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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This study aims at investigating EFL students’ writing difficulties and the common errors 

they make in their English writing. The participants in the study are 26 randomly selected third 

year students of English at the University of Bejaia. To achieve the research aims, a mixed 

methodology was employed, whereby data was collected through the Students’ Questionnaire, 

and a Corpus Analysis of fifteen randomly selected essays. The results obtained from the 

Students’ Questionnaire revealed that the majority of students encountered difficulties in 

vocabulary, grammar and academic style. The Corpus Analysis of the students’ essays revealed 

a high frequency of occurrence of errors in spelling, capitalization, punctuation, and vocabulary. 

Based on these findings, teachers are advised to take into account students’ writing problems, 

and the elaboration of more writing sessions are among the pedagogical implications. 
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Introduction 

Writing has largely attracted the attention of researchers as being a crucial skill that 

contributes in learning any language, and without which further education may be largely 

impossible (Shangarfan, & Mamipour 2011). The process of writing, as it seems to most people, 

is a difficult one to carry; takes a lot of time and requires excessive attention. Moreover, the skill 

of writing is significant for EFL learners in particular, for it is a major factor for a successful 

academic performance in educational contexts. However, learning to write and succeeding at it 

is usually problematic. For most of students often encounter several difficulties in writing, and 

they consider it as a challenging task to carry as a result of various instructions they need to 

respect. 

1. Statement of the problem 

For many years, teaching writing has been a pillar in foreign language teaching. Unlike 

writing in an L1, writing in an L2 or in a FL is a quite challenging task, it requires an attainment 

of sufficient linguistic proficiency (Hinkel, 2004).  

Knowing the nature of writing, Sperling & Fredman (2001) seek to define it as a set of sub-

processes that includes planning, translating and reviewing. Looking at this process the 

researchers seem to only present writing as steps that needs to be followed, while there are few 

things to keep in mind like the addressee you are writing for and the quality of language one is 

using. Authors of the research have employed a cognitive approach in the presentation of their 

ideas, and attempted to present what students lack in their writing skills. In 2010 Klimova 

conducted a study on students from the faculty of Informatics and Management at the University 

of Hradec Kralove, Czech Republic. In this study the aim was to explain the reasons behind 

students’ low proficiency at writing. After analyzing students written works, the results shown 

that students commit mistakes of two aspects among them was the stylistic aspect of students’ 

writing. This mainly concerns: register and appropriacy, extremely long sentences, incorrect 

choice of word or a phrase etc. It also demonstrates clearly that EFL learners face this problem 

in writing. 

Moreover, Norris (2015) points in her book of Academic Writing in English to different 

aspects contributing to successful academic writing. It demonstrates with clear examples what 

is considered as inappropriate language use in formal writing, and suggests alternative ways for 
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a successful one. Much of this book has focused on providing the audience with various 

examples about what to include and avoid in writing. 

In addition, writing has been largely influenced by the media and the social networking 

services. Nowadays, students are exposed to a variety of language sources, which lead them to 

execute various language use. Netspeak for instance, as referred to by Crystal (2001), can be 

seen as a source for such results in writing. Knowing that the way people speak is distinct from 

the way they write, Mirza (2015) stated that “Netspeak also shares characteristics with speech… 

There are also characteristics of face-to-face interactions in the style of what is typed – highly 

informal and conversational, making use of specific means to convey emotions and feelings” 

(para. 4). This suggests the influence that Netspeak may have on students’ writing. 

A preliminary corpus analysis of samples of third year students’ essays at the English 

Department, University of Bejaia, had revealed various problems in their writing. These 

problems mainly indicate that students’ are failing to use the academic register in writing, low 

proficiency in vocabulary use, as well as the misuse of lexical items. We also noticed that 

students are likely to use long sentences and fail to use punctuation which results in creating 

ambiguous statements and obstruct the clarity of messages. These reasons have been the main 

motive to carry out this study. 

Conducting this research at English Department at the University of Bejaia, we mainly focus 

on investigating EFL students’ writing difficulties, and the common errors they share. 

2. Research Questions 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1- What are the writing difficulties third year EFL students at the University of Bejaia 

usually encounter? 

2- What are the common errors do third year students of English at the University of Bejaia 

encounter when writing in English? 

3. Assumptions 

In the light of the research questions, it is assumed that students’ writing difficulties are 

derived from two main aspects. The first is, the students’ lack of writing practice which results 

in the low understanding and application of the writing conventions and rules. Whereas the 
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second aspect is related to the amount of reading practice which is closely related to the skill of 

writing. 

3. Aims of the study 

This study aims at investigating writing difficulties of third year students of English at the 

University of Bejaia. The main purpose of the study is to identify the common errors and 

mistakes students commit in writing essays. In addition, we attempt to suggest proper 

recommendations for this issue hoping to improve students’ writing at an advanced level. 

4. Significance of the study 

The significance of the present will reflect on the both teachers and students of English at 

the University of Bejaia, considering the skill of writing as an important tool in academic 

performance. A great demand of writing proficiency is required from students to accomplish 

various tasks ranging from homework assignments to dissertations. Teachers of writing at the 

Department of English at the University of Bejaia, will find this study useful in exploring 

students’ major difficulties in writing. Additionally, students of English, particularly third year 

students, will benefit from the findings of the research to learn more about the different stages 

included in writing composition, and attempt to build on which a better understanding of the 

writing process. More interestingly, this study provides overt perceptions about the skill of 

writing for teachers of writing as well as for future researchers who wish to carry studies on 

this subject. 

5. Population and sample 

This study deals with students of third year LMD at the department of English in the 

University of Bejaia. The sample is a group consisting of twenty six (26) students. The sample 

was chosen randomly for the sake of validity and objectivity of the study, and also to avoid the 

interference of external factors in the findings of the research. 

6. Research design and methodology 

The current study is conducted using case study methodology to achieve the main objective 

of the research. Collecting data in this study is done through a students’ questionnaire delivered 

to a randomly selected third year students. Additionally, a number of students’ corpus essays 

produced as assignments for the module of written expression will be collected and analysed.  



xvi 

 

7. Structure of the study 

The present research is divided into two chapters: the first chapter is the theoretical part, 

whereas the second is devoted to the practical part. 

Chapter one deals with the background study concerning the skill of writing and writing 

composition, in addition to the teaching of this skill to learners of English as well as the 

difficulties they may encounter in writing. 

Chapter two deals with the writing difficulties of the selected sample, it tackles the analysis 

of students’ questionnaire and followed by an analysis of students’ written essays. The chapter 

also deals with the interpretation of the findings and closes with several implications and 

suggestions for further research.
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SECTION I: THE WRITING SKILL 

1. Introduction to writing 

The rising interest in writing especially at higher levels has developed entirely to become 

a distinguished discipline on its own. Many researchers have different perspectives about the 

concept of writing, for everyone seeks to define it from a different angle according to a specific 

field of study. For Nunan, writing is “an extremely complex, cognitive activity for all which 

the writer is required to demonstrate control of a number of variables simultaneously”. (1989, 

p.36). This shows the complexity of the task of writing, and the clear link to the cognitive aspect 

that often creates a difficulty to learners during their writing. Nunan’s idea about writing gives 

us more details about the skill of writing than what is overtly seen. Moreover, writing is also 

defined as “a process that requires extensive self-regulation and attentional control...writers 

must change ideas into text, repair organization and mechanics, and monitor their success--all 

while trying to formulate a coherent message” Ransdell and Levy (as cited in Singleton-

Jackson, 2003). In fact, dealing with writing means being able to manage all the different stages 

and aspects included to arrive at producing a successful piece of writing.  

Moreover, other definitions about writing include Widdowson’s (1978) as being an act of 

producing correct sentences and transmitting them into words on paper. This involves mainly 

the use of graphic language. In this definition, we are introduced to the skill of writing as a way 

to recording one’s ideas and feelings, using a correct grammar in a concrete manner. Following 

Widdowson’s definition, Troyka and Nudelman (1994) asserted that writing is more than just 

taking a pen in hand and expecting words to flow perfectly on paper. This indicates how 

sophisticated writing is, and the steps that need to be obeyed in the process. In doing so, writers 

have to: 

generate their ideas, which need to be monitored, selected, and prioritised; to translate the 

ordered ideas into text, using correct lexicon, grammar and genre rules; and to review the text 

in order to clarify meaning and eliminate errors Biggs, et al.(as cited in Singleton-Jackson, 2003, 

p. 60).  

Flower and Hayes (1980) have studied writing by looking at the involved mental operations 

as they interact recursively: planning and generation of knowledge, translation of the plan into 

speech, and editing or reviewing the plan or the newly created text. As a result, thoughts about 

the skill of writing have shifted from simple considerations as the misconception that writing is 
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nothing more than an extension of thinking (Mandel, 1984), or the way of communication 

through which we express our ideas, feelings, emotions etc. (Harmer, 2001, p. 79). 

Consequently, writing is no longer marginalized, and is regarded as significant as any of the 

other language skills. 

1.1. Reasons for writing 

Unlike speaking that is acquired at an early stage throughout the process of exposition, 

writing is, however, most considered as a minor skill which is only achieved as a result of a 

more conscious process of learning (Harmer, 2004). Writing development in history was a 

result of the growing industrialization and the community needs, there was an indispensable 

need for these skills to be taught and spread among the individuals. “Thus, we no longer have 

to ask ourselves whether writing is a good thing or not. We take it as a fundamental right.” 

(Harmer, 2004, p. 3). In other words, Harmer means that we learn to write to fulfill our social 

needs, and being educated gives people the impression of self-esteem over those who are not 

so fortunate. Moreover, Reid (as cited in Damayanti, 2009) identifies three main reasons for 

writing which are: to explain, to entertain and to persuade. Therefore, while focusing on the 

purpose of writing, the writer then can move onwards with his writing by aiming at other stages.   

All in all, we come to understand that before starting to write, a writer as primary stage 

needs to give deep thoughts to the purpose of writing, which will justify later on the use of 

language, the information they require, and how to develop and organize them in their writing 

(Damayanti, 2009).  

1.2. Speaking and writing 

We cannot speak about writing without referring to speaking. There exist broad similarities 

and differences between speaking and writing in terms of form and process (Harmer, 2004). 

Raimes (1983) explained that learning to write is not just an extension of speaking a language. 

In her perspective, she distinguished between speaking that is learned at an early age without 

any systematic instruction, and writing that has to be taught at school. In this sense, Raimes 

presented various differences between the two skills such as the nature of speech of relying on 

voices and body language, while the use of graphic symbols in writing. Additionally, the 

variations of spoken language found in dialects, the use of intonation pronunciation and the face 

to face interaction found in the conversation. Whereas writing depends more on standard forms 

such as grammar, vocabulary and style, for writing is a planned process and the writer needs to 

convey the message to the reader accurately (pp. 4-5). 
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2. Microskills and subskills of writing 

In learning a language, one needs to be fluent and master all the four skills of it (that is; 

speaking, reading, writing and listening). This mastery comes from the continuous exposure 

and practice of a particular skill in order to perform well. Every skill is composed of a set of 

levels of proficiency that makes the user of that skill an effective one. Speaking for instance, 

requires from learners to be as interactive as possible during a conversation, yet speaking a lot 

is not what makes your speaking skill effective. Therefore, the mastery of the speaking skill 

requires for instance; paying attention to the use of words, using correct grammar and the clarity 

of messages. Writing goes in the same direction, for this skill has certain microskills in order 

to be mastered later on. Microskills for writing are presented by Brown (2001) in the following 

table. 

