistically significant (t=-0.129; p=0.449). When looking at fluency, CW texts 

contained a higher number of words (M=144.3, SD=34.2) than IW texts (M=134.3, SD=43.3) and had 

a higher number of words per sentence ratio (M=12.3, SD=3.1) than IW texts (M=11.3, SD=2.2). None 

of these differences were statistically significant. To sum up, IW texts scored higher on complexity and 

accuracy whereas CW texts were more fluent than IW texts. Table 3 below shows results related to 

CAF measures for each pair and individual student.  

When looking at individual students (Table 5 below), the findings reveal that on measures of 

complexity, nine out of 14 OS and five out of 14 YS showed higher gains on IW. There was, however, a 

minor difference across both measures of complexity for OS. Students had, on average, higher gains in 
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accuracy than complexity as 10 out of 14 OS produced more error-free clauses (EFC) and fewer errors 

concerning the total number of words (E/TW) when compared with CW. Similarly, 11 out of 14 YS 

students showed higher gains on error-free clauses (EFC) and seven out of 14 committed fewer errors 

concerning the total number of words (E/TW). In terms of fluency, nine out of 14 OS wrote a higher 

number of words, and seven out of 14 had a higher word/sentence ratio on IW than CW. In contrast, 

only three out of 14 YS wrote more words on IW than during CW. Finally, only half of the YS 

produced a higher word/sentence ratio on IW. Overall, the findings show that students, regardless of 

age, improved the most in accuracy when compared with CW. In addition, except for error-free clauses 

(EFC) and the number of words per sentence (W/S), the OS seemed to have scored higher on all other 

measures than their younger partners.  

 

Table 5. Complexity, Accuracy, and Fluency & Content, Structure, and Level of Detail Across 

