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Abstract

Writing is a skill which is actively taught in both first (L1) and foreign language 
(FL) classrooms, yet surprisingly few cross-curricular links are made. This paper, 
aimed at both practitioners and researchers, presents a framework for designing 
and implementing a strategy-based, cross-curricular approach to writing pedagogy 
in schools. It first considers the factors which should be taken into account when 
designing such an intervention in both L1 and FL classrooms. It then outlines the 
key steps in the implementation of such a programme of strategy-based instruction. 
To exemplify this, the paper reports on data throughout from an empirical study 
involving a classroom intervention of explicit strategy-based instruction which was 
delivered first in the German FL classroom, and later also in the English classroom 
of a Year 9 (age 13–14) class in a secondary school in England. The aim was to 
help students to develop their writing strategies and to encourage transfer between 
languages. Findings suggest that while a programme of strategy-based instruction 
can improve strategy use and attainment in writing within a particular language 
context, effects are most powerful when there is collaboration between L1 and FL 
teachers. Evidence therefore calls for a multilingual approach to writing pedagogy. 
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Introduction

Developing the ability to communicate effectively in writing is a skill which 
permeates the entire school curriculum and one which is vitally important 
for future success in the workplace. However, within the context of second-
ary school language classrooms, developing competence in writing rep-
resents a particular challenge for many learners, particularly in a foreign 
language, but often also in their native language. Unlike speaking, which 
can be acquired naturally provided there is a sufficient level of input and 
exposure, writing is a skill which has to be learned and consciously devel-
oped. Yet, while first language (L1) and foreign language (FL) teachers in 
secondary schools in England both assume some responsibility for teach-
ing writing, they often have very different approaches and priorities. As a 
result, few cross-curricular links are made (Pomphrey and Burley, 2009) 
and opportunities have been lost to acknowledge the contribution of for-
eign language teachers to the understanding and use of language in gen-
eral. The aim of this paper is therefore to present a framework for designing 
and implementing a strategy-based, cross-curricular approach to writing 
pedagogy, where secondary school English and FL teachers work together 
to encourage connection-making and improve writing skills across lan-
guage contexts. 

English and FL teaching in secondary schools in England

In secondary schools in England there is increasing concern about the 
declining number of students who choose to study a language beyond the 
compulsory phase (Tinsley and Board, 2017). Even where the study of lan-
guages is a curricular entitlement (between the ages of 7 and 14), there is 
a growing trend in schools which exclude or excuse students from FL les-
sons in favour of receiving extra literacy support in English or because they 
are not considered to be ‘successful’ language learners. There is therefore 
a need to promote the FL classroom as a key context for developing not 
only valuable communicative skills in the foreign language itself, but also 
important transferable skills related to language more generally. 

English, conversely, has consistently enjoyed a higher status in schools 
as a ‘core’ or ‘foundation’ subject. A report by the schools’ inspectorate in 
England (OFSTED, 2012: 4) begins with the statement that: ‘there can be 
no more important subject than English in the school curriculum. English 
is a pre-eminent world language, it is at the heart of our culture and it is the 
language medium in which most of our students think and communicate’. 
However, as suggested by Burley and Pomphrey (2003), the high status of 
the English language in the school as a whole may paradoxically interfere 
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with the way in which it is presented as a subject. This can make it difficult 
to study English as a language in a sufficiently objective way. 

As a result, English and FL departments in schools in England often 
have very different approaches and priorities when it comes to the teaching 
of writing. First language teachers, who can often assume a certain level of 
proficiency among learners, are more likely to take a subconscious, syn-
thetic, top-down approach, while foreign language teachers tend to take a 
more conscious, analytical, bottom-up approach (Kecskes and Papp, 2000). 
As such, it seems fair to say that ‘students’ perceptions about language are 
unlikely to be very coherent if the underlying attitudes and perceptions 
of their teachers of English and foreign languages differ so widely and the 
teachers are not engaged in dialogue about the differences’ (Pomphrey and 
Moger, 1999: 224). 

The potential for developing cross-curricular links was highlighted by 
the schools’ inspectorate (OFSTED, 2013: 4) in their report on improving 
standards in literacy. The report recommends that the curriculum should 
offer the opportunity for students to ‘develop writing skills through work 
that makes cross-curricular links with other subjects’ and calls for long-
term planning and more collaboration between teachers in different sub-
ject areas. FL teachers, therefore, who are able to focus more explicitly on 
the development of language learning strategies, are in a unique position 
to contribute to the overall improvement in writing standards (Forbes, 
2018a). 

Literature review

It was in light of this consideration of the potential contribution of FL 
teachers to writing development more generally that the current study, 
which focuses on language learning strategies, was conceived. Language 
learning strategies are generally considered as a means of ensuring that 
language is stored, retained and able to be produced when necessary; that 
is, they affect learning directly. They are ‘optional’ (Bialystok, 1978: 69), 
‘consciously selected by the learners’ (Cohen, 1998: 4) and the aim of learn-
ing strategies according to O’Malley and Chamot (1990: 1) is to ‘enhance 
comprehension, learning or retention of new information’. The current 
study focuses particularly on developing strategies with a metacognitive 
function, which ‘involve thinking about the learning process, planning for 
learning, monitoring of comprehension or production while it is taking 
place, and self-evaluation after the learning activity has been completed’ 
(O’Malley and Chamot, 1990: 8). This focus is due to evidence of a cor-
relation between learners’ success and the use of metacognitive strategies 
(Cohen, 2011; Griffiths, 2013; Oxford, 2017), and also the importance of 
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metacognition in maintaining strategy use over time and transferring strat-
egies to new tasks.

