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Forward  

Welcome to the June 2011 Issue of AEJ. We are happy to present another very varied 

issue with contributions from a broad variety of locations and authors across Asia. In the 

first paper, John Adamson, Howard Brown & Naoki Fujimoto-Adamson (Archiving Self 

Access: Methodological Considerations) provide an interesting illustration of an 

ethnographic approach to investigating a Self Access Learning Center in a Japanese 

University, using qualitative interviews and conversational narratives. Among the 

advantages of this approach is the provision of voice and agency to local stakeholders 

whose voice might often not be heard. The study also addresses the continuous 

improvement of practice.  

 

Deepti Gupta and Getachew Seyoum Woldemariam (The Influence of Motivation and 

Attitude on Writing Strategy Use of Undergraduate EFL Students: Quantitative and 

qualitative perspectives) examine the influence of motivation and attitude on the writing 

strategy use of undergraduate EFL students at Jimma University, Ethiopia. They found 

that motivated students demonstrated a high level of enjoyment, confidence, perceived 

ability, and positive attitude towards effective teaching methods of writing and employed 

writing strategies most frequently. They also found a link between high writing strategy 

use and effort, high scores and early support and encouragement from significant others.  

 

In another paper focusing on writing in a neighboring country, Ahmed Mahmoud Aliweh 
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(The Effect of Electronic Portfolios on Promoting Egyptian EFL College Studentsô 

Writing Competence and Autonomy) examined the effect of electronic portfolios on 

enhancing Egyptian EFL college studentsô writing competence and autonomy. 

Interestingly, while Aliweh could not identify significant effects on studentsô writing 

competence and learning autonomy, he still provides a convincing argumentation for both 

using Electronic Portfolios and for investigating their effect differently.  

 

Wenxia Zhang, Meihua Liu, Shan Zhao, and Qiong Xie suggest that ñalthough numerous 

studies have been conducted on language learning strategy use and its relationships with 

individual learner characteristics, not much research has been done in the area of English 

test-taking strategy use, which merits further investigation in that it may greatly influence 

learnersô test performance.ò In English Test-taking Strategy Use and Studentsô Test 

Performance, Zhang et. al. report on a study in a Chinese university of English test-taking 

strategy use and its effect on studentsô test performance. They find that studentsô test 

performance was significantly correlated with compensation and social strategies and that 

metacognitive strategies were particularly influential. 

 

A regular contributor to AEJ from Oman over the years, Mohamed El-Okda (Developing 

Pragmatic Competence: Challenges and Solutions) investigates perceived challenges 

faced by teachers finding that they face difficulties in this area in related to their pre-

service education program, in-service training, textbooks, teacher guides, tests and 

opportunities for learnersô exposure to natural language use outside the classroom. 

Arguing that pragmatic competence is both teachable and testable, El-Okda suggests 

strategies for overcoming those difficulties. 
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In Discourse Markers in the ESL Classroom: A Survey of Teachersô Attitudes, Loretta 

Fung explores the pedagogic values of discourse markers, considering the attitudes of 

Hong Kong teachers towards them. Fung concludes that they are underused in existing 

teaching materials and teaching. Fung identifies the need to develop learnersô linguistic 

awareness of DMs, to modify existing teaching materials and prepare learners to develop 

more effective communication by learning how to use them across contexts. 

 

In the Relationship between Iranian EFL Teachers' Sense of Self-Efficacy and their 

Pedagogical Success in Language Institutes, Afsaneh Ghanizadeh and Fatemeh Moafian, 

examine the relationship between EFL teachers' self-efficacy and their pedagogical 

success in Language Institutes and the relationship between age, teaching experience and 

self-efficacy. The survey-based study revealed a significant relationship between 

teachers' success and their self-efficacy and between teachers' self-efficacy, teaching 

experience and age.  

 

Hui-Ju Wu (Anxiety and Reading Comprehension Performance in English as a Foreign 

Language) investigates the relationship between language anxiety, reading anxiety and 

reading performance. The results indicated that lower LA and RA go with higher 

performance. Creating a low-anxiety classroom environment can therefore be expected to 

help improve studentsô reading comprehension performance. Wu also found that coping 

with RA appears to require more time than coping with LA.  

 

Manfred Wu (Learnersô Beliefs and the Use of Metacognitive Language-learning 

Strategies of Chinese-speaking ESL Learners) investigated the relationship between 
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beliefs about language learning and the use of the metacognitive language-learning 

strategies in a vocational education context in Hong Kong. Integrative Motivation and 

Language and Communication Strategies were found to have the strongest positive 

relationships with MCLLS use. It was also found that Self-efficacy and Learning and 

Communication Strategies were good predictors of the use of many MCLLSs. The 

importance of boosting self-efficacy (whether for students or teachers) is therefore once 

again underlined in this same issue.  

 

Saad Torki (Teachers' intention vs. learners' attention: Do learners attend to what 

teachers want them to attend to in an EFL vocabulary class?) investigates the 

relationship between teachers' intention and learner's attention in a vocabulary class. The 

study adopted a multi-instrumental approach, relying on uptake to obtain strong evidence 

of intake. The results showed that learners appear to focus on meaning at the expense of 

spelling and pronunciation in this context. Torki proposes a more holistic approach to 

lexis which includes greater attention to form (pronunciation and spelling).  

 

Yuko Yamashita and David Hirsh (Second Language and Cognition: Conceptual 

Categorization of Count/mass Nouns in English with Japanese University Students) 

explore count/mass noun distinction with Japanese students. The study examines the 

notion of cognitive individuation (count nouns are conceptualized in the mind of the 

speaker as individuated while mass nouns are not). The study also provides insights into 

effective ways to help students make count/mass noun distinctions in English.   

 

In the final paper, Bee-Hoon Tan (Innovating Writing Centers and Online Writing Labs 
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outside North America) discusses two successful centers in North America and surveys 

the emergence of writing centers in Asia. The study highlights common difficulties such 

as countering concepts of writing centers as simply places where a client can go for 

proofreading and grammar correction.  
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Archiving Self-Access: Methodological considerations 

 

John Adamson, Howard Brown and Naoki Fujimoto-Adamson  

University of Niigata Prefecture, Japan 
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Instruction. His current research interests include issues in self access and Content and 
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Naoki Fujimoto-Adamson is currently completing her Ed.D. thesis from Leicester 

University, U.K., on team-teaching in Japanese junior high schools. She works at the 

Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) in University of Niigata Prefecture. Her research 

interests are in the fields of team-teaching, and the history of ELT in Japan.  

 

Abstract 

This study has illustrated how a long-term ethnographic approach of archiving data and 

profiling its key participants represents an effective means of revealing perceptions of a 

new Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) within a university in Japan. This on-going 

process of conducting qualitative interviews and conversational narratives with center 

staff, accompanied by student questionnaires, has required methodological reduction of 

the large amount of ensuing data. Such a process is achieved by a combination of 
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crystallization of themes emerging from dialogues, and analysis of questionnaire data 

from various perspectives. This methodology reflects the researchersô wishes to 

investigate the self-access center where they work in a manner more locally situated, co-

constructive and, importantly, in one which accords voice and agency to peripheral 

SALC stakeholders. As a study for the purpose of the continuous improvement of 

practice, the triangulated methodology employed to gather and analyze data can be 

adopted by other self-access centers seeking a rich, diverse body of evidence and an 

analytical framework to respond to the pedagogical and institutional environment where 

they operate. 

 

Keywords: Self-Access Learning, Methodology, Ethnography, Archive 

 

Introduction  

By investigating the growth of a self-access learning center (SALC) in a Japanese 

university, we as center staff and committee members seek to illustrate in this study the 

ethnographic methodology implemented over a 2-year period from 2009 to 2010. The 

methodological stance is that longitudinal, qualitative research undertaken by three 

central figures in the running of the center and involving various stakeholders represents 

an effective means to investigate and understand shifting views of self-access and 

institutional conditions surrounding the center.  

   We start the study with an overview of the context in which SALC was established and 

profiles of the stakeholders using and managing the center. Following this, the 

methodological approach in the creation of a triangulated óarchiveô of data is outlined. In 

keeping with the centrality of ethnographic principles in the research process, we then 

critically describe the methodology itself. Thereafter, selected archived findings are 

presented in order to illustrate the importance of using ethnographic techniques to 

understand diversity and shift over time of themes central to a growing SALC. Finally, 

we state conclusions and implications for the methodological approach. 
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Context of the research 

The context of this study focuses on the history of SALC, the institution, and the 

stakeholders ï the committee created to direct the centerôs operation, students who use it, 

university management, and non-institutional bodies at the regional and central 

governmental levels. As both committee members and researchers, we believe that this 

rich description provides a means to understand more clearly the total ñecological 

microsystemò (Creese & Martin, 2008) surrounding SALC. 

   The university was established in April 2009 and was previously a two-year college 

with courses in various fields, including English Studies. Upon becoming a university, 

fields were expanded and English Studies was removed from the curriculum. Instead, 

English was announced as the intended medium of instruction for many content courses, 

hence requiring a full first year of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) instruction to 

160 students in International Studies and Regional Development (ISRD), and 80 students 

in Human Life Studies (HLS ï including nutrition studies and a pre-school teacherôs 

course). The EAP programme offers students instruction in reading, writing, speaking, 

and lecture listening and note-taking. SALC was established in April 2009 as part of the 

change to university status and a SALC Committee was immediately set up to direct its 

operation. The committee meets every few months and has 13 members, the largest in the 

university, the majority of which are English language instructors and SALC mentors. 

Three part-time mentors staff the center in shifts from 9am to 6pm Monday to Friday. 

Their role is to maintain the center and provide advice to students on language learning 

strategies, resources and events in the center.  

   SALC itself is a large hall with 10 internet-linked computers, a reception, tables, chairs, 

a sofa and a carpet area. It has full graded reader collections (including audio book CDs) 
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from most major publishers, DVDs, grammar reference materials, games, and a large 

number of paperbacks and reference materials linked to subjects taught on the ISRD and 

HLS curricula. Some Chinese, Korean and Russian self-study materials are also available 

as those languages are also offered as options from the 2
nd

 year. Self -study sites are also 

bookmarked on the computers for English and Chinese studies.  

   SALCôs day-to-day operations are funded by the university, which is a regional 

government institution, and budgets have been allocated for its materials from the 

university itself and the central Japanese government (the Ministry of Education). 

Furniture and other infrastructure expenses are funded directly by the regional 

government.  

   Use of SALC English materials (graded readers and audio CDs) is integrated with the 

EAP curriculum as taught by six expatriate teachers. Of the six Japanese teachers of 

English, one has integrated his syllabus with SALC materials usage. No integration with 

content teachers in the ISRD and HLS faculties has been made. As EAP is obligatory for 

first year students, requiring up to 16 hours per week of study, the vast majority of 

visitors are freshmen. Second year students are only required to take five credits of 

English classes a year, most of which are taught by Japanese faculty members, so 

considerably fewer sophomores use the center for English self-study, although students 

taking Chinese, Korean and Russian do visit to borrow self-study materials in those 

languages. Use of self-study materials for those languages has not been linked to 

evaluation in the corresponding syllabi.  

   There are various other ways in which the center has been integrated with the EAP 

programme taught by expatriate teachers. Workshops are held with a view to focus on 

areas which the mentors and teachers feel represent deficits in studentsô competencies, for 
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example, process writing. In an attempt to involve teachers of other languages and 

subjects in SALC, mini lectures are given by some of those teachers who are willing and 

able to introduce their subject areas and their experiences of learning English. These 

lectures have been well-attended and popular.  

   In this study, an archive of one-to-one semi-structured interviews, informal group 

ñconversational narrativesò (CNs) (Ochs & Capps, 2001, p.3) and questionnaire findings 

has been compiled. We have adopted this mixture of methods in consideration of our dual 

role as practitioners and researchers, two stances which inform each other and benefit 

from multiple perspectives of SALC usage, both in terms of accessing a wide range of 

participant voices, and also allowing those participants various means to express their 

voices. This process is one which firstly regards narratives and our own experiences as 

valid forms of data in that they provide insightful evidence for research purposes (Sperber 

& Wilson, 1995). Additionally, our method of data collection reflects and enriches the 

democratic practice of the SALC committee in which co-construction of ideas through 

dialogue is considered professional practice in its own right.  

   Every few months the researchers have met to discuss SALCôs progress in the one-to-

one interviews and group CNs, all of which have been recorded and summarized. These 

participants have pseudonyms to protect their anonymity. To aid the reader in 

understanding the role of participants as a key part of the context of this ethnographic 

study, and their profiles are given in brief below. 

 

Participant profiles 

Peter:  Peter has been the head of the SALC Committee since its opening and reports to 

Mr. Tanaka. He has experience in setting up small extensive reading self-access centers 
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(in Japan), medium-sized self-access centers (in Thailand) and has visited other centers in 

Europe and Asia. As committee head, his role is to co-ordinate the SALC operation, 

particularly with regard to budgets allocated to the center. He is a doctor in his late-40s, a 

UK national and is keen on ethnographic, qualitative research. 

Paul:  Paul is a committee member and has experience teaching in Turkey and Japan. He 

has set up small, non-staffed self-access centers in other universities and is familiar with 

computerized systems of monitoring student self-study. He is a Canadian national, 

qualified with an MA and is in his early 40s. He is interested in perceptions of self-access 

and the role of mentors. 

Lee:  Lee is a committee member from Singapore with various experiences of self-access 

in Japan and Singapore. He is a strong advocate of extensive reading and learner 

autonomy. He is a doctor in his early 40s. He conducts research in the field of language 

policy and is responsible for SALC promotion. 

Sayaka:  Sayaka, a Japanese graduate of the institution when it was a college and in her 

early 20s, worked for one year as a mentor in SALC before moving on to a full-time 

teaching position elsewhere. She graduated from an American university (an 

undergraduate degree in second language acquisition), but had little teaching experience 

before becoming a mentor. She was instrumental in setting up and promoting the center. 

Keiko:  Keiko has been a mentor in SALC since its opening and is seen as the óseniorô 

mentor. She is Japanese, in her early 40s and has extensive experience teaching English 

at junior high schools in Japan. She has an MA from a UK university and is studying for 

a doctorate. She has experience using self-access in large UK universities and also helped 

set up a small extensive reading center in a Japanese college before becoming a mentor. 

Her specific role in SALC is to manage the day-to-day budget for the mentorsô 
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administrative needs and make orders for resources. 

Simon:  Simon is a young American mentor who joined SALC in its second year of 

operation. He recently graduated from a university in America, but was brought up in 

Japan. He is multilingual (bilingual in English and Japanese) and also speaks some 

Chinese. He takes care of the computer systems in SALC and is responsible for co-

ordination between teachers of Chinese, Korean and Russian and SALC. 

Rika:  Rika also joined SALC as a mentor in its second year. She recently came back 

from university in Canada where she graduated with a BA and has a teaching certificate 

in TESOL. She organizes SALC events and is responsible for coordinating the duties of 

SALC student assistants.  

Mr. Tanaka :  Mr. Tanaka is the administrative manager of SALC and is a regional 

government official working at the university. He is head of the mentors but does not 

manage their day-to-day activities, preferring to leave that to the SALC committee to 

determine. His role as manager is to allocate budgets and evaluate the center to report to 

the university management, regional government administration and Ministry of 

Education. With an MBA from an English-medium university in Japan, he speaks 

English well and is a strong advocate of self-access in the university. 

   With this contextualization of SALC and its participants, we now turn to the 

methodological approach employed in this study. 

 

Methodology 

The triangulated methodology draws upon an archive of one-to-one interviews and group 

ñconversational narrativesò (CNs) (Ochs & Capps, 2001, p.3) with various SALC 

stakeholders (committee members and management), along with a large body of findings 
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from questionnaires completed by students (see Appendix 1 for the questionnaire). 

Among the committee members involved in the study, all were encouraged to keep 

journals to record their feelings about SALC over time, especially to note any critical 

incidents affecting their views and to use in interviews or CNs. The concept of CN was 

used when the group met to discuss issues as the agenda was not pre-determined. For 

one-to-one interviews, themes were negotiated beforehand so that preparation could be 

made, for example, by recalling notes kept in the participantsô journals. The schedule of 

data collected is illustrated chronologically in table 1. 

 

Time/Method Participants  Theme 

1. 1
st
 November/ CN 4 Committee members (CM) Mentors 

2. 2
nd

 November/CN 5 Committee members Half-year review 

3. February/Questionnaire 1
st
 year students  SALC use in first year 

4. March/CN 4 Committee members Questionnaire /year review 

5. April/Interview 1 CM & office manger Images/management 

6. May/CN 3 Committee members First year review 

7. 1
st
 June/Interview 1 mentor  Images/curriculum/improvement 

8. 2
nd

 June/Interview 1 mentor  Images/curriculum/improvement 

Table 1: Schedule of data collection 

 

This represents the archive of CNs, interviews and a questionnaire over the 2009-2010 

period. The data is qualitative and involves much reflection on SALCôs progress and 

future directions within the interviews and CNs. In this sense, we see some resonance to 

studies into autonomous learning in Finland by Kjisik (2007 in Gardner ed.) in which an 

action research approach was adopted and in Hong Kong by Morrison (2008) in which 

the voices of a range of stakeholders was regarded as important. The process in this study 
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of creating an archive of data is epistemologically ethnographic in that it focuses on the 

position of a SALC within a larger university community and on its participants over 

time. It also places the process of understanding shifting contexts and critical views 

towards SALC at the center of the researchersô considerations. Blommaert and Jie (2010, 

p. 10) see this process as the ñproductò of ethnographic research since the archive 

ñdocuments the researcherôs own journey through knowledgeò.  

 

Interviews and conversational narratives 

As a large amount of recorded data was collected for the archive, data reduction was 

necessary. In the analysis of CNs and interviews, a three-stage process of data reduction 

was carried out based on an adapted ñphenomenological reductionò (Hycner, 1985; Kvale, 

1996). In the first stage, it was noted from the audio recordings what views were 

expressed (and by whom) for each topic under discussion, whether relevant to the topic or 

not. New themes that had not originally been predetermined were also added to the list of 

topics. For the second stage of reduction, ñnatural meaning unitsò or ñcentral themesò 

(Kvale 1996, p. 195) were identified which were directly relevant to the topics, termed by 

Hycner (1985, as cited in Cohen & Manion, 1994, p. 294) as ñcrystallizingò each themeôs 

meaning, and included eliminating irrelevant data. After ñcrystallizationò was completed 

for each interview, a final stage of analysis compared and contrasted the views expressed 

across interviews and between participants to ascertain what shifts in opinions had 

occurred over time. 

   Interviews were based upon a loose, semi-structured schedule of themes conveyed to all 

participants beforehand, but were also open to both participantsô topic extensions and 

deviations (Drever, 1995). In this sense, all interviews were thematically open to 
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negotiation and ñco-constructedò (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995, p. 171) between participants. 

Holstein and Gubrium (1995) see this as ñactiveò interviewing (p. 114). In reality, the 

open-ended nature of the interviews and frequent deviation from any predetermined 

themes resulted in long interviews which more resembled the group CNs in which 

participants encouraged each other to jointly build mini narratives without a strict, pre-

determined agenda. The interviews and CNs attempted to explore and extend themes in a 

reflexive manner between participants. These themes were often indexed to unrecorded 

and spontaneous conversations which arose on a day-to-day basis out of participantsô 

readings and critical incidents. We believed the creation of rapport was essential to 

achieve this joint meaning-making and so aligned the interviews and CNs with 

Alvessonôs (2003) and Roulstonôs (2010, p. 217) ñromantic conception of interviewingò 

where themes are drawn out in the form of mini narratives. Additionally, the process of 

participation in both interviews and CNs could be seen as beneficial for personal 

development and ñtransformativeò (Roulston, 2010, p. 220) in that, through the dialogic 

process, ideas and assumptions about self-access were frequently challenged, and new 

insights were formed during the discussions themselves, rather than pre-determined ideas 

simply being reported. Baker and Johnson (1998, p. 241) actually see such interaction as 

ñsituated professional practiceò in its own right, since it creates a healthy opportunity to 

ñshare moral groundò (Baker & Johnson, 1998, p. 231), create rapport and share stories 

related to practice (Ellis & Berger, 2003). In effect, the discourse emanating from 

interviews and CNs formed two ñcartographies of communicabilityò (Briggs, 2007 as 

cited in Talmy, 2010, p.130) which conceptualize how the interactions can be viewed as 

ñsocial practiceò (stakeholders meeting to talk about SALC as collegial, collaborative 

meaning making) and as ñresearch instrumentsò (methods in which data can be 
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generated) (Talmy, 2010, p. 129).  All one-to-one interviews and CNs were audio 

recorded in SALC itself or at a conference venue.  

 

Questionnaires 

At the end of the first academic year we gave out questionnaires to all university students 

who had access to SALC. The two fields of study, ISRD (International Studies and 

Regional Development) and HLS (Human Life Studies) had various levels of classes, as 

shown in table 2. Institutional consent was granted and the objectives of the study were 

explained to the students by all class teachers. Some teachers allocated class time to 

complete the questionnaire, whilst others chose to allow students to complete it in their 

free time. Of the 240 students enrolled in ISRD and HLS, 180 students were available for 

the study, among which 114 returned their questionnaires, representing a 63% return rate.  

 

  Basic Intermediate Advanced 

HLS  
80 students 

1 class: 18 returns 2 classes:39 returns no classes taught 

ISRD 
160 students 

1 class: 17 returns 3 classes: 27 returns 1 class: 13 returns 

Table 2: Questionnaire returns 

 

The questionnaire was devised in consultation between mentors and teachers working for 

the SALC committee and comprised ten questions on six areas of enquiry as represented 

in table 3: 

 

Views of SALC (room and materials): Questions 1 -3 

Views of mentors:  Questions 4- 5 

Reasons for using SALC and personal use:  Questions 6- 7   

Teacher engagement with SALC:  Question 8 
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Metaphors of SALC:  Question 9 

Suggestions for improvement:  Questions 10   

Table 3: Questionnaire themes 

 

There were two final sections for open-ended responses; one asking students to add a 

question that they feel should have been asked and answer it, and the other inviting 

students to write any free comments. A mixture of open-ended and closed questions was 

used which were qualitatively analyzed. We invited students to complete the 

questionnaires anonymously in either English or Japanese and informed them that there 

was no obligation to participate in the study. 

   The questionnaire data from the 114 students was in paper form and collected from 

class teachers in the last two weeks of the first year of study. Analysis of returns was 

conducted in Japanese by Japanese speakers and in English by a native English speaker. 

This involved identification of the most or least commonly-occurring words or phrases 

such as óinformativeô, ókindô, óhelpfulô or ógoodô. In questions for which responses could 

be counted, numbers were totaled for classes, levels and fields but then brought together 

to constitute generalizations such as ómost students at the basic levels in the HLS fieldô or 

ósome studentsô, óa few studentsô or óone studentô. It was thought among the researchers 

that data quantitatively analyzed to produce findings represented in detailed percentages 

would be less informative or meaningful to us.  

   Following the basic concept of data reduction (Miles & Huberman, 1984), the 

analytical framework for this questionnaire data was formulated to meet local needs of 

revealing student perceptions of SALC at multiple levels. The returns were analyzed 

according to the following scheme of data reduction in four stages: 
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Stage 1: Individual class analysis 

Returns were analyzed from the eight classes revealing patterns (most common 

responses) and idiosyncrasies (least common but informative responses) within classes. 

Stage 2: Level analysis for two fields  

Findings from each level were compiled in separate fields, ISRD (Basic, Intermediate and 

Advanced) and HLS (Basic and Advanced). At this stage, patterns started to emerge at 

different levels. 

Stage 3: Combining levels across the fields 

Findings from the three levels were then combined across the HLS and ISRD (with the 

exception of the advanced level which existed for the ISRD faculty only). This revealed 

some commonalities across the two fields, yet care was taken to note important 

differences between the fields if they occurred. 

Stage 4: Revisiting the individual classes 

To make sure that important results had not been missed in the subsequent stages of 

findings, individual class returns were then redistributed among the researchers, each 

receiving a set of returns that they had not originally analyzed. This enabled us to make 

the analysis more reliable in that initially missed, yet potentially informative; responses 

could then be reintegrated in the findings at stages 2 and 3 respectively. In fact, some 

insightful findings were successfully reintegrated in this manner.  

   The four stages adopted in this data reduction scheme provide multi-perspectives on the 

same body of data: from the individual class, individual fields, and levels of classes 

across the fields. These perspectives serve not simply to inform the researchers 

educationally, but also equip us in appropriate dissemination of the findings to the 

various stakeholders in the university and beyond who need different types of detail on 
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SALCôs effectiveness. 

 

Archived findings  

The methodological approach in this study leads to the formulation of data which needs 

to be interpreted within the context and setting. For the purpose of this study, selected 

findings from only one major theme within the archives are given to illustrate the diverse 

and shifting nature of opinions. They are presented in a variety of forms which constitute 

the ethnographic procedure: key group conversational narrative (CN) findings in their 

same conversational format to reflect the co-constructed nature of many decisions: 

interview and questionnaire findings in summarised form. Participant psydonymns and 

positions as described in their participant profiles earlier are given in brief in table 4 

below. 

 

Peter Committee head (UK, English teacher) 

Paul Committee member (Canada, English teacher) 

Lee Committee member (Singapore, English teacher) 

Sayaka Committee member (Japanese mentor for one year in 2009) 

Keiko Committee member (Japanese mentor from 2009 to present)  

Simon Committee member (American mentor from 2010 to present) 

Rika Committee member (Japanese mentor from 2010 to present) 

Mr. Tanaka SALC manager (Japanese regional government/ university staff) 

Table 4: Participants 

  

An example of one theme emerging over the period 2009 to 2010 was that of language 

policy for SALC. Below key findings from the archives are presented chronologically 

and are followed by a discussion which both summarises the opinions expressed and links 

them to key literature in the field.  



 

25 

 

Language policy 

2
nd

 November, 2009: CN - extract 

Lee: One committee member suggested strict guidelines on language policy, even asking 

students to leave SALC if they speak Japanese. Many felt this to be too strict since most 

students come from non-English speaking school environments.  

Keiko: I was one of the objectors to this proposal as my experience of language center 

use in the UK was one of flexibility in code switching.  

Lee: Initially our policies were based on a view of one homogenous student group. 

However, the diversity among them is fairly wide as we have groups of students doing 

different programmes. There was also diversity as how faculty members perceived the 

students.  

February, 2010: student questionnaire - summary 

Some studentsô feedback stated that the loose language policy should be more strictly 

enforced as many students appeared to make little effort to practise English in the center. 

May, 2010: CN with mentors and other committee members - summary 

Keiko reaffirmed her image of self-access as one influenced by her own experiences in 

UK universities which employed multilingual mentors. This made those centers the 

scenes of linguistic code-switching, rather than of the strict monolingual language 

policies in other self-access centers. Peter and Keiko referred to this as ñtranslanguagingò 

where the ability to switch languages between L1 and L2 is regarded as a linguistic 

competence in its own right because the L1 is valued, not censored. 

June, 2010: Interview with a new mentor, Simon - summary   

Simon encouraged students to use English, but would not ban Japanese. He felt code-

switching was linguistically beneficial for both students and himself when giving advice. 
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More important than a strict óEnglish onlyô policy was the ñcost/benefitò idea (persuading 

students that they should think of the costs of their study to get as much benefit as 

possible). 

June, 2010: Interview with a new mentor, Rika - summary 

Rika was unsure how strict a language policy should be enforced and felt that a positive 

ñcoolò ñknock-on effectò occurs when students speak English in the vicinity of less 

confident students. 

 

Discussion of language policy 

Archive findings appear to show that the initial óEnglish onlyô policy has been superseded 

by the realization that some use of the studentsô L1 is beneficial when talking about 

language. This ñtranslanguagingò (Creese & Blackledge, 2010, p. 105) suggests that 

code-switching is recognized as a third competence (after competence in L1 and L2) 

among mentors and committee members. However, there remains the important issue of 

how students themselves regard use of the L1 as some findings illustrate objections to a 

loose language policy. ñParallel monolingualismò (Heller, 1998) or the ñtwo solitudesò 

(Cummins, 2005, 2008) approach to language acquisition would appear to be more 

embedded in student beliefs about language learning than among committee members. 

The new mentorôs (Rika) comments about making English usage ñcoolò among student 

peer groups, coupled with the other new mentorôs (Simon) policy of reminding students 

of the ñcost/benefitò of using as much English as possible both represent perhaps a more 

persuasive approach of achieving more English use in the center. Although, in principle, 

code-switching is seen by committee members as a valid óthird competenceô, feelings of 

resistance to L1 use, ñguiltò (Setati et al, 2002, p. 147) and lack of awareness of 



 

27 

 

translanguaging as a bone fide skill remain possible obstacles to the multilingual space as 

envisaged by the elder mentor, Keiko.  

 

Conclusions and Implications 

The purpose of this study has been to represent the methodological approach so as to 

inform researchers involved in developing a new self -access learning center in a 

university context. The longitudinal and qualitative process employed is ethnographic in 

nature as it regards context as central and ever-shifting. Static approaches to assessing a 

centerôs performance are rejected in this study since they do not account for such 

longitudinal changes. Instead, the diversity of views is better represented by carefully 

collected archives of discussions (semi-structured interviews and CNs), and questionnaire 

data representing views of a range of stakeholders who impact the centerôs development.  

   We have argued that within the process of gathering data, particularly in the semi-

structured interviews and CNs, various purposes can be cited for talking with 

stakeholders. One is to gain access to opinions and beliefs over time to create a body of 

data, meaning that the discussions themselves are ñresearch instrumentsò (Talmy, 2010, p. 

129); the other is to create sites of ñsocial practiceò (Talmy, 2010, p. 129) in which 

participants co-construct beliefs through mini narratives in a collegial manner. This 

represents a form of professional development at the workplace which can be regarded as 

empowering for participants who may normally feel excluded, or marginalized in the 

organization at large. 

   The archives in this ethnographic approach have been presented in chronological 

format for the purpose of illustrating potential shifts of views over time as well as how 

participants express a diversity of opinions. This representation is an important exercise 
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for the SALC committee to engage in regularly so that the archive itself is constantly 

being reviewed, revisited and challenged. Findings themselves are localised to this 

particular university context, yet the methodology outlined here may serve as a useful 

basis for other self-access centers in monitoring growth over time. 

   Implications for this study suggest that an expansion of methods may benefit the 

effectiveness of the archives. A greater emphasis on autoethnographic journal keeping 

can provide more individual records for public use in the archives, rather than private use 

alone. Importantly, as the center operates within a larger university organization which is 

itself overseen financially and evaluated by regional and national governments, access to 

stakeholder voices outside of the committee and student body can provide wider 

perspectives on how the center is positioned and viewed. As internal evaluation by the 

committee has adopted this current ethnographic stance, the possibly more financially-

oriented, quantitative evaluation criteria of the university management, regional and 

national governments also need to be taken into account to supplement the qualitative 

criteria of the committee. 
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Appendix 1: English questionnaire 

 

1.What do you think of SALC? 

 ̧ The room? (Space, enough seats ..)  

 ̧ The posters (interesting? Informative?)  

 

2.What do you think of the resources in SALC? 

 ̧ Books/CDs/DVDs? 

 ̧ PCs , DVD players? 

 ̧ Games,? 

 ̧ Grammar materials, testing materials etc? 

 ̧ Magazines? 

 

3.What do you think of the activities/events? 

 ̧ With teachers (including the lecture series) 

 ̧ Workshops 

 ̧ Festivals/celebrations 

 ̧ Movie nights 

 

4.Did you ask the mentors for advice? (Yes/No) 

If yes, what did you often ask? 

If no, why not? 

 

5.How was the advice from mentors? 

 ̧ About how to use SALC 

 ̧ About language and language learning  

 

6.Why did you go to SALC? (Mark O as many times as you wish) 

 ̧ My teacher told me (    ) 

 ̧ SALC is a good place to study (    ) 

 ̧ SALC is comfortable  (    ) 

 ̧ SALC is a good social place  (     ) 

 ̧ Other reasons:  

 

7. How about your use? 
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 ̧ How easy or difficult is it to use SALC?  

 ̧ How often do you visit SALC per week? (Mark O) 

1. Once a week  (   ) 

2. A few times a week  (    ) 

3. A few times a month  (    ) 

4. A few times a semester  (    ) 

5. Never  (    ) 

 

 ̧ How long do you spend each visit? (Mark O) 

1. Less than 10 minutes   (    ) 

2. 11 ï 30 minutes  (    ) 

3. 31 ï 60 minutes  (    ) 

4. More than 60 minutes  (    ) 

 

 ̧ What do you usually use SALC for? (Mark O) 

1. Lecture activity?  (    ) 

2. ER/EL? (    ) 

3. Games?  (    ) 

4. Grammar? (    ) 

5. Testing preparation?  (    ) 

6. Events?  (    ) 

7. Talk with friends?  (    ) 

8. To pick up materials to study at home?  (    ) 

9. Group projects?  (    ) 

10. Watch DVDs? (    ) 

 

 ̧ Do you study by yourself or with friends? 

 

8. How about your teachers? 

 ̧ Do they encourage you to use SALC? (Yes/No) 

 ̧ Do they encourage you to study independently? (Yes/No)  

 ̧ Is SALC integrated with classes? (Mark O) 

No  (   ) 

A little  (    ) 

Enough (    ) 

Too much  (    ) 
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9. How do you see SALC? As aé.   (Mark O as many times as you wish) 

 ̧ Self-study center?   (    ) 

 ̧ Homework center?   (    ) 

 ̧ Place to meet friends? (     ) 

 ̧ Library?  (     ) 

 ̧ Another CALL?  (     ) 

 ̧ Advice center?  (     ) 

 ̧ Another ? 

  

10.Suggestions for improvement: 

 ̧ More materials? Which? 

 ̧ More technology? Which? 

 ̧ More events/activities? Which? 

 ̧ Other suggestions? 

 

11.What question(s) did we forget to ask you? If you have a question, please answer it. 

Question(s) 

Answer(s) 

 

Other comments: 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of motivation and attitude on the 

writing strategy use of undergraduate EFL students at Jimma University, Ethiopia. The 

students are required to develop their writing skills to meet academic requirements and 

future demands of writing in professional settings. Data was collected from respondents 

about their motivation and attitude, writing ability and writing strategy use using 
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questionnaires, proficiency test and interviews (n=680, 668 and 46 respectively). 

Analyses and summaries of the data were done using quantitative and qualitative 

techniques. Results obtained indicated that undergraduate students with strong motivation 

demonstrated high level of enjoyment, confidence, perceived ability, and positive attitude 

towards effective teaching methods of writing, and they were found to have employed 

writing strategies most frequently. That is, highly motivated students were found to use 

more writing strategies than less motivated ones. Moreover, students who frequently 

practised writing, exerted adequate effort, scored expected grades, and obtained early 

support and encouragement from significant others were also found to be high writing 

strategy users. The study also revealed that the majority of the undergraduate students 

were instrumentally motivated when learning writing. This motive has been found to be 

one of the main driving forces in developing writing skills of learners in the EFL context. 

  

Keywords: Writing Strategies, Motivation, Attitude, Writing Goals, and Motivational 

Variables 

 

1 Introduction  

1.1 Background of the study 

In Ethiopia, English is used as a medium of instruction in secondary and tertiary 

education and as a working language in most government and non government 

organizations. At tertiary level, studentsô writing ability is critical to their academic 

success, as they are required to carry out various academic writing tasks. At work places, 

good skills in writing are necessary to compile reports, write proposals, letters, and office 

memorandums.  

   In order to enable students to develop the required writing skills, a 48 hour English 

writing course covering 16 weeks of instruction is delivered at Jimma University during 

the first year or second year programme. From these writing students, some students 

composed their thoughts and ideas clearly and logically using effective language, 

whereas others faced difficulties in expressing themselves and appeared to be less 
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motivated to perform writing tasks in and outside the classroom.  

   The researchers believe that the writing problems of the students can be alleviated 

through empowerment; that is, by raising their awareness about the importance of good 

writing skills for successful career development and by organizing and offering effective 

writing skills training courses that will enable them acquire knowledge and skills in 

efficient writing strategies so as to help them develop good writing skills. As stated by 

Hsiao and Oxford (2002) the use of learning strategies ñpave[s] the way towards greater 

proficiency, learner autonomy and self regulationò (p.372). 

   However, the use of writing strategies may be affected by several factors (see a review 

of Oxford, 1989); among these, attitude and motivation are crucial variables that could be 

used to show the difference between high achievers and low achievers. The findings of 

Gan, Humphreys, and Lyons (2004) indicated that ñdifferent levels of success may be 

explained by a complex and dynamic interplay of internal cognition and emotion, 

external incentives, and social contextò (p.228). These researchers admitted that factors 

such as attitude and motivation have not been studied well, particularly their combined 

effects on the use of strategies for language learning in EFL contexts. Such factors may 

play a significant role in determining the differences in language learning outcomes. 

   Therefore, since the influence of motivation and attitude on writing strategy use has 

also not been studied well in Ethiopia, the present study aims to provide empirical 

evidence towards the influence of these factors on writing strategy use of undergraduate 

EFL students. To guide this study, the following questions are addressed: 

1. Does motivation have an influence on the use of writing strategies? 

2. Does attitude have an effect or influence on the use of writing strategies? 
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3. What motivational factors are most helpful for undergraduates to develop their 

writing skills? 

In what follows, firstly, the review of relevant literature on learnersô motivation, attitude 

and learning strategies are presented. Subsequently, the method and procedures for data 

collection and analysis are described, followed by a compilation of quantitative and 

qualitative data collected to address the research questions of the study. The data is then 

analyzed and discussed. 

 

2 Literature review  

2.1 Importance of motivation 

Motivation research in language learning has shown that motivation is one of the key 

factors that influence the use of language learning strategies. For instance, one of the 

findings of Oxford and Nyikos (1989) revealed that motivation ñwas the single most 

powerful influence on the choice of language learning strategieséò (p.249). That is, 

highly motivated students were found to use more learning strategies than less motivated 

ones; as a result they were able to improve their language ability. This implies that the 

more students are motivated towards writing, the higher is the use of writing strategies 

which in turn leads to the development of writing competence. 

   Likewise, based on their findings, Spratt, Humphreys and Chan (2002) concluded that 

ñmotivation is a key factor that influences the extent to which learners are ready to learn 

autonomouslyò (p.245). Furthermore, Dornyei and Csizer (1998) underlined the 

importance of motivation saying ñWithout sufficient motivation, even individuals with 

the most remarkable abilities cannot accomplish long-term goals, and neither are 

appropriate curricula and good teaching enough to ensure student achievementò (p. 203). 
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2.2 Motivational variables 

Motivation is defined by Brown (1994) as ñan inner drive, impulse, emotion or desire that 

moves one to a particular action.ò(p.152). In line with this definition, a more elaborate 

description of motivation was given by Masgoret and Gardener (2003). These researchers 

describe motivation as a goal-directed behaviour demonstrated by an individual to 

achieve particular goals. A motivated individual can demonstrate several behaviour traits 

which have been identified by the two researchers as follows: 

The motivated individual expends effort, is persistent, and attentive to the 

task at hand, has goals, desires and aspirations, enjoys the activity, 

experiences reinforcement from success and disappointment from failure, 

makes attributions concerning success and/or failure, is aroused, and makes 

use of strategies to aid in achieving goals. That is, the motivated individual 

exhibits many behaviour, feelings, cognition etc. that the individual who is 

unmotivated does not (p.128). 

Since the characteristics of a motivated individual illustrated in the above quote are many 

and multifaceted, it is difficult to measure all of them.  For this reason, Masgoret and 

Gardener (2003) recommend paying attention to those best characteristics that represent 

the others. Consequently, they suggested three attributes to be employed in the 

assessment of motivational behaviour. These are Motivational intensity, Desire to learn a 

target language, and Attitudes towards learning a target language.  

