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ABSTRACT 

Freewriting is o w  of the modes of informal expressive writing often used in L2 process 

writing classrooms. Although the basic premise o u h e d  by Elbow is upheld, freewriting 

can manifest itself in many different ways, according to the different constraints that are 

placed on the basic premise. In particular, when fitewriting is adopted as an activity in 

ESL classrooms, the classroom decision making pmcess becomes much more 

complicated than fieewriting described in the literature. This study reports a qualitative 

investigation of the fieewriting activity in 3 ESL process writing classmoms in a 

Canadian university, using multiple data collection methods. In particular, the study 

focuses on the perceptions of 8 students about the hc t ions  and methods of 

implementation of the freewriting activity. The context of freewriting in practice is 

examined using Woods7 (1996) perspective of classroom structure, and to understand the 

eight students' perceptions of the fieewriting activities, notions from Hayes' (1996) new 

framework for writing are borrowed. The study reveals that sub-activities of the 

freewriting activity are interrelated, and that each sub-activity plays a specific role in the 

benefits of fieewriting. Implications for ESL instructors' implementation of the 

freewriting activity in the ESL process writing classroom an presented 



I would like to thank all the people whose inspiration, contribution, and support have 

been very important over the process of writing. I firstly wish to acknowledge my 

supervisor, Devon Woods, who has given me invaluable inspiration, encouragement, and 

crucial feedback throughout the entire creation process. I thank him for his Wsitive 

energy" and insight into my work - his dedication to his students is truly mazing. I 

would also like to thank my second reader, Lynne Young, for her important input and 

comments that pushed me to produce better work. In addition. I acknowledge the 

participants, including the eight students and the three writing teachers, who allowed me 

to carry out this research and provided such important comments and thoughts in their 

learning and teaching. My thanks also go to my parents, my brother and sister, who 

although they are far away, they are never far away. Deep appreciation to my lovely 

friends (Tova, Hyeran, lohn, Maggie, RodT Laci, Oom Kari and Tante Margot) who 

understood my struggle and always cheered me up. Most of all, I would like to give all 

of my sincere gratitude especially to one person, Ferenc Dalnoki-Veress, who shared his 

intelligence, creativity and enthusiasm toward knowledge with me for my thesis, who 

made me love my work and even enjoy the painful process with confidence, and who has 

always been there for me with his love and encouragement. 

iii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

.. Abstract ............................................................... n ... Acknowledgments ...................................................... 111 
........................................................ Table of Content iv .. 

................................................. List of Tables and Figures vu 

Chapter One 
Introduction ........................................................... 1 

LBackground .................................................... 1 
............................................... 2.Researchquestions 8 

...................................... 3 . The organization of the study 10 

Chapter Two 
T h e o r e t i d B a c k g o u n d o f R ~ h  ...................................... 11 

.................................. 1 . Informal expressive writing mode 11 
1.1.Iournalwriting ......................................... 11 

...................................... 1.2. Impromptu writing 13 
............................................ 1.3. Freewriting 13 

1.4.S m a r y  .............................................. 14 
........................................ 2 . The benefits of freewriting 15 

2.1. Overcoming apprehension and building up confidence in writing . . 15 
................................. 2.2. Increasing writing fluency 17 

.......................... 2.3. Developing idea generation ability 18 
............................. 3 . The variations of freewriting in practice 20 

.................. 4 . Perspective of investigation on freewriting activities -22 
............................... 5 . The activities related to a writing task 26 

......................................... 5.1. Topic selection 26 

......................................... 5.2. Brainstorming 31 
............................................ 5.3. Feedback -32  
............................................. 5.4. Summary 36 

Chapter Three 
ResearchMethdobgy ................................................. 38 

......................... . 1 The rationale of using a qualitative approach 38 
2.Theparticipaots ................................................ 39 
3.Thecontext .................................................... 43 

................................................ 4 . Data collection - 44  
.................................. 4.1. Classroom observation -45 

4.2.Inte~iew .............................................. 45 



.................................... 4.3. Document collection -49 
4.4.Survey ................................................ 49 

5.Dataanalysis .................................................. 50 

Chapter Four 
.............................................................. Fmdin gs 53 

1.Reliminarynotes ............................................... 53 
2.Findings ...................................................... 54 

................................... 2.1. Rcseanrh question one - 55  
................................... 2.2. Research question two 58 
................................. 22.1. Topic selection -60 
.................................. 2 1 2  . Brainstorming 61 

..................................... 2.2.3. Freewriting 62 
...................................... 2.2.4. Feedback 62 

................................. 2.3. Research question three -63 

.................................. 2.3.1. Topic seleztion 63 

................................. 2.3.2. Brainstorming -67 
..................................... 2.3.3. Freewriting 71 

..................................... 2.3.4. Feedback -72  
...................................................... 3.S ummary 85 

Chapter Five 
............................................. Discussion and ]Imalications 86 

1.Discussion .................................................... 89 
1.1. The relationships of the components of the fieewriting activity 

.......................... 1.1.1. Sequential relationships - 8 9  
........................ 1.1 .2 . Hierarchical Relationships -91 

1.1.3. Summary ..................................... -94 
1.2. The relationships of the freewriting activity as a component of the 

................................. proass writing class -95  
............................. 1.2.1. Lateral relationships -96  

