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WRITING BACKGROUND SURVEY
1. About studying English
1. So far how long have you studied English at
school?
2. Have you studied in an English- speaking country
{(even for a short time)?
If so, when, where, and for how long?
I, About Writing in English.
1. Which of the following activities did you do
regularly in high school and for preparation for
‘entrance exams? (Check as many apply).
a. translating individual Persian sentences into
English,
b. writing English §¢ntences to practice grammar
~ and / or vocabulary)
¢. combining short sentences into one longer
{complex/compound) sentences
d. writing more than one paragrahp
e. other (please specify)
2. Which of the following kinds of writing did you
do? {Check as many as apply)
‘& journal
b. personal impressions of materials read
' d. summaries of paraphrases of meterials read
e. shott expository papers
f. letters
g. other (please specify) y
- 3. Please estimate the amount of required writing
' (not tr'anslatidn into English) that you did while
:: a. more than ten pages per term.
b. 5-10 pages per term.

' ¢.2:5 pages per term.
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' purposes (Such as writing a term paper}‘?

“d. about & page per term.: _ .
¢. none.
4. Which of the fol}owmg kmds of wmm dld;f;'

you do on your own (not connected to sc ol

: work) before coming to the umversuy (€ eck

&8 many as apply)
&, journal
- b. personal impreesions of matenals read_ '
c. literary work (storiés, poems, etc).
. summaries or paraphrases of rnatet_sz_ read
e. short expository papers - ;
f. letters. S
8. other (please spemfy) R
“'h.nohe o :
5. Please es‘umate the amount of self-inifiated
wntmg that you did before yoy enter the
‘university? (Check oiily one)
a. more than ten pages per term
b. 5-10 pages per term : '
¢.-2-5 pages per term
d. abouit the page per term
€. none
6. How difficultis it for you to write. for acadam ;

a. very difficalt MU
b. difficult T
c. not very dlffiCll]T.
d. not at all difficult
7. How. d1ff1cults is it for you tc wme for
personal purposes (such as writing a persenal
Ieltsr)’f‘ {Check only ong}.. '
a. very difficuit
b difficult
c. not very difficult
d. not at alf’ difficult o
8. Which of the foliowmg activities dld youdo
inthe Enghsh classes you took before comming
to.the university? (Check as many apply)

‘a. sunimarizing

b. outlining before writing ;

¢. discussing the topic of writing in-class|”
- d, developmg a paragraph so that the readers

“ean fol]ow it easﬂy

g Wr;tmg term papers



Parsian essay scores and English essay scores, it
is highly probable to predict that the students who
show a high degree of ability in L1 essay writing

will show the same degree of ability in L2 essay
writing. Thus, improving the first language essay
writing can be associated with the improving of
the second language essay writing.

The second hypothesis, that students’L1
writing ability and L2 proficiency both
influence their 1.2 writing ability, was
confirmed. L2 proficiency plays a major role
in explaining L2 writing ability.

In qualitative analysis, according to the
subjects’ responses to the writing background
questionnaire, two main characteristics
differentiated good and weak writers:

1. Having previous writing experience
beyond a paragraph level, 2. practicing writing
summaries (o paraphrases.

First, good Iranian EFL. writers were
characterized by their writing experience
beyond a paragraph level. This implies that
weak writers may become more proficient by
doing the same thing. Second, the researcher
also found that the good writers were
characterized by their experience in summary
writing and paraphrasing. These findings
suggest that L2 writing ability may be related
to some types of L2 writing experience.
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mter - rater rehablllty for the Enghsh and
Persian: essay scores in both topics were
acceptably high as follows:

matrix revealed that the two-independent
variables had positive significant correlatlot;:{%s
with the dependent variable. The results

summarized in th'é::following table:

Firsttopic  Second tdpic-
English Essays persian Essays TOFEL scores & holistic ~ r=.38 r=.36
First topic: Alpha = 95.93  First topic: Alpha = 94.99 Scores of English essays
" TOFEL Scores & analytical r=32 r=31
Second topic: Alpha =94.28  Second topic: Alpha =94.56 Scores of English essays
: ) Holistic scores of English r=0568 =61
- Thus, the researcher used the following  |& Persian essays
scores as the variables for the final quantitative ~ [Analytical scores of English =76 r=73
& Persian essays

anhlysis: TOEFL scores, English essays’
holistic and analytical scores, and Persian
essays’ holistic and analytical scores.