   Motivational intensity measures the amount of effort a learner invests in learning the 

language. Desire to learn the target language measures ñthe extent to which an 

individual wants to achieve a high level of competence in the languageò (p.128). Finally, 

attitude towards learning the target language measures ñthe affect experienced while 

learning the languageò (p.128). 
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2.3 Selection of motivational variables to the purpose of the present study 

 In line with Masgoret and Gardenerôs suggestion, the researchers in the present study 

selected and considered the motivational variables listed below.  

Á Perceived level of enjoyment in writing (interest) 

Á Perceived confidence in writing  

Á Perceived ability in essay writing (self-image) 

Á Perceived importance of developing writing competence 

Á Learning writing goals 

These self-perception motivational variables have been recognized to have motivational 

properties by different researchers who have applied them in their respective studies. In 

what follows, a few examples of each variable are cited to demonstrate their use and 

application in motivational researches. 

   The variable, Perceived ability in essay writing (self-image) corresponds to Dornyeiôs 

(1994) concept of Perceived L2 Competence. Similarly, the variable, Perceived 

confidence in writing is very similar to the Linguistic self confidence variable as used by 

Doryei and Csizer (2002) and Csizer and Dornyei (2005). Lee and Oxford (2008) have 

also used this variable in their studies in the term English learning self-image. Perceived 

importance of developing writing competence was the other variable recently employed 

by Lee and Oxford (2008) and it is consistent with the concept of importance of English. 

A similar concept also appears in Williams and Burdenôs (1997) model in the term, 

Perceived value of the activity: personal relevanceé. Moreover, Learning writing goals 

have been found to be consistent with Gardnerôs (1985) view of language learning 

orientation which is classified into integrative and instrumental orientations. The variable, 

perceived level of enjoyment in writing (interest) also corresponds to Deci and Ryanôs, 

(1985) concept of intrinsic motivation.  
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2.4 Attitude 

One of the variables which has a close relationship with motivation and the use of writing 

strategies is the attitude of the learners. Learnersô attitude is generally believed to play a 

central role in language learning. This is because ñit assumes that attitudes to language 

learning condition language learning behaviorò (Gan, Humphreys, & Lyons, 2004, p.230). 

That is, learnersô attitude either enhances or inhibits learning. For instance, positive 

attitudes to learning a language are acknowledged as influential factors on making a 

decision to learn that language and to continue learning it (Williams and Burden, 1997). 

Empirical instances include the study conducted by Liu (2007) which concluded that the 

students with greater positive attitudes towards learning English, were found to 

demonstrate more motivation in learning that language (r=.867, p.=0.001). 

   As stated in the study by Zimmerman and Bandura (as cited in Charney, Newman and 

Palmguist, 1995), the attitudes and the beliefs the learners have about themselves, their 

language skills and knowledge may enhance or hinder the effort they exert and the 

persistence they demonstrate in writing tasks. Particularly, in trying to employ new 

strategies to accomplish writing tasks, learners need to have positive attitudes and beliefs 

about writing. 

   According to Dornyei (1994), interest is one of the four motivational factors related to a 

subject. If an individual has an interest in the subject, he/she may have a positive attitude 

towards learning that subject. Attitude is likely to be influenced not only by the interest of 

an individual in learning the language concerned, but also by aspects of the learning 

environment such as the course and the teacher. It is probably for this reason that Garden 

(1985) considered the evaluation of the course and the teaching method so as to measure 

the individualôs attitude towards learning situation in his socio-educational model. In line 
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with the components of Gardnerôs Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB), the two 

attitudinal variables related to the course and the teacherôs evaluation selected and used in 

the present study were the level of satisfaction the subjects had with the methodology and 

the results of the writing course. Dornyeiós (1994) model also encompasses the two areas 

in its third level, Learning Situation.  

 

3. Research Methodology 

The study has used both quantitative and qualitative approaches to draw conclusions on 

the relationship between motivation, attitude, and writing strategy use. 

 

3.1 Quantitative study 

3.1.1 Participants 

The participants of the study were mainly second year students drawn from eight faculties 

and one college at Jimma University. These faculties were Medical Sciences, Public 

Health, Technology, Business and Economics, Education, Law, Social Sciences and 

Humanities, Natural and Information Sciences and College of Agriculture and Veterinary 

Medicine.   

   From the total population of the study (N= 3980), a random sample of 680 students 

representing 12 different departments was selected for the quantitative study. On an 

average each group had about 57 students to be used as a sample of study subjects. Out of 

the 680 respondents in the study, 598 (81.3%) were males and 97 (13.2 %) were females 

with the average age of 20.65 (SD=2.14). The majority of these students are enrolled in a 

three year degree programme course and have stayed in the university for over one and a 

half years. In their first year, most of them took one English writing course, but prior to 
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their joining Jimma University, they studied English for about twelve years.  

 

3.1.2 Instruments for data collection 

Data on studentsô writing strategy use and writing abilities was collected using a self-

administered questionnaire and proficiency test of essay writing respectively. The 

questionnaire was developed by adapting Oxfordôs (1990) Strategy Inventory for 

Language Learning scheme (SILL) and using the experience of the researchers and 

insight gained from the literature review.  

 

3.1.2.1Questionnaire Part I 

The writing strategy questionnaire included 38 items that deal with different aspects of 

writing and approaches to writing (see Appendix 1).  These items were meant to obtain 

data regarding the frequency of strategies the students employ when writing in English. 

Students were requested to respond to questions with choices on the frequency of writing 

strategy use, based on a five point Likert scale (never or almost never true, usually not 

true, some what true, usually true, always or almost always true) as used in Oxfordôs 

SILL. 

   The overall reliability of the internal consistency of the 38 writing strategy items for the 

study group was found to be .88. All the 38 items were categorized into five major 

dimensions (rhetorical, cognitive, metacognitive, social/affective and others) based on 

theories related to writing and experiences drawn from the previous studies. Then, a 

factor analysis was performed to check whether coherent constructs were measured by 

the items. All the items under each category were found to satisfy the criterion of factor 

loadings greater than or equal to .40. 
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3.1.2.2 The sample writing proficiency test 

The sample writing proficiency test was administered to 668 students in order to obtain 

data on their levels of writing competence in writing essays. Here, the students were 

asked to write an effective essay of about 300 words on a topic familiar to them within 70 

minutes (see Appendix 3 for details). 

   The 668 essays written by the students were divided into three categories and were 

randomly distributed to three pairs of trained raters. Two pairs of raters marked 222 

essays each and the third pair of raters marked 224 essays. Each essay was rated by two 

independent raters using analytical scoring guides modified from Jacobs et al.ôs (1981) 

English Composition Profile. To measure the agreement between two raters (pair of 

raters), Kappa was used. 

   After the completion of rating, the first data was recorded and analyzed using SPSS 

version 13  to determine the average scores of the essays. Then the results obtained were 

exported to Stat/ES 8.0 (statistical software) in order to group the subjects into three 

writing proficiency levels: high achievers, average achievers, and low achievers, using 

quintile.  

 

3.2 Qualitative study 

Qualitative data was collected from 663 subjects who completed Part II of the 

questionnaire which comprises both close and open-ended questions. The other 

qualitative data was collected from 46 respondents through interviews.  

 

3.2.1 Questionnaire Part II 

This questionnaire includes questions related to motivation. These are mixed types of 
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questionnaire containing open-ended and close-ended questions. The close-ended 

questions include dichotomous questions (yes or no) on satisfaction with exam results 

and ways of teaching writing, whereas the open-ended ones focused on reasons for 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with exam results and ways of teaching writing. Close-

ended questions were also used in order to rank reasons for learning writing (see 

Appendix 2). 

 

3.2.2 Semi-structured i nterview 

Of the 680 respondents in this study, 48 were randomly selected for the interview session 

of 30 minutes duration. Forty six students were interviewed on their writing experiences 

of whom 25 were from the high achievers group and 21 from the low achievers group. 

They were asked to respond to two types of semi-structured interview questions. The 

questions in the first category were related to attitudes towards writing and writing 

strategies useful for developing writing competence. The questions in the second 

category were designed to rate responses of strategy use based on a five point scale 

ranging from not important to very important.  

   To assess the respondentsô attitude towards learning or developing writing skills, two 

interview questions (item 1&2 below) were designed and used in the present study in 

addition to  two open-ended questions used in Questionnaire Part II ( items 3 and 4 

below).  

1. The first question concerning the attitudes and feelings was: What is your feeling 

towards writing?  

2. The second question concerning identification of useful strategies was: What 

writing strategies are most helpful for you in developing your writing skills? 
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3. The third question concerning the evaluation of the course result was: Were you 

satisfied with your writing course (Sophomore English) exam result? Yes/No. 

Explain why? 

4. The fourth question concerning the evaluation of the teacher was: Were you happy 

with the way you were taught writing? Yes/No. Explain why? 

 

3.3 Procedures and methods used for data analysis 

To assess the relationship between motivation and writing strategy use, first, motivational 

variables were identified and the responses to these variables were analyzed. Next, the 

relationships between these variable results and writing strategy use results were 

examined using different statistical techniques such as descriptive statistics and 

correlation analysis.  

   In this investigation of relationship between motivational variables and the use of 

writing strategies, qualitative approaches were adopted, in addition to quantitative 

approaches. The qualitative data analysis procedures used in this study were similar to the 

techniques recommended by Bogdan, Biklen and Wolcott (as cited in Hancock, 2007). 

All the responses to each open-ended question were compiled and carefully analyzed to 

detect recurring themes and codes were designated for the same. The themes were 

organized into two levels: major and sub themes, and presented with their frequency 

counts and direct quotes chosen as illustrative examples (see Appendices 4&5 for details).  

   The process of organizing interview data started with validation, that is, notes made 

during the interview were read to each participant and it was validated that the notes 

reflected their views. Following this, the notes were copied into a notebook and organized 

in the same ways used in the process of analysis of the data derived from the open-ended 
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questions. Such organization of data is to facilitate the identification and development of 

themes.  Themes were identified in the texts not only by looking for the commonly 

mentioned points or statements, but also by paying attention to distinct points mentioned 

by individuals.  

   In general, the qualitative approaches adopted in the present study seemed to be similar 

to that of phenomenological research design, which is usually recommended to study 

participantsô behaviours, experiences, and motivations from their own perceptions and 

perspectives (Lester, 1999), which  are the main focus of the present study.  

 

4. Results and discussions 

The first motivational variable designed to investigate the respondentsô perceived level of 

enjoyment in writing tasks (interest) was item Pq2, Rate your level of enjoyment in 

writing a text. This instruction was given with the following Likert scale options: extreme 

dislike, dislike, neutral, enjoyment, and extreme enjoyment. The second variable was the 

item that assesses the respondentsô perceived confidence in writing: I write a composition 

in a class with confidence and ease. This item was accompanied by five response options 

ranging from never true of me to always true of me.  The third variable intended to assess 

the respondentsô perceived ability in writing (self-image) was item Pq1, Rate your ability 

in writing an essay, having the following options: very good, good, average, fair and 

poor. The fourth variable intended to assess the subjectsô perceived importance of 

developing their writing skills was item q39, How important is it for you to develop your 

writing skills in English? This item was followed by five response options ranging from 

not important to very important. 

   Apart from the four close-ended questions designed to assess the level of motivation of 
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the subjects, other variables were used to evaluate the respondentsô motivation. These 

were perceived learning writing goals (items, Pq31-37), which were designed as rank-

ordering questions in Questionnaire Part II that read: Show the order of importance of the 

reasons for learning writing. The quantitative analysis made on the seven learning goals 

and the four motivational variables is shown in Table 4.1 below. 

 

4.1 Quantitative data on motivation variables 

 Table 4.1. Descriptive statistics of motivational variables 

Variables N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

(q38 ) I write a composition in a 

class with confidence and at ease. 

670 1 5 3.37 1.05 

(Pq2) Level of enjoyment in 

writing a text 

663 1 5 3.72 .71 

(Pq1) Perceived ability in essay 

writing 

663 1 5 3.58 .86 

(q39) How important is it for you 

to develop your writing skills in 

English? 

46 4 5 4.80 .40 

To get prepared to meet the future 

demands of writing in professional 

settings 

603 1 7 3.35 1.82 

To meet my academic 

requirements 

610 1 7 2.85 1.59 

To get an opportunity to work in a 

foreign country 

573 1 7 5.03 1.95 

To express my thoughts and 

feelings. 

609 1 7 2.45 1.71 

To master the English language 

written system 

565 1 7 3.93 1.93 

To pursue my postgraduate studies 

in the future 

560 1 7 4.58 1.61 

To achieve high grades in the 

writing course and others 

555 1 7 4.84 1.82 
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As shown in Table 4.1 above, of the three variables of motivation on a 5 point scale, item 

Pq2 that deals with the respondentsô level of enjoyment exhibited the highest mean 

(M=3.72). Of the seven learning goals, To express my thoughts and feelings, was the 

most important reason for developing writing skills, for it received the mean value of 

2.45. The second most important reason was To meet my academic requirements 

(M=2.85). The least important reason for developing writing skills was To get an 

opportunity to work in a foreign country (M=5.03). In rank ordering of the seven learning 

writing goals, the goal with the lowest mean shows the highest value attached to it (i.e., 

1=most important (M=2.45), 7= least important (M=5.03)) 

 

4.1.1 The relationship between the four motivational variables and the means of 

writing strategy use 

Table 4.2 below depicts the relationship between the four motivational variables and the 

mean of writing strategy use. The motivational variables scores are measured by a five 

point Likert scale similar to that of writing strategy use measurement. 

 

Table 4.2. Relationship of motivational variables with writing strategy use  

Variable Writing strategy  Mean (1 to 5) 

(Pq2) Level of 

enjoyment in writing 

Extreme 

dislike 

3.35 

N=4 

Dislike 

2.99 

N=20 

Neutral 

3.17 

N=123 

Enjoyment 

3.38 

N=297 

Extreme 

enjoyment 

3.54 

N=42 

(Pq1) Perceived 

writing ability 

Poor 

2.95 

N=17 

Fair 

2.94 

N=25 

Average 

3.21 

N=141 

Good 

3.40 

N=260 

Very good 

3.64 

N=43 
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(q38) I write a 

composition in a class 

with confidence and at 

ease. 

Never true 

of me 

2.76 

N=22 

Usually not 

true of me 

2.99 

N=75 

 

Somewhat 

true of me 

3.21 

N=165 

Usually true 

of me 

3.45 

N=181 

Always true 

of me 

3.72 

N=72 

(q39) How important is 

it for you to develop 

your writing skills in 

English? 

Not 

Important 

N= 0 

Slightly 

Important 

N=0 

Somewhat 

important 

N=0 

Important 

3.64 

N=8 

Very 

important 

3.20 

N=27 

 

The inter-correlations between the motivational variables and the mean use of writing 

strategies shown in Table 4.2 indicated that the respondents whose level of enjoyment in 

writing rated 4 (Enjoyment) were found to be medium strategy users, whereas the 

respondents with extreme enjoyment of writing were found to be high users of writing 

strategies (M= 3.54). In other words, students who rated their level of enjoyment as 

extreme were greater strategy users than the students with lower levels of enjoyment.  

   Those respondents whose perceived ability rating was 4 (Good) were found to be 

medium strategy users (M=3.40), but those with the highest rating for their perception of 

ability in writing were found to be high strategy users (M=3.64).  

   Furthermore, in relation to the third motivational variable, it was found that the 

respondents whose level of perception of confidence in writing rated 4 and 5 were higher 

writing strategy users (M=3.45 and 3.72 respectively) than were the students with lower 

confidence. From this, a linear relationship between the rating for perceived proficiency 

and the frequency of strategy use was evident. This means that students with the highest 

perceived proficiency were found to be the most frequent strategy users.            

   With regard to the perceived importance of writing skills, a different trend was 

observed; the respondents who reported writing skills to be important to them (4/5) were 
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found to be higher strategy users (M=3.64) compared to the majority of  respondents who 

felt that writing was very important to them (5/5) ( M=3.20). 

 

4.1.2 Correlation of motivational variables with writing strategy categories 

To provide a clearer picture of the analysis of the responses to the research question, 

Does motivation have an effect on the use of writing strategies?, Pearson correlation 

coefficients analysis was used to determine the relationship between the three variables 

and the use of the five writing strategy categories and the results are displayed in Table 

4.3 below. 

 

Table 4.3.  Correlation between motivational variables and writing strategy 

category use  
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q38 

Confi-

dence 

Pearson  

Correlation 

 

1 

 

.232(**) 

 

.358** 

 

.433 (**) 

 

.500 

(**)  

 

.065 

 

.598 

(**)  

 

.499 

(**)  

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

 .000 .000 .000 .000 .110 .000 .000 

N 670 628 628 600 652 615 650 643 

Level of 

enjoyment 

in writing 

a text 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.232 

(**)  

1 .336** .267 (**) .250 

(**)  

-.061 .241 

(**)  

.294 

(**)  

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.000  .000 .000 .000 .140 .000 .000 

N 628 663 662 572 613 586 611 604 

Perceived 

Ability in 

essay 

writing 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.358 

**  

.336** 1 .272** .308** -.011 .298 

(**)  

.357** 

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.000 .000  .000 .000 .789 .000 .000 

N 628 662 663 572 613 586 611 604 

Meta-

cognitive  

Strategy 

Category 

Pearson  

Correlation 

.433 

(**)  

.267 (**) .272** 1 .677 

(**)  

.186 

(**)  

.631 

(**)  

.656 

(**)  

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.000 .000 .000  .000 .000 .000 .000 

N 600 572 572 608 585 560 586 579 

Rhe-torical  

Strategy 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.500 

(**)  

.250 (**) .308 **  .677 (**) 1 .046 .630 

(**)  

.685 

(**)  
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Category Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.110 .140 .789 .000 .264  .000 .036 

N 652 613 613 585 653 602 634 629 

Other 

Category 

 of 

Strategy 

Pearson  

Correlation 

.065 -.061 -.011 .186 

(**)  

.046 1 .147 

(**)  

.086 (*) 

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.110 .140 .789 .000 .264  .000 .036 

N 615 586 586 560 602 621 600 595 

Social/ 

Affective 

category 

Pearson  

Correlation 

.598 

(**)  

.241(**) .298** .631(**) .630(**

) 

.147 

(**)  

1 .678 

(**)  

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000  .000 

N 650 611 611 586 634 600 650 626 

Cognitive 

Strategy  

Category 

 

Pearson  

Correlation 

.499 

(**)  

.294(**) .357** .656(**) .685(**

) 

.086(*) .678 

(**)  

1 

Sig.(2-

tailed) 

.000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .036 .000  

N 643 604 604 579 629 595 626 644 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

On the basis of results of Pearson correlation coefficients analysis shown in Table 4.3, 

item 38 was found to have a significant correlation with most of the categories of writing 

strategies. The highest significant correlation, however, was seen between item 38 and 

social and affective category (r=.598, p<.001). Similarly, there was a significant 

correlation between level of enjoyment in writing and the use of the four writing 

categories. There was also a statistically significant correlation between the level of 

enjoyment and perceived writing proficiency level (r=.336, p<.001). Perceived ability in 

essay writing was also found to be significantly correlated with the four categories of 

writing strategies and item 38. Of these, perceived ability showed the highest correlation 

with item 38 (r=.358, p<.001). Learners with higher perceived writing ability were more 

likely to have higher perceived confidence than learners with lower perceived writing 
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ability. Similarly, students with higher level of enjoyment of writing have higher 

perceived proficiency level than students with lower level of enjoyment. These findings 

are consistent with the findings of Charney, Newman and Palmguist (1995, p.311), who 

reported that ñStudents who enjoyed writing more were also more likely to assess 

themselves as good writersò (r=.58, p <.0001).   

 

4.1.3 Rank order of reasons for developing writing skills  

The participants were asked to order the seven reasons for developing writing skills based 

on the importance they attach to each from most important to least important (see q3 in 

Appendix 2). Table 4.4 below indicates the number of subjects who chose each reason as 

their first priority, the mean rating, standard deviation, and ranking of the seven reasons 

for learning writing. 

 

Table 4.4. Reasons for developing writing skills by first choice of subjects, mean 

rating, standard deviation, and ranking 

Reasons for developing 

writing skills 

Number of 

Respondents by 

1st choice 

Total No of 

respondents 

Mean* SD Rank 

To get prepared to meet the 

future demands of writing in 

professional settings 

118 (19.6%) 603 

 

3.35 

 

1.82 3 

To meet my academic 

requirements 
153 (25.1%) 610 

 

2.85 

 

1.59 2 

To get an opportunity to 

work in a foreign country 
26 (4.5%) 573 

 

5.03 

 

1.95 7 

To express my thoughts 

and feelings 
244 (40.1%) 609 

 

2.45 

 

1.71 1 

To pursue my postgraduate 19 (3.4%) 560 4.58 1.61 5 
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studies in the future 

To master the English 

language written system 
69 (12.2) 565 

 

3.93 

 

1.93 4 

To achieve high grades in the 

writing course and others 
33 (5.9%) 555 

 

4.84 

 

1.82 6 

*In rank ordering of the seven learning writing goals based on mean rating,  the goal with 

the lowest mean shows the highest value attached to it (i.e.,1=most important (M=2.45), 

7=least important (M= 5.03)). 

As seen from Table 4.4, 40.1% of the 609 respondents stated that the most important 

reason for developing their writing skills was to express their thoughts and feelings. This 

reason has also received the lowest mean rating on a scale of seven (M=2.45, SD=1.71). 

Please note, however, that the lowest mean here is interpreted as the most important 

choice (see the description given below Table 4.4). 

   Twenty five percent of the 610 respondents reported that the most important reason for 

developing their writing skills was to meet their academic requirement. This was also 

rated as the second most important reason for learning writing with a mean rating of 2.85, 

SD=1.59.  4.5% of the 573 respondents reported that they wanted to develop their writing 

skills in order to get an opportunity to work in a foreign country. This was ranked seventh 

with a mean rating of 5.03, sd=1.95. 

   Table 4.4 shows a higher percentage of the respondents (about 40%) who considered to 

express their thoughts and feelings as the most important reason that intrinsically 

motivated them to develop their writing skills. However, the majority of the respondents 

(about 60 %), were instrumentally motivated, for they considered the other six reasons as 

the ones most important to them. So it is possible to conclude that the majority of the 

respondentsô dominant reason for developing writing skills was due to utilitarian values, 
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such as for academic and work purposes and mastering the English written system. 

 

4.1.4 The relationship between reasons for developing writing skills variables and the 

means of writing strategy use 

The effect of intrinsically and instrumentally oriented writing goals on the use of writing 

strategies was examined and the following strategy use mean value was obtained. 

 

 Table 4.5. Mean of writing strategy use for the reason for developing writing skills 

by first choice of subjects 

Reason for developing 

writing skills 

Mean of writing 

Strategy use 
N 

To express my thoughts and feelings 3.31 171 

To meet my academic requirements 3.24 122 

To get prepared to meet the future demands of writing 

 in professional settings 
3.45 86 

 To get an opportunity to work in a foreign country 3.40 23 

To pursue my postgraduate studies in the future 3.30 13 

To master the English language written system. 3.41 48 

To achieve high grades in the writing course and others. 3.18 24 

 

The assessment of the relationship between the reasons for developing writing skills and 

the use of writing strategies revealed that the highest mean score of 3.45 of strategy use 

was exhibited by those respondents whose most important reason for developing their 

writing skills was to get prepared to meet the future demands of writing in professional 

settings, which stands as one of the indicators for an instrumental motive. Thus, the 
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respondents with such an objective were high writing strategy users. Therefore, it is 

possible to conclude that students whose dominant reason for developing their writing 

skills (which is associated with practical gains) were high strategy users. The findings of 

rank ordering questions on both learning writing goals and the influence of these goals on 

the use of writing strategies, suggested that the majority of the students were 

instrumentally motivated to learn writing. That is, they learn writing because they require 

it mainly for academic and work purposes. 

 

4.2 Qualitative data on attitudinal variables 

To identify the respondentsô attitude towards learning writing, their responses to the 

questions were closely examined and summarized, recurring patterns/themes were 

categorized and the frequency count of the themes was computed in order to draw 

possible interpretations and inferences. 

 

4.2.1 EFL studentsô attitudes towards writing 

With a view to assessing their attitudes towards writing, the respondents were asked to 

rate  their level of enjoyment in writing a text on a five point scale ranging from extreme 

dislike to extreme enjoyment. As seen in Table 4.6 below, 68.9 % of them were found to 

have positive attitudes towards writing because they enjoy writing. 

 

Table 4.6. Level of enjoyment in writing a text 

 Frequency Percent 
Valid 

Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

 

Extreme dislike 5 0.7 0.8 0.8 

Dislike 29 3.9 4.4 5.1 



 

56 

 

Neutral 172 23.4 25.9 31.1 

Enjoyment 400 54.3 60.3 91.4 

Extreme 

enjoyment 
57 7.7 8.6 100.0 

Total 663 90.1 100.0  

Missing System 73 9.9   

Total 736 100.0   

 

To assess the respondentsô attitude towards writing thoroughly, one interview question: 

What is your feeling towards writing? was also addressed to them and their responses are 

summarized in the table below.  

 

Table 4.7. Attitudes of EFL undergraduate students towards writing 

Attitude High achiever Low achiever Total 

Positive 19 (76.0 %) 16 (76.2%) 35 (76.1%) 

Negative 2 (8.0 %) 3 (14.3%) 5 (10.9%) 

Neutral 4 (16.0%) 2 (9.5%) 6 (13.0%) 

Grand total 25 (100%) 21(100%) 46 (100%) 

 

As shown in Table 4.7 above, 35 (76.1%) of the 46 respondents replied that they have a 

positive attitude towards writing, 6 (13%) said that they have a neutral attitude towards 

writing and the remaining 5 (10.9%) were found to have a negative attitude towards 

writing. 

   According to Wenden (as cited in Gan, 2004) attitudes consist of three aspects. The first 

is a cognitive aspect which encompasses beliefs or perceptions about the objects or 

situations. In this case, it refers to the beliefs that the learners have towards native English 

speakers and their own culture. The second is an evaluative aspect which is related to 
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either liking or disliking the objects or the situations. The third is a behavioural 

component which may influence learners to exhibit or adopt a particular learning 

behaviour. In line with the second aspect, 35 of the 46 respondents of the present study 

reported that they have positive attitudes towards writing; that is, they like learning 

writing. This is clearly evident from their statements: ñI like writing, for I get pleasure 

when I read my own writingò (high achiever). And ñI like writing because I can express 

my own thoughts and feelingsò (high achievers). From these statements, it is also 

possible to infer that these students are intrinsically motivated in writing tasks because 

the writing activities are enjoyable and satisfying to them (Deci and Ryan, 1985). 

   On the other hand, 5 of the respondents reported having negative attitudes towards 

writing. They hate writing, for they find it challenging. This attitude is evidenced by the 

following two statements: ñI hate writing because I face difficulties in generating ideasò 

(low achiever). ñI do not have adequate experience in writing; as a result, writing is 

difficult for meò (high achiever). This negative attitude towards writing seems to have 

emanated from lack of practice which hindered particularly low achievers from 

performing writing tasks. 

   The statements of the other 6 respondents who claimed to have neutral attitudes 

towards writing appear to be similar to those with negative attitudes. Three of the 

statements are shown below: 

I did not have much experience in writing (low achiever). 

I had poor background in writing (low achiever). 

I do not have experience in writing; it is difficult for me (high 

achievers). 

From the statements above, one can safely infer that lack of practice and experience in 

writing is a common problem among most of those respondents with negative and neutral 
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attitudes towards writing. From the evidence given in the third statement, high achievers 

also share this problem. But this might be ascribed to their ambition to reach the highest 

level of proficiency in writing through hard work. The anxiety caused by lack of 

experience in organizing thoughts during writing is evident from the following statement: 

ñWhen I start writing I am worried about my ideasò (high achiever). 

 

4.2.2 Satisfaction with writing course results and ways of teaching writing 

The quantitative data obtained from the subjects on the two variables was analyzed and 

summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 4.8. Relationship between Attitudinal variable and writing ability 

Variables Ability groups Yes No Total Chi-square test 

Satisfaction 

with writing 

course 

results 

    value df 
Sig (2-

sided) 

Low 

Achievers 
65 (32.2%) 137 (67.8%) 202 

13.512 

(a) 
2 .001 Average 

Achievers 
79 (39.9%) 119 (60.1%) 198 

High achievers 98 (50.3%) 97 (49.7%) 195 

Total  242 (40.67%) 353 (59.33% 595    

Satisfaction 

with ways 

of teaching 

writing 

Low 

Achievers 
135 (69.6%) 59 (3o.4%) 194 

.039 

(b) 
2 .981 

Average 

Achievers 
136 (69.0%) 61 (31.0%) 197 

High 

Achievers 
135 (69.9%) 58 (30.1) 193 

Total  406 (69.52%) 178 (30.48%) 584    

a  0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 79.31. 

b  0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 58.83. 

 

As proved by the number of respondents of the first variable, 353 of the 595 (59.33%) 
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respondents were not satisfied with the results of their writing course. Of these, 137 were 

low achievers, 119 were average achievers and 97 were high achievers. Generally, chi-

square test results, with ability levels as dependent variable, indicated that there was 

statistically significant difference in their response to the variable (x
2.

=13.51,df=2, 

p<.001). That is, the majority of the low and the average achievers were not satisfied with 

their exam results of the course compared to the high achievers. Only 65 (32.2%) low 

achievers and 79 (39.9%) average achievers were found to be satisfied with their course 

results, whereas 50.3% of the high achievers were satisfied with their results. From this 

result, it might be possible to infer that the majority of low and average achievers are not 

satisfied with exam results. 

 

4.2.3 Qualitative data on satisfaction and dissatisfaction of the exam results 

The qualitative data obtained from the open-ended question on the reasons for 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction of the exam results indicated that 5 major and 31 sub-

themes were identified as factors that reveal the respondentsô dissatisfaction in the exam 

results. Of these, the most frequently mentioned was student related problems (72 times) 

and the next frequently mentioned was grade related problems (63 times). Of the 31 

individual problems, the most frequently mentioned as the major source of dissatisfaction 

was obtaining unexpected grade (33 times) (see Appendix 4). 

   Here are examples of student related causes for dissatisfaction with the outcomes of the 

courses: 

I did not prepare myself for the exam (average achiever). 

I did not have adequate knowledge of grammar and vocabulary (low 

achiever). 

When I was in high school I did not learn about writing and when I was 
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taught at the University I was very confused (average achiever). 

I did not get opportunities to practice writing and develop my writing 

skills (low achiever). 

 

Each of the above statements indicates the respondentôs realization of his shortcomings 

(See Appendix 4 for more examples). 

   On the other hand, 9 major motives that include obtaining expected grade, development 

of knowledge and skills, effective ways of teaching, good background, hard work, interest 

in the course, practising writing, good exam and interesting topics for easy writing were 

identified as indicators of the positive attitude of the respondents. Of these, obtaining 

expected grade was the most frequently mentioned reason for their satisfaction with the 

exam results (85 times). The second most frequently mentioned reason for satisfaction 

with the exam result was developing the required knowledge and skills of writing (50 

times).  

   One of the interesting findings of the present study is that in both sets of the variables 

influencing the development of negative and positive attitudes getting unexpected and 

expected grades received the highest frequency counts. This implies that grades are the 

most influential factors in the development of either negative or positive attitudes towards 

writing. Dornyei (1994) himself emphasized the importance of evaluating studentsô 

satisfaction over course results, as this can be rewarding in terms of developing positive 

attitudes or enjoyment towards writing. Therefore, it is imperative that teachers need to 

consistently check on their studentsô reaction to grades received. Secondly, teachers 

should also ensure that students feel that they developed the required knowledge and 

writing skills from the writing course because, as findings indicated, if they do so they 

will be more motivated to undertake writing activities happily and be committed to 
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improving their writing competence. The statement from one of the respondents reflects 

this feeling: ñEven if the result was not enough, I learned useful writing techniques that I 

will use in the futureò (high achiever). 

   With regard to satisfaction with grades, high achievers were not easily satisfied with 

their results unless they got what they had expected. Findings indicated that 50% of the 

high achievers were not satisfied with their writing course results, probably because they 

might have got Bôs. This is evident in the following statement: ñI was not happy with my 

result, for I got only B, but I had done well enough to get an Aò (high achiever). This is in 

line with Dornyeiôs (1994) expectancy, which he identified as one of the four 

motivational factors related to the course. That is ñthe perceived likelihood of successò 

can have greater impact on the studentôs attitude. 

 

4.2.3.1 Evaluation of ways of teaching writing 

The third attitudinal variable that can be used to assess and determine the respondentsô 

attitude towards writing is their evaluation of ways of teaching writing. In response to the 

question, Were you happy with the way you were taught writing?, the majority of the 

respondents (n=406, 69.0%) replied affirmatively and about 30% responded negatively.   

 

4.2.3.2 Qualitative data on evaluation of ways of teaching writing 

The evaluation made by the respondents on the ways of teaching writing courses is 

summarized in Appendix 5, where both the factors that contribute to the development of 

negative and positive attitudes towards ways of teaching writing are shown. With regards 

to factors contributing to developing negative attitudes, 15 factors were identified and 

classified into three major categories of themes. Of these, the first factor, Not developing 
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the necessary knowledge and skills of writing received the highest frequency count (28 

times out of the total 82 counts) and the second one, Incompetent/unqualified teacher 

received next higher frequency count.  

   On the other hand, 21 factors, classified into four major categories, were identified as 

factors contributing to the development of positive attitudes towards ways of teaching 

writing. Among these, Developing writing knowledge and skills required in academic 

and professional setting received the highest frequency count (76 out of 308  of the total 

counts). The second and the third factors that obtained 53 and 33 counts were 

Interest/Enjoyment and For self expression respectively. 

  The presence or the absence of the first factor can have positive or negative effects on 

oneós attitude. This implies that learners are highly motivated by the usefulness and 

effectiveness of the knowledge and skills they acquire from their writing classes. In other 

words this will instrumentally motivate them to further develop their writing competence.  

   Relevance, which is one of the components of Dornyeiôs course specific category, is 

considered as an important motivational variable for the development of a positive 

attitude. For example, one respondent mentioned that: ñThe course is essential to get 

prepared to meet the demands of writing in academic and work place settings and also to 

be able to express ideas in a good mannerò (average achiever). The motivation derived 

from perceiving the value of the course to their career development enables learners to 

persistently exert the necessary effort to acquire knowledge and develop writing skills. 

 

4.3. Quantitative data on the relationship between attitudinal variables and writing 

strategy use 

In Table 4.9 the mean of writing strategy use and the number of responses given to the 
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two attitudinal variables are presented. 

 

Table 4.9. Relationship between attitudinal variables and the writing strategy use by 

mean 

Variable Strategy use mean (1 to 5) 

Were you happy with the way you were 

taught writing? 

Yes 

3.50 (N=324) 

No 

3.17 (N=142) 

Were you satisfied with your writing 

course (Sophomore English) exam 

result? 

Yes 

3.35 (N=206) 

No 

3.31 (N=262) 

The relationship between the level of satisfaction, as evidenced by the positive and the 

negative responses given towards ways of teaching writing, and writing strategy use, 

indicated by the overall means of strategy use, shows the existence of a difference in 

strategy use between the two groups. That is, the mean writing strategy use of the 

respondents who were happy with the ways they were taught writing (M=3.50, SD=.56) 

was significantly higher (t=4.14, df=285.6, p<.001) than that of the respondents who 

were unhappy (M=3.17, SD=.53). 

   On the other hand, the mean difference of writing strategy use between the respondents 

who were satisfied with their course results (M=3.38, SD=.58) and the ones who were 

dissatisfied (M=3.31, SD=.54) was found to be insignificant (t=1.26, df=425.9, p =.210). 

This implies that there might not be a significant relationship between writing strategy 

use and the positive or negative attitude towards course results, for both groups of  

respondents were found to be medium strategy users (Yes=M= 3.35 and No= M= 3.31). 
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4.3.1 Identifying factors influencing the use of writing strategies and their 

contribution to development of writing competence                

What writing strategies are most helpful for you in developing your writing skills? 

The primary objective of this question was to reveal different motives that influenced the 

development of the respondentsô writing skills. With regard to these, the responses of the 

interview group were recorded and read carefully and the following major motives were 

identified. 

¶ Encouragement (from  parents, family members, teachers, friends and classmates) 

¶ Personal efforts  

¶ Practising writing 

¶ Effective teaching 

¶ Usefulness 

¶ Confidence 

The motivational factors identified above were found to influence the development of 

respondentsô writing skills and they can be categorized into the major dimensions of 

motivation used by Shoaib and Dornyei (2004). 

   The first factor, encouragement from parents, family members, teachers, friends, and 

classmates belongs to Significant-Other-Related Dimension. The second motivational 

factor, personal efforts can be associated with Self-Concept-Related Dimension. The third 

and fourth factors, practising writing and Effective teaching belong to Goal-Oriented 

Dimension and Educational-ContextïRelated Dimension respectively. Finally, the last 

two Usefulness and Confidence fit into Instrumental Dimension, and Self-Concept-

Related Dimension respectively.   Each of these will be discussed and illustrated in the 

following section. 
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4.3.1.1 Encouragement 

Encouragement was mentioned 14 times as the most important factor that contributed to 

the development of the respondentsô writing skills (by 7 high achievers and 7 low 

achievers). Most of these respondents disclosed that while they were in the elementary 

and high schools, they were greatly encouraged by parents, family members, teachers or 

friends to develop their writing skills. Of these, teachers were mentioned most frequently. 

For example, the following excerpts reflect the influence of significant others: 

Family Members (4): I was encouraged to develop my writing skills by my 

brother while I was in lower grades. As a result, I used to read 

different books and tried to summarize what I had read so as to 

practise writing (high achiever). 

Parents (3): I started writing letters when I was a grade 7 student because my 

mother advised me to develop my writing skills for it was useful for 

my future high school and university studies (high achiever). I was 

encouraged by my father to develop my writing skills while I was in 

the lower grades (high achiever). 

Teachers (6): I was encouraged to develop my writing skills by my high school 

teachers, but I did not exert any effort to do so (low achievers). 

Friends (1): I was informed about the importance of writing by my friend (low 

achiever). 

 

These quotes show that motivated students tend to use different writing strategies to 

achieve their writing goals (i.e., letter writing, reading different materials, and 

summarizing). Representing external factors, significant others were found to be the 

sources of studentsô motivation and this finding is in line with the social constructive 

view of motivation (Williams and Burden, 1997). In addition to this, the responses of the 

high and the low achievers further revealed that the low achievers lack the determination 

to exert sufficient effort in order to develop their writing skills: ñI was encouraged to 
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develop my writing skills by my high school teachers, but I did not exert any effort to do 

soò (low achievers), whereas the high achievers were committed to continue developing 

their writing skills using different writing strategies (see the first statement above under 

family members, as an example). The other interesting finding that can be inferred from 

these responses was that the high achievers reported to have begun to become aware of 

the importance of writing skills while they were in the lower grades. This further testifies 

to the importance of the significant others in language learning as confirmed by several 

researchers such as Lunt (2000), Williams and Burden (1997). 

 

4.3.1.2 Personal effort 

This motivational factor was mentioned 16 times by 12 high achievers and 4 low 

achievers during the interview session. These respondents believed that the development 

of writing skills is mainly attributed to personal effort. But the low achievers were less 

committed to exert effort to achieve their goal. Unlike these, the high achievers were 

found to have exerted the required effort for developing their writing skills. This 

difference in the amount of effort exerted by the two groups is evident in the following 

statements: 

Personal effort is needed to develop oneôs writing ability (high achievers). 

