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Abstract

The importance of involving students in writing activities that encourage
them to work on metacognitive processes is recognized by educational
experts (Albanese et al.,, 2003; Harris et al., 2010; De Simone et al,, 2015).
During the formative process, activities that require students to use
judgment and critical thinking skills, as well as challenge them to reflect on
themes close to their daily life, are reported to be more effective (Bruning -
Horn, 2000; Boscolo - Gelati, 2007; Smith et al., 2007). This paper presents
the results of a writing laboratory developed with Italian undergraduate
students. The students were freshmen in the Department of Education at
Roma Tre University. The main objective was to work on students'
metacognitive skills, asking them to clarify their ideas about "school
organization and assessment processes in Italy” through a written paper. In
addition to argumentative texts, students were asked to identify one or
more illustrations to support their judgment. The research hypothesis was
that the ideas that students have about scholastic organization and
assessment processes could considerably influence the way in which they
approach their academic path. The products of the laboratory were
systematically shared and discussed with the students. The results of the
research confirm the importance of working with students on writing skills
and on metacognition. These are shown to be relevant to the students'
educational and professional future.
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Introduction

The importance of involving students in writing activities that encourage them to
work on metacognitive processes is widely recognized by experts in the educational
field (Albanese et al., 2003; Harris et al., 2010; Boscolo & Zuin, 2014; De Simone et
al, 2015). Writing is one of the basic language skills, together with listening,
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speaking, and reading, but in teaching practices specific attention is not always given
to strategies that can be effective in promoting its development and/or enhancement
(Piemontese and Sposetti, 2014, 2015). It is also made clear in the Recommendation
of the European Council on key competences for lifelong learning (2018) that
«Individuals should have the skills to communicate both orally and in writing in a
variety of communicative situations and to monitor and adapt their own
communication to the requirements of the situation. This competence also includes
the abilities to distinguish and use different types of texts, to search for, collect and
process information, to use aids, and to formulate and express one's oral and written
arguments in a convincing way appropriate to the context» (p.5).

In an educational context, the act of writing is connected to a student's ability to
elaborate thoughts in an orderly manner and to express their reasoning in a
coherent way to fulfill the task expected by the teacher. Requiring students to bring
their writing skills into play in response to tasks in which they are invited to express
critical judgments and in which, in a challenging way, they are expected to state
opinions on topics close to everyday life - in particular - has been shown by
research to be especially effective (Bruning & Horn, 2000; Boscolo & Gelati, 2007;
Smith et al,, 2007; De Beni et al., 2015).

In a university context, there is sometimes the risk of underestimating the
importance of reflecting on and working with students on writing, as it is assumed
that students have already acquired this ability and are able to use it effectively,
flexibly, and autonomously. The results of various research projects show that
university students demonstrate considerable gaps in competence when producing
written texts, including, for example, logical incoherence in expressing their flow of
thoughts and the presence of grammatical errors (Stefinlongo, 2002; Sposetti, 2008;
Cisotto & Novello, 2012; Lucisano et al, 2013).

One of the educational devices identified to counter the tendency to underestimate
the importance of encouraging the development and enhancement of students'
writing skills is the laboratory. In particular, those laboratories that encourage
students to produce written texts of a certain complexity and provide forms of
feedback that allow students to reflect on and reorganize their written output
(Sibilio, 2002; Pietragalla, 2005; Bonaiuti et al.,, 2016; Hattie, 2016; Giuliani, 2018)
are identified as strategically relevant. In designing laboratory activities of this type,
the educational context of the 21st century can also use digital infrastructure to offer
meaningful activities to students (Galliani, 2004, Calvani, 2005, Banzato & Midoro,
2006). In the last decade, for example, many universities have set up training
platforms on which to create learning paths in blended or distance-learning modes.

Digital learning environments can be effective in involving students in educational
courses that enhance writing skills inasmuch as they offer the possibility, through
their built-in tools, of providing synchronous and asynchronous communication
spaces (chats and forums) where students can engage in informal writing activities.
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Furthermore, the possibility of preparing areas in which to produce and submit
written work offers students the opportunity to test their writing skills in a formal
educational setting and allows teachers to collect useful data to become acquainted
with the students and to respond with an assessment judgement, even from a
distance. To be effective, the teacher's feedback should highlight not only the
adequacy or inadequacy of the work as a whole, but should also specifically indicate
why different passages of the written output are correct or incorrect. Any errors
should be explained to the student in detail so that he/she can refine his/her
metacognitive skills and improve his/her performance in subsequent submissions
(Irons, 2007, Shute, 2008, Harks et al., 2014).