In the qualitative analysis, the researcher
compared the good and weak writers in terms
of their responses to the writing background
questionnaire. To check the reliability of the
questionnaire used in study the instrument was
administered on four different occasions, and
the consistency of the responses was checked
by the researcher.

Statistical Procedure

To determine whether the relationship between
the first language essay writing and he second
language essay writing some correlational
analyses were conducted. The results of these
analyses are shown on the table below:

First topic
r =384

Second topic
r=.81

|English essay scores &

JPersian essay scores

For proi{ing the second hypothesis the
researcher correlated the two independent
vanables the TOEFL scores, and the Per31an

No.73.Vol.19

p<.001

Also, the two independent variables - the
TOFEL scores, and the Persian essays (holistic
and analytical) scores were highly correlate with
each other (r =.89, p<.001.) Thus, the second
hypothesis in the present study, Iranian (EFL
students’ L1 writing ability and L2 proficiency

are dependent to each other,: was confirm@d:
|
!

First topic Second topic
TOFEL scores & holistic r=.89 r=.87
Scores of Persian essays _
TOFEL Scores & analytical r =84 r=.83
Scores of Persian essays 5
p<.001

For testing the differences for signific%nce
between good and weak writers in the qualitdtive
analysis, some chi - square analyses were caifried
out. The researcher also compared the good?and
weak writers in terms of their responses to the writing
background questionnaire. There were Fwo
significant differences between the two groups: 70%
of the good writers had previous writing experieﬁces
beyond a paragraph level X (1,n=111)=1.16, pfi.()l,
and 79% of the good writers practiced wriking
summaries or paraphrases X) 1,n=111)= 1.20, p<.01

Conclusions
According to the positive correlation betWeen



Procedure

The researcher collected all data by giving
the subjects five distinct tests over a five - week
period in six classes at two different branches
of he Islamic Azad University.

The researcher chose the same topics in L1
and L2 because different topics might affect
both quality and quantity of writing. The
researcher chose these topics because they
were the most popular among Iranian fourth -
year university students. She counterbalanced
L1 and L 2 tasks in order to avoid a possible
order effect. Fifty - nine participants from three
classes first wrote in L2, and then in L1, after
a one week delay and the remaining 52 from
three classes wrote in the opposite order ( L1
-> L2). For both tasks, the researcher did not
inform the participants beforehand what topic
they were going to write on. They were not
allowed to use a dictionary and had 30 minutes
to complete each task: Some might argue that
the 30- minute writing time was not sufficient
to complete all of the activities questioned in
the post writing questionnaires. The researcher
allocated 30 minutes for writing each
composition, so that presumably all students
could afford to complete the whole writing
procedure. The rational behind using 30
minutes time limit was that in most in - class
compositions and essay - writing tests the time
allocated was 30 minutes. Even in standard
proficiency test such as TOEFL this time limit
is observed.

asking for information on prevmus wntf
experience, attitude toward writing, and self
evaluation of writing ability in L2.

Data Collection
The evaluationof the subjects’ performance

on the TOEFL wae'perfectly objective because
any item of the test had only one correct

response However for the evaluation of the

utlllzed. a hohstlc rating and an analytical
method. Kondo - Brown (2002) suggested that
the raters should have similar professional
backgrounds and have many years of teaching
experience and graduate degree in a language
related area. Three English L2 writing
specialists, with the above mentioned
conditions, scored the English essays,
according to H. Jacobs, . Zinkgraf Wormuth,
Hartfiel, and Hughey’s ( 1981) ESL
composition profile. They assigned ratings for
five criteria: content, organization, vocabulary,
language use, and mechanics. Each
participant’s score was the sum of the three
raters’ scores, with a possible range of 40 to
90 points. Similarly, three Iranian L1 writing
specialists rated the Persian essays, on the basis
of the translated version of Jacobs, et al.’s
(1981). ESL composition profile ( the
translation was checked by some experts to
ensure its content validity .( Each participant’s
Persian essay score, like the English essay
score, was the sum of the three raters’ scores,
with a range of 48 to 97 points.

