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For adult newcomers to countries such as Canada, learning language is more than an academic task.
Language proficiency is their gateway to long-term economic and social stability, but limited access to
resources contributes to systemic inequities which disproportionately place immigrants at socioeconomic
disadvantages. Many new immigrants rely heavily on informal peer-networks to pursue avenues of
success within an unfamiliar and inadequate system. To explore how we could leverage such a peer-based
approach to meet their needs for feedback and support when learning to write in English, we deployed a
peer-based writing app with 16 participants. Post-deployment focus groups and analysis of writing
artifacts reveal that the design of writing support tools should present transparent feedback from both
peers and automated sources, foster community through semi-structured discussions, incorporate guided
review, and scaffold affective development. We discuss how incorporating these elements into the design
of community learning platforms can address the language literacy needs of diverse immigrant learners
and foster more positive experiences for newcomers as they negotiate their evolving identities.
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1 Highly Educated Newcomers to Canada

Conflict, crisis, and economic hardship are prompting the largest-scale international
migrations seen to date [19]. Within this context, a large number of immigrants move to Canada
every year, with almost a quarter of the population born outside the country [7]. For
newcomers to a country where the official language is not their primary language, low literacy
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is a barrier to many economic, education and social opportunities [17]. This is the case with
most immigrants to Canada. Canada accepts many immigrants under the Skilled Worker
program, with the aim of meeting labour market demand. As a result, many newcomers to the
country are highly educated and highly qualified in their field of work. This is reflected in
additional employment-relevant indicators, such as (digital) technology proficiency, with
immigrants to Canada being at the same or even higher levels of proficiency than those of
similar socio-economic background who were born in Canada [52, 70].

Despite their strong credentials, lack of proficiency in either the official languages (English
or French) can lead to discrepancies between skillsets and the careers immigrants can
competitively pursue. After 2-4 years, 54% of immigrants are still looking for suitable work [28].
Immigrants face higher unemployment and lower wages for the same jobs, with immigrants
earning 15.7% less than individuals born in Canada, which contributes to additional significant
social inequities and personal consequences [75].

This mismatch is further worsened for older immigrants who do not enter the public or post-
secondary education system as it is not feasible for a variety of socio-economic reasons.
Improved literacy is strongly linked with an increase in earnings [22], yet these mature
immigrants do not have access to formal, long-term resources for improving their language
skills. However, this “middle of the pack” population (in terms of age) is under the heaviest
pressure to find employment quickly. This population often settles for lower paying, unstable
jobs outside of their skillset. “De-skilling”, where immigrants accept work they are overqualified
for, can contribute to mental health issues such as stress, anxiety and depression [13]. Among
the reasons suggested in literature for why de-skilling occurs is that of language barriers. Even
though immigrants have similar or higher technology skills than their Canadian-born
counterparts, language difficulties limit access to important digital resources [16, 70], leading to
many immigrants settling for employment not matching their education or skill level - often
within the “ethnic economy”[70], further marginalizing immigrants.

Thus, there is a pressing need to design resources for informal learning that are accessible to
older immigrants facing structural marginalization. Several resources aim to fill this gap for
mature English Language Learners (ELLs), such as government sponsored language classes,
conversation circles, and online courses. However, such traditional resources are limited in their
capacity to support most mature or older adults in their language learning, as most immigrants
often juggle employment (or job seeking) and family care while having limited access to
transportation or childcare [44]. Additionally, high student to instructor ratios lead to slow and
de-personalized feedback cycles. In this study, we investigate how a community-centered
learning support tool can better support mature immigrant learners through transparent
feedback, open-ended community discussion boards, and fostering of affective skills.

2 Study Objectives and Contributions

We report on the deployment study of an app to support the long-term writing development
of mature immigrant ELLs. Mature ELLs are defined as individuals who have completed post-
secondary education and are primarily interested in finding employment or improving their
confidence in everyday social situations. We collaborate with highly educated (i.e. completed at
least one post-secondary degree) immigrants seeking to improve their English skills as lack of
meaningful employment post-immigration puts them at socio-economic risk.

The initial requirements for the design and features of our tool are grounded in a prior
investigation of participants' writing samples and Participatory Design (PD) workshops, which
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uncovered the need for an interactive tool that allows for collaborative peer-review as a means
for providing timely and meaningful writing feedback. This investigation focused on writing as
this is the main vehicle through which mature immigrants to Canada acquire language skills
(and indirectly, language-mediated cultural knowledge), as shown by prior research (Section
3.1). This allows us to identify areas where writing support tools may help this particular
demographic. As we discuss in Section 3.2 of Related Work, such tools have been designed to
support ELLs in various settings and for a wide range of educational goals, although with
mature immigrant ELLs being underrepresented in this research. As tools for peer feedback hold
promise to address some of the barriers mature ELLs have to sustainable language learning
support (per the literature surveyed in Section 3.3), we then aim to investigate how a
collaborative approach to designing such tools overcomes these barriers and provides self-
sustaining support to these learners.

Therefore, in the research presented in this paper, we aim to answer the following
overarching questions:

O1: Given mature immigrant ELLs barriers to language acquisition as discussed in Section 1,
what learning requirements do they have for an interactive tool that overcomes such barriers?

02: Grounded in such requirements, and given the Canadian immigrant context (highly
educated, skill-focused, and socially-connected, as discussed in Sections 1 and 3), what specific
aspects of language learning can be supported by a collaborative writing and feedback tool?

O3: How can such a tool be designed in a manner that capture immigrant's voices and
addresses their learning needs?

We address O1 through a study of writing samples collected from mature immigrant ELLs in
Canada. We respond to O2 through a thematic analysis of qualitative data collected from the
same study as the writing samples, grounded in a separate formative study that validated the
need to support collaborative peer writing feedback. We answer O3 through further reflections
from design-oriented focus groups with mature immigrant ELLs, anchored in literature, leading
to design recommendations for language learning support tools. For practical reasons, we refine
some of the above overarching questions into specific research questions (detailed in Sections 4
through 8)

By answering the above questions, we contribute insights on approaches to better support
mature immigrant ELLs. These insights extend prior research on scaffolded learning and
mechanisms of peer feedback for ELLs to a group that comparatively receives less attention. In
particular, our research suggests that mature immigrant ELLs could benefit from peer feedback
mechanisms incorporating diverse sources, where the localized feedback is honest (justified in a
transparent way). Our participants’ learning can be better supported through a community
approach, fostered as open-ended discussion rather than imposing a formal structure for the
peer-review. Developing learning support technologies for mature immigrant ELLs cannot be
approached in the same way as for “students” given different attitudes to making mistakes and
different goals for (life-long) learning.