A further strategy that can promote the development and enhancement of students'
writing skills is peer assessment (Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000; Schunk &
Zimmerman, 2012; Lea & Nicoll, 2013). In fact, involving students in laboratory
activities aimed at discussing the texts produced with their classmates and
preparing written assessments to be shared with them can be effective for working
on both students' assessment and self-assessment capacities and their ability to
express judgements in written form. In this context, the teacher should assume the
role of observer-mediator, not intervening in the methods implemented by the
students except to provide thoughts on revision aimed at increasing student
awareness of what they have produced and shared. From this perspective, peer
review can be useful not only to develop written communication skills but also to
enhance metacognitive skills and to promote student leadership development
(Spillane, 2005; Dugan & Komives, 2007; Moretti & Giuliani, 2016).

With the intention of working on a cognitive and metacognitive level, in writing
laboratories students should be given tasks asking them to express critical judgment
and presenting questions in a semi-structured form (Wiggins, 1998; Domenici, 2005;
Tessaro, 2014; Moretti et al, 2015). This type of task seems to be particularly
effective because on the one hand it allows students to exercise their writing skills
(the ability to produce written output, formulate hypotheses, solve problems, re-
elaborate texts, and analyze complex situations), and on the other - by setting
limitations on the output, such as limiting the number of lines, the language register,
or the amount of material to be taken into consideration - it allows the teacher to
assess the work in a more objective way. In addition, by providing feedback to
students on specific elements of the text they have written, the teacher offers key
points for reflection in order to improve their performance in future submissions.

The importance of writing for students should be highlighted both in their personal
and educational paths and in their future professional paths in which they will be
protagonists. Knowledge of how to communicate in writing and the ability to
express critical judgement are among the essential elements for conscious
involvement in active citizenship, and it is therefore important to conduct research
on what may be the most effective strategies to promote their development.
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Methodology

The paper presents the results of a writing laboratory developed with Italian
undergraduate students. The students were freshmen in the Department of
Education of Roma Tre University.

The group of students was identified as attending the course "Didactic organization
and evaluation processes”, and therefore involved in the individual and group
activities planned for the course. The laboratory involved the students in individual
work that required them to produce written argumentative texts, followed by a
phase of feedback on the results by peers and by the teacher or tutors of the course.
The paper examines in depth the results of one of the laboratory assignments.

The main objective of the laboratory was to work on the metacognitive skills of
students, asking them to clarify their idea of "school organization and assessment
processes in Italy" through a written paper. In addition to argumentative texts,
students were asked to identify one or more illustrations to support their own
judgment and to critically express their reflections on what they had selected.

The research hypothesis was that the ideas that students have about scholastic
organization and about assessment processes could considerably influence the way
in which they approach their academic path and project themselves into their
professional future. As future educators and teachers, in fact, it was considered
important to call on students to reflect on their convictions and require them to
explain these in written form. Regarding the text production process, we wanted to
investigate how, by asking students to develop written answers, individual points of
view assume a linear and structured form. Regarding the process of sharing texts, we
wanted to investigate how discussion, peer evaluation and self-evaluation can
increase students' awareness in supporting and problematizing their opinions. The
products of the laboratory were systematically shared and discussed with the
students.

The research was developed through several phases.

During the first phase, an online learning environment was implemented in which to
involve students in laboratory activities. The online environment of the course,
accessible on the Department Moodle platform (formonline.uniroma3.it), was
divided into different sections, each one aimed at supporting students as active
protagonists of the learning path in different ways. The initial section contains
information about teaching, materials for conceptual and methodological study,
notices about the course and links to the teacher's personal page. A second section is
dedicated to individual and self-assessment activities, and it is here that the
activities related to the writing laboratory presented in the paper took place. The
last section is dedicated to the development of group work (producing tools and
developing projects, but also producing written works). This section was also aimed
at involving students in laboratory activities.
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The second phase of the research actively involved students in the writing
laboratory. In the forums for individual activities, several assignments were
introduced; they asked students to produce texts in which to express critical
judgments on a given topic. The assignments were articulated in simple language
and required the production of texts of increasing complexity, taking into account
the fact that—being freshmen—it was not obvious that everyone mastered adequate
skills in writing and expressing critical judgments. To be challenging and engaging,
the assignments were formulated in order to investigate issues close to daily reality
or related to the professional future of the students.