Pairs/Individual Students  

                       Complexity                          Accuracy                            Fluency 

 Name A DC/ 

CW 

DC/C

/IW 

DW/W

T/CW 

DW/W

T/IW 

EFC/C

T/CW 

EFC/C

T/IW 

E/W/

CW 

E/WT

/IW 

WT/

CW 

WT/

IW 

W/S/

CW 

W/S 

IW 

1 Lucy 13 0.16 0.20 0.42 0.53 0.64 0.70 0.06 0.05 144 165 9.5 11.0 

 Lea  12 0.16 0.15 0.42 0.55 0.64 1.00 0.06 0.00 144 151 9.5 12.6 

2 Jan  15 0.08 0.31 0.56 0.51 0.25 0.58 0.19 0.08 136 159 10.5 14.5 

 Anton 14 0.08 0.20 0.56 0.56 0.25 0.50 0.19 0.08 136 125 10.5 12.5 

3 Mirek 15 0.14 0.21 0.51 0.57 0.41 0.63 0.13 0.08 166 97 14.7 12.1 

 Edie 14 0.14 0.38 0.51 0.56 0.41 0.63 0.13 0.07 166 41 14.7 13.7 

4 Ira 14 0.17 0.27 0.50 0.6 0.96 0.77 0.01 0.05 137 111 12.5 9.3 

 Ronja 13 0.17 0.15 0.50 0.51 0.96 0.20 0.01 0.16 137 113 12.5 10.3 

5 Jens 15 0.29 0.31 0.65 0.51 0.21 0.58 0.16 0.08 108 159 18.0 14.5 

 Fabian 14 0.29 0.35 0.65 0.50 0.21 0.65 0.16 0.09 108 151 18.0 13.7 

6 George 14 0.10 0.21 0.55 0.60 0.60 0.96 0.08 0.01 107 119 7.1 8.5 

 Jim 13 0.10 0.21 0.55 0.56 0.60 0.47 0.08 0.09 107 96 7.1 10.7 

7 Lotta 14 0.39 0.38 0.54 0.58 0.57 0.79 0.09 0.03 162 144 13.3 13.1 

 Livia 13 0.39 0.34 0.54 0.54 0.57 0.62 0.09 0.07 162 160 13.3 11.9 

8 Alena 14 0.29 0.19 0.50 0.53 0.58 0.81 0.11 0.04 138 129 12.5 9.2 

 Elena 13 0.29 0.23 0.50 0.50 0.58 0.65 0.11 0.07 138 145 12.5 12.1 

9 Romy 14 0.12 0.16 0.49 0.51 0.12 0.48 0.16 0.12 140 120 18.2 8.6 

10 Luna 14 0.30 0.18 0.50 0.48 0.74 0.79 0.06 0.14 139 141 11.6 11.4 

 Ruby  13 0.30 0.15 0.50 0.51 0.74 0.20 0.06 0.16 139 113 11.6 10.3 

11 Yael  14 0.14 0.22 0.61 0.43 0.67 0.74 0.08 0.03 110 145 8.5 8.6 
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 Sophie 13 0.14 0.20 0.61 0.46 0.67 0.76 0.08 0.05 110 130 8.5 8.7 

12 John 15 0.22 0.33 0.15 0.51 0.28 0.67 0.11 0.06 107 143 11.9 13 

 Viktor 13 0.22 0.08 0.57 0.60 0.28 0.31 0.11 0.14 107 72 11.9 12 

13 Liv 15 0.14 0.12 0.55 0.54 0.74 0.88 0.03 0.02 208 185 12.2 15.4 

 Jasmin 14 0.14 0.23 0.55 0.46 0.74 0.62 0.03 0.08 208 185 12.2 12.3 

14 Mana 15 0.31 0.31 0.44 0.44 0.87 0.87 0.02 0.03 218 245 9.9 12.9 

 Ada 14 0.31 0.25 0.44 0.44 0.87 0.69 0.02 0.06 218 180 9.9 10.0 

A: age; S: sentence, DC: dependent clause; DW: different words; WT: words total; EFC: error free clause C: clause; CT: total 

number of clauses; E: error; WS: words per sentence  

 

RQ2) To what extent do the same texts differ in terms of content, structure, and level of detail? 

With regards to content, structure and level of detail, Table 6 below shows that students had 

significantly higher scores on the CW texts in terms of content (M=3.2, SD=0.96) than on IW texts 

(M=2.5, SD=1.0) (t=3.8, p<.001). CW texts were higher on text structure (M=2.92, SD=0.81) than IW 

texts (M=2.9, SE=0.83), but the difference was not statistically significant (t=0.21, p=.416). Finally, 

CW texts were significantly higher concerning the level of detail, (M=2.79; SD=0.79) than IW texts 

(M=2.4, SD=1.1) (t=2.4, p<.011). To sum up, on average, holistic measures indicate that students’ 

performance on IW declined when compared with CW.  

 

Table 6. Content, Structure, and Level of Detail/Overall Results  

                       Collaborative writing                 Individual writing 

Content 1-4 3.2 0.6 1-4 2.5 1 

Structure 2-4 2.92 0.81 1-4 2.90 0.83 

Level of detail 2-4 2.79 0.79 1-4 2.43 1.14 

R: Range; M: Mean; SD: standard deviation 

 

When looking at individual learners’ performance (Table 7 below), only three students’ texts improved 

concerning content. The texts of nine students remained the same and the texts of 15 students scored 

lower. Similar results can be seen with respect to the text structure as only six students’ texts improved, 

and the level of detail on which only four students scored higher when compared with CW. When 

looking across ages, only two OS and five YSs’ texts showed some level of improvement concerning 

the content when compared to CW while 10 out of 14 YSs’ texts scored lower. In relation to text 

structure, only four OS and two YSs’ texts improved, the texts of 14 (seven OS and YS) students scored 

the same and four OS and six YS scored lower than in the CW condition. In relation to the level of 

detail, only one OS and 3 YS scored higher. The texts of 10 OS and 3 YS remained the same while 

lower gains were seen in the case of three OS and seven YS. Overall, when looking at individual 
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students, their performance concerning holistic measures seemed to have declined when contrasted 

with CW. Also, OS scored higher than their younger partners on IW than CW.  