3 Related Work

Despite strong qualifications, newcomers to Canada face many formalized barriers to
improving literacy and accessing meaningful employment. Government sponsored programs
offer in-class instructors and a structured curriculum, but newcomers are eligible for these
programs for a short term. Longer term resources include community organized events, like
conversation circles, which provide opportunities for regular practice. However, they lack the
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infrastructure for providing consistent feedback and measuring progress over time. Large-scale
online courses have potential to provide long-term opportunities for practice and feedback
through personalization of the learning process, but personalization for diverse learners is not
possible without understanding their goals, needs, and learning behaviours. To design a
sustainable end-to-end writing practice platform for mature ELLs, there is a need to collaborate
closely with this learner sub-population to understand their motivations, goals, and writing
practices.

3.1 Language Learning Needs of Canadian Immigrants

Immigrant ELLs have both a short-term need to learn language and a long-term need to
make sense of and navigate a new culture, with the classroom often failing to prepare them for
the latter [12]. When a newcomer does not have the tools for navigating an everyday situation
such as going to the doctor or to the bank, the impact on self-confidence and self-esteem has
long-term consequences on identity and sense of belonging [53]. The stigma of being labelled
“illiterate” can prompt feelings of shame and embarrassment for immigrants, which can lead to
dropping out of classes and avoiding situations where they may feel exposed [32]. In adult
education contexts, teaching methods and course content should align with learners’ needs as
learners return to the classroom with defined objectives [71]. However, government offered
classes are broad in focus and cannot cater to focused goals, which means that immigrants have
to make do with what is offered to them [32].

Language learning for immigrants exceeds a simple, functional role. Within the Canadian
context, this provides a culture acquisition opportunity as well. The curriculum for
government-sponsored adult programs focuses on language specific to day-to-day interactions
or workplace settings such as emailing a manager or contacting a municipal centre about a
children’s sports program [49]. Language classes offered to immigrants also represent
opportunities for establishing much-needed social networks, as well as a platform for
maintaining language skills without worries about the social implications of lacking proficiency
[67].

Newcomers must negotiate identities and roles within a complex postcolonial landscape [30].
Technology, and in particular, social media, is often a preferred mechanism for immigrants to
acquire cultural knowledge [64, 70]. This technology use even transcends socio-economic and
education limitations, as seen in research with immigrants to Canada in the context of other
immigration schemes, such as refugee resettlement programs [64]. However, language barriers
in accessing cross-cultural resources [16] lead to such activities being often confined to an
“ethnic bubble” [64]. For many immigrants, their goal is not the learning of the language itself,
but the opportunities that the language acquisition offers in the workplace and in the
community [38]. Similar to a monolingual speaker employing different styles of communication
dependent on the situation, learning English is a tool for thriving in an English speaking
community [38]. To meet this need, task-based, functional language learning is required [31].
However, the functional literacy that is learned situationally by engaging in everyday tasks is
not sufficient, as this does not prepare an ELL for unexpected situations or colloquialisms [32].
Thus, there is a need for a tool that can prepare ELLs to confidently engage in such every day,
informal situations.

Immigrant ELLs may face additional barriers that suggest the need for a tool they can access
outside of classroom-type programs. In particular, immigrants face employment pressures and
at the same time may lack access to extensive resources such as transportation. These limit their
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ability to fully benefit from many available programs [44, 67, 70]. Tools to support learning
outside the classroom have been proposed to mitigate such barriers[15, 44, 45, 68]. Given the
expected technology proficiency of immigrants to Canada, it is expected that a web-based tool
would not represent a technology barrier in itself [70].

3.2 Existing writing support tools

Few computer-based writing support tools have been designed for ELLs, with the majority of
tools having been designed and assessed with native speakers in academic settings [40]. A
major limitation of transferring these tools to the mature immigrant ELLs context is that they
were designed for younger students studying within formal academic structures. Key
distinctions between these two groups include differences in motivations for achieving success,
in the types of writing errors made, and in responses to feedback [11, 34, 54].

W-Pal is an automated feedback system developed with high-school students [54], while
tools such as AWA (a system that automatically assess writing per a benchmark) [26] were
designed for post-secondary students who are highly proficient users of English. The features of
these systems cannot be transferred to contexts outside of their intended use. For instance, low
proficiency writers have greater diversity in the types of errors they produce, which makes
designing targeted interventions more challenging [51]. Also, the strategies, rhetoric, and
linguistics of ELL writing differs from that of native speakers [11, 59]. ELLs tend to plan less
before they write and produce structurally simpler writing and make use of different rhetorical
devices [59]. For instance, ELLs may translate a phrase word-by-word from their native
language into English which results in a syntactically incorrect translation [10].

ELLs may also struggle in interpreting technical language used to provide feedback, such as
in AWA. This poses more of an issue when there is no instructor to provide clarification. These
tools generally require an instructor to facilitate the software, but many mature ELLs may not
be taking classes or have access to an instructor to facilitate the process. These system designs
are impracticable for immigrant ELLs learning informally. As well, some mature ELLs do not
find classes useful for language learning. Interestingly, these ELLs do benefit from connecting
with like-minded peers that extends into a reciprocal help-sharing relationship even outside the
classroom [32]. The lack of timely access to an instructor is one of the motivations behind
leveraging peer-support, as in the iHelp system [3]. The existing evidence of new immigrants
actively seeking out peer communities for guidance and support additionally motivates this
present study [32].

3.3 Designing Peer-review for Mature ELLs

Peer-review, where learners assess one another’s writing, allows learners to develop
judgement skills through reflection on their peer’s work and their own [9, 48]. The peer-review
process has been extensively studied in formal learning contexts, such as within the classroom.
A key distinction in informal environments is that peer feedback has lower perceived quality
compared to in the classroom, likely due to academic related incentives such as grades and
social ties [69]. In traditional settings, an instructor can guide learners in providing and
responding to feedback. However, there are few online feedback exchange systems that support
the end-to-end peer review process [24]. Additionally, peer review platforms such as UCLA’s
Calibrated Peer Review (CPR) or Peerceptiv [50] also require instructor facilitation. In contrast,
in online peer-initiated communities, conversations are directed by the learners, and groups
build knowledge by reinterpreting peer comments and questioning peers’ assumptions [74].
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Informal learners do not have access to expert feedback, which necessitates an understanding of
how peer-review systems can be redesigned to minimize the instructor-in-the-loop. Thus, in
informal learning, the design of scaffolds, such as rubrics, plays an essential role in facilitating
the peer-review process.