1. Produce graphemes and orthographic patterns of English 

2. Produce writing at an efficient rate of speed to suit the purpose 

3. Produce an acceptable core of words and use appropriate word order patterns 

4. Use acceptable grammatical systems (e.g., tense, agreement, pluralization)n patterns, 

and rules 

5. Express a particular meaning in different grammatical forms. 

6. Use cohesive devices in written discourse. 

7. Use the rhetorical forms and conventions of written discourse  

8. Appropriately accomplish the communication functions of written texts according to 

form and purpose. 

9. Convey links and connections between events and communicate such relations as main 

idea, supporting idea, new information, given information, generalization, and 

exemplification. 

10. Distinguish between literal and implied meanings when writing. 

11. Correctly convey culturally specific references in the context of the written text. 

12. Develop and use a battery of writing strategies, such as accurately assessing the drafts, 

using paragraphs and synonyms, soliciting peer and instructor feedback, and using 

feedback or revising and editing. 

 

Table 1. Microskills for writing (Brown, 2001, p. 343) 

 

The above mentioned skills are represented in Brown (as cited in Damayanti, 2009) in 

the same way, yet categorized into micro skills (element 1-6) and macro skills (element 7-12). 

These writing skills combine between the mechanical of writing (related to the microskills), 

and the communicative purpose of writing (related to the macro skills) (Damayanti, 2009). 
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Moreover, writing being considered as a way of transmitting thoughts to written form 

burden both natives and non-natives. Nunan (1989) assumed that “…learning to write fluently 

and expressively is the most difficult of the macroskills for all language users regardless of 

whether the language in question is a first, second or foreign language” (p. 35). Raimes (1983) 

explained the basic elements in producing a good piece of writing, in this sense he provides the 

following diagram summarizing the different factors teachers have to focus on in the teaching 

of writing. 

 

SYNTAX    CONTENT 

Sentence structure,   relevance, clarity, originality, 

sentence boundaries,   logic, etc.    THE WRITER’ 

stylistic choices, etc.        PROCESS 

          getting ideas’, 

GRAMMAR         getting started, 

Rule for verbs, agreement,       writing drafts 

Articles, pronouns, etc.       revising 

 

MECHANICS        AUDIENCE 

Handwriting, spelling,        the reader’s 

Punctuation, etc. 

          PURPOSE 

 ORGANIZATION   WORD CHOICE  the reason for  

 Paragraphs, topic and support, vocabulary, idiom  writing 

 Cohesion and unity   tone 

 

Figure 1. Producing a piece of writing (Raimes, 1983, p. 6) 

 

In this sense as well, Heaton (as cited in Damayanti, 2009) describe four basic skills that 

has to do with writing proficiency. He points at the grammatical features i.e., the ability to write 

grammatically correct sentences, and the stylistic skills which indicate the ability to control and 

manipulate the sentences effectively. Heaton adds the mechanical skill that applies to the skill 

Clear, fluent, and 

effective 

communication of 

ideas 
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of mastering the use of punctuation and spelling. Finally, Heaton concludes with the judgement 

skill as the ability to write appropriately with proper selection of relevant information (p. 138). 

All in all, what makes a good piece of writing is the writer’s ability and effective control 

over the elements that make a good writing, in addition it requires that the writer to be as clear 

as possible in presenting his ideas to the audience. Overall, Hedge (1988) summarizes the 

elements of effective writing stating the organization and development of ideas; the clarity of 

meaning; and the careful choice of discourse devices, and vocabulary that is appropriate to the 

readers. 

2.1. Expert writer vs. novice writers 

Writing among students widely differs, for in every skill there exist a number of features 

by which we distinguish between expert and novice writers. This notion was studied by Flower 

and Hayes (1981) who have listed some characteristics and differences between both types. In 

their study, they have found that writers of different skill levels employ different approaches to 

writing. Expert writers have shown a good response to factors such as rhetorical problem, and 

tend to start their writing by focusing on the problem and purpose of writing to help the readers 

later on. Following Flower and Hayes work, Torrance (as cited in Singleton-Jackson, 2003) 

also points at the rhetorical problem which expert writers tend to consider, in which they focus 

on the addressed audience, the impact they wish to have on them, and how they represent 

themselves throughout the text. Another feature is that expert writers take much time to revise 

their ideas before writing Breetvelt et al.; Torrance (as cited in Singleton-Jackson, 2003).  

On the other hand, novice writers in the work of Flower and Hayes have shown that they 

are concerned primarily with basic conventions of writing such as the number of pages. 

Moreover Singleton-Jackson (2003) indicates that “novice writers have a tendency to write like 

they talk, not recognizing the error in this approach” (p. 17), which leaves the reader with a 

sense of confusion and incomprehension. Unlike expert writers, novice writers put less effort 

in the writing process resulting in a slow progress while making much efforts (Singleton-

Jackson), and engage in writing with less planning Breetvelt et al. and Torrance (as cited in 

Singleton-Jackson, 2003). Consequently, the difference between expert writers and novice 

writers as suggested by Torrance depends on the basic knowledge of the writer himself. 
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2.2. EFL writers 

In describing the characteristics of EFL writers, it is at first worth mentioning the cognitive 

process of writing and composing. These processes have been studied by Flower and Hayes 

(1981) and were identified as “distinctive thinking processes which writers orchestrate or 

organize during the act of composing” (p. 366). Nonetheless, these processes are not the only 

aspect to focus on during the composition, “when it comes to formulating a message, linguistic 

skills and knowledge become prominent in the writing process” Chenoweth and Hayes (as cited 

in Schoonen, Snellings, Stevenson &  van Gelderen, 2009). As a result, studies have come to 

conclude that “writing in an L2 or FL is much harder and time consuming in the native 

language” Chenoweth and Hayes, 2001; Roca de Larios et al., 2006 (as cited in Schoonen, 

Snellings, Stevenson & van Gelderen, 2009). Therefore, FL writers are influenced by their 

experience in writing in their L1 to FL writing situations, further they were identified to have 

limited linguistic knowledge that can hamper the use of metacognitive knowledge and writing 

experience Jones and Tetroe, 1987; Whalen and Me´nard, 1995; Schoonen et al., 2003 (as cited 

in Schoonen et al., 2009). In addition, these L1 writing experiences at various occasions affect 

FL writing in different ways such as the writing process and therefore makes the writer struggle 

during composition due to his inadequate FL linguistic knowledge (Schoonen et al., 2009). To 

conclude, most of EFL writers are facing difficulties in FL composition due to the interference 

of L1 expertise, and lack of FL linguistic knowledge resulting in a low proficiency in writing.  

3. The writing process 

Writing as a skill is a sophisticated process consisting of different steps to arrive at the final 

form. Although different types exist in writing, their content and the purposes behind them, 

they do share the same process. Singleton-Jackson (2003) refers to writing as “…a mystery to 

researchers with regard to how the process of writing occurs and what makes it proficient” 

(p.11). In this sense, emphasis is put on the complexity of this task illustrating the interference 

of different cognitive activities in the task. Moreover, in their study about writing Flower and 

Hayes (as cited in Singleton-Jackson, 2003) account for the mental operations as they interact 

recursively, and have distinguished “planning and generation of knowledge, translation of the 

plan into speech, and editing or reviewing the plan or the newly created text”. This model 

proposed by Flower and Hayes has made an influential impact in the research on writing, and 

inspired many researchers later on to follow their studies. (See Table 1). 
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Table 2. Processes and subprocesses presumably tapped by various tasks Benton, Kraft, 

Glover, & Plake (as cited in Singleton-Jackson, 2003) 

 

Several researchers, among them Harmer (2004) depict the process of writing as of four 

basic steps that are as follows: 

3.1. Planning 

Williams (2003) claims that “Planning is one of the more effective features of the writing 

process, although it also can be one of the more challenging” (p. 114), and then returns to define 

planning as “Reflecting on the material produced during prewriting to develop a plan to achieve 

the aim of the paper” (p. 106). At this stage writers, before beginning to write, consider three 

main issues (Harmer, 2004). At first, Harmer indicates that writers need to think about the 

purpose of their writing; by doing so, they will identify the text type they will produce along 

with the language used, and the information included. Secondly, writers must account for the 

audience they are addressing allowing them to adjust their writing to leave a certain impact on 

the readers.  

Process/ subprocess Task Description 

Planning 

 Generating 

 Organizing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goal setting 

Reviewing  

Reading  

Editing 
 

 

 

Translating 

 

1-Iconic memory  

task 

1-Ordered letters 

2-Letter reordering 

3-Word reordering 

4-Sentence reordering 

5-paragraph assembly 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1-Word reordering 

2-Sentence reordering  

 

 

 

1-Ordered letters  

 

Accessing visual information from task 

environment 

Maintaining ordered information in 

working memory 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

 

 

 

 

 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

Holding and manipulating information in 

working memory 

 

Maintaining ordered information in 

working memory 
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Concluding, Harmer emphasized on the content structure of the piece of writing in which 

it is organized in terms of facts, ideas or arguments (p. 5). In short, planning is the step stone 

for the writing development by which the writers collect all sorts of information about the 

purpose of writing, the addressed audience, and the information that will used.  

3.2. Drafting 

After the first stage of planning for the writing, writers now need to follow another step 

that is drafting. It is producing the first version of the piece of writing that is a subject of 

amendment. Donohue (2009), refers to drafting as the stage where “the students are able to craft 

their own writing” (p.12). Therefore, in the drafting stage, writers need to put all what they see 

relevant to the piece of writing they are composing regardless to spelling mistakes, grammar 

mistakes and others. Therefore, the purpose behind drafting is to gather as much information, 

ideas and arguments that will be used later on in writing. Along the writing process there may 

exist a number of drafts until we reach the final version (Harmer, 2004). 

3.3. Editing 

During this step writer check their drafts for cohesion and coherence and rewrite what they 

think is unclear or ambiguous to form an understandable passage. This phase is about revising 

what a writer has done so far with careful emphasis on the elements of style and grammar lexis 

and so on. Editing also concerns “focusing on the sentence-level concerns, such as punctuation, 

sentence length, spelling, agreement of subjects and predicates, and style” (Williams, 2003). In 

fact, editing is significant phase by which the writers shape their writing and prepare them to 

be published, Harmer (2004) suggests that revising of ones’ writing by another reader helps the 

writer improve the quality of his writing (p.5), Whereas Donohue (2009) describe drafting as 

the stage at which students’ reflect on the previous stages and plan for the next. 

3.4. Publishing (the final version)  

After editing the drafts and making the changes that needed to be done, writers are now 

ready to make the final version of their piece of writing to be sent to the intended audience. 

Donohue concludes that “The final stage of writing process includes sharing, reflection, and 

assessment of the students’ writing” (p.14). The final version is therefore supposed to be the 

refined, errors-free copy delivered to the teacher or any other entity in order to be evaluated. 

When describing the writing process as listed above, we will obtain these steps as follows: 

 



9 
 

Planning  Drafting  Editing  Final version 

 

Figure 2. The linear model of writing process, (Harmer, 2004, p. 5) 

However, the process of writing cannot be considered to follow such a linear 

representation. Harmer indicates that “The process of writing is not linear, as indicated above, 

but rather recursive” (p. 5). Agreeing with this, Donohue (2009) illustrates: 

The writing process is not a linear as presented in this typical model, where a piece starts at the 

beginning with students prewriting their ideas, and ends when the piece is published. Instead, 

the writing process is recursive. This means that the writer is constantly revising the previous 

stages and finding new ways of refining a piece of writing in order to improve it (p. 9) 

Thus, each step is a subject of repetition, and more often we can have more than one 

drafting, and more than one planning and so on. For this reason, the conventional linear 

representation is not valid and does not reflect what most writers experience when writing. The 

process wheel as presented by Harmer shows a more agreeable scheme of the writing process, 

in which it explains the different steps involved in writing and demonstrates their interrelation. 

