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DANIELA SORRENTINO

Teaching writing across languages in the Italian
secondary school. An intervention-based study 
with learners of German as a third foreign language
and effects in a plurilingual perspective

Abstract
This paper presents an intervention carried out in the context of a research on the teach-
ing of argumentative writing to Italian-speaking secondary school learners of German 
as a third foreign language after English and French. The study was designed with the 
dual aim of testing the hypothesis of an improvement in writing performance in German 
and in the other foreign languages. To this end, a mixed-methods approach was adopted 
and various empirical data were collected, including a plurilingual corpus of argumenta-
tive texts written by learners in German, English, French and Italian before and after the 
intervention. The article discusses some theoretical foundations of plurilingual writing 
in relation to the possibilities of teaching argumentative writing in an educational set-
ting. In this context, a writing arrangement embedded in the teaching of German as a 
tertiary language is presented. Finally, writing processes and strategies are examined from 
a cross-linguistic perspective through a partial analysis of the data collected during the 
research study. The paper concludes with some reflections on the role of foreign language 
teachers in promoting plurilingual writing in the school context. 

Keywords
Plurilingual writing, argumentative writing, writing intervention, transfer of writing 
skills, writing in the tertiary language

1. Introduction
The article presents a research study aimed at promoting argumentative pluri-
lingual text production strategies in Italian secondary school students learning 
German as a third foreign language. A writing intervention in German was car-
ried out through an argumentative task in a special writing arrangement, i.e. a 
didactic setting for text production, designed to support plurilingual writing. The 
impact of the intervention on the quality of writing and the writing process was 
investigated not only in German, but also in the learners’ other languages, includ-
ing Italian, through the analysis of different learner data. The choice of argumen-
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tative writing is supported, on the one hand, by its relevance in the writing curric-
ulum of the Italian upper secondary school and, on the other hand, by the need 
for didactic support in this area. Another reason is that, at the time of my study, 
the participating students had experienced little or no exposure to argumentative 
writing, either in their first language or in foreign language classes, making its 
promotion in the German classroom an opportune choice. The results indicate 
a general improvement in writing performance and strategies from a plurilingual 
perspective, both in terms of text products and writing processes. At the same 
time, they allow the differentiation of individual factors that may play a role in 
this improvement.

2. Research design
The present work is part of a larger study that aims to contribute to the still un-
der-researched field of written text production in German as a tertiary language 
among Italian upper secondary school learners, also taking into account the stu-
dents’ writing skills in their other languages, i.e. English as a first foreign language, 
French as a second foreign language and Italian as a mother tongue. In tertiary 
language research, the term ‘tertiary language’ refers to the language learnt after 
the first language (L1) and the first foreign language (L2) (Marx 2016: 295). In 
the school context, however, the term can also include any other foreign language 
learnt after the first foreign language, regardless of the chronological order (Fäcke 
& Meißner 2019: 415). This also applies, for example, if it is the third foreign 
language learnt (Hufeisen & Neuner 2003: 5), as is the case in the present study.

At the centre of my work is the question of how effective cross-linguistic use 
and transfer of writing strategies can be promoted, starting with the teaching of 
German as a tertiary language. Investigating the potential cross-linguistic dimen-
sion of writing production and the ways in which it can be fostered in plurilin-
gual and tertiary language classrooms is a highly topical research issue. While re-
search has so far focused on receptive skills, especially in related foreign languages 
(Bonvino et al. 2011, Hufeisen and Marx 2014), recent studies have highlighted 
the interactions of productive skills in plurilingual writing, showing that writing 
strategies can also be multidirectionally transferred between learners’ languages, 
both from the first language (L1) to the first (L2) and other foreign languag-
es (L3) and vice versa (Forbes 2021, Manno et al. 2020, Sorger et al. 2013). 
Furthermore, it has been found that plurilingual transfer of writing strategies and 
processes can be didactically supported, in particular by raising learners’ aware-
ness of metacognitive strategies (Forbes 2021) and of linguistic actions and text 
patterns (Rüßmann et al. 2016). 