The decision to focus on the skill area of writing as the context for the 
current study was similarly influenced by several factors. Writing, particu-
larly in a foreign language, is ‘arguably the most difficult of the modalities 
in which to achieve communicative competence’ (Chamot, 2005: 121), and 
therefore students will likely benefit from developing strategies to aid them 
with such a cognitively demanding task. Vygotsky (1962) similarly argued 
that writing requires a high level of abstraction and demands both con-
scious work and deliberate action. As such, the associated strategies lend 
themselves more easily to classroom-based instruction in both first and 
foreign language contexts. 

It is important to acknowledge that the study of writing strategies in 
particular is also situated within a wider research movement known as 
‘process writing’ which emerged in the field of native language composi-
tion research ‘with the aim of gaining insights into the mental actions writ-
ers engage in while composing’ (Manchón, Roca de Larios, and Murphy, 
2007: 229). Within the field of L1 writing, it was Hayes and Flower (1980) 
who pioneered this more strategic approach to writing instruction with 
the development of their Cognitive Process Model, which initially viewed 
writing as a writer-centric, goal-oriented, problem-solving task. Within the 
field of second language acquisition, research into writing strategies has 
similarly been on-going since the 1980s, yet during this time was primarily 
concerned with the identification, description and comparison of strate-
gies of ‘good’ and ‘poor’ learners (e.g. Cumming, 1989; Jones and Tetroe, 
1987; Raimes, 1987; Zamel, 1983). 

However, from the mid-1990s, such cognitively-oriented research 
attracted criticism for neglecting the sociocultural context and more 
emic perspectives of writing. It was then suggested that writing should be 
considered as ‘a sociocognitive activity which involves skills in planning 
and drafting as well as knowledge of language, contexts, and audiences’ 
(Hyland, 2002: 23). This sociocognitive perspective on writing in turn influ-
enced pedagogy and research in both first and foreign language contexts. 
It resulted in increasing attention being paid to the role of learners’ indi-
vidual differences with regard to strategy use and to the role of teachers as 
‘co-constructors’ of learning strategies (Collins, 1998). A methodological 
shift also occurred, moving from a focus on a writer’s individual cognitive 
processes by means of verbal protocols in artificial conditions, to a consid-
eration of writing in an authentic social environment such as a classroom. 

More recently, however, focus has shifted to the active development 
of strategies through programmes of strategy-based instruction (SBI). 
Some studies have been conducted into the influence of an intervention of 
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strategy-based instruction in either an L1 context (e.g. Bouwer, Koster, and 
van den Bergh, 2018; De La Paz and Graham, 2002; Graham and Harris, 
2003; MacArthur, Philippakos, and Ianetta, 2015), or a foreign/second 
context (e.g. Bai, 2015; Dan, 2017; De Silva and Graham, 2015; Macaro, 
2001; Sasaki, 2000; Sengupta, 2000), and on the whole have shown positive 
effects on the performance of those who received writing strategy instruc-
tion. The positive effects of SBI on language learning have similarly been 
highlighted in a recent meta-analysis by Ardasheva et al. (2017). Based on 
these studies, a series of pedagogical models of strategy-based instruction 
have been developed and implemented with secondary and tertiary level 
learners in a range of contexts (e.g. Graham, Harris, and Mason, 2005; 
Macaro, 2001; Oxford, 2011). The key characteristics of such models will 
be discussed further below. 

However, it is important to note that the vast majority of this research 
has taken place within a single context of either L1 or FL education and has 
had a tendency to neglect the potential interactions between the two. In 
addition, it is almost taken for granted within the literature that any refer-
ence to transfer between these two contexts implies the one-way transfer 
of pre-existing skills and strategies from the L1 to the FL. Studies which 
explore phenomena such as language transfer (Odlin, 1989) or cross- 
linguistic influence (Sharwood Smith, and Kellerman, 1986), for example, 
tend to focus on the L1 to FL transfer of linguistic systems, such as lexical 
items, syntax, phonology or morphology rather than strategies. It is also 
important to acknowledge that L1 strategies may not necessarily be effec-
tive; as explored by Flower and Hayes (1981) and Bereiter and Scardamalia 
(1987), many writers are considered to be ‘unskilled’ or ‘novice’ writers 
even in their first language, and therefore may not have developed effec-
tive strategies which they can transfer to the learning of a new language. 
Similarly, even skilled L1 writers may not ‘automatically transfer the strat-
egies they learn in one context to a different situation’ (Rubin, Chamot, 
Harris, and Anderson, 2007: 147). L1 strategies may also have become pro-
ceduralized to the point where students may not be consciously aware of 
them, therefore further hindering the potential for transfer (Perkins and 
Salomon, 1988). 

