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Abstract 

With the implementation of new Common Core State Standards that emphasize the significance 

of writing skills for both in-school and out-of-school settings, writing instruction in the ELA 

classroom has received more attention than ever. Argumentative writing is widely believed to 

play a crucial role in achieving “success in college and in life” (Hillocks, 2011, p. xvii), and 

therefore is of particular importance to researchers and educators. Yet, studies evaluating high 

school students’ writing skills overwhelmingly report that many high school graduates are not 

prepared to face college writing demands (Read & Landon-Hays, 2013). This problem seems to 

be particularly acute for adolescent English Language Learners (ELLs) who often underachieve 

on high-stakes literacy assessments in English (Ramos, 2014). Scholars suggest that this is in 

part due to the lack of high-quality instruction (Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 2009). These 

findings support the need for greater attention to the improvement of writing instruction for 

adolescent ELLs. 

In my Capstone Project, I explore the affordances of culturally relevant writing instruction for 

high-school ELLs and suggest a writing unit plan aimed to develop students’ argumentative 

writing skills in the context of an after-school program for resettled refugee youth. Toward that 

end, I first examine the notion of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) and how it is viewed in 

current research. Next, I focus on how theory of CRP can inform writing instruction for 

adolescent learners from diverse linguistic backgrounds. Finally, I suggest a writing unit plan 

aligned with the requirements of Common Core State Standards that leverages the principles of 

CRP. The conclusion of this paper focuses on the implications of my project for both 

practitioners and researchers.  
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Basis for Project 

I used two works from the past year as well as additional research to complete this 

Capstone Project. First, I used and extended my work from my Writing Inquiry Project in EDUC 

6450.01, Teaching and Learning Language Arts with Dr. Deborah Rowe. That paper aimed to 

explore research-based culturally responsive practices of supporting culturally and linguistically 

diverse high school writers. 

 Next, I built upon the work that I conducted as a graduate assistant for a collaborative 

project with the faculty member, Dr. Shannon Daniel. My literature review contributed to the 

paper on resettled refugee teens’ perspectives on learning (Daniel & Zybina, under review) and 

is extended here for the purposes of this project.  

In addition to drawing upon and extending the work I have done in the above-mentioned 

projects, I did more research by analyzing the dialogic approach to argumentative writing 

instruction that could be used to address the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse 

adolescent students. Within that framework, I also designed a writing unit that aims to enhance 

adolescent English Language Learners’ argumentative writing skills in the context of an after-

school program for resettled-refugee youth.  

Introduction 

Implementation of the new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) has called for more 

writing to be done in ELA classrooms. Starting in grade 3, the tenth writing standard for each 

grade level requires students to “write routinely over extended time frames […] and shorter time 

frames […] for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and audiences” (CCSS 

(ELA/Literacy); National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 

State School Officers, 2010). Based on these CCSS, students must be able to produce the 
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following types of writing: arguments, informative/explanatory texts, and narratives (Common 

Core State Standards Initiative, 2014). 

Among the three genres, argumentative writing stands out as “the kind of writing that the 

Common Core State Standards puts first” (Hillocks, 2011, p. xvii). Expanding on this, Hillocks 

(2011) maintains, “Argument is at the heart of critical thinking and academic discourse; it is the 

kind of writing students need to know for success in college and in life […]” (p. xvii). And 

indeed, emphasis on argumentative writing is clearly manifested in extended writing tasks on 

high-stakes exit-level assessments of writing and in assessments of students’ readiness for 

college-level writing, such as the ACT and SAT. 

Despite this apparent significance of writing in secondary education, many reports claim 

that high school writing is in need of improvement (Read & Landon-Hays, 2013). Thus, in 2003, 

Persky et al. rated 70% of students in grades 4-12 as low-achieving writers, and more recent data 

revealed that only 27% of 12th-grade students demonstrated writing skills at or above the 

Proficient level on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2011). Other studies argue that nearly one third of high school graduates are 

unprepared to meet the requirements of college-level writing (see Read & Landon-Hays, 2013).  

The problems of high school writing instruction seem to be particularly acute for 

adolescent English Language Learners (ELLs) who often underachieve on high-stakes English 

literacy assessments (Ramos, 2014). Some researchers suggest that one of the factors accounting 

for this phenomenon might be the lack of high-quality instruction (Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 

2009) since the majority of ELLs find themselves in mainstream classrooms taught by teachers 

with little or no formal professional development in teaching such students (NCTE Position 
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Paper on the role of English teachers in educating ELLs, 2006). Hence, writing instruction for 

ELLs has become one of the most urgent issues in today’s educational practice (Lin, 2015).  

Studies exploring the writing needs of ELL writers (Lin, 2015) show that these students 

experience difficulties not only with linguistic aspects of writing (e.g., word choice, grammar, 

etc.), but they also have a range of sociocultural needs, including a need to learn more about 

American culture and the crafts of English writing, as well as emotional concerns, such as the 

need for an encouraging and supportive writing environment. This means that educators are 

expected to design writing activities that address ELLs’ complex writing needs and enhance 

these students’ writing processes and performances (Lin, 2015). In turn, to find out about 

students’ specific needs, teachers should take time to learn more about their backgrounds, 

particularly in terms of students’ literacy histories, which have a great influence on their writing 

performance (NCTE Position Paper on the role of English teachers in educating ELLs, 2006).  