I did not make conscious efforts to develop my writing skills while I was 

in lower grades; I have just begun to think about the development of my 

writing skills lately at the university (low achiever). 

 

The response of the higher achiever reflects his awareness and strong belief in making 

necessary efforts to develop his writing competence.  
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4.3.1.3 Practising writing 

This factor was mentioned 25 times (by 12 high achievers and 13 low achievers). 

Although practising writing was mentioned to be useful to develop writing skills 

by both groups of respondents, the low achiever group was found to be 

inconsistent with it. They exhibited less commitment to purposefully practising 

writing than did the high achievers. This is evident from the responses below:  

Practising writing purposefully is the best strategy that helps me to 

develop my writing skills (high achiever). 

I believe that practising is good to develop oneôs writing skills, but I do 

not practice purposefully to develop my writing skills (low achiever). 

I practised writing adequately, for I had been advised by my father that 

writing is very important (high achiever). 

 

4.3.1.4 Effective teaching 

Effective teaching was mentioned 3 times (by 2 high achievers and 1 low achiever). This 

factor is regarded as influential in engaging studentsô motivation to writing activities.  It 

is generally agreed that if the students are provided with writing activities that are 

meaningful and interesting to them, they will be happy and encouraged in performing the 

writing tasks given to them and helped to understand and value the role of effective 

teaching in enhancing their skills. This is evident in the following statements: 

Effective teaching is crucial to help students develop their writing skills 

and teaching writing should be stressed in the high school like many 

private schools do (high achievers). 

Effective techniques of writing should be taught (low achiever). 

While I was in high school, one teacher taught me writing very well, his 

ways of teaching and the activities he gave us made me love writing (low 

achiever). 
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The statements also illustrate that the high and the low achievers equally value the role 

and significance of effective teaching in developing their writing competence 

 

4.3.1.5 Usefulness 

This factor was mentioned two times by the high and the low achievers: 

Since English is an international language, I can exchange information in 

writing with people from different parts of the world (high achiever). 

I did not know the importance of writing while I was in the lower grades 

(low achiever). 

 

The response of the low achiever indicates that he was not aware of the usefulness of 

writing until he joined the university, where the students are required to produce essays in 

their sophomore classes. This instance substantiates the dynamic nature of motivation 

which was discussed by Shoaib and Dornyei (2004) and indicates that motivation 

changes over time and students, as they mature, tend to develop an interest in a particular 

activity when they realize its use and importance to their achievement. The response of 

the high achiever indicates that his awareness about English as a global medium of 

communication, urges him to become committed towards developing his writing skills. 

This conforms to óInternational postureô identified as one of the motivational variables in 

learning English in an EFL context by Kormos and Csizer (2008). 

 

4.3.1.6 Confidence 

This motivational variable was mentioned 3 times. But surprisingly, it was mentioned 

only by the high achievers.  

I am more confident in my writing ability than in my speaking ability 

(high achievers). 



 

69 

 

I always feel at ease when I write something (high achievers). 

 

By and large, the above six factors were mentioned by the respondents as the main 

sources of motivation that initiated and sustained their efforts towards developing their 

writing skills. 

 

5. Conclusions 

In conclusion, the study presents, first, the analyses of the relationship between 

motivational and attitudinal variables on one hand and writing strategy use on the other. 

Subsequently, the study draws conclusions from findings and finally, it states its 

limitations and implications for future research. 

 

5.1 Motivational and attitudinal variables and writi ng strategy use: Results of 

quanitative data analysis  

The results of the analysis done on the quantitative data collected revealed that the 

respondents who had the highest mean results in motivational variables (level of 

enjoyment, ability level in essay writing and level of confidence in essay writing) tended 

to employ writing strategies most frequently. This finding is similar to the outcome of the 

studies conducted by Valler et al. on motivation (as cited in Amare, 2001), which 

concluded that learners with greater motivation demonstrated a higher level of enjoyment 

and satisfaction while learning, due to the prevalence of suitable learning environments 

(for example, teachers, classmates, schools). This implies that the more students are 

motivated towards writing, the higher the use of writing strategies which in turn leads to 

the development of improved writing competence. 
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   Similar to the results obtained through descriptive analysis, the Pearson correlation 

coefficient analysis revealed that the learners with highest results in the three 

motivational variables (perceived confidence, perceived level of enjoyment and perceived 

ability) were found to have employed writing strategies most frequently. 

   The results obtained from the quantitative analysis undertaken on the relationship 

between writing strategy use and level of satisfaction with ways of teaching writing 

indicated that the respondents who were happy with the ways of teaching writing were 

found to have employed writing strategies more frequently than those students who were 

unhappy. Moreover, based on the results obtained from the analysis done on the 

relationship between writing strategy use of an individual and his or her attitude towards 

ways of teaching, it can be concluded that an individual with a positive attitude is likely 

to employ writing strategies frequently to accomplish writing tasks. 

 

5.2 Motivational and attitudinal variables and writing strategy use: Results of 

qualitative data analysis  

Qualitative analysis techniques were used to analyze data obtained from the respondents 

on their attitude towards writing, their level of satisfaction with the course results and the 

ways of teaching writing. The frequency counts and the percentage of the responses of 

the interview group revealed that the majority of both high and low achievers have 

positive attitudes towards writing. From this result, it was difficult to draw conclusions 

regarding the influence of attitudes on writing strategy use, for no significant difference 

in the mean of writing strategy use was observed between respondents with positive and 

negative attitudes towards writing.  

   The analysis made on the responses given regarding the relationship between the level 
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of satisfaction with the course results and the results revealed that 31 factors contributed 

to the development of negative attitudes towards writing, whereas 9 major factors added 

to the development of positive attitudes. On the other front, in both the sets of the 

variables influencing the development of negative and positive attitudes, obtaining 

unexpected grade and expected grade received the highest frequency count. From these, 

it is possible to conclude that the grade which students scored is the most influential 

factor in determining their attitude towards writing. 

   The analysis of qualitative data obtained on the ways of teaching writing yielded 

various factors that contributed to the development of both negative and positive attitudes 

towards the ways of teaching writing. Therefore, it can be concluded that inability to 

develop the necessary knowledge and skills of writing is the major factor that contributed 

to the development of negative attitudes. In contrast, acquiring the necessary knowledge 

and skills of writing is the major factor for the development of positive attitudes towards 

writing. Based on this, it is possible to conclude that students are likely to give value to 

ways of teaching that help them acquire the required knowledge and skills in writing. 

   The qualitative analysis made on the data collected about the factors influencing writing 

strategy use yielded six motives: encouragement, personal efforts, practising writing, 

effective teaching, usefulness, and confidence. Of these, practising writing and personal 

effort received the first and the second highest frequency count respectively. 

Encouragement from significant others, which received the third highest frequency count, 

was found to be an influential motive that led high achievers to use different writing 

strategies to develop their writing competence. Indeed, the low achievers were also 

reported to have been encouraged by the significant others, but the possible reason for not 

developing their writing skills was due to lack of commitment to exert adequate personal 
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efforts. In contrast, high achievers demonstrated strong commitment to continuously 

improve their writing skills using different writing strategies. 

   Generally speaking, based on these findings of the study, it is possible to draw the 

following conclusions about the writing behaviour of the undergraduate students at 

Jimma University. 

Á Undergraduate students with strong motivation demonstrated high levels of 

enjoyment, confidence, perceived ability, and positive attitudes towards effective 

teaching methods. 

Á Those students, who obtained expected grades, practised writing, exerted 

adequate personal effort and who got early encouragement from significant others 

were found to be high writing strategy users.  

Á The majority of the undergraduate students were instrumentally motivated when 

learning writing. This motive has been found to be one of the main driving forces 

in developing writing skills of learners in the EFL context.  

Á Writing strategy use is individual and it is dependent on the desires to learn 

writing and to expend the effort to do so on the part of the individual, until that 

desired goal is achieved.  

As a whole, the findings of this study suggest that EFL teachers need to know studentsô 

attitudes and motivations to improve their writing. This is because, as seen in the study, 

there are different variables associated with attitudes and motivation of learners. These 

variables should be considered by EFL teachers while teaching writing in order to 

improve studentsô learning of writing and enhance their motivation. 

   The fact that motivational factors are many and multifaceted has made it difficult to 

consider all of them in the context of the present study. As a result, it is assumed that this 
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may negatively impact the quality and comprehensiveness of the results obtained from 

the assessment carried out to determine the relationship between the respondentsô 

motivation and the type of writing strategies used 

 

5.3 Limitations of the study and implications for future research  

In designing the research instruments, attempts were made to maximize their reliability 

and validity. For instance, the writing proficiency of the subjects was assessed using both 

the writing proficiency test and the perceived rating of writing ability level using close-

ended questions. Although all the necessary measures were taken on writing proficiency 

test designing and rating, the results obtained from this instrument did not match the 

results obtained from a self-rating questionnaire (perceived rating). However, this 

requires further research to identify the underlying reasons for the discrepancy between 

the results obtained from the two instruments used for testing. Due to some cultural and 

social factors, the instrument used for self rating may have limitations in bringing about 

the desired outcome in the Ethiopian context 

   The fact that the questionnaire and the proficiency test were time consuming resulted in 

disinterest towards accomplishing the task as per expected standards. For instance, the 

writing proficiency test was administered for the duration of 70 minutes and the 

completion of Questionnaire Part I and II for another 30 minutes. Consequently, during 

the assessment, some of the essays were found to be carelessly written. Such a problem 

could have been overcome if some sort of incentive was given to motivate the 

respondents. 

   Another limitation of the study relates to the inability of generalizing the results 

obtained beyond the subjects. Since the study was based on data obtained from students 
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at one university, generalization of the findings is limited to these participants only. 

Therefore, a more comprehensive study with a large sample size from different contexts 

should be replicated using both quantitative and qualitative approaches in order to test 

whether the results are similar and consistent among different samples of undergraduate 

EFL students. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Code No. of the Questionnaire __________ 

 

Dear students, 

This questionnaire is designed to investigate the writing strategies of undergraduate 

University students at Jimma University with the objective of identifying effective 

writing strategies that can be recommended for application and use in teaching students to 

improve their writing competence. Therefore your frank and thoughtful responses to the 

questions are appreciated and crucial to meet the research objectives. 

While taking part in this project, you will be required first to complete a questionnaire on 

your writing strategy use and also take a writing proficiency test.  

 

Personal Details 

Identification card number (ID.Card. No) _____________ Sex: Male ___ Female ____ 

Age __________ Mother tongue: 

______________________________________________ 

Department/School 

_________________________________________________________ 

Grade Obtained in Sophomore English 

__________________________________________ 

 

Part II  

Directions: The following are statements about writing experience. Each statement is 

followed by five scale responses of which one is chosen that indicates the frequency of 

strategy use with reference to that particular statement. Each frequency option is defined 
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as follows: 

 

1. Never true of me =the statement is not true of you at all. (100%) 

2. Usually not true of me = the statement is most of the time not true of you. 

3. Some what true of me = the statement is about half of the time is true of you 

(50%) 

4. Usually true of me = the statement is most of the time is true of you. 

5. Always true of me = the statement is true of you always (100% 

 

Please tick (P) under the option given that best describes your real writing experience. 

Remember since there is no órightô or ówrongô writing technique, all what you are 

required is to be honest to choose the one that best describe your personal writing 

experience or strategy. 

 

 

Writing Strategies Questionnaire 

 

Item Writing strategies 

Never 

true of 

me 

Usually 

not true 

of me 

Some 

what 

true of 

me 

Usually 

true of 

me 

Always 

true 

of me 

1 Whenever I write an essay or any other 

piece of writing, I go through the 

following stages: planning, drafting, 

revising, and editing. 

     

2 I spend more time on planning and 

organizing (outlining) the ideas I want to 

include in my writing. 

     

3 As I go on writing, my plan or outline will 

be revised and modified when new ideas 

come to my mind.   

     

4 I start writing an essay when ideas on the 

topics and ways of organizing them are 

clear to me 

     

5 In order to generate ideas for my writing, I 

usually discuss the issue with a friend or 

classmate. 

     

6 In order to generate ideas for my writing, I 

usually engage myself in brainstorming or 

reading relevant materials. 

     

7 When I write an essay, I quickly put down 

whatever ideas come to my mind. 
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8 I keep a diary in which I regularly write 

my day-to-day experiences (thoughts, 

feelings, happenings, etc.). 

     

9 I read English newspapers, magazines, or 

fictions for pleasure. 

     

10 I read newspapers and write my reflection 

on one important issue that interests me. 

     

11 I write a lot to develop my writing skills 

and monitor and evaluate my progress. 

     

12 When I write a text, if I face shortage of 

ideas, I will try to rewrite what I have 

already written.  

     

13 When I write a text, if I face shortage of 

ideas, I read other materials that may 

inspire me for generating new ideas. 

     

14 I revise my writing in order to improve its 

contents by adding points, deleting irrelevant 

points, and moving texts from one place to 

another as appropriate.  

     

 

Item Writing strategies 

Never 

true of 

me 

Usually 

not true of 

me 

Some 

what 

true of 

me 

Usually 

true of me 

Always 

true 

of me 

15 I revise my writing in order to improve its 

paragraph organization by checking whether 

each paragraph develops one main idea and 

fulfils its function as an introductory, or a body, 

or a concluding paragraph and by reorganizing 

paragraphs to achieve the good flow of ideas.  

     

16 I revise and edit an essay two or more times 

before I hand it in to my teacher 

     

17 After finishing my draft, I leave the editing task 

for some time to do it with a fresh mind. 

     

18 To revise my writing, I read it aloud to be able 

to check whether it really communicates the 

messages I want to convey or whether it gives 

sense. 

     

19 To revise my writing, I read it aloud to be able 

to identify problems related to lack of 

connection between ideas or transition from 

one idea to another; use of inappropriate words, 

grammatical errors, etc. 

     

20 To revise my writing, I will use a check list 

containing the following questions: Is the 

content adequate? Are the points arranged 

logically? Are all the points discussed relevant 

and clear? 

     

21 After completing writing and revising my first 

draft, I edit errors in grammar, sentence 

structure, word choice, spelling, capitalization, 

punctuation and appearance. 

     

22 After revising and editing my essay thoroughly, 

I ask a friend or my classmate to read and 

comment on it. 

     

23  I am actively involved in group work at all 

stages of writing. My involvement in group 
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work especially in revising and editing other 

peopleôs work enables me to develop my skills 

of critical reading, revising and editing 

including improving the quality of my writing. 

 

24 I revise my writing not only after completing 

the first draft but also while planning, writing 

and editing. 

     

25 I learn from my mistakes by reflecting on them 

and making systematic notes of the corrections. 

     

26 To produce a piece of writing in the classroom, 

I go through the following stages: first, I read a 

model text to imitate or learn from its linguistic 

features (mainly the appropriate use of 

vocabulary, sentence patterns and cohesive 

devices). Next, I do controlled and guided 

writing exercises to develop my skills and 

finally, I write freely on a given topic. 

     

 

Item Writing strategies 

Never 

true of 

me 

Usually 

not true of 

me 

Some 

what 

true of 

me 

Usually 

true of me 

Always 

true 

of me 

27 I start writing an essay or any other formal text 

before deciding what to include and how to 

organize it. 

     

28 When I write a text, I give a high priority to its 

grammatical accuracy than any other of its 

aspects; that is, I try my best to make my 

writing free from any grammar and mechanics 

mistakes. 

     

29 When I write a text, I use a dictionary or a 

grammar book to check the correctness of 

spellings, grammar or word choice. 

     

30 I write the first draft of an essay and then I just 

hand it in without revising and editing it or with 

little revision and edition. 

     

31 When I write an essay, I do not have any 

particular target audience in mind. 

     

 

32 

To produce a particular type of text (e.g.  a 

letter or a report) in the classroom, I go through 

the following stages: first I read and analyze a 

model text. Next, I do exercises on the 

linguistics and organization features of the 

model text. Finally, I write the text in question. 

     

33 When I write an essay, I have my teacher, 

classmates or other readers in mind as an 

audience. 

     

34 I write a text to achieve a particular purpose. 

Consequently, I incorporate the features 

(vocabulary, grammar and organization) 

commonly found  in texts similar to it so that it 

can meet the expectations and needs of target 

readers. 

     

35 I write a variety of text types that include 

essays, reports, letters, emails, notes, messages, 

term papers, articles, notices or stories. 

     

36 Before composing a text, I engage in concept 

mapping (showing a visual representation of 

related ideas or concepts on a particular topic) 
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to identify issues and secure the organization of 

my writing. 

37 When I write a text, I use effective linking 

words and other cohesive devices and methods 

of organization in order to ensure clear and 

logical relationships between and among 

sentences in a paragraph as well as between 

and among paragraphs. 

     

38 I write a composition in class with confidence 

and ease. 

     

 

 

Appendix 2 

 

Code No. of the Questionnaire __________ 

Dear students, 

 

This questionnaire is designed to investigate the relationship between writing strategy use 

of undergraduate University students and their motivation to learn writing Therefore your 

frank and thoughtful responses to the questions are appreciated and crucial to meet the 

research objectives. 

 

Personal Details  

Identification card number (ID. Card. No) _____________ Sex: Male ___ Female ____ 

 Age _______________       Mother tongue __________________________________     

Department/School ______________________________________________________  

Grade Obtained in Sophomore English ________________________________________ 

 Directions: Answer each of the following questions based on the instructions. For 

the questions that require written answers, provide your answers in the space 

provided. 

 

Pq 1. Rate your ability in writing an essay. Put a tick in the appropriate box. 

    Ä Very good    Ä Good        ÄAverage       Ä fair    Ä poor 
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Pq2. Rate your level of enjoyment in writing a text. Put a tick in the appropriate box. 

       Ä Extreme dislike                               Ä Enjoyment                                                    

       Ä Dislike                                            Ä Extreme enjoyment 

       Ä Neutral        

 

Pq31-37. What are the reasons for developing your writing skills? Put a number (1, 2, 

3,é)  in the box to show the order of importance of the reasons for learning writing. Start 

with the number 1 that represents your most important reason. 

ÃTo get prepared to meet the future demands of writing in professional settings. 

Ã To meet my academic requirements 

Ã To get an opportunity to work in a foreign country. 

Ã To express my thoughts and feelings.  

Ã. To master the written system to English language.  

Ã. To pursue my postgraduate studies in the future. 

ÃT o achieve high grades in the writing and other courses. 

Others please specify 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Pq10. Were you satisfied with your writing course (Sophomore English) exam result? Put 

a tick in the appropriate box. 

Ä Yes                   Ä No 

Why, explain 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Pq11. Were you happy with the way you were taught writing? Put a tick in the 

appropriate box.  

Ä Yes                   Ä No 

Why, explain 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 3 

 

Writing Proficiency Test 

Instructions: Assume that Jimma University intends to identify the major problems 

student face in the teaching-learning process and find ways and means to improve the 

quality of education it offers. As part of this endeavor, you are required to write an essay 

about 300 words on the topic ñThe Major Problems Student Face in the Teaching and 

Learning Process at Jimma Universityò using the blank sheets of paper attached. In 

your essay, please include possible solutions you may think are useful to overcome the 

problems. Please note that the information you give will be confidential and shall not 

be disclosed to the third party. 

The essay is used to assess your writing proficiency and will be 

evaluated as per the following evaluation criteria: 

¶ Adequacy and relevance of the content            (35%) 

¶ Correct grammatical patterns and variety 

           of sentence structures                 (25%) 

¶ Development and organization of ideas                         (20%) 

¶ Use of appropriate words (diction)             (15%) 

¶ Correct use of spelling, punctuation, and capitalization   (5%) 

Please provide information on the following: 

ID. Card No _________________________ 

Department/ School ___________________ 

 

Time Allotted: 1:10 hours 
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Appendix 4 

 

Factors contributing for dissatisfaction and satisfaction with the exam results 

identified from open-ended questions 

 

Major and minor themes 
Fre-

quency 
Typical Example 

Causes for dissatisfaction 240  

Teacherôs related problems 55  

Á unfairness 14 

Our teacher was partial during evaluation (low achiever). 

The teacher gave me unfair grade; he did not care to identify 

who deserved what (average achiever). 

Á Intimidation/discouragement 5 
The teacher discouraged us by saying that no student was found 

to have written an effective essay (high achiever). 

Á Lack of commitment 9 
The teacher did not teach us well, he came to class four times in 

a semester (high achiever). 

Á Inattentive marking of exam 

papers 
7 

The instructor did not read my essay carefully and gave me 

unexpected grade (high achiever). 

Á Incompetent/unqualified 18 
The teacher was not competent and I did not develop my 

writing skills (average achiever). 

Á Overcorrection 2 
I was not satisfied with it because of overcorrection (average 

achiever). 

Grade related problems 63  

Á Unexpected grade 33 
I worked hard, but I did not get the expected grade (average 

achiever). 

Á Poor grade 13 The teacher gave me poor grade (low achiever). 

Á Unsatisfactory grade 14 
I worked very hard and did the exam very well but my result 

was not satisfactory (low achiever). 

Á Scale problem 3 
I got unsatisfactory grade for a matter of 2 marks deficient from 

the cut point (average achiever). 

Course related problems 27  

Á Vast 2 
Since the course was very vast, we did not learn it properly 

(average achiever). 

Á Boring 1 
A lot of reading materials which are difficult to cover with 

interest. 

Á Difficult  13 
The course was difficult to manage, so I did not get a good 

grade (high achiever). 

Á Theoretical 3 I learned the theory only (low achiever). 

Á Incomplete 2 
Something was missing from the course that it could not help 

us to develop our writing skills (average achiever). 

Á Inadequate time 4 

The time allotted for the course was not enough. As a result, I 

did not develop the required knowledge and skills in writing 

(high achiever). 
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Á Unfavorable context 2 
The course was good but the environment in which we learned 

the course was not favorable (average achiever). 

 

 

Major and minor themes 
Fre-

quency 
Typical Example 

Exam related problems 23  

Á Inadequate time allocation 10 
The time allotted for the exam was inadequate 

(high achiever). 

Á Unrelated to the content 

       covered 
6 

There was a difference between the exam and what 

we were taught (average achiever). 

Á Uninteresting topics for 

       essay writing 
2 

The topics given for essay writing were unfamiliar 

and not interesting (low achiever). 

Á Difficult  5 
The exam was very hard and the teacher did not 

teach us properly (high achiever). 

Student related problems 72  

Á Inadequate preparation 10 
I did not prepare for the exam (average achiever). 

 

Á Inability to generate and 

organize ideas 
6 

I have no ability to generate ideas and organize 

them (average achiever). 

Á Inadequate grammar and 

vocabulary knowledge 
9 

I did not have adequate knowledge of grammar and 

vocabulary (low achiever). 

Á Poor background in writing 6 

When I was in high school I did not learn about 

writing and when I was taught at the University I 

was very confused (average achiever). 

Á Poor hand writing 3 
Since my hand writing was not good, my result was 

not satisfactory (low achiever). 

Á Not developing the right     

skills (lack of practice) 
22 

I did not get opportunities to practice writing. As a 

result, my writing skills remain undeveloped (low 

achiever). 

Á Feelings of anxiety in the 

exam 
2 

While doing the exam, I was under stress and sick 

because the exam was difficult (average achiever). 

Á Not doing the exam well 7 
I did not do the exam well, for I made mistakes 

(average achiever). 

Á Poor relationship with the 

teacher 
1 

I had poor relationship with the teacher (average 

achiever). 

Á Not good at writing 6 
I am not good at writing (low achiever). 

I do not like writing (average achiever). 
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Major and minor themes 
Fre-

quency 
Typical Example 

Causes of satisfaction 176  

Grade 85  

Á Satisfactory 16 

Although I have different shortcomings to 

overcome in the future, I am satisfied with my 

result (high achiever). 

Á Deserving 31 

I got what I deserved. I really liked the course and I 

worked hard; it is one of the important courses 

given in the University (high achiever). 

I was satisfied because I did not give much attention 

to the course, so I got what I deserve (high 

achiever). 

Á Good grade 38 
I got a good grade based on my work (high 

achiever). 

Development of  required 

knowledge and skills 

 

50 

I have gained adequate knowledge and skills in 

writing (average achiever). 

Even if the result was not good enough, I learned 

useful writing techniques that I will use them in the 

future (high achiever). 

Effective ways of teaching 12 
I appreciated the way I was taught writing (high 

achiever). 

Good background 3 
I had a good background in learning English and I 

am interested in the course (average achiever). 

Hard work  8 
I had been working so hard to improve my writing 

skills and I did it (high achiever). 

Interest in the course 6 
The course is essential and interesting (high 

achiever). 

Practising writing  1 
I practiced writing adequately by writing letters, 

essays and reports (high achiever). 

Good exam 4 

The exam was good, it needed all the points you 

have known before and after learning the course 

(high achiever). 

Interesting topics for essay 

writ ing 
7 

I was satisfied with my writing course because the 

topic that the teacher gave us to write on was very 

close to our heart (high achiever). 
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Appendix 5  

 

Factors contributing to dissatisfaction and satisfaction with the ways of teaching 

writing iden tified from open-ended questions 

 

Major and minor themes Frequency Typical Example 

Causes for dissatisfaction 82  

Teacher related factors   

Á Lack of commitment 7 
Our teacher was not dedicated enough to teach us 

writing (high achiever). 

Á Incompetent/unqualified 9 
I was taught by the teacher who was not well 

acquainted with the subject matter (high achiever). 

Á Giving no feedback 3 No comment was given on my writing (high achiever). 

Á Autocratic 1 The teacher was tyrannous (low achiever). 

Á Ineffective teaching methods 5 

The teacher did not give us opportunities to practice 

writing; as a result we did not develop our writing 

skills (average achiever). 

Student related factors   

Á Not developing the necessary 

knowledge and skills of writing 
28 

The course did not enable us to develop our writing 

skills (high achiever). 

Á Disliking writing 4 

I do not like writing because I do not have good 

grammar and vocabulary knowledge (average 

achiever). 

Á Poor background 4 
I did not learn how to develop my writing skills in 

high school (low achiever). 

Course related factors   

Á Boring 3 
The course was boring and the teacher was 

undemocratic (average achiever). 

Á Inadequate time 2 
The time allotted to the course was not enough (high 

achiever). 

Á Incomplete 6 
The course was insufficient to provide me with the 

necessary skills (average achiever). 

Á Not understandable 1 
The concept of writing is not conceivable to me (low 

achiever). 

Á Theory oriented 7 

Writing can not be developed by learning it 

theoretically; we have to practice it always. But what 

is being practiced in the class as I noted is loading lots 

of theoretical ideas and handouts (high achiever). 

Á Inconducive atmosphere 2 
There were many students in one class, being crowded 

while learning a writing course (high achiever). 

Á Diffic ult 1 
Writing is very difficult; most of us have problems in 

writing effective texts (average achiever). 
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Major and minor themes Frequency Typical Example 

Factors contributing to the 

development of positive attitudes in 

ways of teaching writing 

308  

Usefulness of the course   

Á Developing writing knowledge and 

skills required in academic and 

professional settings 

76 

The course is very essential to get prepared to meet the 

demands of writing in academic and work place settings 

and also to be able to express ideas in a good manner 

(average achiever). 

Á To communicate with foreigners 2 

I am happy to develop my writing skills so that I can 

communicate with foreigners effectively (average 

achiever). 

Á To be a good writer 9 

I will become a good writer and I may get an 

opportunity to work in a foreign country (average 

achiever). 

Á For self expression 33 
To express my thoughts and feelings, developing my 

writing skills is crucial (high achiever). 

Á To develop critical thinking skills 4 
Writing is important to develop critical thinking skills 

(low achiever). 

Á English is an international language 4 

Since English is an international language, the course 

enables me to communicate with different foreigners. So 

I have the interest to be a well skilled writer (low 

achiever). 

Á It is a key to success in  life 20 
I was happy to learn how to develop my writing skills. 

Writing ability is a key to success in life (low achiever). 

Á  For self evaluation 1 
The course enabled me to evaluate myself in essay 

writing (high achiever). 

Á Developing knowledge and sharing 

with others 
7 

Writing skills enable me to build my knowledge and 

communicate my ideas with others (high achiever). 

Á To improve writing skills that build 

self confidence 
5 

Developing writing skills makes me a perfect and 

confident man (average achiever). 

I became knowledgeable and confident in writing (high 

achiever). 

Teacher related attributes   

Á Knowledgeable 9 

 I was very happy with the way I was taught writing, for 

I was able to improve my writing skills, since the 

teacher was talented and smart (average achiever). 

Á Well qualified 11 
I was happy with the skills and ways of teaching writing 

of the instructor (high achiever). 

Á Committed to teaching writing 7 
My instructor taught me writing with great devotion and 

interest (high achiever). 

Á Employed effective strategies for 

teaching writing 
24 

The teacher taught me in an organized way. It was 

effective and attractive; it made me love the subject 

(high achiever). 

 

Major and minor themes Frequency Typical Example 
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Effective ways of teaching writing   

Á Guidelines for effective writing 3 
The guidelines for writing effective texts can help us for 

our future career (high achiever). 

Á Student centered 2 

Since the method employed in teaching writing was 

student centered, it made students work hard (average 

achiever). 

Á Theory coupled with practice 5 

 Our teacher taught us the theory and helped us practice 

adequately. He gave us a lot of writing assignments and 

writing tasks in the class (high achiever). 

Á Practising writing 25 
I got opportunities to practice writing. As a result of this, 

I have improved my writing skills (average achiever). 

Students related factors   

Á Interest/Enjoying writing 53 

I am happy with the way I was taught writing; it 

enhanced my skills of organization, developing my own 

point of view and correcting mistakes in writing 

(average achiever). 

When I express my thoughts and ideas in writing, I feel 

satisfied (high achiever). 

Á Good at writing 1 
I am naturally gifted with writing ability (average 

achiever). 

Á Good background 7 
I was taught through out the high school by native 

speaker teachers (high achiever). 
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Abstract 

As a response to the ongoing developments in Egyptian Higher Education which call for 

the implementation of more innovative technology-assisted methods of teaching, and out 

of the universal paradigm shift that emphasises learner autonomy and perceives learning 

as a lifelong process, this study examines the effects of electronic portfolios, as a non-

traditional tool, on enhancing Egyptian EFL college studentsô writing competence and 

autonomy. The study was conducted on sixty fourth year college students (23 males and 

37 females). The participants were randomly assigned to either an experimental group, or 

a control group, of 30 students each. Whereas members of the control group developed 

traditional paper portfolios, members of the experimental group used the Internet and 

online resources to develop and present the same essay portfolios. Two instruments were 

developed and used to assess the impact of the electronic portfolio: a) the Writing 

Competence Rating Scale; and b) the Learning Autonomy Scale. Results of the ANCOVA 

analysis reveal that online portfolios did not yield significant effects on studentsô writing 

competence and learning autonomy due to the interference of various extraneous 

variables which are the least controllable in online research. Further interpretations and 

study limitations were discussed. 

 

Keywords: Electronic Portfolios, Writing Competence, Learning Autonomy 
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Introduction  

As we move forward through this rapidly evolving information age, the integration of 

information and communication technologies into education has become ñan imperativeò 

(Warchauer, 2002; p. 455). Therefore, electronic literacy (mastery of basic technology 

skills) has become a prerequisite for college graduates in this era. Without necessary 

electronic competence, these graduates ñwill find themselves at a disadvantage 

educationally and occupationallyò (Seaman, Wilkinson, and Buboltz, 2001; p. 87). As 

such, there is an overwhelming demand for the incorporation of modern technologies into 

education at all levels. This is most evident in higher education where many institutions 

around the globe are racing toward the incorporation of online courses into the curricula 

of various academic fields (Desai and Loso, 2003). Thus, many institutions have begun 

ñto enrich their once interpersonal lecture classes using e-mails, discussion groups, and 

personal web pagesò (St-Pierre, 2001; p. 96).  

   Obviously, this is due to the acknowledged potential of the information-rich 

environment instructional technologies offer for education. In fact, these technologies 

ñhave opened new avenues for assisting both teachers and learnersò (Dixon and Johnson, 

2001; p. 40). Among other benefits, modern technologies offer easy access to a plethora 

of data through various means, especially the World Wide Web. Also, information and 

communication technologies have facilitated interaction between teachers and learners 

through both synchronous and asynchronous channels. Consequently, this has helped 

learning and instruction to surpass the limitation of time and space.  

   Clearly, the impact of information and communication technologies on education ñis 

certainly felt at all levels, from preschool to the college arenaò (Seeman, et. al., 2001; p. 

81). Consequently, technology has become ñan important factor of change in educationò 



 

92 

 

(Alvarez and Rico, 2006; p. 13), and, as Cambiano, et. al., (2001) aptly put it, education 

today ñis searching for a new meaning for the teaching and learning processò (p. 21).  

   This vivid influence encompasses both teachers and learners who have to ñmodify their 

epistemologies to construct knowledge with and from more robust modes of 

representationò (Dickenson, 2001; p. 39). Thus, the influence of technology in education 

is manifested in the shift toward adopting new forms of course delivery which 

conceptualise learners as knowledge creators, rather than as passive recipients. 

Accordingly, the roles of both the teacher and the learner have drastically changed and 

the authoritarian relationship has given way to a more democratic, humanistic, and 

constructivist orientation where the two sides act as partners.  

   Clearly, education in Egypt is not immune to the strong influences which technologies 

have brought to other educational systems worldwide. This change has been manifested 

by the officially announced policy of the Ministry of Higher Education to implement 

drastic measures which aim at bringing about educational reform in various institutions 

throughout the country. In fact, the ongoing reform policy has two characteristics: First, 

the shift toward multi-modal electronic resources which aims to replace the obsolete 

paradigm characterized by mono-source textbook curricula, domineering lecturers, and 

passive recipient learners. Of course, this necessitates the incorporation of modern 

instructional media; especially computer facilities, which help maximize studentsô 

learning potential. Second, at the heart of this reform policy lies the focus on student-

centred approaches and practices which aim at achieving greater learner autonomy. 

Obviously, this objective has a high priority in order for students to take the initiative in 

their own learning and acquire the critical thinking skills necessary for academic life. 

   In line with the ongoing developments in Egyptian Higher Education which aim at the 
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implementation of more innovative technology-assisted methods of teaching that help 

foster learnersô autonomy, and out of the universal ñparadigm shift from teacher-centred 

to learner-centred instructionò which sees learning as ña lifelong process rather than 

something done to prepare for the examò (Jacobs and Farrell, 2001), this study attempts 

to assess the potential of electronic portfolios as a ñnon-traditional tool that ñseems to 

show the greatest promise in enhancing diverse dimensions of learning and in promoting 

learnersô autonomyò (Chen, 2006; p.69).  

   In fact, electronic portfolios provide both teachers and parents with an accessible 

archive of authentic work which manifests studentsô ñdeep learningò and ñownershipò of 

the tasks. Moreover, electronic portfolios can offer a structure for students ñto reflect 

systematically over time on the learning process and to develop the aptitude, skills, and 

habits that come from reflectionò (Zubizarreta, 2004; p. 15).  

   Also, electronic portfolios can help promote writing competence. In order to 

successfully complete their portfolios, learners experience various self-engaging activities 

through which they become active participants in the writing process; students are held 

accountable for topic selection, development, reflection, organization, as well as 

publishing. As such, electronic portfolios have the potential of enhancing studentsô 

writing competence. However, research exploring the use of electronic portfolios for 

developing writing is quite scarce (Song and August, 2002, Ushioda and Ridley, 2002, 

Sullivan, 2004, Barrett, 2005a, and Barrett, 2008). As such, many researchers recommend 

the use of this technology-based tool so that it can be later affirmed through research 

whether or not the educational objectives to which reformers aspire are actually being 

attained. To cite one, Barrett (2005b) states that ñthe time is right to study the potential of 

electronic portfolios to engage students in active participation in assessing and managing 
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their own learningò (p. 23). To be more specific, she calls for an examination of the role 

of electronic portfolios in supporting student learning, engagement, and collaboration in 

order to better understand what works, especially with adolescent learners and their 

teachers. Therefore, investigating the impact of this new medium is needed ñto record 

evidence of studentsô progress toward meeting standards (Barrett, 2005b; p. 7). Thus, 

through more informative research on the use of electronic portfolios, ñwe can realize the 

true potential of using technology to both improve and showcase student achievement 

across the curriculumò (Barrett, 2008; p.10). As a response to such research calls, this 

study attempts to examine the potential of electronic portfolios for enhancing studentsô 

writing competence and autonomy.  

 

Background 

This section sheds light on the fundamental concepts relevant to portfolio design and 

implementation in the educational arena. Specifically, it highlights basic issues such as 

portfolio definitions, purposes, components, and advantages, as well as the major 

distinctive features of the electronic portfolio. It also reviews previous research relevant 

to the use of electronic portfolios in foreign language programs. 

 

The Electronic Portfolio 

According to the National Learning Infrastructure Initiative (2003, cited in Barrett, 

2005a), the electronic portfolio is:  

ñA collection of authentic and diverse evidence, drawn from a large 

archive representing what a person or organization has learned over time, 

on which the person or organization has reflected and designed for 

presentation to one or more audiences for a particular rhetorical purposeò. 
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   An electronic portfolio makes use of modern technologies to create and publish a 

document that a certain audience can access and read through the computer. Also, 

through electronic technologies, students and teachers can collect and organize portfolio 

artifacts into various types (e.g. audio, video, graphics, and text). Moreover, they can use 

hypertext links to organize the material and include evidence of accomplishing 

appropriate outcomes, goals or standards.  

   Electronic portfolios have several advantages: 1) organizational flexibility, 2) display 

flexibility, 3) ability to connect content to standards, and 4) use of communication tools, 

(Davies, 2002; p. 2). Besides, electronic portfolios require minimal storage space and, 

therefore, students do not need massive storage systems. Also, electronic portfolios can 

be easily accessed by prospective employers online. In addition, electronic portfolios can 

contain multiple media; e.g., visual, audio, and text. Furthermore, electronic portfolios 

are easy to upgrade; their content may be updated from time to time to fit studentsô needs, 

interests and objectives throughout the course. And finally, electronic portfolios allow 

cross-referencing of student work through hyperlinks (Ali, 2005).  

 

Portfolio Components 

According to Barrett (2005b), a portfolio has three general components; content, process, 

and purpose. These are described below: 

1) The content includes the evidence (the learnerôs artefacts and reflections). An example 

might be writing samples, assignments, or activities undertaken over time and selected to 

showcase studentsô writing proficiency development.  

2) The process includes the tools used, the sequence of activities, the rules set by the 

institution, the reflections constructed by the learner, the evaluation criteria, etc.  
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3) The purpose refers to the reasons for which this tool was developed. A portfolio could 

have various purposes; assessment, learning, professional development, and marketing 

etc.  

   Yet, based on the portfolio purpose, educators give a special emphasis to the following 

two types: 

a) Assessment (Summative) Portfolios 

The focus here is on the product or outcomes exemplified in documents aggregated over 

time to meet the expectations of a particular institution as in the case of graduation or 

certification. Thus, assessment portfolios reflect ñthe viewpoint of the evaluatorò (Darling, 

2001; p. 108), and as such, students perceive these portfolios as ñsomething done to them 

rather than something they want to maintain as a lifelong learning toolò (Barrett, 2005a). 

In other words, the learners do not seem to have the strong sense of learning ownership. 

b) Learning (Formative) Portfolios 

The major purpose of this type is to foster learning and document growth over time. 

Unlike the previous type, the focus is on the process of learning. In other words, this tool 

ñembodies the pains students experienced throughout the journey of recording, reflecting, 

and analysing their documentsò (Darling, 2001; p. 108). Therefore, the items included 

reflect learnersô perspectives, not outside standards and, as a result, students develop a 

strong sense of ownership as this tool turns to be ña story told by the learnerôs own voiceò 

(Barrett, 2005a).  