........................ 13.2. Hierarchical relationships -98  
..................................... 1.2.3. Summary 100 

1.3. The students' perceptions of the freewriting sub-activities ...... 101 
................................. 1.3.1. Topic selection 101 
................................ 1.3.2. Brainstorming -104 

................................... 1.3.3. Freewriting -105 
..................................... 1.3.4. Feedback 108 

........ The eEects of teacher feedback in &writing 109 
Difficulty in reading handwriting on teacher comment -11 1 

............ 1.3.5. Dynamic nature of students' perceptions -114 
2.Implications .................................................. 119 

2.1. Awareness of the relationships among the components in the 



cIassroom structure .................................. 1 19 
..................... 2.2. ImpIications for freewriting instruction 121 

2.3 . Implications for classroom research ........................ 122 

References ............................................................ 123 



LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 

TABLES: 

. Table 1 Background information on the eight students ....................... ., 42 

Table 2 . Results of teachers' handwriting difficulty survey ..................... -83  

FIGURES: 

. Figure 1 Basic structure of the writing class ................................ .. 56 

. ................................ Figure 2 A model of the freewriting process -58  

. Figure 3 An example of the clustering technique ............................. -70 

. .... Figure 4 Degree of teachers' handwriting problem for all students in the survey -83  

Figure 5 . Degree of teachers' handwriting problem for Asian students in the survey . . -84  

Figure 6 . Degree of teachers' handwriting problem for other students in the survey ... 84 

. Figure 7 Understanding fkewriting in practice .............................. -88  

. .......... Figure 8 The direction of conmbution to the success of the components 120 

vii 



Chapter One 

fntrduction 

I. Background 

The process wrking approach has been one of the most important influences on the 

field of second language (L2) writing for the past few decades- In general as the 

developments in L2 composition have been mostly influenced by fist language (LA) 

composition research, the guidance for this approach stemmed fkom L1 process writing 

research (Krapels. 1990; Silva, 1990; Zamel, 1984). Since Emig (197 1) established a 

research design for investigating the writing process with her case study, the research with 

regard to L1 composing processes has flourished, and accordingly, it has had a great 

influence on L2 writing process-oriented research, theory and practice (KrapeIs, 1990). 

There is an iaformal expressive mode of writing often used in the context of the 

process approach to L2 writing that has been discussed with various difllerent labels, such 

as  personal journal writing, dialogue joumal writing, impromptu writing and fke-g. 

These writing modes seem to reflect the philosophy of the process approach m terms of 

viewing writing as a process (the initial writing does not have to be perfect), pkcing 

importance on content rather than correctness, and putting emphasis on idea genetation 

A number of studies support using informal expressive writing in ESL contexts by 

demonstrating certain beneficial effects, such as increasing writing fluency aad confidence, 

and developing ideas in writing. For example, Lucas (1990), through her case studies of 

nine ESL students, reported that students who had done 'personal journal writing' had 

1 
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benefitted fiom the experience, since students gained confidence in their writing ability, 

and discovered new insight into themselves- Peyton (1990) reported the positive effect of 

dialogue journal writing on ESL students, in terms of promoting their acquisition of 

English grammatical morphology. Knepler (1984) introduced an informal experimental 

urriting mode, cded 'impromphl writing,' to ESL college level students which encourages 

students to write as much as possible within a limited time, focusing ox@ on content, and 

receiving little error correction fiom a teacher. Soucy (1991) recommended fkeewrihg 

as a tool for learning and written language development L ~ c  ESL students, particularly for 

those students who are preparing for the academic community- 

Although the names and the hctions for using informal expressive writing are 

different, the notion of these writing modes all have basic characteristics m common, in 

terms of the view of writing, student writers' focus on writing, and a certain range of 

functions of the writing practice. In this regard, these writing modes seem to have been 

treated as a single entity in research and practice of an informal writing mode in the ESL 

classroom. Since hwxiting was the only mode of informal expressive writing practiced 

in the classrooms that I have obsewed, my focus m this thesis will only be with fkeWtitjl3g 

in L2 contea However, since there is little research on kewriting m the L2 context, I 

refer to the literature on other informal expressive writing modes (personal journal 

writing, dialogue journal writing, and impromptu writing) when dimrssing the beneMs 

that ail informal expressive modes have in common 

Freewriting, l i k  most research in U composition, was first introduced to the field 

of first Ianguage composition Freewriting was developed in the L1 context by Peter 
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Elbow (1973), who outlined its basic premise as a time limited exercise where students 

write down whatever is in their mind, without stopping, without apprehension of 

grammatical accuracy, focusing only on content until the time has expired. A number of 

studies investigated the adoption of -writing to L1 educational settings, and have 

shown its positive effect on developing students' writing quality (Cheshire, 1991; George 

& Young, 1991; Hammond, 1991; Mnllin_ 1991)- 

Freewriting also drew some L.2 researchers' attention to its great potential in the 

teaching and learning writing contexts, and it has ken advocated for its beneficial effects 

m LZ settings. Raimcs (1983) introduced 'the fk-writing approach' as one of a variety 

of approaches to teaching writing in the ESL classrooms. In tbis approach, students are 

directed to produce vast amounts of fkeewriting, without worrying about pumat ica l  

accuracy or organization When implementing this kind of writing practice, the students 

learn not to be afraid of putting words down on paper in English, and ultimately their 

writing becomes more ~ e n t  (Riumes, 1983). Dodds (1989) presented kwriting, in her 

Advanced German Composition and Conversation course, as a good exercise to improve 

the general quality of written work and to enhance students' speaking ability as well. 

