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CONTEXT 

• Intensive English Program 

• Conditional admissions to UD and partner schools 

• Undergraduates need high grades in the capstone EAP 

classes and a passing score on the final essay: 

• One hour 

• Prompts based on class themes 

• Blind, double-rated 

• 7-point holistic rubric 

• Average of 6.5 or 7 required to matriculate 



PURPOSE 

What are the sentence-level strengths and weaknesses in the 

writing of successful students (“7” essays)? 

 

What implications does this have for ongoing support? 



METHOD 

• Essays rated “7” twice, n = 18 

• Divided into sentences 

• Grounded approach to generating categories separately 

and then by consensus 

• Analyzed for errors (26 categories) – serious and not 

• and 14 markers of sophisticated academic language use 

• Tallied and coded: none, once, sometimes, often (4+) 



RESULTS: ERROR ANALYSIS 

0 10 20 30 40 50

preposition 

clause 

 agreement 

tense 

word form 

plural 
word choice 

article 

spelling 

verb complement 



LESS FREQUENT 

ERRORS 

conditionals 

subjunctive 

relative clause 

missing word 

modal verb 

parallelism 

passive voice 

register 

ambiguous 
clause/sentence 

pronoun 

count/non-count noun 

capitalization 

redundancy 

possessive 

unhedged claim 

punctuation 

 



MOST COMMON 

“SERIOUS ERRORS”  

• Word choice 

• Clause 

• Verb complementation 

• Punctuation 

• Lack of hedging 

… but all still relatively rare in these essays 

Very infrequent:  

Conditionals, modals, relative clauses, passive voice, parallelism 
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CONCLUSIONS 

• A wide range of writing styles make the grade of “7” 

• Successful writers use some sophisticated language and 

make only occasional errors affecting meaning 

• Vocabulary is perhaps more an obstacle than grammar 

• Readers should expect fairly frequent minor errors 

 



IMPLICATIONS 

• May be problems with the rubric and/or interrater 

reliability (need to analyze quality of argument) 

• Students will need ongoing language support 

• Faculty need training in distinguishing serious errors from 

the merely irritating  

• EAP classes can teach more features of sophisticated 

academic writing 
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