 

Previous Studies 

A review of relevant literature reveals that most empirical studies which investigated the 

incorporation of electronic portfolios in various educational domains have focussed 
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mainly on using this tool for assessment. To cite a few, Cambiano, Fernandez, and 

Martinez (2001) administered a survey on 58 college students in order to examine how 

they differ in 1) the process of developing and conducting traditional and electronic 

portfolios, 2) methodology, and 3) evaluation. Study findings indicated significant 

differences between the experimental and control groups in the processes of developing 

and conducting traditional and online portfolios. On the other hand, no significant 

differences were reported on methodology and evaluation. Though this study stopped 

short of elaborating on these differences, it concluded that ñelectronic portfolios can be 

used to visualize studentsô performance and certify their progress. They can be utilized as 

tools for teaching, learning, and evaluationò (p. 24).  

   Also, Wilson, Wright, and Stallworth (2003) found that students prefer using electronic 

portfolios to self evaluate their conceptional knowledge and show their ability to connect 

learning. As a result of assessment through electronic portfolios, students became more 

engaged and their personal theories, beliefs, and practices came together in a cohesive 

bond. Students reported that portfolios provided them with the opportunity to showcase 

their artifacts and bear responsibility for their learning. 

   Brown (2004) used online surveys to identify graduate studentsô responses to the 

electronic portfolio assessment. His study showed that authentic assessment through 

electronic portfolios was useful for facilitating reflective thinking that resulted in self-

regulated learning. Therefore, he concluded that electronic portfolio assessment is not 

only a valid measure of skill and concept attainment, but is also a reliable tool for 

predicting future career performance. 

   Wickersham and Chambers (2006) conducted a study on 26 graduate students 

(majoring in secondary education) in order to identify the effective strategies that can be 
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utilized to design and develop electronic portfolios for the assessment of learning. After 

three semesters of implementation, a survey was administered to explore studentsô 

perceptions concerning the benefits and challenges of electronic portfolios as assessment 

tools. Data analysis revealed that there has been an overall continual improvement for 

items within three learning outcomes; 1) organizational skills, 2) self-knowledge, and 3) 

knowledge and skills transfer. Moreover, this authentic assessment tool helped students 

promote reflection and self efficacy. Through journaling exercises, the participants were 

better able to express their ideas and look back on past assignments to observe their 

progress. Study results also showed studentsô preference to electronic portfolios as 

opposed to traditional assessment tests. Electronic portfolios allowed a broader 

expression of learning, immediate feedback on progress, and more authentic assessment. 

They also helped document studentsô growth and ñpersonalizedò learning through 

offering ña relevant personal journey and diverse types of evidence needed when 

measuring the depth and breadth of their performanceò (p. 368). 

   However, few studies have addressed the emerging issues of electronic portfolio 

implementation in foreign language learning. For example, Chang (2002) administered an 

evaluation questionnaire to 35 students in a pre-service teacher education program in 

order to identify the impact of a web-based portfolio on learning processes and outcomes. 

Study results revealed that the web-based portfolio system helped students obtain more 

feedback from their peers than from their teachers. Accordingly, peer feedback became a 

necessary component of web-based learning activities. 

   Also, Dhonau and McAlpine (2005) reported the results of a piloted foreign language 

program that required students to produce a CD-Rom portfolio as part of a second 

language Methods course. The CD-Rom was part of a package presented during an 
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accreditation review. Although the creation of the CD-Rom was for institutional review, 

it also led to fostering interaction among the faculty and the students and helped raise 

standards for better institutional accreditation. 

   Chang, Wu, and Ku (2005) examined the perceptions of 37 eighth grade Taiwanese 

students towards introducing electronic portfolios in teaching English as a foreign 

language. Study results indicated overwhelmingly positive reactions among the 

participants who hailed the use of this tool in Taiwanese schools.  

   Similarly, Kocoglu (2008) conducted a descriptive study which investigated the 

perceptions of Turkish EFL student teachersô perceptions toward using electronic 

portfolios as a learning tool. The results of student teachersô interviews indicated that 

electronic portfolios helped the participants collect study material, stay up-to-date with 

innovations in the digital world, find relevant careers, and support their professional 

development through working collaboratively. However, a few student teachers 

underestimated the effectiveness of electronic portfolios for promoting reflective thinking. 

   On the other hand, Rossi, Magnoler, Giannandrea (2008) reported that electronic 

portfolios are effective for enhancing reflection among both teachers and students. The 

researchers used surveys and quantitative log tracement data to examine 200 electronic 

portfolios over a three semester period. Study findings indicated that electronic portfolios 

are useful for promoting adult in-service training. Electronic portfolios helped meet the 

needs of the participants and provide them with formal and informal recordings of 

learning activities. However, the researchers cautioned that these benefits might be 

hampered by lack of motivation, activity overload, and rigid portfolio structures. 

   Chi-Hua (2008) used electronic portfolios as part of an online writing system that 

supports non-native students during their writing process. The central premise of that 
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system was that learners need relevant resources when writing in an online environment. 

Therefore, the proposed system provided students with a friendly supportive writing 

environment through: 1) writing practice, 2) peer review, and 3) electronic portfolios. 

This last component included a learning record and a learning journal which students 

could check and retrieve, both original and revised drafts, for comparison. In this way, 

students made use of electronic portfolios to reflect on their writing processes and 

problems. 

   Finally, Gary (2009) conducted a qualitative study which explored the realistic 

problems and challenges facing various stakeholders (developers, administrators, students, 

as well as teachers) during the implementation of an electronic portfolio system in a 

language center in Hong Kong Polytechnic University. The study offered various 

suggestions in response to stakeholdersô concerns regarding the use of electronic 

portfolios for: 1) supporting life-long learning, 2) archiving, 3) showcasing selected 

artefacts, and 4) recording professional development. 

   From the above, it is obvious that electronic portfolios are increasingly drawing the 

attention of EFL researchers and practitioners in various institutions worldwide. As a new 

tool, its design, development, implementation, and evaluation need to be thoroughly 

investigated in order to maximize its benefits in foreign language programs. 

 

Learner Autonomy 

   As explained earlier, a major characteristic of the portfolio is that it is student-centered. 

In other words, the learner is fully engaged throughout the portfolio development process; 

that is to say, in the identification, reflection, analysis, and presentation of the artifacts 

included in this tool. Thus, the learner has to take responsibility for developing his 
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portfolio. Consequently, portfolios have the potential for boosting ñlearner autonomyò 

(which has become a buzzword over the last two decades), (Little, 1999, cited in Chiu, 

2008). Nowadays, learner autonomy is perceived as ñan unquestionable goal and integral 

part of language learning methodologies throughout the world. Large amounts of time, 

energy and money are spent on its promotion and implementationò (Reinders, 2000; p. 2).  

   Learning autonomy also relates to the prevalent paradigm shift which emphasizes the 

role of the language learner as an active participant who has ña choice as to the what and 

the how of the curriculum,ò and at the same time, ñshould feel responsible for his own 

learning,ò (Jacobs and Farrell, 2001).  

   Learning autonomy refers to ñthe ability to take charge of oneôs own learningò (Holec, 

1981 cited in Reinders, 2000; p. 3). This ability includes the ñcapacity for detachment, 

critical reflection, decision making, and independent actionò (Little, 1991; p. 4). Thus, 

autonomy requires ñactionò on the part of the learner when he takes responsibility for 

planning, monitoring, and evaluating his effort. Consequently, autonomous learners 

ñdefine their goals and create their own learning opportunitiesò (Nunan, 1997; p. 145). 

Besides ability and action, consciousness seems to be an important part of the autonomy 

process. This involves the consciousness of making choices about what to learn and how 

to learn it and the consciousness of progress, etc. As such, ñone cannot make informed 

choices about what to learn or select appropriate strategies without being conscious of itò 

(Reinders, 2000; p. 11). 

   Thus, the term ñautonomyò has come to be used in at least five ways: 1) for situations 

in which learners study entirely on their own; 2) for a set of skills which can be learned 

and applied in self-directed learning; 3) for an inborn capacity; 4) for the exercise of 

learnersô responsibility for their own learning and; 5) for the right of learners to 
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determine the direction of their own learning (Thanasoulas, 2000).  

   From this, the autonomous learner takes the initiative in his own learning. He adopts an 

active role in approaching the learning task, rather than simply reacting to stimuli of the 

classroom teacher. In other words, ñthe autonomous learner is not one to whom things 

merely happen; he is one who, by his own volition, causes things to happen. Learning is 

seen as the result of his own self-initiated interaction with the worldò (Thanasoulas 2000). 

 

The Study 

Though writing is a major skill that most EFL programs at Egyptian universities give a 

high priority, many students encounter serious difficulties when developing standard 

essays of different genres and rhetorical patterns. Studentsô incompetence may be partly 

due to lack of practice and enthusiasm for writing. As a complex and recursive skill, 

writing requires steady engagement in appropriate activities in order for the learners to 

fully experience the various aspects of this discourse. For this reason, this study aims to 

boost Egyptian college studentsô writing competence through the incorporation of 

electronic portfolios into face-to-face instruction. In addition, as a technology-based tool, 

the electronic portfolio has the potential for enhancing studentsô learning autonomy. Thus, 

in order to examine the impact of electronic portfolios on these variables, this study seeks 

answers to the following questions: 

1. What effect does the development and presentation of an electronic portfolio have on  

 studentsô overall writing competence? 

2. What effect does the development and presentation of an electronic portfolio have on  

 studentsô learning autonomy? 
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Method 

 

Sample 

This study was conducted on sixty fourth year college students (23 males and 37 females) 

majoring in English as a foreign language at the College of Education, Tanta University. 

The participants were randomly assigned to an experimental and a control group, 30 

students each. The participants had studied literature, linguistics, as well as various 

education related topics. As for writing instruction, the participants had been studying the 

essay as a mandatory subject over the previous three years through which they handled 

various types of genres; descriptive, narrative, expository, etc. Accordingly, members of 

the two groups were required to hand in a portfolio which contained at least five final 

drafts of different essays handled throughout the term. To this end, members of the 

experimental group were able to use the Internet to develop their portfolios in on-campus 

computer labs. Meanwhile, members of the control group developed their paper-based 

portfolios during traditional face-to-face classrooms wherein they had no access to 

computer facilities. Finally, the same material, techniques, activities, and strategies were 

used for the two groups by the same instructor (this investigator) who implemented the 

process approach throughout this course. 

 

Implementation 

The electronic portfolio adopted for use in this study had a learning purpose, (not an 

assessment one); namely, to help students experience the writing process on their own, 

through planning, setting objectives, gathering relevant data, carrying out objectives, and 

reflecting on the writing process through revision and reformulation of the whole piece of 

writing. Thus, since the main focus of this study was to have students experience writing 
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as a complex and recursive process, the electronic portfolio served as a vehicle for 

showcasing learning growth relevant to essay writing. Hopefully, this helped support a 

ñsense of ownershipò and created ñan environment of reflection and collaborationò 

among the participants (Barrett, 2004).  

 

A Framework for Portfolio Development 

Barrettôs (2005b) widely acknowledged model for portfolio development was adopted for 

use in this study. This model comprises two types of skills; a) portfolio skills and b) 

technology skills. These are explained below: 

 

a) Portfolio Skills 

According to this model, the portfolio development process has five stages: 

1. Collection: Students gather artifacts (in this case, relevant material to essay writing) 

that show their successful endeavors and growth opportunities in their day-to-day 

learning.  

2. Selection: Students identify the artifacts which act as evidence in the meeting 

particular objectives and standards. 

3. Reflection: Students evaluate their own progress over time. They review the successes 

as well as the gaps in the portfolio development process. 

4. Projection: Students compare their reflections to particular standards and performance 

indicators in order to fulfil future learning objectives. In this way, a portfolio becomes a 

tool for lifelong learning. 

5. Presentation Students fulfil their commitment to share their portfolios with the public; 

peers, friends, or parents. To this end, they store their portfolios in an appropriate 
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medium, e.g., a computer disk, a hard disk, a web server, etc. As a time to celebrate 

achievement, this stage helps encourage collaboration and development of lifelong 

learning through the feedback students receive from their peers.  

 

b) Electronic Skills 

The second component of Barrettôs model for portfolio development required learners to 

master certain technology skills necessary for functioning within the electronic medium. 

Acquiring these skills was a prerequisite in order to convert the artifacts into digital 

format. Among others, learners had to acquire file management skills (i.e., the naming, 

organizing, attaching, copying and pasting of files). Also, they had to be familiar with the 

use of web browsers, e-mail programs, word processing, and concept mapping (Barrett, 

2008; p. 19). 

   To attain such skills, members of the experimental group received necessary training at 

a computer lab which had an Internet connection, a server, a whiteboard, and a printer. 

Also, relevant assistance was provided by an experienced computer technician who was 

on duty to help overcome technical difficulties.  

 

Computer Lab Activities  

Members of the experimental group were engaged in the following activities: 

1) Getting to know the computer lab: These participants were informed about course 

objectives, requirements, portfolio concepts, purpose, audience, and format. Also, they 

were assigned personal accounts and passwords to use when logging onto the computers.  

2) Navigating Internet Explorer;  

3) Signing Up for a Yahoo Mail Account;  
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4) Joining a Yahoo Discussion Group: Since reflection is a major component of portfolio 

development, the participants needed a forum for exchanging views, comments, and 

feedback with their peers. To this end, the moderator started a free Discussion Group on 

Yahoo. The use of online discussion group assignments helps ñcreate a secure and 

nurturing learning environment that appeals to a wide variety of students; and that 

supports both a sense of collective purpose and individual construction of complex 

responsesò Cobb, 2000; p. 32). Therefore, members of the experimental group had to 

subscribe to this forum in order to post their drafts and exchange feedback. The 

participants had to learn how to post files, send an e-mail, respond to a comment, etc. 

Thus, by the end of the program, the participants had exchanged more than 334 messages 

and comments, i.e., about 11 messages per participant. (for more detail about the 

Discussion Group logon to: http://groups.yahoo.com.group/writingactivities). 

5. File Management Skills: Most importantly, the participants were taught how to open, 

copy, paste and attach files. They were also shown how to organize files into folders 

which are the major components of the electronic portfolio. 

 

Practicing the Writing Process Online 

Adhering to the above model, the participants handled their essays from a process 

perspective which conceptualises writing as a ñrecursiveò process wherein the learner 

ñjumps between one sub-process and the next, and back and forth within the textéò 

(Archibald and Jeffery, 2000; p. 2). Adopting this perspective is in full harmony with 

recent assertions that the incorporation of electronic portfolios is ñideally suited to 

programs that use a curriculum influenced by the writing process (italics added). 

Portfolios can accommodate and even support extensive revision é help examine 
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progress over time, and encourage students to take responsibility for their own writingò 

(Song, and August, 2002; p. 50).  

   Teaching writing as a process entails five stages; prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, 

and publishing (Archibald and Jeffery, 2000, Tompkins, 2000, Tsui and Ng, 2000, Jung, 

2001, and Carter, 2007). The next section illustrates how members of the experimental 

group undertook the various stages of the writing process when developing their 

electronic portfolios. 

 

1 Pre-writing 

The participants were engaged in gathering ideas and materials relevant to the topic 

through Internet engine searches and information quests. They had to navigate web sites 

to attain data relevant to their essays. They were required to extensively read whole 

papers, identify relevant information, and make use of certain pieces when writing their 

topics, e.g., Sources and Solutions of Environmental Pollution, Advantages and 

Disadvantages of Life in a Big or in a Small Town, etc. 

Yet, a common problem occurred at the beginning of the course; namely, the participants 

abused the information they acquired through search engines by simply cutting large 

portions of texts and pasting them into their essays. Due to repeated warnings from the 

moderator, the participants came gradually to realize how to paraphrase the acquired 

information into their writing. 

 

2. Drafting 

 Here, the main focus is on the meaning; that is, putting ideas on paper. Therefore, 

ñmechanics and surface structure such as spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure 
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should not be a concern. This stage is centered on recording ideasò (Carter, 2007; p. 69).  

Thus, the participants made use of the information gathered from info-quests to write 

their first drafts which were posted on the Internet Discussion Group site.  

 

Peer Feedback 

As explained earlier, the major intent of starting this Discussion group was to encourage 

reflection through exchanging feedback with peers. For this reason, each participant had 

to offer feedback to another classmate once a week. In order to avoid flattery, the 

participants used pseudonyms when joining the Discussion Group. This was thought to 

encourage the participants to offer serious and in-depth comments without evoking 

feelings of anger or embarrassment, as may have been the case if real names had been 

used. In reality, only the investigator kept a list of studentsô real names as well as their 

pseudonyms, for course evaluation considerations. 

   At the beginning of the course, most studentsô feedback focused on surface features and 

mechanics, e.g., grammatical errors, spelling, and punctuation, even though the 

participants were frequently reminded that handling such aspects should be postponed to 

the editing stage. 

 

3. Reviewing 

At this stage, the participants were required to go through the content of their writing, 

looking for improvement. Based on the feedback they received from the instructor and 

their peers, they had to clarify, add, delete, or even reformulate the whole draft in order to 

fit the intended purpose, tone, and audience.  
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A Revision Checklist 

   The moderator developed a 15 item checklist which was verified by three EFL 

professors in order for the participants to review their performance when developing their 

first and second drafts. This checklist addressed all aspects of essay writing; the format, 

content, organization, development, style, grammar, as well as the mechanics. The 

checklist was posted on the Group web site so that the participants could easily access it 

when needed.  

 

4. Editing 

This was the time for students to polish their final drafts by examining the mechanics and 

the surface features; e.g., sentence structure, spelling, punctuation, writing format, etc. 

The participants could make use of the spelling and grammar checkers of the Word 

processing program when editing their essays. 

 

5. Publishing 

As a sort of recognition of their writing accomplishments, the participants had to share 

their topics with their peers through publishing their essays on the groupôs web page. To 

do this, the participants had to save their essays into files and then copy and paste these 

files into a folder entitled My Portfolio. This folder contained five essays which students 

developed, selected, reflected on, and presented as evidence of their progress throughout 

this course. A typical student portfolio had to start with a title page that had the studentôs 

name, class, academic year, and topic. Next was the content page which contained the 

studentsô topics and reflection notes, (for more information about samples of studentsô 

electronic portfolios log on to: http://groups.yahoo.com.group/writingactivities. 
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Instruments 

Two instruments were used in this study; the Writing Competence Rating Scale, and the 

Learner Autonomy Scale. These are highlighted below. 

 

1. Writing Competence Rating Scale 

   In order to examine the impact of developing the electronic portfolio on studentsô 

writing performance, members of the two groups had to take pre-tests and post-tests; the 

participants had to write a standard five paragraph essay on a) Reasons for Studying 

English (pre-test) and, b) Qualities in a Friend (post-test). Then, the investigator 

developed an analytic rating scale to assess studentsô writing competence. This scale 

addressed the writing content, organization, and accuracy.  

   Face validity of this scale was examined by three EFL professors whose comments and 

suggestions were adhered to. Then, as suggested by Conor and Mbaye (2002), studentsô 

essays were analytically rated by two senior MA candidates who scored studentsô essays 

according to three criteria; content, organization, and accuracy. Rating scores ranged 

from 1 (the lowest) to 4 (the highest). Inter-rater reliability was also verified before rating 

studentsô essays; Pearson correlation coefficient alpha was .72; (for more details about 

this instrument, see Appendix A). 

 

2. The Learner Autonomy Scale 

Due to lack of autonomy scales that specifically address the writing process, the 

investigator carefully examined previous studies which identified characteristics of 

autonomous language learners (Thanasoulas, 2000, Ushioda and Ridley, 2002, Usuki, 

2002, Wu, 2003, and Sert, 2006). Based on findings of these studies, autonomy scales 
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should specifically address learner self directed strategies, their perceptions of the 

learning process, especially the roles of both the teacher and the learner, and the various 

resources students access throughout learning. Accordingly, the current 5 point Likert 

scale has two alternate forms; one form was used as a pre-measure and the other as a 

post-measure. The autonomy scale comprised the following dimensions; a) use of self 

directed strategies (items 1-12 in both forms), b) perception of the learning process (items 

13-21 in both forms), and c) seeking a variety of learning opportunities (items 22-30 in 

both forms).  

   To verify their internal consistency, these autonomy surveys were piloted on 40 non-

participating students during the first week of the term. Reliability analysis yielded 

moderate coefficient alpha scores; .71 and .70 for the pre-and the post-forms, respectively. 

Moreover, face validity of the autonomy scales was ratified by three EFL professors 

whose feedback helped reformulate the dimensions stated above. 

 

Results  

Studentsô responses on the two scales explained above were statistically analysed by 

administering the ANCOVA test in order to examine the impact of studentsô electronic 

portfolios on their writing competence and autonomy. Relevant data for study variables 

are reported below. 

Q.1.What effect does the presentation of electronic portfolios have on studentsô overall 

writing competence? 

Relevant data of ANCOVA analysis of students' scores for writing competence are 

provided below. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and the ANCOVA Test of Between-Subjects  

 Effects; Dependent Variable, Post Overall Writing Competence 

 

Mean St.D Source TypeIII 

Sum of 

Squares 

Df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Eta 

Squared Exp Cont Exp Cont 

10.1 10.0 1.3 1.1 corrected 

model 

1.134 2 .567 .376 .688 .013 

Intercept 160.972 1 160.972 106.800 .000 .652 

Overall Pre .930 1 .930 .617 .435 .011 

Group 1.003 1 1.003 .665 .418 .012 

Error 85.911 57 1.507    

Total 6157.25

0 

60     

corrected 

Total 

87.046 59     

 

a Computed using alpha = .05 N = 60 

 b R Squared = .013 (Adjusted R Squared = -.022) 

 

Table 1 shows that the means were 10.1 and 10.0; the standard deviations were 1.3 and 

1.1 for the experimental and control groups, respectively. The ANCOVA test yielded F (1-

58) = .665, p > .o5. Apparently, electronic portfolios had no significant effects on 

studentsô overall writing competence. 

 

The Effect of Electronic Portfolio on Learning Autonomy 

Q.2: What effect does the presentation of the electronic portfolio have on studentsô 

learning autonomy? 

Studentsô responses on the Autonomy Scales were statistically analysed, and the results 

are reported below.  
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and the ANCOVA Test of Between-Subjects  

 

(Effects; Dependent Variable: Autonomy-POST)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 a Computed using alpha = .05; N = 60 

 b R Squared = .001 (Adjusted R Squared = -.034) 

 

In Table 2, the means are 98.7 and 98.4; the standard deviations are 12.7 and 9.4 for  

the experimental and control groups, respectively. Results of the ANCOVA test are F (1-

58) = .020, p > .05; and this indicates no statistically significant differences between the 

two groups concerning learning autonomy.  

 

Discussion 

The first question of this study examined the effect of the development and presentation 

of electronic portfolios on studentsô overall writing competence. As reported above, data 

analysis revealed that electronic portfolios had no significant effect on this variable. This 

Mean  St. D Source Type III 

Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Eta 

Square

d 
Exp Cont Exp Cont 

98.7 98.4 12.7 9.4 Corrected 

Model 

10.224 2 5.112 .040 .960 .001 

Intercept 7074.024 1 7074.02

4 

55.829 .000 .495 

Autonomy 8.874 1 8.874 .070 .792 .001 

GROUP 2.559 1 2.559 .020 .887 .000 

       

Error 7222.359 57 126.708    

Total 590353.0

00 

60     

Corrected 

Total 

7232.583 59     
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result is consistent with a myriad of previous research findings which indicated that there 

is no significant difference in the learning outcomes of students enrolled in web-based 

instruction and those attending traditional face-to-face classes (Fallah and Ubell, 2000; 

Johnson, et. al, 2000; Carey, 2001; Green and Gentermann, 2001; Carlisle, 2002; Press, 

2005; and Frydenberg, 2007).  

Along the same lines, Carey (2001) reports that ñto this date, most research indicates that 

there is little difference in the performance of students taking online courses and students 

taking face-to-face classes." Also, Carnevale (2001) maintains that ñthe delivery mode we 

know for a fact does not impact the learning. It is the design of the instruction that 

impacts the learning, and also what the students bring to the instructional situation.ò 

Thus, Keefe (2003) concludes that  

the no significant difference effect is arguably the most enduring 

phenomenon in the literature. It supports using technology in education, 

not because it increases teaching effectivenessébut because it is cheaper 

and more convenient (p. 39).  

 

   Yet, several factors might have contributed to this finding. Most importantly, research 

studies which incorporate online activities are susceptible to several ñextraneous 

variablesò (Phipps and Merisotis 1999) which were not within the control of this study, 

and might have eroded the impact of electronic portfolios on studentsô writing 

competence. According to Lockee (2001), online learning is ña very complex processé 

There are so many important variables that do impact learning and should be analyzed 

and considered; e.g. cognitive styles, learning styles, instructional strategies, and different 

teaching methodologies for teaching particular levels of objectives and different 

domainsò (p. 1). As Felix (2001) maintains, these variables are ñthe least controllableò in 
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experimental research designs investigating the web (p. 343). 

   In this study, for example, outside classroom practice, especially for members of the 

control group who had computers at home, might have been an interfering variable that 

impacted study results. In other words, it is not unlikely that quite a few participants of 

the control group used their home Internet connections to gather data through information 

quests and research engines in order to use when developing their essays in classroom. 

Though they were frequently warned against such activities, barring these studentsô 

outside access to computers was not within the control of the examiner, and this might 

have contributed to the ñno significant effectò on writing competence. 

   Conversely, lack of computer access among some members of the experimental group 

might have been a serious impediment that limited their online participation. Though 

provisions were made for members of the experimental group to use on-campus computer 

labs, some participants could not afford the time to accomplish their assignments due to 

schedule overload, and therefore, had to pay for off-campus Internet cafes. Apart from 

the financial burden, this might have been a serious obstacle, especially for conservative 

female participants. Thus, as Joffe (2000) states, ñinadequate computer/ Internet access 

renders programs uselessò (p. 1). 

   Another equally important factor that might have led to this ñno significant effectò is 

that studentsô abuse of technology resources, especially Internet searches, might have 

destroyed the attainment of significant effects on studentsô writing competence. 

According to Brown (2006), ñone of the most common roadblocks to the use of digital 

sources is the indiscriminate copying and pasting of information to studentsô research 

papersò (p. 39). As stated earlier in the Implementation section, it was noted that some 

members of the experimental group stuffed their essays with information they just copied 
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from search engines and pasted into their documents. By so doing, these participants had 

not yet abandoned the dominant obsolete role of knowledge consumption. Besides, this 

malpractice runs against the major requirements for effective portfolio development: 

namely, knowledge construction, reflection, and ownership. To meet these conditions, the 

learners should have undertaken the painstaking exercise of careful selection and 

evaluation of resources before adapting relevant data to their documents. As such, it is no 

wonder then that ñmany [writing] teachers experience less than satisfactory results from 

their students. Research papers requiring library and Internet resources for search projects 

are often superficial in content and lacking in valid conclusion statementsò (Brown, 2006; 

p. 39).  

   Finally, since developing an electronic portfolio is a time and effort demanding process, 

it might have been unfeasible to bring about a significant impact in a twelve week period. 

As Phipps and Merisotis (1999) point out, measuring such effect requires ñinvestigating 

the whole academic program, not just an individual courseò (p. 11).  

   The second question of this study explored the effect of electronic portfolios on 

developing studentsô autonomy. Again, no statistically significant differences between the 

two groups were reported. This result does not seem at odds with previous research 

findings on this issue. As McCarthy (2000) points out, ñtraining in itself does not 

certainly entail autonomy development among learning; providing the learner with 

opportunities to practice autonomy both inside and outside classroom is necessary for the 

effectiveness of autonomy training programs (p.2).  

   However, this finding could be attributed to various factors. Most prominently, the 

Egyptian educational context at large seems antithetical to learner autonomy; it is teacher 

dominated, textbook centered, and exam driven. As such, this system encourages teacher 
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reliance and offers few, if any, opportunities for inquiry and reflection. Therefore, ñit is 

not realistic to expect to achieve autonomous language learning in more teacher dominant 

contextsé; the majority of students lack necessary critical thinking skills to cope with the 

requirements of academic life such as the skills to plan, conduct, and evaluate researchò 

(Sert, 2006; p. 185). Again, ñgiven this situation, it is not surprising that students have 

failed to overtly demonstrate a great deal of autonomyò (Holden and Usuki, 1999; p.191-

192).  

   Besides, the time factor could be accountable for the above finding. Previous research 

has shown that learner autonomy takes a long time to develop, (Thonasoulas, 2000 and 

Yumuk, 2002). Therefore, removing some barriers that impede students from acting in 

certain ways does not necessarily guarantee that they will, once and for all, break away 

from the old habits of behavior and thinking. Thus, since old habits do not die so fast, a 

twelve week period might have been inadequate for the participants to abandon their long 

held learning beliefs and practices which foster teacher dependence, authority control, 

textbook reliance, rote learning, and memorization of prescribed syllabuses. Again, 

quitting such learning habits, especially at the very last semester of university instruction, 

might have been unfeasible in this relatively short period of time.  

   Also, inability to develop autonomy might be ascribed to ñlonelinessò which might 

have hindered students from coping with learning activities in this setting (Reinders, 

2000; p.25). It seems that this factor might have been at work in this study where 

studentsô were held accountable for the development and presentation of their own 

portfolios. Yet, to conclude that these studentsô prefer working in groups rather than 

working alone in this web-based environment remains an issue which was not explored in 

this study. 
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   Finally, this result might be attributed to lack of technology-based skills among the 

participants. As explained earlier, the development of the electronic portfolio is a 

complex process that requires some basic technology skills (e.g., e-mailing, file 

management, hyper-linking, etc). Since technology is relatively new to the Egyptian 

educational arena, the vast majority of the participants were novice computer users, and, 

therefore, they had to frequently seek the assistance of both the moderator and the 

technician to cope with course requirements. Based on anecdotal evidence, this might 

have diminished opportunities of practicing independence and taking charge of learning 

tasks throughout portfolio preparation. Consequently, instead of focusing on portfolio 

content, it seems that the participants shifted attention to technology skills. As Barrett 

(2008) indicated, the focus should ñnot be on the technology, but on the learningòéand 

this might have led to ñthe lowest levels of portfolio implementation [because] content 

and reflection are more important than technology in implementing electronic portfoliosò 

(p. 9).  

   Closely related to this is the authoritarian atmosphere prevailing in computer labs, 

especially on the part of technicians who, out of their undue worry about the computer, 

did not allow the participants much freedom to experiment with the lab facilities. Again, 

such an atmosphere is not conducive to promoting learning autonomy. 

 

Implications and Conclusion 

   The findings of this study have several implications for  the implementation of 

electronic portfolios in Egyptian educational institutions for both learning and assessment 

purposes. Most importantly, English language teachers should adopt electronic portfolios 

as effective means for promoting studentsô writing competence. Introducing learners to 
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this viable tool enables them to experience hands-on writing activities, especially in the 

web environment which teems with multimodal online resources that students can use to 

gather writing input through hyperlinks, cross references, group discussions, and 

feedback from both peers and teachers. Moreover, the inclusion of portfolios in writing 

classes has the potential of offering learners authentic opportunities to practice self 

assessment and a sharing of authority between teacher and student; students can select the 

work on which they will be evaluated, reflect on their work, seek advice from teachers 

and peers, and take control of revision. Thus, ñevaluation becomes a positive force to 

encourage growth, maturity, and independence, rather than a means of pointing out 

differences. A power shift can occur because teacher and students are united in a common 

effort to improve studentsô writing instead of adversaries in an unequal contest in which 

one player (the teacher) controls the outcome from the beginningò (Richardson, 2000; 

p.120) . 

   Portfolios can also enhance studentsô active participation in the EFL classroom. They 

ñcan provide students with: a) an opportunity for a more personal and comprehensive 

relationship between students and teachers, b) a chance for students to know themselves 

better, i.e., their strengths and weaknesses, and, consequently, monitor their future actions 

and performances, and c) an opportunity for students to relate their opinions to those of 

others, thus helping them to assess several viewpoints, keep an open mind to diversity, 

and even construct, widen, and reconstruct their own knowledgeò (Nunes, 2006; p. 330).  

   Also, study implications include a shift toward learner autonomy. In order to encourage 

learners to take more responsibility, current teaching strategies and curricula that promote 

teacher dependence should be revised, if not abolished. The introduction of autonomy in 

language learning requires drastic changes in syllabuses, teacher training programs, as 
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well as learnersô attitudes. To this end, language programs should shift the emphasis from 

the ñcontentò to the ñprocessesò of learning, (Nunes, 2006). In other words, rather than 

focusing on knowledge retention through memorization and rote learning, there should be 

a shift toward learning strategies that foster self-directed activities and reflective skills; 

e.g. group activities, self assessment assignments, peer assessment, etc. (Jacobs and 

Farrell, 2001). 

   Closely related to this, the activities should require the students to take responsibility 

for planning, monitoring, and evaluating their own learning. For example, language 

programs ñshould introduce task-based learning activities; e.g., group presentations, 

language games, online discussion groups, e-mail projectséetc. In this way, ñteachers 

can transfer the locus of control to learners and help them become autonomousò (Chiu, 

2008).  

   To conclude, the current study revealed that studentsô development of online portfolios 

did not yield significant effects on studentsô writing competence and learning autonomy. 

However, these results should be approached with caution due to the relatively short 

duration of the study as well as to the interference of several extraneous variables that are 

the least controllable in online research. Therefore, a replication of this study on a full 

academic year is recommended in order to make possible generalizations. To this end, 

future research should combine both quantitative and qualitative techniques ñin order to 

better understand the complex mental processes and strategies involved in electronic 

portfolio implementation. Also, the perceptions of both learners and teachers of electronic 

portfolios is another area that is worth examination. Furthermore, future research should 

address the optimal conditions of classroom management in a high-tech-environment 

because ñnot everyone is cut out to teach in this type of classroomò (Mastin, Polman, and 
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Beyer, 2001; p. 65). Therefore, strategies, conditions, and the varied roles of effectively 

moderating technology-assisted environments entail in-depth investigation. In addition, 

future research should explore the optimal conditions of employing electronic portfolios 

to promote learning autonomy relevant to various language skills. Also, as Dornyei, 

(2001) notes, ñlittle work has been done in the L2 field to devise and test motivational 

strategies systematicallyò (p. 51). Therefore, investigating motivational strategies 

pertinent to foreign language learning is a new and intriguing area. Last, but not least, 

since technology changes the way we think, research is badly needed to assess the impact 

of technology on the learnerôs thinking. Put another way, ñsince technological tools 

mediate thought, does this mediation heighten traditional thinking in any way, or does it 

change the nature of the question of inquiry and expression altogether?ò (Gibson and 

Barrett, 2002; p. 15).  
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Appendix A 

 

 

Writing Competence Rating Scale 

 

Dear Raters;  

 

The following essays were written by a group of EFL college seniors as part of a study 

undertaken to assess their overall writing competence. You are kindly requested to rate 

these essays according to the criteria below: 

 

 

Content: 

4: The essay has a clear central idea that directly relates to the assigned topic.  

It contains an abundance of evidence and details that fully support the topic. All  

sentences are related to the assigned topic. 
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3: The essay has a central idea that is reasonably well developed. It contains most details  

needed to support the topic with few minor details missing. It also contains very  

 few irrelevant sentences. 

2: The essay has a central idea that is partially developed. It contains some  

details relevant to the assigned topic. Other equally important details are missing.  

It also contains several irrelevant sentences  

1: The essay has a central idea that is poorly developed. Very few details, if  

any, support the topic. Substantive details are missing. Most sentences do not relate  

to the assigned topic. 

  

 

Organization: 

4: The essay has a clear plan that contains all major parts of a standard essay; an  

introduction, a body, and a conclusion. All paragraphs are logically ordered and 

interrelated through appropriate transitions and discourse signals.  

3: The essay contains basic parts; yet, it needs a little more elaboration and coherence  

 through the use of more accurate transitions and discourse signals.  

2: The essay has a plan that is partially coherent. Some paragraph are not logically  

ordered and contain few transitions and connectors. 

1: The essay does not have a clear plan. Basic parts of a standard essay are missing.  

Transitions and discourse signals are nonexistent.  

 

 

Accuracy:  

4: The essay contains no grammatical or mechanical errors. Words, phrases,  

and idioms are accurately chosen to address the assigned topic. 

3: The essay contains very few grammatical or mechanical errors which do not obscure  

the meaning. Most words used are accurate and felicitous. 

2: The essay contains some sporadic serious grammatical and mechanical errors which  

irritate the reader. The writer uses some words which sound awkward and  

monotonous. 

1: The essay contains too many serious grammatical and mechanical errors. It also  

contains several inaccurate words and phrases which obscure the readerôs effort to  

comprehend the meaning. 
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Appendix B 

 

Scale of Writing Autonomy (Form A) 

 

Dear Student; 

Please mark one of the following choices where N stands for ( never) , R ( rarely), S (sometimes), O (often), 

and A (always). 

When writing English,  N R S O A 

1) I know clearly what I am writing about.        

2) I ask someone to thoroughly explain what I should include in  

 my essay.  

     

3) I make my own way in writing.       

4) I depend on myself to understand what I am going to write about.      

5) On my own, I identify ideas relevant to my essay.      

6) I make use of what I learned before to improve my writing.      

7) I choose the setting relevant for writing on my own.      

8) I start writing only after I look at other peopleôs work.      

9) I decide my own standards, techniques, and procedures.      

10) I try various writing styles that match task requirements.      

11) I question the usefulness, relevance, and accuracy of what I include  

 in my essay. 

     

12) I analyze what I write in order to make sure that I am handling the  

 task properly. 

     

13) I revise what I write in order to improve my writing performance.      

14) I depend on myself to identify writing difficulties.      

15) On my own, I seek effective solutions to my writing difficulties.      

16) When I face writing difficulties, I wait till someone offers help.      

17) I ask the instructor to provide me with all bits and pieces I should 

 include in my essay. 

     

18) I strictly follow the directions dictated by the instructor.      

19) I write about challenging and difficult topics      

20) When I need help, I depend mainly on the instructor.      

21) I ask the instructor to correct every single error I make.      

22) I consider the instructor to be just a facilitator      

23) The instructor decides what we write about; the topic, ideas, the  

 quantity, quality, etc. 

     

24) The instructor knows best what I should or should not write about.      

25) I fully depend on the instructor to revise my essays in order to  

 identify problems and fix them. 

     

26) I depend on my colleagues to provide me with relevant writing  

 resources. 

     

27) I depend on the classroom textbook as the sole source for writing.      

28) I go to the library to gather information relevant to my writing.      

29) Even outside school, I try to obtain relevant writing  

 material. 

     

30) I use the Internet to search for material I can use in my writing.      
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Scale of Writing Autonomy (form B) 

 

Dear Student; 

Please mark one of the following choices where N stands for ( never) , R ( rarely), S (sometimes), O (often), 

and A (always). 

When writing in English, N R S O A 

1) I am well aware of my objectives.      

2) On my own, I identify the ideas relevant to my essay.      

3) I start writing immediately without waiting for help.      

4) I ask other students to show me what I should write about.      

5) Before I start writing, I read up on several topics relevant to my essay.      

6) I am well aware of various characteristics and requirements of good  

 writing. 

     

7) I choose certain topics to write different types of essays on my own.      

8) I write on topics that are challenging and difficult, even if I do not  

 find enough information 

     

9) I vary my styles and techniques according to the different writing  

 tasks. 

     

10) I keep a diary of the effective techniques and procedures I use in  

 my writing. 

     

11) I decide the relevant place and atmosphere for my writing.      

12 I do my best to include the information I learned in various courses  

 into my essay. 

     

13) I examine what I write to fit the topic of my essay.      

14) On my own, I carry out necessary changes that help improve my  

 writing. 

     

15) I depend on myself to identify various types of problems I face in  

 writing. 