In L2 practice even though the basic premise as outlined by Elbow (1973) is upheld, 

fieewriting can manifest itself m many different ways, according to the different 

constraints that are placed on the premise. For example, Dodds (1989) m her Gennan 

language class applied the constraint of focusing the content of freewriting on one topic, 

so called focused freewriting. She found that focused -writing was an exercise which 

increased the general quality of students' writing, as wen as enhance their oral skills. In 
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the case of Soucy's (1991) study, focused h r i t i n g  was used as a tool for learning m 

the academic field for ESL students, in terms of promoting cfitical thinking. The exercise 

was for students to record their experiences, plans and reflections, on the process of doing 

a library research project. When Raimes (1 983) introduced the notion of fieewriting as 

one of the approaches to teaching writing in the ESL cIasmoom, she suggested focused 

fieewriting on given topics, but also having minimal correction of mars and students' 

reading their work aloud to the class. She opened the door for teacher based decisions on 

implementation of bwrit ing,  according to the fbctions that are required in a pamcPlar 

context. For example, if writing hency is the main fhction of the exercise, then there 

are to be fewer constraints imposed, no topic requirement, and no error correction at alL 

Given that such variation in the practice of freewriting occurred among the various 

studies mentioned, it may also be that the specific procedures used to carry out lkewrieing 

in the classrooms may be different; since these are teacher based decisions, different 

teachers may make different decisions. However, when the benefits of using freewriting 

are discussed, the previous studies do not provide an in-depth examination of the specific 

procedures used to carry out fieewritiag, and their impact on the overall success of using 

freewciting in the specific context. For instance, even in the context of a single ESL class, 

fireewriting can be implemented, by a classroom teacher, as a classroom task or as 

homework; it can be adopted as a technique in order to search for a topic or generate 

more ideas on a selected topic for a f o d  writing project, or as a writing exercise to 

increase fluency and speed of students' composition; for a fkewritjng topic, it can be 

assigned by a teacher or seleaed fieely by individual students; students can switch a topic 
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anytime or should focus on only one topic. These different procedures of ways of 

carrying out fieewriting can have different effkcts on ESL students whose backgrounds 

are individually different, and thus the effects may be perceived differently fiom those 

outlined m the literatwe. If this is the case, then various functions of fieewriting and 

procedures may bring about different effects. In other words, the success of freewriting 

may be dependent on the specific aspects of its implementation, which lleed to be 

examined. 

One way to investigate such different effects on the benefits of fieewrithg by 

variation in implementation is to look into the students' perceptions in the ESL context. 

Students who come fkom a diversity of backgrounds might not see the same value m the 

way that the proponents of EreeFMiting suggest, either because of different procedures of 

carrying out freewriting by a teacher or because of individual differences of ESL learners. 

What tamers believe about what they are kming and what they need to learn has a great 

influence on their receptiveness to learning (Horwitz, 1987). That is, what students want 

to learn strongly affects what they learn in writing classes (hki and Carson, 1994). 

Therefore, when we discuss the classroom application of a teaching and learning 

technique, it is crucial to examine how the participants perceive and interpret the various 

"events" which make up the implementation of the technique during the class (Woods, 

1996). However, few studies have reflected ESL student.' perceptions of the benefits of 

freewriting (and those that have been done are based on the teachers' perspectives or 

researchers' framework); moreover, none of the studies have looked into students' 

perceptions, in terms of the specific ways that freewriting was carried out by a teacher in 



the context of a course- 

Before examining students' perceptions of the specific implementation of 

freewriting in a ESL writing classroom, it is necessary to know first what frieewriting 

consists of in the context of the present study. Hayes (1996) has provided a new 

framework of wridng with a range of components suggested to be important for the fun 

understanding of writing' from the perspactive of the interaction of the writers with their 

writing environment In the general organization of his model, there are two major 

components called 'the task environment' and 'the individual,' and each component 

consists of several sub-components. He emphasized carefid consideration of an the 

components of a writing task in the study of composition He stressed: 

I believe that each of the components is absolutely essential 
for the full understanding of writing. Indeed, writing 
depends on an appropriate combination of cognitive, 
affective, social, and physical conditions if it is to happen at 
aL.... No theory can be complete that does not include aIl 
of these components. (p.5) 

Based on his framework, in order to understand fieewriting thoroughly, it would seem to 

be useful to examine the components of freewriting in context, considering the 

components of the task environment (the specific context of where freewriting is carried 

out and the specific procedures) which can be studied by classroom observation, and the 

components of the individual, which may be investigated through the individual students' 

perceptions. 