The essays were also assessed holistically
by these experienced raters. The raters
assigned each composition to one of seven
levels of proficiency based on the “ Writing
Scale™proposed by Carroll and Hall( 1985).
This scale was employed because it seemed
the most appropnate for the holistic evaluatlons
of compositions and essays.

For computing the inter - rater rellablllty
of the essay scores assigned by the six taters
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students, typical in freshman writing courses,
often write about topics related to thsxr native
language background; the: evrdence suggests
that information on such topics is more readily
retrieved in the first language.

In another study concerning the
relationship between L1 and L2 writing Hirose
and Sasaki (1996), investigated the factors that
influence Japanese university students’
expository writing in English. They examined
70 students of weak, intermediate, to advanced
English proficiency along a variety of
dimensions, namely, second language (L2)
proficiency, first language (L1) writing ability,
writing strategies in L1 and L2,
metaknowledge of 1.2 expository writing, past
writing experience, and instructional
background. They cosidered these muliiple
factors as possible explanatory variables for
L.2 writing. Quantitative analysis revealed that
students’ L2 proficiency, L1 writing ability,
and metaknowledge were all significant in
explaining the L2 writing ability. Qualitative
analysis indicated that good writers
significantly different from weak writers in
that good writers paid more attention to overall
organization while writing in . 1 and L2;
wrote more fluently in I.1 and L2 ; exhibited
greater confidence in L2 writing for academic
purposes ; and had regularly written more
than one English paragraph while in high
school.

METHOD
Subjects

A total of 111 Iranian senior university
students ( 26 men and 85 women) majoring
in English participated in this study. Thier ages
ranged from 21 to 30 years, with an average
age of 25.5 years. They had studied English
for an average of 9.5 years, mainly through

- education in Iran. The students were from the

Islamic Azad University, Tehran Branch and
Roodehen Branch. The subjects were assumed
to be able to write essays because of having

73.V0l.19

passed the courses of Paragraph Wntmg{ and
Essay Writing. 1
The subjects were administered a TOFEL
proficiency test by which they were divided
info three levels of proficiency based on their
obtained scores: Advanced, those whose
scores were two standard deviations above the
mean, Intermediate, those whose scores fell
within one standard deviation above and below
the mean, Weak, those whose scores were two
standard deviations below the mean, ;
Out of the 111 participants, the resear&her
chose the writers she judged to be “good’T(6D
students: 10 men and 50 women), and
“weak”(51 students: 16 men and 35 women)
for the qualitative analysis. The subjects wjrere
selected on the basis of their English essay
scores: “good”writers had scores more than 1
standard deviations above the mean, wheﬁ“eas
“ weak " writers were | standard deviations
or more below the mean. |
Both the good and weak writer groups V\;!ere
similar in age, and instructional background.
The two groups were homogeneous in that
were typical Iranian fourth-year university
students who had studied English through
formal instruction in an EFL environmeqt.
Instrumentation |
The following instruments were utlh{zed
in this study: |
1. The TOEFL Test ( 1992) that measured
and determined the subjects’ level of
general English proficiency. L2
proficiency was measured through the sum
of the three subscores of structure,
vocabulary, and reading comprehension
tests. |
2. Two essay writing tests both on the saJ:ne
topic, but one was to be written in Engﬂlsh
and the other in Persian . |
3. Two essay writing tests, exactly the saime
as above, but with different topics.
4. A questionnaire eliciting the panlclpmts
instructional/personalwriting backgrounds.



quannty of planning. The
wmers fallure to use v

: wor_ds, strategies that were never acqulrcd n
their first language could not be transferred to
the second language.