     

16) I develop my own checklist to evaluate my writing performance.      

17) I regularly ask someone to help me figure out writing difficulties.      

18) I consult various writing texts and resources to find effective  

 solutions to my writing difficulties 

     

19) I depend on my classmates to correct my writing errors.       

20) I ask the instructor to provides me with minute details I need for  

 writing. 

     

21) I literally follow the directions the instructor provides and write  

 accordingly. 

     

22) I ask the instructor to correct every single error I make.      

23) I go back to the instructor before I make any changes in my  

 writing. 

     

24) I ask the instructor just to give me clues about how to improve my  

 topic. 

     

 25) I depend on myself to obtain relevant writing material.      

26) I ask my classmates for basic material I need in writing.       

27) I use only the classroom text to develop my essay.       

28) I try various resources when writing my essay.      

29) I refer to library references for writing material relevant to my  

 essay. 

     

30) I make use of online resources to develop my essay.      
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Abstract  

This paper reports on a study of English test-taking strategy use and its effect on studentsô 

test performance at the tertiary level. After administering an 83-item survey to 526 

students in three different study years at a university in Beijing, the study revealed that 

(1) the students had a medium use of English test-taking strategies. The most frequently 

used were compensation strategies, followed by affective, metacognitive, social strategies, 

cognitive and memory strategies; (2) the most often used individual strategies mainly fell 
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into the metacognitive category, while the least often used individual strategies largely 

belonged to the memory category; (3) different categories of English test-taking strategies 

and overall strategy use were all significantly positively correlated with one another; (4) 

studentsô test performance was significantly correlated with compensation and social 

strategies; (5) twenty-one strategy items, most of which were metacognitive strategies, 

significantly correlated with studentsô test performance; (6) significant difference 

emerged in the use of memory strategies among students in different study years. Based 

on these findings, some educational implications are discussed. 

 

Keywords: English Test-Taking Strategy Use, Test Performance, University 

 

Introduction  

Tests have become a powerful tool for decision making in our competitive society, with 

individuals of all ages being frequently evaluated with respect to their achievement and 

abilities. Consequently, how to perform better on tests has become a big concern for 

students and teachers in almost all areas. As a result, strategies to enhance test 

performance have been discussed in various teaching and learning settings and some are 

actually employed by learners during tests. Even so, not much research has been done in 

this area, especially in SL/EL testing situations. Though it is often said that Chinese 

learners are good at using strategies to better performance on tests, research in this area 

has been even scarcer.  

   Situated in a Chinese EFL context at the tertiary level, the present study aimed to 

explore the frequency of English test-taking strategy use by Chinese undergraduate non-

English majors, its relationship with studentsô test performance, and differences among 

students in different study years. 
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Literature Review 

   Research on study strategies has captured the attention of numerous language 

researchers and educators during the past few decades. Widely agreed is that language 

learning strategies are ñspecific actions taken by the learner to make learning easier, 

faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, and more transferable to new situationsò 

(Oxford, 1990, p. 8). To better understand and research on language learning strategies, 

researchers have tried to categorize the strategies into various groups. For example, 

Rubin (1981, 1987) identified strategies as those contributing to language learning 

success either directly (e.g., inductive inferencing, practice, and memorization) or 

indirectly (e.g., creating practice opportunities and using production tricks). Synthesizing 

earlier work on good language learning strategies in general, Oxford (1990) proposed a 

language learning strategy system which classifies strategies into six categories: memory 

strategies, cognitive strategies, compensation strategies, metacognitive strategies, 

affective strategies and social strategies. Memory strategies relate to the storing and 

retrieval of information (e.g., óI use new English words in a sentence so I can remember 

themô). Cognitive strategies are ñunified by a common function: manipulation or 

transformation of the target language by the learnerò  (e.g., óI use the English words I 

know in different waysô) (Oxford, 1990, p. 43). Compensation strategies ñenable learners 

to use the new language for either compensation or production despite limitations in 

knowledgeò (e.g., óTo understand unfamiliar English words I make guessesô) (Oxford, 

1990, p. 47). Metacognitive strategies ñallow learners to control their own cognitionò 

(e.g., óI look for people to talk to in Englishô) (Oxford, 1990, p. 135). Affective strategies 

are concerned with the regulation of feelings and attitudes (e.g., óI try to relax whenever I 

feel afraid of using Englishô), and social strategies are those which take account of the 
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fact that language is a form of social behavior, involving communication with other 

people (e.g., óI practice English with other studentsô).  

   Employing different classification models, many researchers have found that high 

achievers, distinguished by their grades in certain content areas, grade point averages, or 

achievement test scores, tend to use effective study strategies more frequently than do 

low achievers (Bremmer, 1999; Kitsantas, 2002; Oxford & Ehrman, 1995; Oxford & 

Nyikos, 1989; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002; Sundre & Kitsantas, 2004; VanZile-Tamsen & 

Livingston, 1999).  

   In language learning situations, learning strategies help learners acquire language 

knowledge or vice versa, as evidenced above. During tests or in language use situations, 

strategy use is related to the ongoing working memory in association with the short-term 

memory regarding the language to retrieve necessary declarative (knowing what), 

procedural (knowing how) and conditional (knowing when) knowledge in the long-term 

memory to solve task difficulty (Gagne et al., 1993). The strategies used during tests 

should be looked at when researchers are attempting to explain variation in a specific 

language test performance because they are directly related to test score variation.  

   Test-taking strategies originated from the concept of ótest-wisenessô which is defined as 

ñoneôs capacity for using test characteristics and formats and/or test-taking situations to 

raise test scoresò (Millman et al., 1965, cited in Ritter & Idol-Maestas, 1986, p. 50). 

According to Cohen (2000), language test-taking strategies consisted of both language 

use strategies and test-wiseness strategies. He further defined them as those test-taking 

processes that the candidates have selected and are conscious of to a certain degree 

(Cohen & Upton, 2006). Meanwhile, Jimenez et al. (1996) referred to test-taking 

strategies as operations or steps used by test-takers to facilitate the retrieval of 
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information and classified them into four groupsðreader-initiated strategies, text-

initiated strategies, bilingual strategies and interactive strategies. Deanna (2002) believed 

that cognitive and metacognitive strategies were involved in doing reading 

comprehension tests and that the former could be grouped into key words, deduction, 

reasoning and reconstruction; and the latter, could be categorized into planning, 

monitoring and evaluation (as Oxford (1990) did).  

   All the definitions, though worded differently, have in common strategies that are 

somehow related to what test takers do and might do to solve test problems. To explore 

the relationship of test-takersô use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies to EFL 

reading test performance, Phakiti (2003) employed both quantitative and qualitative data 

analyses. 384 students enrolled in a fundamental English course at a Thai university took 

an 85-item, multiple-choice reading comprehension achievement test and filled in a 

cognitiveïmetacognitive questionnaire. Then, eight of them were selected for 

retrospective interviews. The results suggested that (1) the use of cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies had a positive relationship to the reading test performance; and 

(2) more successful test-takers reported significantly higher metacognitive strategy use 

than less successful ones.  

   In order to investigate test-taking strategies on multiple-choice comprehension tests, 

Xiao (2006) recruited 204 Chinese first-year undergraduates. The researcher found that 

comprehension strategies were the most frequently used when the students were dealing 

with content items and discourse items as were memory strategies when dealing with 

pragmatic items. The study also revealed the most often used strategies were elimination, 

key words, returning to the text, guessing, monitoring, translation, and using background 

knowledge. The other two findings were: (1) strategy use was affected by passage 
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difficulty; and (2) more successful students used more metacognitive strategies than less 

successful peers. In a study on the effect of computer delivery on reading test 

performance and test-taking strategy use via questionnaires and interviews, Zhang (2007) 

found that the most frequently used strategy reported by 181 second-year Chinese 

university students was underlining and marking when taking paper-based reading 

comprehension tests. 

   More related to the present study is Purpuraôs (1997) research on the relationships 

between test takersô reported cognitive and metacognitive strategy use and patterns of 

performance on language tests. Administering an 80-item cognitive and metacognitive 

strategy questionnaire and a 70-item standardized language test to 1,382 students in Spain, 

Turkey and the Czech Republic, and using structural equation modeling as a primary 

analytical tool, Purpura found that metacognitvie strategy use had a significantly positive 

and direct effect on cognitive strategy use but had no significantly direct impact on SL 

test performance. The researcher also discovered that cognitive strategy use had no 

significant, direct effect on reading ability, but influenced reading indirectly through 

lexico-grammatical ability. To be specific, the comprehending processes had no 

significant, direct impact on reading or lexico-grammatical ability, and the retrieval 

processes yielded a small, but significant positive effect on lexico-grammatical ability; 

while the memory processes had a significantly direct negative effect on lexico-

grammatical ability. Alternatively, the more test takers invoked memory strategies in a 

speeded test situation, the worse they performed on the test, while the less they utilized 

them, the better they performed. These findings further confirm the implication that 

relationships between strategy use and second language proficiency are extremely 

complex, and at times very subtle, given the multidimensional nature of the constructs 
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involved and the number of possible interactions that could occur between and among 

various variables (Chamot, et al., 1988; Wesche, 1987). 

   As reviewed above, not many studies targeted language test-taking strategies. These 

few studies indicate that high achievers also reported to use more test-taking strategies 

than low achievers and that the use of certain strategies such as understanding the task 

and guessing after eliminating choices are positively related to test performance (Kim & 

Goetz, 1993; McLain, 1983; Parham, 1997; Phakiti, 2003). A study with Chinese 

university EFL students may be of significance to contribute to the related literature and 

better understand these relationships. Deploying statistical procedures to analyze data, the 

present study attempted to investigate the use of English test-taking strategies and its 

effect on studentsô test performance in a Chinese EFL context. To achieve this purpose, 

the following research questions were formulated:  

(1) What is the broad profile of overall English test-taking strategy use and of each of 

the six strategy categories? 

(2) What are the most and least often used individual test-taking strategies? 

(3) How are these English test-taking strategies related to one another and to 

studentsô test performance? 

(4) Is a particular English test-taking strategy item related to studentsô test 

performance? 

(5) Is there any difference in English test-taking strategy use among students in 

different years of study?  

 

Research Method 

This paper reports on part of a study which investigated studentsô perceptions of a school-
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based English proficiency test and strategies they employed during the test. 

Context. Tsinghua University, under the direct jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, 

China, is one of the best institutions of higher learning in China. Students admitted to 

Tsinghua are normally highly motivated and their scores on the National Matriculation 

English Examination range from 120 to 150 (the total score is 150). At this university, 

English courses are compulsory for freshmen at the first term but become selective later 

on. The Tsinghua English Proficiency Test I (TEPT1), developed by the Department of 

Foreign Languages and Literatures of the University and authorized by the Ministry of 

Education in 1999, has existented for over 10 years (since 1996) and is correspondingly 

more difficult than the College English Test (CET) Band 4 (a nation-wide English 

proficiency test which is mandatory for undergraduate non-English majors to obtain the 

degree certificate). As an exit and proficiency test for non-English majors, similar to but 

more difficult than CET band 4, the TEPT1 consists of two components: written (85 

points) and oral (15 points) tests, the written component of which has four parts: listening 

comprehension (30 points), reading comprehension (30 points), translation (10) and 

writing (15 points). The test is administered on the 8
th
 Sunday of each 18-week term and 

students decide when to take the test during their 4-year university career. 

Participants. This study recruited 526 (411 male and 115 female) participants with an 

average age of 19.4, among whom, 157 were first-year students, 153 second-year and 216 

third-year students.  

Instrument . As previously documented, few language test-taking strategy instruments 

have been developed. In order to develop such an instrument, 15 students in different 

study years who had already taken the TEPT1 were randomly selected to be informally 

interviewed about what strategies they had employed during the test prior to the study 
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without any predesigned prompts. Based on the results, and with reference to the test-

taking strategies suggested by Ellis (2005) and Pauk (2005), an 81-item English Test-

taking Strategy Inventory (ETSI) on a 5-point Likert scale (óNever or Almost Never 

Usedô to óAlways or Almost Always Usedô) was finally designed. Using Oxfordôs (1990) 

strategy system as the base model, as it has won wide acceptance and there is no 

generally accepted classification model of test-taking strategies in the literature, we 

designed the ETSI to cover: (a) test-taking memory strategies (TMS), (b) test-taking 

cognitive strategies (TCogS), (c) test-taking compensation strategies (TComS), (d) test-

taking metacognitive strategies (TMetaS), (e) test-taking affective strategies (TAS), and 

(f) test-taking social strategies (TSS). The detailed information of the instruments used in 

this study is presented in Table 1. The TEPT 1 test results exposed a degree of difficulty 

of .731 for the test. 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of Instruments (Participant N = 526) 

Name of the instruments No. of items Reliability Mean item-total correlation  

(p = .01) 

Test-taking Strategy Inventory (TSI) 81 .922 .673 

Test-taking Memory Strategy (TMS) 7 .738 .631 

Test-taking Cognitive Strategy (TCogS) 16 .748 .458 

Test-taking Compensation Strategy (TComS) 9 .737 .575 

Test-taking Metacognitive Strategy (TMetaS) 42 .837 .374 

Test-taking Affective Strategy (TAS) 3 .358 .659 

Test-taking Social Strategy (TSS) 4 .498 .632 

TEPT1 2005 67 .893 .735 

 

Background information. The background questionnaire was designed to obtain 

information about the participantsô name, gender, and grade level. 
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Performance in English. Studentsô performance in English was measured by their scores 

in the TEPT1 2005, which were collected when all the marking was finished.  

Procedure. The written part of the TEPT1 2005 lasted for two hours on the 8
th
 Sunday 

morning of the first term of the academic year 2005-2006. The oral test was held 

thereafter in the form of a 1-minute teacher-student conversation and a 5-minute student-

student conversation. As soon as a student finished the oral test, s/he was asked to fill in 

the questionnaire and a 60-item Perspective on the TEPT1 in about 20 minutes. 

Altogether, 547 questionnaires were collected, of which 526 were valid for statistical 

analyses.  

Data analysis. To measure its reliability and validity, reliability scores and mean item-

total correlations of the survey and its subscales were computed. Then, the survey was 

analyzed in terms of mean and standard deviation to examine how frequently participants 

used the strategies during the TEPT1 2005. Meanwhile, ten most and least frequently 

used individual strategies were identified respectively to explore what strategies were the 

most/least popular with students during the exam. Subsequently, correlation analyses 

were conducted to investigate relationships between English test-taking strategy use and 

studentsô test performance. Finally, a one-way ANOVA (Duncanôs test) was conducted to 

explore differences in English test-taking strategy use among students in different study 

years.  

 

Results and Discussion 

Factor analysis of the ETSI 

A factor analysis with varimax rotation was conducted on the English Test-taking 

Strategy Inventory (ETSI) to investigate if the statements formed clusters matching 
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different hypothesized views. The analysis yielded six factors: (a) test-taking memory 

strategies (TMS), (b) test-taking cognitive strategies (TCogS), (c) test-taking 

compensation strategies (TComS), (d) test-taking metacognitive strategies (TMetaS), (e) 

test-taking affective strategies (TAS), and (f) test-taking social strategies (TSS) (Table 2), 

which is consistent with the view held by the researchers based on Oxfordôs (1990) 

model.  

   Seven items (1-7) were included in interpreting the first ETSI componentðTMS, 

which accounted for 18.47% of the total variance; sixteen items (8-23) were included in 

interpreting the second ETSI componentðTCongS, which accounted for 14.91% of the 

total variance. Nine items (24-32) were included in interpreting the third ETSI 

componentðTComS, which had in common a sense of making guesses and/or 

overcoming limitations in speaking and writing and accounted for 6.74% of the total 

variance; forty-two items (33-74) were included in the forth ETSI componentðTMetaS, 

which accounted for 51.83% of the total variance. The fifth ETSI factorðTAS included 

three items (75-77), which accounted for 2.25% of the total variance; and the last ETSI 

factorðTSS included four items (78-81), which accounted for 5.8% of the total variance. 

The results are reported in Table 2.  

 

Table 2: Varimax Rotated Loadings for Factor Analysis of the UCS (N = 526) 

     1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. I reviewed a lot before the test.  .72      

2. I memorized é before the test. .61  .28    

3. To prepare for the test, é notes regularly.  .61  .37    

4. I used high technology é before the test. .42 .12   .13  
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5. I created flashcards é before the test.  .52  .32     

6. I memorized é before the test.  .50  .35 -.15   

7. I dumped information é as I received it. .34  .31  .12  

8. I practiced a lot before the test.   .70 .17    

9. I practiced speaking English é before the 

test.  

 .49 .11 .30   

10. I practiced writing é before the test.  .65     

11. I created é before the oral test.    .43 .48  -.13   

12. I practiced writing é before the test.  .59 .27 -.16 .17 .11 

13. I practiced translating é before the test. .53 .11   16 .16 

14. I looked for the central idea of each 

question.  

 .25 .44 .11 .19  

15. I directly got to é during the test.   .43  .15 .28  

16. I used both general é writing during the 

test.  

.14 .24  .28 .29 -.16 

17. I jotted down information é during the 

test.  

.16 .56 .16   .14  

18. I highlighted some é reading during the 

test.  

 .49 .20   .14 

19. When writing é, I jotted down é in the 

margin. 

.11 .36 .53    

20. I analyzed the é into Chinese.   .40 .20 .14 .15 .17 

21. I broke up run-on é during the test.  .33 .29  .24 .10 .17 

22. I eliminated certain answers é during the  .40    .26 
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test.  

23. I didnôt jot down any notes during the test.   -.12    

24. I exchanged with English é for the test. .47  .23  -.13  

25. I used my linguistic knowledge é during 

the test. 

.11  .71  .17 -.10 

26. I used my background knowledge é 

during the test. 

.12  .70  .12  

27. I made guesses é during the test.    .76    

28. I used my background knowledge é 

during the test. 

  .72    

29. I tried é a word or phrase.    .11 .44 .17 .22  

30. I used my background é the cloze test. .12 .14 .59    .11 

31. I used my linguistic é the cloze test. .16 .12 .60     

32. I used body language é during the oral 

test.  

 .20 .26 .31 -.28 .22 

33. I developed a timetable é stuck to it.     .68   

34. I read old exam papers before the test.  .22 -.22 .61   

35. I knew é before I took it.   .43 .15 -.13 .16 .19  

36. I tried to predict é before the test. .64  .31 -.12   

37. I attended é classes before the test. .13 .21 -.21 .23 .16 .11 

38. In é, I looked for main topics and key 

ideas.  

 .15 .17 .50 .12 .19 

39. I estimated the time é before the test. .65  .14 -.17 .13  

40. I tested myself é before the test.  .51  .19 .17 -.10  

41. I finished my studying the day before the .34   .12   
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test.  

42. I created study checklists before the test. .52 -.20 .43 -.14   

43. Before the test, I avoided é my 

preparation.  

.26  .27     

44. I got familiar with the test room before the 

test.  

.33 -.13 .28 .23   

45. I gathered é before the test.   .21 .21  .48  .21 

46. I arrived at the test room on time.   .34 -.32 .25 .30  

47. I scanned the test first é completing it.  .12  .36 .30   

48. I read test directions carefully during the 

test.  

.12 .37  .40   

49. I outlined my ideas before writing during 

the test. 

.33   .44   

50. I planned and organized é during the test. .36   .55   

51. I selected a title é to help me organize my 

ideas. 

.21 .11 .12 .51   

52. I tried to make é during the test.   .21  .20 .22  

53. I paragraphed my writing during the test.  .40  .38 .19  

54. I wrote a topic é during the test.  .22 .18 .24 .34   

55. I tried to make é during the test.   .40 -.12 .39 .26  

56. I listened to directions é during the test.  .40 .10 .15 .34  

57. I listened to keywords é during the test.  .59 -.14 .23 .33  

58. I listened to clues é during the test. .11 .12  .60 .26  

59. I looked for keywords é during the test.  .11  .30   

60. I looked for clues é during the test.    .70   
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61. I tried to make é like Chinese.  -.13 .46 -.12 .30  .13 

62. I tried to better understand é Chinese.   .61  .31  .10 

63. During the oral test, I used é organize 

ideas.  

 .34  .34 .19 .19 

64. I listened to é during the oral test. .44   .38 .19 .14 

65. I made é to finish the oral test.  .11 .20 .29 .45 -.14  

66. I made é during the oral test.  .13 .23 .18 .41  .11 

67. I read questions carefully during the test.  .47  .26 .16  

68. I double-checked é the test.   .25   .45 -.18  

69. I answered é the written test.  .13 .15 .10 -.29  .19 

70. I wrote legibly during the test.  .10 .25  .40 .11 .16 

71. I will summarize my performance after the 

test.  

.11 .21 .11  .17 .75 

72. I will list what é after the test.   .21  .13 .17 .78 

73. I will list what é after the test.  .11 .21  .14 .15 .79 

74. I will forget about the test soon.  -.20  .11 -.16  .41 

75. é I tried to get a good nightôs sleep. .19 .26   .62  

76. I breathed deeply é before and/or during 

the test. 

.20 .18 .14 .10 .49 .18 

77. I approached the test with confidence.   .20 .53 .22 -.10 

78. I exchanged é prepare for the test. .18  .19 .15  .63 

79. I formed a study group é before the test.    .23 -.18 .64 

80. I listened to é during the oral test.   .33  .13  .59 

81. I supported é during the oral test.  .28  .12  .64 
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   The loadings displayed in Table 2 indicate each item within a subcomponent of the 

ETSI was highly correlated with that subcomponent: items 1 to 7 highly positively related 

to TMS with coefficients ranging from .34 to .72; items 8 to 23 highly positively 

correlated with TCogS with a coefficient range of .11 to .70 (with the majority being 

higher than .40); items 24 to 32 highly related to TComS with coefficients ranging 

from .23 to .76; items 33 to 74 highly correlated with TMetaS with a coefficient range 

of .12 to .70 (with more than half being higher than .30); items 75 to 77 highly positively 

related to TAS with coefficients ranging from .22 to .62; and items 78 to 81 highly 

positively correlated with TSS with a coefficient range of .59 to .64. This signifies that 

these six strategy categories were important subcomponents of the ETSI, which is further 

confirmed by the significantly high coefficients between the ETSI and its six 

componentsðTMS (r = .661, p < .01), TCogS (r = .873, p < .01), TComS (r = .71, p 

< .01), TMetaS (r = .959, p < .01), TAS (r = .599, p < .01) and TSS (r = .63, p < .01), as 

presented in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Correlations among the ETSI and its Subscales (N = 526) 

 TCogS TComS TMetaS TAS TSS ETSI 

TMS .618** .230** .546** .277** .394** .661** 

TCogS 1 .570** .750** .476** .451** .873** 

TComS .570** 1 .643** .402** .411** .710** 

TMetaS .750** .643** 1 .564**  .575** .959** 

TAS .476** .402** .564** 1 .337** .599** 

TSS .451** .411** .575** .337** 1 .630** 

Notes: ** = p < .01     
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   As seen from Table 3, the six strategy categories were also significantly positively 

correlated, with a majority of the coefficients being higher than .40. This suggests 

students who used one type of strategy more frequently during the TEPT1 2005 tended to 

utilize more often other categories of English test-taking strategies.  

 

Broad profile of overall English test-taking strategy use and of the six strategy 

categories 

When reporting the frequency of English test-taking strategy use, we employed Oxfordôs 

(1990) key to understanding mean scores on SILL-based instruments whose scale range 

is 1 to 5: 

ð HIGH USE  = 4.5 to 5.0 (always or almost always used) and 3.5 to 4.4 (usually used) 

ð MEDIUM USE  = 2.5 to 3.4 (sometimes used) 

ð LOW USE = 1.5 to 2.4 (usually not used) or 1.0-1.4 (never or almost never used). 

   As reported in Table 4, the mean overall strategy use was 3.06 on the 5-point Likert 

scale, which suggests ñmediumò use (sometimes used). The mean score for each of the 

six strategy categories also fell in the medium-use range. Among the six categories, the 

most frequently used were compensation strategies with a mean of 3.40, followed by 

affective strategies with a mean of 3.35, and metacognitive and social strategies with 

means of 3.14 and 3.11, respectively. Cognitive strategies came next with a mean of 2.95 

and memory strategies were the least often used with a mean of 2.27. 

 

Table 4: Means and Standard Deviations Indicating Test-taking Strategy Use  

    (N = 526) 

Strategy category (most used to least used)  

 

Frequency of strategy use 

Mean Standard deviation 
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Compensation 3.4 .56 

Affective 3.35 .79 

Metacognitive 3.14 .43 

Social 3.11 .69 

Cognitive 2.95 .53 

Memory 2.27 .72 

ETSI 3.06 .43 

    

   This finding about overall test-taking strategy use conforms to that of Lan and Oxfordôs 

(2003) study on English-learning strategy use of Taiwanese students though it is slightly 

different from that of Bremnerôs (1999) results of Hong Kong university students. 

Nevertheless, in all studies, participants were found not to use memory strategies 

frequently. This was unexpected in that Chinese learners are generally believed to rely 

much on memory in learning and taking tests (Yang & Weir, 1998; Zou, 1998, 2002). 

This might be partially due to the fact that not much memory was needed to prepare for 

or take the TEPT1 2005 which functioned as a proficiency test, and thus, did not have a 

specific focus to be tested. This, however, might also indicate an emerging change in the 

pattern of test-taking strategy use among Chinese university students, which deserves 

further investigation. 

 

The most and least often used individual strategies 

As noted from Table 5, ten individual strategies were identified to be the most frequently 

used by Chinese undergraduate test-takers. Of these ten strategy items, the majority 

belonged to the metacognitive category and all were in the high-use range with means 

ranging from 3.80 to 4.21. To be physically prepared, the participants arrived at the test 
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room on time (mean = 4.21). During the test, they used background knowledge of the 

topic to help guess and deduce ñwhat the speaker said while doing listening 

comprehensionò (mean = 3.80) and ñwhile readingò (mean = 3.80), looked for keywords 

ñwhile readingò (mean = 3.92) and listened to keywords ñwhen doing listening 

comprehensionò (mean = 3.89). When doing the writing task during the test, these 

participants tried to make their writing coherent and cohesive (mean = 3.87) and make as 

few mistakes as possible (mean = 3.84). During the oral test, they listened carefully to the 

teacher for instructions (mean = 3.82) and to their partners (mean = 3.80) so that they 

could accomplish the test more successfully.  

   In short, these undergraduate non-English majors generally were accustomed to 

arriving at the test room on time, looking for clues, guessing from the context, and 

resorting to background knowledge during a written English test. When in an oral test, 

they were also aware of the importance of cooperation between partners by listening to 

them carefully. 

 

Table 5: The Ten Most Frequently and Ten Least Frequently Used Strategies  

(N = 526) 

 

The ten most frequently used strategies 

Strategy 

No. 

Strategy Mean Category in which this 

strategy is classified 

Comment 

46 I arrived at the test room on time.  4.21 metacognitive high-use 

range 

59 I looked for keywords while reading 

during the test. 

3.92 metacognitive high-use 

range 

57 I listened to keywords when doing 

listening comprehension during the test.

   

3.89 metacognitive high-use 

range 
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61 I tried to make my translation more like 

Chinese. 

3.88 metacognitive high-use 

range 

52 I tried to make my writing coherent and 

cohesive during the test. 

3.87 Metacognitive high-use 

range 

55 I tried to make as few mistakes as 

possible when writing during the test.

  

3.84 Metacognitive high-use 

range 

62 I tried to better understand the sentence 

according to its context when translating 

it into Chinese. 

3.82 Metacognitive high-use 

range 

64 I listened to the teacher for instructions 

carefully during the oral test.  

3.82 Metacognitive high-use 

range 

26 I used my background knowledge of the 

topic to help guess and deduce what the 

speaker said while doing listening 

comprehension during the test.  

3.80 Compensation high-use 

range 

28 I used my background knowledge of the 

topic to help guess and deduce while 

reading during the test.  

3.80 Compensation high-use 

range 

80 I listened to my partner carefully during 

the oral test.   

3.80 Social high-use 

range 

The ten least frequently used strategies 

Strategy 

No. 

Strategy Mean Category in which this 

strategy is classified 

Comment 

3 To prepare for the test, I kept up my 

homework and reviewed my notes 

regularly. 

1.20 memory low-use 

range 

24 I exchanged with English teachers about 

how and what to prepare for the test.

  

1.75 compensation low-use 

range 

11 I created summary notes and ómapsô 

before the oral test.   

1.91 cognitive low-use 

range 

42 I created study checklists before the test.

  

1.91 metacognitive low-use 

range 

6 I memorized model texts/essays before 

the test.  

1.99 memory low-use 

range 

36 I tried to predict examination questions 2.00 metacognitive low-use 
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and then outlined my answers before the 

test.  

range 

5 I created flashcards for words, phrases 

and sentence structures, etc. that I needed 

to memorize before the test. 

2.07 memory low-use 

range 

33 I developed a timetable to prepare for the 

test and stuck to it. 

2.07   metacognitive low-use 

range 

43 Before the test, I avoided speaking with 

other students who had not prepared to 

avoid distraction from my preparation.

  

2.07 metacognitive low-use 

range 

44 I got familiar with the test room before 

the test. 

2.12 metacognitive low-use 

range 

 

   Among the ten least often used individual strategies, all were distinctly in the low-use 

range with a mean range of 1.20 to 2.12 and most fell into metacognitive and memory 

categories, see Table 5. For example, the students seldom used the following strategies 

during the test: ñkept up homework and reviewed notes regularlyò (mean = 1.20); 

ñexchanged with English teachers about how and what to prepare for the testò (mean = 

1.75); ñcreated summary notes and ómapsô before the oral testò (mean = 1.91); created 

ñstudy checklistsò (mean = 1.91); ñpredicted examination questions and outlined my 

answersò (mean = 2.00); ñdeveloped a timetableò (mean = 2.07); ñavoided speaking to 

unprepared studentsò (mean = 2.07); and ñgot familiar with the test roomò (mean = 2.12). 

   As such, the least often used individual strategies included memory strategies like 

reviewing notes and memorizing model texts/essays, which was not out of our 

expectation. TEPT1 2005, as a proficiency and exit test, was generally not restricted to 

the content taught during a term but more concerned with what test-takers were able to do 

with English. Knowing this well, test-takers would neither keep up homework nor review 
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notes regularly to pass this test, as they usually did to prepare for term exams. It was the 

same with memorizing model texts/essays in that test-takers must know how to write any 

type of English composition. Probably for the same reason, these test-takers would 

seldom discuss with their course teachers about how to prepare for the test, create 

summary notes or make study checklists before the test. Meanwhile, means of such 

strategies as 36, 33, and 43 indicate that these participants did not attach much 

importance to the preparation for the test. This was quite surprising because the TEPT 1 

played a crucial role in determining whether they could be granted the degree of 

certificate on time. However, it might also be because the participants had no idea of how 

to prepare for a proficiency test that did not have a specific achievement target. 

   Additionally, most participants reported other individual strategies, though not listed in 

Table 5, as not being very frequently used, such as ñmemorized words, phrases, 

grammatical points, and sentence structuresò (mean = 2.20), ñpracticed writing by 

modeling good essaysò (mean = 2.28), and ñdouble-checked answersò (mean = 2.18).  

 

Correlation between English test-taking strategy use and studentsô test performance 

   Correlation analyses were run to investigate the relationship between English test-

taking strategy use and studentsô test performance, the results of which are shown in 

Table 6.  

 

Table 6: Correlation between English Test-taking  Strategy Use and Studentsô Test 

Performance (N = 526) 

 

 Listening Reading Translation Writing Written 

test score 

Oral test 

score 

overall 

score 



 

155 

 

Listening 1 .511** .504** .192** .779** .422** .791** 

Reading .511** 1 .518** .088* .721** .267** .713** 

Translation .504** .518** 1 .208** .668** .315** .671** 

Writing .192** .088* .208** 1 .621** .104** .596** 

Written test 

score 

.779** .721** .668**  .621** 1 .377** .991** 

Oral test 

score 

.422** .267** .315** .104* .377** 1 .499** 

Overall score .791** .713** .671** .596** .991** .499** 1 

TMS -.019 -.030 .022 -.025 -.027 -.071 -.036 

TCogS .069 .082 .077 .006 .076 .010 .071 

TComS .062 .105* .050 .046 .096* .040 .094* 

TMetaS .015 -.012 .033 .000 .007 .036 .010 

TAS .023 .002 .010 -.014 .005 .009 .005 

TSS .074 .008 .011 .034 .051 .095* .060 

ETSI .037 .029 .047 -.002 .033 .021 .032 

Notes:  ** p < .01    * p < .05 

 

   As shown in Table 6, studentsô test performance was found to significantly correlate 

with certain categories of English test-taking strategies in the present study, as found in 

numerous existing studies (Kim & Goetz, 1993; McLain, 1983; Parham, 1997; Phakiti, 

2003). Compensation strategies were significantly positively related to studentsô 

performance on the reading test (r = .105), the written test (r = .096) and the overall 

TEPT 1 2005 (r = .094) though the coefficients were not high. Social strategies were 

significantly positively correlated with studentsô performance on the oral test (r = .095). It 

might be because the oral test required much cooperation between test-takers, which 

compelled students to employ more social strategies to help them complete the test more 

successfully. When working on other parts of the test, students could independently resort 
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to other types of strategies they knew. However, regression analyses yielded no powerful 

predictors for studentsô test performance among the measured variables.  

   It is worth noting that correlation analyses of English test-taking strategy use and 

studentsô test performance yielded different results for participants in different study 

years. As summarized in Table 7, for first-year students, English test-taking strategy use 

seemed to have exerted great impact on their performance in the TEPT1 2005. Cognitive, 

compensation and social strategies, and overall English test-taking strategy use were 

significantly positively correlated with first-year studentsô performance in the listening, 

reading, translation and written tests of the TEPT1 2005 and the overall TEPT1 2005; 

metacognitive strategies significantly positively correlated with their performance in the 

translation and oral tests of the TEPT1 2005. For second-year students, no significant 

correlations occurred between English test-taking strategy use and studentsô test 

performance. For third-year students, only social strategies were highly related to their 

performance in the oral test of the TEPT1 2005. For these students, the use of other test-

taking strategies seemed to have had little effect on their performance in the proficiency 

test. This might be partly attributed to the fact that the first-year students, who are fresh 

out of middle school, which is very exam-oriented in Mainland China, were generally 

more skilled at employing various strategies when taking tests. It may also be due to the 

fact that first-year students were required to take credit-bearing English courses while 

many of their second-year and third-year counterparts declined the option to do so, and as 

such had forgotten how to employ these strategies. 



Table 7: Correlations between English Test-taking Strategy Use and Studentsô Test 

Performance in Different Study Years (N = 526) 
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Correlations between English test-taking strategy items and studentsô test performance 

When exploring relationships between English test-taking strategy items and studentsô 

test performance, we only included the written and oral test scores of the TEP1 2005 and 

the overall test score while ignoring scores in discrete parts (listening, reading, translation 

and writing). The analyses revealed that 21 strategy items that were significantly 

correlated with studentsô test performance.  

 

Table 8: Correlations between Test-taking Strategy Items and Studentsô Test 

Performance (N = 526) 

Items Written 

test score 

Oral test 

score 

Overall 

test score 

9. Practiced speaking English in different situations 

before the test (cognitive). 

.091* .099* .099* 

10. Practiced writing answers to sample questions 

before the test (cognitive).  

.101*  .101* 

11. Created summary notes and ómapsô before the oral 

test (cognitive). 

-.096*  -.093* 

14. Looked for the central idea of each question 

(cognitive). 

.118**  .111* 

30. Used background knowledge to complete the test 

(compensation). 

.090*  .086* 

31. Used linguistic knowledge to complete the test 

(compensation). 

.127**  .123** 

34. Read old exam papers before the test 

(metacognitive).  

.161**  .162** 

44. Got familiar with the test room before the test 

(metacognitive). 

-.101* -.120** -.111* 

53. Paragraphed writing during the test (metacognitive). .097* .133** .110* 

54. Wrote a topic sentence for each paragraph when 

writing during the test (metacognitive).  

.095* .115** .105* 
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55. Tried to make as few mistakes as possible when 

writing during the test (metacognitive).  

.106* .137** .118** 

57. Listened to keywords when doing listening 

comprehension during the test (metacognitive). 

 .100* .087* 

58. Listened to clues while doing listening 

comprehension during the test (metacognitive). 

.087*  .090* 

63. Used the information on the card to help generate 

and organize ideas during the oral test (metacognitive).

  

 .110*  

65. Made a good use of past experiences to finish the 

oral test (metacognitive). 

 .176**  

69. Answered easy questions first during the written test 

(metacognitive). 

-.092* -.163** -.110* 

71. Will summarize performance after the test 

(metacognitive).  

-.096* -.113** -.107* 

76. Breathed deeply to calm down when becoming 

nervous before and/or during the test (affective). 

 -.122**  

77. Approached the test with confidence (affective).  .159**  

80. Listened to partner carefully during the oral test 

(social). 

 .122**  

81. Supported and helped partner during the oral test 

(social). 

.100* .160** .116** 

Notes:  ** p < .01;    * p < .05 

 

   As noted in Table 8, eight individual strategies had a significant relationship with 

studentsô performance on the written and oral tests and the overall TEPT 1 2005. Strategy 

9, ñpracticed speaking English in different situations before the testò (cognitive); 53, 

ñparagraphed writing during the testò (metacognitive); 54, ñwrote a topic sentence for 

each paragraph when writing during the testò (metacognitive); 55, ñtried to make as few 

mistakes as possible when writing during the testò (metacognitive); and 81, ñsupported 
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and helped my partner during the oral testò (social) were significantly positively related 

to studentsô performance in the written and oral tests and the overall TEPT1 2005. 

Namely, the more frequently a student used these strategies, the better s/he performed on 

the proficiency test. Meanwhile, strategy 44, ñgot familiar with the test room before the 

testò (metacognitive); 69, ñanswered easy questions first during the written testò 

(metacognitive); and 71, ñwill summarize performance after the testò (metacognitive) 

were highly negatively related to studentsô performance in the written and oral tests and 

the overall TEPT1 2005. In other words, a more frequent user of these metacognitive 

strategies tended to perform worse on the proficiency test.  

   In addition, seven individual strategies were highly related to studentsô performance on 

the written part and the overall proficiency test. Strategy 34, ñread old exam papers 

before the testò (metacognitive); 10, ñpracticed writing answers to sample questions 

before the testò (cognitive); 14, ñlooked for the central idea of each questionò (cognitive); 

58, ñlistened to clues while doing listening comprehension during the testò 

(metacognitive); 30, ñused background knowledge to complete the testò (compensation); 

and 31, ñused linguistic knowledge to complete the testò (compensation) were all 

significantly positively correlated with studentsô test performance, while strategy 11, 

ñcreated summary notes and ómapsô before the oral testò (cognitive) was significantly 

inversely related to studentsô test performance.  

   Meanwhile, four individual strategies significantly correlated with studentsô 

performance in the oral test: strategy 63, ñused the information on the card to help 

generate and organize ideas during the oral testò (metacognitive); 65, ñmade a good use 

of past experiences to finish the oral testò (metacognitive); and 80, ñlistened to the partner 

carefully during the oral testò (social) were positively correlated with studentsô oral test 
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performance. Strangely, strategy 76, ñbreathed deeply to calm down when becoming 

nervous before and/or during the testò (affective) seemed to have exerted a negative 

effect on studentsô performance on the oral test. This might be concerned with studentsô 

level of anxiety/confidence. If a student felt confident during the oral test, s/he would not 

need to breathe deeply but rather behaved naturally; whereas if s/he felt anxious, s/he 

might purposefully breathe deeply to calm down, which could negatively influence 

his/her test performance.  