Thusy to investigate &writing in practice, we need to know what components of 

the task environment are invohred in the implementation of fkwriting, and how they 
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appear m the specific classroom context, According to Woods (1996), every classroom 

event is composed of several subsections, and each subsection is divided into several 

components. In the structure of a classroom event, Woods stressed that each component 

has its own function, and that all the events are interrelated within the structure. He 

argued that because research has not described the structure of classroom language 

teaching to explain the relationships among the units in the structure, om understanding of 

language teaching causes a gap between theory and practice. To minimke the gap, if it 

e& in freewriting, it may be necessary to examine what the sub-components are in 

Ereewriting, what the functions of each component are, and how they are interrelated in 

the structure of the writing classroom, 

In the interpretation of students' perceptions, it is important to analyze 

thoroughly the factors which might hihence their perceptions. As mentioned earlier, 

what students believe about Iearning strongly influences their receptiveness to learning, 

which is related to their perceptions of kadng,  thus it may be crucial to know what 

influences their belie&; what kinds of factors intervene in their learning situations. For 

instance, the students' past successes with strategies in handling their academic Wfiting 

can become factors that influence the way the students deal with writing tasks (Marsella, 

Hilgers, & McLaren, 1992). A h ,  ESL students tend to apply their previous kaming 

experience to new situations (Leki and Carson, 1994). In particular, it is important to 

take into account the factors for motivating student kpming, since motivation is 

inextricably linlced to learning and achievement & Alden, 1985). Therefore, 

such fmors that may influence students' opinions of whether freewriting is beneficial to 
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them should also be examined. 

Some of the freewriting proponent. stressed that there is still not enough research 

on fkeewriting, although it seems to have great potential to improve students' writing 

quality (Belanoff, m o w  & F o b ,  1991). The findings of previous studies regarding 

the benefits of freewriting seem to be too generalized, and the studies reflecting students' 

perceptions seem to include only their overall perceptiom of the benefits of fkeewfifing. 

Their analyses are not finely-grained in terms of the diversity of purposes for -writing in 

specific contexts, of ways how it is impkmented, and the kinds of factors invoked, 

regarding sources of success of fkewriting fkom the students' perspective. 

The examination of inter-relationships among sub-activities aad their influences on 

the beneMs of the activity, based on students' perceptions, aill explain how the students 

come to see the beneficial effects of the acthdy In this way, this study may give us more 

specific ideas on improving instruction of freewriting activitk in the ESL contexts. 

2. Research questions 

The present study is based primarily on a qualitative approach inchding mtervltws 

with eight ESL students, classroom observation notes, lesson materials, students' logs, 

and supplementary interviews with the students' writing teachers. Additionally, there is 

one survey conducted to ad- a very specific issue. 'Ihe re-search questions focus on 

one type of freewriting (called 'log writing' by the teachers) which was used as a 

classroom activity, in three process writing ckssrooms, in an intensive ESL program of a 
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Canadian university- The foRowing research questions are presented to investigate the 

functions and procedures of tbe components of the &writing activity, and how these 

relate to the benefits of the fi.eewriting activity, from the eight students' perspectives in 

these three ESL writing contexts: 

1) What are the major components of the fteewridng activity observed m the three writing 

classrooms, i e .  the procedures and sub-activiries by which bWTitiLlg is carried out? 

2) What variations m the implementation of the sub-activities are observed in the three 

writing classooms? 

3) What are the students' perceptions of the sub-activities and the ways m which they are 

implemented? 

Questions number one and two attempt (based on observation of the three 

classrooms, analysis of Lesson materials, and supplementary interviews with the writing 

teachers), by peering into the structure of the freewriting activity, to investigate what the 

actual procedures and the variations of implementation are in the ESL context- These 

two questions are to provide the basis for question number threc, the core of the study, 

intended to examine eight students' perceptions of the findings of these previous 

questions. The findings of the three questions provide a starting point for discussing what 

the sources are of the benefits of the fieewrjting activity from the perspective of the eight 

students. The fidhgs suggest a number of impkations for teachers who are 

implementing fieewriting in their classrooms- 
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3. The organhation of the study 

First, in order to provide the theoretical groundwork for the study, I begin chapter 

two with a literature review of fkewriting as wen as on some issues m the L2 writing 

context in relation to the procedures for carrying out freewriting. Then, chapter three 

introduces the research methodology used for the study, including information about the 

participants, the context of the writing class, data c o ~ o n ,  and dam analysis- I also 

provide the rationale for using a qualitative approach to this study. In chapter four, I 

present the tindings of the research with the answers to the three research questions- In 

the last chapter, I discuss the findings and suggest implications to produce more effective 

fieewritiflg instruction, and directions for the teachers in the context of the ESL 

classroom 

Through the examination of the answers to the research questions, this study 

attempts to provide a deeper understanding of instructional aspects of fieewritbg in ESL 

classrooms. Further, the investigation aims to gain insight into how the fieewrifing 

activity fits into the overall ESL process writing classroom by questioning its functions. 



Chapter Two 

Theoretical backgromd of research 

1. Informal expressive writing mode 

As discussed in Chapter One, the emphasis m this study is on fieewrithg, which is 

one of many different modes of informal expressive writing in practice in L1 and L2. One 

of these modes of wxiting, journal writing, has been particularly well researched, in terms 

of the benefits the activity has in a variety of different contexts. Unfortunately, the 

freewriting activity as it is implemented in the L2 classroom has not been examined as 

much as other modes of infonnal expressive writing, pardcularly journal writing, in the 

literature. Therefore, in this investigation of Ereewriting - one specific type of informal 

expressive writing - I am using some of the research that is known fiom merent modes 

specifically in L2 contexts, because these types of writing have hctions and 

characteristics in common with fieewriting. For example, h e r e  has been some research 

(Holmes & Moulton, 1997; Lucas, 1990; Peyton, 1990; Vanett & Jurich, 1990) on the 

sources of the benefits m journal writing in the specific L2 context, but none on 

freewriting, so I would like to use what we have lamed f?om journal writing in the L2 

setting as a guide in this study. In the next section the various different modes of informal 

expressive writing are desmi'bed. 

