
Annotated Examples 
of Student Writing

The following writing collections are from ELLs in grades 2, 3, 5, 8, and high school. The
collections, which come from around the state, show how students at the various proficiency
levels respond to writing tasks such as narratives, personal descriptions and reflections, and
academic writing in mathematics, science, and social studies. 

When evaluating the English language proficiency of second language learners, it is important
to know how well students communicate about everyday, familiar topics and narrate in detail
about past events. It is also important to know how well they handle complex linguistic
demands associated with, for example, explaining a scientific or mathematical process,
defending a point of view, or writing a reflective piece about an abstract topic. The annotated
writing collections in this section will help raters understand how to rate each student in a
holistic manner after reading their responses to a variety of writing tasks.

After reviewing the annotated writing collections, training participants will individually
practice rating student collections in preparation for the online qualification process.
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ANNOTATION

Student 1
Grade 2
This student exhibits an advanced high level of second language writing proficiency at the
second grade level. This collection contains writing about the student and his or her family as
well as writing about science, math, and other school subjects.

In paper 1, the student presents the step-by-step process of planting a seed. The student shows
the level of English needed to relate the experiment in a grade-appropriate manner. In the
second sample, which is based on a picture stimulus, the student explains the things that are
important to have on a camping trip. This paper shows the student’s ability to express himself
in a manner nearly comparable to native English-speaking peers in terms of clarity and
specificity of vocabulary. 

Papers 3–6 are reflective pieces about the student and his or her family. In these pieces the
student shows the ability to write with clarity and ease about familiar topics. The student also
exhibits the ability to use complex sentence structures (He thinks my bike is his bike but I say
that it’s my bike; my dad some times he takes us walking all the wai home untile the bus comes;
we also have a big play groun to play when we finish all our work and test or math or language
arts and social studies).

In paper 7, the student is able to communicate his or her goals in social studies using complex
sentences (I want to get better at my grades especialy Social studies because I got a bery low
grade). In paper 8, the student explains a challenging mathematical concept (rounding to the
nearest ten). Although there are some issues with the clarity of the explanation, the type of
explanation provided would not be uncommon in native English-speaking peers at the second
grade level.

The student’s spelling patterns and other writing conventions are consistent with those of
second grade peers, with occasional exceptions when the academic demands are high, or low-
frequency words are used.

Overall, this writing collection demonstrates the ability of a second language learner who has
acquired the English vocabulary and language structures necessary to address second grade
writing tasks with minimal support.
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ANNOTATION

Student 2
Grade 3
This student exhibits a beginning level of second language writing proficiency in English. 

His collection contains five writing assignments on a number of topics covering a variety of
academic subject areas. Overall, the student shows little or no ability to address grade-
appropriate writing tasks meaningfully.

Throughout the collection, the student’s lack of English vocabulary and English language
structures significantly hinder his ability to communicate in English. The student shows that he
knows some recently practiced, high-frequency words and phrases, but he does not yet know
enough English to connect ideas and convey them in short, simple sentences. The student
frequently uses his primary language to express himself and relies on the phonetics of his
primary language to spell even very common English words (may for “my,” leero for “little,” da
for “the”). Even individuals accustomed to the writing of ELLs are unable to understand much
of what he tries to communicate.

The writing features demonstrated by this student are consistent with the beginning stages of
second language acquisition.
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ANNOTATION

Student 3
Grade 5
This student exhibits an intermediate level of second language writing proficiency. She is able
to convey original messages in sentences and use simple, high-frequency English to write about
familiar topics.

This student has enough grasp of English vocabulary and language structures to convey her
ideas in writing, although frequent second language acquisition features are present. Her
writing is characterized by use of primary language phonetics to spell English words, which may
make some of her writing hard to understand for individuals not accustomed to ELL writing.
She frequently uses present tense when attempting to narrate about past events (paper 1).
Additionally, in papers 3 and 4 her writing is repetitious in places, which often occurs when
ELLs lack the English vocabulary and facility with language structures to develop and express
ideas in detail. These features typify the intermediate stage of second language writing
proficiency.