   In general, most of these individual strategies were concerned with planning and fell 

into the metacognitive category, which had a significant relationship with studentsô test 

performance, especially studentsô performance on the written test. This might be due to 

the fact that more metacognitive strategies were included in the survey. Social and 

affective strategies appeared to be more related to studentsô performance in the oral test. 

Memory strategies seemed to have little significant effect on studentsô performance either 

on the written or oral test.  

Differences in English test-taking strategy use among students in different study years 

To address the differences in English test-taking strategy use among students in different 

years of study, the analysis of one-way ANOVA was conducted. The results are reported 

in Table 9.  

 

Table 9: ANOVA Results of English Test-taking Strategy Use  

 

Measures 

 

F 

 

P 

 

F* 

Level (Mean) 

Year 1 = 166; Year 2 = 224; Year 3 = 157 

Location of Sig. 

difference 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

TMS 7.95** .00 2.77 2.09 2.32 2.38 Years 1 & 2; 

Years 1 & 3 
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TCogS 1.10 .33 2.77 2.90 2.97 2.98 / 

TComS 1.64 .19 2.77 3.47 3.38 3.37 / 

TMetaS .20 .82 2.77 3.13 3.16 3.13 / 

TAS .69 .50 2.77 3.32 3.42 3.34 / 

TSS .50 .61 2.77 3.07 3.10 3.15 / 

ETSI .60 .55 2.77 3.03 3.08 3.07 / 

Note:  F* ­ Critical F value for Duncanôs test at .05 level (Black, 1999). 

 

   According to Table 9, students in all study years had a medium use of the strategies 

except memory strategies, which were in the low use range. Third-year students reported 

having used memory, cognitive, and social strategies the most frequently during the test, 

whereas their first-year counterparts used these strategies the least frequently. Second-

year students reported having utilized metacognitive, affective, and the overall strategies 

the most often while their first-year peers employed them the least often. Meanwhile, 

first-year students seemed to have had the greatest use of compensation strategies, while 

their third-year peers reported having had the lowest use of them. However, post-hoc tests 

revealed significant difference occurred only in the use of memory strategies among 

students in different years of study: first-year students deployed memory strategies 

significantly less frequently than their second-year and third-year counterparts, while 

second-year and third-year students did not differ significantly from each other in terms 

of memory strategy use. This significant difference might be again largely due to the fact 

that first-year students who had more access and exposure to English were more skilled at 

using English and taking English tests, while their second- and third-year peers who had 

much less exposure to English had to resort to memory more to pass the exam. 
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Conclusions and educational implications  

The present study investigated Chinese EFL learnersô test-taking strategy use, its effect 

on studentsô test performance, and strategic differences among students in different study 

years. It was found that the six strategy categories were important subcomponents of the 

English Test-Taking Strategy Inventory (ETSI) and that the participants had a medium 

use of English test-taking strategies. Like their counterparts in other EFL learning 

situations (Lan & Oxford, 2003; Oxford & Ehrman, 1995), these learners resorted to 

frequent use of compensation strategies to cope with the challenges found in the EFL 

testing situation. These challenges might have made the test more difficult. On the 

positive side, they were using some affective strategies to help them reduce the anxieties 

and stress found during the test. It is also encouraging that these test-takers deployed 

social strategies to cooperate with each other to finish the test, especially the oral test.  

   The study also revealed that students who used one category of English test-taking 

strategies more frequently tended to use the other five categories of strategies more often. 

This indicates teachers should encourage EFL learners to use effective English test-taking 

strategies whenever possible, with the aim of more efficient learning and better outcomes. 

Teachers can start by raising studentsô awareness of the English test-taking strategies they 

have already been using. To help students better understand the strategies and strategy 

use, it is ñperfectly fine to employ the native language for explanationsò (Lan & Oxford, 

2003, p. 375). Nevertheless, it is also necessary to teach students to know simple strategy 

names in English, such as ñUse background knowledgeò and ñLook for cluesò, which is 

also a type of English learning.  

   As to the relationship between English test-taking strategy use and studentsô test 

performance, the present study revealed significant correlations (though low) which 
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emerged between compensation and social strategies and studentsô test performance. 

Social strategies were especially highly related to studentsô performance on the oral test. 

Some metacognitive strategies (especially planning strategies) were particularly 

significantly correlated with studentsô test performance. This suggests English test-taking 

strategy use could indeed affect studentsô test performance, at least certain aspects of 

performance in English. This further attests to the importance of raising studentsô 

awareness of the broad range of English test-taking strategies and instructing them how to 

use these strategies effectively. For example, EFL learners can be encouraged and trained 

to pay more attention to planning when working on a test. 

   Additionally, it was found that learners in different study years all had a medium use of 

all categories of English test-taking strategies except memory strategies, which was little 

used by all participants. This may imply individuals may have different preferences for 

using strategies and so may learners in different study years. Thus, it is important for EFL 

teachers and learners to recognize that some English test-taking strategies may be more 

suited to some learners than to others. Consequently, teachers may plan their instructions 

more powerfully and students can receive what they need to the greatest degree. Just as 

Vandergrift (1997) claimed, ñthe growing interest in learning strategies reflects an 

awareness that students can, and need to, develop tools to become more effective and 

autonomous language learners (p.387)ò.  

   Finally, though numerous studies have been conducted on language learning strategy 

use and its relationships with individual learner characteristics, not much research has 

been done in the area of English test-taking strategy use, which merits further 

investigation in that it may greatly influence learnersô test performance. The findings of 

this study also lend support to further research in this area. First, we need to know the 
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extent to which the specific patterns of English test-taking strategy use we found in 

Beijing would occur in other geographical and cultural settings. Also worthy of further 

investigation is the relationship of English test-taking strategy use and test performance 

among students in different study years. Though not many significant correlations were 

found between English test-taking strategy use and test performance of the whole 

participant sample, many were found between English test-taking strategy use and first-

year studentsô performance in English.   
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Abstract 

With all the progress made in pragmatic knowledge description, instruction and 

assessment, foreign language teachers still face many challenges in teaching it. These 

have been discussed in the voluminous literature on teaching and assessing pragmatic 

competence. In this paper an attempt is made to investigate teachersô perceived 

challenges related to their pre-service education program, in-service training, textbooks, 

teacher guides, tests, and opportunities for learnersô exposure to natural language use 

outside the classroom. Analysis of data reveals that teachers face difficulties related to 

almost all those dimensions. Suggestions for helping teachers overcome those difficulties 

are proposed and recommendations for further studies are made. 
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Pragmatic competence defined and characterized 

Since Dell Hymes (1972) coined the term communicative competence to refer to our 

knowledge of language in reaction to Noam Chomskyôs restricted notion of linguistic 

competence, many attempts have been made to identify and characterize the components 

of communicative competence (Canale and Swain, 1980, Bachman, 1990, Celce-Murcia 

et al., 1995). In all these attempts, pragmatic competence has always been identified as a 

major component of communicative competence, albeit under different components: 

Hymes' sociolinguistic competence, Canale and Swainôs sociolinguistic competence, 

Bachman's pragmatic competence, and Celce-Murcia et al's actional competence. A 

comparison of these models of communicative competence is beyond the scope of this 

paper. However, such a comparison is now available in many sources (see for example 

Celce-Murcia et al., 1995 and Jorda, 2005).  

   Indeed, the voluminous literature on teaching different aspects of pragmatic 

competence teems with such comparisons of different models of communicative 

competence. Hymes' sociolinguistic competence refers to the ability to use forms 

appropriately in social situations; something which was excluded by Chomsky's 

distinction between competence and performance. Canale and Swain's sociolinguistic 

competence is similar to that of Hymes. They expanded the notion of communicative 

competence to include discourse competence and strategic competence. Bachman (1990) 

grouped linguistic competence and discourse competence (textual competence) together 

under one category she called organizational competence. She identified pragmatic 

competence as the second major component of communicative competence defined as the 

knowledge of the components that enable us to relate words and utterances to their 

meanings, the intentions of language users and relevant characteristics of the language 
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use contexts. To Bachman, pragmatic competence consists of: (a) Lexical knowledgeð

the knowledge of the meanings of words and the ability to use figurative language; (b) 

Functional knowledgeðthe knowledge of the relationships between utterances and the 

intentions/ communicative purposes of language users; and (c) Sociolinguistic knowledge 

refers to knowledge of the relevant characteristics of social contexts in which those 

utterances are used. In Celce-Murcia et al.'s (1995) model of communicative competence 

an attempt is made to show how the different components of communicative competence 

are related. Pragmatic competence is defined as knowledge of language functions that are 

classified in such a way that reminds us of the persistent problem of classifying speech 

acts in a systematic way, and one that was attempted by both Austin and Searle a long 

time ago.  

   There are many definitions of Pragmatics as a branch of linguistics.  For example, 

Levinson (1983) devotes a whole chapter to this issue reviewing a lot of definitions. Yule 

(1996) defines it as the study of those aspects of utterance meaning that are determined 

by the social contexts in which they occur.  Given the multitude of topics often dealt with 

in the literature of pragmatics, he argues that, at that time at least, it looked like the 

wastepaper basket of linguistics.  Rose and Kasper (2003) define pragmatics as:  

ñéthe study of communicative action in its sociocultural context. 

Communicative action includes not only using speech acts (such as 

apologizing, complaining, complimenting, and requesting), but also 

engaging in different types of discourse and participating in speech events 

of varying length and complexity (p.2)."  

 

In addition, Leech and many other leading figures in Pragmatics identify two components 

of pragmatic competence: Pragmalinguistics and Sociopragmatics. The former refers to 

the ability to make appropriate choices from a large range of linguistic forms and 
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pragmatic strategies such as directness/indirectness and routines in the realization of 

communicative acts. The latter refers to the social assumptions or principles underlying 

participantsô interpretation and performance of communicative acts. As such, 

Sociopragmatics is essentially about appropriate social behavior in a certain speech 

community. In addition, the study of L2 learnersô pragmatic knowledge is known as 

Interlanguage Pragmatics. Jorda (2005) points out that:  

ñInterlanguage pragmatics is a relatively new subfield within the second 

language acquisition research area. It is concerned with the pragmatic 

competence and performance of second and foreign language learners; 

thus, studies in this field focus on the non-native speakerôs use and 

acquisition of pragmatic knowledge in/of the target language (p.64).ò   

 

   Eun and Tadayoushi (2006) sum up the development of research in Interlanguage 

Pragmatics (ILP). The earliest Interlanguage Studies focused mainly on what Cohen 

(1998) calls Contrastive Pragmatics.  Pragmatic intuitions and performance of different 

groups of second/foreign language learners having specific first language backgrounds 

were described and compared with those of Native Speakers. Gradually, the scope of 

Interlanguage Pragmatics has become broader to include developmental studies (i.e. 

studies focusing on the development of learners' interlanguage competence). More 

recently, researchers have also started to the investigate classroom instruction of 

pragmatic knowledge. This, then, is the focus of this paper.  

 

Rationale for classroom Pragmatic instruction 

Until very recently, many people believed that pragmatic knowledge need not be taught 

explicitly. Even in 1997, Kasper raised the question, ñCan Pragmatic competence be 
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taught?ò Many arguments can be made for teaching pragmatic knowledge in foreign 

language classrooms despite the challenges that are enumerated later. 

 

1. Direct instruction of this aspect of knowledge of language in L1 context  

Many prominent figures in Interlanguage Pragmatics have pointed out that this aspect of 

knowledge in particular receives a lot of attention by parents when they teach their 

children how to behave linguistically in social situations (Cohen, 2008, Eun, & 

Tadayoushi, 2006, Rose & Kasper, 2003). Following Kasper and Schmidt, Eun, & 

Tadayoushi, (2006) note that:   

ñé unlike syntax, parents and peers ñactivelyò instruct the appropriate use 

of language to a child. In other words, even in L1 acquisition, pragmatic 

competence is commonly treated as a special entity which develops 

through informal instructional events, such as caretakersô provision of 

negative feedback, and even of explicit statements about sociopragmatic 

rules or pragmalinguistic resources, in response to childrenôs pragmatic 

infelicities (p.167).ò 

 

In the same vein, Schmidt (1993) asserts that: 

"Unlike the acquisition of syntax, semantics, and even some 

sociolinguistic rules, when it comes to speaking politely adults do 

not leave it to the child to construct the rules on his or her own. 

Here, they take an active, even energetic part in directly instructing 

their children in the use of the various politeness devices (p.28)." 

 

If parents/caretakers provide informal explicit instruction on this aspect of knowledge of 

language, it might be argued that classroom pragmatic instruction is also necessary in a 

foreign language learning context. 

 



 

 174 

2. Tendencies of negative and positive pragmatic transfer in foreign language 

learnersô performance  

Cross-cultural and contrastive ILP studies reveal that there are many pragmatic 

universals.  In other words, there can be both similarities and differences between English 

pragmatic norms and those of Arabic in the sociopragmatic component. The same thing 

applies to English compared with other languages. Many people talk now about 

pragmatic universals. Therefore, it is often argued that the adult learner might have a lot 

of pragmatic knowledge at his/her disposal. However, ILP studies reveal that positive 

transfer does not occur automatically (i.e. without instruction). In fact, negative transfer 

can occur. Rose and Kasper (2003) assert: 

ñUnfortunately, learners do not always capitalize on the knowledge 

they already have. It is well known from educational psychology 

that students do not always transfer available knowledge and 

strategies to new tasks. This is also true for some aspects of 

learnersô universal or L1-based pragmatic knowledge (p.2).ò 

 

3. Lack of exposure to real life use of language outside the classroom as well as 

paucity of study abroad trips 

Unlike L2 learners, foreign language learners are rarely exposed to the use of language in 

natural settings. Furthermore, studies focusing on the effect of study abroad projects on 

learners' pragmatic competence reveal that mere exposure, without explicit instruction, 

has a very slow effect on the development of learners' pragmatic competence. Cohen 

(1998) argues that exposure to speech acts behaviors alone does not necessarily lead to 

their acquisition. These sociocultural strategies and sociolinguistic forms are not easily 

learned, and this applies to less frequent speech acts as well as more frequent one 
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4. Most instructed researchers of pragmatic development have adapted the new 

version of Long's Interaction Hypothesis and his distinction between focus-on-form 

and focus-on-forms together with Schmidt's Noticing Hypothesis as a rationale for 

teaching pragmatics as well as a guideline for designing their proposed treatments 

Roughly speaking, the early version of the Interaction Hypothesis states that the only 

necessary condition for instructed language acquisition is through exposure to input that 

is made comprehensible though negotiation of meaning and not just negotiation of input 

as Krashen's comprehensible input states. Negotiation of meaning refers to modifications 

in the structure of conversation whereas negotiation of input is confined to modification 

of form. Swain's Comprehensible Output Hypothesis and Schmidt's Noticing Hypothesis 

have made Long accept a role for a sort of incidental focus on form in instructed L2 

acquisition.  The former makes it necessary to engage learners in tasks that require them 

to produce language. This, it is argued, pushes learners to extend their current 

Interlanguage System and generate more comprehensible input in the feedback they 

receive (see Ellis, 2005). Therefore, Long makes a distinction between focus on forms in 

which forms are graded and sequenced and the teaching of forms is planned and 

intentional; and focus on form in which form-focused instruction incidentally occurs in 

classes dominated by communicative tasks that enhance the negotiation of meaning.  

   Schmidt (1993) argues that noticing is essential, not only for acquiring forms, but also 

for acquiring pragmatic knowledge. According to his Noticing Hypothesis, exposure to 

pragmatic knowledge in natural settings or inside the classroom may be necessary, but 

not sufficient for making input intake. Thus, learners' attention should be drawn to certain 

features.  Complete subliminal learning, it is argued, is simply out of the question. As 

Schmidt (1993) puts it: 
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"Simple exposure to sociolinguistically appropriate input is unlikely to be 

sufficient for second language acquisition of pragmatic and discoursal 

knowledge because the linguistic realizations of pragmatic functions are 

sometimes opaque to language learners and because the relevant 

contextual factors to be noticed are likely to be defined differently or may 

be nonsalient for the learner. Second language learners may fail to 

experience the crucial noticings for years (p.35)." 

 

Ellis (2003) makes use of Schmidt's Noticing Hypothesis in his Consciousness Raising 

model. According to Ellis, form focused instruction results in raising learner's awareness 

of the feature in question. Awareness-raising triggers two cognitive processes. One is 

noticing the feature in question within the available comprehensible input and the other is 

comparing this feature to his/ her current interlanguage system. Once the learner reaches 

the stage at which s/he is ready to acquire it, this feature is internalized or becomes 

intake.  

   The implication of current theory of L2 acquisition is that learners need to be engaged 

in communicative tasks that provide them with comprehensible pragmatic input as well 

as explicit pragmatic instruction that raises their awareness of pragmatic features that 

may not be salient to them in communicative tasks such as role plays.  

 

Effectiveness of instruction in second language pragmatics 

As pointed out above, pragmatic instruction is the most recent paradigm of research of 

ILP. In the last few years, many classroom-based studies aiming at establishing the 

effectiveness of pragmatic instruction have been conducted. A number of reviews of 

many of those studies are now available (Belz, 2007; Cohen, 2008; Eun, & Tadayoushi, 

2006; Rose, 2005). In addition, several PhD studies focusing on pragmatics instruction in 
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foreign language classrooms have been conducted in the last few years (e.g. Jernigan, 

2007;  Vellenga, 2008; Mwinyelle, 2005; Reuda, 2004; Sawako, 2007; Vellenga, 2008), 

and several papers have been published in journals (e.g. Jiang, 2006; Liu & Zhao, 2007). 

Most of those studies focus on the teaching and testing of certain speech acts.  

   Eun, & Tadayoushiôs, (2006) review of research on the effectiveness of pragmatic 

instruction is especially interesting because research synthesis using meta-analysis 

usually requires very rigid procedure for selecting and analyzing studies which meet 

specific selection criteria. To conduct a meta-analysis review, the issue in question should 

have enough data sources to be able to be investigated by many researchers. The two 

reviewers assert that there were two earlier claims in the literature regarding the adequate 

availability of studies focusing on instructed pragmatic development, whereas Kasper and 

Rose (2003) claimed that it was still premature to conduct a meta-analysis as there were 

not enough studies to consider. Another earlier review reported that there were more than 

two dozen studies on instructed pragmatic development. Since the review started in 2003 

with 34 relevant published studies, it is expected that the number of published studies 

must have increased significantly since that time.   

   Out of the total number of studies investigated (34), only 13 studies met the criteria set 

for the analysis.  Eun, & Tadayoushi, (2006) sum up the findings of their meta-analysis: 

"Results of the meta-analysis revealed that direct instruction made a 

notable difference over no instruction, and that explicit instruction was in 

some cases more beneficial than implicit instruction. Further analysis 

yielded suggestive but inconclusive evidence that the type of outcome 

measure may increase the observed learning benefits, and that compared to 

short-term pragmatic instruction (i.e., less than five hours), long-term 

instruction (i.e., more than five hours) is likely to result in larger 

instructional effects (p.165).ò 
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They also make a number of comments related to the studies reviewed. For example, 

most of the studies reported the positive effect of formal explicit instruction on pragmatic 

competence. Thus, pragmatic instruction facilitates the acquisition of certain pragmatic 

features that are difficult to acquire only through exposure. They further add that "Many 

interventional pragmatics studies feature techniques on the most explicit end of the 

continuum, and typically include teacher fronted instruction on pragmalinguistic forms or 

sociopragmatic rules (p.169)." As such, they classify the treatments used in teaching 

pragmatics into two categories: explicit vs. implicit treatments. The former are usually 

characterized by "a complete disclosure of the goal of the lesson", "frequent use of 

metalanguage", "unidirectional information flow from teacher to learners", and 

"structural exercises". The latter type of treatments are characterized by "the use of  

consciousness raising activities", the use of self discovery of target features in given input 

through the analysis of native speaker output in spoken or written form, and the use of 

group-based consciousness raising activities as advanced organizers preceding exposure 

to comprehensible input tasks to maximize the possibility for noticing. Another 

interesting type of consciousness raising activity used by many studies is known as 

retrospective analysis of self-elicited data or audio- or video-recordings of learnersô own 

production in performing production tasks such as pair conversations, role-plays, writing 

tasks and previous group discussions. These are viewed as some sort of reflection 

enhancing tasks. Summing up the extreme end of implicit instruction in pragmatics, Eun, 

& Tadayoushi, (2006) note that: 

"Instructed pragmatics studies at the very end of the implicit pole hardly 

involve external manipulation of learnersô attention to target forms. Most 

often realized as the implicit counterpart of the explicit experimental 

conditions in type-of-instruction studies, purely implicit instruction 
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conditions are largely characterized by sole exposure to authentic language 

data..., no direction to guide learnersô attention to language form of 

interest, no use of metalanguage, and absence of any type of consciousness 

raising activities (p.171)." 

 

In other words, the purely implicit treatments will consist mainly of pragmatics-based 

communicative tasks with no attempt to draw the learners' attention to specific linguistic 

features.  

Challenges faced in teaching and testing pragmatic competence in a foreign 

language learning context: 

1. Paucity of pragmatics courses in both pre-service teacher education programs 

and in-service professional development ones  

Since most foreign language teachers are non-native speakers of English, they need to be 

well-prepared for teaching this aspect of knowledge of language. Unfortunately, however, 

courses on pragmatics are usually electives if they are included at all in pre-service 

education programs as it is the case at Sultan Qaboos University (SQU). But the situation 

in many parts of the world is not much better. Cohen (2008) cites many studies about the 

degree to which teacher education programs prepare teachers for teaching and testing 

pragmatic knowledge. Most programs investigated rarely provide information about 

pragmatics or pragmatic knowledge instruction and assessment. However, most MA 

programs in Applied Linguistics seem to include a pragmatics component. To the best of 

the researcherôs knowledge, the only exception to this in the Gulf Region is Imam 

University in Saudi Arabia. In 1996, the researcher was entrusted with teaching a 

pragmatics course to undergraduate students majoring in English. It was a core course 

and not an elective as it is the case in the current EFL student teachersô curriculum. The 
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situation is not very much different in in-service professional development programs. The 

extensive review of related literature for the purpose of this study yielded only two 

sources on professional development workshops on pragmatics (Bartels, 2005; Yates & 

Wigglesworth, 2005). 

 

2. Challenges related to ELT materials and Pragmatics 

The explicit treatment of pragmatic phenomena in prescribed textbooks and their 

accompanying teacher guides is very infrequent. It is true that there are attempts to 

include a few mini-dialogues for a few speech acts that students are required to practice. 

However, those mini-dialogues are often very contrived and decontextualized. A few 

attempts have been made to investigate pragmatic knowledge in ELT materials (Boxer, 

2003; Boxer & Pickering, 1995). These attempts show that materials used in EFL 

contexts rarely include authentic input and that, in most cases, available information may 

not be true to real life use of language in social situations. Following Bardovi-Harlig, 

Cohen et. al., Belz (2007) asserts that "...In general, textbooks cannot be counted on as a 

reliable source of pragmatic input for classroom language learners (p.48)ò. Belz also 

argues that research indicates that:  

"...language textbooks (1) include little information on L2 pragmatics, (2) 

lack explicit discussions of conversational norms and practices, and (3) 

contain inauthentic language samples that are based on introspection rather 

than genuine language use (p.48)."  

 

3. Paucity of exposure to real life language use outside the classroom 

The paucity of exposure to real life language use outside the classroom is probably the 

chief distinction between L2 contexts and foreign language learning contexts. Also, it is 
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always cited as a rationale for the necessity of explicit instruction in pragmatics in foreign 

language learning contexts. For example, Jorda (2005, p.65) argues:  

"Contrary to Boxer and Pickeringôs (1995) assumptions about the 

unrequired teaching of sociopragmatic aspects in a foreign language 

setting, we believe that these features are of the utmost importance in these 

particular language learning contexts. Unlike second language learners, 

subjects learning a foreign language do not have many opportunities to be 

exposed to natural and authentic language use. If we do not provide them 

with sufficient sociocultural and sociolinguistic information, we are 

increasing their difficulty in understanding and producing politeness issues 

in the target language (p.65)." 

 

4. Challenges related to testing pragmatic knowledge 

Testing pragmatic knowledge has always been a persistent problem both in contrastive 

pragmatics research as well as instructional pragmatic development. The most widely 

used technique in testing pragmatic knowledge is known as the Discourse Completion 

Test (DCT) and its variants. Originally used in Contrastive Pragmatics studies, a situation 

is first described and then the respondentôs reaction is elicited. The most commonly used 

versions of DCT are multiple choice rejoinders [see Jianda (2007) and (2006) for 

procedure to develop a Multiple Choice Discourse Completion Test of Chinese learners' 

pragmatic proficiency]. Rose & Kasper (2003) argue: 

"Especially in instructional contexts where formal testing is regularly 

performed, curricular innovations that comprise pragmatics as a learning 

objective will be ineffective as long as pragmatic ability is not included as 

a regular and important component of language tests (p.8)." 

 

Tests, in general, are well known for their backwash effect on both teaching and learning. 

If no attempt is made to test this aspect of knowledge or include it in tests, the 

instructional effect is bound to be minimal. This is because teachers teach to the test and 
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learners learn to the test. 

   Many authorities in instructed pragmatic development have also tried to identify the 

challenges faced by teachers and researchers in this area. Belz (2007) notes that:  

ñThese aspects include (1) the availability and authenticity of 

instructional materials, (2) the exposure of classroom learners to 

broadened discourse options and the provision of opportunities for 

the performance and practice of L2 pragmatics in meaningful 

interactions, (3) the longitudinal documentation of developmental 

pathways for L2 pragmatic competence, and (4) the efficacy of 

particular pedagogical interventions in L2 pragmatics instruction 

(p.46).ò 

 

   In the same vein, Cohen (2008) notes that in his extensive review of teaching as well as 

testing pragmatics, more questions than answers provided. However, he attests that these 

challenges should not deter teachers from introducing pragmatic instruction in their 

classrooms.  

 

Purpose of the study 

The present study aimed at identifying the degree to which teachers are aware of the 

challenges they face in teaching pragmatic competence in Oman. The two main questions 

of this study are: 

1. What are the challenges faced by teachers in teaching pragmatic competence in 

Omani schools?  

2. Are there any statistically significant differences between the perceptions of teachers 

who took the undergraduate pragmatic course and those who did not? 
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Method of research 

A questionnaire was designed for eliciting Omani teachers' perceptions of the challenges 

faced in teaching pragmatic competence. First, the researcher reviewed relevant literature 

as pointed out earlier. Second, semi-structured interviews with six Omani EFL teachers 

and one supervisor were held. For each category of challenges, there was one major 

open-ended question, followed by clarification checks and attempts to elicit any further 

perceived challenges. The aim was not only to identify the different challenges that can 

be subsumed under each category/ dimension, but also to be aware of the language used 

by teachers in talking about these issues. The initial draft consisted of 32 statements. It 

was then submitted to three colleagues who are interested in this area for feedback about 

the relevance and clarity of each statement. Acting upon their feedback, the number of 

statements was reduced to 18 and very few modifications in wording were made.  Ninety 

copies were distributed to Omani teachers teaching grades 5-12, but only 47 forms were 

returned.  

 

Analysis of data 

As the questionnaire had a three point scale, it was decided to consider the mean values 

between 1 and 1.66 to mean ñof low adequacyò or ñof low frequencyò, the mean values 

between 1.67 and 2.33 ñof moderate adequacy or frequencyò, and the mean values 

between 2.34 and 3 ñof high adequacy or frequencyò. 

 

1. Challenges related to teacher education programs 

Table 1 displays teachers' perceptions of the adequacy of their teacher education 

programs for raising their awareness of pragmatics, the comparison of L1 and L2 
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pragmatic norms and strategies, norms of politeness, teaching and testing pragmatic 

knowledge.  

 

Table 1: Means and Standard Deviation for TE Programs 

Statements Means SD 

Awareness of pragmatics as a branch of linguistics 1.64 1.64 

Comparing English and Arabic Pragmatic norms & strategies 1.68 1.68 

Learning norms of politeness in face to face interaction 1.74 1.74 

Teaching pragmatic knowledge 1.74 1.74 

Designing/ selecting activities for teaching pragmatic knowledge 1.23 1.23 

Designing tests of pragmatic competence 1.19 1.19 

 

   It can be seen from Table 1 that teachers believe that their teacher education program 

has made been moderately adequate with regard to the second, third and fourth variables. 

Mean values for those variables ranged between 1.68 and 1.74.  This can be attributed to 

the fact that many teachers reported that they had attended a course on Pragmatics in their 

teacher education program (N=21). They considered their teacher education programs to 

be of low adequacy with regard to the other three variables. 

 

2. Challenges related to textbooks 

Table 2 shows teachers perceptions regarding the adequacy of certain aspects of 

textbooks and teacher guides (TG). 

 

Table 2 Means and Standard Deviation for Textbooks 

Statements M SD 

Textbook & TG explanation related to pragmatic knowledge 1.51 .505 

Textbook and TG activities for practicing pragmatic uses of language 1.45 .583 
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Textbook consciousness raising-activities 1.23 .428 

TG guidance about how to teach Pragmatic knowledge 1.36 .486 

Textbook audio-/video-recordings of samples of pragmatic uses in natural settings 1.53 .620 

TG guidance about testing pragmatic knowledge 1.23 .428 

 

   Teachers consider textbooks and teacher guides of low adequacy with regard to all six 

variables. This is consistent with the views expressed in the literature and the findings of 

previous research. 

 

3. Challenges related to tests 

Table 3 displays teachers' perceptions regarding the adequacy of tests covering this 

component of knowledge of language and non-native teachers' ability to design tests of 

pragmatic knowledge. Mean values for these two variables related to textbooks and 

teacher guides range between 1.23 and 1.51. 

 

Table 3: Means and Standard Deviation for Tests 

Statements M SD 

Test items focusing on pragmatic knowledge 1.28 .452 

Ability of non-native teachers to test pragmatic knowledge 1.30 .462 

 

   Once again, teachers view tests of pragmatic competence as well as their ability to 

design tests of this component of communicative competence as being of low adequacy. 

 

4. Challenges related to exposure to pragmatic knowledge outside the classroom  

Table 4 displays teachers' perceptions regarding the frequency of their exposure to 

pragmatic knowledge of language outside the classroom. 
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Table 4: Means and SD for Exposure to Pragmatic knowledge outside the classroom 

Statements M SD 

Exposure to pragmatic uses with native speakers in Oman 1.32 .471 

Exposure to pragmatic uses during a study abroad program 2.00 .590 

Exposure to pragmatic uses in online chats with native speakers 1.38 .491 

Exposure to pragmatic uses through e-mail in a Connecting Schools Project 1.23 .428 

 

   Except for the exposure to those uses during a study abroad program, teachers view 

other opportunities for exposure to pragmatic knowledge to be of low frequency, as mean 

values range between 1.23 and 1.38. This finding can be can be attributed to the fact that 

some teachers reported that they had had the chance to join a study abroad program 

N=13). 

   To investigate the effect of studying pragmatics in their teacher education program on 

their perception compared with those who had not taken that course, the independent 

sample t-test was used. No statistically significant differences between the two groups' 

perceptions were found in any dimension except the first. Table 5 compares the means of 

the two groups with regard to the first dimension.  

 

Table 5: Independent samples t-test for attending Pragmatics course 

 Have you 

studied 

pragmatics? 

N M SD t Sig 

Awareness of pragmatics as a branch of 

linguistics 

Yes 21 2.19 .402 8.460 .000 

No 26 1.19 .402 8.459 .000 

Comparing English and Arabic Pragmatic 

norms & strategies 

Yes 21 2.10 .539 5.008 .000 

No 26 1.35 .485 4.952 .000 

Learning norms of politeness in face to face Yes 21 1.86 .655 1.146 .258 
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interaction No 26 1.65 .562 1.127 .267 

Teaching pragmatic knowledge 
Yes 21 2.14 .478 4.579 .000 

No 26 1.42 .578 4.673 .000 

Designing/ selecting activities for teaching 

pragmatic knowledge 

Yes 21 1.38 .498 2.202 .033 

No 26 1.12 .326 2.108 .043 

Designing tests of pragmatic competence 
Yes 21 1.38 .498 3.220 .002 

No 26 1.04 .196 2.973 .006 

 

   Except for learning norms of politeness and teaching pragmatic competence, there are 

statistically significant differences between the perceptions of those who attended the 

Pragmatics course and those who did not in favor of those who attended it at the level of 

0.001.  

 

Proposed solutions to those challenges 

1. Recommendations related to teacher education and teacher professional 

development  

   Many students majoring in English at SQU choose the Pragmatics elective. Given the 

importance of this course, it has been recommended to be a core course and not an 

elective. Furthermore, teaching and testing pragmatic competence need to be included in 

undergraduate methods courses. Language teachers' professional development programs 

can also help teachers upgrade their undergraduate knowledge of pragmatics as well as 

their repertoire of skills in teaching and testing it. Few attempts are reported in the 

literature to initiate and investigate the effectiveness of in-service pragmatics 

workshops (Chavez de Castro, 2005, Yates & Wigglesworth, 2005). Teachers 

themselves should attempt to make optimal use of the Connecting Classrooms Project to 
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encourage natural interaction with native speakers. They can also make use of self-access 

pragmatics sites available at the moment on the Internet. For example, CARLA has 

already initiated a project to provide teachers with self-access sites for the learning and 

performance of L2 pragmatics.  

   Omani researchers may also be encouraged to conduct contrastive pragmatics studies 

since these analyses can act as a source of information about the similarities and 

differences of L1 and L2 pragmatics. They should also be encouraged to investigate 

classroom pragmatics instruction assuming that the treatments designed by researchers 

specifically for the Omani classrooms will be of great value for teachers and measures 

used in those studies can also be emulated by teachers. To date, very few contrastive 

pragmatics studies or classroom pragmatic instruction studies have been done in the Arab 

world.  

   Great progress has been achieved in the field of pragmatics in the last few decades. 

However, the language used in pragmatics literature may be far removed from ordinary 

teachers. Indeed, more teacher-friendly pragmatics texts are badly needed. Thus, teachers 

are in need of what might be called "Pedagogical Pragmatics".  

   It was pointed out above that the distinction between implicit and explicit teaching of 

pragmatics is similar to focus-on-form and focus-on-forms. Engaging learners in 

communicative tasks in which they have to acquire pragmatic knowledge with some sort 

of incidental explicit comments on their use of language in social situations constitutes 

the type of tasks used in the implicit teaching of pragmatics. The explicit teaching of 

pragmatics refers to engaging learners in consciousness raising tasks that raise their 

awareness of both the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features and strategies 

associated speech acts for example. These include the analysis of natural data and 
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comparing L1 and L2 norms of pragmatic behavior. It should be pointed out that these 

methods constitute two extreme ends of a continuum and that many recommended 

classroom methodologies constitute a blend of both explicit and implicit strategies.  

   It is the contention of the researcher that pragmatics should be integrated into classroom 

instruction focusing on other components of knowledge of language and not taught 

separately. In fact, there are already several models that have been developed for whole-

lesson based pragmatics instruction. For instance, Cohen (1998) proposes a five-step 

lesson of this kind: 

1. Diagnostic assessment of the students' awareness of the speech act in question; 

2. Model dialogues illustrating the speech act in use; 

3. Evaluation of a situation: having students to decide in pairs or small groups, 

whether a speech act realization is appropriate; 

4. Role play activities; and 

5. Feedback and discussion focusing on similarities and differences between 

speech act performance in the target culture and the first culture (p.90).  

 

In addition, these steps are also reflected in CARLA sites for learning pragmatics. 

   Martinez-Flor & Uso-Juan (2006) review some more frameworks for teaching 

pragmatics and propose, "A Comprehensive Pedagogical Framework to Develop 

Pragmatics in the Foreign Language Classroom: The 6Rs Approach". The name of each 

step starts with "R": Researching, Reflecting, Receiving, Reasoning, Rehearsing and 

Revising, and is described in more detail below: 

1. Researching: After a brief explanation of the speech act in question, learners 

are provided with a data collection worksheet and are asked to collect natural 

instances of the speech act in question in their mother tongue. 

2. Reflecting: Learners are provided with another consciousness raising 

worksheet in which they are required to analyze their L1 samples and required 

to compare their data with their partners to gain access to a wider sample. 
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3. Receiving: Learners then receive explicit instruction on the pragmalinguistic 

forms that realize the speech act in question. Then, they are asked to compare 

them with those used in L1 sample. 

4. Reasoning: This stage involves consciousness raising activities in which they 

have to reason and understand the sociocultural factors that determine the use 

of each realization of the speech act in question.  

5. Rehearsing: Having become aware of both the linguistic realizations and the 

socipragmatic factors that determine the use of each, they are engaged in two 

types of production activities in which they can rehearse that knowledge: 

controlled production activities and then free production ones.  

 

It should be noted that this framework builds upon most previous attempts to plan and 

implement classroom pragmatics instruction. The framework is designed to be used for 

students at the university level. It might be useful for teaching pragmatics to student 

teachers of English. At this stage, it might be possible to teach pragmatics separately as 

the model entails. In pre-university stages, these activities may not necessarily occur in 

one lesson or a group of lessons. Instead pragmatics instruction tasks need to be 

integrated with other components of the entire course.  

2. Recommendations related to ELT materials 

Given the limitations of input available in textbooks as indicated by the research referred 

to above and the perceptions of Omani teachers related to this dimension, it might be 

argued that new sources of ELT materials for teaching pragmatics should be produced. 

Several available resources are mentioned in the literature. For example, the Center for 

Advanced Research on Language Acquisition (CARLA) has three websites dedicated to 

L2 pragmatics: A general one; one focusing on Japanese; and a third one focusing on 

Spanish (Cohen, 2008). Cohen also points out that there are many sites for both teachers 

and learners to learn pragmatic knowledge independently. Almost all classroom 
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pragmatics instruction studies can provide useful materials for teaching as well as testing 

pragmatics. One of the most interesting open sources consists of thirty lessons collected 

by Bardovi-Harlig & Mahan-Taylor (2003). These materials can help English learners 

use socially appropriate language in different social situations and cover topics such as 

conversational management, opening and closings, requests, refusals, compliments, and 

complaints. In addition, Keller and Warmer (1988) provide an excellent source on the use 

of conversational gambits. Finally, Belz (2008) provides many other sites in which 

learners can interact with other learners from different cultures in what has become 

known as Telecollaboration.  

3. Recommendations related to testing pragmatic competence 

Rover (2004) points out that although pragmatic competence is considered to be a major 

component of communicative competence, little attention has been paid to testing it in the 

literature. But like task types used in classroom instruction of this component of 

knowledge of the target language, teachers can also benefit from tests developed by 

researchers of classroom pragmatic development. Rover has already developed and 

validated a web-based test battery for testing pragmatic competence that meets two major 

criteria in testing: practicality and difficulty. Tada (2005) used video prompts for testing 

pragmatic production and awareness. However, the more expensive the test, the less 

practical it will be. Developing an adaptive test, means that different items have to 

identify different levels of proficiency of the test takers. In the same volume, Cohen 

(2004) makes similar and cautious comments about testing pragmatic competence: 

ñMore recently, the field has evolved such that there are now more 

rigorous batteries of instruments for assessing speech act ability. While 

these batteries have primarily been used for research purposes, the 

potential use of portions of such instruments in language classrooms is 
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open for investigation. An important consideration is one of feasibility, 

since some of the subtests may be too labor intensive to make them 

practical for the classroom (p.299).ò  

 

Given the fact that excluding this aspect of knowledge from final tests will have a 

detrimental washback effect on teaching and learning processes, it including a pragmatic 

component in Omani tests should be attempted.  