1.1. Journal writing 

Journals provide a place to practice personal expcessive Writitlg, and keep a record 

11 
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of an educational experience and intellectual growth (Dickerson, 1987). They have been 

traditionaIly used in English and language arts classes to assist writers' experiment with 

their language progressfeSS In these classes, students are encouraged to express k l y  in 

their journals their personal opinions about subjects in their own voices, They have also 

been widely applied in a variety of educational settings such as nursing, education, or 

counseling, to help learners keep track of their Iearning growth, or  sometimes associated 

with observational kldwork in science classes (Fulwiler, 1987). A great deal of research 

on various types of j o d  writing has been published to date m both LI and L2 (Gannet% 

1992; North, 1987; Persi-Haines, 1991; Peyton, 1990; Soucy, 1994; Stemglass, 1988). 

There are two types of journal writing that are commody applied to ESL 

contexts: personal joumal writing and dialogue journal writing. Teachers who use 

personal journal writing encourage students to write particularly about their personal 

experiences, m order that the students get blocked less in expressing their ideas on paper, 

but with no pressure to reveal private aspects of their lives- Students develop their 

confidence as writers through personal journals as they get used to recording their We on 

paper (Vanett & Jurich, 1990). Teachers respond to the content rather than the form of 

students' writing, and do not correct errors (Lucas, 1990). Dialogue journals are 

conversations between a teacher and an individual student on paper, taking place regularly 

throughout an entire school year or semester. Its only requirement for students is to write 

regularly as much as they want about whatever they choose. Teachers do not grade or 

correct student writing, but respond only as a conversation partner who accepts without 

question what is written when they write back to the students m theirjournaL The typical 
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content of dialogue journals is about the discussion of course content, rather than 

completely open-ended topics (Peyton & Read, 1990). 

1.2. Impromptu d t i n g  

'Impromptu writing' is another mode of informal expressive writing, designed by 

Knepler (1984) to increase Enmh wdting practice in her tkst-semester college ESL 

fieshman composition class. Students doing impromptu writing m the class were 

encouraged to write as  much as poss1'ble within a set period of time (for about ten to 

fifteen minutes), focusing on content rather than correctness. To change the emphasis 

fiom error-fkee products to a more communicative process, she recommends informal and 

experimental writings more than graded and formal essays. Several kinds of pictures 

clipped from magazine are suggested as prompts for writing, and students exchange their 

writing with classmates to make short comments on their partner's paper. 

13. Freewriting 

Elbow (1973) introduced fre-ring as a powerful writing technique to develop 

writing quality. According to his view, the essence of fieewriting is that students write 

down whatever they can think about with a ~~IIE limit imposed (usually ten to fifteen 

minutes). Students need to remove almost a l l  of tbe normal constraints invoked in 

writing and concentrate only on putting words down on paper without stopping. The 

following description by Elbow hstrates the main idea of freewriting exercises: 

Never stop to look back, to wonder what word or thought 



to use, or to think about what you are doing. If you can't 
think of a word or a spelling, just use a squiggle or else 
write, I can't think of it, The easiest thing is just to put 
down whatever is in your mind- If you get stuck, it's fine 
to write I can't think what to say, I can't thiak what to say 
as many as you want; or repeat the last word you wrote 
over and over again; or anything else. The only 
requirement is that you never stop. (p-3) 

The proponents of fkeewfiting demand removing all the usual rales associated * 
writing, such as being aware of audience, spelling, grammar and mechanics, focusing on 

one topic, caring about the quality of writing, and so o n  This mode of writing includes 

o n .  one constraint - to write without stopping. They say that there is no plan, aim or 

goal for fieewriting, and view fieewriting as the process of discovery of the content 

(BeIanoff, Elbow and Fontaine, 1991). 

1.4. Summarg 

The informal expressive writing modes mentioned so far, although they have been 

discussed with different labels m the literature, have several common features- Eirst of all. 

in dl these modes, writing is process, not finished product. The students who practice 

these writing modes are told to focus on content and ideas, rather than form Also, 

students' writing is not graded and their errors are not corrected, therefore, students begin 

to feel comfortable with writing, and start to feel less apprehension toward their writing. 

Since such common characteristics fit into the principles of the process approach to 

teaching writing, these informal expressive writing modes an often adopted in L2 process 

writing classrooms, particularly because they s h e  a certain range of common hct ions  
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or benefits of writing in L2, such as reducing students' writing apprehension and building 

confidence as wniters, increasing writing fluency, and developing idea generation in 

writing. As noted in the previous chapter, the present study focuses only on one of the 

informal expressive writing modes, fieewriting, m U contexts, but the other modes will be 

discussed in this study when appropriate. 