On the basis of these findings, and drawing on a concept of transfer as a dynam-
ic, pluridirectional process of transferring declarative and procedural knowledge 
from one language to another, which can be didactically supported (Marx 2020), 
it was assumed that in a didactic context, under certain conditions, a multidirec-
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tional transfer of writing skills and strategies from the tertiary language German 
to the other (foreign) languages of the learners might be possible. As Marx (ibid.: 
20) notes, studying transfer from a plurilingual didactic perspective requires a 
complex research design and a teaching intervention in which something that has 
not yet been learnt in a particular language is introduced into the classroom and 
then checked to see if it is taken up in other languages. In this context, the quality 
of texts and writing processes, and the differences between them in different lan-
guages, may depend on a very complex set of conditions. For example, more than 
one language may be used for cognitive operations, learners may have different 
writing and linguistic skills, and they usually also bring a variety of learning and 
writing practices from their school and language classes. In addition, there are 
reciprocal influences between languages, phenomena of transfer of oral means of 
expression and the fact that also the development of writing in the L1 is not yet 
complete. Finally, there are individual differences between learners and extra-cur-
ricular factors such as family, social and cultural background. 

Approaching this complex area of research methodologically requires in-
tra-individual surveys of the same learners in different languages, focusing not 
only on writing products but also on processes and learner-related factors, ideally 
combining different research methods ( Janíkóva & Reitbrecht 2014: 83-85). On 
this basis, my research adopted a mixed-methods approach and collected various 
empirical data: a corpus of learner texts in German, English, French and Italian, 
a questionnaire to collect metadata on learners’ biographies and writing experi-
ences, a learning diary kept throughout the study, and retrospective interviews 
with some students. In addition, a group discussion was held with the teachers of 
German, English, French and Italian. These data were analysed using quantita-
tive and qualitative evaluation methods, for example by examining changes in the 
quality of writing through a one-group pre-test post-test research design (Albert/
Marx 2016: 89). The role of individual, linguistic and extra-linguistic factors was 
also taken into account in order to gain a detailed insight into the strategies and 
processes of text production in the learners’ different languages. 

3. Teaching writing skills in a cross-linguistic dimension
Writing competence requires the efficient, task-oriented control of the writing 
process as well as the competent handling of different text types and linguistic 
structures so that the addressee can (re)construct the written text as a coherent 
unit. In the debate on which pedagogical measures are appropriate to support 
writing processes and strategies in a plurilingual perspective, a cross-linguistic 
approach is advocated, which focuses on transferable knowledge and skills and, 
at the same time, promotes the linking of languages in the classroom, also with 
regard to writing processes and practices. One possible strategy in this context 
is to raise awareness with the aim of actively accessing and applying existing and 
new knowledge in more than one language. For example, teaching transferable 
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knowledge about text patterns and text types and encouraging reflection on lan-
guage learning processes and experiences (Forbes 2021) can have a metacognitive 
facilitating effect on plurilingual writing and facilitate planning and formulation 
strategies. 

For several reasons, the foreign language classroom has emerged as a privi-
leged setting for the development of plurilingual writing skills. Explicit writ-
ing training often takes place in the foreign language rather than in the first 
language teaching, so that potential transfer bases from the L1 to the learn-
ers’ foreign languages are missing and may rather occur in the opposite direc-
tion (Dengscherz 2010). In addition, foreign language teaching can encourage 
learners to reflect consciously on their own writing processes and strategies. 
Forbes (2021: 296, 214) states that:

the FL classroom, where students are more explicit aware of and engaged in their
thinking about language (as compared to the L1 classroom), provides an environ-
ment which is highly conducive to the development of valuable metacognitive
skills that relate to language more broadly. (…) [It] may be a key context for devel-
oping transferable metacognitive writing strategies which can also benefit the L1.

In this respect, tertiary language teaching in particular, where learner awareness 
is central (Hufeisen and Neuner 2003), offers a particularly suitable environment 
for training awareness of linguistic and textual knowledge as well as of one’s own 
writing and writing learning processes. For this purpose, a special writing arrange-
ment was designed in which the learners acted in a cross-linguistic dimension: the 
intervention initially took place in the German classroom, but then the bound-
aries between the learners’ other languages were crossed. From a didactic-meth-
odological point of view, the aim was to combine methods of process-oriented 
writing didactics with pragmalinguistic approaches oriented towards linguistic 
action in texts and based on a close interdependence between reading and writing 
skills (Feilke et al. 2016). 

4. Characteristics of the writing arrangement 
Argumentative writing is about making the controversial plausible in one’s own text. 
According to Toulmin (1996, 86 ff.), the basic structure of an argumentation is char-
acterised by a controversial position supported by arguments that are formulated and 
developed on a common ground of shared values and knowledge. Studies concern-
ing the development of argumentative writing skills show a relatively language-inde-
pendent developmental process through various stages, ranging from the subjective 
selection of arguments in associative order to their objective selection and synthetic 
integration. In general, there is an improvement in the quality of texts, which is ac-
companied by an increasing degree of coherence and greater consideration of the role 
of the reader (Augst et al. 2007, De Bernardi & Antolini 1996). 