Mature ELLs in informal learning environments are distinct in several ways from younger
learners in academic settings, which motivates the need to evaluate the viability of peer-review
in this unique context. Since mature ELLs have substantial education, engaging in peer-review
involves a transfer of existing skills to a new context rather than developing these skills from
scratch [34]. Adult learners may have increased anxiety about resuming education after a long
gap [71]. The pressing need to find employment rather than to succeed academically poses
different motivators for engaging in these learning tasks and possibly different values on the
type of guidance received [35]. While peer-review has potential to be a timely, meaningful
source of feedback, tools must be designed to mitigate these challenges faced by mature ELLs.
For these reasons, we explore how a community-supported peer-review platform has the
potential to overcome the barriers to literacy faced by mature ELLs in informal learning
contexts.

4  Formative Study: Developing Early Requirements

We summarize here a yearlong formative field study that was conducted to inform the
design of the tool deployed in the present study. We collaborated with 16 mature ELLs (13
female) to observe how they engage in the traditional peer-review process without
interventions to inform the design of a support tool. Participants were recruited from language
programs for immigrants, were of the typical age for mature immigrants to Canada (average age
38), and held advanced degrees (Bachelor’s or above, which is also typical of the vast majority of
immigrants to Canada). In the study, essay writing and peer feedback samples collected from
participants during several in-lab activities were analyzed by an independent instructor
specialized in adult ELL education, following a rubric similar to that used in such language
programs (the instructor was not active at that moment in those programs, to avoid any
potential ethical breaches). Participants also completed short questionnaires sampling epistemic
beliefs and attitudes / approaches to language learning as well as quality ratings of prior-
produced feedback samples. This then informed follow-up participatory design sessions in
which seven participants, working in groups of three and four, worked on redesigning the
standard (often paper-based) feedback rubrics they normally use in their language classes.
Additionally, participants engaged in think-aloud activities focused on uncovering workflow
issues when engaged in a collaborative peer review of an essay. These Participatory Design
style sessions aimed to understand the interplay between the personal, cultural, social, and
educational contexts of mature immigrant ELLs. Researchers’ notes, participants’ artefacts, data
from questionnaires, and annotated transcripts of participatory design interactions were then
synthesized through thematic analysis. Four findings that inform the app design in present
study are presented next.

First, data from questionnaires indicated that mature ELLs had both high intrinsic motivation
[14] (learning driven by desire to master the task), and high extrinsic motivation (learning
driven by external factors) to learn to write. While extrinsic motivation is typically associated
with academic grades, in our study many of the participants were instead under the pressure of
needing to learn writing skills to improve their employability. Therefore, unlike in an academic
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context, numerical grades without suggestions for improvement may not be as meaningful to
adult ELLs. This is summarized in the first early (formative) requirement finding:

Formative feedback that helps quicken writing development may be more valuable to adult
immigrant ELLs than numerical scores.

However, immigrants typically learn language skills in classrooms where frequent, timely,
and personalized formative feedback is not always possible. The formative study examined
whether adult ELLs could receive this formative feedback from a more accessible source - their
peers. The analysis of the peer feedback samples collected from participants suggested that:

While mature ELLs can provide high level (relevant, qualitative comments) feedback, they
provide more low level (grammar correction) feedback in free-form peer-review.

The study also explored if mature ELLs would accept peer feedback by presenting instructor
and peer feedback without labelling the source of the feedback. Analysis of data from
questionnaires and from researchers’ direct interaction with participants during the in-person
session indicated that:

There was no difference detected in mature immigrant ELL acceptance of peer and instructor
feedback.

As we found that mature ELLs could provide high quality feedback and were accepting of
peer-feedback, we concluded that a peer-review platform has the potential to support mature
ELLs in receiving timely, meaningful writing feedback. The participatory sessions, run by the
researcher with seven learners (subset of those involved in the initial writing activities)
produced design artefacts, observations by the researcher, and data in the form of transcripts
from interacting with participants or between participants. The thematic analysis of these
mixed sources of insights allowed us to establish the early design requirements for a peer-
review app. Primarily, we discovered that:

Writing rubrics need to embed greater guidance to support peer-reviewers and elicit
meaningful feedback.

Participants felt they lacked the expertise to provide meaningful feedback, which is echoed
by other research with ELLs [63]. It was unclear what kind of guidance would best help, and
exploring how to implement this support motivated the deployment and evaluation of the tool
in our present study.

5 From Early Requirements to App Design and Deployment

Having identified the need for a peer learning support tool for mature ELLs, we present a
deployment study that further explores the design requirements for a peer-review platform to
support mature ELLs’ writing development. The study validates and builds on these four
findings from our early study. We have built a collaborative writing support app that
implements these initial requirements. We then conducted a short-term deployment study with
mature ELLs in an ecologically valid setting (“in the wild”). The study was designed so it
implements pedagogical approaches that are common for this context and evaluated our
requirements through focus groups and analysis of writing samples collected from the
deployment. Methodologically, we follow the same approach as other deployment studies of
learning support applications [45], with analysis conducted on data collected both from the
artefacts produced by learners, and from qualitative sources (interviews, focus groups, etc.)

We report on the insights gained from this study, particularly connecting mature ELLs
approaches and attitudes toward peer feedback mechanisms with the design requirements for
interactive learning support tools. We explore how the design of peer-feedback rubrics
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influence quality of peer-review and the experiences of mature ELLs in using this tool. To better
understand how to support mature ELLs’ learning goals within the context of overcoming the
challenges they face after resettlement, we answer the following research questions:

R1: Do localized rubrics generate more relevant and accurate feedback than general rubrics?

R2: How can a peer feedback system guide mature ELLs in improving their writing?

R3: Will mature ELLs remain engaged with such a writing support tool over the course of the
deployment?

R4: How do mature ELL perceptions of peer-review platforms impact the long-term
sustainability of a community-centered approach to writing development?

6 Method

We investigate how the design factors of a writing support tool impact mature ELLs’
perceptions of the writing process and their performance on writing tasks. We consider both
perceptions and performance to examine the viability of writing tools to provide long-term
support in informal learning contexts.

6.1 Participants

Sixteen mature ELLs (Female = 13) participated in this study - four of them having also
participated in the formative study. The average age of participants was 38.6 (SD = 6.5). The
most commonly spoken language was Farsi (six), followed by Mandarin/Cantonese (four),
followed by one participant each for French, Italian, Spanish, Ukrainian, Russian, Korean,
Portuguese, and Azari. All participants had completed at least a college diploma or a bachelor’s
degree, while six has a master’s degree and two had completed a PhD. This sample reflects the
Canadian immigration system, which favours highly-educated immigrants. Eleven participants
were unemployed, three were employed part time and two were employed full time. Improving
English for daily life or getting a job was the primary motivator for taking English language
classes for eleven participants, followed by preparing for studying (two), passing a test to get
certified in a trade or profession (one) and preparing for a citizenship test (one).

