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Exemplar‐based IELTS writing textbook
(TDG project) 

• A Teaching Development Grant at the Education University of Hong Kong
(EdUHK) (HK$327,000)

• Research‐informed, exemplar‐based writing instruction in the textbook
• Assessment domains of IELTS writing (academic module)
• Authentic student exemplars



Design of the 
workshop 

Research‐informed

Practice‐oriented

Hands‐on 



Rundown of 
today’s 
workshop

The role of writing exemplars in ESL/EFL 
writing instruction

Exemplar‐based instruction: Evidence from 
higher education research

Theoretical underpinnings of exemplar‐
based instruction

Strategies for using exemplars in ESL/EFL 
writing classrooms

Examples: EFL junior secondary; ESL 
university 







Definition of ‘exemplars’

• ‘Exemplars’ are defined as samples produced by students (and
sometimes teachers) and used to ‘illustrate dimensions of quality’
(Carless, Chan, To, Lo, & Barrett, 2018, p. 108).

• The use of exemplars is regarded as one of the promising ways to
develop students’ understanding of the ambiguous criteria of ‘good
work’.



The role of writing exemplars in ESL/EFL writing 
instruction

Product 
• Exemplars are provided by the teacher or textbook which serve as sample texts on which 
students model their writing

Process
• Writing exemplars produced by students are used to facilitate peer review among students

Genre 
• Exemplars are carefully chosen by teachers to illustrate the communicative functions of linguistic 
features in relation to the purpose, context, and target audience of a particular text‐type

Hyland (2007); Wray & Lewis (1997); Young (1978) 



The ‘laissez faire’ approach

The ‘explicit’ approach 

The ‘social constructivist’ 
approach

The ‘community of practice’ 
approach

Teacher‐initiated, teacher‐led 
dialogue on given exemplars
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Teacher‐facilitated, student‐
led dialogue on given 

exemplars

Dialogic use of exemplars

student‐facilitated, student‐
led dialogue on given 

exemplars

Nil 
(for motivated students, 
internal dialogue may take 
place; dialogue happens 

incidentally and informally)

Pre‐dialogue activity  Post‐dialogue activity 

Inductive use of 
exemplars

Assessment standards 
and an exemplar are 
given to students to 

evaluate

Scaffolded use of 
exemplars

Students are asked to 
complete a similar 

writing task before being 
given an exemplar

Distribution of 
exemplars

Four approaches of 
exemplar‐based instruction

Teacher summarizes 
dialogic outcomes, 

highlights the diverse 
viewpoints of students, 

provides his/her 
understanding of the 
assessment standards 
by referring to the 

exemplars

Nil

Carless et al. (2018); Hendry et al. (2016); Hounsell (2008); O’Donovan, Price, & Rust (2008); Sadler (2010)



Theoretical underpinnings of exemplar‐based 
writing instruction textbook for IELTS writing

Explicit and social 
constructivist 
approaches to 
exemplar use

Process & 
genre 

approaches 
to writing

MLE & 
metacognitive 
knowledge

A balanced focus on:
• Language features
• Content development
• Organization 
• Genre knowledge 

• Inductive use of 
exemplars

• Scaffolded use of 
exemplars

• Dialogic use of 
exemplars

• Intentionality, reciprocity, transcendence, 
• meaning
• Person knowledge, task knowledge, 

strategic knowledge 



Process & genre approaches to ESL writing 
instruction 

Approach Goals Learners’ role Teachers’ role A typical teaching sequence

Process

 Students are exposed to
the steps involved in
drafting and redrafting
of a piece of written
work

 Produce, discuss, reflect on, and
revise successive drafts of a text

 Facilitate students'
discussions and reflections
on drafts of a text

 Give timely, formative and
descriptive feedback for
students to improve on their
drafts

 Focus equally on grammatical
accuracy and content

1. Prewriting
2. Drafting (focus on coherence

and quality of idea; peer
assessment; formative
feedback by T)