It is worth mentioning that these stages apply for the different kinds of writings; e-mails, 

invitations, letters, messages, shopping lists etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The process wheel, (Harmer 2004, p. 6) 

As a result, the process wheel suggested by Harmer and accepted by other researchers 

implies the students follow a cognitive process in which they are constantly revisiting previous 

steps and to end up with the final version. 
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4. The writing strategies 

Kirby and Crovitz (2013) stated that “Teaching writing is challenging; it may be one of the 

toughest jobs a teacher faces” (p. 9), however “it can also be rewarding” (p.11). The effective 

teaching of writing for Kirby and Crovitz requires time divided between practice, sharing 

writing, completing the piece of writing, and time to respond and evaluate all of that writing 

(p.9). The teaching of writing also occurs with the help of certain strategies that aim at 

enhancing students’ writing productions. Teaching these strategies to learners will surely have 

a positive effect on their writing. For instances, teaching adolescents strategies such as planning, 

revising and editing their compositions has made a remarkable impact on the quality of their 

writing (Graham & Perin, 2007).  The writing strategies are variant as their application and 

implementation in syllabuses. Thus, the teacher is the center point which directs the students 

towards a successful writing achievement. The writing strategies are identified by several 

researchers as the teaching of generic processes such as brainstorming (Troia & Graham, 2004), 

or the strategies for achieving writing tasks such as story writing (Fitzgerald & Markham, 

1987). Additional to the writing strategies writers may employ in during their composition, 

there exist a number of strategies used to engage students in writing. The NSW Department of 

Education and Training (2007) have proposed a series of strategies which promotes students to 

write and demonstrated their implementation in writing classes.  

4.1. Modelled writing 

Teachers use this strategy to allow students “to gain knowledge about language, vocabulary 

and text structures required to write for a range of purposes” (The NSW Department of 

Education and Training, 2007, p. 29). Models used in this strategy are real world texts students 

read, they might vary from newspaper articles to literary works depending on the teacher’s 

selection. The implementation of this strategy starts by introducing the text type to students 

while clarifying the audience and the purpose behind writing the text. Then the teacher points 

out to the type and the features of language used by the author and its effect on the readers, and 

he ends up with providing students with chances to practice the writing skills they have acquired 

studying these models (p. 28). 
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4.2. Think aloud writing 

Think aloud strategy is one way to engage students in writing that function as a stimulator 

for writing. Think aloud is defined by The NSW Department of Education and Training (2007) 

as a method in which students are saying aloud what they are thinking about during their 

composition which helps them organize and edit their writing. In addition, The NSW 

Department of Education and Training asserts “It is a strategy that can be used to demonstrate 

a comprehensive range of skills, knowledge and understandings about writing” (p. 33). 

Moreover, the implementation of this strategy comes as the teacher selects a particular skill to 

focus on, and then he chooses few writing samples and apply the think aloud strategy in order 

to illustrate the reasoning and editing during writing. 

4.3. Guided writing 

In guided writing strategy, the teacher’s role is as the name of the strategy denotes is a 

guide for students, and they work cooperatively in order to compose a written text. This strategy 

“…can involve the whole class, small groups or individuals”, it can also be with help of the 

teacher “a key strategy for assisting students who need additional support in writing” (The NSW 

Department of Education and Training, 2007, p. 34). In short, guided writing emphasizes on 

the role of the teacher in fostering and facilitating student’s writing, by focusing on their needs, 

measuring and assessing the students’ achievement of the outcomes. Then the teacher helps 

students building prior knowledge and skills students develop in writing (The NSW Department 

of Education and Training, 2007). 

4.4. Independent writing 

The aim of this strategy is to provide students with opportunities to explore their own skills 

in writing different text types (The NSW Department of Education and Training, 2007), apart 

from the teacher’s guidance and collaborative writing with peers. In independent writing, 

students learn to identify the purpose of their writing, the audience, and the use of different 

skills to help them accomplish the writing tasks. This strategy also helps students become aware 

of their writings increases self-assessment. 
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SECTION II: TEACHING WRITING 

5. The teaching of writing 

The teaching of writing is an essential element of every teaching program at all levels, and 

the goal for teaching writing is for students to become independent writers (NSW Board of 

Studies, 2000). Teachers responsible for this task are well aware of the complexity of the 

writing skill and process, though “teaching writing can be frustrating and challenging, but it 

can also be rewarding and a breath of fresh air in a rather stagnant educational context” (Kirby 

& Crovitz, 2013, p. 9). Therefore, as suggested by NSW Board of Studies the teaching of 

writing needs to be explicit for students while distinguishing clearly between academic and 

community purposes (p.21). Additionally, teaching writing is another complex process that 

requires several aspects to be satisfied. For the teaching of writing, NSW Board of Studies 

assumes that students are supposed to understand both the purposes and the context of their 

writing in order to succeed at written texts, this implies the teaching of writing for different 

audiences and purposes. Despite the fact that students may become independent writers, there 

still other issues and challenges they face, and with which they need proper guidance (p. 26). 

In addition, students need to be personally involved in writing tasks in order to make the 

learning experience effective and valuable (Adas & Bakir, 2013). As a result, what are the main 

elements in the teaching of writing, and how are they taught? 

5.1. Elements in the teaching of writing 

NSW Board of Studies (2000) depicts the following elements in the teaching of writing 

program, it focuses on the compositions of text, the process of writing and the presentation of 

texts. It also indicates that the aim of teaching writing is for students to learn to write effectively 

for different purposes (p.21).  

What to teach 

 

 

Composition    processes   presentation 

Of texts     of writing   of texts 

Figure 4. Elements in teaching writing (Focus on literacy: writing, 2000, p. 22) 
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5.1.1. Composition of texts 

The composition of text as assumed by NSW Board of Studies includes the students 

developing a sense of the mechanics of writing; how it works and what makes it effective. In 

doing so, students need to learn how to think about the purpose for their writing according to 

different writing tasks, and to reflect on the context of their writing. Besides, the teacher 

evaluates the students’ writing at different levels. First, the composition of the whole text 

(purpose, text structure and cohesion). Second, the teacher evaluates the linguistic features such 

as grammar, syntax and vocabulary and finally ends with the evaluation of surface features such 

as punctuation. As a result, in the elements of composition of text, the teacher generally follow 

a gradual pattern in teaching writing in which he starts with main aspects, followed by a 

concluding evaluation of students writing. 

5.1.2. The process of writing 

In this element, the teacher focuses on the fundamental feature of the writing process. 

During this phase, the basic process is explicitly illustrated to students, in order to understand 

how does writing occurs. The process of writing in generally a cognitive one (Flower & Hayes, 

1982), that has to do with several mental operations, in spite of  the complexity of this process 

students still need to practice writing following this pattern. Researchers differ in the 

distributing of the stages of writing but mainly agree on some of them. For NSW Board of 

Studies, the process is divided into seven main stages that are drafting, revising, and 

conferencing along with editing, proofreading and publishing. 

In short, teaching the writing process to students and the stages of composing enable them 

to engage in writing more often, and to think critically during writing which will improve it 

later on. 

5.1.3. The presentation of written texts 

The presentation of written text goes through the explicit teaching of handwriting, spelling, 

grammar and punctuation. These features need to be present all the time in the student’s writing 

for an effective writing productions. As mentioned before concerning the elements of teaching 

writing presented by NSW Board of Studies (2000), and which suggested the three elements. 

Further description of the elements in teaching writing was illustrated by Hyland (2002). In his 

description he focuses on three fundamental key elements that are; the writer, the text and the 

reader which are exhibited in table 3. 
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The writer 

 Issues of proficiency, first language background, and prior experience 

 Cognitive and motivational factors 

 Knowledge of the topic 

 The role of composing processes 

The text 

 Authenticity of purposes and writing tasks 

 Number and variety of writing assignments 

 Genre modelling and exploration 

 Rhetorical and lexico-grammatical consciousness raising 

The reader 

 Orientation to specific target discourse communities 

 Need for real and multiple audiences 

 Awareness of appropriate levels of involvement and interactional strategies 

 Importance of feedback and audience response. 

 

Table 3. Elements of a writing pedagogy (Hyland, 2002, p. 79) 

5.1.4. The writer 

This element of the writer draws on the notion that writing is of two chunks; the first is that 

“writing as a cultural activity, and to engage students in the writing process” (Hyland, 2002, p. 

80). Understanding the meaning of the cultural influence of the writers means the contribution 

of this factor in shaping the writer’s cognition during writing. Adding to that, writers of different 

cultural backgrounds will surely write according to their previous knowledge, for “Participants 

have their own ideas of what ‘good writing’ consist of based on their prior disciplinary, cultural 

or social experiences, and these expectations are internalised as different writing patterns” (p. 

80). Moreover, the teacher needs to implement certain strategies in order to encourage students 

to write. This strategies are generally drawn from the cognitive, and motivational factors related 

to the students. Some of these strategies include: the choice of relevant topics, cooperative 

writing, and the use of varied tasks. These strategies will not only engage students in writing 

activities, but will also allow them to overcome the deficiencies they were suffering from in 

writing. Additionally, the teacher needs to understand that “not all students compose in the same 
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way” (p. 81), and this is due to the cultural differences mentioned previously. Therefore, 

student’s cognition vary in the writing process. At this point, the teacher can deliver training 

sessions for students aiming at “developing strategies for writing…helping them to brainstorm, 

draft in stages…” provided that is accompanied by his continuous feedback to guide students. 

5.1.5. The text 

In the teaching of writing, the text is a fundamental aspect. However, students as Hyland 

pointed out “are given little advice on how to structure their writing experiences according to 

the demands and constraints of target contexts” (p. 81), and this also proves students lacks in 

acknowledging features of various texts. This elements is crucial in the teaching of writing, for 

it has to deal with the different text types and how they are written. Teachers are therefore 

required to familiarise students with such types, and illustrate using strategies such as modelled 

writing. By this strategy teachers are supposed to “plan their writing syllabuses to focus on the 

formal constraints of texts to acquaint learners with the potentially unfamiliar patterns and 

rhetorical conventions they will need” (p. 81-82). This will include the authenticity of writing 

tasks, and the analysis of written texts. 

5.1.6. The reader 

As a final element in the teaching of writing, teachers need to incorporate the notion of the 

audience in teaching writing. The element of the reader or so-called the audience, largely 

contributes to the effective teaching of writing which “involves guiding students to an 

awareness of their readers…background understandings…these readers are likely to expect” 

(Hyland, 2002, p. 83). Further, teaching writing while focusing on the audience is implemented 

through encouraging students to think exhaustively of readers’ expectation and needs. 