The study at the heart of this paper therefore initially emerged from a 
hypothesis that if the use of writing strategies is explicitly developed within 
the FL classroom, then it seems logical that this knowledge could not only 
benefit FL writing tasks, but may also positively affect L1 writing. While 
studies into such reverse transfer in writing are limited, some evidence of 
this has been detected by Berman (1994), Kecskes and Papp (2000) and 
Kobayashi and Rinnert (2007) in relation to essay organization skills, use 
of syntactic structures and transfer of rhetorical features respectively. 
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Although not situated within the framework of strategy research, the find-
ings from these studies suggest that FL teachers, who are able to focus 
more explicitly on the development of language learning strategies, are in 
a unique position to contribute to an overall improvement in writing stan-
dards. As stated by Pomphrey (2000: 278):

The act of consciously learning a language in the classroom implies a 
distancing of the self from the usual unconscious habits of everyday com-
munication. This means that explicit knowledge about language as a system 
is likely to be more easily extracted from the foreign language learning 
experience than from learning which takes place in the L1.

The aim of this paper, then, is to provide a framework for the development 
of a cross-curricular intervention of strategy-based instruction between L1 
and FL secondary school classrooms. The motivation behind this interven-
tion was to bring together approaches to writing pedagogy among English 
and FL teachers in order to help learners to become more effective strategy 
users and in turn, more proficient writers in both language contexts. This 
paper will consider:

1. The factors which contribute to the design of a strategy-based, 
cross-curricular intervention in writing pedagogy;

2. The development and implementation of the intervention;
3. The effects of a cross-curricular intervention on the development 

and transfer of writing strategies in and between the L1 and FL. 

Overall research design

The study which led to the development of the framework presented in this 
paper involved a classroom intervention of explicit strategy-based instruc-
tion which was delivered first in the German foreign language classroom, 
and later also in the English classroom of a Year 9 (age 13–14) mixed abil-
ity class in a secondary school in England (referred to as the Experimental 
Group). A parallel mixed ability class in the same year group was also des-
ignated as a Control Group in order to help to establish the extent to which 
any changes which took place could be attributed to the strategy interven-
tion. This year group was chosen as it is the final year of compulsory FL 
learning in school, and therefore the students represented a wider range 
of proficiency levels and attitudes towards the subject than those who  
self-select to continue the subject further. All students studied both 
German and French as foreign languages. The overall research design is 
outlined in Figure 1 and further details of the study can be found in Forbes 
(2016). 
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Th e data collected in the fi rst stage of the process was used to identify 
existing conceptualizations of and approaches to writing in English and 
the FLs through questionnaires, writing tasks and interviews. Th is infor-
mation was then used to develop an intervention of SBI to be carried out 
in the German classroom over the course of four months. Th e SBI was 
designed to be integrated into existing schemes of work and involved the 
introduction of tasks and activities to aid the planning, monitoring and 
evaluation of written work and to encourage students to refl ect on and 
assess their personal learning strategies and approaches; full details of this 
are presented below. Th en, another set of measures were taken to investi-
gate whether or not this explicit focus on strategy use in German lessons 
aff ected students’ approach to writing in German, and also whether any of 
the learners transferred these strategies to their French or English writing 
tasks without any explicit encouragement to do so. During the next phase 
of the intervention, the SBI continued in the German classroom, however 
was also explicitly reinforced in the English classroom. Similar activities 
and resources were used by both teachers in order to encourage learners to 
transfer the skills and strategies they developed in one curriculum area to 
another. A third and fi nal set of data was then collected to explore any fur-
ther changes which took place as a result of this additional explicit instruc-
tion in both the L1 and FL classrooms. 

Th is study was characterized by its longitudinal design as it took place 
over the course of one academic year and incorporated three data collec-
tion points, as outlined in Figure 1. Th e longitudinal nature of the study 
was key in measuring change and accounting for complexity; as suggested 
by Kobayashi and Rinnert (2007: 87), ‘there are benefi ts to be gained 
from engaging in longitudinal research on beliefs and strategies since this 
research design can help us capture the dynamics of beliefs and strategies 
over time’. 

Having provided a brief overview of the research design, the following 
sections will in turn explicate the rationale behind the factors which it was 

Figure 1: Overview of research design
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necessary to take into account when designing such a study, the implemen-
tation of the intervention itself, and will draw on data from the above study 
to illustrate the effects of such a programme of instruction.

Factors which contribute to the design of a strategy-based,  
cross-curricular intervention in writing pedagogy

This section will consider three key factors which were taken into account 
before developing such an intervention, namely: the school system; teacher 
and student conceptualizations of writing in each language; and existing 
approaches to writing. 

School systems

As outlined above, at the level of the national curriculum the teaching of 
English and FLs are often treated very differently in schools in England. 
However, before developing any form of cross-curricular intervention, it 
is important to consider how this is enacted within an individual school 
context by examining school policies and schemes of work. In the case of 
the current study, the English and FL departments were housed in separate 
buildings and the teachers in one department were largely unaware of the 
approaches to writing adopted in the other. An examination of school-wide 
and departmental policies contained no reference to making links between 
different language contexts.

In terms of task types and expectations, students aged 11–14 in English 
were expected to produce narrative-style tasks, which includes creative 
writing, alongside more analytical tasks such as essays on novels or plays. 
In FLs, however, where students were operating at a significantly lower 
level of proficiency, writing exercises predominantly took the form of  
narrative-style tasks related to specific topics, such as writing about oneself 
or a past holiday. Yet when looking at the mark schemes used in each sub-
ject, some similarities emerged in terms of overall aims and expectations. 
Teachers in both subject areas focused on both content and accurate use of 
language; while English teachers looked for writing which was ‘engaging’ 
and made ‘proper use of structure’, FL teachers also sought evidence of a 
‘sound ability to convey information clearly’ and a ‘well organized struc-
ture’. Both mark schemes also highlighted the importance of the accurate 
use of spelling, punctuation and grammar. It seems therefore that teachers 
in both contexts were working towards shared aims and goals in writing, 
even if such links were not made explicit. 