This capstone argues for the need of culturally responsive writing instruction for ELLs to 

help them become rightfully included in the nation-wide conversation about college and career 

readiness. Using the studies of Ladson-Billings (1992; 2011; 2014), Gay (2002; 2013), Villegas 

& Lucas (2002), Felton & Herko (2004), Kuhn & Krowell (2011) and others, this capstone and 

writing unit will explore how the tenets of CRP can be interwoven with the dialogic approach to 

teaching argumentative writing. Furthermore, I suggest specific strategies that educators can use 

to provide support for ELLs’ argumentative writing skills by developing their ability to “frame 

the debate over a claim, presenting the evidence for the argument and acknowledging and 

addressing its limitations” (National Governor’s Association Center for Best Practices & Council 

of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 
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Rationale  

It is important to note that although my Capstone Project is focused on resettled refugee 

high school students as learners, it does not intend to address the challenges such as isolation and 

racial biases that these students often encounter in schools (Ngo & Lee, 2007). For the most part, 

I aim to address the writing needs resettled refugee youth experience as ELLs, as determined by 

the research cited above (Ramos, 2014; Lin, 2015). Below, I outline the rationale that stands 

behind this particular interest. 

Throughout the past year, I have been involved in a research project exploring resettled 

refugee teens’ perspectives on their learning in secondary school (Daniel & Zybina, under 

review). The study was set in an after-school program for resettled refugee youth operated by an 

organization that serves the refugee community nation-wide.  

Inspired by the teens’ future academic aspirations, the main researcher subsequently 

implemented a writing workshop at the after-school program that focused on writing college 

application essays. The students seemed to find this college preparation initiative very helpful 

and expressed an interest in continuing the workshop meetings with a focus on activities that 

would further help them to prepare for college-level writing requirements. Given that the main 

researcher had already committed to several other projects and I was familiar with the context, I 

volunteered to design a writing unit aimed to enhance these teens’ argumentative writing skills. I 

chose argumentative writing as the key focus of the workshop because of the emphasis on this 

genre within CCSS (Hillocks, 2011). 

Literature Review 

In this section, I set out to review the current literature that frames effective instruction 

within the CRP framework. I outline key principles of the CRP instructional activities that are 
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represented in the literature. While not presently included as part of the CRP framework, I draw 

on the studies of Felton & Herko (2004) and Kuhn & Krowell (2011) to consider the value of a 

specific focus on the dialogic approach to support EL writers who are learning argumentative 

writing skills. 

Framing Effective Instruction for ELL Students: Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

Culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) is a theoretical framework and practice wherein 

educators pay specific attention to the linguistic and cultural diversity of the contexts in which 

learning takes place (Ladson-Billings, 2011). Similar to this, some researchers use the term 

culturally responsive teaching to describe “the kind of teaching that is designed not merely to fit 

the school culture to the students’ culture but also to use students’ culture as the basis for helping 

students understand themselves and others, structure social interactions, and conceptualize 

knowledge” (Ladson-Billings, 1992, p.314).  

Culturally responsive pedagogy views the cultural and linguistic diversity of students as a 

strength and a favorable foundation upon which to build their learning (Gay, 2013). Gay (2002), 

for example, insists that teachers must take advantage of students’ cultures and cultural 

experiences to facilitate and improve their academic and intellectual achievement. Building upon 

this idea, Ladson-Billings (2014) has recently suggested that educators should embrace a newer 

version of culturally relevant pedagogy that not only searches for cultural examples and 

analogues but also “pushes students to consider critical perspectives on practices that may have 

direct impact on their lives and communities” (p.81). She argues that when students are involved 

in discussing current social, political, and historical issues they learn to make thoughtful 

judgments and also understand how certain beliefs are formed (Ladson-Billings, 2014). 
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Overall, the role teachers play in creating welcoming spaces that “affirm, maintain, and 

value students’ languages, cultures, and experiences” (Nieto, 1994, p.419) has become a 

recurrent theme in most recent research on culturally and linguistically responsive pedagogy. 

Thus, prominent theorists of CRP (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1992) suggest that to enact CRP 

in the classroom, a teacher must develop rapport with students, hold them to high expectations 

and construct learning activities and goals that align with students’ cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds, interests, and long-term visions of success. 

In addition, CRP demands that teachers invest in youths’ futures by demanding students 

do and achieve their best (Gay, 2013), help students feel comfortable and confident in their 

personal cultures while they learn, and develop a sense of shared caring in the classroom 

community (Ladson-Billings, 1992). Teachers of multilingual students are also expected to 

support youth in overcoming linguistic demands while encouraging students to draw from all of 

their different languages as learning resources in the classroom (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). This 

can be achieved through the use of translanguaging pedagogies that invite youth to leverage their 

multiple languages in making sense of academic knowledge in school and open up possibilities 

of participation for students who might otherwise be excluded from the educational process. 

(Stewart & Hansen-Thomas, 2016).  

With regard to literacy instruction, the importance of designing a learning environment 

that welcomes students’ linguistic and cultural experiences in the classroom is also expressed in 

the notion of “third” spaces (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997). Specifically, 

Gutierrez et al. (1997) suggest that a third space is a space where “instruction is consciously 

local… situated, and strategic; and our current knowledge about language learning and language 

users informs the literacy curriculum” (p.372). The underlying idea of this space is that, in order 
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to make literacy instruction meaningful for the students, so that they eventually perceive their 

multiple languages as assets in learning, the teacher should design instruction that “utilizes the 

knowledge about linguistic resources and conventions of both the individual student and the 

repertoires of the larger community” (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997, p.372). 

Other key features of such instruction include “strategic use of more than one instructional script 

and varied discourse practices depending on the needs of the students and instructional goal” and 

curriculum that “connects classroom literacy practices to the practices of the students’ various 

communities.” In sum, in a third space youth are encouraged to draw from their wide repertoire 

of knowledge and practices (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner, 1997, pp. 372-373). 