5.2. Approaches to the teaching of writing 

The teaching of writing has been significantly marked by the adaptation of three main 

approaches. The product approach, the process approach, and the genre approach. Although 

these approaches have developed to make the teaching of writing as effective as possible, yet 

they vary in the sense of principles and techniques on the one hand, and they demonstrate merits 

and drawbacks on the other. 
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5.2.1. The product approach 

The product approach is the oldest and by far one of the most practiced approaches around 

the world (Palpanadan, Bin Salam & Bte Ismail, 2014) in the teaching of writing. This approach 

is predominatly focusing on the final result of writing, and considers linguistic knowledge, 

syntax, vocabulary and cohesive devices as basic features of the writing product Pincas (as cited 

in Badger & White, 2000). Students in this approach are encouraged to imitate modelled text 

provided primarily by the teacher, where the main objective is to acquire linguistic knowledge. 

Pincas (1982b) explains learning to write in the product approach as consisting of four stages. 

It starts with the familiarisation stage in which students get acquainted with different features 

of texts, then they move to the controlled writing stage where they practice skills to be prepared 

before moving further to the stages of guided writing and the free writing (p. 22). Subsequently, 

the product approach to the teaching of writing is based on several principles; for teachers put 

a great emphasis on the teaching of features of grammar and sentence. Additionally, teachers 

regard the provision of modelled texts for students as the main tool for students to avoid 

committing mistakes (Lázaro, 1996, p. 92). Therefore, students are generally relying on already 

made samples in order to compose grammatically and syntactically correct pieces of writing.  

5.2.2. The process approach 

The process approach to teaching writing is defined as “a cyclical approach. In this 

approach, students are needed to move back and forth while going from one stage to another 

stage and taking part in the writing activities” (Palpanadan, Bin Salam & Bte Ismail, 2014, p. 

790). Similarly to the process of writing which is “recursive” (Harmer, 2004), the process 

approach tend to focus on the explicit instruction of the writing stages to students. Unlike the 

product approach which emphasizes fostering the linguistic knowledge, the product approach 

on the other hand “is seen as predominantly to do with linguistic skills, such as planning and 

drafting” (Badger & White, 2000, p. 154). In the process approach, researchers identify 

different stages writers go through, yet the most commonly stages agreed on suggested by 

Tribble (as cited in Badger & White, 2000) are the four stages model composed of: prewriting, 

composing/drafting, revising and editing. Moreover, the stages of writing in the process 

approach are complemented with various activities that the teacher supply while acting the role 

of a facilitator and monitor. Further, Badger and White conclude stating the aim of process 

approach as to improve students’ linguistic skills and writing development with the help of the 
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teacher as a facilitator (p. 155), rather than the product approach which aims at developing 

merely linguistic skills using modelled texts.  

All in all, the process approach to teaching writing characterised with students as active 

participants in learning to write provides a good opportunity for them to develop their writing, 

and with the help of the teacher as monitor, and a facilitator, this approach is considered to be 

efficient. 

5.2.3. The genre approach 

The genre approach is considered as the latest approach in the teaching of writing, however 

it is thought to be an extension of the previous product approach (Badger & White, 2000). The 

notion of genre was explained by Swales (as cited in Badger & White, 2000) as “…a class of 

communication events, the members of which share some set of communicative purposes” (p. 

58). This notion was introduced in the genre approach as an explanation to the fact that writing 

differs across social contexts (Badger & White). In addition, with the features derived from the 

product approach that writing is merely about linguistic knowledge, students in the genre 

approach are exposed with different types of writing, and write for various purposes. Genre in 

writing, mainly refers to the distinct structure of texts, the different use of language in terms of 

grammar, vocabulary that writers use to convey their ideas (Luu, 2011). Moreover, this 

approach argues that successful writing occurs when students take into account both the context 

and the expectations of the readers in terms of grammar, organization and the content (p. 123). 

As for the role of the teacher, Luu claims that the teacher is generally a guide who provides 

students with careful support during writing activities, so they will achieve a mastery over the 

genres (p. 124). As a result, students in the genre approach are first acquainted with the different 

features of texts, purposes for writing while considering the context and the needs of the readers 

before they can engage in writing. 

5.3. Reading and Writing 

The significance of reading in the foreign language context has been for so long of interest 

to numerous studies (Krashen, 1982; Alderson, 1984; Carrell, 1988; Grabe, 1993). Reading was 

also acknowledged for having a typical connection with writing (Trosky & Wood, 1982, 

Tierney, Soter, O’Flahavour & Mc Ginley, 1989, Mc Gingley, 1992). A simple definition of 

reading mainly suggests that it is a process of attaining linguistic information through print 

(Widdowson, 1979). Whereas Rumelhart (1977) argues that reading is a more complex 



18 
 

cognitive process than we think, which includes constructing meaning with the involvement of 

several elements such as the reader, the text and the relationship between them. Therefore, 

starting from the 1970s a shift occurred regarding reading in whereby it has changed from a 

simple way of decoding messages to a deeper concept of comprehension.  

5.3.1. The relationship between reading and writing 

A large number of researchers have agreed that reading and writing and strictly intertwined 

and connected, for Olness (2005), Tsai (2006) they both consider reading and writing as similar 

processes of composing in which the reader or the author interact with a text. As it has been 

noticed in classroom experiences, good readers are mainly good writers (Williams, 2003). The 

explanation of this comes in Krashen’s (as cited in Williams, 2003) claim that the skills of 

writing is similar to second language skill in which its mastery comes out of a comprehensible 

input over a period of time. Meaning that proficiency in writing is a result of a sufficient and a 

comprehensible reading input. Furthermore, Krashen (1985) relates writing development to “… 

extensive reading in which the focus of the reader is on the message, i.e., reading for genuine 

interest and/or pleasure” (p. 23). When considering the perspective of reading as a way of 

improving writing proficiency, Krashen (1981a) introduced the reading hypothesis which is a 

way of explaining the differences of students’ writing ability. As a result, he claimed that (a) 

“good writers will have done large amounts of pleasure reading” (p. 3); (b) “good writers, as a 

group, read and have read more than poor writers” (p. 3); (c) “reading remains the only way of 

developing competence in writing” (p. 9). However, Williams (2003) does not completely 

support these arguments, for he acknowledges the importance of reading as a factor in writing 

development but not as the only one (p. 166).  

In general, it is apparent that reading and writing are interrelated in terms of processes, and 

the tight impact which reading has on writing. Moreover, drawing on the fact that reading is a 

contributing factor in developing students’ writing ability, this can also imply that reading may 

inhibit writing ability if not practiced often. Furthermore, reading is encouraged to be integrated 

when teaching writing, without neglecting the effective instruction from the part of the teacher. 
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5.4. Planning students’ writing 

When speaking about planning students’ writing, we generally refer to planning writing 

assignments. This procedure may not be as easy as it seems, for it may reflect the quality of the 

students’ writing in most instances as Williams (2003) points out that “…problems in students” 

writing can be traced back to poorly constructed assignments” (p. 279). Therefore, effective 

planning of assignment is a delicate matter that requires attentive thought. Williams (2003) 

suggested few steps in order to improve assignments planning. In his perspective, he 

emphasizes on the importance of outcomes and objectives of writing assignments. He argued 

that good assignments require time for planning, and are of a measurable objectives related to 

broader goals in the teaching of writing. In relation to that, he distinguishes between goals that 

are linked with mastery of writing, and objectives that has to do more with performance and 

skill. In describing the goals for writing assignments; Williams indicates that students will be 

studying different forms of writing. Whereas in objectives, students mainly are expected to 

produce effective and successful writing by the end of the writing course (p. 280). Additionally, 

in planning for students assignments Lázaro (1996) proposed that teachers need to take 

students’ level and the difficulties of the assignment into account. This generally means that 

writing assignments are distributed designed to meet students’ actual level and addresses their 

lacks in writing. Therefore, teachers need to take into account all these aspects into account 

when designing writing activities for students. 

5.5. Assessing students’ writing 

Assessing students’ writing is a significant element in the teaching of writing; by which 

teachers are able to measure the degree at which their students are progressing. Assessing is 

defined as “the process of collecting, analysing and recording information about student 

progress towards achievement of syllabus outcomes” (Writing and spelling strategies, 2007, p. 

17). Harmer (2004) suggested that “when responding to students’ work we are not only 

concerned with the accuracy of their performance but also – and this is crucial – with the content 

and design of their writing” (p. 108). Meaning that assessment of writing is not only concerned 

with rules of language and respecting stages of writing, but also with the information included 

within their writing. Supporting this argument, Mackenzie, Scull and Munsie (2013) claim that 

“assessment systems should consider content and process” (p. 376). The notion of responding 

to students’ written works for Harmer is just a way by which the teacher discusses the students’ 

writings without any judgement. Whereas, when correcting their writing, teachers are ought to 
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observe and indicate errors and correct mistakes, and also make recommendations whenever 

necessary. Moreover, an effective process for assessing students’ writing achievement was 

highlighted in Writing and spelling strategies (2007). As a first step, teachers need to collect 

students writing samples over a period of time, and then the teacher needs to observe students’ 

behaviours as they engage in the process of writing. Then, comes the analysis stage in which 

teachers analyse students’ writing skills based on a test which results are used to determine 

students’ progress. 

As a conclusion, assessment of students’ writing is a critical process where the teacher 

needs to determine the basic elements of his evaluation. In doing so, teachers need to define the 

basic goals and objectives for assessment along with consideration to both process and the 

content of students’ writing in order to achieve the main aim behind assessment that is 

improving students’ writing ability. 

6. Difficulties in writing and learning to write 

As they learn to write inside or outside the classroom settings, students encounter 

difficulties which hinder their writing proficiency. The writing difficulties are commonly 

shared among English native speakers, and even students who are learning English both as a 

second or foreign language (Aragón, Baires & Rodriguez, 2013). Al-Khasawneh (as cited in 

Huwari & Al-Khasawneh, 2013) states that “EFL learners showed that they have many 

problems when writing in English... That’s because they rarely write in English” (p. 2). Writing 

is also highlighted as one of the most difficult skills to master McIntyre and Gardner (as cited 

in Huwari & Al-Khasawneh, 2013). This issue may be traced back to the stages of writing, 

planning, drafting, editing and publishing (Harmer, 2004) as well as to the components of a 

good piece of writing (Raimes, 1983) which students need to take into account while composing 

in English. In addition, “Students do not write very often and most of what they write is 

classroom-bound” (Adas & Bakir, 2013, p. 254). This assumption is applicable in many settings 

where ESLs and EFLs are hindered with composition; where “they have to put into practice all 

the strategies and techniques that have been taught to them in their composition courses” 

(Aragón, Baires & Rodriguez, 2013, p. 13). 

6.1. Aspects of difficulties in students’ writing 

The writing difficulties may be related to features like grammar, syntax, cohesion or others, 

and students usually vary in facing these difficulties. Furthermore, students’ writing difficulties 

may be a result of different factors, because “…not only self-strategies influence students’ 



21 
 

performance, but also the effectiveness of the methods and techniques that teachers apply in 

their English composition courses” (Aragón, Baires & Rodriguez, 2013, p. 1). Significant to 

the nature of writing as a cognitive process, and the amount of time and effort it requires, 

Aragón, Baires and Rodriguez (2013) argued that students who have low interest in writing and 

learning to write mostly have low writing proficiency (p. 1). Another research which confirmed 

writing difficulties was conducted by Salem (as cited in Huwari & Al-Khasawneh, 2013), in 

which he concluded that ESLs and EFLs encounter difficulties impeding them to writing 

effectively.  

His results came out of a study carried on undergraduate students majoring in English, and 

their views on writing in English. He argued that most learners faced difficulties in relation to 

vocabulary, idioms, cultural knowledge and less experience with second language rhetorical 

strategies. Students in this study have displayed difficulty in beginning to write, developing 

ideas; they also found difficulties using technical skills and appropriate written compositions. 