3. Editing (focus on language
accuracy)

4. Publishing

Genre

 Students write in the
target language
appropriately (with
reference to the context,
purpose of writing, and
audience) and
effectively (focusing on
communicative
functions of specific
linguistic features)

 Recognize how language,
content, and contexts work
hand in hand

 Recognize how language is used
to shape meaning

 Be explicit about
communicative functions of
grammar; grammar
instruction is integrated into
the analysis of texts and
contexts rather than taught
as a discrete component

1. T provides and explains a
model text, focusing on the
context, purpose, and
audience of the model text

2. T highlights the linguistic
features prevalent in the
model text, focusing on form
and function

3. Ss complete a writing
question in the same genre



Mediated learning experience (MLE)

• According to Vygotsky, ‘mediation’ entails that human activities and
relationships are mediated by material and symbolic tools.

• Originally developed to account for differences in cognitive development of
children, MLE suggests that human cognition is not static but can be
developed through meaningful interaction and instruction (Presseisen,
1992).

• Recently, MLE has been utilized as ‘an intervention approach intended to
improve learning’ in educational and L2 studies (Lee, 2014, p. 203).



MLE and 
feedback 

• Feuerstein, Rand, & Rynders (1988) suggest four criteria
for interactions to be qualified as mediated learning
interaction: (1) intentionality, (2) reciprocity, (3)
transcendence, and (4) meaning. Lee (2014; 2017)
explains these criteria in relation to teacher’s feedback:

• Intentionality: Feedback should be intentional in
directing students’ attention to particular areas (e.g.
content, coherence, language) rather than giving
feedback in an unfocused manner.

• Reciprocity: Feedback should be interactional rather
than unidirectional in which students play a passive
role.

• Transcendence: Feedback should facilitate ‘feed‐up’
and ‘feed‐forward’ in which students are able to
transfer what they have gained from the feedback to
their future writing tasks (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

• Meaning: Feedback should provide students with a
clear understanding of their strengths and
weaknesses in a piece of writing and actions that can
be done to close the feedback loop.



Metacognitive 
knowledge 

Chong (2017, p. 6)



Approaches to 
exemplar use 

Approaches to using 
exemplars

Description

Inductive use of 
exemplars

 Students are involved in judging the quality of the exemplars by using a
marking rubric provided by the teacher. Teachers then explain the
assessment standards in relation to the rubric and the exemplars (Hendry,
et al., 2016).

Scaffolded use of 
exemplars

 Students are involved in a pre‐task (e.g. producing a part of a writing task
reminiscent of the exemplar) before being introduced to high quality
exemplars (Carless et al., 2018).

Dialogic use of 
exemplars

 Students’ opinions are elicited and divergent viewpoints are encouraged
(Carless, et al., 2018).

 Students are encouraged to discuss their viewpoints with their classmates
before teachers explicate the assessment standards (Hendry et al., 2016).

 Students are asked to verbalize their judgements and provide suggestions
for improving the exemplars (Sadler, 2010).

 Students compare exemplars with their own work and reflect on their own
performance through self‐reflective questioning (Hounsell, 2008).



Steps to 
incorporate 
exemplars 
into ESL/EFL 
writing 
instruction  

Step 3 Selecting and modifying writing exemplars 
to demonstrate a continuum of quality

Step 2 Adopting a reflective and dialogic approach

Step 1 Developing writing assessment standards



Step 1: Developing assessment standards 
• A clear set of assessment standards or writing rubrics (Carless & Boud, 2018; 
Tai et al., 2018)

• Different domains of writing (e.g. content, language, organization, style) with 
clear descriptive statements differentiating various levels of achievement

• Course objectives?
• Course content?
• Learner

• For Ss with a lower English proficiency…
• First language
• Written in simple language
• Ss’ needs? 