 

Conclusion 

The main conclusion of this study is that pragmatic competence in foreign language 

contexts is both teachable and testable, yet neither aspect is attended to enough in the L2 

teaching and learning context. Despite the challenges identified in the literature and 

perceived by language teachers, there are many solutions available at the moment to get 

over those challenges.  
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Appendix 

 

Dear Teacher/ Senior Teacher of English, 

This study aims at identifying the difficulties you might face in teaching your students a 

very important aspect of knowledge of English known as pragmatic knowledge. 

Pragmatic knowledge can be roughly defined as the ability to use language forms 

appropriately in social situations. As teachers of English we face many difficulties in 

teaching this aspect of knowledge. Such difficulties can be classified into four categories: 

difficulties related to your teacher education program or relevant in-service training, 

difficulties related to textbooks and teacher guides, lack of exposure to real life use in 

natural situations outside the classroom and difficulties related to testing this aspect of 

knowledge.  

You are kindly requested to respond to the following questionnaire.  

Thanks for your co-operation. 

The researcher 
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Personal information 

 

Have you studied a course on pragmatics in your undergraduate teacher education 

program?  

 

Yes  No 

 

Gender: Male  Female 

 

Have you ever been involved in a study abroad summer course?  

 

Yes  No 

 

Region:éééééééééééééé.. 

 

No Statements 

A
d

e
q

u
a

te 

F
a

irly
 

A
d

e
q

u
a

te 

In
a

d
e
q

u
a

te
  

Have you been taught any of the following items in any of your 

undergraduate courses or in-service training courses? To what extent 

have pre-service and/ or in-service teacher education programs helped 

you: 

1  Become aware of pragmatics as a branch of linguistics    

2  Compare  English and Arabic pragmatic norms and strategies    

3  Learn norms of  "politeness" in face to face interaction    

4  Teach this aspect of knowledge of English    

5  Design or select activities for teaching this aspect of knowledge of 

English 

   

6  Design tests of this aspect of knowledge of English    

To what extend do Omani English textbooks and teacher guides 

include each of the following? 

   

7  Explanation related to this aspect of knowledge of English    

8  Activities that help students practice performing those uses of 

language  

   

9  Activities that help them analyze natural samples of those uses of 

language and draw their attention  to the different ways of performing 

them in different situations 

   

10  Guidance about how to teach those uses of language    

11  Audio or video recorded samples of those uses in natural situations     

12  Guidance for teachers as to how to test those uses of language    

How would you rate each of the following?    

13  Questions included in Omani tests about this aspect of knowing 

English? 
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14  Ability of non-native teachers of English to test this aspect of 

knowledge of English? 

   

To what extent have you and/ or your students been exposed to those 

uses of language in natural situations outside the classroom? 

F
re

q
u

e
n

tly
 

S
o

m
e
tim

e
s 

R
a

re
ly

/N
e
v

e
r 

15  In conversations with native speakers in Oman    

16  With native speakers in an English speaking country during a study 

abroad program 

   

17  With native speakers in online chats    

18  With native speakers in a "Connecting Schools Project" organized by 

the Ministry of Education through e-mail 

   

 

Do you face any other difficulties in teaching and/ or testing this aspect of knowledge of 

English not included in this table? If yes, please write them here. You can use Arabic if 

you like. 
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Abstract 

There has been increasing research on the study of discourse markers (DMs) in terms of 

their pragmatic use. However, their pedagogic use in the ESL classroom has received less 

attention. This paper explores the attitudes of Hong Kong teachers towards the pedagogic 

values of DMs using a questionnaire (N=132), a reliability test, factor analysis, and 

interviews (N=3) with NS and NNS teacher-informants. Both the quantitative and 

qualitative results indicate a very positive perception of the pragmatic and pedagogic 

values of DMs by the subjects, where students at the intermediate-advanced level are 

challenged to acquire DMs for both receptive and productive purposes. The findings also 
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reveal the underrepresentation of DMs in existing teaching materials and in subjectsô 

teaching. The study proposes the need to develop learnersô linguistic awareness of this 

aspect of spoken features to facilitate communication and suggests that DMs can be 

included as part of the lexical input in the ESL/EFL syllabus. The results have 

implications for utilizing corpora to exploit the polyfunctionalities of DMs in different 

contexts and across registers, modifying existing teaching materials and promoting 

professional involvement in preparing learners to develop more effective communication. 

 

Keywords: Discourse Markers, Attitudes, Pedagogic Use, ESL Classroom 

 

Introduction  

Hong Kong was a former British colony and the sovereignty was returned to China in 

1997. Under the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR), the policy of óone 

country, two systemsô is practised and the acquisition of biliteracy (written English and 

Modern Standard Chinese) and trilingualism (spoken English, Cantonese and Putonghua) 

is promoted. Hong Kongôs historical background as a British colony, the impact of 

economic force and the position of English as an important lingua franca for international 

communication in the new global information society have tremendously increased the 

pragmatic value of English. Despite the coercive implementation of mother tongue 

education in 1999, empirical evidence has indicated a strong positive instrumental 

orientation to English (Tung & Tsang, 1997; Flowerdew, Li & Miller, 1998). In fact, 

parents, government, business and educators seem to be at one in their attitudes in 

promoting and perpetuating the dominance of English in the territory. It is against this 

linguistic background that Hong Kong teachersô attitudes towards English discourse 

marker (henceforth DM), a pervasive feature in authentic spoken language, is studied. 

   Most previous research on the study of discourse markers, either DMs in English or in 

other languages, has focused on their meanings and their corresponding pragmatic use 
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(e.g. Schourup, 2001; Matsui, 2002; Tree & Schrock, 2002; Müller, 2004; De Klerk, 

2005; Overstreet, 2005; Wang & Tsai, 2005), and on how they create coherence 

(Schiffrin, 1987; Redeker, 1991; Risselada & Spooren, 1998). While the proliferation of 

research has attested that DMs contribute to the management and development of a 

discourse and perform important structural and interactive functions (Schiffrin, 1987; 

Fraser, 1990, 1999), research on their pedagogical significance in the ESL classroom is 

rather limited (cf  McCarthy & Carter (1997); Romero Trillo (2002); Müller (2004); Fung 

& Carter (2007); Hellermann & Vergun (2007)), whereas teachersô attitudes towards 

them is virtually non-existent. The present study seeks to fill the research gap on the 

attitudinal side by investigating the attitudes of Hong Kong English teachers towards the 

use of DMs in the ESL classroom through addressing the following questions: 

1. What are teachersô perceptions of the role and usage of DMs in the curriculum? Do 

teachers perceive that their students can understand a spoken discourse better with 

knowledge/awareness of DMs? 

2. To what extent should DM be represented in the teaching of spoken discourse, as a 

reception clue or a production agent, or both? 

 

Literature Review 

Discourse markers 

According to Carter and McCarthy (2006), 

ñDiscourse markers are words and phrases which function to link segments 

of the discourse to one another in ways which reflect choices of 

monitoring, organisation and management exercised by the speaker. The 

most common discourse markers in everyday informal spoken language 

are single words such as anyway, cos, fine, good, great, like, now, oh, okay, 

right, so, well, and phrasal and clausal items such as you know, I mean, as 

I say, for a start, mind youò (p. 208).  

 



 

 202 

In other words, DMs are textual devices used to organize and hold turns and to mark 

boundaries in a discourse (Stenström, 1994, p. 13). As suggested by Schiffrin (1987, p. 

31), they are ósequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talkô. Drawn 

principally from grammatical classes such as conjunctions, adverbs, prepositional phrases, 

minor clauses and interjections, DMs are uttered with the primary function of bringing to 

the listenerôs attention a particular kind of linkage of the upcoming utterance with the 

immediate discourse context (Redeker, 1991, p. 1168). They have óa core meaning, which 

is procedural, not conceptual, and their more specific interpretation is ñnegotiatedò by the 

context, both linguistic and conceptualô (Fraser, 1999, p. 931), thus helping to contribute 

to a coherence-based process of interpretation (Risselada & Spooren, 1998). (cf Biber, 

Johansson, Leech, Conrad and Finegan (1999), Swan (2005) and Carter and McCarthy 

(2006) for full descriptive accounts of DMs.) 

 

Basic Criteria 

In general there is not a clear consensus about the definition of DMs and words and 

phrases treated as DMs are often ambiguous. Despite this, the following features are 

generally agreed upon by most researchers as the basic criteria. But it should be noted 

that any criterion alone is only a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the 

verification of DM status. Instead, a combination of criteria needs to be taken into 

consideration. 

Connectivity 

DMs are ósequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talkô (Schiffrin, 1987, p. 

31). They signal relationships between immediately adjacent óunits of talk, or the 

relationship of the basic message to the foregoing discourseô (Fraser, 1996 p. 186), thus, 
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performing a coherence building function on a local level.  

Optionality 

DMs are optional. The removal of a DM does not alter the grammaticality of its host 

sentence (Fraser, 1988) and it does not enlarge the possibilities for semantic relationships 

between the elements it associates. This criterion of DMs does not render them irrelevant, 

but the connectedness of the utterances becomes less explicit in the absence of DMs. 

Non-truth conditionality 

DMs do not affect the truth-condition of the proposition expressed in an utterance 

(Blakemore, 1987; Hansen, 1998). This means that they do not add to the ócontentô or 

ópropositionô of the utterance. A DM does not create meaning (Fraser, 1990) and will not 

affect the conceptual meaning of the utterance.  

Initiality  

DMs predominantly occur initially (Schiffrin, 1987), yet they may occur utterance-medial 

or utterance-final. Fraser (1999) claims that almost all DMs occur in initial position, 

fewer in medial position and still fewer in final position. The following extract of a post 

office service encounter illustrates the various positions of DMs: 

<1> From here approximately well you know not counting weekends but 

      <2> So it might get there by next Wednesday.  (CANCODE data) 

[Note: CANCODE stands for Cambridge and Nottingham Corpus of Discourse in English. 

It is a five-million word computerized corpus of spoken English developed at Nottingham 

University in 1990s. It is made up of recordings from a variety of settings in the countries 

of the United Kingdom and Ireland. The corpus is organized to give information on 

participants, settings and conversational goals.] 
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Multigrammaticality 

DMs come from different grammatical classes. They can be adverbs (now, then, 

therefore), verbs (look, say, see, listen), conjunctions (and, but, also, nevertheless), 

sequencing conjuncts (first, next, finally), or non-finite clauses (to be frank, to be honest, 

I mean, you see, you know). According to Hansen (1998), they are intermediate between 

grammatical and lexical items. 

   The value of DMs in teaching has been documented. DMs can contribute to 

understanding of written text (Jung, 2003), listener perceptions of coherence (Tyler, 

Jefferies & Davies, 1988; Basturkmen, 2007), oral fluency (Hasselgren, 2002) and  

comprehension of lectures (Chaudron & Richards, 1986; Dunkel & Davis, 1994; 

Flowerdew & Tauroza, 1995), where the lack of contextualization markers seems to 

contribute significantly to L2 learnersô misunderstanding of academic monologues (Jung, 

2006). However, the common perception of DMs as signs of dyfluency has rendered their 

place in the formal language classroom insignificant (Romero Trillo, 2002). The misuse 

of certain DMs found in a comparative study of Japanese, Chinese NNSs and British NSs 

has pointed to the needs to prioritize the teaching of the pragmatic and grammatical 

functions of DMs (Shen, 2006).  

   As far as the Hong Kong context is concerned, there are a few corpus-based studies of 

DMs. Bolton, Nelson and Hung (2003) focus on connector (termed DM in this study) 

usage in the academic writing of British and Hong Kong university students and found 

that both groups overuse a wide range of connectors. Contrarily, the study by Fung and 

Carter (2007) has indicated an underrepresentation and a highly restricted use of DMs in 

classroom discussions by intermediate-advanced learners of English in secondary schools. 

Lam (2006) asserts the value of DMs in spoken interaction based on her study of well in 
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TV shows and challenges the prevalent misconception that DMs are a sign of influent 

speech. 

   The study of teachersô beliefs is central to educational practices and can provide 

insights into teaching. While most current research on DMs are learner performance 

based, teachersô views, knowledge and experiences have not been given much attention. 

In an attempt to fill this research gap, the present survey focuses on Hong Kong 

secondary teachersô perceptions and aims to explore the actual scenario in the local 

educational context. It is significant in revealing how DMs are perceived by teachers and 

the extent they are represented in the ESL classroom, which points to a gap in pedagogy 

where DMs can be included as part of the lexical input in the English syllabus.  

 

Methodology 

Design 

The present survey aims at understanding teachersô thoughts, perceptions, knowledge and 

experiences related to and arising from DMs through a pluralistic approach that combines 

quantitative and qualitative methods. The survey is based on a questionnaire composed of 

48 items (see Appendix), supplemented by a semi-structured in-depth interview of three 

teacher-informants who completed the questionnaire. While the quantitative component 

provides a broad picture of their perception, the qualitative component helps to elaborate 

responses in a more detailed manner. A combination of both methodologies reveals some 

potential contradictions in teachersô beliefs, and the areas in which teachers need further 

clarification and support. The two-stage design is intended to enhance the validity and 

credibility of the overall analysis, by producing data on different aspects of the research 

questions to build up a rounded and credible overall picture (Mason, 1996; Patton, 2001). 
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Subjects 

Questionnaire 

Owing to the scope of the research and the fact that DMs are an aspect of pragmatic 

competence which are more readily acquired by competent learners of English, the 

present research focuses on the attitudes of senior form English teachers who taught 

intermediated-advanced pupils in English as Medium of Instruction (EMI) secondary 

schools in Hong Kong. To ensure that the research procedure was systematically 

conducted, four questionnaires were sent to all the EMI schools (114 in total at the time 

when the research was conducted). Therefore, a total of 456 questionnaires were mailed 

out to the head teachers who were invited to randomly select four senior form teachers 

(Form 4-7, i.e. Grade 10-13) to complete the questionnaires. 

   Table 1 (see Appendix), which shows the demographic background of the respondents, 

includes information about gender, nationality, first language, teaching experience, ELT 

training and their language expertise. With all the 132 returned questionnaires, 82.6% of 

the subjects were females and 17.4% males. Most were local teachers (81.8%), with the 

rest of them mainly native speakers of English from the UK (6.1%), Canada (3.0%), 

Australia (1.5%), the USA (1.5%), India (1.5%), New Zealand (0.8%), Malaysia (0.8%) 

and elsewhere (3.0%). As far as their first language is concerned, 77.3% were Cantonese 

speakers, while 18.2% were English speakers and a minority of 4.5% spoke other 

languages as their first language. Nearly 60% were experienced
 
teachers of English who 

had taught English for over 10 years. 25.8% had five to nine yearsô teaching experience 

and 14.4% were young teachers who had taught English for less than four years. Most of 

the subjects had received ELT training (93.9%), and only 6.1 % had not been trained. As 

far as their qualification or expertise is concerned, 77.1% had English or an English 
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language-related subject as the first degree, and 23.8% possessed a masterôs qualification 

in TESL/TEFL. 84.1% took up over 17 periods of English lessons every week. In sum, 

the figures reveal that the subjects were predominantly female, non-native speakers of 

English who were experienced, trained and well-qualified local English teachers. Since 

all the EMI schools are subject to the streaming policy of the Education Department, 

where students with a good command of English and good academic performance are 

allowed to study all subjects except the Chinese language and Chinese history in English, 

the respondents in fact represent teachers of this batch of elite pupils in the territory. 

Moreover, usually the most experienced and well-qualified teachers are assigned to teach 

senior classes in Hong Kong. I believe that the attitudes of this group of teachers not only 

significantly reflect the mindset of local teachers, but also indicate the óthresholdô of their 

pupils, of which most had a reasonable command of English in comprehending and 

acquiring DMs.  

Interview 

In the belief that language expertise accounts for the appropriate assessment of the 

treatment of DMs, only experienced teachers were chosen for the follow-up interviews. 

The selection was made more objective with the representation of one male and two 

female subjects, with one non-native speaker from Hong Kong and two native speakers 

from the UK and Canada.  

   Table 2 (see Appendix) shows the profile of the candidates in detail. Candidate A was a 

local female teacher who was very experienced and had taught in secondary schools in 

Hong Kong for over 20 years. She received teaching training in Hong Kong and obtained 

a masterôs degree in Language Studies from Britain. She endorsed the important role 

DMs play in spoken discourse and agreed that her students should identify with the native 
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speaker norm. Candidate B was a female teacher from Canada. Graduated as a Home 

Economics teacher, she had no relevant degree in English though she had received 

teacher training in language and education. She had taught in Hong Kong for 14 years 

and took up private tutoring after school and also served as a materials writer for a local 

publisher. Her crude orientation indicates that neither did she regard DMs as important 

language features nor did she support following the native speaker norm. She gave DMs a 

very low priority in the curriculum and did not support the inclusion of DMs in teaching 

materials. Candidate C was a male English teacher from Britain. He was as experienced 

and well-qualified as Candidate A, and had a masterôs degree in TESOL. He had also 

taught in Saudi Arabia and Zambia. The school in which he was teaching is very 

reputable and has an intake of very high calibre students. Similar to Candidate A, he 

affirmed the roles of DMs and supported following the native speaker norm as the model 

of speech. 

 

Instrumentation 

The whole questionnaire, which focuses on the linguistic, pedagogic and cultural aspects 

of the use of DMs, derived from a draft questionnaire containing 60 items. The 

questionnaires were monitored and trialled by 20 ELT practitioners from Mainland China, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan and England who offered comments from an insiderôs point of view 

and provided feedback regarding the strengths and shortcomings of the overall 

questionnaire design. The draft questionnaire was revised based on their comments and 

finally modified and revised to 48 items. 

   As indicated in the Appendix, four short extracts selected from CANCODE were used 

to define the form and role of DMs. Based on a comparison task, the participants had to 
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compare the effect DMs have on the spoken exchanges when they are present (Script A) 

and when they are deleted (Script B). Also, their general attitudes towards the use and the 

role of DMs were explored with the 14 items in Section 1. Section 2 deals with the 

general attitudes of teachers towards the teaching of DMs. Section 3, which contains nine 

multiple choice demographic questions, was used to elicit the background information of 

the subjects. Altogether 132 questionnaires were returned, with a modest overall return 

rate of around 29%.  

   The five-point Likert scale, a useful instrument in revealing teacher belief systems 

(Karavas-Doukas, 1996, p. 194), was adopted to elicit teachersô opinions. The scales were 

anchored at one end by óstrongly agreeô and at the other end by óstrongly disagreeô, with a 

mid-3 score expressing uncertainty towards the statement. The questions were pre-coded 

from 1-5. For positively worded statements, a high score reflects a strong endorsement of 

an attitude statement, while a low score reflects a weak endorsement. 

   The follow-up interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. I coded the data 

manually in the categories that arose from the questionnaire survey.  

 

Results 

Statistical analysis of the survey data was carried out using SPSS v 10.0.5 for Windows. 

Methods used in this study include reliability analysis and factor analysis. The former 

groups different items together by conceptual thinking, while the latter groups the items 

through mathematical calculation. The strength of applying the two methods lies in 

mapping the reliability of different groups of items with the factor solution as a means to 

counter-check the categorization of items.  
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Reliability test 

First of all, Cronbach alpha was performed on all the 45 items (excluding Items 9, 19 and 

32 which did not correlate highly with other items) using SPSS to check for internal 

consistency. Both the reliability of each subsection and the overall reliability were 

calculated. The questionnaire produced Cronbach alpha coefficients ranging from 0.61 to 

0.89 as indicated below, with an overall moderately good reliability of 0.83. 

Q1-14   Linguistic value of DMs (a=0.79) 

Q15-18  Representation of DMs in reality (a=0.74)  

Q20-29, 33  Pedagogic relevance of DMs (a=0.89) 

Q30-31, 40-42, 46 Integrative value of DMs (a=0.80) 

Q34-39  Attainment level expected (a=0.64) 

Q43-45, 47-48  Cultural and psychological aspects of teachersô attitudes (a=0.61) 

 

Factor analysis 

Factor analysis is óa set of statistical procedures used to explore the underlying variance 

structure of a set of correlation coefficientsô (Brown, 2001). In the present study, factor 

analysis was performed to determine the degree to which all the 45 variables could be 

reduced to a smaller underlying variance structure. Table 3 (see Appendix) indicates the 

seven factor loadings of the teacher responses after Varimax rotation, with those smaller 

than 0.39 being suppressed for the sake of clarity (cf Comreyôs (1973) criterion of fair 

loadings). Table 4 (see Appendix) groups all the items into their corresponding factors, 

with their mean scores, standard deviations and factor loadings illustrated.  

   As observed from Table 4 (see Appendix), Factor 1 received significant loadings from 
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ten variables (Q20-25, 27, 33, 38, 39). This factor corresponds to the pedagogic 

orientation of DMs in relation to their linguistic value, and therefore, it was labelled as 

reflecting the pedagogic value of discourse markers. The teachers in the study mostly 

disagreed that DMs are only small words in conversation and it is not worth the time to 

teach them (Item 23 mean=3.86, 5=strongly disagree) and that DMs are redundant and 

sub-standard features in speech and there is not much teaching value (Item 25 

mean=3.98, 5=strongly disagree). Likewise, they also disagreed that DMs do not carry 

specific meaning and there is not much teaching value (Item 24 mean=3.90, 5=strongly 

disagree). On the contrary, they endorsed that students should exploit DMs to improve 

their speaking and listening skills (Item 22 mean=3.95, 5=strongly agree), and to create 

and develop linguistic awareness of them (Item 20 mean=3.92). They ranked it important 

for students to incorporate DMs in their speech as an essential skill for public oral 

examination (Item 27 mean=3.67). To the extent of the strong consensus towards the 

teaching value of DMs, the results indicate an apparent contradiction. This was shown in 

Item 39 My students do not need to speak with DMs as frequently as most native speakers 

do, but only need to progress to a speaking proficiency level capable of fulfilling their 

communicative purpose (mean=3.48, 5=strongly agree). An ambivalent attitude was 

shown in Item 38 Students should be left at their discretion to learn to speak with DMs in 

the future when other interaction opportunities arise, with its mean falling on the 

uncertain level (mean=3.07). This explains the negative factor loadings with regard to 

these two items. Despite this, it is clear that the subjects favoured teaching DMs at upper 

secondary level as indicated in Item 33 (mean=3.58, 5=strongly agree). 

   Factor 2 (Q30, 31, 40-42, 46) received strong loadings from six variables which 

focused on identification with native speakersô use of DMs. The factor was therefore 
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labelled as identification with the native speaker norm. The factor loading indicates a 

tendency for teachers to adopt an exonormative speaking model. The subjects upheld 

quite strongly that Students should be taught how native speakers use DMs and follow 

their way of using them (Item 30 mean=3.70, 5=strongly agree). However, they were less 

consistent when Students should be taught to speak like a native in order to be become 

competent speakers (Item 31 mean=3.05). While showing uncertainty in Item 46 It is 

justifiable to require my students to use DMs like native speakers of English (mean=3.04), 

they did not agree that It is realistic to require my students to use DMs like native 

speakers of English (Item 40 mean=2.70). While justifying the claim to learn to speak 

like a native speaker, the teachers were aware they may never attain this target. 

Nevertheless they expressed uncertainty over which native speaker variety should be 

adopted as the speaking model in Hong Kong. They were uncertain whether the British 

model should be adhered to (Item 42 mean=3.05, 5=strongly agree), but definitely 

disagreed about an adherence model to the American one (Item 41 mean = 2.71). In 

essence, while confirming most teachersô orientation to an exonormative speaking model, 

they tended to vacillate between the justification for this rationale and the reality of 

adopting the native speaker norm as the speaking model. This certainly merits further 

investigation which is beyond the scope of the present paper. 

   Factor 3 was defined by eight items (Q1-3, 7, 12, 26, 28, 29), suggesting that 

knowledge of DMs is related to success in communication, in the workplace and in 

academic settings which are dominated by native speakers. Therefore, this factor 

represents the pragmatic value of discourse markers. There was consensus towards this 

factor as indicated by the small magnitude of the standard deviations (0.63-0.91). On the 

communicative side, teachers agreed that DMs can help display to listeners the speakersô 
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attitude (Item 3 mean=4.36, 5=strongly agree), improve communication (Item 1 

mean=4.33), process information in listening (Item 2 mean=4.21), yield a softening and 

facilitative effect on talk (Item 12 mean=4.06), and display the sequence of a speakerôs 

mental thoughts (Item 7 mean=3.61). On the practical side, with the knowledge and 

awareness of what DMs are, students were perceived to be able to understand native 

speakers better in their future workplace (Item 29 mean=4.02), to be more able to follow 

a university lecture, especially when conducted by native speakers (Item 28, mean=3.83), 

and to perform better in public examinations (Item 26 mean= 3.77).  

   Factor 4 indicates significant loadings from another eight items (Q4-6, 8, 10-11, 13-14) 

which attempt to countercheck the usefulness of DMs in a negative way, therefore 

reflecting the dispensible value of discourse markers. Although the pragmatic values of 

DMs from both the communicative and practical dimensions were asserted in Factor 3, 

Factor 4 indicates a tendency that DMs are dispensable. On the one hand, results for Item 

6 It is still an effective listening strategy to focus closely on the key words in talk without 

referring to DMs (mean=2.53, 1=strongly agree), Item 13 Without DMs the conversation 

is still coherent and interpretable (mean=2.5, 1=strongly agree), and Item 10 I can still 

understand the conversation using other linguistic clues rather than referring to the DMs 

(mean=2.27, 1=strongly agree) suggest the subsidiary role DMs play in a spoken 

discourse. On the other hand, consistent with the highly important  role of DMs perceived 

in Factor 1, the subjects did not agree that DMs are redundant conversational devices 

(Item 14 mean=3.71, 5=strongly disagree) and that DMs are not very useful in guiding 

listeners to understand the conversation (Item 4, mean=3.69, 5=strongly disagree).  They 

also disagreed that DMs neither help to orientate the listener to the overall idea structure 

and sequence in talk (Item 5 mean=3.27, 5=strongly disagree), nor help to signal 
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relationships between ideas in talk (Item 11 mean=3.22, 5=strongly disagree). Similarly, 

they thought a conversation would become disjointed and incoherent without DMs (Item 

8 mean=3.27, 5=strongly agree). Therefore, the view that DMs are dispensable yet 

important is affirmed by these findings. 

   Factor 5 indicates four variables (Q15-18) which reflect the representation of DMs in 

the upper secondary school curriculum in Hong Kong, both in terms of the listening and 

speaking materials used and in their actual teaching. Therefore, this factor was labelled as 

the representation of discourse markers in ESL classrooms. The wide variation in the 

standard deviation (SD=1.06-1.12) indicates a less consistent view, with the teachers 

failing to assert if DMs had been presented as both a speaking and listening skill in most 

oral and listening materials that they used (Items 16 & 15, mean=3.28 & 3.15, 5=strongly 

agree). They were even less certain if they had highlighted DMs in their oral and listening 

lessons (Item 17 & 18, mean=3.02 & 2.92). In contrast to the consistently high evaluation 

of the pedagogic and pragmatic values of DMs, there exists a large gap between the 

perceived importance and the actual representation of DMs in classroom. 

   Factor 6 received loadings from four variables (Q34-37) which distinguish teachersô 

preference to teach DMs either for receptive and productive purposes or simply for 

reception. Therefore, this factor was labelled as prioritizing teaching discourse 

markers for receptive purposes. First of all, they tended not to prioritize teaching DMs 

mainly for listening purposes at upper secondary level (Item 35 mean=2.74, 1=strongly 

disagree). Consistent with this attitude, they did not agree that It is too ambitious to 

expect students to learn DMs for both listening and speaking purposes at secondary level 

(Item 34 mean=2.47, 1=strongly disagree). While holding the view that both the receptive 

and productive skills of using DMs should be enhanced, with regard to the timing for 
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instruction, teachers were cautious that DMs as an aspect of speaking skill should be 

delayed until awareness of DMs as a listening skill has been grasped (Item 27 mean=2.88, 

5=strongly agree), yet they disagreed that DMs as linguistic devices for both listening and 

speaking purposes should be introduced at the same time at secondary level (Item 36 

mean=2.27, 1=strongly agree). 

   The five variables loading on Factor 7 (Q43-45, 47-48) reflect the attitude relating to 

the acceptance of the Hong Kong variety in using DMs. This factor was represented as 

acceptance of the local usage. The two items that the teachers agreed on most are Item 

45 We should help students to recognize and accept different national and regional uses 

of DMs (mean=3.87, 5=strongly agree) and Item 47 It is necessary to expose students to 

different varieties of using DMs for purpose of comprehension, though not of production 

(mean=3.82, 5=strongly agree). Apparently they seemed to adopt an open attitude 

towards the recognition and acceptance of different varieties despite the fact that they 

were mainly exonormative (Factor 2). They also agreed that It is not necessary to stick to 

the native speaker norm of using DMs because English language teaching should seek 

relevance to local culture while trying to enable global transaction (Item 48 mean=3.40, 

5=strongly agree), acknowledging that it is natural to use DMs with local colourings. 

However, when coming to the more specific issue of whether we should respect and 

accept a Hong Kong style of using DMs (Item 44 mean=3.11, 5=strongly agree), an 

ambivalent stance prevailed. It is even harder to judge if It can be regarded as a wrong 

usage when Hong Kong learners use DMs differently from native speakers (Item 43 

mean=3.07). In sum, the subjects seemed to possess a global concept that different 

national or regional varieties should be respected but the extent to which the Hong Kong 

variety should be accepted is yet to be resolved.  
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Scale orientation 

After yielding the 7-factor solution, a more detailed analysis was conducted in 

order to depict the level of endorsement of each orientation. To obtain the scale 

orientation, the mean score for each multi-item scale (i.e. the aggregated index) 

was computed. This was calculated by summing up all the item scores based on the 

items loaded on each factor (Table 4, see Appendix), which was divided by the 

number of items in each scale. Then an aggregated single attitude index 

(henceforth labelled as a Scale) was constituted which helps to define the overall 

intensity of each attitude Scale. Table 5 (see Appendix) illustrates the mean and 

standard deviations of the seven Scales. 

   Overall, the results show a strong orientation in Scale 3 (pragmatic value, mean=4.03, 

Figure 1; see Appendix) and Scale 1 (pedagogic value, mean=3.69, Figure 2; see 

Appendix) where the subjects regarded DMs as highly useful linguistic devices that are 

desirable in classroom instruction. In the context of the colonial influence and inputs 

from a British model of English as in Hong Kong, the results surprisingly indicate a 

modestly positive attitude for Scale 7 (acceptance of the local variety, mean=3.43, Figure 

3; see Appendix), as reflected by the relatively homogeneous response and the small 

standard deviations they each have (Scale 3 SD=0.5, Scale 1 SD=0.4 and Scale 7 

SD=0.54, Figures 1-3). 

   Despite this, there emerged a relatively neutral orientation for Scale 2 (identification 

with the native speaking norm, mean=3.04, Figure 4; see Appendix), Scale 4 (dispensable 

value of DMs, mean=3.04, Figure 5; see Appendix) and Scale 5 (representation of DMs 

in ESL classrooms, mean=3.1, Figure 6; see Appendix), indicating that the subjects held a 

less assertive view or a relatively ambivalent attitude towards the issues under discussion. 
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Although factor analysis indicates a positive relationship between the pragmatic and 

dispensable value of DMs which should apparently hold a reverse relationship, the weak 

mean score of Scale 4 (mean=3.04) suggests marginal support for their dispensable value. 

This elucidates the óoptionalô characteristic of DMs for not directly contributing to the 

propositional meanings of utterances, and confirms my belief that, although DMs are 

small words and look trivial, they nonetheless play an important role in spoken discourse.  

   Furthermore, the high standard deviation in Scale 5 (mean=3.10, SD=0.81, Figure 6; 

see Appendix) presents the most diverse opinions regarding the representation of DMs in 

teaching materials and in their actual teaching. This denotes a gap in the representation of 

DMs, in contrast to the perceived significance of linguistic and pedagogic values as 

justified empirically in the present survey. The lowest mean score in Scale 6 (prioritizing 

teaching of DMs for receptive purposes, mean=2.59, Figure 7; see Appendix) and the 

tendency of the score distribution on the lower range suggest minimal support for 

teaching DMs only for receptive purposes at upper secondary level.  

   Owing to the scope of the paper, only Scales 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6, which are directly related 

to applicability within an ESL classroom, will be cross-referenced and discussed in light 

of the opinions of the three teachers interviewed.  

 

Discussion  

In the following, the similarities and differences of the informantsô responses and 

relationships between teachersô stated beliefs and practices are discussed. Observations 

on any unstated beliefs as well as discrepancies from the quantitative results are noted. 

Pragmatic value of discourse markers (Scale 3) 

In line with the quantitative results in Scale 3, informant A acknowledged the naturalness 
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DMs can bring to a conversation. 

A: I compared to the original version of the script with Script B where the 

discourse markers have been taken away and I notice there is a big difference. Em 

I think everybody uses DMs very naturally in their speech without realizing it. So 

I think em without all these the language sounds terribly unnatural I think. 

 

She also acknowledged the interpersonal and referential roles DMs have in 

communication where speakerôs attitudes and linkage between statements are displayed. 

A: I think it will indicate the speakerôs attitudes, whether em that hesitations 

throughout or whether to support the idea or I can feel very strongly DMs not only 

the words themselves but also the tone in which they are spoken+é 

éthe relationship between two statements would not be so clear without those 

discourse markersé I mean the meaning itself would be in piece because this 

what will sort of link up the relationships between two statements, or two phrases 

or the relationship between ah one thing and the other.  

 

An additional quality she raised is the softening effect DMs have, without which the 

speech would sound blunt and impolite. She also stated that examples like ówellô, óyesô,  

óbutô and órightô are structurally much simpler and better choices than relatively formal 

expressions like óI disagreeô, óIôm afraid I donôt agree with you hereô in expressing 

disagreement. C furthered the important role of DMs on the cognitive realm by claiming 

that they are a means to gather thoughts and mark hesitation in speech.  

   However, the above viewpoints were not endorsed by B who had hesitation in asserting 

the value of DMs. She claimed that she seldom included DMs in her talk, but her speech 

did show an extensive use of DMs, as manifested in the use of I see, well, you know, I 

mean, yeah, yes, well, but, cos and right in the following: 

B: I see well you know I mean I canôt think of any British British style. Iôm 

most an American. 

B: Yeah yes yes I see. Well those ones some of them they would know but cos 
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they know it from very young age. Yeah I know the gentleman who wrote it. Right 

I think the word é 

 

DMs are subtle conversational devices, as discussed by Watts (1989), who has shown 

how native speakers use DMs unconsciously. Despite Bôs objection to their linguistic 

value, she acknowledged the naturalness and informal nature they can bring to spoken 

discourse, a viewpoint endorsed by A. Similar to C, B agreed that DMs can achieve 

interactional purposes such as softening or facilitating talk and can encourage 

continuation of speakership. 

B: Anyway I donôt think itôs necessary BUT I do think that it softens the 

conversation mm mm I mean here in Hong Kong they use it quite a bit but I think 

I mean native speakers do use this hm hm and I mean this is not so necessary but 

you hear that you do really want to continue to speak even more. 

 

   Academic benefits form an aspect of extrinsic motivation for teachers to value the 

pragmatic significance of DMs. Both the quantitative and qualitative findings indicate 

that being proficient in the use of DMs was perceived to be beneficial to understanding 

university lectures. Furthermore, the instrumental value of DMs in workplace, business 

and schooling in which many positions are dominated by native speakers of English was 

also asserted, all of which suggest a strong extrinsic motivation for teachers to value DMs 

as desirable items in communication.  

 

Pedagogic value of discourse markers (Scale 1) 

Teachersô positive perception towards DMs logically implies that teaching DMs is likely 

to yield pedagogic value. This postulation is reaffirmed by the positive orientation of 

Scale 1 which indicates unanimous support for teaching DMs. Regardless of the light 
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semantic content of DMs and their dispensable value (Scale 4), the informants by no 

means treated them as redundant lexical items. Satisfactory L2 performance links 

communication with DMs, the knowledge of which is in fact a crucial step in the 

attainment of native-like fluency.  

   In general, they perceived a need to put DMs into proper focus through explicit 

teaching. Informant A wanted to draw studentsô attention to DMs in oral lessons from 

Form 4 (Year 10) onwards but stressed that care must be taken to maintain naturalness of 

speech. 

A: Em I think itôs worth mentioning that we may not need not to elaborate a 

lot. Em may be in a oral lesson once or twice at least we should mention how 

these DMs help to convey meaningsé And then if they are aware of these DMs, 

they may borrow these and em try to link up their speeches without sounding 

having to sound too unnatural or expect silences sometimes dead air sometimes in 

between their discussion. 

 

C suggested that DMs can be treated as a separate category, though students should not 

be overloaded with grammatical terminology. However, a discordant voice was heard 

from B who raised the potential confusion DMs would bring to students: 

B: I think it confuses them quite oftené. and I find the students just more 

confused I think I keep everything there simple. 

 

   In the light of the quantitative and qualitative findings, it is apparent that pedagogic 

intervention in the form of explicit instruction is necessary to enhance effective 

communication. Moreover, the findings suggest that DMs can be included as part of the 

most basic lexical input in teaching syllabuses and materials because they are óusually 

quite simple and straightforward and often familiar to learners from their basic semantic 
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meaningsô (McCarthy, 1998, p. 60), through which learners are provided with a yardstick 

to produce the right pragmatic effect in talk. In relation to this possibility, recent work on 

pragmatics in ELT in Hong Kong (Rose, 2000; Rose & Ng, 2001) have offered some 

evidence about the benefits of an instructional approach in interlanguage pragmatics in an 

L2 context, which underline the advantage of explicit metapragmatic instruction (Kasper, 

2000).  

 

Representation of discourse markers in ESL classrooms (Scale 5) 

While the overall weak mean value in Scale 5 (mean=3.1, Figure 6, see Appendix) 

suggests that language coursebooks and teachers rarely pay attention to the representation 

of DMs, the wide standard deviation (SD=0.81, Figure 6) indicates teachersô varied 

responses to this scale. Having admitted that not much effort had been spent on dealing 

with DMs, informants A and B raised that DMs have traditionally been undervalued and 

neglected, especially in spoken language.  

A: As far as I know the oral textbooks do not teach discourse markers as such 

the examples you mentioned. Only in sample dialogues would they include one or 

two such utterances. The only thing they say about these utterances is for buying 

time and for developing your ideas.  

 

DMs remain a relatively unexplored area of discourse analysis. Where markers are 

focused as a teaching point, it is often those associated with written texts that are 

presented, while those that occur frequently in natural conversations are not taught 

systematically. 

A: For Form 6 students they need to have this knowledge em if they are 

looking for an appropriate answer, then oh certainly itôs the first pointéem not 

much attention have been paid. 
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B: The only place I have seen any reference has been em in books for writing 

these words however moreover but in a in a written text but never for oral never 

for oral listening. So I havenôt any training BUT I have read a book in books with 

regard to em writing English. 

 

Very often teaching emphasis is geared towards conversation as the finished product, 

rather than as the process that underlies conversational discourse. McCarthy and Carter 

(1994, p. 75) argue that texts with a more dialogic, interpersonal orientation and spoken 

discourse markers are likely to thematize a range of more ópersonalô features of language. 

Even with discourse that is transactional in nature (as simple as direction-giving), there 

are still many other peripheral discourse features which mark interactional functions, the 

exemplification of which can help learners understand the dynamics of talk. Moreover, as 

argued by Kennedy (1992, p. 357), ó[B]ecause discourse items are not handled well in 

most dictionaries and grammars, they are not part of traditional language teaching, with 

consequent effects on the naturalness of learnersô Englishô. 