In short, this implies that students faced a variety of difficulties, and encountered different 

problems during their writing composition.  

6.1.1. Problems with grammar 

Grammar was defined by Neuleib (as cited in Hartwell, 1985) as “the internalized system 

that native speakers of a language share” (p. 205). A more detailed definition was proposed by 

Harmer (2001) as “the description of the ways in which words can change their forms and can 

be combined into sentences in that language” (p. 12). These ways are called ‘the grammar rules’ 

that are basic elements in every language, and are also inseparable from writing (Hartwell, 

1985). Grammar rules mainly include various rules such as tenses, prepositions, word class, 

voice and many others. These rules stand as a problem for many students in writing. In 

investigating the effect of teaching grammar, Hartwell (1985) cited different studies which 

concluded that formal grammar instruction made no improvement on students writing ability 

nor on their ability to avoid errors (Neuleib, 1977; Elley, Barham, Lamb & Wyllie 1979). The 

main writing difficulties students find in relation to grammar is the low understanding of 

grammar, which results later on in difficulties in arranging proper writing (Bahri & Sugeng, 

2010). 
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6.1.2. Problems with vocabulary 

Vocabulary is an important aspect in language skills as suggested by Nation (as cited in 

Mehring, 2005). Vocabulary is defined by Cambridge dictionary as “all the words known and 

used by a person”. Vocabulary related difficulties are generally; students failing to recall on 

important words to use, failing to use the appropriate words and poor vocabulary. More 

importantly, knowing words generally means knowing their meanings, basic forms 

(Shejbalová, 2006) and their distribution (Lado, 1955) which often results a confusing for 

students at different occasions. Nakata (as cited in Mehring, 2005) noted that vocabulary 

acquisition is an ongoing process that requires students’ constant repetition and use of words to 

be effectively attained in the long term memory, and then retrieved once needed. Developing 

vocabulary through memorising words of a list is not sufficient, for students to acquire 

vocabulary they need to learn words as a part of the context in which they occur. This method 

is proven to be beneficial for “it helps the student understand the word’s correct usage” 

(Mehring, 2005, p. 4). Moreover, Yongqi Gu (as cited in Mehring, 2005) asserts that 

“vocabulary acquisition is a learner-centered activity with the effectiveness of the learner’s 

strategies depending on his/her attitude and motivation towards new vocabulary acquisition”.  

As a result, vocabulary can have a great impact on students writing for the importance, and 

the contribution it adds to the value of writing ability. Therefore, learners are expected to have 

a positive attitude towards learning new vocabulary, and to recognize new words as part of their 

context of occurrence, while attempting to identify their meanings. 

6.1.3. Problems with spelling and punctuation 

Spelling and punctuation are two commonly shared writing difficulties among students. 

Learning to spell words correctly is expected to take place in the earliest stages of language 

teaching, yet it is not always the case for spelling may become difficult in some instances. 

Moreover, spelling is said to be closely interrelated with reading; Frith (1980) argues that 

“Learning to read should imply learning to spell, and learning to spell should imply learning to 

read” (p. 496).However, this is not always the case, for there exist people with excellent reading 

abilities, but struggle when it comes to spelling words (Frith, 1980, p. 497). Writing difficulties 

of relevance to spelling mainly include the misspelling of words which are a result of the 

irregularities of the English spelling system (Bancha, 2013). This related to the similarities of 

vowels, for instance, that can be decoded in different spelling. Additionally, Bancha further 

explained that spelling mistakes may occur when students are less concentrated due to tiredness 
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or carelessness about the correctness of words (p. 4). While Harmer (2001) states that “…the 

correspondence between the sound of a word and the way it is spelt is not always obvious” (p. 

256). Furthermore, he indicates that the reason spelling is difficult for students is “…the fact 

that not all varieties of English spell the same words in the same way”. For instance, the way 

American English pronounce the word ‘behavior’, differs from British English ‘behaviour’. In 

this sense, Harmer (2001) proposed extensive reading as a remedy for students to overcome 

spelling difficulties. 

On the other hand, punctuation presents an obstacle in writing. Caroll and Wilson (1993) 

illustrate three problems linked to punctuation. The first is that punctuation rules are not totally 

exact, punctuation is complex, and it depends on one’s style to determine the meaning. The way 

a student punctuates writing can change the meaning completely, because each punctuation 

mark is a distinctive way of interpreting the meaning. Therefore, students need to pay attention 

to the way they punctuate, which is in most cases a problem for them. 

6.2. Error analysis of students’ writing 

Errors and mistakes are part of students’ writing as they progress in learning to write. 

Hadler (as cited in Bahri & Sugeng, 2010) argued that “Errors give the writer evidence of 

difficulty which students have problem in practicing writing, although they do not provide them 

with all the possible evidence, nor are they to be taken as the only proof” (p. 3). Considering 

errors as a proof that students face difficulties during writing, the emergence of error analysis 

(EA) was first established in the 1970s by Corder “as a type of linguistic study that focuses on 

the errors learners make” (Sawalmeh, 2013, p. 2). According to Corder (as cited in Sawalmeh, 

2013)   EA is of two main objectives. The first is to understand learners as they learn in a second 

language (L2), while the second is to enable effective learning by using learners’ knowledge of 

his native language (L1).  

Errors were classified by Brown (as cited in Sawalmeh, 2013) as of two origins, the first 

of which is interlingual errors which “… are those errors that are traceable to first language 

interference” (p. 4). While the second is intralingual errors were explained by Keshavarz, Fang 

and Jiang (as cited in Sawalmeh, 2013) “they result from faulty or partial learning of the target 

language rather than language” (p. 4). Corder (as cited in Khasawneh, 2013) indicated that the 

process of error analysis is conducted through four stages. It starts with recognizing the meaning 

of an error and identifying its type. Then followed by an explicit description, and explanation 

of the error, and, by finally, classifying the error. In their investigation of writing difficulties 
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among students, Bahri and Sugeng (2010) depicted a framework of errors along with stages of 

error analysis that explicitly illustrates the process of EA, the framework is demonstrated below 

in figure 4. 

To conclude, Error Analysis is one way by which teachers are able to measure the students’ 

difficulties in writing, and build on them a particular remedy to improve their writing instruction 

in the future. More importantly, “…errors are advantageous for both learners and teacher” 

(Sawalmeh, 2013), for it offers clear insights of the areas of difficulties not only related to 

students, but also connected with teachers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



25 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. The schema of the conceptual theoretical  

framework (Bahri & Sugeng, 2010) 
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SECTION III: ACADEMIC WRITING 

7. Academic writing 

Success at advanced level of education such as college or university requires developed 

communicative skills known as academic literacies. It also “involves adapting new ways of 

knowing: new ways of understanding, interpreting and organising knowledge” (Lea & Street, 

1998, p. 158). One of these skills is academic writing. Irvin (2010) considers academic writing 

as “…a form of evaluation that asks you to demonstrate knowledge and show proficiency with 

certain disciplinary skills of thinking, interpreting, and presenting” (p. 8). Tarnopolsky and 

Kozhushko (2007) explained academic writing as “the most creative type of writing that can be 

taught to students of English as a foreign or second language” (para. 4), and have also account 

for it as “…a unique means for learners’ consciously mastering the creative, productive, and 

expressive approach towards communicative performance in the target language” (para. 5). 

Academic writing is highly required for university courses (Whitaker, 2009). During academic 

writing assignments Whitaker have demonstrated that students are mainly required to ask good 

questions, and examine their answers. They are also required to show good understanding of 

the main topic they are discussing and develop critical arguments about it. Coffin, Curry, 

Goodman, Hewings, Lillis and Swann (2003) listed what students’ need to do in academic 

writing; the list is as follows: 

 Take up a position 

 Adopt a particular perspective  

 Put forward points for and against a particular position 

 Explore possible positions 

 Link theory and evidence 

 Draw a conclusion 

 Analyse 

 Be critical 

 Develop a central idea 

 Use evidence to support an argument 

 Express personal opinions 

 Use personal interpretations 
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Academic writing is, therefore, a tool for success at higher educational levels if mastered 

perfectly by students. It will result in a high sense of research skills, information analysis and 

other skills such as arguing, organising and expressing personal views (Whitaker, 2009). 

7.1. Factors affecting students’ academic writing 

Students’ academic writing is influenced by various factors interfering to either improve 

or inhibit writing proficiency. In this study two main factors are going to be studied; SMS 

chatting and the second is social networking. 

7.1.1. SMS and text chatting 

As the progress of modern life continues to grow, so does the ways of communication in 

an attempt to link people and narrow distances between them. Text messaging is a feature of 

mobile phones that is widely used by a growing number of users nowadays. The development 

of the Short Message Service (SMS) service came in the 1990s was introduced as a way for 

communication that is of a less cost than phone calls (Mirza, 2015). Thurlow (as cited in Mirza, 

2015) stated: 

The limit of 160 characters per SMS has motivated users to invent space saving strategies in 

order to make SMSing quicker and more cost-effective, as exceeding this limit results in the 

user paying for sending an extra SMS (para. 2) 

The limited space of an SMS has resulted in inventing new ways of including as much 

information needed in a concise way. Such strategies may include “a significant amount of 

abbreviation, and creative use of punctuation and symbols” (Mirza, 2015, para. 3). The 

increasing use of SMS along with SMS strategies among people especially students is 

questioned; if such a feature can impact students’ academic writing in any particular way. In 

his study of investigating the presence of features of SMS in students’ written works, Mirza 

(2015) discovered that students’ have shown few features of SMS speak. Whereas results 

derived from questionnaires revealed that the minority of participants were frequent users of 

SMS, and they believed that their academic writing was affected by SMS in terms of spelling, 

inappropriate use of abbreviations and acronyms. Another study was conducted by Dansieh 
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(2011) where he surveyed a large number of both students and teachers. Results came to show 

that the majority of the population confirmed that SMS have a negative effect on their writing 

skills. Contradicting with these findings, Crystal (as cited in Dansieh, 2011) reported that SMS 

texting is not that harmful, but rather improves it. He argued that SMS texting involves people 

in using the language, it also makes them think about the spelling of words before writing them, 

an argument of Crystal against bad spelling which SMS texting is assumed to have on writing. 

Moreover, Dansieh (2011) reported a third party which considers SMS texting of no effect. 

Presumably they stated that language used while texting is another language separated from 

English that will cause no negative impact; since students are able to distinguish between 

“slang, texting lingo and correct English” Russel (as cited in Dansieh, 2011). 

7.1.2. Internet networking 

Social networking has become widely used by a large number of people across the globe. 

The reasons for its spreading is the possibilities of sharing ideas, connecting people and the 

easy access for almost all sorts of information. People have started spending more time surfing 

the internet, and as a result many have become more and more addicted to it to extreme limits. 

This issue is not an exception for students, for “…they find it difficult to study for one hour 

without login to one network site” Egedegbe (2013, para. 2). This increase in internet 

networking sites (SNS), and the constant use of it, among students particularly, leads to the 

question stating the nature of influence of internet networking on students’ writing proficiency. 