We did not collect data on participants’ technology proficiency and use of technology for
their own (personal) learning activities. However, the educational background typical of skilled
immigrants to Canada does not suggest this to be an issue. In fact, both prior research [16] and
actuarial data [52] indicate that technology literacy and use among immigrants to Canada is not
different than that of Canadian-born users. The only difference is visible in the language
barriers manifested when accessing resources (e.g. online services) through such technologies
[16].

In addition to the four of the participants that had completed the yearlong field study and
who continued with this phase, the remaining twelve participants were recruited from the
Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) program. LINC is a government funded
program offering free English language classes to recent immigrants. The uneven gender split in
this study is representative of the split in LINC classes, of which 72% of the students are female
[21]. All students are assessed using the Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) standard, which
is a three-stage scale describing language proficiency. By stage two, which all our participants
were assessed at, individuals can participate in a variety of contexts and independently engage
in routine and familiar situations [29]. Therefore, all our participants were in the same English
proficiency skill range at the time of our study.
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A researcher visited LINC classes in a large, predominantly English-speaking metropolitan
area in Canada to invite students to participate in the study. Participants were informed during
recruitment that they would receive $50 CAD and reimbursement for travel expenses to study
sites. The researcher was not affiliated with LINC. Both the researcher and the program
coordinators facilitating recruitment made it clear that participation was completely voluntary
and not a component of their LINC class. The study was deemed low risk and approved by our
university’s research ethics board.

6.2 Apparatus

We designed a web app informed by the requirements gathered from the field study,
grounded in relevant literature [35, 55, 67], and based on the pedagogical guides on peer
feedback available in the LINC’s teacher guides [76]. The app implements a common peer
feedback activity from the LINC guide in the form of free-form text feedback of several types,
such as prompting by guiding questions (Figure 3). The feedback is specific to both an essay and
writing revisions submitted by other users (Figure 2), which also implement typical LINC
activities. We opted to use numerical scores sparingly, as our formative study and prior
research [35] suggests that scores may be less valuable to immigrant ELLs than textual
feedback. We did not provide specific, fixed forms for low-level aspects such as grammars, as
one of the findings from our formative study was that ELLs tend to naturally focus on such
aspects. The level of localization for the feedback was similar to that found in the LINC guides.
The app did not include teacher feedback, as the focus of our research was on peer feedback,
and since one of the findings from our formative study was that mature immigrant ELLs were
accepting of peer feedback.

The app runs in any browser but is more suitable for larger screens (e.g. laptops), as it is
intended for writing practice. The app does not require special technical capabilities beside the
use of common browser found in any up-to-date operating system. In the app, users are paired
with an anonymous partner and complete four steps in the peer-review process. The steps are
briefly introduced here, and explained in-detail in the Procedure subsection.

Step One: Submit Assignment. Users receive assignment descriptions and submit responses
(Figure 1).

s ™
Dear Mary,

| am really happy to see you in town yesterday. It's a long time since | saw
you last time. | miss you so much. Thank you so much for inviting me to your
cottage for the long weekend. Unfortunately, | would not be able to attend as
| have already made plans at that time. | hope you have a wonderful time
with your family at your cottage on the long weekend. Actually, | am available
on the following weekend. Do you mind to arrange another gathering at your
cottage on the following weekend? Please let me know if you are okay with
that.

Figure 1. Users receive assignment descriptions and submit responses.
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Step Two: Tag Assignment. After submission, users tag their assignments and can also revise
(Figure 2).

Please copy and paste parts of your essay into the tags below.

Copy the parts of your response where you
convey your excitement about seeing him/her.

| am really happy to see you in town yesterday. It's a long time since | saw
you last time.

Copy the parts of your response where you
express regret over not being able to accept
his/her invitation.

Unfortunately, | would not be able to attend as | have already made plans at
that time

Copy the parts of your response where you
suggest an alternative plan to meet.

Actually, | am available on the following weekend. Do you mind to arrange
another gathering at your cottage on the following weekend?

SUBMIT

Figure 2: Users copy sections of their assignment under the appropriate tag.

Step Three: Provide feedback to partner. Once the partner submits a response, users can
provide feedback (Figure 3).
L

Did the writer use proper tone for the context of the letter? Which
part/s of the letter use improper tone?

The tone was a bit strange in the middle. | feel like it could be more friendly.

Did the writer use a wide range of vocabulary for the task? How can
this be improved?

Yes, a lot of words were used but | think there were some mistakes with the

grammar.
On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), 1 N
how well did the writer complete the task? N
On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), 1 ~
how easy was it to follow the writer’s flow of thought? N

Does the statement below convey the writer’s excitement about
seeing the friend? How can the statement be improved?

| am really happy to see you in town yesterday. It's a long time since | saw
you last time.

Yes, it does show the excitement.

Does the statement below express the writer’s regret over not being
able to accept the friend’s invitation? How can the statement be
improved?

Unfortunately, | would not be able to attend as | have already made plans at
that time.

Figure 3: Peer-reviewers first complete a general rubric (top). Peer-reviewers complete a localized rubric
built from the tagged component (bottom).
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Step 4: Receive feedback from partner and revise. After participants receive feedback from their partners,
they can revise and resubmit their responses (Figure 4).

Editing Essay
Review the responses from your partner and edit your essay accordingly

Response Dear Mary,
Part 1:
Free-Form | am really happy to see you in town yesterday. It's a long time since | saw
you last time. | miss you so much. Thank you so much for inviting me to your
cottage for the long weekend. Unfortunately, | would not be able to attend as
| have already made plans at that time. | hope you have a wonderful time
2. Was the letter arganized well that it was easy to understand? What with your family at your cottage on the long weekend. Actually, | am available
can be done to ensure gaod flow and organization? on the following weekend. Do you mind to arrange another gathering at your
Yes, it was well organized but there could have been more paragraphs. cottage on the following weekend? Please let me know if you are okay with
that.

. Did the letter address all the main points required to complete the
task? Which parts of the task are missing?
All the parts were addressed.

3. Did the ideas of the writer connect well? How can this be improved?
More paragraphs would improve the ideas.

Figure 4: Participants can view their peer-feedback and revise their assignment.

6.3 Instruments

6.3.1 CELPIP grading rubric

An independent instructor specialized in adult ELL instruction but not affiliated with the
study or LINC was hired for the study. The instructor derived an assignment grading rubric
from the Canadian English Language Proficiency Index Program (CELPIP). CELPIP is a
standardized rubric for assessing communication abilities in routine situations such as
interacting with co-workers and friends. We focused on such informal writing activities as
exclusion from these routine interactions often result in the social marginalization of new
immigrants. The rubric consists of four dimensions, scored on a scale of 1-5: Task completion
and coherence, format and tone, mechanical convention, and lexical resource.