During the third phase of the research, ongoing monitoring activities were carried
out on the responses given by the students to the laboratory assignments. The
written works were initially evaluated by the teacher and the tutors, and then peer
evaluation activities were encouraged in order to provide feedback. In both cases, a
formative evaluative function was promoted, so the approach was constructive and
not connected to the allocation of restrictive grades or judgments. The students'
writings were systematically presented and discussed, and it was interesting to
analyse how negotiations and discussions were activated starting from the personal
points of view expressed.

In the fourth phase of the research, a final follow-up was conducted with the
students in order to reflect collectively on the effectiveness of the laboratory on their
cognitive and metacognitive processes. This phase was useful to increase students’
awareness of the relevance of the activities in which they were involved and to give
the teacher and tutors the opportunity to receive feedback on the quality of the
planned formative action.

Main Results

The Department of Education Science platform is a moodle platform in which it is
possible to set up a learning environment designed to carry out the activities
foreseen in the university courses. The platform has resources to perform both
synchronous activities, including chat, and asynchronous activities, including forums
and Wiki building. In the course of Didactic Organization and Evaluation Processes
the stakeholders active on the platform in addition to the students are the lecturer,
author of the course, and the tutors who, in this case, are also experts in the subject.
The teacher arranges all the tasks and materials for further study, while the tutors
have the role of mediating and accompanying the students in their online learning
path. Students can contact the tutors either for technical/IT problems or for
explanations on the activities to be performed. In addition, the tutors have the task
of stimulating the platform - in particular the forums - to encourage the active
participation of all.

The platform has a very friendly user interface that allows students to log on and
browse without necessarily possessing advanced technological skills. On the home
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page of the course, the news Forum where students can find all the up-dated
information related to the course and the information given by the lecturer and
tutors was highlighted, as well as the link to the teacher's personal bulletin board
and the documentation of the course, which collects all the study material and
further information on the topics dealt with.

The activities that students are required to perform are divided into individual and
group activities. Students are also provided with self-assessment tests that provide
personalized feedback based on the answers given. The tests were designed to allow
students to monitor their ongoing learning path and check the level achieved in
order to make use of additional resources and strategies to bridge any gaps. Figure 1
shows a screenshot of the platform, which illustrates the activities related to the
course and the individual activities.

Il Corso

Il Corso

Forum News

Spazio in cui troverete tutti gli avvisi relativi al corso, attivit e scadenze. Si ricorda di controllare
periodicamente questo forum

Informazioni

() Bacheca Online del Docente

. Documentazione del corso
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Attivita Individuali

Attivita Individuali

Forum Tematico

Attivita integrative individuali per il raggiungimento dei 8 CFU per
chi NON fa parte di un gruppo di lavoro

« Prova autovalutativa

V Prova Autovalutativa 2

Attivita di Gruppo

Attivita di Gruppo

Fig. 1: Online platform homepage

This paper presents the results of one of the activities of the individual laboratory.
The laboratory was held using a forum in which the following task was proposed:
“Choose

an image (photo, graphic, etc.) that in your opinion represents an aspect of the
scholastic organization or scholastic assessment very widespread in the public
imagination. Reply by attaching the file containing the chosen image. Motivate your
choice by briefly describing the image and indicating if the represented aspect is to be
considered

positively or negatively in the prospect of working to raise the quality of the school and
learning.”

The activity was presented while the course in question was underway. The course
involves student participation in “blended” mode: partly in the classroom, partly
online. The students' answers were collected through the forum, and during the
lessons some of the results were shared in order to open a group discussion, turning
the lesson into a dialogue and requiring the active participation of the students.

114 students participated in the workshop. The answers of each student were
analyzed in order to verify the structure of the script in terms of the effectiveness of
the reasoning, relevance to the selected image, and syntactic and grammatical
correctness.

The analysis of the data showed that the students were very motivated to respond to
the task. In particular, it was found that, following classroom discussion of the
shared online texts, there was an increase in responses on the platform. It is
therefore possible to hypothesize that the dissemination of the papers in the
classroom prompted the drafting of material by those who had not yet participated.
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There was therefore no need for a reminder from the lecturer or tutors, as the class
group seems to have been self-motivated through sharing with other students and
experts.

As far as reasoning ability is concerned, not only were the majority of students able
to effectively discuss the chosen image, but they also knew how to correctly integrate
the issues addressed in the course to support their point of view. The identification
of the image therefore recalled the contents of the course, allowing students to put
into practice what they had learned in theory.

The images identified by the students were found to be representative of the
thoughts they wanted to share and were able to effectively illustrate their idea of
scholastic organization and assessment. It was interesting to note that, in some
cases, the same image was chosen by several students, who nevertheless expressed
different observations and points of view. Sharing their work on the platform did not
therefore limit the autonomy of the students, who, in the written paper, were able to
distinguish themselves by presenting their own opinions in an original way.

