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What Can We Learn from Primary School English
Education in Asia?
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Writing Assignments for ‘Discovery Learning’ in
Undergraduate English Courses with Graduate
Students as TAs
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In order to develop writing ability, students need to
be provided with sufficient opportunities to write English,
besides learning vocabulary, syntactic structure and
discourse construction. It is, however, a great burden
for teachers to correct mistakes in all assignments
submitted in every class. Furthermore, even if the
teachers edit students’ compositions, the students often
look at their returned work without making use of the
teachers’ corrections. In our Faculty, a program has
been implemented, which can be beneficial to students,
Postgraduate Teaching Assistants (TAs) and teachers.

In the program, students are given regular writing
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assignments without increasing teachers’ burden.
Later, the students have time to self-correct mistakes.
To identify common errors in the assignments, graduate
students are employed as TAs, who are also expected to
learn something from the task.

This practice was carried out in all nine classes of
the English writing course for Freshmen (about 300
students) and all four elective classes of the course for
Sophomores and above (80 students) during the spring
semester of 2007. One TA was allocated for each class,
working for 90 minutes per week. The TAs were mostly
MA students specializing in Applied Linguistics. The
teachers were all English native speakers except for one
class. In each class, the students submitted short
essays based on topics the instructor assigned every
week or every other week. The TAs were supposed to
highlight lexico-grammatical errors in the essays but not
to correct them. They were allowed to give comments
on discourse structure within the contracted time.
Getting back the assignments, the students corrected
errors for a short time in class with the support of
teachers, and handed them to the teachers again for
This  self-correction

grading. process is a

problem-solving or ‘discovery’ learning, and is
considered to help students learn and internalize
English vocabulary, syntax and discourse.

At the end of the semester, questionnaire surveys
were conducted for the undergraduate students and
TAs to assess the effectiveness of this program. The
TAs submitted a brief report on the errors the students
made in their assignments. The teachers were
requested to give some written feedback concerning the
TAs’ work. More than 70% of the students answered
that the assignments helped them improve their English
ability, indicating the overall success of the program.

We will examine the errors as well as the specific results

of the questionnaires and the feedbacks from the TAs

and teachers, and discuss the validity of this program.
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Vocabulary Courseware
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Grammar Liberates Communication
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The grammar is the means through which linguistic creativity is ultimately achieved and an
inadequate knowledge of the grammar would lead to a serious limitation on the capacity for
communication. — Wilkins (1976)
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