Lexical 
Resource

Variety

Word 
formation

Suffixes
Change of 
part of 
speech

Difficulty

Less common 
academic 
vocabulary

Accuracy

Collocation Spelling Part of 
speech



EFL Grade 7: How to keep safe in PE lessons? ‐ speech
Assessment 
domain

Descriptor

Content Relevance of content: The content in the speech is related to the topic of 'safety in P.E. classes' and includes (1) some safety 
problems students encounter during P.E. classes (their reasons, description of an experience, and consequences) and (2) 
some suggestions for avoiding these problems.

Logical development of ideas: Students should start their speech by identifying the problems faced by students in P.E. classes 
before providing solutions. Examples/descriptions should be included, whenever appropriate.

Language Students are able to use the past tense when recounting what happened.
Students are able to use basic connectives to increase clarity of their suggestions.
Students are able to use modal verbs when giving suggestions.

Vocabulary Students demonstrate the ability to use a range of common and more sophisticated vocabulary related to the writing topic.

Genre & 
structure

Speech: Start with greetings, include a hook, use first‐person and second‐person pronouns, end with a 'thank you'
Purpose: Propose suggestions to avoid safety problems in P.E. classes
Writer identity: A student
Tone: caring, empathetic, informative

Spelling and 
punctuation

Students are able to spell thematically‐related words (i.e. health and first aid) correctly.
Students are able to use question marks, periods, and commas correctly.

Length Write at least 80 words



Step 2: Selecting and modifying writing exemplars 
to demonstrate a continuum of quality
• Exemplars are different from ‘model essays’ because they illustrate a 
continuum of quality (high, average, low) (Carless et al., 2018)

• Three ways of selecting and modifying writing exemplars:
• Include exemplars of different lengths (e.g. sentence‐level, paragraph‐level, 
essay‐level)

• For weaker students, sentences in an exemplar which are important can be 
highlighted or underlined so that students can focus on the salient features

• Wordings or phrases that may cause confusion need to be revised









EFL Grade 7: How to keep safe in PE lessons? ‐
speech

A 'good' exemplar (provided by the textbook or teacher)

Good afternoon, everyone! Do you know that we'll be in danger in P.E. class if we
are not careful enough? For example, John fell down and hurt his leg badly when
he played basketball in P.E. class last week.

What should we do to stay away from dangers in P.E. class? First, we should warm
up before doing sports. Second, we must wear sports clothes and shoes in P.E.
class. Third, we must be careful when we do some sports. Fourth, if we hurt
ourselves, we should let the teacher know it at once.

In a word, safety is the most important thing. All of us should pay attention to it.
Thank you.



EFL Grade 7: How to keep safe in PE lessons? ‐
speech

A 'mediocre' exemplar (written by students from the previous year)

Do you know how to keep safe in P.E. class. Kepp safe in P.E. class is really
importance. Why because last week have a student in the P.E. class play basketball
unluckily hurt yourself like hurt your leg. He is really hurt. So do you know keep
safe is how to importance? First. In the P.E. class we can wear sports shoes because
they can help we run even easy. Second, if we running really quickly, we should
carefully ever. Third, we can't fight with others classmates in the P.E. class. Finally, if
you hurt yourselfs, you must go to doctor. And get an x‐ray.



Step 3: Adopting a reflective dialogic approach 

• Create exemplar‐based pedagogic tasks which are reflective and 
dialogic in nature (Hounsell, 2008; Hendry et al., 2016; Carless et al., 
2018) 

• Tasks can be designed to promote students’ reflective thinking by:
• Asking students evaluative questions
• Phrasing questions using the keywords found in the assessment standards
• Asking students to give examples from the exemplars as evidence

















In last week’s PE lesson, a student hurt his legs while playing 
basketball. This incident has raised the importance of being 
safe during P.E. lessons. Your teacher asks your class to discuss 
this issue in the lesson. Write a speech of around 80 words 
entitled “How to Keep Safe in P.E. Class’. 