Nevertheless, the selection of appropriate writing tasks which would 
enable links to be drawn between writing in the various languages remained 
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a challenge in the current study. As it would not have been feasible to adapt 
the same task to all of the languages given the discrepancy between L1 and 
FL proficiency, it was deemed suitable to ensure that each of the tasks was 
of the same style, i.e. a narrative-style task. Examples of this include a piece 
of travel writing in English, a text about hobbies in German and a descrip-
tion of a family in French. 

Teacher and student conceptualizations of writing in each language 

While departmental documentation provides important information about 
policies and priorities, it is also crucial to consider students’ and teachers’ 
own perceptions of writing in each of the languages. In the current study 
this was done through a student questionnaire and interviews with both 
students and teachers. 

The aim of the questionnaire was to establish and then track students’ 
conceptualizations of writing in each language and their perceptions of 
their performance relating to different aspects of writing. As highlighted 
by Yang (1999), there may exist a cyclical relationship between learners’ 
beliefs and strategy use, whereby appropriate strategy use may lead to 
an enhanced self-perception of language proficiency, which in turn may 
increase strategy use. It is therefore important to give due consideration to 
student beliefs. Using a four-point Likert scale the students were asked to 
rate the importance of and their performance in a range of criteria, such as 
‘planning your work’, ‘organizing a text’, ‘overall accuracy’ and ‘revising your 
work’. However, it is recognized that ‘questionnaires only provide reports 
of what people say they think or do’ (Hyland, 2002: 166) and therefore 
they were followed up by interviews with 12 case study students in order 
to further explore their responses. These students were chosen to repre-
sent a mix of gender and performance levels. The interviews were semi- 
structured and aimed to explore why students had selected particular 
responses and to elicit examples. 

It is worth noting that at the beginning of the study the students per-
ceived writing in German and French in a very similar way, yet had distinct 
conceptualizations of writing in the L1 and FLs. This was especially evident 
in relation to: the type of tasks set, which were viewed as more restrictive 
and confining in the FLs, the expectations in both contexts and their level 
of proficiency. One girl, for example, commented in the interview:

I think I see them as quite different, cause when I’m writing in, yeah, like 
when I’m writing in French and German like, I just feel like I’m being 
marked on like, like, spelling and like words and stuff, but with English it is 
more about what you’re writing, so I do think they’re quite different and I 
treat them differently.
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Interviews were also conducted with the English and FL teachers in order 
to explore similar themes from a pedagogical perspective. Teachers were 
asked about the emphasis placed on developing writing skills in their par-
ticular language and the approach they took to teaching these. They were 
also asked to comment on the importance of key aspects based on the 
student questionnaires, such as planning, use of resources and checking 
over work. In this particular study, the teacher interviews revealed a lack 
of awareness about the way in which writing was taught or viewed outside 
of their particular subject area. Interestingly, both teachers and students 
shared distinct conceptualizations of L1 and FL writing, suggesting per-
haps that if teachers can align their practices in a more cross-curricular 
way, this may also help students to make connections and transfer skills 
between their different languages. The information gathered about the 
perceptions of both teachers and students was essential for developing the 
intervention, as it highlighted not only potential areas for cross-over but 
also areas of difference which may require more explicit connections to be 
made. 

Existing approaches to writing

It was also crucial to gather more objective data about students’ existing 
approaches to writing in each language. As emphasized by Macaro (2001: 
108), ‘intervention without a prior stage of strategy elicitation of those 
particular learners (and therefore description) is invalid’. In order to cap-
ture information about strategy use, the students were asked to complete 
a narrative-style writing task in each of the three languages on a specially 
designed writing strategy task sheet. This was based on a method used by 
Macaro (2001) and was designed to capture students’ pre-task planning, 
the use of resources and problem-solving strategies while writing (by ask-
ing students to use underlining and the notes section of the margin), and 
included some post-task questions about the evaluation process, such as 
whether they checked over their work and what they checked for. 

As the task sheets required students to report their strategy use relat-
ing to a specific and contemporaneous task, it was felt that this would 
provide a more accurate reflection of their behaviour than a more gen-
eral questionnaire. Additionally, students were given the space to add their 
own thoughts and notes and were not restricted to selecting from a pre-
determined list. The use of the task sheets allowed for the writing tasks to 
be completed simultaneously by the whole class under normal classroom 
conditions in an authentic environment, in line with a sociocognitive per-
spective, rather than individually conducting think aloud protocols with 
each student in isolation. Evidence of strategy use was coded into several 
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categories: planning, monitoring, errors and error correction and evalu-
ation. Stimulated recall interviews were then conducted with the 12 case 
study students in order to gather more in-depth data about the strategies 
used.