From a syntactic and grammatical point of view, the students' papers, although in
some cases assuming an informal tone, were judged positively. Writing in a forum,
despite being contextualized in a formal academic environment such as a university
course, runs the risk of becoming uncontrolled. A good level of writing was found
from the analysis of the texts. The task did not require scientific or academic writing,
but rather a logical and reasoned approach. In this sense, sentence structure was for
the most part sound. Grammatical errors were also limited to only a few cases. The
platform's forum does not provide a spelling or grammar checker, so it is clear that
the students were concentrating while drafting their work.

Below are some texts written by students that can be considered representative of
the results obtained in the laboratory.

The first extract brings out the student's ability to reflect through the image he/she
has chosen (Figure 2) not only on the main activity that is represented, but also on
the environment in which it is performed. During the course, the analysis of the
context is afforded significant importance. In this case, the student emphasizes how
an ordered environment in which activities are introduced one at a time can be
considered strategic for developing in children, starting from early childhood, a
sense of order, responsibility and self-sufficiency.

“In this image, it is possible to notice that the children are concentrated in their
activities. In my opinion, this kind of activity improves the quality of the kindergarten.
The children are able to discover new sensations being in contact with different types
of materials, discovering their name, their colours and their shapes. In addition, the
surrounding environment is ordered and there aren’t other activities going on: this is
also very important in order to increase the sense of order, responsibility and
autonomy.” (C. T. 20 years old)
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Fig. 2: Manual activities in a kindergarten With Figure 3, the student wanted to highlight one
of the aspects which make it possible to qualify the learning process in the school context,
thereby helping to develop some of the key competences. The arrangement of the desks and
the sharing of material observed in the image refer to group collaboration activities,
indispensable for building learning communities. In this case, the student goes on to report
one of the aspects that brings out a positive representation of the school system in which it is
possible, through quality initiatives, to achieve the learning goals and develop basic skills to
become active citizens. These include responsibility, the ability to collaborate and to develop
positive interpersonal relationships.

“I chose this image because, in my opinion, it represents an important aspect of the
school

organization. In the picture, some children from primary school are cooperating in a
group. Working with peers makes the learning activity more engaging and interesting,
improving curiosity, interests and responsibility. Within a working group, each child
can share his skills and competences, in order to achieve the common purpose.
Moreover, this type of activity, in a school environment, avoid competitiveness leaving
space for the growing community. Working in a group develop various competences:
individual responsibility, interpersonal relationships and cooperative skills. So, it can
be considered a positive aspect to raise the quality of school and learning.” (E. S. 19
years old)
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‘ G e .

Fig. 4: Group work in a primary school

From the next excerpt emerges the student’s ability to contextualize some of the
main topics covered in the course: the organization of spaces, the preparation of
resources, systematic observation and the importance of making strategic decisions
based on the data collected. These themes are effectively discussed by the student,
who is able to describe different aspects of the scholastic organization, starting from
the photograph represented in Figure 4.

"l chose this photograph representing children involved in drawing and painting
activity in an infant school, as I have identified some aspects that I believe are
fundamental both for the scholastic organization and for the assessment. In the first
place, one can notice a natural aptitude of the environment to carry out this activity,
organizing spaces and materials (and therefore resources) to be used. Everything
happens thanks to the teacher's observation, which evaluates the strengths and
weaknesses of the organization and the success of that single activity, thereby being
able to modify during the following activities those aspects that according to her have
not been totally functional for the achievement of the objectives (for example it can
drive, in one way rather than another, the activity towards sharing). In my opinion this
can happen both in structured and routine activities. Nothing is left to chance. The fact
of observation and constant assessment is to be considered in my opinion as positively
raising the quality of the school "(R.E. 20 years old).
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Fig. 4: Drawing and painting activity in an infant school

The following two extracts refer to the topic of assessment. In both cases, it becomes
evident that in the students' perception it is one of the critical aspects of the Italian
school system. In the first case (Figure 5), the student draws attention to the
importance of the emotional aspect linked to assessment, which is often
underestimated by teachers. It has been found in previous research that students at
university are still affected by past assessment experiences, which often threaten to
have a negative influence on educational success (Moretti, Giuliani & Morini, 2015).
The effects of warped judgement, which prejudices objective assessment, are
widespread in the scholastic context, and those students who are affected find things
difficult even at university level.