Nowadays, internet and Social Networking Sites (SNS) are used for different reasons. Ahn 

(as cited in Mingle & Adams, 2015) indicated that “Social Network Sites (SNS) provide a 

platform for the youth to participate in communities that help them to learn, and practice skills 

within a particular knowledge area”. This claim proves that SNS are a way by which people 

can benefit from in learning. In relation to writing, Fishman et al. (as cited in Mingle & Adams) 

stated that students produce a large amounts of writing on the internet through weblogs and 

social media sites where they can enhance their writing. Additionally, in his research Yunus et 

al. (as cited in Mingle & Adams, 2015) indicated that students have improved their writing and 

gained more vocabulary from social networks such as Facebook and Twitter. However, internet 

and SNS are not always of that good, Risto (2014) claimed that “…educators fear that students 
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will draw upon their most frequently utilized form of communication, texting and social media, 

for their sentence patterns, grammar, punctuation, and word choice”. As a result, as internet can 

be used in enhancing one’s skills in writing it also inhibit it. A number of studies, Horton, 

Alloway and Dawosn (2012); Wood et al. (2014) (as cited in Mingle & Adams) have been 

conducted which confirmed that internet, social media and texting have a negative effect on 

students’ writing especially in terms of spelling, grammar. 

To conclude, internet and social networking sites have marked a great importance in our 

daily life and have become “…one of the most important factors that can influence educational 

performance of students positively or adversely” (Egedegbe, 2013, para. 16). Moreover, these 

services have influenced both positively and negatively students’ academic performance 

especially at the level of writing skills. Therefore, students’ must be made aware of these 

consequences so they can make effective use of internet and social networking sites. 

Conclusion 

As a productive skill, writing is significant for students in the learning of the target 

language. In the context of study, writing is one of the basic elements in the curriculum of 

foreign language teaching. This chapter shed light on the theoretical framework surrounding 

the skill of writing, and the main microskills and processes in writing composition. It also deals 

with the teaching of writing in different approaches, and it ends with the main difficulties 

encountered in writing. 
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Introduction 

The current study is about investigating students’ writing difficulties, and common errors 

and they share in writing. In doing so, a students’ questionnaire was administered with the aim 

of identifying learners’ views of writing. In addition, corpus analysis of students’ essays was 

done to inspect about students’ possible areas of difficulties they are likely to encounter. 

This chapter includes a description of the population from which the sample was selected. 

In addition, it covers a description of the questionnaire, an analysis of the questionnaire and 

corpus analysis of students’ essays. Moreover, this chapter deals with a discussion of the 

findings and ends with suggestions and recommendation for further research. 

1. Population and sample 

Twenty six (26) students were selected randomly as the sample of this study from a general 

population of (268) third year LMD students majoring in English at the University of Bejaia. 

The selection of this sample was based on the assumption that students by this stage they would 

be aware of the different writing types and the components of a good piece of writing. 

Additionally, the population of third year students have at least have experienced difficulties in 

writing. 

2. Description of the Students’ Questionnaire 

The first means of collecting data in this research is The Students’ Questionnaire. Before 

administering it to students, the questionnaire was first piloted to test the validity of the 

questions. Nineteen (19) questionnaires were distributed in this phase. Result from the pilot 

study of the questionnaire show that most questions were understood correctly by the students 

and answered normally. 

 The questionnaire is composed of nineteen (19) questions mixed between closed questions 

where students are required to choose ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers, and with multiple choice questions 

where they are asked to pick their own answers providing a justification for the selection. In 

addition, there exist other questions with a ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers with a justification space if 

the answer matched to the option ‘no’.  

Moreover, the questionnaire is categorised into three main types. Questions (1) and (2) are 

under the background information of the students. The second type, question (3) to (16), 

entitled: students’ writing proficiency and difficulties in writing deals with aspects related to 
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students’ perception of their level and motivation in writing, difficulties in writing and time 

devoted to writing. It also tackles features such as the basic stages they should follow in writing, 

the use of dictionaries, respecting teacher’s instruction during writing in other modules and how 

often students write outside classroom settings. Furthermore, other questions in this type deals 

with writing strategies students employ, and with the connection between reading and writing 

and its importance in improving writing skill. 

Consequently, the third part of the questionnaire, question (17) to (19), entitled academic 

writing are mainly related to students’ use of SMS texting, internet and social networking sites, 

the type of language they use in these services and their impact on their English writing. 

2.1. Analysis and discussion of Questionnaire  

Part one: Background information 

1. Students’ gender 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Male 5 19.2% 

Female 21 80.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 4. Students’ gender 

We can deduce from the chart above that the majority of the respondents to the 

questionnaire are females (80.2%), whereas the remaining percentage represents the male 

respondents (19.2%).  
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2. How do you evaluate your English level?  

Level Frequency Percentage 

Outstanding 0 0% 

Good 11 42.3% 

Average 14 53.8% 

Low 1 3.8% 

Very low 0 0% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 5. Students’ English level 

 

Figure 6. Students’ English level 

As it is noticed, the highest rate of respondents (53.8%) claim to have an average level in 

English. Others (42.3%) have declared to have a good level, while the remaining respondents 

(3.8%) appeared to have a low level in English. 

Students mainly link their level in English to their ability of understanding and using the 

different language skills; speaking, reading, writing and listening. 
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Part two: Students’ writing proficiency and difficulties in writing 

3. Are you motivated to learn writing? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 25 96.2% 

No 1 3.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 6. Motivation to learn writing 

Results obtained from question (3) depict that the majority of respondents (25) assume that 

they are motivated to learn writing. As for the rest, the remaining respondent (1) has stated to 

be demotivated to learn writing.  

The factor of motivation plays a significant role in learning this skill. These results could 

be interpreted in the way that most students like to practice writing, and they have a positive 

attitude towards it. Therefore, they are willing to learn writing and to improve their level. 

4. How do you evaluate your writing proficiency? 

Level Frequency Percentage 

Outstanding 1 3.8% 

Good 8 30.8% 

Average 15 57.7% 

Low 2 7.7% 

Very low 0 0 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 7. The level of writing proficiency 

The majority of students (57.7%) stated that they have an average proficiency in writing, 

whereas other students (30.8%) indicated to be good writers. Moreover, few students (7.7%) 

have identified themselves to be low proficiency writers, and (3.8%) as outstanding writers. 

The fact that most students have an average level in writing, as noticed from the 

aforementioned results, may be linked to students’ lack of practice of writing. Unlike (30.8%) 
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of students who have declared to have a good level in writing probably practice writing more 

often. Therefore, the more students practice, the more they will improve their writing skill and 

proficiency.  

5. What are the aspects you are likely to find difficulties in? (You can choose more than 

one answer) 

 

Aspects of difficulties 

Answers 

Frequency Percentage 

Grammar 11 19.6% 

Vocabulary 13 23.2% 

Punctuation 5 8.9% 

Spelling 6 10.7% 

Coherence 4 7.1% 

Academic style 10 17.9% 

Organization of writing 7 12.5% 

Total 56 100% 

 

Table 8. Aspects of difficulties in writing 

Figure 7. Aspects of difficulties in writing 

The results obtained show the following. Vocabulary (23.2%), grammar (19.6%) and 

academic style (17.9%) were the most common difficulties in writing which students seem to 
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share. Followed by approximate percentages in organization of writing (12.5%), spelling 

(10.7%), punctuation (8.9%) and coherence (7.1%). 

The results found show three main aspects of difficulties in students writing. The first, is 

concerned with vocabulary. Problems in writing concerned with the element of vocabulary 

derive from the challenging fact of finding exact words each time they write. In this case, 

students are EFL learners therefore they may have a limited vocabulary, with less experience, 

and practice in using word choice which results in a repetition of words, the misuse of 

vocabulary items and ambiguity of meaning in their writing. 

Secondly, grammar originating difficulties found in students writing may have been caused 

by a low understanding and practice of the grammar rules, or the generalization of rules in the 

case of EFL learners. It may also be a result of L1 influence. 

The last aspect of difficulty is related to the academic style. The struggle students face in 

writing concerning the academic style, is due to the requirements of each text type and patterns 

and respecting various forms such as: academic words, transitions, sentence structure and so 

on. These features may cause a problem for students if they cannot distinguish between 

academic and non-academic writing, and if they are not given proper instruction about it.  

6. Are you given enough time in the classroom to write or to answer the writing 

activities? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 17 65.4% 

No 9 34.6% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 9. The sufficiency of writing time in the classroom 

The results tabulated above revealed that (65.4%) of students are not given sufficient time 

in the classroom to either write or to answer the writing assignments. On the other hand, others 

(34.6%) believe that the time given to them is sufficient. 

Providing sufficient time for students is an important factor to allow students to think 

properly without any pressure; which allows them to follow the writing process, and respect the 

elements of a good piece of writing.  
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6.1. If no why? 

Reasons Frequency Percentage 

Lack of time 7 77.7% 

Activities are not a part of 

the classroom 

1 11.1% 

Unknown reason 1 11.1% 

Total 9 100% 

 

Table 10. Reasons for insufficient time for classroom writing 

 

Figure 8. Reasons for insufficient time for classroom writing 

When inquiring about the reasons students are not given enough time to write or to answer 

to assignments during writing session, the following results have been found. The highest rate 

of students (7) have associated the reason to the fact that the session of writing is short and they 

do not have enough time to write. Another student (1) explained that the writing activities are 

not a part of the session that is they do not practice writing in the classroom. Whereas, another 

student stated he does not know the reason exactly. 
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The obtained results imply that the writing session is merely devoted to the presentation of 

the lesson. Moreover, students seem not to practice many writing activities in the classroom 

which should be a part of the writing session. 

7. Do you usually follow the steps/stages of writing in your written assignments? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 17 65.4% 

No 7 26.9% 

No answer 2 7.7% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 11. Following stages in writing assignments 

Most of the students (65.4%) who have answered the question (7) have confirmed that they 

follow strictly the stages of writing in their assignments. Whereas the rest of students (26.9%) 

disproved the statement, and the remaining students (7.7%) gave no answer. 

Results from the table (11) imply that most of students are aware of the significance of 

following the stages of writing. This factor is important in developing and refining students’ 

written productions (Harmer, 2004). 

7.1. If no why? 

Reason Frequency Percentage 

Related to the students’ 

way in writing 

2 28.5% 

Because it is difficult 3 42.8% 

It is time consuming 1 14.2% 

Missing answer 1 14.2% 

Total 7 100% 

 

Table 12. Reasons for not following the stages of writing 

The majority of students (42.8%) who declared to not follow the stages of writing when 

answering to the activities, linked the reason to the difficulty of following these stages. 

Subsequently, others (25.8%) argued that they have a personal method in writing. While, 
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(14.2%) stated that it is time consuming, the same percentage (14.2%) of students gave no 

answer. 

The above stated results entail that students’ main reason for not following the stages of 

writing is due to the difficulty of the latter. As assumed by Harmer (2004), writing is a recursive 

process meaning that writers move from the different stages more than once. This task is 

challenging, and it may be the problem behind students’ failing to follow the steps of writing. 

8. Does the teacher allow you to you use dictionaries in your writing session? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 21 80.8% 

No 5 19.2% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 13. The permission to use of dictionaries 

We can notice that the majority of students (80.8%) claimed that the teacher allows them 

to use dictionaries. Unlike the rest of students (19.2%) who stated that the teacher does not 

allow them to use dictionaries during the writing session. 

Students’ use of dictionary could be a way to improve their writing level, and also to foster 

them to compose. Teachers recommend that students use dictionaries frequently so that they 

become more interested in writing and engage in the process.  

9. How often do you use dictionaries in your writing? 

Degree Frequency Percentage 

Always 6 23.1% 

Often 15 57.7% 

Rarely 4 15.4% 

Never 1 3.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 14. The degree of dictionary use 



39 
 

As the table describe, (57.7%) of students appear to use the dictionary often, (23.1%) of 

them use it always and (15.4%) use it rarely. Whereas the least percentage (3.8%) of students 

never use dictionaries. 