. As Flower and Hayes (1981) have indicated
with writers of English as a first language,
writing processes are ongoing throughout a
writing task, and writing does not begin and
end with one draft. Traditional approaches to
writing, such as modes of discourse or
grammar - based approaches falter because
they do not help students to see writing as an
evolving process. Rather they place constraints
in the path of writers. Such constraints can
hinder the development of writing skills,
particularly for those writers whose first
language is not English. One constraint on
composing process faced by all ESL. writers
is' language. If ESL writers retrieve
information about a writing topic from
memory in their first language and then have
to translate into English before writing
anything down, this act of translation can lead
to an overload of their short - term memory
and a diminishment in the quality of the
content of their writing,

But evidence of a first language assisting
writers can be found in some studies of ESL
adults. Chelala (1981), Lay (1982), Johnson
(1985) and Jones and Tetroe (1987) found that
sw1tches to the first language aided ESL
writers in retrieval of topic information. While
the first two studies report these findings
peripherally, Lay’s study directly addresses
the issue of first language use while
composmg Her study, limited to four Chmese

there are any pattems in the u
language She found that her C’hmese” ubjects

| lll‘epor'ts that their first language _served asi

aid and not a hindfance to writing, since hi
subjects used Chinese when they were siug
in English - to find a key word, for instance
Lay notes that'the greater the number of
switches into the first language, the better the
quality of the essays in terms of organization
and ideas. Lay’s results suggest that foreign
students will be able to plan more easily and
will have one less constraint on composing in
English if they write about topics acquired in
an English language setting.

In another study, Friedlander (1987)
suggests that certain writing situations will be
improved if ESL writers are able to use their
first language at certain points while they are
generating their texts. This study suggests that
planning and preliminary considerations of a
topic can be enhanced if ESL writers
understand that using the language of topic -
area knowledge can have a positive effect on
their planning and writing. This study also
suggests some directions that can impact on
classroom pedagogy. First, planning on certain
language topics seems to be enhanced when
writers use the language of topic- area
knowledge. In this case, if writers are writing
on topics related to their first language
experience, their writing should be assisted
and they should be able to draw on a greater
amount of topic area information if they create
a protion of their plan or preliminary draft in
their first language. Second, translation from
the native language into English appears to
help rather than hinder writers when thg topic
- area knowledge-is in the first language.
Writers would thus lose little by writing in
their first language and then translating into
English at the appropriate time for their
emerging texts. Third, the writers in this study
were able to access more information when
working in their first language on a first

- language topic. Newly arriveﬁ'foreign
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appropriate rhetorical and linguistic means to
express them. However , a closer examination
of L1 and L2 writing will reveal salient and
impertant differences drawn from the intuition
of ESL writers ( Silva, 1993), and ESL writing
practitioners ( Raimes, 1985), In first language
writing a great deal of emphasis is placed on
originality of thought, the development of
ideas . and the soundness of the writer’s logic.
In contrast, the same cannot be said of second
language writing because of the wide variety
of situations in which people learn and use
second language. As Cushing Weigle ( 2002)
has suggested second language learners can
be distinguished by age, by level of education
and first language literacy, and by the real
world need for writing outside the classroom.
In addition to these factors, the ability and
opportunity to write in a second language are
also determined by other considerations. One
important factor is the stage or level of
acquisition of the second language. One can
not write in the second language without
knowing at least something about the grammar
and vocabulary of that language. If such
differences exist, then in order ‘to make
intelligent decisions about adopting and / or
adapting L1 practices, EFL writing practitioners
need to have a clear understanding of the
umque nature of L2 . writing, of how and to

whatextent 1.2 writing differs from L1 writing.

ifa
No.73.vol.19

Review of the Related Literature

Traditionally, ESL teachers have
emphasized the need for ESL writers to think
and write as completely as possible in Eng ish,
The belief is that if ESL writers do any of their
work in their first language, this will inhibit
acquistion of the:second language (L2) and
will interfere with the generation of L2
structures, due to transfer of structures and
vocabulary from the first language in an
incorrect way. For instance, Arapoff ( 1967)
suggested that students should avoid topics
related to firsthand experience because they
may then translate from their first language
into English.