The idea of transformative, culturally relevant teaching also parallels NCTE’s Beliefs 

about Teaching Writing in that literacy practices are embedded in complicated social 

relationships and that as educators we should invite the ideas of our students to the center of our 

literacy curriculum (NCTE, 2006). 

Review of Specific Instructional Activities within CRP Framework for High School ELLs  

In this portion of my project, I examine writing instruction for high school ELLs within 

the CRP framework with the aim to outline foundational principles to be incorporated into my 

writing unit.  

Recently, research has provided examples of instructional strategies and activities that 

can support EL writers. For example, Leer & Runck (2016) explored the benefits of using 

writing workshops pedagogy by observing ELLs engaged in writing workshop in three self-

contained English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms and interviewing their teachers. 

Overall, the teachers agreed that to scaffold writing workshop for ELLs, more guidance, 

structure, and explicit instruction was needed than was traditionally expected in a workshop 
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context. Based on these findings, Leer & Runck (2016) provide some specific recommendations 

on how to scaffold writing workshops for ELLs. First, when ELLs are given too much choice in 

their writing, they may become overwhelmed. As a solution, teachers might choose the genre but 

allow students to select a topic within this genre. Second, teachers can introduce genre-specific 

templates to scaffold writing within a specific genre. Finally, teachers should provide 

opportunities for structured revision activities. For instance, they might design check-lists to 

guide the revision process. 

As a way to leverage multilingual youth’s funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992) in the ELA classroom and empower them to tell their stories, Newman (2012) 

suggests a specific lesson sequence that centers on the use of mentor texts. In particular, this 

sequence involves three major steps. The first step is reading the stories and creating a “Writing 

Territory poster” to explore where the story comes from and what problems it raises. The second 

uses the “writing territories triangle” to guide students in discovering their individual 

connections to each text, or in other words, move from the big issues brought up in the mentor 

texts to their own stories. The final step asks students to complete quick-writes and share their 

stories with peers. Overall, the author emphasizes that the whole process of moving from the 

mentor texts to students’ own stories is driven by the idea to locate and retrieve the story from 

students’ funds of knowledge and help transform it into an essay that validates students’ voices 

and experiences (Newman, 2012).  

Following the line of research on effective strategies that aim to support adolescent EL 

writers while drawing on their linguistic and cultural strengths, Zenkov et al. (2012) provide an 

example of how culturally responsive writing instruction can be enacted with ELL middle grades 

students through the use of photo elicitation techniques. In the project described by the authors 
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(Zenkov, Ewaida, Bell, & Lynch, 2012), a group of low motivated ELL writers were asked to 

address some questions related to their perspectives on their success in school with images they 

were encouraged to take outside of school. Specifically, the images were expected to capture the 

realities of students’ everyday lives that they perceived as impeding or facilitating their success 

in schools. The instruction process involved small-group and whole-class discussions of 

students’ responses to the project questions which provided them with ideas for their future 

compositions. The teachers then worked one-on-one with each student to draft a written response 

using one of their images as inspiration. 

Findings showed that while the students had often been unmotivated about writing tasks 

in their classes, “the teachers’ willingness to let the outside world be a part of their curriculum” 

eventually helped to spark students’ interest in writing. Specifically, “students discovered that 

they could question and analyze the academic and life challenges they were encountering, and 

more importantly, they displayed the ability to devise and articulate potential solutions to these 

difficulties orally and in writing” (Zenkov, Ewaida, Bell, & Lynch, 2012, p.11). 

One of the implications for teaching prompted by this project, is that schools should rely 

more on types of texts with which diverse students are proficient, including visual and digital 

media, to foster students’ motivation to engage in writing (Zenkov, Ewaida, Bell, & Lynch, 

2012). 

Another approach that can enhance the development of EL students’ writing skills is 

described by Hirvela (1999). He discusses the benefits of the plural-authors model of producing 

a single text as opposed to the more common peer review/single-author model of collaboration 

that has its place in writing instruction, but does not allow for full-scale discussion of and 

practice in reading and writing (Hirvela, 1999). The activity described by Hirvela occurs in three 
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consecutive phases: students first collaborate as microcommunities of readers, i.e. small groups 

in which they discuss a short story they read jointly. Then, as microcommunities of writers, they 

discuss and negotiate the process of writing a group paper that responds and interprets the story 

they have read. Finally, the whole class transforms into a macrocommunity of readers and 

writers, in which students discuss and review what various groups have produced.  

Overall, Hirvela (1999) argues that the plural-authors model of collaborative writing can 

benefit all students, regardless of their backgrounds, in developing their reading and writing 

skills through exchange of ideas and views on what an assigned text means and on how best to 

complete the writing portion of the assignment. However, he also underscores a special value of 

using this approach in the contexts of working with the ELL student population. Hirvela suggests 

that along with the opportunities to enhance these students’ language skills, collaborative writing 

allows them “to establish collegial ties with other students who share the same concerns and 

backgrounds as they do” (p.12). Additionally, it offers “comfortable and secure learning 

situations to students who otherwise feel isolated and misunderstood” (p.12). 

The literature review in this section of my project aimed to identify specific instructional 

activities within the CRP framework that address the needs of high school ELL writers. Findings 

of this review show that while research on the opportunities inherent in the writing instruction of 

ELLs is growing, studies that specifically focus on the development of high school EL students’ 

writing skills (Hirvela, 1999; Newman, 2012; Zenkov et al., 2012) tend to pay more attention to 

expository and/or narrative writing, while argumentative writing remains a comparatively under-

explored area. This gap in the literature supports the scholarly significance of my capstone 

project, particularly its focus on enhancing high school ELLs’ argumentative writing skills. 
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I will conclude this section by synthesizing and extending the findings of my literature 

review into the Top 10 principles of culturally responsive writing instruction that I will 

incorporate into my writing unit. 