Key patterns emerged from this analysis which shaped the develop-
ment of the intervention. As suggested by the interviews, evidence from 
the writing tasks confirmed that at the beginning of this study, students 
approached writing differently in English and the FLs. For example, stu-
dents were much more likely to engage in any form of planning in English 
than in German or French and to produce much longer plans and use a 
wider range of planning strategies in English. While a common approach 
in English was for students to draft all or part of their work during the 
planning phase, in German and French very little written planning was 
produced and where there was some, this was generally limited to a small 
number of bullet points of items of vocabulary. Students similarly identi-
fied a much wider range of evaluation strategies in English, even though 
they were aware that they were much more likely to make errors when 
writing in German or French. Given the difference in students’ baseline 
approaches to writing in English and in the FLs at the beginning of the 
study, it seemed as though they were not necessarily transferring their 
L1 writing strategies automatically to a FL. A key aim of the subsequent 
intervention therefore, was to encourage students to reflect on and make 
connections between the strategies they use when writing in different 
languages. 

Developing and implementing the intervention

The pedagogical intervention involved the introduction of tasks and activi-
ties to aid students in planning, monitoring and evaluating their written 
work and to encourage them to reflect on and develop their individual 
learning strategies. This section will first outline some key factors to con-
sider in relation to the implementation of SBI and will then provide an 
overview of the main stages in the intervention drawing on examples from 
the current study.

The implementation of strategy-based instruction

When implementing a programme of SBI it is important to consider sev-
eral factors:

• Whether instruction should be integrated into normal classroom 
teaching or taught separately;
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• Whether strategies should be explicitly taught or implicitly embed-
ded into activities and materials;

• Whether strategies in FL classrooms should be taught through the 
target language or the L1.

In this study, the decision was made to integrate the instruction into nor-
mal classroom teaching so as to make it relevant and so as not to disrupt 
students’ learning. In addition, references to strategies were made explicit 
as ‘it is believed that this metacognitive knowledge will facilitate transfer 
of the strategies to new tasks and will assist students toward autonomous 
use of the strategies’ (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990: 184), which is in line 
with later findings by Macaro (2001) and Cohen (2011). From a transfer of 
learning perspective (Perkins and Salomon, 1988), explicit instruction has 
also been highlighted as crucial for stimulating transfer between tasks or 
contexts which are superficially different (referred to as high road transfer), 
such as engaging in writing in English compared to a foreign language. 
In order to promote transfer, instruction should therefore not only clearly 
address how to use a particular strategy or skill, but also when to use it 
(Perkins and Salomon, 1988: 24). In addition, the decision was made to 
conduct the SBI in English, even in the FL classroom, due primarily to the 
low level of students’ German. However, it was also felt that if the SBI was 
conducted in the same language across each of the subjects and if termi-
nology remained relatively consistent, it may be easier for students to make 
connections and to transfer the strategies between contexts. 

Strategy-based instruction

A range of models of explicit SBI have been proposed within the second 
language education literature (see Chamot, Barnhardt, El-Dinary, and 
Robbins, 1999; Grenfell and Harris, 1999; Macaro, 2001; Oxford, 2017). 
However, they all follow a similar sequence of four steps which forms the 
basis for the development of the current pedagogical intervention (Figure 
2). These steps are not necessarily linear, but should instead be consid-
ered as recursive, ‘so that teachers and students always have the option of 
revisiting prior instructional phases as needed’ (Chamot, 2008: 271). The 
models also share a similar aim; to encourage students to become more 
metacognitively aware language learners and more autonomous strategy 
users. This section will consider the rationale behind each of the four steps 
in turn, and provide examples from the current study to exemplify how 
they were incorporated into both the English and FL classrooms. 
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Step 1: Raise awareness of the strategies learners are already using

It is widely recognized that an important step in any form of strategy 
research ‘is to help learners recognise which strategies they already use’ 
(Cohen, 1998: 69) and this furthermore serves a pedagogical purpose as ‘a 
foundation for deciding which strategies to teach’ (Oxford, 2011: 140). Th is 
is particularly important when working across diff erent curriculum sub-
ject areas. As noted above, both students and teachers have diff erent per-
spectives and priorities when writing in English and FLs and they should 
be encouraged to refl ect on this. Similarly, given students’ higher level of 
profi ciency in their mother tongue it is likely that they will be less con-
sciously aware of their strategy use in this language. Paradoxically there-
fore, such elicitation and awareness-raising may prove more diffi  cult in the 
L1 classroom. 

In this study, for example, the initial German writing task, which was 
completed by all of the participants at the beginning of the year, was used 
as a stimulus for a whole-class discussion about which strategies students 
used and how they used them. Th e teacher asked for students to raise their 
hand if they had, for example, done any pre-task planning, used a diction-
ary, asked for help or checked over their work afterwards. Th is enabled 
learners to see that they and their peers had utilized a range of diff erent 
strategies to complete the task. Students then spent several minutes dis-
cussing their task in pairs and were asked to explain to each other some of 

Figure 2: Stages of the SBI cycle
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the strategies they used, why they used them and whether they found them 
helpful. The students and teacher then co-constructed a list of some of the 
existing writing strategies used by the class, which included, for example, 
planning ideas, looking up keywords, using their textbook, asking for help, 
re-reading their work and checking spelling. This was later mirrored in the 
English classroom during the second phase of the intervention. This pro-
cess not only provided a starting point for the development of the interven-
tion, but also raised students’ awareness of what a strategy is and what they 
do. This type of awareness-raising activity was revisited regularly through-
out the course of the year in both the German and English classrooms to 
encourage learners to continually monitor and develop their strategy use. 