Feilke’s (2014) so-called text procedure model – Textprozeduren – has shown
great didactic potential in the teaching of argumentative writing, also from a pluri-
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lingual perspective. Text procedures are context- and text-type-specific expressions 
that include grammatical constructions as well as lexical phrases and denote lin-
guistic action components relevant to text composition – such as marking one’s 
own position with expressions like Ich denke, dass... or meiner Meinung nach ... or 
conceding with grammatical structures like zwar..., aber... (ibid.: 16). They evoke a 
particular scheme or pattern of linguistic action, stand between the writing process 
and the product in terms of content generation, and correlate with high text quality 
in learners’ written productions1. Consequently, the writing arrangement was action
and text oriented, focusing on typical argumentative text procedures, but also pro-
cess oriented, sequencing the writing process in the steps of planning, formulating, 
and revising2gg  (Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987). It provided further strategic support
for managing the writing process in class by discussing individual writing strate-
gies based on Ortner’s (2000) classification proposal and ways of making notes and 
mind maps to find ideas and develop the argumentation. In addition, text revision 
was facilitated through a checklist-guided annotation of one’s own texts, covering 
various aspects of text composition. Finally, the writing arrangement was designed 
to give learners the opportunity to reflect on what they had written and on their 
own writing learning process. To this end, they recorded spontaneous comments in 
a learning diary during the intervention.

The writing arrangement was characterised by a strong link between reading 
and writing activities. The writing task was embedded in a concrete action sequence 
in which the learners wrote a letter to different addressees in different situations 
and were asked to take a position on a certain controversy. Then there was the con-
frontation with authentic argumentative text examples related to the topic and the 
subsequent joint reconstruction of an argumentative text model, which is presented 
below:

1 Text procedures also represent a didactically relevant factor from an intralingual perspective, as learn-
ers tend to transfer them from one language to another (Rüßmann et al. 2016).
2 Although writing processes can take very different individual courses (Ortner 2000), even in a pluri-
lingual context (Lange 2002), the project assumed that sequencing the writing process into its basic 
components would lead to a better and more conscious writing.
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Fig. 1 – Reconstruction of an argumentative text model in the German class

As can be seen, the model included the basic argumentative structure and typical 
text procedures through the assignment of action schemes and related procedural 
expressions. It was hypothesised that the writing arrangement described here could 
have a positive effect on the promotion of writing strategies in German and their 
transfer to the learners’ other languages.

5. Implementation of the intervention
The intervention was part of a research study carried out with 42 learners aged 
between 16 and 17 from two third-year classes at a liceo linguistico (modern lan-
guage secondary school) in Sant’Arcangelo (PZ) in the southern Italian region of 
Basilicata. The students acted in an explicitly plurilingual teaching and learning en-
vironment where German was their third foreign language, after English as their 
first and French as their second. At the time of the study, the learners’ expected 
language proficiency in German and French was on average between levels A2 and 
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B1, and in English between levels B1 and B23. The didactic intervention took place 
between November 2016 and January 2017, with 32 lessons per class and a total 
duration of eight weeks. It was carried out by me as the German teacher of the two 
classes participating in the project and started with the spontaneous production – 
without any guidance – of four different argumentative texts in German, English, 
French and Italian within four weeks between October and November 2016. As 
mentioned above, the proposed writing tasks consisted of the learners spontane-
ously writing a letter to different addressees based on different potentially authentic 
communicative situations and taking a position on a certain controversy4yy . The next 
phase of the intervention related exclusively to the German classes, where an argu-
mentative writing arrangement was set up based on the following steps:
1) Analysis of the controversy by interacting in groups in order to construct a com-

mon argumentative ground and to spontaneously try out certain text proce-
dures;

2) Reconstruction of an argumentative text model based on the immediate context 
of use by reading and analysing authentic text examples on the topic;

3) Text production through 1) checklist-guided revision of the first version pro-
duced before the intervention, 2) planning and formulating of the second ver-
sion, 3) checklist-guided revision and 4) formulating of the final version;

4) Joint final discussion about the texts produced and about the learners’ own writ-
ing learning process.
Text production was therefore primarily about the revising production of one’s 

own texts as a dynamic form of writing, that could be improved step by step. The 
learners produced a total of three versions of their text, commenting on and revis-
ing the first and second versions with the help of the checklist until they produced 
the third and final version. In the final phase of the study, the other languages, i.e. 
English, French, and Italian, were reintroduced and the learners revised their texts 
written in these languages over the next three weeks in the same way as they had 
done in the final phase of the writing intervention in German. For this purpose, 
they were given a checklist similar to the one for the German text. In this case, they 
started directly with the production phase, omitting the phases of initial oral inter-
action between learners and text reception and analysis. The aim was to be able to 
assess the impact of the intervention in German on the learners’ writing in the other 
languages by observing whether they tended to use their writing resources across 
languages, thus economising the learning processes in a plurilingual approach to 
argumentative writing. 