 

Table 7. Content, Structure, and Level of Detail Across Pairs/Individual Students  

                                  Content                Structure             Level of detail 

 Name A C/CW CTF/IW ST/CW ST/IW LD/CW LD/IW 

1 Lucy 13 4 3 4 3 3 3 

 Lea  12 4 4 4 3 3 3 

2 Jan  15 3 3 3 3 2 2 

 Anton 14 3 2 3 3 2 3 

3 Mirek 15 3 2 2 2 3 2 

 Edie 14 3 1 2 2 3 1 

4 Ira 14 4 3 4 3 2 1 

 Ronja 13 4 2 4 2 2 1 

5 Jens 15 2 3 2 3 2 2 

 Fabian 14 2 2 2 3 2 3 

6 George 14 3 4 2 4 2 3 

 Jim 13 3 2 2 2 2 1 

7 Lotta 14 4 4 4 4 4 4 

 Livia 13 4 3 4 3 4 4 

8 Alena 14 4 2 3 3 3 3 

 Elena 13 4 3 3 3 3 2 

9 Romy 14 2 1 2 3 2 1 

10 Luna 14 2 1 2 1 2 1 

 Ruby  13 4 2 3 3 3 3 

11 Yael  14 4 2 3 2 3 1 

 Sophie 13 3 3 3 3 3 3 

12 John 15 3 2 3 3 3 2 

 Viktor 13 1 2 2 3 2 2 

13 Liv 15 1 1 2 1 2 1 

 Jasmin 14 4 4 3 4 4 4 

14 Mana 15 4 2 3 4 4 4 

 Ada 14 4 4 4 4 4 4 

A: age; CW-collaborative writing IW: individual writing; C: Content; ST: Structure; LD: Level of detail 
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5. Discussion 

The current study aimed to explore to what extent CW among M-A pairs aid the subsequent IW and the 

use of grammatical features elicited by the task of individual students. To do so, it compared the 

difference between students’ CW performance and subsequent IW writing performance, which were both 

assessed for academic credit. Involving 28 young adolescent learners aged between 12 and 15 and 

focusing on a comic writing task during regular classroom EFL lessons, this study aimed to contribute 

to the research body on peer interaction conducted in naturalistic classroom settings by exploring a 

context of M-A classrooms in which the research is still much needed.  

Students’ written texts were first examined employing CAF measures (RQ1) as well as more holistic 

measures including task content, structure, and level of detail (RQ2). When looking across CAF 

measures, the findings indicate that on average, students’ texts gained in terms of complexity and 

accuracy while their performance declined in fluency. This supports Hidalgo and Lázaro-Ibarrola’s 

(2020) findings that repeating the task may lead to more accurate texts. However, in contrast to their 

study, in which complexity and fluency remained unchanged with task repetition, students in the 

current study produced more complex but less fluent texts on IW. Nevertheless, none of these findings 

was statistically significant. Moreover, caution is needed when comparing these studies as the research 

designs differed. The findings of the current study differ from Villarreal and Gil-Sarratea’s (2019) 

findings (note that the research designs also vary) in which CW promoted shorter and less fluent texts 

than IW. One possible explanation for why students’ CW texts in this study were more fluent than IW 

texts is that students did not experience time pressure during CW which they could have during the 

individual achievement test. It has to be, however, noted that the time allocated for the achievement test 

was sufficient (90 minutes) and that the CW texts were graded as well. Another possible explanation is 

that during CW students were more concerned with expressing the meaning while paying less attention 

to syntactical and morphological aspects of language. Similar to Villarreal and Gil-Sarratea (2019), IW 

texts were more accurate and more complex than CW. This can be interpreted twofold. It can be argued 

that this is a positive finding as it suggests that CW may have promoted students’ focus on language 

form during the subsequent IW. Alternatively, students may have attended more to the language form 

during the individual achievement test than during a CW activity because they simply perceived the 

importance of “getting it right” on the test rather than writing “more”. In other words, students’ 

perceptions of the writing activity may have influenced their purpose and their performance on IW.  