6.3.2 Assignments
The instructor created three assignments based on the CELPIP exam on topics participants
would routinely encounter, listed next:

1. Community centre program: You are interested in enrolling in a program at your
community centre. You know that the centre offers art classes, sport activities and social
events. Your task is to send an email to the program manager.

2. Responding to an invitation from a friend: You have bumped into a friend in town. He/She
has sent you an e-mail inviting you to their cottage for the long weekend. Unfortunately,
you cannot come because of a prior engagement.

3.  Writing a postcard to a friend: You are on vacation and would like to send a postcard to a
good friend.

6.3.3 Feedback assessment

Shute’s (2008) feedback taxonomy was used by the instructor to classify the feedback into
two categories [58]. Surface or generic feedback such as “well done”, or “nothing should be
changed” was categorized as “No feedback”. “No feedback” items were not analyzed further.
Feedback falling under the other types in Shute’s taxonomy such as “verification” (informing
about correctness) and “elaborated” (providing explanation) were grouped together and are
referred to as “relevant” feedback in this study. Meaningful feedback was then evaluated for
accuracy. Accuracy was any feedback that correctly identified an issue with the writing. Thus,
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each relevant feedback was classified as either accurate or inaccurate. The classification scheme
for the feedback is illustrated in Figure 5. We consider this level of granularity as adequate for
this study, since the focus of our research was not on the fine-grained analysis of the feedback.
Instead, our goal was to gain an understanding of adult immigrant ELL’s high-level, holistic
perceptions of peer feedback and collaborative writing systems. Prior research exists on aspects
of localized feedback, both for mature ELLs [35] and for school-age ELLs [6, 18].

Feedback

— T~

No feedback Relevant feedback

T~

Accurate Inaccurate

Figure 5: Classification of feedback per Shute’s (2008) taxonomy

6.3.4 Procedure

Participants first attended a session where they completed a demographic questionnaire and
the researcher familiarized them with the app. Participants were informed that they would be
assigned a partner who was at the same or adjacent LINC level as them. Names of partners on
the app were kept anonymous. We decided to maintain anonymity in order to avoid possible
confounding effects such as based on gender, ethnicity, or apparent competency, as prior
research has shown that, in some cases, these factors play a role in learners’ perception of peer
feedback [23, 33, 55]. While partners were assigned as randomly as possible, we avoided pairing
participants from the same class (whenever this information was available) to avoid possible
unwanted effects of partners identifying each other and communicating outside of the app.

Participants completed three writing assignments, with three days allotted for each
assignment. For each assignment, participants were asked to write 100-150 words in response
(Figure 1). Each assignment description also included a list of three deliverables that should be
present in the assignment. For instance, one of the requirements was that the response to the
friend’s invitation assignment should “express regret over not being able to accept his/her
invitation”. These writing samples were used to answer R1, R2, and R3. In total, participants
used the app remotely for nine days.

After writing their response, the app prompted participants to tag to their writing (Figure 2).
Tagging is defined as copying segments of their writing under three tags. Each of the tags was
drawn from the three deliverables in the assignment prompt. For instance, participants would
have been asked to “Copy the parts of your response where you express regret over not being
able to accept his/her invitation.”

Once participants submitted an assignment, the peer-reviewer could view it and provide
feedback. Based on the findings from the formative investigation, review was structured so that
participants first assessed the writing holistically. This included both free-form and Likert-scale
questions on the style, flow, vocabulary use, and overall impression of the writing (Figure 3).
These five general questions were derived from the structured rubric:

1. Did the letter address all the main points required to complete the task? Which parts of the
task are missing?

2. Was the letter organized well that it was easy to understand? What can be done to ensure
good flow and organization?
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3. Did the ideas of the writer connect well? How can this be improved?
Did the writer use proper tone for the context of the letter? Which part/s of the letter use
improper tone?

5. Did the writer use a wide range of vocabulary for the task? How can this be improved?

In the second part of the peer-review, reviewers were prompted to provide more localized
feedback (Figure 3). Reviewers were shown the sentences tagged by the writer and asked a
corresponding question. For instance, one of the localized questions for the “Responding to an
invitation from a friend” task was “Does the statement below express the writer’s regret over
not being able to accept the friend’s invitation? How can the statement be improved?” The
statement displayed below this question was what the writer had tagged in response to the
prompt: “Copy the parts of your response where you express regret over not being able to
accept his/her invitation”. Participants were shown both the general and localized peer-feedback
and asked to revise their assignment (Figure 4). The revised assignment was not shared with the
peer-reviewer.

The accuracy and type of feedback was classified by the instructor for relevancy (does it
identify an issue?) and accuracy (is it correct?). The classification was used to determine
whether the structure of the peer-review prompted more relevant and accurate feedback to
answer R1 (Do localized rubrics generate more relevant and accurate feedback than general
rubrics?). The instructor graded each of the responses per the rubric. The accuracy of revisions
in the resubmitted assignments was evaluated to answer R2 (How can a peer feedback system
guide mature ELLs in improving their writing?). User engagement with the app, as measured by
count of assignments submitted, peer-reviews completed, and revisions made, was used to
answer R3 (Will mature ELLs remain engaged with such a writing support tool over the course
of the deployment?)

Participants returned to the lab for a focus group session, consisting of three to five ELLs. All
participants were invited to take part in the focus group, however only those who were
available to attend participated. Three focus groups were run with 12 of the participants from
the deployment study. Focus groups consisted of three (P2, P4, and P5), four (P9, P10, P11, and
P14) and five (P1, P7, P8, P12, and P13) participants. Each session lasted 1-1.5 hours. Groups
were led through a semi-structured interview guided by the researcher to answer R4 (How do
mature ELL perceptions of peer-review platforms impact the long-term sustainability of a
community-centered approach to writing development?). Each session covered four topics: the
writing process, giving peer-feedback, receiving peer-feedback, and overall impressions. The
writing process focused on task clarity, pre-writing activities, reasons for not completing
assignments and disruptiveness to daily life. Giving peer-feedback discussed in-depth the
differences between the localized and general rubrics. The receiving feedback section covered
helpfulness of feedback, criteria for measuring trust in feedback, opinions on working with a
partner and feedback type preferences. Finally, overall impressions asked about design changes
to the interface and holistic impressions about the app’s ease of use and usefulness. Focus
groups were audio recorded and the transcribed interviews were analyzed to answer R4 (How
do mature ELL perceptions of peer-review platforms impact the long-term sustainability of a
community-centered approach to writing development?).
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7 Results

This section analyzes the writing samples and the focus group data. The accuracy and quality
of the peer-review and the revisions to the writing are explored, and engagement with the app
over time is measured. Table 1 presents a summary of the research questions and related
findings at the end of this section. Themes are drawn and analyzed from the transcribed focus
group interviews.