3 This information refers to the school’s description of expected language competence at this level.
4 In German, it was a discussion with parents about whether to get a puppy. In English, the writers were 
asked to help a pen pal decide whether to move to a big or a small town. In French, it was a discussion 
about whether to shop online or (traditionally) in a shop. Finally, in Italian, writers were asked to act 
as mayors of an Italian town and decide whether to continue a partnership in the face of a controversy 
over the construction of a border fence to keep out refugees in a Hungarian town.
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6. Cross-linguistic features and individual factors influencing the use and 
transfer of writing strategies
The results of the analysis of the learners’ data, which included a comparison of the 
first and final versions in the four languages in terms of argumentative structure, 
textual organisation, and language use, as well as the course of the respective writing 
processes5 (Sorrentino 2024), suggest an overall positive cross-linguistic effect of 
the intervention on the learners’ writing performance and processes. For example, 
whereas before the intervention there was a tendency to neglect planning and re-
vision when writing in all languages, after the intervention there was an increased 
awareness of the writing process and the strategic relevance of planning and revision. 
In addition, the learners’ final texts are in several cases characterised by a better qual-
ity of argumentative structure, partly due to more frequent use of text procedures 
and improved cohesion, and there is a greater awareness of one’s own plurilingual 
repertoire and the strategic potential it offers for writing in several languages. This 
is evident from the comments that learners wrote in their learning diaries through-
out the study, as some examples below show: 

Having planned my text with an outline allowed me to improve its content and
structure and to approach writing with more composure.

I rarely considered the other side and tended to develop arguments only in favour of 
the thesis. In the project, I realised that argumentation is more effective when you
are able to anticipate and refute the other side’s arguments.

Use organising connectors to better link the paragraphs of my text; keep an order
between the parts of the text, otherwise the reader cannot follow the argumentation.

It was good to find out that thanks to German I was also able to improve my writing 
in other languages; although I still don’t write well in German, I understood how to
improve my argumentative writing in other languages.

At the same time, it is clear that the use and transfer of writing strategies is linked to 
a dynamic set of factors that can be individually determined. These include learn-
ers’ level of proficiency, their metacognitive engagement with the writing task, their 
motivation and attitudes towards writing in the different languages, and their stra-
tegic use of other languages in their own repertoire. Particularly positive results can 
be observed for those learners who have relatively well-developed literacy skills in 
all languages. This is also in line with previous research findings (see, for example, 
Schoonen et al. 2011) and can be seen in the following examples, which compare 
the first and final versions of a learner who had very good language and writing skills 
in Italian and English and quite good skills in German and French: 

5 For this purpose, the manifest traces of text planning and text revision in the learners’ texts, the notes 
in the learning diary and the data from the retrospective interviews were taken into account.
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Fig. 2 – Texts by the same learner in four languages, first and final versions

The final texts of the learner are longer and of better quality in the four languages, 
with more elaborated content and argumentative structures using different appro-
priate text procedures (highlighted in bold) and a higher level of cohesion. In addi-
tion to levels of language and writing competence, learners’ attitudes and motivation 
to write in each language also seem to promote interlingual connections in the use 
of writing strategies. Also relevant is the degree of metacognitive engagement with 
the writing task, which increases learners’ awareness and sensitivity to their own 
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writing processes and strategies. Below, I quote some comments made by a learner 
of average proficiency in all languages, who partially improved her writing strategies 
and performance and was particularly motivated and engaged in her metacognitive 
management of the writing task: 

I didn’t plan my texts before, but I realised that planning helps me to clarify my 
thoughts and structure the text better, even in Italian.

I also realised the importance of more thorough revision. Before, I tended to correct 
only a few words or sentences while writing, but now I check my text on different 
levels, because I have noticed that I can improve it in this way... In short, with a little 
more attention and reflection, I have written much better. I am really happy!