EFL Grade 7: How to keep safe in PE lessons? ‐ speech
Assessment 
domain

Descriptor

Content Relevance of content: The content in the speech is related to the topic of 'safety in P.E. classes' and includes (1) some safety 
problems students encounter during P.E. classes (their reasons, description of an experience, and consequences) and (2) 
some suggestions for avoiding these problems.

Logical development of ideas: Students should start their speech by identifying the problems faced by students in P.E. classes 
before providing solutions. Examples/descriptions should be included, whenever appropriate.

Language Students are able to use the past tense when recounting what happened.
Students are able to use basic connectives to increase clarity of their suggestions.
Students are able to use modal verbs when giving suggestions.

Vocabulary Students demonstrate the ability to use a range of common and more sophisticated vocabulary related to the writing topic.

Genre & 
structure

Speech: Start with greetings, include a hook, use first‐person and second‐person pronouns, end with a 'thank you'
Purpose: Propose suggestions to avoid safety problems in P.E. classes
Writer identity: A student
Tone: caring, empathetic, informative

Spelling and 
punctuation

Students are able to spell thematically‐related words (i.e. health and first aid) correctly.
Students are able to use question marks, periods, and commas correctly.

Length Write at least 80 words



An example: inductive & dialogic use of exemplars 
Materials to be distributed to students: an assessment rubric (simplified and/or in learners' 
L1), a 'good' exemplar (don't tell students it is a good one), a 'mediocre' exemplar (don't tell 
students it is not a very good one).

Task 1: Ask students to read and try to understand the rubric by highlighting some words they 
think are important.
Task 2: Students read the 'good' exemplar and highlight elements they like and dislike using two 
colors.
Task 3: Students sit in groups to discuss what they like and dislike about the 'good' exemplar. 
While students are discussing, the teacher roams around the classroom to facilitate their 
discussions by (1) asking students to give reasons to support their claims, (2) reminding 
students to refer to the rubric when evaluating the exemplar, and (3) requiring students to refer 
to a specific portion of the exemplar when giving their opinions (e.g. a word, a phrase, a 
sentence, a paragraph)
Task 4: Students present their collective viewpoint in groups. The teacher writes down 
students' opinions on the blackboard. The teacher should refrain from giving his/her ‘endorsed’ 
evaluative judgement at this point.



An example: inductive & dialogic use of exemplars 
Task 5: Students read the 'mediocre' exemplar and repeat Tasks 2‐4. The teacher may
want to regroup the students so that students can listen to opinions from different
students.

Task 6: The teacher explains the key words in the rubric to the students. The teacher
evaluates and compares the two exemplars in front of the students. At this point, it is
important for the teacher to:

• focus on not only the presence or absence of certain elements, but their quality
• always give reasons and refer to the students' opinions when giving an evaluative
judgement

• consolidate declarative knowledge of students (e.g. some grammar concepts, useful
vocabulary, phrases)

• remind students not to copy from the exemplars and emphasize that these exemplars
are examples but not model compositions.



An example: inductive & dialogic use of exemplars 

A 'good' exemplar (provided by the textbook or teacher)

Good afternoon, everyone! Do you know that we'll be in danger in P.E. class if we are not careful enough? For

example, John fell down and hurt his leg badly when he played basketball in P.E. class last week.

What should we do to stay away from dangers in P.E. class? First, we should warm up before doing sports.

Second, we must wear sports clothes and shoes in P.E. class. Third, we must be careful when we do some

sports. Fourth, if we hurt ourselves, we should let the teacher know it at once.

In a word, safety is the most important thing. All of us should pay attention to it. Thank you.

Greetings A hook to attract audience's attention; show concern

Recount a safety problem

Use simple past tense when recounting a past problem

A hook to attract audience's attention Use of connectives to structure suggestions

Use 'should' and 'must' when giving suggestions to emphasize their importance

Use first‐person pronouns to facilitate interaction with the audience



An example: inductive & dialogic use of exemplars 

A 'mediocre' exemplar (written by students from the previous
year)

Do you know how to keep safe in P.E. class. Keep safe in P.E.
class is really importance. Why because last week have a
student in the P.E. class play basketball unluckily hurt yourself
like hurt your leg. He is really hurt. So do you know keep safe is
how to importance? First. In the P.E. class we can wear sports
shoes because they can help we run even easy. Second, if we
running really quickly, we should carefully ever. Third, we can't
fight with others classmates in the P.E. class. Finally, if you hurt
yourselfs, you must go to doctor. And get an x‐ray.