1) Provide authentic purposes and audiences for writing. Overall, research views this as 

a powerful incentive for students to be engaged in the writing process. Rowe & Flushman (2013) 

support this as they encourage teachers to invite students to write for a variety of purposes. 

2) Provide opportunities for dialogue and discussions. Including students’ voice and 

casual language into the classroom discourse helps them to think more deeply about focal topics 

(Winn & Johnson, 2011). In particular, in the context of argumentative writing, discussions 

become an invaluable element of instruction as they encourage consideration and evaluation of 

multiple perspectives (McCann, 2010). Additionally, inviting students to participate in the 

discussion of important issues validates their ideas and experiences and helps them to realize 

how the latter can be transferred into writing (Winn & Johnson, 2011). 

3) Provide opportunities for topic choice. Topics that students care about are more likely 

to produce in students commitment to the writing assignment (Crowhurst, 1990) and enhance 

their motivation to write (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). Therefore, teachers should help students 

choose topics and issues in which they are genuinely interested and with which they may have 

personal experience. 

4) Engage students in pre-writing activities. By helping students to move from thinking 

to writing, pre-writing activities lessen the cognitive demands that make writing so difficult for 

many students (Felton & Herko, 2004). With ELLs in particular, the key is to offer a range of 

planning strategies to choose from – visual, oral, graphic – so that every student can choose an 
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approach that works best for him in making the writing task accessible and manageable 

(Lassonde & Richards, 2013). 

5) Provide sufficient time and opportunities to practice. Research shows that ELLs’ 

mastery of literacy skills correlates with the time they are provided to develop these skills (as 

cited in Maxwell-Jolly, 2011). In addition to that, ensuring ELLs have sufficient time and 

extensive opportunities to write, “not only improves their writing but also promotes second 

language acquisition” (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005, p. 209). 

6) Introduce genre-specific templates and provide opportunities for structured revision 

activities. This is especially important to support ELL writers, as they need “more guidance, 

structure, and explicit instruction” than is traditionally expected in a workshop context (Leer & 

Runck, 2016).  

7) Use inquiry activities such as looking for and analyzing data. This can lessen the 

cognitive demands of the writing task as it helps students develop ideas and content for writing 

(Graham & Perin, 2007). Additionally, it can also enhance students’ interest in the issue they are 

researching as they find stories that resonate with their own experiences and concerns. 

8) Foster collaboration. In the context of second language writing, engaging students in 

collaborative work has a dual goal. First, it has the potential to enhance personal relationships as 

students share their writing with each other, and second, ELL writers can benefit from additional 

assistance provided by their peers (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). 

9) Use authentic/alternative assessment. Using portfolios, checklists, and holistic scoring 

as opposed to tests as a standard form of assessment involves students in evaluation of their own 

writing. This way, they become active agents of their learning, because when “they know how 

and what they need to do to improve it [writing], they will improve” (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005, p. 
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248). Additionally, such assessments meet the requirements of culturally responsive instruction 

as they are designed with the students of a particular classroom in mind, and in response to the 

goals of the students (Ortmeier-Hooper, 2013). 

10) Provide individualized feedback. When teachers know their students’ strengths and 

areas that need further improvement, they are able to provide feedback that targets these specific 

needs (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). One way to provide individualized feedback is during one-on-

one writing conferences. 

The Dialogic Approach to Teaching Argumentative Writing 

Developing separately from CRP instructional activities, multiple studies have explored 

ways to strengthen students’ argumentative writing skills (Felton & Herko, 2004; Kuhn & 

Krowell, 2011; Reznitskaya et al., 2001). Overwhelmingly, these authors maintain that reasoning 

starts in “the everyday social practice of argumentation” (Kuhn & Krowell, 2011) and hence is 

inherently dialogical. 

Furthermore, Felton & Herko (2004) argue that when engaged in dialogue, adolescents 

effortlessly produce the very elements of elaborated argument that often seem to be missing from 

their written essays, such as acknowledging and dealing with alternative perspectives on the 

issue. To offer one possible explanation of this phenomenon, Anderson et al. (2001) suggest that 

“the ability and disposition to take more than one perspective arises from participating in 

discussions with others who hold different perspectives.” (p. 2). To summarize, it is widely 

believed that since “adolescents produce their strongest arguments in dialogic contexts” (Felton 

& Herko, 2004), the dialogic approach to teaching argumentative writing has the potential to 

help students transfer their argumentative skills from oral speech to writing (Felton & Herko, 

2004; Kuhn & Krowell, 2011). 
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Implementing this approach in the context of an after-school program might produce 

especially effective outcomes for high school ELLs because of the potential of the out-of-school 

setting to promote productive discussions among the participants. Research shows that for 

adolescent ELLs in particular, embarrassment over making mistakes can hinder language 

production (as cited in Maxwell-Jolly, 2011) in the school classroom. However, “the smaller 

groups often formed in out-of-school settings lessen the pressure on students over their 

“performance” in English” (Maxwell-Jolly, 2011). Thus, the participants of the focal after-school 

program might feel more comfortable and secure engaging in verbal arguments with each other. 

Description of the Unit 

While the full unit appears in the Appendix A, this section of my paper aims to provide 

an overview of the unit in terms of the learners, instructional strategies, and assessment. 

The full unit includes an outline of eight lesson plans for eight 50-minute workshop 

sessions meeting twice a week. It is important to note that the unit is not bound by a strict scope 

and sequence typical for in-school settings, which means that the timeline can be adjusted to 

students’ needs, and hence, the number of workshop sessions may eventually be more than eight. 