Step 2: Teacher presents and models strategies

The second step involved the teacher presenting, modelling and explain-
ing a range of writing strategies. Not all strategies were presented at once, 
but were grouped into planning, monitoring and evaluation strategies and 
were built up gradually. Figure 3 provides an overview of the main strat-
egies focused on within each group. When the SBI was introduced into 
the English classroom, similar resources and terminology were used in 
order to encourage the students to think about transferring relevant strat-
egies from one context to another. Inevitably there were some strategies 
which were more closely linked with one subject, such as the use of back- 
translating as an evaluation strategy, however on the whole the majority 
were relevant to both the L1 and FL. 

Throughout the process of presenting strategies, the teacher was always 
explicit about the rationale behind using the strategy; as underlined by 
Cohen (1998: 93), ‘it is necessary for teachers to inform their learners fully 
as to the strategies that they are being taught and the value and purpose of 
employing these strategies’. In order to present the strategies, the teacher 
modelled them clearly by thinking aloud during an activity in order to 
reveal to students their thought processes and strategies used. 

However, it was also important to make clear to students that they 
would not necessarily find every strategy helpful, nor would every strategy 
be appropriate for every task. Within a sociocognitive framework, teachers 
are often recognized as ‘co-authors’ of students’ writing (Prior, 2006: 58) 
which allows for the ‘co-construction of learning strategies’ (Collins, 1998: 
48). Therefore, it is important for teachers to avoid any attempts to impose 
the ‘right’ strategies on learners and instead to provide them with a range 
of strategies along with the skills to be able to assess which strategies would 
aid them as an individual to complete a particular task.
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Step 3: Students practise using the strategies

Th e third step of the process then provided students with the opportunity 
to practise the strategies for themselves across a range of tasks. Initially 
this was done via scaff olding sheets which allowed for guided practice. 
Examples of activities introduced in both the German and English class-
room are outlined below.

Planning activity. Links between the development of eff ective planning 
strategies and improvement in the quality of writing have been reported in 
a number of studies in both the FL (e.g. Sasaki, 2002) and L1 contexts (e.g. 
De La Paz and Graham, 2002). A scaff olding sheet was therefore designed 
to help students plan for a German writing task on the topic of school. 
Students were guided to set themselves goals for the task, consider the 
main content ideas and language features they would include (such as par-
ticular verb tenses or structures), fi nd key words and phrases in German, 
and to think about the overall structure of their text. A similar sheet was 
used to help them to plan for an English creative writing task. While in 
this case students were not asked to fi nd key phrases in the same way as 

Figure 3: Overview of the main writing strategies developed
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they had done for German, they were prompted to think about using par-
ticular language features such as alliteration, metaphors and a variety of 
adjectives.

Evaluation activity. Following a German writing task on holidays, students 
were given a scaffolding sheet to guide them through checking their work. 
This asked whether they had specifically checked for a range of features, 
such as spelling, relevance and verb tenses, and also asked them to indicate 
whether they had made any changes as a result of checking their work. This 
aimed to encourage students to more actively engage with checking over 
their work and, combined with feedback from the teacher, enabled them to 
see which aspects of evaluation they perhaps needed more practice with. 
A similar sheet was used in the English classroom, however was adapted 
slightly to capture aspects of particular relevance to this context. For exam-
ple, following an argumentative essay task students were additionally asked 
to reflect on their use of persuasive language.

‘Moving on’ strategies. As suggested by Macaro (2001: 219), strategy train-
ing should go beyond the planning, monitoring and evaluation stages and 
should also incorporate what are referred to as ‘moving on’ strategies, 
which ‘update the mental models of the target language as a result of feed-
back’. This was incorporated into the current study by means of an error 
correction activity in German. This aimed to encourage students to engage 
more actively with teacher feedback following a writing task, and to enable 
them to feed this forward into future tasks by improving their ability to 
detect and correct errors. Errors were underlined and students were asked 
to identify the ‘type’ of error and then to correct it. Students were encour-
aged to use this to set targets for subsequent activities. In English, students 
were similarly encouraged to engage with feedback and to set targets for 
subsequent tasks. While the same principles applied, due to the nature of 
the tasks this more frequently tended to be at the level of content or struc-
ture for English rather than at word or sentence level.

Removing scaffolding. In line with other frameworks for SBI (e.g. Chamot, 
2005; Grenfell and Harris, 1999; Macaro, 2001) the resources which explic-
itly guided students through a task were gradually removed and they were 
encouraged to select and combine the strategies they wanted to use more 
independently. After students had been given the opportunity to prac-
tise their strategy use on several occasions using the guided task sheets, 
these were then replaced with summary sheets providing an overview of 
strategies. Students were encouraged before each task to take a moment 
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to reflect on which strategies they would use and what they found useful 
afterwards. This was then reduced further to a summary sheet similar to 
Figure 3 which students kept in their books and which was referred to pro-
gressively less by the L1 and FL teachers. 