 

Prioritizing teaching discourse markers for receptive purposes (Scale 6) 

Teaching strategies 

All informants expressed the necessity of raising learnerôs awareness as the first step to 

master DMs. They believed that awareness-raising teaching and learning strategies can 

go hand in hand to support learners in their effort to communicate effectively. For 

instance, A and C suggested that awareness can be developed through cross-language 

reference where learners can be helped to acquire DMs naturally through real life 

interaction. Similarly, B suggested that teachers, as professionals, first need to have this 

awareness:  
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B: éI think it is necessary for them em to become more aware of it. Whether 

they use it or not itôs another matter. 

 

Despite her oppositional stance, B found it useful to approach this topic using strategies 

like highlighting, questioning, explaining and identifying. She also argued that it is useful 

to attend to the conversation of group members in discussion and identify the markers 

accordingly, if there are. DMs are highly context-dependent language items; students can 

be involved in activities like language observation, problem-solving and cross-language 

comparisons to develop greater language awareness and to bring out meanings in a 

natural manner. (cf McCarthy and Carterôs (1995) analytical-based Illustration-

Interaction-Induction approach) 

 

Level to learn DMs 

All the informants held a similar view that learners at higher forms can benefit more from 

knowing DMs, though some slight variations existed. A proposed that from Form 3 (Year 

9) onwards, students are quite capable of learning them.  

A: Em not for the lower form I donôt think the lower form should be required 

to do like that. So maybe about Form 3 Form 4 Form 3 to 7 they can be exposed 

toé 

Treating these devices as something that would confuse beginner and intermediate grade 

learners, B wanted to delay teaching them until students are cognitively more prepared in 

A-level: 

B: éthereôs only a few Band 1 sorry and 1 or 2 schools [Note: All primary 

school children have been graded into 3 bands since 2001. Band 1 and 2 schools 

refer to good banding schools with academically better intake of pupils.] or so I 

mean the publishers donôt want it because itôs too difficult for Band 3... I would 

not put too many of them in there now you know em thatôs a lot of it used for 

HKCE level. 
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I: I see your point. 

B: The scripts will really confuse the weakest. I think itôs probably worth 

teaching Form 7 students simply because they will be striving a little bit more 

effort than the Form 5 were.  

 

Discourse markers to be taught 

As reported above, B insisted that DMs should not be overused, nor should they appear 

too much in professional language. She illustrated with the example of yeah: 

I: You found overuse of the word yeah? 

B: Yeah yeah at the end of a sentence. I think thatôs quite a thatôs sort of 

downtown London phrase maybe. I donôt use really use that you know in 

professional language. 

 

In contrast, C said it would be fun to exaggerate the use of DMs in class: 

C: éif you try to exaggerate the some features you know if you would say 

something like WELL YOU KNOW like that exaggerating a little bit itôll do a bit 

funny you know they will perhaps you know indicate some interaction pleasure... 

thereôs no harm thereôs no harm in being explicit. 

 

Despite the fact that B held almost diametrically opposing views from the other 

informants regarding the linguistic and pedagogic values of DMs, she relinquished her 

initial firm position as she talked further. She pointed out that it would be worthwhile to 

highlight some commonly used DMs such as cos, right, yeah, and and but, many of 

which, as she claimed, have been exposed to children at some younger age. However, she 

had reservations over teaching relatively difficult ones like I mean, you mean and now. 

On the contrary, A found it useful to highlight markers like you know, I mean, OK, right 

and sort of, which she thought had seldom been touched upon. 

   So far very little research has been done regarding the incorporation and gradation of 

DMs in the English syllabus which might have cultural and regional variations, with the 
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exception of a hypothesized order of acquisition for Norwegian learners by Hasselgren 

(2002) who proposes three stages: Stage 1 - okay, just, I think, or something, you know 

and oh; Stage 2 - well; Stage 3 - right, all right, ah, you see, sort/kind of, like and 

things/that/everything/stuff and a bit. A workable approach, perhaps, would be to refer to 

spoken corpora which contain natural occurrences of DMs similar to the extracts from 

CANCODE (see Appendix) and highlight the most frequent DMs from genres that 

learners are likely to come across in their everyday encounters. For example, based on the 

information from CANCODE, a corpus designed primarily for pedagogical purposes, 

these may include common markers such as and, yeah, you know, so, but, well, right, I 

think, just, I mean, like, or, oh, really, sort of, (you) see, because/cos, say, now, OK, 

actually, anyway, also, then, etc. These markers can be carefully arranged in slots 

according to their occurrences, developed into different levels of awareness-raising 

reading or listening activities and integrated into different teaching units with their roles 

and usages highlighted in contexts. Though there may not be an absolute need for 

language learners to imitate the native speakers in every way they speak, it is beneficial 

for them to understand what DMs are, the roles they play in conversational exchanges, 

and the reasons why the speaker makes such a choice.  

 

Implications and conclusions 

In light of the above findings and discussion, some implications can be drawn which are 

highly relevant to ESL/EFL teaching professionals.  

   First, as the task in the Appendix illustrates, learners can be given a transcript from a 

corpus with DMs blanked out, then asked to compare the differences and fill in the gaps 

before comparing their choices with the original, and exploring other possible valid 
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alternatives. Moreover, through a contrastive cross-linguistic analysis of both learner and 

native speaker corpora, DMs that are represented more or less frequently as compared to 

a native speaker corpus can be highlighted (cf Fung and Carter, 2007). Furthermore, 

concordancing techniques can be used to show the occurrences of a given marker, with 

highlighted features of its position and recurrent collocates to make regularities more 

prominent (cf Zorzi, 2001) 

   Second, contexts determine the respective functions of a DM as well as the way an 

encounter is developed and is projected to develop. It is therefore necessary to exploit 

appropriate context to introduce DMs across registers, highlighting the fact that some 

DMs may occur more frequently in informal encounters, and less or even never occur in a 

formal context. A corpus of naturally-occurring speech can eliminate the inauthenticity of 

invented, decontextualized examples, and is a profitable means to illustrate the 

polyfunctional nature of DMs, the position in which they appear and the type of 

interaction involved.  

   Third, the incorporation of DMs in curricula through a gradation of the most common 

forms is virtually non-existent. There is a need to modify existing coursebook materials 

and their accompanying activities to add a measure of authenticity and interactiveness to 

teaching spoken dialogues. Unless classroom materials contain the interactional elements 

characteristic of real speech or the necessary lexico-grammatical knowledge to realize 

such features, learners will have little chance to develop naturalness in both oral and 

listening skills that is of importance to socialization outside the classroom. 

   Finally, the underrepresentation of DMs in teaching has implications for professional 

development and about language and variety. A major determinant of teachersô use of 

DMs is whether they have a sound understanding of what they are, the roles they play in 
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spoken discourse and how they can be properly taught. Teacher education should 

facilitate uptake of DMs as a significant linguistic feature. In achieving this, access to 

corpus data, regional variations, and recordings from everyday conversation are 

potentially effective ways, particularly in Hong Kong where exposure to authentic formal 

and informal English conversations is on the whole limited. 

   As with any research involving a small sample, the present study does not claim the 

generalization of its findings, but is intended to focus on an essential but hitherto largely 

neglected area of spoken language and suggest the possibility of second or foreign 

language pedagogy intervention to assist acquisition and use of DMs in the spoken 

performance of ESL/EFL learners. Owing to its exploratory nature, it is not clear if this 

would be manifested to the same degree by teachers from a wider cross-section of 

teaching professionals. To gain more conclusive evidence of the entire population, there 

is scope for much broader-based data collection and further longitudinal, ethnographic 

and observational studies.  
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Appendix Data sheet and questionnaire  

 

What are discourse markers? 

Please read the following extracts from real language data to determine what are defined 

as discourse markers (DMs) in this study. 

 

Extract 1  

The speakers are preparing a debate. 

Roy:  Erm okay this is the basic structure. And we've got thirteen points. 

Kevin:  Mhm. 

Roy:  So this is what we'll do. Firstly  introduce the speakers. 

Kevin:  Yes. 

Roy: Then introduce the topics of the debate and the main topics. Er thirdly  

we'll give the reasons for  

actually having the debate in the first placeé 

 

Extract 2  

This is from a service encounter in a post office. The customer is asking the clerk how to 

fill in a form for sending a parcel. 

Customer: What shall I put? 

Clerk:  Photograph frame. 

Customer: Pardon? 

Clerk:  Photograph frame. 
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Customer: Oh right. Okay . That is specific then.  

Clerk:  Well you canôt put goods or anything like that you know because noé 

Customer: Okay. Photo frame. 

 

Extract 3  

In a survey of modern family life, the interviewee is commenting the National Health 

Service in the UK. 

Interviewee: So it's whatever light you want to perceive it in I think . 

Interviewer:  I think  we're still very lucky compared to most western countries aren't 

we? 

Interviewee: We are. Certainly are yeah. 

Interviewer: Right. So we move on from health if youôre happy with that. Let's move 

on to crime vandalism and accidents. So crime experienced by family. 

 

Extract 4  

This is a small talk between friends about Christmas. 

Judith: And itôs like it means a lot to me you know. But I think  Christmas is 

brilliant a family thing. 

Peter:  You know when they are all together and itôsé 

Judith: We get together. I mean like if it snows itôs even better ócos I just look out 

the window and let the world go byé 

 

Discourse markers are words or phrases which function to organize and monitor the 

progress of a piece of written or spoken language. We are familiar with conjunctions like 

firstly, secondly, and, or, so, therefore in written language. In spoken language, the most 

common ones include I mean, okay, well, so, actually, right, you know, anyway, and, 

cos, etc. Globally, they mark openings (well, right) and closings of conversations (okay), 

as well as boundaries of topics (so, right). Locally, they link up ideas in a talk and mark 

relationships between idea units, which may indicate continuation (and, also), sequence 

(first, next, then), contrast (but), conclusion (so), etc. Also they can reflect the attitude of 

the speaker (I think, well, actually), and many of the above usages express a speakerôs 

assessment of the conversational situation as informal. The present questionnaire 
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primarily refers to discourse markers in spoken language, with the main functions of the 

most frequent discourse markers summarized below. 

 
Discourse markers 

 

Main functions 

Well Mainly occurs at the beginning of a conversation and indicates a speakerôs 

mental thoughts. Usually it prefaces a negative response and indicates 

inadequacy of an answer. It also introduces the topic of a conversation and can 

serve as a delaying device in conversations. 

Alright/right /okay Mainly occur at the beginning of an utterance and serves to mark the boundary 

of an exchange or topic. 

So Indicates a summary or conclusion of what has been previously said.  

And Marks continuation of speech. 

But Indicates a contrastive viewpoint. 

Like Marks a suggestion or an example. 

You know Is a listener-oriented marker used to check that the listener is sharing the 

viewpoint, or to appeal to the listener for support. Sometimes it serves as a 

softener. 

I mean Is a speaker-oriented marker used to modify or clarify the speakerôs own 

contribution. Sometimes it serves as a softener. 

Cos Is the informal form of óbecauseô used to give explanations. 

Yeah Is the informal form of óyesô used to show acknowledgment. 

Actually/I think  Reflect the attitude of a speaker, e.g. indicating reinforcement.  

 

 

Comparison task 

Please read the following conversation by native speakers of English. The DMs, which 

are highlighted in bold in the original extract (Script A), are deleted in Script B. Try to 

compare the effects DMs have on the spoken exchanges when they are present and when 

they are omitted. Then indicate your opinions based on the attitude statements in Section 

1 by putting a slash ( / ) in the most appropriate category. 

The following dialogue is from an informal meeting in which staff from a publication 

company are planning the production schedule. 
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Script A  (extract with DMs) 
Chairlady: Oh right  and heôs got Workbook 

Two hasnôt he ócos he said he would 

print it out. 

Staff A: Heôs got Workbook Two heôs got the 

fonts he needed but  he hasnôt got 

the artwork he needed. 

Chairlady: Right okay but itôs all under 

control. 

Staff A: Itôs actioned. 

Chairlady: Good thereôs something else I 

wanted to ask you... when are you 

going to start handling reprints ócos 

I need some advice. 

Staff B: Erm I wonôt, I couldnôt offer you 

any intelligent advice until I actually 

get itébut  Iôm not getting it until 

June. 

Staff A: Lindaôs coming in June yeah.  

Staff B: So until June. 

Chairlady So I have to talk to Hamish. 

Staff B:    Everything is Hamish yeah. 

 

Script B  (extract without DMs)  

Chairlady: Heôs got Workbook Two hasnôt he 

he said he would print it out. 

Staff A: Heôs got Workbook Two heôs got 

the fonts he needed he hasnôt got 

the artwork he needed. 

Chairlady: Itôs all under control. 

Staff A: Itôs actioned. 

Chairlady: When are you going to start 

handling reprints I need some 

advice. 

Staff B: Em I wonôt, I couldnôt offer you 

any intelligent advice until I 

actually get itéIôm not getting it 

until June. 

Staff A: Lindaôs coming in June. 

Staff B: Until June. 

Chairlady: I have to talk to Hamish. 

Staff B: Everything is Hamish. 

Chairlady: Right. 

Chairlady: So I have to talk to Hamish. 

Staff B: Everything is Hamish yeah. 

 

(CANCODE data) 
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Section 1  

++ strongly agree +agree  ? uncertain - disagree -- strongly disagree 

Attitude  Statements        +

+ 

+ ? - -- 

1. DMs can oil the wheels of communication.                        

2. Knowledge of DMs helps processing information in listening.      

3. DMs can display the speakersô attitude.       

4. DMs are not very useful devices to guide listeners to understand the 

conversation.  

     

5. DMs do not necessarily help to orientate the listener to the overall idea 

structure  

        and sequence in talk.  

     

6. It is still an effective listening strategy for listeners to focus closely on 

the key words    

        in talk without referring to DMs.  

     

7. The sequence of the speakersô mental thoughts can be displayed clearly 

through DMs.  

     

8. Without DMs the conversation would become bitty and incoherent.       

9. Relationships between the speakers would sound more distant and 

formal if there are no         

        DMs in the conversation. 

      

10. I can still understand the conversation using other linguistic clues 

rather than referring to    

        the DMs. 

     

11. DMs do not necessarily help to signal relationships between ideas in 

talk.  

     

12. Showing responses with DMs can yield a softening and facilitative 

effect. 

     

13. Without DMs the conversation is still coherent and interpretable.      

14. DMs appear to be redundant in the conversation.      
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Section 2 

The following statements concern your opinions towards the teaching of DMs in Hong Kong in general. 

Please consider each statement carefully and indicate your views by putting a slash ( / ) in the most 

appropriate category.  

++ strongly agree +agree  ? uncertain - disagree -- strongly disagree 

Attitude  Statements +

+ 

+ ? - -- 

15. DMs have been presented as a listening skill in most listening materials 

I am using. 

     

16. DMs have been presented as a speaking skill in most oral materials I 

am using. 

     

17. I always highlight DMs in oral lessons.      

18. I always highlight DMs in listening lessons.      

19. Students have traditionally been taught to speak in written language 

form and they seldom display DMs in their speech. 

     

20. It is necessary to create and develop linguistic awareness of DMs and 

promote proficiency in the actual use of them.  

     

21. There is no need to promote spontaneous understanding of DMs as a 

fluency device in spoken language. 

     

22. Students should be helped to exploit DMs to improve their speaking 

and listening skills.  

     

23. DMs are only small words in conversation and it is not worth the time 

to teach them. 

     

24. DMs do not carry specific meaning and there is not much teaching 

value. 

     

25. DMs are redundant and sub-standard features in speech and there is not 

much teaching value. 

     

26. Students can benefit in public examinations, especially in listening 

comprehension, if they know what DMs are. 

     

27. It is important for students to learn to incorporate DMs in their speech 

which is an essential skill for the public oral examination.  

     

28. Students can follow a university lecture better in the future, especially 

those conducted by native speakers, if they know the meanings DMs 

point to. 

     

29. Students can understand native speakers better in their future workplace 

if they know what DMs are. 

     

30. Students should be taught how native speakers use DMs and follow 

their way of using them. 

     

31. Students should be taught to speak like a native in order to become 

competent speakers 
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32. It is an appropriate time to highlight DMs in spoken text at junior 

secondary level.  

     

33. It is an appropriate time to highlight DMs in spoken text at upper 

secondary level. 

     

34. It is too ambitious to expect students to learn DMs for both listening 

and speaking purposes at secondary level. 

     

35. At secondary level, we should prioritize teaching DMs mainly for 

listening purpose.  

     

36. DMs as a linguistic device for both listening and speaking purposes 

should be introduced at the same time at secondary level. 

     

37. DMs as an aspect of speaking skill should be delayed until awareness of 

DMs as a listening skill has been grasped. 

     

38. Students should be left at their discretion to learn to speak with DMs in 

the future when other interaction opportunities arise. 

     

39. My students do not need to speak with DMs as frequently as most 

native speakers do, but only need to progress to a speaking proficiency 

level capable of fulfilling their communicative purpose. 

     

40. It is realistic to require my students to use DMs like native speakers of 

English. 

     

41. The American way of using DMs should serve as a model for my 

students. 

     

42. The British way of using DMs should serve as a model for my students.      

43. It can be regarded as a wrong usage when Hong Kong learners use DMs 

differently from native speakers.  

     

44. We should respect and accept a Hong Kong style of using DMs.      

45. We should help students to recognize and accept different national and 

regional use of DMs. 

     

46. It is justifiable to require my students to use DMs like native speakers 

of English.  

     

47. It is necessary to expose students to different varieties of using DMs 

for purpose of comprehension, though not of production.  

     

48. It is not necessary to stick to the native speaker norm of using DMs 

because English language teaching should seek relevance to local 

culture while trying to enable global transaction.  

     



Section 3  Personal particulars 

Please put a slash (/) where appropriate. 

 

1. Gender     

 Male 

 Female 

 

2. Where is your native country? 

 Hong Kong, Special Administrative 

Region of the Peopleôs Republic of China 

 UK  

 Other (please specify) 

 

3. Which of the following is your first language? 

 Cantonese 

 English 

 Other (please specify) 

 

4. Which of the following is your second language? 

 Cantonese 

 English 

 Other (please specify) 

 

5. Do you hold a first degree in English or an English language-related subject? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

6. Have you received any training in English language teaching? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

7. Do you have a masterôs degree in TESL/TEFL? 

 Yes 

 No 

 

8. For how many years have you been teaching English? 

 1-4 years  

 5-9 years  

 Over 10 years  

     

9. At present how many English lessons do you take up each week?  

(Please take the average if your school practises cycle system.) 

 1-8  

 9-16 

 Over 17 
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Table 1     Demographic background of the subjects sampled 

 

Characteristic 

 

 Percentage 

Gender 
 

Female  82.6% 

 
 

Male   17.4% 

Nationality 
 

Hong Kong  81.8% 

 
 

UK   6.1% 

 
 

Canada   3.0% 

 
 

Australia  1.5% 

 
 

USA   1.5% 

 
 

India   1.5% 

 
 

New Zealand  0.8% 

 
 

Malaysia 0.8% 

 
 

Others   3.0% 

First Language  
 

Cantonese  77.3% 

 
 

English  18.2% 

 
 

Others   4.5%  

Years of Teaching 
 

1-4   14.4% 

 
 

5-9   25.8% 

 
 

Over 10  59.8% 

ELT Training 
 

Yes   93.9% 

  

No   6.1% 

 

English/English-related Subject  

as a First Degree 

 

Yes 77.1% 

 
 

No   22.9% 

TESL/TEFL as a Masterôs Degree 
 

Yes   23.8% 

 
 

No   76.2% 
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Table 2 Profile of the candidates 

Candidate 

 

Candidate A  Candidate B Candidate C 

Nationality  

 

NNS - Hong Kong NS - Canada NS - UK 

 

Gender Female Female 

 

Male 

Teaching 

Experience 

ü Very experienced 

ü Teaching over 20 years 

in Hong Kong 

ü Very experienced 

ü Graduated as a Home 

Economics teacher 

ü Teaching over 14 years 

ü Also a private tutor and a 

materials developer 

 

ü Very experienced 

ü Teaching over 10 

years 

ü Overseas 

language 

instructor 

Qualifications ü Well-qualified  

ü With teacher training  

ü With a masterôs degree 

in Language Studies 

 

ü With no relevant degree 

in the English language 

ü With teacher training in 

language and education 

 

ü Well-qualified 

ü With teacher 

training  

ü With a masterôs 
degree in TESL 

 

Orientation 

(based on the 

questionnaire) 

 

ü Affirmed value of 

DMs  

ü Did not regard DMs as 

useful 

 

ü Affirmed value 

of DMs 
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Table 3 The 7-factor loadings after Varimax Rotation 

 

.713       

.686       

.670       

.648       

.636       

.589       

-.522       

.510       

-.408       

 .735      

 .718      

 .702     

 .625      

 .606      

 .536     .416

.413 .424      

  .654     

  .591     

  .541     

.451  .540     

  .509  .432   

  .496     

  .408     

  .399     

   .737    

   .674    

   .639    

   .549    

   .546    

   .522    

   .459    

   .455    

    .732   

    .724   

    .680   

    .595   

     .754  

     .664  

     .642  

     .391  

      .728

      .646

      .595

  -.417    .501

      .464

NEED23

NEED25

NEED20

NEED22

NEED24

NEED21

FREE38

LEV33

COMM39

REAL40

INTG31

JUST46

INTG30

UK42

US41

INSTRU27

INSTRU29

Q2

Q3

INSTRU28

Q7

Q1

Q12

INSTRU26

Q13

Q10

Q5

Q14

Q6

Q4

Q11

Q8

GAP16

GAP15

GAP18

GAP17

ATT35

DELAYS37

SAME36

ATT34

HKUSE44

NATIVE48

WRONG43

ACCEP45

EXPOS47

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6 Factor 7

Table 6.3    The 7-Factor Loadungs af ter Varimax Rotation

Extract ion Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

Rotation Method:  Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
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Table 4  An analysis of teachersô attitudes towards the pedagogic use of discourse 

markers in upper secondary EMI schools in Hong Kong 

Item no. Statements Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

Factor 

loadings 

 

Factor 1  

Pedagogic value of DMs 

  

23 DMs are only small words in conversation and it is not worth the 

time to teach them. 

3.86  (.81) .713 

25 DMs are redundant and sub-standard features in speech and 

there is not much teaching value. 

3.98  (.72) .686 

20 It is necessary to create and develop linguistic awareness of DMs and 

promote proficiency in the actual use of them. 

3.92  (.77) .670 

22 Students should be helped to exploit DMs to improve their speaking 

and listening skills. 

3.95  (.74) .648 

24 DMs do not carry specific meaning and there is not much teaching 

value. 

3.90  (.70) .636 

21 There is no need to promote spontaneous understanding of DMs as a 

fluency device in spoken language. 

3.53  (.89) .589 

38 Students should be left at their discretion to learn to speak with DMs 

in the future when other interaction opportunities arise. 

3.07  (1.02) -.522 

33 It is an appropriate time to highlight DMs in spoken text at upper 

secondary level. 

3.58  (.85) .510 

27 It is important for students to learn to incorporate DMs in their 

speech which is an essential speaking skill for the public oral 

examination. 

3.67  (.93) .413 

39 My students do not need to speak with DMs as frequently as most 

native speakers do, but only need to progress to a speaking 

proficiency level capable of fulfilling their communicative purpose. 

3.48  (.94) -.408 

    

Factor 2 Identification with the native speaker norm   

40 It is realistic to require my students to use DMs like native speakers 

of English. 

2.70  (1.03) .735 

31 Students should be taught to speak like a native in order to be a 

member of the local English speaking elites. 

3.05  (1.09) .718 

46 It is justifiable to require my students to use DMs like native 

speakers of English. 

3.04  (1.01) .702 

30 Students should be taught how native speakers use DMs and follow 

their way of using them. 

3.70  (.84) .625 

42 The British way of using DMs should serve as a model for my 

students. 

3.05  (.86) .606 

41 The American way of using DMs should serve as a model for my 

students. 

2.71  (.85) .536 

    

Factor 3 Pragmatic value of DMs   

29 Students can understand native speakers better in their future 

workplace if they know what DMs are. 

4.02  (.81) .654 

2 Knowledge of DMs helps process information in listening.  4.21  (.76) .591 

3 DMs can display the speakersô attitude.  4.36  (.63) .541 

28 Students can follow a university lecture better in the future, 

especially those conducted by native speakers, if they know the 

meanings DMs point to. 

3.83  (.85) .540 

7 The sequence of the speakersô mental thoughts can be 

displayed clearly through DMs. 

3.61  (.91) .509 

1 DMs can oil the wheels of communication. 4.33  (.66) .496 

12 Showing responses with DMs can yield a softening and facilitative 

effect. 

4.06  (.77) .408 

26 Students can benefit in public examinations, especially in listening 

comprehension, if they know what DMs are. 

3.77  (.83) .399 



 

 244 

 

Item no. Statements Mean 

(St. Dev.) 

Factor loadings 

 

Factor 4 

 

Dispensable value of DMs 

  

13 Without DMs the conversation is still coherent and 

interpretable. 

2.50  (.88) .737 

10 I can still understand the conversation using other 

linguistic clues rather than referring to the DMs. 

2.27  (.80) .674 

5 DMs do not necessarily help to orientate the listener to 

the overall idea structure and sequence in talk. 

3.27  (1.06) .639 

14 DMs appear to be redundant in the conversation. 3.71  (.89) .549 

6 It is still an effective listening strategy for listeners to 

focus closely on the key words in talk without referring 

to DMs. 

2.53  (.98) .546 

4 DMs are not very useful devices to guide listeners to 

understand the conversation. 

3.69  (.99) .522 

11 DMs do not necessarily help to signal relationships between 

ideas in talk. 

3.22  (.96) .459 

8 Without DMs the conversation would become disjointed and 

incoherent. 

3.27  (1.08) .455 

    

Factor 5   Representation of DMs in ESL classrooms   

16 DMs have been presented as a speaking skill in most oral 

materials I am using. 

3.28  (1.12) .732 

15 DMs have been presented as a listening skill in most 

listening materials I am using.  

3.15  (1.12) .724 

18 I always highlight DMs in listening lessons. 2.92  (1.10) .680 

17 I always highlight DMs in oral lessons.  3.02  (1.06) .595 

    

Factor 6  Prioritizing teaching of DMs for receptive purposes   

35 At secondary level we should prioritize teaching DMs mainly 

for listening purpose. 

2.74  (.91) .754 

37 DMs as an aspect of speaking skill should be delayed 

until awareness of DMs as a listening skill has been 

grasped. 

2.88  (.92) .664 

36 DMs as a linguistic device for both listening and speaking 

purposes should be introduced at the same time at secondary 

level. 

2.27  (.76) .642 

34 It is too ambitious to expect students to learn DMs for both 

listening and speaking purposes at secondary level. 

2.47  (.86) .391 

    

Factor 7  Acceptance of the local usage   

44 We should respect and accept a Hong Kong style of using 

DMs. 

3.11  (.91) .728 

48 It is not necessary to stick to the native speaker norm of 

using DMs because English language teaching should 

seek relevance to local culture while trying to enable 

global transaction. 

3.40  (.93) .646 

43 It can be regarded as a wrong usage when Hong Kong learners 

use DMs differently from native speakers. 

3.07  (.93) .595 

45 We should help students to recognize and accept 

different national and regional uses of DMs. 

3.87  (.71) .501 

47 It is necessary to expose students to different varieties of 

using DMs for purpose of comprehension, though not of 

production. 

 

3.82  (.81) .464 
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Notes 

1. Only items with factor loadings greater than 0.39 are shown in the table. The statements are ordered within each 

factor according to the magnitude of factor loadings. 

2. The mean score was calculated on a 5-point scale ranging from óstrongly disagreeô (1) to óstrongly agreeô (5). 

3. Scores for negatively-worded statements are reversed, that is, óstrongly disagreeô (5) and óstrongly agreeô (1). 

 

Table 5 Mean and standard deviations of the 7 Scales   

132 2.50 4.70 3.6886 .4028

132 1.33 4.67 3.0429 .6669

132 2.75 5.00 4.0265 .4955

132 1.50 4.63 3.0388 .5918

132 1.00 5.00 3.0985 .8148

132 1.25 4.00 2.5909 .5928

132 1.80 4.60 3.4318 .5391

132

SCALE1

SCALE2

SCALE3

SCALE4

SCALE5

SCALE6

SCALE7

Valid N

(listwise)

N Minimum Maximum Mean

Std.

Deviation

Descriptive Statistics

 

 

 

Figure 1 Scale 3: Pragmatic value of discourse markers 
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Figure 2 Scale 1:  Pedagogic value of discourse markers 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3      Scale 7:  Acceptance of the local variety 
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Figure 4 Scale 2:  Identification with the native speaker norm  

 

 

Figure 5 Scale 4:  Dispensable value of discourse markers 
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Figure 6     Scale 5: Representation of discourse markers in ESL classrooms 

 

 

Figure 7 Scale 6:  Prioritizing teaching discourse markers for receptive 

purposes 
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Abstract 

The following study, in the first place, attempted to examine the relationship between 

EFL teachers' self-efficacy and their pedagogical success in Language Institutes. In the 

second place, the role of teachers' years of teaching experience in their self-efficacy was 

investigated. Finally, the relationship between teachers' age and their self-efficacy was 

studied.  For this purpose, 89 EFL teachers were selected according to available sampling 

from the different Language Institutes in Mashhad, a city in the Northeast of Iran. Near 

the end of the term, the teachers were asked to complete the ñTeachers' Sense of Efficacy 

Scaleò. Simultaneously, a questionnaire which is called the ñCharacteristics of Successful 
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EFL Teachers Questionnaireò was filled in by the teachersô students (N=779). Through 

this questionnaire, the teachers' performance was evaluated by their students. The 

subsequent data analysis and statistical calculations via correlation revealed that there is a 

significant relationship between teachers' success and their self-efficacy. Furthermore, 

significant correlations were found between teachers' self-efficacy, their teaching 

experience, and age. The conclusions and implications of the research are further 

discussed with reference to earlier findings. 

 

Keywords: Age, English Language teaching, Language Institutes, Questionnaire, Self-

Efficacy, Teachers' Pedagogical Success, Teaching Experience. 

 

Introduction  

Efficacy is essentially individualsô future-oriented judgment about their competence 

rather than their actual level of competence. This is an important feature because people 

regularly overestimate or underestimate their actual capabilities, and these estimations 

may have consequences for the courses of action they choose to follow and the effort they 

exerts in those pursuits (Woolfolk Hoy & Burke Spero, 2000). For example, Bouffard-

Bouchard, Parent and Larivee (1991, cited in Woolfolk et al., 2000) found that children 

possessing higher levels of efficacy beliefs performed better in solving math problems 

than those who had lower levels of efficacy beliefs in spite of the fact that both groups 

had  the same levels of skill development in mathematics. Bandura (1982) argued that 

those students with a higher degree of self-efficacy tend to exert more effort, persevere in 

difficult situations, choose a course of activities more attentively, and retain more 

realistic and flexible attributions. While students with low self-efficacy display less 

persistence and effort expenditure, avoid uncertain and challenging tasks, lack 

intentionality, and possess attributions that are nonrealistic and maladaptive.  

   Similarly, it appears teachersô beliefs about themselves and their capabilities can be 
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influential in the quality of their performance. Drawing upon the literature on the role of 

teachersô sense of efficacy in their instructional behaviors, discussed in the following 

sections, the present study seeks to investigate the relationship between EFL teachersô 

sense of efficacy and their pedagogical success. As far as exploring such a relationship in 

an Iranian context is concerned, to the researchersô best knowledge, no such a research 

has ever been conducted. Definitely the dearth of research in this area provides sufficient 

reason to conduct further investigation at examining the relationship between Iranian EFL 

teachersô sense of efficacy (Independent variable) and their success (Dependent variable) 

via a questionnaire specific to EFL teachers and in accordance with an Iranian context. 

 

Sources of self-efficacy beliefs 

Perceived self-efficacy, i.e., ñbeliefs in one's capabilities to organize and execute the 

courses of action required to produce given attainments" (Bandura, 1997, p. 3), can be 

developed by four main sources of influence. Bandura (1997) postulated theses sources of 

efficacy expectations as: mastery experience, also called enactive self-mastery, vicarious 

experience, also called role-modeling, social or verbal persuasion, and arousal or 

physiological and emotional states.  

   The most prevailing and powerful influence on efficacy is mastery experience through 

which successfully performing the behavior increases self-efficacy for that behavior. The 

perception that a performance has been successful enhances perceived self-efficacy and 

ensures future proficiency and success. In contrast, the perception that a performance has 

been a failure weakens efficacy beliefs and leads to the expectation that future 

performance will also be inefficient. 

   The second prominent influence, vicarious experience, originates from observing other 
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similar people to perform a behavior successfully. It provides people with ideas about 

successful manners of action. In contrast, observing people similar to oneself fail lowers 

an individualôs confidence and subsequently undermines their future efforts. 

   A third source of influence is social or verbal persuasion received from others. 

Successful persuaders foster peopleôs beliefs in their capabilities, while at the same time, 

ensure that visualized success is achievable. Negative persuasion, on the other hand, may 

tend to defeat and lower self-beliefs. The most contributing effect of social persuasion 

pivots around initiating the task, attempting new strategies, and trying hard to succeed 

(Pajares, 2002).  

   Psychological and affective states, such as stress anxiety and excitement, also provide 

information about efficacy perception and boost the feeling of proficiency. Hence, trying 

to reduce individualôs stress and anxiety and modifying negative debilitative states to 

positive ones plays an influential role in amending perceived self-efficacy beliefs. 

Another important affective factor, according to Pintrich and Schunk (2001), is 

attribution. For example, if success is attributed to internal or controllable causes such as 

ability or effort, efficacy will be enhanced. Nevertheless, if success is attributed to 

external uncontrollable factors such as chance, self-efficacy may be diminished (cited in 

Woolfolk Hoy & Burke Spero, 2000).  

 

Teacherôs self-efficacy    

Teacher efficacy is defined as ñthe teacherôs belief in his or her capability to organize and 

execute courses of action required to successfully accomplish a specific teaching task in a 

particular contextò (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk Hoy, & Hoy, 1998, p. 22). It has been 

found to be associated with learnersô individual differences such as motivation, 
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achievement, and efficacy (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).  

   A plethora of studies, conducted in L1 context, has demonstrated the relationship 

between teachersô self- efficacy and their instructional behaviors. Gibson and Demo 

(1984), for example, indicated a high correlation between teachersô sense of efficacy and 

their persistence in the presentation of lessons, feedback presentation, and support 

scaffolding for weaker students. In a similar study, Pajares (1992) found a strong 

relationship between teachers' educational beliefs and their planning, instructional 

decisions, classroom practices, and subsequent teaching behaviors. He concluded that 

"beliefs are far more influential than knowledge in determining how individuals organize 

and define tasks and problems and are stronger predictors of behavior" (Pajares, 1992, p 

311). On the other hand, teachers with a low level of efficacy have been found to be 

cynical not only of their own abilities, but also of the abilities of their students and 

colleagues (Siebert, 2006). They also tend to undermine studentsô cognitive development 

as well as studentsô judgments of their own capabilities (Pajares & Schunk, 2001, cited in 

Siebert, 2006). 

   Previous studies have also pointed to the role of teacher sense of efficacy in shaping 

studentsô attitudes toward school and subject matter, i.e., the higher the teaching efficacy 

of a teacher, the greater the studentsô interest in school and learning materials. Beyond 

shaping studentsô attitudes, teacher efficacy has been also associated with the degree of 

personal commitment (Coladarci, 1992, cited in Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998, p. 9) and 

enthusiasm in teaching (Allinder, 1994) exhibited by the teacher.  

   To determine how teachersô efficacy affects student achievement, Ross (1994), 

scrutinized 88 teacher efficacy studies and contended that teachers with a higher sense of 

efficacy are more likely to: 
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ñ(1) learn and use new approaches and strategies for teaching, (2) use 

management techniques that enhance student autonomy and diminish student 

control, (3) provide special assistance to low achieving students, (4) build 

studentsô selfperceptions of their academic skills, (5) set attainable goals, and (6) 

persist in the face of student failure(cited in Woolfolk et al., 2000, p.6).ò  

   In essence, the abovementioned studies point towards the perception that teachersô 

efficacy beliefs are decisive in constructing an educational atmosphere that incites 

studentsô achievements. Definitely they provide sufficient reason to undertake further 

investigations in this area within L2 settings and examine the relationship between 

teachersô self-efficacy expectations, assessed internally by the teacher himself, and 

teachersô success, assessed externally by the students.  

 

Definitions of successful teachers 

Brown and Marks (1994), in their book, mentioned that pedagogically successful teachers 

research their own teaching and the teaching of others and thereby become better 

informed about the strengths and weaknesses of their teaching performance; effective 

teachers willingly examine critically what they are doing in classroom. According to 

Brookfield (1995) successful teachers get right down to business, use a variety of 

instructional strategies, teach at an appropriate fast pace but stop regularly to check 

studentsô comprehension and engagement, focus on the topic and their instructional 

objectives, and use humor in keeping with their individual styles. Lowman (1996) stated 

exemplary teachers are those who are likely to promote high levels of learning in their 

students while also creating the positive memories of learning. He also put emphasis on 

teachersô enthusiasm as characteristics of successful teachers. 

   As it is observed, there are different definitions for successful teachers. In the present 
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study, teachersô success is defined and evaluated according to the criteria which have 

been mentioned in the ñCharacteristics of Successful EFL Teachers Questionnaireò 

because this questionnaire has been designed based on EFL learners and teachers and 

TEFL expertsô views in Iran towards successful EFL teachers. As Ryans (1967) stated 

value systems concerning teaching are relative rather than absolute. He mentioned "so far 

as specific characteristics of the teacher are concerned, what is judged good teaching by 

one person, one community, or at one time, may not be similarly viewed as good by 

another person, another community, or at some time later" (as cited in Suwandee,1995, p. 

9).  

 

Purpose of the study    

Upon what was noted about the facilitative role of teachersô efficacy in their pedagogical 

behaviors, while taking into account the contribution of teachersô self-efficacy in 

studentsô achievements and attitudes, investigating the relationship between teachersô 

sense of  efficacy and their pedagogical success as well as the question of how much 

teachersô efficacy contributes to the prediction of their success becomes pertinent. In 

summary, the present study primarily seeks to investigate such a relationship in various 

language institutes in Iran. It also sought to determine whether there is a relationship 

between teachersô sense of self-efficacy and teaching experience, as well as age. To this 

end, the following research questions were posed and investigated in this study:  

 

1) Is there any relationship between teachers' sense of self-efficacy and their pedagogical 

success? 

2) Is there any relationship between teachers' self-efficacy and years of teaching 
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experience? 

3) Is there any relationship between teachers' perceived self-efficacy and their age?    

 

Method  

Participants 

The first group of participants consisted of 89 Iranian EFL teachers. The majority of them 

were the researchersô colleagues who kindly accepted to participate in the study. The 

profile of the teachers is as follows: They were between 20 and 45 years old (M = 26.87, 

SD = 5.09) with 1 to 20 years of teaching experience (M = 5.53, SD = 3.5). Out of 89 

teachers, 73 were females and 16 males from different socio-economic backgrounds. The 

majority had majored in the different branches of English [i.e. English Literature (20 B.A, 

1 M.A), English Teaching (13 B.A, 18 M.A), English Translation (6 B.A)] and those who 

had certificate in different majors except English had the necessary supplementary 

qualifications to teach English. 

   The second group of participants use comprised of 779 Iranian EFL learners (students 

of the above-mentioned teachers). They were 604 females and 222 males whose age 

varied from 14 to 66 (M = 22.15, SD = 5.73) and came from different socio-economic 

backgrounds. Their language proficiency varied from elementary to advanced levels and 

their educational level varied from high school to PhD. 

 

Instruments 

Teachers' Sense of Efficacy Scale (long form) 

Reviewing the existing measures on teacherôs self-efficacy (such as, Webb Efficacy Scale 

developed by Ashton, et al., 1982 including 7 items; Teacher Efficacy Scale by Gibson 