In the introduction to each lesson plan, I list the incorporated principles for culturally responsive 

writing instruction (see the Top 10 principles in the previous section) and outline specific goals it 

pursues. The goals align to 11-12th grade Common Core State Standards (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). The 

curriculum also contains suggestions for assessment, which is for the most part informal and is 

realized in the form of peer response, one-on-one conferences, and check-lists for self-

assessment. 
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Following the ideas underlying the dialogic approach to teaching argumentative writing 

(see literature review), my writing unit aims to foster dual-perspective reasoning and integration 

of opposing claims into students’ argumentative essays (Kuhn & Krowell, 2011). With this long-

term goal in mind, the unit: 1) familiarizes students with argument schema; 2) promotes 

students’ understanding and appreciation of alternative perspectives by engaging them in 

extensive reading and research on the issue; 3) scaffolds the transfer of argument schema from 

dialogue in the form of verbal debate into writing (Felton & Herko, 2004). 

Learners and Learning Context  

In terms of the learners, this unit is designed for high school ELL students participating in 

the after-school program for resettled refugee youth, with whom I have spent some time in the 

past year as a graduate assistant in a larger research project. In particular, the unit is targeted at 

several high school youth that participated in the writing workshop the previous year. All of 

them were planning to apply to community colleges in TN or nearby states (Daniel & Zybina, 

under review). The students encompass a range of cultural backgrounds – the countries where 

they were born and raised include Burma, Thailand, and Rwanda. This unit intends the lead 

teacher to be the university professor that has conducted the ethnographic study exploring the 

youth’s perspectives on learning and has consistently volunteered in the after-school program 

ever since. Thus, being familiar with the focal students’ backgrounds, interests, needs, and 

academic aspirations this teacher encompasses most of the characteristics that define the 

culturally responsive teacher (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). However, to use this unit in a different 

context, a teacher in charge might consider conducting student interest surveys and classroom 

observations to identify what is motivating and relevant to students. 
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In this capstone project, I have chosen to focus on the academic needs of adolescent ELLs 

in particular, because high school is the crucial point in the life of any student, regardless of their 

background, at which they are faced with the necessity of making decisions about their future. 

However, with respect to linguistically diverse student populations, a large number of studies 

maintain that “the likelihood that EL students will receive any post-secondary education … is 

lower than for other students” (as cited in Maxwell-Jolly, 2011). One of the reasons behind this 

lower level of achievement is the previously mentioned lack of teachers’ overall knowledge of 

how to better serve ELLs’ needs (NCTE Position Paper on the role of English teachers in 

educating ELLs, 2006). Additionally, there is also a very limited amount of time that EL students 

are given within a classroom “to learn a new language and learn content through this new 

language” (Maxwell-Jolly, 2011). Thus, with regard to the goals of my project, it is very likely 

that the learners would benefit from extra time devoted to activities that can support their 

argumentative writing skills (Maxwell-Jolly, 2011), and the after-school program has the 

potential to provide them with that valuable resource. Overall, situating the writing workshop in 

the context of an after-school program might benefit the ELLs through the use of its “extra” time 

in the following ways: 

▪ Students can spend as much time as they need in each stage of the writing process, 

especially in the drafting and revising stages that many ELLs mostly benefit from (Cloud, 

Lakin, Leininger, & Maxwell, 2010). 

▪ Teachers can have more extensive opportunities to accommodate instruction to the 

students’ needs as necessary. 
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▪ Teachers can have more extensive opportunities to make connections to students’ lives 

and create safe and responsive environments which result in higher levels of EL students’ 

engagement and motivation (Maxwell-Jolly, 2011). 

Instructional strategies 

 The unit uses a process-approach to teaching writing, which exposes students to five 

interrelated stages: prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing (Peregoy & Boyle, 

2005). This framework is believed to be especially valuable for ELLs because it breaks the 

writing process into smaller manageable parts and allows them to concentrate on one task at a 

time, thus lessening the cognitive demands of the task (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). Additionally, 

this approach encourages students to actively leverage their experiences in the writing act as they 

choose a topic and brainstorm ideas during the prewriting phase. 

In this unit, the students are allowed the freedom to choose a topic that resonates with 

their interests and/or lived experiences and are encouraged to generate ideas through 

brainstorming, questioning, and teacher-facilitated oral discussions. Since it is difficult to 

account for the direction these discussions will take, I have chosen to leave it up to the teacher, 

who is assumed to have enough skill and experience to effectively facilitate the discussion while 

drawing on students’ linguistic and cultural background knowledge. The teacher is also invited to 

tailor the content of the workshop sessions according to students’ emerging understandings of 

the key concepts and ideas and provide opportunities for additional practice as needed. 

Assessment 

Since this unit is situated in the context of an after-school program and in most general 

terms aims to increase students’ level of comfort with a specific skill, it does not intend to 

recreate the academic rigor of the classroom settings. For this reason, the primary form of 
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assessment is informal assessment realized in the form of reflections, peer- and one-on-one 

writing conferences, and student self-assessment. 

Writing assessment specialists maintain that the best scoring guides and grading criteria 

are those that are created with a particular context in mind, and in response to the goals of 

particular students (as cited in Ortmeier-Hooper, 2013). For teachers, this often means designing 

their own rubrics or making adjustments within a given rubric (Ortmeier-Hooper, 2013). Thus, 

since the unit focuses on the elements and the structure of the argument, the rubrics I have 

designed are aligned with the writing assignment and reflect its goals (Appendix B, Fig. 4 & 5). 