2. The benefits of fieewriting 

Freewriting has been advocated because of its valuable hctions in various teaching 

and learning contexts both in L1 and L2 writing. There are several main benefits that 

have been discussed in the literature, which reaeCt the philosophy of the process approach, 

such as reducing writing apprehension, thereby budding confidence, improving writing 

fluency, and developing idea generation 

2.1. Overcoming apprehension and building up coniidence in writing 

The process approach criticizes the traditional approach of teaching composition 

for putting so much emphasis on correctness and perfect product, thereby causing the 

novices to be afraid of writing and to hesitate to express their ideas in written language 

f o m  It seems that many people think writing is not so easy and do not feel comfortable 

in expressing their ideas in a written form because they assume they should produce a 

perfect piece of writing, which is seemingly influenced by their prior composition 

experience under the traditional approach. Tbis writing apprehension is not only true m 

the case of learning to write in a second language, but also in the case of first language 



writing. Graves (1978) said that: 

For the rest of us, writing is perceived as a form of etiquette 
m which care is talcen to arrange words on paper to avoid 
error rather than communicate with clarity and vigor. 
When writing, Americans too often feel like the man who 
has been invited to a party of distinguished guests- Being a 
person of modest station he attends with great r&ctance 
and discomfort. He has but one aim to be properly 
attired, demonstrate correct manners, say as  little as 
po~sl'ble, and leave early. (pp.4-5) 

Sere's (1985) case study of one highly apprehensive writer of L1, describes how 

writers' apprehension can affect their composition abilities. An 1 8 - year-old freshman 

named Bev m the study lacked confidence in her past high school writing, and her 

apprehension to write m an academic setting had caused her to have little faith in her own 

composition skills. Selfe (1985) explains that Bev's fear of writing stemmed from her 

belief that teachers expected letter-perfect papers from their students. Since she was so 

scared about having her papers graded, Bev had a ritualized procrastination problem about 

writing papers which became a necessary part of her composing process. The strange 

logic of her avoidance behavior was that "If no part of a paper had been written, nothing 

could be criticized (p.85)." Most of her papers were written and typed at the last 

moment, therefore she could always atuibute her poor writing to the harried 

circ~m~tii~lces under which the papers were composed. As the previous case study 

emphasizes, student writers have been so nervous to write a good paper, with complete 

sentences and proper organization, that they do not take the opportunity to enjoy 
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expressing their opinion m written form Students are o h  anxious about themselves 

due to their prior experiences with teachersy excessive error comction on student writing 

(Beach & Eaton, 1984). As Elbow (1973) mentioned, if student writers want to edit their 

writing at the same time as producing, it would be like the situation when an editor is 

looking over the shoulders of the novice producers and constantly finding out something 

. . -  
missing and wrong in the ongoing papers. No wonder students get nemous, dnhted and 

m the end cannot be coherent As a result of such a habitual way of writing, many of 

them consider themselves as poor wxiters and become afkad of uniting itself- Faigley, 

Daly and Witte (198 1) claimed that low-apprehensive students produce longer essays and 

develop ideas better with more information, than students who have a higher iiIuLiety of 

composition 

To reduce their anxiety due to the overemphasizing of the mechanical issue of the 

traditional approach of writing, fkswfifblg seems to be appropriate as  a first step by 

giving students keedom to express their thoughts and feelings, without worrying about 

correctness and formal structure. Lucas (1990) suggested that personal journal wridng 

can be especially good for inexperienced student writers, providing writing practice in a 

nonthreatening situation, 

2.2. Increasing writing fluency 

One of the main purposes of the practice of fieewfiting is to enhaace studentsy 

writing fluencyacy As descnibed earlier, lcamers put down on paper whatever comes to 

their mind in a certain amount time, just focusing on meaning of content without wo-g 
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about reformulation or rewording. Usually, fieewriting is carried out in a classroom 

several times a week, and through regular practice, it is thought students increase their 

writing fluency. Being less blocked by not bowing what to say and feeling the power of 

individual expression, they can record their stories on paper, and develop their confidence 

as writers, becoming ready to shift toward more formal writing dealing with grammar and 

structure in their composition (Vanett & Jurkh, 1990)- Raimes (1983) also agreed that 

once students get used to putting down their ideas on a page, gammatical accuracy, 

organization, and the rest, wiIl follow gradually through practicing vast amounts of 

freewriting. 

2.3. Developing idea generation ability 

When students complain about the difficulty of writing in a second language, as 

they usually do, they are talking not only about the arduousness of finding the right words 

with correct grammar but &o about the difficulty of finding and expressing ideas in 

written form (Raimes, 1983). One of the most common womes of student writers is that 

they do not know how to develop their ideas and how to express them. Students often 

say that at the beginning of their writing, "I can't thinlc what to say, I don't know what to 

write about the topic". These students normally do not have much experiences of writing 

to express their thoughts and opinions. They are not familiar with means to get their 

inner thoughts down on paper, since in the past most language classes teaching writing has 

not been emphasized as much as have the other language skills - reading, speaking, or 

listening. Graves (1978) has stated that writing has seldom bexm encouraged and 
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sometimes not even permitted, from grade one through university, thereby learners are 

usuaIly viewed as  receivers, not senders. He added that by not learning writing skills, 

students are robbed not only of a tool for expression, but of an important means of 

developing thinkiag and reading power as we1 

Contribution of wfiting to the development of human thought has often been 

discussed among L1 researchers. Initiany, Vygotslcy (1962) investigated the relation 

between thought aod word, and described it as a living process which continuously moves 

back and forth He said that 'Thought is born through words. A word devoid of 

thought is a dead thing, and a thought unembodied in words remains a shadow (p. lS3)." 