7.1 Analysis of Writing Samples

R1: Do localized rubrics generate more relevant and accurate feedback than general rubrics?

Of the 172 general feedback comments (i.e. from the general rubric), 50 of the comments
(29.1%) were relevant (i.e. attempted to identify an issue with the paper) , as assessed by the
instructor. For the 112 localized feedback comments (i.e. from the localized rubric), 58 (51.8%) of
the comments were relevant. A chi-square test shows that this difference in proportion of
relevant comments between the general and localized feedback was significant (X2 (1) = 10.71, p
<.01). The localized rubric elicited more relevant comments, and thus can better sustain a peer-
review network. Though developing localized rubrics is more resource intensive as it requires
customization for each assignment, localized questions are more likely to prompt feedback that
makes relevant suggestions for improvement.

There were 50 relevant comments on the general questions. Of this, 30 (60.0%) were accurate.
Of the 58 relevant comments on the localized questions, 41 (70.1%) were correct. A chi-square
test indicates that the difference in accuracy between the general and localized feedback was
not significant (X2 (1) = 0.28, p = n.s.). This suggests that though mature ELLs prefer structure,
there is no difference in the accuracy of the feedback they provide between structured and
unstructured rubrics. This suggests that even without support, mature ELLs can provide
somewhat accurate feedback. A community-based tool has potential to further improve this
accuracy, such as by using multiple peer-reviewers to resolve discrepancies in feedback
provided.

R2: How can a peer feedback system guide mature ELLs in improving their writing?

Participants made a total of 89 revisions (additions, deletions and substitutions to the original
draft) over the three assignments, averaging to 3.6 revisions per resubmitted draft (25 of 39
assignments were resubmitted). 59 revisions were correct or were stylistic changes that
preserved correctness (ex. Adding “In addition to” to improve transition). This level of accuracy
(66.3%) suggests that mature ELLs do have some ability to distinguish between correct and
incorrect feedback, and to implement revisions that improve their writing. However, there is
still opportunity for a peer network to better support mature ELLs in identifying accurate
feedback and incorporating those changes.

R3: Will mature ELLs remain engaged with such a writing support tool in the long-term?

App engagement decreased over time as measured by the count of participants who
submitted assignments, provided feedback, and revised their assignments. In addition, there was
a decreasing trend in the number of revisions that participants implemented after receiving
feedback. For the first assignment, 65 additions, deletions, and substitutions were made (an
average of 4.6 revisions per resubmitted draft). The second assignment consisted of 16 revisions
(2.3 revisions per draft) and the third consisted of 8 revisions (2.0 revisions per draft). The drop
in engagement over the three assignments indicate that the participants lost motivation or were
unable to complete assignments over time. In informal learning contexts where there are no
hard deadlines or an instructor to facilitate the completion of assignments, other mechanisms
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for maintaining engagement are needed, such as a more open accountability model within peer
groups.

7.2 Focus Group Feedback

The analysis of writing samples was complemented by insights gained from interviews with
the participants conducted during the focus groups. The interviews were semi-structured, with the
researcher guiding discussions around participants’ perceptions of the platform, how they
engaged with the learning process, and what could be changed. 38 codes and three themes were
drawn by the researcher from the transcribed sessions using inductive thematic analysis, and
validated by a researcher not affiliated with the study. Grounded theory makes use of inductive
strategies for analyzing qualitative data, where data is iteratively abstracted to identify common
themes and patterns [2]. This inductive approach allows for a systemic analysis of qualitative data
and links research with theory [60]. The three themes and respective sub-themes, illustrated in
Figure 6 are analyzed next to answer R4: How do mature ELL perceptions of peer-review
platforms impact the long-term sustainability of a community-centered approach to writing
development?

Specific, localized f k is Tr y in feedback is

The traditional peer-review

required to sustain a
community-based approach to
writing development

p
crucial for building trust in
expert-less writing support
networks

process has limitations that can
be addressed through design

Specific rubrics draw
attention to issues and help

™| structure review

Multiple peer-reviewers can

|| resolve disagreements

Lack of experience leads to
generic feedback, and
difficulties in assessing
feedback quality

—|

Mature ELLs lack confidence
in their ability to provide
general feedback

Mature ELLs feel more
comfortable when an
instructor oversees peer-

Low engagement from
partner can negatively affect

motivation

review

Mature ELLs are open to
L_,| automated feedback, if the
algorithms are transparent

Figure 6: Themes and sub-themes drawn from transcribed focus group interviews.

721 Theme One: Specific, localized feedback is required to sustain a community-based
approach to writing development.

This theme explores how mature ELLs perceive the learning support tools and their
preferences for the type of feedback they receive.

Localized rubrics draw attention to issues and help structure review: Participants unanimously
preferred the localized, tagged questions over the general questions. P10 explains that receiving
general feedback did not help much in providing direction for improvement, while the localized
feedback more clearly identified issues: “General sounded just the general and comment not the
specific way and specific problem for learning.” P5 notes one of the benefits of the localized
questions is that “it helped you with the structure”.

Mature ELLs lack confidence in their ability to provide general feedback: Prompting is helpful
for novice writers as it reduces information overload and scaffolds learning. P5 suggests: “Maybe it
can be more detailed about what to give feedback, with general, we don’t have experience. But if
you say that the structure, the vocabulary ... maybe I can try and think more of this thing, but if
you just say that to give your idea we are not teachers in writing so we had to figure out so many
problems.” P4 agreed: “When you’re good with something it’s easier to give feedback.”
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7.22 Theme Two: Transparency in feedback is crucial for building trust in expert-less writing
support networks.

This theme focuses on mature ELLs perceptions of feedback sources and analyzes the
characteristics of feedback they use to assess reliability.

Multiple peer-reviewers can resolve disagreements: Participants noted that the peer-feedback
they received may be inaccurate or not comprehensive. One solution to mitigate incorrect
feedback was to have a greater number of partners, in an open discussion board, as stated by P4:
“Maybe you could have some comments below and then the other person can judge or say which
is better or both side is right. So in my heart I say it’s not right but I follow you.”

Mature ELLs feel more comfortable when an instructor oversees peer-review: P5 suggested that
an instructor should oversee disagreements and ensure correctness: “The professor can make a
conclusion, who says it more nicer, who’s better.” This is similar to studies with younger ELLs,
who prefer having an instructor present during peer-review [41]. Peers serve an important role in
keeping learners motivated, but mature ELLs still feel most comfortable if an instructor is available
to provide specific guidance. As P12 explains: “It’s quite motivating to have a peer work with you-
it’s good to have someone to work together, but I think the most helpful way is to have a
professional instructor to help with us on a specific aspect of writing he could maybe give us more
correct or accurate instructions.”