Specifically, the rubrics in Peer revision sheet (Fig. 4) aim to evaluate communication of ideas 

and presence of the elements of the argument. In the Self-assessment check-list (Fig. 5) I outline 

only tentative suggestions for the rubrics, since it is expected that students will be involved in the 

discussion of the rubrics as a way to promote “deeper analytical understandings of the genre” 

(Ortmeier-Hooper, 2013). For the teacher, this discussion coupled with students’ reflections on 

the process they used to construct argumentative essays serves as a source of information about 

students’ development and growth.  

Ortmeier-Hooper (2013) warns teachers of ELL writers against correcting every issue 

and problem that is present in a student paper since for many students, this may feel 

overwhelming and counterproductive for the simple reason that they aren’t sure where to begin. 

Thus, other writing traits such as sentence fluency, grammar, and word choice (Culham, 2003) 

can be assessed separately by the teacher based on the needs expressed by individual students’, 

and the feedback can be presented in the form of the teacher’s comments (Winn & Johnson, 

2011, p. 82). 
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Final Thoughts 

With the implementation of new Common Core State Standards that emphasize the 

importance of writing skills both in school and in out-of-school settings, writing instruction in 

the ELA classroom has received more attention than ever. Writing instruction for ELLs in 

particular, has become one of the most important issues in today’s educational practice (Lin, 

2015). 

This capstone project aimed to explore how the principles of CRP can be leveraged in the 

design of writing instruction aimed to support the needs of high school ELLs, in particular – the 

development of argumentative writing skills. I recognize that the project is limited in that it lacks 

some specific contextual features. Specifically, it only provides a general structure for the 

workshop sessions and leaves it up to the teacher to make the majority of content-specific 

decisions. In doing so, it relies on the assumption that the teacher knows well the students’ needs 

and interests and has enough experience and skill to tailor the content drawing on the students’ 

cultural and linguistic background knowledge.  

However, the project was able to identify and delineate the essential research-based 

culturally responsive practices that can be used to support the writing instruction of high school 

ELLs.  In my literature review, I have found that relatively few studies explore specific needs 

and difficulties of adolescent EL writers. In turn, studies that do focus on the development of 

high school EL students’ writing skills (Hirvela, 1999; Newman, 2012) tend to pay more 

attention to expository and/or narrative writing, while argumentative writing remains a 

comparatively under-explored area. Yet, teachers need to learn how to enhance EL students’ 

argumentative writing skills to help them better prepare for writing in college (NCTE, 2006). 

Therefore, I suggest that this area might deserve closer attention in the future. 
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Appendix A 

Agenda 

Week Meeting sessions 

1 Day 1 

▪ Commercial (The 

Cannes Lions Archive): 

illustrate the idea of a one-

sided vs. two-sided 

argument 

▪ Introduce Toulmin 

model of argument 

▪ Discuss the model and 

complete graphic organizer 

(Appendix B, Fig. 1)  using 

a sample topic 

 

Day 2 

▪ Brainstorm topics 

▪ Interview classmates  

▪ Choose a topic 

 

2 Day 3 

▪ Read about the topic. 

Alternatively, conduct a 

short research online 

▪ Discuss the controversy of 

the topic and different 

perspectives 

▪ Complete Position 

development table 

(Appendix B, Fig. 2) 

 

Day 4 

▪ Take a position on the topic 

▪ Individually complete the 

graphic organizer (Appendix 

B, Fig. 1) 

▪ Draft an argument 

3 Day 5 

▪ Verbal debate (small 

groups) 

▪ Debrief experience with 

the same-side partner using 

the Reflection Sheet 

(Appendix B, Fig. 3) 

▪ Swap roles and repeat 

 

Day 6 

▪ The Revision Sheet (Appendix 

B, Fig. 4): discuss the purpose 

▪ Read partner’s essay 

▪ Peer revision (pairs) 

▪ Whole class discussion and 

debriefing 

4 Day 7 

▪ Write the final draft 

▪ One-on-one conferencing 

 

Day 8 

▪ Develop check-list for self-

assessment (Appendix B, Fig. 

5) 

▪ Assessment and reflections 

 

 

 

For this unit, Days 1 and 2 are “launching” days. Day 1 introduces the structure of the 

argument and builds argumentation schema, while day 2 is devoted to exploring the topics of 
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interest to the students and establishing their authentic audience – their classmates. During the 

closing sessions, they will be reading each other’s essays. 

Day 1: Introducing the structure of the argument. Objective: building students’ 

argumentation schema by introducing structure of the argument, its purpose, and vocabulary for 

describing the elements of the argument. Incorporates Principle 1: Authentic audiences and 

purpose; Principle 2: Opportunities for dialogue and discussion; Principle 3: Genre-specific 

templates (see literature review for the list of principles). 

1. Play for the students a persuasive commercial (the teacher might use commercials from 

the Cannes Lions Archive). Discuss the following questions: What is the purpose of the 

commercial? What arguments are given to convince us to buy the item? What words, phrases, or 

images make the item seem attractive and desirable? Do the creators of the commercial mention 

any reasons for not buying the product? (ex., the item might be too expensive). Explain that this 

commercial can be roughly compared to a one-sided argument which fails to address different 

perspectives on an issue. However, an elaborated argument should take into account both sides 

of an issue (adapted from Wickline, Lesson plan). 

2. Introduce the essential elements of argument through a simplified version of the 

Toulmin model of argument (Toulmin, 1985) - position, claim, warrant, and data. To make the 

terms more memorable and more accessible to students, use the acronym PREP (Felton & Herko, 

2004): a position on an issue, one or more reasons (claims) to support that position, explanation 

(warrant) for those reasons, and proof (data) to support both the reasons and the explanation. 