While this student’s heavy reliance on primary language spelling patterns is indicative of the
early intermediate stage of English writing development, there is evidence of oral
communication skills that may be beyond the early intermediate stage. This student clearly has
more than little or no ability to address grade-appropriate writing tasks in English, so she is
beyond the beginning level of writing proficiency. Overall, her writing is consistent with the
intermediate level. Her reliance on primary language spelling patterns and other second
language acquisition features cause her to engage in grade-appropriate writing tasks in a
limited way.
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ANNOTATION

Student 4
Grade 8
This student displays an intermediate level of second language writing proficiency. While the
student produces a considerable amount of writing, the writing is characterized by frequent
primary language features and errors associated with second language acquisition.

In papers 1 and 2, the student draws upon vocabulary from mathematics and science lessons
to attempt to engage in the writing tasks. The use of content area resources may make it appear
that a student knows more English than is actually the case. In both papers, the student restates
steps followed in math or science assignments and does so with accurate spelling and clear
organization. The student’s ability to express original ideas is limited, however, and primary
language features (method scientific, importants investigations, verificate) and phrasing
(Today in the math class, After of did, To do an investigation is necessary make the steps) are
indicative of literal translating.

In papers 3 and 4, the student describes himself, a friend, and a picture of relatives. In both
samples, the student demonstrates the ability to write in an original way using high-frequency
English vocabulary and short, simple sentences, though primary language features and
grammatical inaccuracies are frequent (my eyes are…bigs; mys tooths are small; in their back
are a table and a sofa and a mallet in the table). The student’s difficulty with English
prepositions may impede meaning for individuals not accustomed to working with English
language learners.

In paper 5, the student writes a personal narrative about accidentally going to school on
Saturday. The student’s grasp of basic tenses and basic grammar construction is emerging but
still quite inconsistent (I went to the school but my calendar mark Saturday, I get up and I don’t
knew, beginning to laughed of my), which is characteristic of the intermediate stage of second
language development. Note that high-frequency past tense verbs such as “was” and “were” are
easily memorized and don’t necessarily show an ELL’s overall grasp of past tense constructions.
In addition, in papers 3 through 5, the student’s writing is loosely connected with limited and
repetitive cohesive devices (and, because).

Overall, the student demonstrates the ability to address grade-appropriate writing tasks in a
limited way. The student is able to write on familiar topics using short, simple sentences
characterized by frequent features of second language development.
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ANNOTATION

Student 5
High School
This student displays an advanced level of second language writing proficiency. He shows
enough English vocabulary and command of English language structures to address grade-
appropriate writing tasks with second language acquisition support.

The student writes about a variety of academic topics with emerging grade-appropriate
vocabulary and an overall grasp of English language structures, though there are more than
minor or infrequent second language acquisition errors. 

This student’s collection may be rated too high or too low by individuals who do not adhere to
the PLDs in the rating process. Focusing too narrowly on inaccuracies related to verb use and
other grammar features may sway a person toward a rating that is too low. On the other hand,
being impressed by this student’s thoughtful ideas, organizational skills, and academic tone
may suggest good academic preparation, which may sway a person toward a rating that is too
high.

This student is clearly beyond the intermediate level because he is not limited in his ability to
fulfill grade-appropriate writing tasks. He has not yet reached the advanced high level, though,
because his writing does not yet show the need for only minimal second language acquisition
support.

This student fits the advanced level profile. He is able to address grade-appropriate writing
tasks but still needs ongoing specialized instruction to address his second language acquisition
needs. 
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ANNOTATION

Student 6
High School
This student exhibits an advanced high level of second language writing proficiency. The
student’s writing shows his ability to address grade-appropriate writing tasks with minimal
second language acquisition support.

The collection demonstrates writing that is nearly comparable to the writing of native English-
speaking peers, although there are some instances of unnaturalness and awkward expression.
The student makes some errors associated with second language acquisition, but the errors are
minor and primarily limited to low-frequency words and structures, and the errors rarely
interfere with communication. 

Consistent with the advanced high level PLDs, the student shows an ability to express himself
with clarity and specificity, with occasional exceptions when he writes about academically
complex or abstract ideas. The quality of this writing and the precision of expression decline
somewhat in the science and math samples. 

Overall,  the student is able to use English to express ideas and carry out grade-appropriate
writing assignments on a variety of academic topics with minimal second language acquisition
support. This student demonstrates the level of English proficiency needed to enable him to
participate in editing activities to refine areas of awkwardness and to improve writing skills
related more to academic achievement than second language acquisition.
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High School
Paper 2
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Student 6
High School
Paper 2, continued
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Student 6
High School
Paper 3, continued
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