"This for me is the first image that comes to mind when the subject of assessment is
discussed. This aspect of the educational path is often perceived as negative as it
implies a judgement and a significant emotional burden for the child. Overturning this
perception, through the involvement of the child in an interactive dynamic exchange
with the teacher, would reposition the focus, not so much on the assessment itself, but
on the stimulus towards knowledge and further learning in an overall vision of
continuous improvement ", (L.P. 20 years old)
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Figure 5: Emotional aspects linked to assessment

In Figure 6, the infamous Sally Brown says in the cartoon, "I was judged for what I
learnt related to this exercise? If so, weren’t you, my teacher, also judged on your
ability to share your knowledge with me? Are you willing to share my 5?7 ". The
student chose this comic strip to reflect on the assessment function of a judgement
expressed by the teacher. The importance of qualifying the teaching element in
relation to the learning results of the schoolchildren is emphasized by the student.

"The image I chose refers to the field of scholastic assessment. The significance of the
scholastic assessment should be extended to include, in addition to the learning
outcomes of the students, the assessment of schooling as one, both at the level of the
individual school and of the system as a whole. Not surprisingly, the student of the
image I reproduced, asks her teacher to share the "5" she received as an assessment of
the set exercise. This is because a fundamental role in student learning is played by the
ability and skill of teachers to do their job. The idea of scholastic assessment as a
means of promoting the student, but also as a means to improve the overall quality of
the school, should therefore become a prevailing concept."(A.R. 19 years old)

78



European Journal of Language and Literature Studies Vol. 10, No. 2, 2024

SOND STATA GIUDICATA PER CIO' CHE AVEVO AP.
PRESO INTORNO A QUESTO ESERCIZIO?SE E'
COSI' ALLORA NON E' STATA GIUDICATA ANCHE
LEI, MIA INSEGNANTE, SULLA SUA ABILITA DI DA
RE AME IL 8U0 SAPERE" WAASFARTIRE I

Figure 6: The assessment function in a scholastic context The texts shown as examples are
representative of what emerged from the writing workshop. Students who described aspects
of teaching organization have a more positive view on average than students who decided to
share their views on assessment. In the students' experience, therefore, a representation of
the school emerges that, on the one hand, tries to professionalize the didactic approach by
introducing innovative methods, on the other it remains anchored to a traditional assessment
structure that sees its limits reflected in the negative experience reported by the
schoolchildren.

In the final phase of the course, the students were involved in a follow-up activity to
reflect on the effectiveness of the laboratory. The data collected in this phase allows
for the verification of the quality of the planned training programme and further
verification of the research hypothesis. From what the students have said, the
possibility of illustrating their point of view on assessment and scholastic
organization in writing, including making use of an image, has contributed to
developing their cognitive and metacognitive skills. In fact, during the follow-up,
students said that the writing laboratory was effective in improving their
metacognitive skills.

Some student testimonials collected during this phase are shown below.

“I feel more aware about my formative process. I had the possibility to reflect about
Italian schools’ practices and about my idea of education. In my paper, [ wrote even
based my thoughts on my experience in the high school” (G.R., 19 years old).

llI

had never attended a writing workshop. I think it was useful both to understand how
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to write texts effectively and to test our critical spirit on topics that concern us first
hand as students” (A.L., 21 years old).

The sharing of reflections by the students was an integral part of the path. The
collective discussion in fact allowed, in addition to gathering feedback, an increase in
the students' awareness of the course and critical reflection on their opinions and
convictions.

Conclusion

The analysis of the written texts has allowed us to reflect further on the importance
of contributing to the development of the students' metacognitive skills. Through the
production of online material, the students have been able to deepen their
understanding of the didactic organization and evaluation processes in the Italian
context. The possibility of arguing their own point of view using an image or an
illustration has made students more aware of their opinions and beliefs.

Reflecting individually and sharing their experience in the online learning
environment and in person is strategic for improving the students' approach in
relation to their own training path and their professional future as educators and
teachers.

The results of the research confirm the importance of systematically working both
on cognitive and metacognitive skills and on students' writing skills; both sets of
skills are crucial to help ensure training success.

During the follow-up phase, the students expressed their interest in the workshop
activities, which allowed them to reflect critically on their experience and on their
personal opinions about school organization and evaluation in the Italian context.

Finally, the choice of introducing the "laboratory" as a device into the university
course turned out to be effective, as it actively involved the students in an activity
that requires engagement and critical thinking skills. It is therefore considered
important to propose it in a systematic way in university-context activities as well, in
order to improve writing skills and cognitive and metacognitive skills.
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