We often forget or lose thoughts when we do not expose them m symbol systems, such as 

a verbal or written form. We also see our inner thoughts that may develop more through 

using language systems (Vygotsky, 1962). According to his argument, improvement of 

language ability may have a great influence on the development of thought Britton 

(1975) also stated that people learn and understand new ideas and information better when 

they write about them in addition to reading, taking, and Wrring. Graves (1978) 

maintained that writing contri'butes to intelligence, since writing demands highly complex 

acts such as analysis and synthesis of thought. 

Based on such correlations between language and thought, composition researchers 

recommend keeping informal expressive writing to develop ideas and thoughts to improve 

students' learning. Dickerson (1987) stated that through regular journal practice, learners 

begin to sense tbe power of their language, and understand their role as h meaning 

makers in the texts. 
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3. The variations of -writing in practice 

As mentioned earlier, hewriting can go beyond such general characteristics, and 

this writing mode can be varied in terms of the appearance and its classroom applications 

by altering the degree of m o r n ,  privacy, and time given to the writing learners. The 

written production can be completely private, sometimes shared with one or more peers, 

or handed in to the teacher for a variety of types of feedback Wridng time can be as Me 

as two or three minutes or as long as student writers want (Fontains, 1991). 

FreeWritiLlg has the potential to be flexiile for a number of activities for its effective 

usage according to a different purpose, audience, degree of knowledge of the topic 

(Marsella & Hilgers, 1991). There are a few studies about the variations on the basic 

freewriting format (nonstop, no plan, no correction) according to the context of using this 

writing mode such as self-expressive writing and focused fieewriting. Pemebaker (199 1) 

recommended using 'self-expressive writing' for the sake of its positive effects on 

individuals' psychological and physical health, She claimed that seIf-expressive m g  

stimulates deep emotions deep inside individual minds, and encourages students to express 

the emotions and related thoughts. Focussed fieewriting is different from the freewriting 

defined by Elbow (1973) in that students begin their writing with a subject in mind and try 

to hold that subject throughout the whole exercise. It is known as an e f f h e  technique 

to promote students' critical thinlring. Hammond (1991) asserted that this strategy helps 

students to read accuratdy id respond critically to texts. She added that it is crucial for 

students to receive timely, nonjudpntal  feedback so that they can understand the 

strengths m their thinking which promotes fiuther investigation 
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Such variations of freewriting appears also m the L2 context- Dodds (1989) 

applied the constraint of focusing the content of -writing on one topic, which is focused 

freewriting, m her German language class. She found that focused Ereewriting was a 

good exercise to increase the general quality of students' writing, as well as enhance their 

oral skills- Focused freewtiting was also used in Soucy's (1991) study as a tool for 

learning in the academic field for ESL students, in terms of promoting critical t h k h g .  

The exercise was for students to record their experiences, plans and reflections, on the 

process of doing a library research project, In the process writing c k s  at Carleton 

University's ESL program (which is adopted as the context of the present study), 

freewriting is used as one of the essential activities to facilitate writing development with 

other components of each class, including a formal writing project and a grammar lesson 

During the fieewriting activity students are not allowed to use a dictionary. They put 

their dictionaries aside and focus only on expressing and developing their ideas regarding a 

given topic. To introduce a topic, teachers usually bring some sort of stimulus such as a 

picture, piece of music, newspaper, mag- or cartoon- Topics are raised either by a 

teacher or by students, but basicdy, all students are fkee to write about anything they 

choose, regardless of the topic of the day in the class- The time to Ereewrite on a topic is 

usually ten to fifteen minutes- Students' logs are not completely private, and are n o d y  

handed in to a teacher, or shared with peers (Donaldson, 1990). 

The classroom application of bWrit.ing in a single context can also vary 

depending on a teacher's decision making. The writing topic can be assigned by a teacher 

or anyone in the class, or even selected by the writers themselves. For example, a teacher 
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who considers freewriting as a warm-up stage before getting into a harder writing task 

usuany has the students fieewrite at the beginning of the class. On the other hand, when a 

teacher (such as Teacher B m this study) believes that the exercise is a very important one, 

the exercise is performed later m the class, so that students who may be late for the class 

win not miss the activity- 

1. Perspective of investigation on -writing activities 

Teaching writing is a multi-dimensional phenomenon in an educational context m 

which a variety of interactions occur among a lot of variables, and composition research 

should account for its complexity (Kantor, 1984). The research on writing instruction to 

date, however, does not provide explicit theoretical models, which thereby causes, 

particularly often in a L2 classroom context, controversial studies based on partial 

perspectives on the settings and do not take into account a l l  the relevant factors 

(Cumming & Riazi, 1997). In annition, many studies about teaching techniques in second 

language writing for sequencing the presentation of classroom tasks do not explain 

thoroughly enough how students learn to write and what kind of factors are invoked m 

their learning contexts (Gumming & Riazi, 1997). For example, research on fieewriting 

m the ESL c k o o m s  does not illustrate what Ereewriting consists of in the classroom, 

how the implementation influences students in acquiring writing fluency, confidence and 

the ability to develop ideas in their writing, or what kind of fnctors need to be taken into 

account during the procedure of implementing the tasks involved m freewriting. To 
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provide more explicit instruction of fkewriting in ESL classrooms, a broader perspective 

in the educational context as well as careful eramination of specific events and activities 

m the classrooms need to be addressed m the literature. 