Mature ELLs are open to automated feedback, if the algorithms are transparent: Though there
was no automated component to the peer-review platform, one focus group discussed their
perceptions of automated feedback. P2 brought up trust in automated feedback by stating “I think
the partner can be a computer.”, which P5 agreed with: “Al can do everything.” However,
participants emphasized they want the automated feedback to provide explanations of errors and
to offer suggestions, as stated by P1: “It’s good, but if it can give us more specific feedback, like
what word I'm not using correctly, or what structure I'm not using correctly.” P5 added that
automated prompts could help when peers overlook issues: “Maybe, maybe my partner don’t
know everything. Because if this I think a computer which is fully programmed is better than a
partner— or a professor.”

An important feature of feedback mature ELLs value is transparency. Numerical scores without
explanation hold little meaning for mature ELLs, as explained by P5: “If I look at the score, I don’t
know 4 stands for what. It’s very high or very low. It just depends on my experience, maybe 3 is
just medium. So more context for the scores.” P4 agreed and added: “Leave some space for if you
say 3, why? Something like that.” This validates the finding from the prior study which hinted
that mature ELLs on the job market have less interest in numerical, summative assessment than
younger learners in academic contexts. Participants want access to a repository of sample writing
responses to guide their own writing. P5 notes: “So we need to see some more models of this so
we can memorize.”

Within this theme, four features were suggested for inclusion in collaborative writing apps.
First, each learner should have multiple partners. Automated feedback should be transparent and
offer suggestions. An instructor should oversee the activities for accuracy. Finally, sample writing
should be provided to communicate expectations.

7.23 Theme Three: The traditional peer-review process has limitations that can be addressed
through design.

This theme covers issues mature ELLs found in the peer-review process and suggests design to
address these pain points.
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Lack of experience leads to generic feedback, and difficulties in assessing feedback quality:
Learners may believe they cannot assess feedback that is generic praise or does not address an
issue. P2 reports: “[Partner] said everything is ok. Maybe its ok. But I'm not a professional so
maybe I did something wrong.” P1 similarly commented that the feedback was “not enough, most
of the time we only heard ‘yes’ ‘yes’.”

Conversely, Mature ELLs may not believe that they have the appropriate skills for reviewing.
P5 discusses how a partner perceived to be at a higher level impacted reviewing confidence: “I
always give that [generic praise] feedback to my partner, because I can’t find mistake. I think it’s
because of my skills. So maybe after some other computer or professor reviewed.” On the
receiving end, some felt that their partners were self-censoring negative comments, with P9
mentioning: ‘I feel like it is so friendly.” While one may expect that peer feedback to be a source of
tension, other research with ELL participants (albeit of school age) showed that learners are
mindful of others’ feelings and thus avoid harsh assessments when peer-reviewing [63, 66].

This low confidence contrasts our finding that mature ELLs are skilled in providing and
assessing accurate feedback.

Therefore, tool design should place more focus more on scaffolding learner confidence, as lack
of confidence may be a more significant barrier for mature ELLs than their actual ability.

Low engagement from partner can negatively affect motivation: Further highlighting the
importance of affect when interacting with educational technology, unengaged partners impact
learner motivation and lead to anxiety. P13, whose partner did not complete most of the tasks,
notes: “All the time I was checking [for updates] but [partner] wasn’t so it felt incompleted. I did
my part but he or she didn’t. You should use more motivated people because it’s not good, some
people think they can do, but they can’t.”

Table 1: Summary of research questions and associated finding

Research Questions Findings

R1: Do localized rubrics generate more F1: Localized rubrics prompt more relevant
relevant and accurate feedback than general | feedback. Localized rubrics do not prompt more
rubrics? accurate feedback.

R2: How can a peer feedback system
guide mature ELLs in improving their
writing?

F2: Mature ELLs can independently implement
accurate revisions with some accuracy.

R3: Will mature ELLs remain engaged
with such a writing support tool over the
course of the deployment?

F3: Engagement decreased over time, due
largely to low accountability between peers.

F4: Specific, localized feedback is required to

sustain a community-based approach to writing
R4: How do mature ELL perceptions of development.

peer-review platforms impact the long-term
sustainability of a community-centered
approach to writing development?

F5: Transparency in feedback is crucial for
building trust in expert-less writing support
networks.

F6: The traditional peer-review process has
limitations that can be addressed through design.
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8 Discussion and Design guidelines

When access to educational resources is limited, community-generated support has the
potential to serve as a mutually beneficial learning channel. As we have seen in our study, this
could be of great benefit for mature immigrant ELLs who are at risk of deskilling and
socioeconomic inequality due to their limited language abilities. Based on the findings of our
research, we therefore suggest three guidelines for informing the design of collaborative writing
support tools for mature ELLs.

DG1: Present learners with diverse sources of transparent feedback in community-based
writing support tools where there is little to no instructor presence.

Our mature ELLs reported internal pressure to agree with partner feedback. However, they
generally agreed that more peers, or automated feedback to resolve disputes would increase
confidence in feedback. All participants wanted an instructor to oversee and intervene as
needed. We found perceived authority of feedback source does impact learner trust, but
specificity, detail and transparency are also significant factors (F5).

Thus, writing support tools for mature ELLs should combine peer, automated and, if possible,
instructor feedback and secondly, design the review process to elicit transparent, formative
feedback. Finally, this feedback should be presented without overloading the writer as this may
lead to superficial learning [58], while also allowing the writer to judge, validate, and seek
clarification on the feedback.

We suggest that designers of peer-review platforms transform automated feedback into
suggestions or prompts for reviewers, rather than presenting the feedback as an assessment to
the writer. Peer-reviewers can then provide context to the summative, automated feedback.
MindWare is a writing system that provides automated feedback through rankings relative to a
large database [20]. The system highlights sentences in the essay that could be improved, but
does not provide guidance on how to improve [20]. A possible implementation of this guideline
in our system would be to generate automated feedback similar to that used in MindWare, and
include it as part of the peer-review rubric to prompt feedback. Peer-reviewers will benefit from
the highly-structured review process that directs attention to problems. Additionally, the writer
will benefit from formative, contextualized feedback reviewers provide on the summative,
automated assessment.

DG2: Writing support tools for mature ELLs should foster community through collaborative,
semi-structured group discussions.