Is the punctuation used correctly? (Hint:
Should a period be placed at the end of a
question?)

Should there be a punctuation after the
question word 'why'? (Hint: a period, a
comma, or a question mark)

What verb tense should we use when
describing a past experience?

What is the simple past tense of the following
verbs which are usually associated with P.E.
lesson and safety?
• play, jump, exercise (+ed)
• hurt, hit (unchanged)
• Fight, fall, run (irregular)



An example: inductive & dialogic use of exemplars 

A 'mediocre' exemplar (written by students from the previous
year)

Do you know how to keep safe in P.E. class. Keep safe in P.E.
class is really importance. Why because last week have a
student in the P.E. class play basketball unluckily hurt yourself
like hurt your leg. He is really hurt. So do you know keep safe is
how to importance? First. In the P.E. class we can wear sports
shoes because they can help we run even easy. Second, if we
running really quickly, we should carefully ever. Third, we can't
fight with others classmates in the P.E. class. Finally, if you hurt
yourselfs, you must go to doctor. And get an x‐ray.

Why did the student use 'first', 'second', 'third',
and 'finally' in the writing? Is it a good
practice?

Can you think of other connectives that mean
the same?
First: first of all, to start with
Second/third/fourth: next, another suggestion
is, besides
Finally: lastly, last but not least

Are these modal verbs used correctly? Why or
why not?

How should this word be spelt?

If time allows, add a few miscellaneous questions as well e.g. issues
with sentence fragments.



How to 
develop 

materials for 
exemplar‐

based writing 
instruction? 
Your turn

In an English class, your teacher conducted a survey about 
students’ weekend activities. The result shows that there are 
divergent viewpoints about whether students should ‘do 
homework’ or ‘do housework’. Compose a 80‐word speech 
using the name Li Fang.



How to 
develop 

materials for 
exemplar‐

based writing 
instruction? 
Your turn

A 'good' exemplar



A 'mediocre' exemplar

A 'mediocre' exemplar (written by a student)

Our class held a discussion about whether students should do chores or not. Here
are the results. Some students should do chores. Because they think students is
one of the family, they have to help out with parents to do chores. Another reason
is can culture created and independent. However, the others have different view.
They think students should not do chores. Because of the busy work. They have no
time to do chores. And do chores will waste much time for study. Second, when
students grow up, they have much time to do chores.



Your tasks Work in a group (3‐5 people)Work in

Task 1: Develop an assessment rubricDevelop

Task 2: Design an evaluative and dialogic task based on the exemplarsDesign

Task 3: Devise a teacher‐students dialogue (1‐2 mins.) to exemplify how 
teachers can explain ONE assessment standard to students adopting a 
communicative approach

Devise

Task 4: Present your outcomes for Tasks 1 and 2. Act out your dialogue in 
Task 3.Present



Teacher‐
students 
dialogue 
(Carless & 
Chan, 2017)



Teacher‐students dialogue (Carless & Chan, 2017)





Conclusion
• Three approaches to EFL writing instruction: product, process, genre ‐‐> either/or? 
Both/and?

• The role of exemplars in the three instructional approaches

• Clarify and illustrate dimensions of quality in a written work
• Make assessment rubrics and standards accessible to students
• More focused writing instruction and facilitate assessment, giving of feedback, 
and self‐ and peer assessment

• A dialogic and communicative approach ‐‐> student‐centered instruction, co‐
construction of knowledge and understanding, reflective and evaluative abilities 
‐‐> positive transfer to future writing tasks
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