Step 4: Evaluation of the effectiveness of strategies used and transfer of 
strategies to new tasks

The fourth step in the cycle of SBI involved the evaluation of the effec-
tiveness of the strategies used and the subsequent transfer of strategies 
to different tasks and ultimately, to different subjects. The act of evaluat-
ing is a metacognitive strategy in itself, and forms a valuable part of SBI. 
Learners should be able to monitor and assess the usefulness of a particular 
strategy and then decide whether or not it is appropriate. Such metacog-
nitive engagement with their learning facilitates the transfer of strate-
gies. Students were encouraged to reflect systematically on their strategy 
use through whole class and small group discussions led by the teacher 
throughout the intervention, and also individually by means of the strat-
egy evaluation sheets discussed above. In line with Graham and Macaro 
(2007), feedback was provided to students, not just on the accuracy of the 
finished written product itself, but also on their strategic approach to writ-
ing tasks, with a view to helping them develop their strategy use; this took 
the form of verbal feedback to students in class while they were working on 
a task and occasionally written comments on their work suggesting which 
strategies they should try. Teacher feedback on strategy use is instrumental 
in helping learners to reflect more deliberately on their approach to writ-
ing with a view to helping them to gradually develop the metacognitive 
skills they need to engage with and expand on their strategy use more inde-
pendently (Oxford, 2017). Schunk and Schwarz (1993: 339) have similarly 
highlighted that ‘strategy feedback promotes achievement outcomes and 
strategy use better than strategy instruction alone’. 

The effects of a cross-curricular intervention of SBI

While the primary focus of this paper is the development of the interven-
tion itself, it is also worth commenting on the key findings which emerged 
from the empirical study in order to demonstrate the effect of such an 
approach on students’ development and transfer of writing strategies 
within and between the L1 and FL classrooms. While space only allows 
for a summary of the results here, further details can be found in Forbes 
(2018b) and Forbes and Fisher (2018).
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Strategy development and transfer

As a result of the intervention of SBI, there was evidence to suggest that, 
in comparison to the Control Group, the Experimental Group students 
developed both the quantity and quality, or effectiveness, of their strat-
egy use. This occurred to some extent across all languages; however it was 
most evident in German, which is not surprising given that this was the 
context in which students received explicit strategy instruction for the lon-
gest period of time. Key findings are as follows:

• Planning: There was an increase in engagement in pre-task plan-
ning among the Experimental Group students in both German 
and French after the first phase of SBI and in both FLs there was 
also an increase in the planning of content items, language fea-
tures and goal setting following Phase A of the intervention in the 
German classroom. In English, although the SBI did not seem to 
affect the number of students engaging in written planning, which 
was already high to begin with, it did seem to positively impact 
the quality of their planning, particularly in relation to the plan-
ning of language features, style and goal-setting. Even though most 
of these changes in English occurred following the explicit phase 
of SBI in the English classroom, it seems that even after Phase A 
students were beginning to use a wider range of strategies, which is 
perhaps indicative of some level of FL-L1 transfer. 

• Problem-solving strategies: There was evidence of the Experimental 
Group students shifting problem-solving strategies, such as dic-
tionary use, to the planning stage, rather than disrupting the writ-
ing process by engaging in this during the task itself. 

• Accuracy: Another key area where the SBI impacted students’ 
strategy use was in relation to the number of errors made and cor-
rected. The Experimental Group students made fewer errors over 
time in all subjects and this was significantly less than the Control 
Group in German at Point 3 and in English at both Points 2 and 3. 
Although not a strategy in itself, such an increase in levels of accu-
racy provides an objective measure of a range of monitoring and 
evaluation strategies used successfully by students. In particular, 
they took an increasingly thorough and more focused approach to 
checking over their work, especially following Phase A in the FLs 
and Phase B in English. 

• Attainment: Such development in students’ strategy use also cor-
responded to an improvement in achievement in the writing tasks. 
While there was no significant difference between the writing task 
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scores of the Experimental Group and Control Group students 
at the beginning of the study, at Points 2 and 3 in German and at 
Point 2 in English the Experimental Group scored significantly 
higher than the Control Group. In addition, over time the mean 
scores of the Experimental Group improved consistently across 
each of the three languages.

In terms of strategy transfer, there was some evidence following Phase A 
of the intervention to suggest that students transferred some strategies 
developed in the German classroom to English tasks without any explicit 
encouragement to do so. This was particularly evident in relation to the 
quality of planning, as indicated by an increase in both the frequency and 
range of planning strategies used by the Experimental Group, and in an 
improvement in accuracy, as demonstrated by both a decrease in errors 
made and an increase in errors self-corrected. Most changes in English, 
however, occurred following Phase B of the intervention, when the links 
between strategy use in the L1 and FL classroom were made explicit, 
underlining the potential benefit for students of cross-curricular collabora-
tion among language teachers. Following Phase B of the intervention there 
was a further increase in the number and range of planning strategies used 
by the Experimental Group in English, further improvement in the accu-
racy of their writing and an increase in the number and range of evaluation 
foci identified by students. 

Conceptualizations of writing

In addition to patterns of strategy development and transfer, this study 
also focused on students’ perceptions of writing in the different language 
classrooms. As noted above, at the beginning of the study the students had 
distinct conceptualizations of writing in the L1 and FLs as reported in the 
questionnaires and interviews. However, over the course of the interven-
tion the Experimental Group students’ views both of what they considered 
to be important and their own performance in L1 and FL writing seemed 
to converge, particularly in terms of an increase in importance given to 
criteria such as planning, revising and accuracy in all subjects. This was 
especially striking when compared to the Control Group where views of 
the two language contexts conversely seemed to be diverging. 