3. Explain that you’ll illustrate this argumentative terminology by using a sample issue - 

for example, “It is better to be a teenager than an adult”. Introduce the PREP graphic organizer 

(Appendix B, Fig. 1) and complete it collaboratively in the course of the discussion that follows: 

▪ As a group, discuss possible positions on that issue 
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▪ Ask students to find one or more reasons to support each position 

▪ Discuss explanations for those reasons and what evidence they could present to 

support the explanations. 

4. Explain that students will be writing an argumentative essay which will require them to 

consider multiple (and often, counter-arguing) perspectives on an issue. Emphasize that students 

will be asked to take one side of the issue; however, they will also present and consider the other 

side’s claims as required in argumentative writing. Make it clear that students will share their 

writing with each other when they will be reading each other’s essays for peer revision. 

Day 2: Identifying a topic of interest. Incorporates Principle 2: Dialogue and discussion; 

Principle 3: Topic choice; Principle 8: Foster collaboration. 

1. Brainstorm issues/topics that are important to students. Start by asking students to 

consider the following questions (have these questions recorded on the board or the chart paper): 

What are you interested in? What questions do you want to answer for yourself? What problems 

do you wish to solve? What concerns do you have about school/everyday life issues/your future? 

(Ortmeier – Hooper, 2013) What do you feel would be fun to debate about?  

▪ Encourage students to consider their classmates as their audience - What are some 

topics that you feel others would benefit from understanding and seeing both sides 

of?   

▪ Encourage students to consider socially relevant issues that they have had 

personal experiences with 

▪  Suggest ideas for the topics that might look interesting to them based on the 

interests they expressed previously: love, relationships, independence, 

responsibilities, fairness and equality, social networking, and technology. 

2. Give students 10-15 minutes to think about these questions and jot down their ideas. 
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3. Have students mingle and interview each other about their ideas. 

4. Get back as a group. Put students’ ideas on the board and discuss them to find a viable 

topic that they feel passionate about. Choose one topic. Explain that during the next session, 

they’ll be engaged in a short research about the topic, so they might wish to start preparing at 

home. 

Day 3: Prewriting activities: Reading about and/or researching the topic. Objective: 

exploring the topic to improve content knowledge and familiarize with different perspectives on 

the issue. Incorporates Principle 2: Dialogue and discussion; Principle 4: Pre-writing activities; 

Principle 7: Inquiry activities. 

1. Based on the topic identified in the previous workshop session, prepare materials for 

the students to read about the topic. During this session, the students read overviews of the topic. 

Alternatively, if the classroom allows for the use of computers with access to the Internet, 

students might engage in online research about the topic. Prior to that, it’s helpful to discuss how 

to identify credible sources of information. As the students are reading, circulate and provide 

assistance as needed. 

2. Introduce the Position development table (Appendix B, Fig. 2). Explain that this 

activity will help students to develop a position on the topic. Have students fill out the first two 

columns individually. 

3. As a group, debrief what the students have learned from their readings/research 

activities: discuss students’ understanding of the controversy of the topic and the different 

perspectives they have encountered. Record students’ thoughts and ideas on the board or the 

chart paper and save the record for the next session. Have students fill out the last column in 

Position development table. 
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Day 4: Prewriting (graphic organizer) and drafting. Objective: students organize their ideas 

by completing the graphic organizer and engage in writing. Incorporates Principle 3: Genre-

specific templates; Principle 4: Pre-writing activities; Principle 10: Individualized feedback 

1. Debrief students’ ideas from the previous session – put up the records of their thoughts 

about the topic and ask them to use the tables they have completed.  

2. Have the students take a position on the topic based on the ideas in their Position 

development tables.  

3. Students complete a blank version of the graphic organizer (Appendix B, Fig. 1) 

4. Students draft an essay arguing their position. During stages 3 and 4, the teacher 

circulates around the classroom and provides assistance as needed.  

Day 5: Verbal debate and reflection. Objective: engaging students in verbal debate to help 

them consider opposing perspectives, develop counterarguments and rebuttals, and create 

qualifications to their arguments (Felton & Herko, 2004). The long-term goal is to help them 

transfer this two-sided argument in their essays. Incorporates Principle 2: Dialogue and 

discussion; Principle 5: Sufficient time to practice; Principle 8: Foster collaboration; Principle 

10: Individualized feedback. 

1. Explain that students will engage in debate about the topic. It is likely that many 

students will favor one position as opposed to the other. In this case, to create equal numbers on 

each side, suggest drawing lots. Explain that even though some of them will have to argue for the 

position they don’t really hold, it is helpful for “practicing the skill of generating opposing-side 

arguments”, a skill that they are expected to internalize in the writing process (Felton & Herko, 

2004).  

2. Have students get organized in groups of 4, where 2 individuals represent each side of 

the issue. Students use their written arguments. While one student argues with another from the 
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opposition, the task of the second student from each side is to listen closely and make notes in 

the Reflection Sheet (Appendix B, Fig. 3). 

3. After 10-15 minutes of debates, the students representing each side pair up and debrief 

the debate over the Reflection Sheet. Special attention should be paid to reviewing the arguments 

of the opposing side and what counterarguments were or could have been given. Students add 

ideas to the reflection sheet. 

4. Have the students swap roles. Now, the students who previously acted as observers, 

actively engage in debates and test the ideas they have produced collaboratively with their 

partners. After 10-15 minutes of debates, they get together in their pairs again to debrief and add 

final ideas. The teacher acts as a facilitator by helping to sustain debates, answering questions, 

and prompting ideas. 