When looking at age-related differences, the findings indicate that except for two measures (EFC and 

W/S), the OS scored higher on all other measures than their younger partners. This is not a surprising 

finding given the differences in the time of instruction received over the years. Undoubtedly, given that 

no pre-test was conducted, no accurate estimates regarding students’ learning gains linked to CW can 

be made. Nevertheless, some tendencies can be observed. While OS tended to score on all measures to 

a similar extent, YS improved most on accuracy (EFC) but dropped most on fluency as only three out 

of 14 YS wrote more words than during CW and only half had a higher word/sentence ratio. One 
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possible explanation is that due to the relative difficulty of the individual achievement test for the YS, 

they did not have the linguistic resources to grapple with all aspects of writing and seemed to have 

attended the most to the accurate use of language. Similar to the above, their perception of a test as 

being a tool to assess accurate language use could have played a role.  

Rather surprising findings come from the holistic analysis including content, structure, and level of 

detail (RQ2). CW texts amounted significantly higher in content and level of detail than IW texts. CW 

texts were also higher on structure than IW texts. These findings are in line with those of Villarreal and 

Gil-Sarratea (2019) and Hidalgo and Lázaro-Ibarrola (2020) which suggest that students write texts of 

“better quality” in terms of content, structure, and organization of ideas when writing in pairs. This may 

be attributed to the inherent characteristics of CW as it provides space for making suggestions, asking 

questions, and pooling ideas concerning the jointly written text. The findings, however, also imply that 

on average, students’ performance concerning these measures has deteriorated on IW, particularly in 

the case of YS. Moreover, the findings reveal a difference between CAF and holistic measures. 

Although CAF measures indicate some degree of improvement in terms of complexity and accuracy on 

IW, the holistic measures show that students’ performance on IW significantly dropped when compared 

with CW. This is all the more surprising given that students not only received the teacher’s feedback 

but were already familiar with the task and working with one another. It also needs to be mentioned 

that the differences between holistic and CAF measures seem to support concerns raised by previous 

research that CAF measures may fail to grasp the improvement of learners’ compositions which enhance 

with repetition (Hidalgo & Lázaro-Ibarrola, 2020). In accordance with Hidalgo and Lázaro-Ibarrola 

(2020), measures combining quantitative and holistic measures “to obtain a more thorough analysis of 

students’ productions” (p. 514) have proven to be useful to get a more accurate picture of students’ 

improvement.  

 

6. Conclusion 

The current study explored CW among M-A pairs on a common classroom task to gain a deeper 

understanding of CW in the M-A secondary school context. By exploring the difference between 

students’ performance during CW and subsequent individual writing (IW) performance. On the whole, 

the findings point to limitations of M-A CW and the question arises as to whether the younger, 

particularly lower-level learners are likely to benefit from CW with an older partner. What is more, 

contrary to the claims of M-A supporters, the OS may not benefit either. In a similar vein, teachers 

should not assume that the OS students will as a matter of fact help their younger partners with 

complex aspects of writing including language use, structure, and organization of ideas. Therefore, if 

not organized well, this may hinder the younger and weaker students’ learning and the expectations 

placed on OS may be too high to be met. This study has several limitations. Although more participants 

participated in the study, the complete set of data is available only from 28 students due to illness, 

attrition and an unexpected school event. Provided that the students in the current study were not 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/selt               Studies in English Language Teaching                   Vol. 11, No. 1, 2023 

69 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

required to engage with the teachers’ feedback, future studies can explore how and to what extent 

students’ engagement with teachers’ explicit feedback, text modeling, or reformulations provided to the 

text may affect CAF and holistic measures. Given that the CW process in this study was not at all 

structured and left alone to students how they approach the task, future studies may implement a clearly 

structured pair writing (see for example Yarrow & Topping, 2001) in which either member of the pair 

takes on the role of a helper (tutor) and a writer (tutee) which are identified at each step and which may 

include pairs generating ideas, producing a draft, reading their texts to each other, editing them, 

producing the best copy and finally evaluating. Given that this study focused solely on the exploration 

of students’ pieces of writing, future research could explore a correlation between certain features of 

M-A peer interaction such as negotiation of meaning, LREs, patterns of interaction established by pairs 

on one hand, and the quality of students’ writing on the other. For example, studies could highlight the 

relationship between the quality of writing and actual learning opportunities created during CW as 

measured by LREs. Finally, future studies need to give attention to learners’ perspectives to understand 

their perceptions, goals, and feelings about their CW with a different age partner.  
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