Reasons behind students’ frequent use of dictionaries, are for the search of synonyms and 

their meanings, to use them in their writing, and also as a way of enriching students’ vocabulary. 

In this sense, students’ proficiency in writing may develop if dictionaries are used properly. 

10. Do you follow writing instructions your writing teacher taught you when writing in 

other modules? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 20 76.9% 

No 6 23.1% 

Total 23 100% 

 

Table 15. Following the writing instructions in other modules 

The table above shows that a high percentage of students (76.9%) confirmed that they 

follow what the teacher has instructed them when writing in other modules. On the contrary, 

(23.1%) of students said that they do not follow these instruction. 

Students learn writing and its stages to be applied not only in the module of writing, but in 

different types of writing assignments. The results obtained show that students are fully aware 

of teachers’ instruction concerning writing, and that they apply most of them in other modules. 

10.1. If no why? 

Reason Frequency Percentage 

Write freely and forget the 

rules 

1 16.6% 

Lack of time 1 16.6% 

Missing answer 4 66.6% 

Total 6 100% 

 

Table 16. Reasons for not following writing instructions in other modules 
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The table above indicates students’ responses about not following the teacher’s instruction 

when writing in other modules. A large number of students (66.6%) did not provide an answer. 

A percentage of (16.6%) which represents (1) student explained that he likes to writes freely 

and often forget about the rules. A similar percentage (16.6%) associated the reason to the lack 

of time.  

The results indicates that these reasons are the main cause of not following the steps of 

writing. First, providing students with less time to complete the writing assignments may stop 

them from respecting these steps and results in a messy composition. Second, when students 

develop a certain style in writing they may forget the basic instructions they have to follow. In 

addition, the complexity of some writing rules may push students to become more independent 

which makes their writing seem less organized. 

11. How often do you write outside the classroom? 

Degree Frequency Percentage 

Always 0 0% 

Often 13 50% 

Rarely 12 46.2% 

Never 1 3.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 17. Writing outside the classroom 

Results from the table (17) show that half (50%) of students write often outside the 

classroom, and (46.2%) of them stated that they write rarely, and the remaining (3.8%) of 

students never write. 

Improving the skill of writing is done through constant practice, therefore writing outside 

the classroom is important in developing this skill. In this sense, students need to write more 

often especially outside the classroom to make sure they apply what they have learned during 

the session in order to make a progress. 
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12. Which of the following strategies you use more often in your writing? 

Strategy used Frequency Percentage 

Modelled writing 4 15.4% 

Think aloud 7 26.9% 

Guided writing 3 11.5% 

Independent writing 10 38.5% 

Missing answer 2 7.7% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 18. The strategies used in writing 

 

Figure 9. The strategies used in writing 

Results obtained from question (12) indicated that up to (38.5%) of students use 

independent writing strategy in their writing, (26.9%) of students prefer to use think aloud 

strategy, and (15.4%) of them like modelled writing. Moreover, guided writing was selected by 

(11.5%) of students, and the remaining percentage (7.7%) was missing answers. 

These results imply that students differ in the strategies they employ for writing, which is 

due to their personal preferences. Students’ choice for the strategies could be based on their 

past experiences in writing and the results they get after choosing each strategies. 
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13. Do you have a module for reading comprehension? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 4 15.4% 

No 22 84.6% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 19. The existence of reading comprehension module 

When asked about the existence of a reading comprehension module in their program, the 

majority of students (84.6%) have answered with no stating that they do not have such a module. 

Whereas other students (15.4%) confirmed that they have a module for reading comprehension. 

Having a module for reading comprehension introduced to learners is important. The 

amount of time students spend in reading they will be introduced to different writing types and 

get familiar with their characteristics which will shape their writing skill. 

14. Is the skill of reading integrated/included in your writing session? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 16 61.5% 

No  9 34.6% 

Missing answer 1 3.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 20. The integration of reading in writing session 

Table (20) demonstrates that (61.5%) of students indicated that the skill of reading was 

integrated in their writing session, however (34.6%) of them stated the opposite; that reading 

did not take part in the writing class. Furthermore, (3.8%) that is one (1) student did not answer. 

Knowing that writing and reading are intertwined, the skill of reading should have a part 

in the writing session. For developing one skill will result in the development of the other 

(Krashen, 1985), and practicing reading more often and integrate this skill in the writing session 

will enable students to have knowledge about good writing. 
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15. Is reading important in improving your writing? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes 26 100% 

No 0 0% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 21. The importance of reading in improving writing 

The answers obtained revealed that all students (100%) responded positively regarding the 

importance of reading in improving the skill of writing. These results clearly indicate that 

students are aware of the tight connection between reading and writing, and they view it as a 

significant factor in the development of the writing skill. 

16. How often do you read books, magazines or any texts in English? 

Degree Frequency percentage 

Always 4 15.4% 

Often 9 34.6% 

Rarely 12 46.2% 

Never 1 3.8% 

total 26 100% 

 

Table 22. The degree of reading  

Most of students (46.2%) who answered question (16) declared that they rarely read in 

English, other students (34.6%) stated that they often read, and (15.4%) of them said that they 

read always. A remaining student (3.8%) indicated that he never reads.  

The close connection between reading and writing plays a significant role in enhancing the 

latter. Practicing reading more often can make students more skillful in writing (Krashen, 1985; 

Williams, 2003). Therefore, when being less exposed to this skill as it is the case in here, writing 

proficiency may be reduced. 
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Part three: Academic writing 

17. How often do you practice English writing via/through Internet and SMS? 

Degree Frequency Percentage 

Always 9 34.6% 

Often 10 38.5% 

Rarely 6 23.1% 

Never 1 3.8% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 23. The degree of English use via Internet and SMS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. The degree of English use via Internet and SMS 

Results in table (23) illustrates the following results: (10) students that is (38.5%) declared 

to use English often via internet and SMS, and (9) students (34.6%) use English always. The 

students who said they rarely use English were (6) that is (23.1%), whereas (1) student (3.8%) 

asserted that he never uses English via internet or SMS. 

These results indicate that students’ constantly practice of English writing via internet and 

SMS, may be as a result of their affection to English as a language or to improve their 

proficiency in English writing. 
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18. What sort of language do you use when using internet or SMS? 

Type of language Frequency Percentage 

Formal English 2 7.7% 

Colloquial English 

(informal) 

12 46.2% 

Both types 12 46.2% 

total 26 100% 

 

Table 24. The type of English students use when using internet or SMS 

From the table above we notice that (46.2%) of students claim to use colloquial English 

when using internet and or SMS. A similar percentage of students (46.2%) on the other hand 

stated that they use both types of formal and colloquial (informal) English, however a minority 

of students (7.7%) said that they use formal English when using internet and SMS.  

Students’ answers about the type of English they use via internet and SMS, shows that they 

can easily distinguish between both types and are aware of the differences between them. 

Furthermore, students’ justifications for their answers are listed in the table below.  
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18.1. Please justify your answer: 

Answer Reasons Frequency Percentage 

 

Formal English 

1. to improve the capacities writing (enhance the writing 

level) 

2. it’s what we learn in our classroom and what I practice 

2  

7.7% 

 

 

 

 

Colloquial 

English 

1. because I have custome to write with colloquial English 

2. because we talk between friends 

3. because we use formal English only in the classroom and 

we use the abbreviation 

4. it helps me to have good vocabulary 

5. it depends on the concept and the topic 

6. because when we chat we do not have enough time to 

write correct English 

7. because all use it and I answer like they ask me 

8. no answer 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

46.2% 

 

 

 

 

 

Both types 

1. it depends on the person for whom I speak 

2. it depends on the person whom I am speaking with 

3. when surfing on the internet I use informal one because it 

is between friends, when I am in the classroom I use formal 

English 

4. when speaking to friend I don’t ask same the type when 

speaking with teachers or person that I don’t know 

5. because chatting makes my English writing get well and 

try to correct my mistakes in English language 

6. because there are some cases where you have to use 

formal English 

7. no answer 

1 

1 

1 

 

 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

 

6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

46.2% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 25. Students’ justifications to the type of English they use 
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19. Do you think that internet and SMS chatting affects your English writing? 

Answer Frequency Percentage 

Yes  23 88.5% 

No 3 11.5% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 26. The effect of internet and SMS on students’ English writing 

Table (26) shows that most students (88.5%) have a positive belief that internet and SMS 

affect their English writing, whereas (11.5%) of them do not think that their writing is affected 

by internet and SMS.  

These results imply that these technologies play an important role in students’ learning and 

practice of writing. In addition, it denotes that learners are aware of how to take advantage of 

these tools in enhancing their writing skill. 
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19.1. Justify your answer? 

Answer Why Frequency Percentage 

Yes 1. I think it helps us to enhance our language writing 

2. it gives us the chance to express to write in English 

3. because it help me to have good vocabulary 

4. to learn English very well 

5. because it helps me develop our English 

6. it helps me in some cases (the improvement of vocabulary) 

7. we learn about reading, writing and a new vocabulary 

8. because at least we try to use English in our daily life even with 

texting 

9. internet can help us to improve our English writing 

10. I gain more experience and knowledge 

11. because internet it is a second source of information to me 

12. because chatting makes my English get well and try to correct my 

mistakes in English language 

13. because it gives me the opportunity to use English language and 

to correct my mistakes 

14. because we spend a lot of time saying things that are not 

important at all as our daily problems then I think that internet and 

chatting affect our English writing 

15. because when we often use informal language in chatting we are 

so affected by it and when writing an academic work we sometimes 

use that language, but we realize that it is not correct so we have to 

correct it 

16. because it becomes a habit when we write a lots  

17. because when we use always internet networking and SMS we 

evaluate our English writing 

18. because it is the virtual area, so we’re using them often then it’s 

helping us 

19. no answer  

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

 

1 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

1 

1 

 

1 

 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

88.5% 

No 1. because I am always practicing English at classroom 

2. because most of time I use other language not always English in 

my writing 

3. no answer 

1 

1 

 

1 

 

11.5% 

Total 26 100% 

 

Table 27. Students’ justifications about the effect of internet and SMS on their English 

writing 
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The table (27) above states the reasons behind students answers on question (19). As the 

table illustrates, the majority of students (23) that is (88.5%) believe that their English is 

influenced by the use of internet and SMS. Out of this percentage, (69.2%) of the students 

justified their answers saying that internet and SMS improved their English writing, by giving 

them the opportunity to practice writing and also to correct their mistakes, whereas (21.7%) of 

students who answered ‘yes’ on the question (19) provided no justification. Additionally, (2) 

students that is (7.7%) who chose ‘no’ as their answer justified them stating that they practice 

English only in the classroom, and they use another language when using the internet and SMS. 

Furthermore a remaining student (1) (3.8%) did not provide a justification for his answer. 

3. Corpus Analysis of Students’ essays 

As a second means of collecting data for this study, a number of students’ written works 

have been collected and examined for identifying the students’ writing difficulties. The main 

aim behind implementing this means was to have a closer look at students’ actual level, and 

attempting to determine the common errors in their written works. Therefore, in this study 

fifteen (15) copies of students’ written essays were gathered and selected randomly to be 

inspected.  