However, a number of studies have
indicated that, regardless of a -langugge
prescription, writers will transfer writing
abilities and strategies, whether good or
deficient, from their first language to tﬁeir
second language. Mohan and Lo (1985), for
instance, cite a study by Das which indicated
that students who lacked first language
strategies displayed a similar lack of strategies
for writing in their second language. Mohan
and Lo suggest that this deficiency may be -
developmental - students who have not
developed good strategies for writing in t)Eeir
first language will not have appropriate

- strategies to transfer to their second language.

Edelsky’s study (1982)of the writing of first,
second, and third graders in bilingual program
also indicates that writing knowledge transfers
across languages. Her results show that writers
apply their knowledge about writing from their
first language to writing in their second
language, in order to form hypotheses abput
writing in the second language. |

In another study, Jones and Tetroe (1987)
looked at ESL writers generating texts in tl‘feir
first and second languages; they found that
these ESL writers transferred both good and
weak writing skills from their first langnage
to English. This transfer was indej_:oenden{of
language proficiency, which affected only
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kill and a ﬁniiqi’le asset in the process of learning a sec
age skills, learners face two different systems: system

mother tongue and that of target Tanguage. As a matter of fact, ‘students should underst
similarities and difference between the languages concerned and the process through which
they learn to write. The present study aimed at: 1) investigating the relationship between the
first language essay writing ability of the Iranian EFL studengts and their essay writing
performance in English; 2) investigating the impact of Iranian EFL students’ L1 writing ability
and their L2 proficiency on the quality of their English essay writing; 3) investigating the
impact of Iranian EFL students’ previous L2 writing experience on the quality of their English
essay writing. In order to arrive at a logical answer to the aforementioned problems 111
university students were chosen from a pool of 200 students. They were divided into three
groups of advanced, intermediate, and elementary based on their test scores in TOEFL. '

To evaluate the two first factors - second language proficiency and first language writing
ability - the subjects were given two English essay writing tests as well as two Persian essay
writing tests with in an interval of about two weeks. But of evaluating the third factor - past
writing experience - the subjects were asked to complete a questionnaire to reveal their essay
writing ability.

Analyses revealed that: there is a positive relationship between the first language essay
writing ability and second language essay writing, Iranian EFL students’ L.2 proficiency and
their L1 writing ability both influence the quality of their L2 writing ; and good writers were
significantly different from weak writers in that good writers: a)had previous writing experience
beyond a paragraph level, and b) practiced writing summaries or paraphrases .

 Key Words: ertmg, first language (Persian), second language ( English) , previous writing
experlence second language proficiency.

Introductlon

Writing is v1ewed as aninstrument through  teachers towards highlighting writing as a

which people communicate with one another
in time and space, transmitting their
accumulated culture from one generation to
another. When we view writing in this broad
perspective, we can see how vitally related
our written language is not only to the life of
the individual but to the total life of the
community. Until recently, however, little is
offered in teérms of methodelogy or practical
apphcauon for helpmg the ESL/EFL students

required skill to fulfill the scholastic purposes
of learners studying English as a foreign
language ( EFL) as well as animportant means
for the mastery of the target language.

In recent years, EFL writing practitioners
have frequently been advised to adopt practices
from L1 writing. Underlying this advice seems
to be the important assumption that L1 and
L2 writing are particularly identical or at least
very similar. At a superficial level, such an
assumption seems warranted. There is
evidence to suggest that L1 and L2 writing
are simliar in their broad outlines; that is, it
has been shown that both L1 and 1.2 writers
employ a recursive composing process,
involving planning, writing and revising, in

order to adapt their ideas and find the

% R
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