While in our study we have opted for an anonymous mechanism for peer feedback in order
to avoid confounds (as discussed in Section 6.3.4), participants suggested the value of fostering a
sense of community in supporting each other’s learning goals. This confirms prior research that
ELLs appreciate the community and social aspects of collaborative language learning, as
observed both for mature immigrant ELLs [67] as well as for school-age ESL students [66].

Prior research has shown that motivation is a key factor to sustain ELLs learning goals. In
some contexts, e.g. recently-immigrant children learning, intrinsic motivation maybe lacking —
in such settings extrinsic motivation such as game helped overcome these barriers [62].
However, for mature immigrants, the motivation is grounded in socio-economic pressures and
desires [67]. Yet, in our research we revealed that fostering a sense of community motivates
learners to complete tasks, and helps resolve disagreements. Additionally, multiple peer-
reviewers prompt learners to consider their writing from a reader’s perspective, a skill that
expert writer’s possess [56]. Group peer-review also provides access to model assignments that
reviewers can benefit from in their own writing [36]. We recommend that designers of writing
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support tools approach these platforms with the mindset of designing for collaboration, not
simply for interaction. When learners discuss and debate, learning outcomes are improved [8].

Structured review alone, as done in many peer-review platforms, does not lead to a sense of
community (F6). An open discussion space is necessary for fostering collaboration by allowing
learners to exchange praise and support and for establishing a social presence [72]. A common
identity through shared goals and values is also important for creating a sense of community
[61]. In learning communities, ELLs adopt goals and viewpoints of their peers, like taking a
collaborative approach to peer-review when writing is viewed as a team-based process rather
than an individual product [39]. Additionally, peer-reviewers produce higher quality feedback
when they can compare multiple pieces of work (F2), as this provides them with a benchmark
for performance [5].

An online peer-review platform should incorporate both structured review while allowing
for unstructured, open discussion within a group to promote collaboration. Social media
platforms, such as Facebook, can develop community in ELL writing courses through used of
the Like button and emoticons to convey feelings that were not captured in the review [57].
However, unstructured communication channels create additional challenges. Motivation for
high ability ELLs can decrease when they are paired with lower ability students [25], as we also
discovered. Thus, community based peer-review platforms should consider learners’ levels
when forming groups. Prompting students with guiding questions and hints throughout the
writing process can help build a sense of community, as was suggested by our focus groups and
also found in literature with younger ELLs [39].

Our study was limited to a sample of 16 participants, and as such, we did not observe issues
of conflict, strong disagreement, or tension related to the peer feedback, which may appear in
other contexts [23, 55, 73]. As we highlighted earlier, prior research suggest that such issues
may not always occur with peer feedback tools for ELLs [66, 67]. Nevertheless, as this was out
of the scope of our research, we recommend further research into the design of appropriate
mechanism to mitigate disagreement if such issues are to be anticipated.

DG3: Learning supports must be specific enough to support learners in identifying localized
issues and build confidence, while also being dynamic enough to minimize the need for an
instructor.

In paper-based peer-review, training ELLs to review improves feedback quality [37, 42, 43],
suggesting that scaffolding can improve ELLs’ reviewing skills. Rubrics can prompt formative
feedback and communicate task expectations (F1). Additionally, providing questions to
structure peer-review leads to reviewers identifying more errors [4], and increased formative
feedback [1]. Rubrics, then, can scaffold meaningful peer-review. General rubrics reduce the
time an instructor must spend on adapting and creating rubrics for new assignments [27].
However, we found that localized rubrics prompt more relevant feedback (F4). Thus, there is a
trade-off between instructor involvement and peer-review value.

Peer-review systems generally require fixed rubrics, making scaling a challenge (F6). ARISE,
a peer-review platform, uses automated analysis to generate dynamic rubrics (ex. The system
may ask the reviewer to assess complexity of sentences over 15 words) [65]. While this rule-
based approach works for structural aspects, other approaches are needed for drawing attention
to content issues. We proposed one solution in our app, by prompting learners to tag their
writing under instructor-defined categories drawn from the assignment descriptions. With this,
we generated domain localized rubrics customized for each assignment with minimal instructor
involvement.
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We discovered that mature ELLs can provide and assess feedback with some accuracy (60-
70%), but report a lack in confidence. This finding underscores the importance of designing
scaffolds not just for technical, but affective development too. One of the strategies employed
by skilled adult ELLs is strong regulation of affective difficulties [46]. One way to scaffold
affective development, as we did, was with localized rubrics. that improve confidence when
reviewing. Other mechanisms, such as positive reinforcement during review, can also provide
affective support and improve work quality. Positive affect in feedback can also improve the
accuracy of revisions due to lowered stress, in comparison with affectively neutral feedback
[47]. Future challenges remain in designing peer-review rubrics and scaffolds that further
reduce instructor burden while still scaffolding reviewers in identifying issues and articulating
meaningful feedback.

9 Conclusion

Highly-skilled immigrants often face a challenging search for employment and community,
and are at high risk of facing social, cultural, and economic marginalization. Formal structures
frequently fail to provide adequate support in preparing new immigrants, especially those no
longer in school, for achieving their goals. Turning to the community for support has the
potential to overcome the systemic barriers to success that these immigrants face. Our research
focused on immigrants to Canada. However, many of the peer learning aspects are likely
generalizable to other industrialized countries that have a similar skilled worker entry program
for accepting highly educated immigrants.

We explored the viability of peer-review based writing support tools to provide long-term
support in informal learning contexts. We conducted an “in-the-wild” evaluation of a
collaborative learning tool for mature ELLs to understand both their performance and their
perceptions of the peer-review process. From this we drew guidelines for developing a group-
based peer-review network rather than a dyadic peer review system.

From our findings, we suggest three recommendations for designers of writing support tools
for sustainable, semi-autonomous learning environments. We suggest mature ELLs should be
presented with feedback from diverse sources where the justification is transparent, community
should be fostered through open-ended discussion rather than imposing a formal structure for
the peer-review, and finally, localized guidance is required for improving both technical and
affective skills.

For newcomers to a country, the process of learning language is also a process of reshaping
identity and developing a sense of self within a new community [31]. Therefore, design for
language learning should consider the wider, postcolonial context in which the language
acquisition is situated [30]. We found that our mature ELLs are not “students” in the traditional
sense, but rather, they are invested life-long learners who actively pursue new skills that bring
them closer to their goals. As such, language learning tools should also foster positive self-
growth. Mature ELLs should feel confident in making mistakes, providing honest feedback, and
engaging in collaborative knowledge building in these spaces. When formal structures are
unable to provide new immigrants with necessary resources, a collaborative learning platform
that incorporates our guidelines can promote the reciprocal sharing of language learning
guidance by leveraging skills within a network of peers.
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