 

Table 28. Results of the Corpus Analysis 

Aspect Frequency of errors Percentage (%) 

1. Spelling 104    18.94% 

2. Capitalization 101    18.39% 

3. Tense 36     6.55% 

4. Word order 3     0.72% 

5. Preposition 17     3.09% 

6. Linking 2     0.36% 

7. Vocabulary/word choice 69     12.56% 

8. Unclear meaning 44     8.01% 

9. Word missing 54     9.83% 

10. Singular/plural 37     6.73% 

11. Punctuation 82     14.93% 

Total    549      100% 
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The table above shows the analysis of errors in students’ essays. According to the table, 

there exist four main errors with high frequency in students’ essays. Spelling and capitalization 

errors were the major errors encountered during the analysis with a percentage of (18.94%) and 

(18.39%) of the total number of errors. Moreover, students committed errors of punctuation by 

(14.93%) and vocabulary (word choice) by (12.56%). In addition, errors of missing words and 

the clarity of meaning appeared in approximate percentages (9.83%) and (8.01%). Furthermore, 

less frequency errors in students’ essays were singular/plural forms with (6.73%), errors in tense 

by (6.55%), prepositions (3.09%), linking (0.36%) and word order by (0.72%).  

4. Interpretation of the findings 

4.1. The Students’ Questionnaire 

The analysis of students’ questionnaires has revealed that the majority of students were 

interested in learning to write. The first part of the questionnaire shows that most of the sample 

selected were female students, and that they have an average level in English. In the second 

part of the students’ questionnaire, the majority of students displayed a high motivation for 

learning to write, yet the majority of them stated to have an average proficiency in writing. 

When inquiring about the aspects of difficulties students may face in writing, results revealed 

three main difficulties; vocabulary as the most frequent factor (23.2%), grammar (19.6%) and 

academic style with (17.9%). Moreover, during the writing session students’ have stated that 

the time for the session was sufficient for them to practice writing. In addition, the majority of 

students stated that they respect the steps they need to follow in writing composition, whereas 

the remaining students who do not follow these steps linked the reason to the lack of time. 

Furthermore, the questionnaire shows that half of the students (50%) often write outside the 

classroom, and most of them (38.5%) use independent writing strategy in their writing. 

Additionally, students seem to lack a module for reading comprehension in their program, 

though all of them confirmed the integration of reading in the module of writing. However, 

most of the students (46.2%) said they rarely practice reading while they have agreed on the 

importance of reading in improving writing skill. In the third part of the questionnaire, results 

show that (38.5%) of students use English often on the internet and when using SMS. As for 

the type of language, (46.2%) of students claim to use both types that is formal and informal 

English. Furthermore, when asked if their writing was affected by the use of internet and SMS, 

the majority of students (88.5%) confirmed, and most of their justification were in connected 



51 
 

to their assumption that internet and SMS were a valuable means by which they get to practice 

English writing, and enhance their language. 

4.2. Corpus analysis of Students’ Essays 

On the other hand, the corpus analysis of fifteen (15) students’ essays, show that most of 

errors found were in relevance to spelling and punctuation with (18.94%), errors of 

capitalization and wrong capitalization with (18.39%). Errors of punctuation with (14.93%), 

and errors of vocabulary and word choice with (12.56%). These results match what was stated 

in the theoretical part about the difficulties in writing concerning these elements, and that are 

also stated in Raimes (1983) as the elements of a good piece of writing.  

5. Implications and recommendations 

Results obtained from this study can help provide both teachers and students with valuable 

insights about the writing composition, and the teaching of writing. After conducting this study 

a number of suggestions are recommended. 

Teachers need to devote more sessions for students to learn writing. Students need be aware 

of different elements included in the writing composition such as the language rules, the 

organization of writing and so on. Usually, the limited period for the writing session is 

insufficient to present all these features, therefore teachers should include more sessions in 

students program. In doing so, teachers can cover different aspects in the teaching of writing, 

additionally this will give them the opportunity to explain the lessons for students. More 

importantly, activities must be a part of the writing session, allowing students to practice all 

what they have learned, and to explore new techniques in writing. It also gives them the chance 

to improve their proficiency in writing inside the classroom while the teacher monitor their 

progress, and provides them with proper guidance and feedback. 

In the teaching of writing, teachers are encouraged to test students’ writing proficiency. 

This procedure is useful to obtain valid information about the difficulties students are 

experiencing, and will permit the teacher to transform the way he teaches writing to meet the 

needs of his students. Following this process, teachers will be able to use a variety of activities 

addressing different aims regarding students’ difficulties. Therefore, teachers are going to help 

students overcome these difficulties, and effective teaching of writing will take place.  

In this study, it is noticed that third year EFL students do not have a module for reading 

comprehension. Knowing the connection between reading and writing, and the importance of 
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reading in enhancing writing skills. Therefore, it is highly recommended for teachers to promote 

learners to read different text types particularly in English. Raimes (1983) asserts that “The 

more our students read, the more they become familiar with the vocabulary, idioms, sentence 

patterns, organizational flow, and cultural assumptions of native speakers of the language” (p. 

50). 

It is for this reason, teachers at the Department of English at the University of Bejaia should 

encourage the inclusion of a reading module in students program in order to improve students’ 

skills in reading which will reflect on their writing ability. 

The results obtained from this study show that a good number of students use English via 

internet and SMS, and they have reported that these means help them improve their English 

writing. As a result, teachers need to make a good use of these tools inside and outside the 

classroom in different ways such as organizing webinars, creating online platforms for students 

to post their writing and encouraging them to write on regular basis. Moreover, this strategy 

will facilitate the learning of writing without being put under the pressure of the teacher’s 

feedback, and it will also motivate learners to practice writing more often outside the classroom. 

6. Suggestions for further research 

As a matter of fact, every research ends with both a result and a question. After conducting 

the present research and collecting results, several suggestions are proposed for future 

researchers interested in writing. First, results of this study cannot be largely generalized, thus 

future research should conduct a study on a large population in the Department of English at 

the University of Bejaia. In addition, it is suggested that future research in the area of writing 

should be examined in association with several variables such as: the amount of reading 

students practice, the type of activities they exercise and the use of technologies such as internet 

to develop students’ writing skills. 

7. Limitations of the study 

In conducting this research, there exist several limitations which cause the results to be less 

accurate. These limitations are generally related to time, for the limited period given may not 

be sufficient to investigate students’ writing difficulties. Another limitation is related to 

students’ willingness to provide honest answers for the questionnaire. In addition to students’ 

reluctance in submitting their essays to be analysed. More importantly, other limitations to this 

study are linked to the problem of generalization, for this study focused on investigating writing 
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difficulties existing in the sample of study, therefore generalization of the findings to the entire 

population is not valid.   

Conclusion 

This chapter highlighted the practical part of the research, in which we provided a 

description of the population and the sample. We also introduced means of collecting data and 

data analysis, in addition to the discussion of the main findings. Furthermore, recommendations 

and limitations to the study were demonstrated. 
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GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

 

Improving students’ writing skill is a challenging task especially in the case of foreign 

learners. The complexity of writing as a cognitive process requires profound considerations to 

the rules, and careful use of the target language. During writing composition, students generally 

hesitate to write, for they strive to find the proper words, struggle with the grammar of the 

language, or they may find punctuation difficult. 

The present descriptive study focuses on identifying students’ writing difficulties, and the 

common errors they commit. This is done through a questionnaire administered to third year 

English students at the University of Bejaia, which reported the documentation of several 

writing difficulties. In addition the corpus analysis of students’ essays which confirmed that 

students make errors during writing composition.  

The findings of this research reveal that third year English students at the University of 

Bejaia have different writing difficulties. According to the results obtained from the 

questionnaire, students seem to have main difficulties concerning vocabulary, grammar and 

academic style. Whereas, the corpus analysis of students’ written productions reveal that the 

majority of errors found were in relation to spelling, capitalization, punctuation and vocabulary 

(word choice). Therefore teachers are advised to use these findings for an effective teaching of 

writing in the future, whereas students are encouraged to use the findings in developing their 

writing proficiency. 
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Appendix I. Samples of students’ essays in the Preliminary Analysis 

Sample 1. 



 

Sample 2. 



 

Sample 3. 



 

Appendix II. The Student’s Questionnaire 

Dear student, the following questionnaire was primarily constructed for the sake of 

investigating the students’ writing difficulties, and the presence of aspects of colloquial writing 

in their writings. We would be grateful if you could fill this questionnaire, and we inform you 

that your answers will be completely anonymous and used for scientific research only.  

Thank you.           

The researcher. 

Part one: Background information 

1. You are: 

o Male   

o Female 

2. How do you evaluate your English level? 

o Outstanding  

o Good 

o Average 

o Low 

o Very low 

Part two: Students’ writing proficiency and difficulties in writing: 

3. Are you motivated to learn writing? 

o Yes 

o No 

4. How do you evaluate your writing proficiency?  

o Outstanding 

o Good 

o Average 

o Low 

o Very low 



 

5. What are the aspects you are likely to find difficulties in? (You can choose more than 

one answer) 

o Grammar 

o Vocabulary 

o Punctuation 

o Spelling 

o Coherence 

o Academic style 

o Organization of writing 

6. Are you given enough time in the classroom to write or to answer the writing activities? 

o Yes  

o No 

If no why do you think is the reason? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. Do you usually follow the step/stages of writing in your written assignments?  

o Yes  

o No 

If no why: …………………………………………………………………………………….. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8. Does the teacher allow you to use dictionaries in your writing sessions? 

o Yes 

o No 

9. How often do you use dictionaries in your writing? 

o Always 

o Often 

o Rarely 

o Never 



 

10. Do you follow writing instructions your writing teacher taught you when writing in 

other modules? 

o Yes 

o No 

If no why: ……………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………..… 

11. How often do you write outside the classroom? 

o Always 

o Often  

o Rarely 

o Never 

12. Which of the following strategies you use more often in your writing? 

o Modelled writing (imitating texts such as newspaper articles, novels, stories...) 

o Think aloud (you say what you are thinking about during writing) 

o Guided writing (you work collaboratively with peers and or the teacher to compose 

written texts) 

o Independent writing (you rely on your skills and the information you have acquired 

from the teacher in order to accomplish the writing task) 

13. Do you have a module for reading comprehension? 

o Yes 

o No 

14. Is the skill of reading integrated/included in your writing session? 

o Yes 

o No 

15. Is reading important in improving your writing? 

o Yes 

o No 

 



 

If no why? …………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

16. How often do you read books, magazines, or any texts in English? 

o Always 

o Often  

o Rarely 

o Never 

Part three: Academic writing 

17. How often do you practice English writing via/through Internet, social media or SMS? 

o Always 

o Often 

o Rarely 

o Never 

18. What sort of language do you use when using Internet or SMS? 

o Formal English (Academic English) 

o Colloquial English (Informal, casual English) 

o Both types 

Please justify your answer: 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

……..………………………………………………………………………..………………… 

19. Do you think that internet networking and SMS chatting effect your English writing? 

o Yes 

o No  

Why?………………………………………………………………………………………….…

………………………………………………………………………………………………..…. 

 

 



 

Appendix III. Samples of students’ essays in the Corpus Analysis 

Sample 1. 



 

Sample 2. 



 

Sample 3.  



 

Sample 4. 



 

Appendix IV. Elements focused on in the analysis of Students’ Essays 

 

 

1. Spelling 

2. Capitalization 

3. Punctuation 

4. Tense 

5. Word order 

6. Preposition 

7. Linking 

8. Vocabulary/word choice 

9. Unclear meaning 

10. Word missing 

11. Singular/plural form 

 