Over time, the Experimental Group students also increasingly viewed 
some aspects of their approach to writing as cross-linguistic, rather than as 
specific to L1 or FL contexts, highlighting further the potential for encour-
aging the transfer of skills and strategies between languages. One boy, for 
example, commented in the final interview: 
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I think they’ve got much closer now, doing these types of things, because 
you’re planning more, you’re using the same sort of sheets so it kind of 
shows you that they do relate to each other, so you can use the same things, 
so like reading through afterwards, checking for spelling and structures, 
they’re all the same, they’re all in French, German and in English.

There may therefore be a link between the converging patterns of L1 and 
FL strategy development and students’ converging conceptualizations of 
the two contexts; as connections between the two contexts became more 
apparent over time, this in turn may have facilitated transfer.

Limitations and reflections

Due to the mentalistic nature of metacognition and strategic thought pro-
cesses, during the data collection process it was necessary to rely heavily 
on self-report data, either in written form on the writing task sheets or ver-
bally through the interviews. As such, students could only report on strate-
gies that they were consciously aware of using, and there is therefore a risk 
that some of their thought processes had become proceduralized and were 
not accessible for report. It is important to acknowledge, therefore, that the 
majority of data collected can only be considered as learners’ perceptions 
of their strategy use. As stated by Grenfell and Harris (1999: 54): ‘it is not 
easy to get inside the “black box” of the human brain and find out what is 
going on there. We work with what we can get, which, despite the limita-
tions, provides food for thought’. Similarly, it is also important to be aware 
of the possibility that the students may have simply reported what they felt 
they were supposed to report, given the focus of the intervention and the 
particular prompts used in the writing task sheets and interviews. It could 
therefore be argued that any increase in their reported use of strategies was 
simply the result of raised awareness of use, or ideas being planted in the 
minds of the participants. Yet as Cohen, Weaver and Li (1998: 147) state, 
‘the power of suggestion alone is not usually enough to produce strategy 
use’. Furthermore, exactly the same prompts and elicitation techniques 
were used with the control group students, where the same trends and 
results were not observed. 

Discussion and conclusion

The process of developing such a strategy-based, cross-curricular approach 
to writing pedagogy, along with the resulting findings, suggest that while a 
programme of SBI is beneficial within a particular language context, effects 
are most powerful when there is collaboration between L1 and FL teach-
ers. Gunning, White and Busque (2015) similarly found that when the first 
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language and second language (L2) teachers in their study collaborated in 
the teaching of reading strategies at a school in Francophone Canada, the 
students became more effective at self-monitoring their reading in both 
languages. In relation to writing, Kobayashi and Rinnert (2008: 20) also 
commented with regard to their study with undergraduate students that 
‘the interaction between intensive L1 and L2 training led to greater effects 
than either of the separate kinds of training alone would have allowed us to 
predict, perhaps because of the greater confidence it generated for both L1 
and L2 writing’. Such positive interaction between the two language con-
texts reinforces the potential benefit of collaboration.

Yet, while there is evidence to suggest that collaboration between L1 
and FL teachers in the teaching of writing strategies can lead to positive 
benefits for the students, it is also important to acknowledge the chal-
lenges and potential barriers to such collaboration arising from the differ-
ence between the language contexts. At a curriculum level, Harris (2006) 
noted the distinction between the aims and objectives of English and FL 
teachers in the UK context, a gap exacerbated by government policies and 
a lack of time to plan cross-curricular activities. As such, teachers are often 
unfamiliar with the curriculum or specific terminology used in another 
subject area and any potential collaboration may also be hindered by the 
L1 teacher’s limitation in a FL. 

At an organizational level, Perkins and Salomon (1988) similarly com-
mented that the way in which certain skills are partitioned off from each 
other in schools can impede students’ ability to transfer them from one 
subject area to another. These considerations contribute to a difference in 
the way in which learners and teachers view each subject at a personal 
level. As shown above, at the beginning of this process both groups con-
ceptualized writing in the L1 and in the FLs quite differently. This is in line 
with findings from a study conducted by Haukås (2015), which revealed 
that Norwegian teachers of L3 French, German or Spanish conceptual-
ized the learning of the L3 as being completely different from the learning 
of L2 English. As a result, they rarely focused on the transfer of learning 
strategies between these subjects. Yet interestingly, they strongly believed 
that collaboration across languages could enhance students’ learning, and 
results from the current study confirm that such collaboration can indeed 
positively influence students’ attainment in writing. The implementation of 
an explicit, cross-linguistic programme of instruction for developing writ-
ing, such as the one outlined in this paper, may therefore provide the nec-
essary framework for encouraging connection-making and transfer among 
both students and teachers. 

In the final analysis, while De Angelis and Jessner (2012: 65) called for a 
‘multilingual approach to the study of writing development’, I would extend 
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this further and argue for a multilingual approach to the teaching of writing 
in schools. As highlighted by Burley and Pomphrey (2003), both English 
and FL teachers in the context of UK secondary schools are teachers of 
language and as such, should share some common aims and practices. 
Writing, after all, is a crucial skill which permeates the entire school cur-
riculum, and evidence from the current study suggests that some form of 
coordination between L1 and FL teachers in relation to writing strategies 
can be mutually beneficial for students’ overall writing development in 
both contexts. 
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