The student explicitly reflects in her learning diary on the relationship between the 
use of certain writing strategies, here related to text planning and revision and text 
structure, and the results obtained, also in a cross-linguistic dimension, in terms of 
text production in the first language. When she wrote her first versions, as she also 
confirmed in our retrospective interview, she generally did not take notes and tend-
ed to concentrate directly on the formulation phase, neglecting the revision phase. 
Now, when she edits her first versions, she pays more attention to planning and 
revision and considers the benefits of reflective processes for her writing. 

In conclusion, after the intervention, learners generally considered strategies for 
planning, formulating and revising to be increasingly relevant across languages and, 
in particular, were more aware of the connection between their writing processes 
and the quality of their writing performance and text products.

7. The role of the teachers
Teachers, especially foreign language teachers, play a crucial role in promoting pluri-
lingual writing and learning at school, as they can enhance the synergies and connec-
tions between different languages and cultures in their language teaching. However, 
some recent studies, including those from notoriously multilingual regions such as 
Switzerland, Scandinavia and South Tyrol, show that although teachers recognise 
the importance of plurilingual didactics in principle, they rarely use them to create a 
plurilingual learning environment in their classroom practice (see Barras et al. 2019, 
Daryai-Hansen et al. 2019, Haukås 2019, Stopfner 2021). Communicative inter-
actions also tend to take place exclusively in the target language, with plurilingual 
resources being used more by teachers who frequently switch between languages 
depending on the needs of their interlocutors (Stopfner 2021: 22). In addition, 
language teachers often do not use consistent terminology in the classroom and 
conceptualise the learning of a third foreign language differently from the learning 
of an L2, which is why they rarely address the transferability of certain learning 
strategies (Haukås 2019). Finally, textbooks often lack texts and tasks that support 
the implementation and transfer of previously acquired language learning strategies 
(Haukås 2017). 
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Teachers should therefore be made aware of how they can support learning and 
writing across (foreign) languages through a plurilingual approach. This includes 
knowledge of didactic approaches and tools to promote plurilingual writing pro-
cesses, to develop and raise awareness of useful writing strategies and to make con-
scious use of already developed language skills (Pilypaitytė 2013: 36). In addition 
to existing, effective training materials on writing strategies (Oxford 1990, Philip 
2014), techniques such as think-aloud protocols for self-observation of one’s own
writing behaviour should also be implemented in classroom practice (Heine 2020, 
Krings 1992) in order to raise awareness of writing processes, especially in relation 
to plurilingual aspects. Furthermore, individual learning needs and plurilingual re-
sources should be taken into account when organising writing tasks. During the 
writing process, learners should be able to activate and mobilise their whole linguis-
tic repertoire, especially when planning and organising their text and they should 
be exposed to texts in different languages, including comparative corpora, in order 
to provide learners with content and formulations from more diverse perspectives.

This goes hand in hand with the acquisition of research skills by teachers, includ-
ing opportunities to explore and practise research-based teaching in schools through 
the ability to collect empirical data such as l earners’ texts, questionnaires and inter-
views, to use and combine qualitative and quantitative empirical research methods, 
to analyse texts and writing learning processes in different languages and to manage 
learning environments on the basis of one’s own research teaching objectives. In this 
context, I argue for greater efforts to link research skills and classroom practice in 
schools as a worthwhile way to improve the quality of language teaching and learning 
processes, especially in a country like Italy where the teaching of basic research meth-
odology skills has not yet played a role in foreign language teacher training.

8. Conclusions
Due to very different and largely independent practices in foreign language teach-
ing, the potential of plurilingual writing in schools is often underestimated and 
therefore neglected. The study presented here and some of the results of the empiri-
cal analysis point to the clear advantages of promoting plurilingual writing through 
a stronger integration of the learners’ languages, in this case starting with the teach-
ing of German as a third foreign language. In this context, it is important to focus 
on cross-linguistic, transferable linguistic, textual, and strategic knowledge that en-
ables learners to draw on resources from their plurilingual repertoires when writing 
in several languages. 

The examples discussed serve as ‘snapshots’ of writing strategies and perfor-
mance at a particular stage of the learning pathway, with the understanding that 
these skills will develop and strengthen over time. In order to fully realise and ana-
lyse the extent of these benefits, it would have been necessary to collect data from
the same learners over a longer period of time.
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Despite the need for further research, the stu dy provides a basis for foreign lan-
guage teachers to play a crucial role in promoting plurilingual writing in the school 
context, as they can be particularly effective in emphasising interlingual connec-
tions in writing in their teaching. As Forbes (2018: 2) rightly observes: “Foreign 
language teachers, therefore, who are able to focus more explicitly on the develop-
ment of language strategies, are in a unique position to contribute to the overall 
improvement in writing standards.”
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