5. As a group, discuss how the students felt about this activity. Elicit their ideas about 

how the process of verbal debate is similar to/different from writing an argument. 

Day 6: Peer-response revision of the written argument. Objective: evaluating and revising the 

structure of the students’ first drafts. Incorporates Principle 2: Dialogue and discussion; 

Principle 6: Structured revision; Principle 8: Foster collaboration; Principle 9: Authentic 

assessment.   

1. Hand out the Revision Sheet (Appendix B, Fig. 4). As a group, discuss the purpose of 

this activity and go over the procedure. Explain that students will be working in pairs, but first, 

they’ll read their partner’s essay individually. While reading, they’ll be using the Revision Sheet 

and making notes for the author. Then, they will get back together with their partners and share 

ideas for each other’s essay. Before students set out to read, go over the questions on the sheet. 

To make sure students understand the task, check-in with several students.  
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2. Have students discuss in pairs the ideas they have put down in their Revision sheets. 

Circulate around the classroom and provide individual support and feedback to each pair. 

3. As a group, debrief this activity: encourage students to ask questions, discuss in what 

ways this peer-revision has been helpful, and which of their concerns haven’t been resolved. 

Day 7: Writing a two-sided argument. Objective: refining the first draft by incorporating 

opposing perspectives and other ideas from the revision session. Incorporates Principle 5: 

Sufficient time to practice; Principle 9: Authentic assessment; Principle 10: Individualized 

feedback. 

1. Have students work on their drafts. They can use their graphic organizers, Revision 

sheets, and any materials from the previous sessions. Provide the opportunity for one-on-one 

conferencing, during which students can ask questions, get clarification on their areas of concern, 

and receive extra help. Also, whenever appropriate, draw on students’ new understandings of the 

structure of the argument to help answer questions that arise in the process.  

Day 8: Assessment and reflections. Objective: deepening students’ understanding of the 

structure of the argument through the co-creation of rubrics for self-assessment.  Incorporates 

Principle 9: Authentic assessment; Principle 10: Individualized feedback. 

1. Invite students to participate in the design of the rubrics for self-assessment. Make it 

clear that their suggestions should be based on their emerging understandings of the structure of 

the argument. As a starting point, use suggestions outlined in Appendix B, Fig. 5.  

2. Ask students to reflect on the process they used to construct their argumentative 

essays. Draw their attention to how participation in the verbal debate was helpful for the writing 

act. Have them synthesize and summarize what they have learned about the structure of the 

argument, once again underscore the importance of addressing the opposing viewpoints when 

considering an issue. 
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3. Ask students if they would also like their papers to be assessed in terms of grammar, 

sentence, fluency, and word choice. Collect the papers from individual students and provide 

feedback in the form of comments and suggestions. 
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Appendix B 

Fig. 1 PREP graphic organizer (Adapted from Felton & Herko, 2004) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

POSITION 

          - What beliefs do you have about this issue? 

          - What is your own opinion about it? 
 

 

 

REASON 1 

- What are your reasons for this position?  

- Why do you hold this position? 
 

 

EXPLANATION 1 

- How can you explain these reasons? - 

What in your experience helped to shape 

your position? 

Tip: This is what you would say to 

convince others in your position. 
 

 

 
 

PROOF 1 

- What data (facts, rules, statistics) can 

you present to support your explanation? 

Tip: Data should be accurate and 

credible. 

 

REASON 2 

 

PROOF 2 

 

EXPLANATION 2 
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Fig. 2 Position development table (Adapted from Winn & Johnson, 2011) 

Developing Ideas 

around [Topic/Issue] 

Your own ideas 

(Personal experience) 

Ideas generated 

from research 

(Articles, texts, online 

research) 

Ideas generated 

from discussion 

(What others 

contributed to your 

understanding of the 

topic) 

What positions/views 

are out there about 

[Topic/Issue]? 

   

How does 

[Topic/Issue] affect 

you/people around 

you/communities/the 

world? 

   

 

 

Fig. 3 Reflection Sheet (Adapted from Felton & Herko, 2004)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YOUR POSITION YOUR REASONS 

▪  
▪  
▪  
▪  

OPPONENT’S RESPONSE TO YOUR 

REASONS 

▪  
▪  
▪  
 

YOUR RESPONSE TO OPPONENT 

▪  
▪  
▪  
▪  
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Fig. 4 Peer-revision Sheet 

1) Use color-coding to identify and highlight Position, Reasons, Explanation, and Proof.  

Use the following colors: 

▪ Position - red 

▪ Reason - blue 

▪ Explanation - green 

▪ Proof – yellow 

2) What ideas (of the reasons, explanations, or proof) that are particularly strong in supporting 

the author’s position? 

3) What ideas (of the reasons, explanations, or proof) that might need further development to 

support the author’s position?  

4) Does the writer include reasons from the other, opposing, side? 

5) Is there anything you would add or remove from this essay? 

6) Is there anything you would suggest to make this argument stronger? 

 

 

Fig. 5 Ideas for self-assessment check-list (Adapted from Cloud, Lakin, Leininger, & Maxwell,, 

2010;The Culham Writing Company, 2016; and to be developed with students) 

 

1. Introductory paragraph 

▪ Controversial topic is introduced. 

▪ Your position on the topic is clearly stated. 

▪ Your supporting reasons are stated. 

2. Body paragraphs 

▪ Topic sentence introduces a supporting reason. 

▪ Reason is supported by a relevant explanation and proof. 

▪ Opposing position is acknowledged and challenged. 

▪ Repeat these steps depending on how many supporting reasons you have. 

3. Concluding paragraph 

▪ Restate the topic, your position, and supporting reasons. 

▪ Closing statement. 