Hayes (1996) presented a new framework for funy understaeding and better 

interpreting a range of writing activides. In the new model, he focuses more on the 

individual aspects of writing than on the other aspects, iud Hayes admits tbat even this 

writing framework is stin being constructed (in particular, the task environment) and does 

not describe in detail a.Il major aspects of wdting. However, since many L2 writing 

researchers (Cumming & Rjazi, 1997; Kraples, 1990; Sihm, 1993; Silva, Leki & Carson, 

1997) have recently stressed the importance of understanding individual diversity m ESL 

classrooms, I w9 refer to Hayes' h e w o r k  in guiding the analysis of the students' 

perceptions of freewriting activities in an ESL writing classroom 

Hayes' (1996) framework attempts to explains writing phenomenon m regards to 

the cognitive, affkctive, social, and physical conditions of the individual in writing, through 

looking into the interaction between the task environment and the individual writer. The 

general organization of the new model consists of two major components: 'the task 

environment' and 'the individual'. For the task environment, he included the social 

environment (the audience and collaborators), and the physical environment (the text the 

writer has produced so far, and the composing medium, ie. using pen and paper or a word 

processor). In particular, he paid attention to the recent increase of research on 

coIlaborative writing and effects of using a word processor on writing processes. For the 

aspects of the individual writer, he discussed motivation and affect, cognitive processes, 
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working memory, and long-term memory. In w o r h g  memory m writing, he included 

particularly a visual-spatial component m this new model which affects understanding the 

message of the text. 

According to Hayes (1996), the task environment is 'L aIl those fmors 

influencing the writing task that lie outside of the writers' skin (p.3)." 'The individual' in 

the context of the present study refers to the eight studems who participated in this study, 

and 'the task environment' to the sub-activities and the procedures of implementation of 

the freewriting activity, since they may be the factors influencing the writing task, external 

to the student. Some of the components of bis framework seems to be more appropriate 

to a formal writing process, in that he included a number of aspects of cognitive processes 

during the revision process- However, there are many aspects involved in writing, 

especially for motivation and affect, which may be important factors m students' infonnal 

expressive writing and give useful information about how the student perceives the sub- 

activities and the ways m which they are implemented in their classrooms- 

The task environment in the present study, that is, the specific context of where 

freewriting is carried out and the specific procedure, can be examined more closely 

through looking into the structure of the activity in the classroom- Woods (1996) has 

pointed out that one of the gaps in our understanding of language teaching relevant to the 

theory and practice is that research has not described the structure of classroom language 

teaching in the context o f  larger structural units of the course. He stressed that the larger 

units are relevant to how they operate in class and what goes on in the classroom, and 

they need to be d e s c r i i  in the research of language teaching. 



25 

For the description of the structures of language teaching and, in particular, the 

relationships among the units making up the structures, Woods (1996) proposed two 

types of nodes. One is a unit followed by a subsequent unit at the same level with specific 

relationships to those ocnnring before and after- The other node is m a hierarchical 

structure with the relationships to its superordinate and subordinate nodes. He expained 

that the higher level ekments represents the reason for carrying out the eIemws in a 

Iower IeveL Thus, to consider higher level of contextuabation is important for 

understanding classroom events. It is noteworthy that the hierarchical relationships of the 

components in the structure are different from normal ('pure') hierarchies. A subordinate 

node in the structure can be connected to more than one superordinate node, which bring 

out 'tangled' relationships among the components. Woods concluded that through 

understanding this hierarchical structure, we know what goes on where, m classroom 

teaching. 

Woods' (1996) perspective helps us to look in a systematic way into a fieeWritiLlg 

activity as one of the classroom activities m the process writing class. As an activity in a 

writing classroom, there will be several sub-activities that make up the structure of the 

&eewriting activity; the sub-activities will be also related to each other in a sequential way 

and to superordinate nodes such as ?he node of the fieewriting activity or the node of the 

overall writing class, in a tangled hierarchal way (see Figure 1). Then by looking mto the 

interaction between the students and the freewritkg subactivities, as the mteraction of the 

individud and the task environment, we may be able to understand the students' 

perceptions of the hewriting activity more thoroughly. 



5. The activities related to a writing task 

When teachers attempt to use &writing as a classroom activity m their writing 

classes, they will have to think about several aspects associated with the procedure of 

carrying out this writing activity. From reviewing the previous studies of informal 

expressive writing mentioned earlier, several aspects can be considered, such as what 

students write about, how students generate ideas for writing, what is the appropriate 

time for writing, and how teachers respond to students writing, We have seen a variety 

of possible alterations m the classroom implementation of freewritkg from the previous 

review, but there has not been much research on the specific aspects of writing instruction 

- the procedures of various implementation - only for informal expressive writing. 

Therefore, in this section, I attempt to gain a wider theoretical understanding into 

freewriting instruction, from research on composition in general, in terms of topic 

selection, idea generation techniques (called 'braiustorming'), and teacher feedback1. 

5.1. Topic seiection 

In current research on writing topics, the issue of who should implement topic 

selection in a classroom has been the primary concern Raimes (199 1) has described 

different ways of assigning topics m four *rent approaches to L2 writing instruction 

Fist, in a form-dominated approach class where the focus is on wen-organized sentences 

Since there is no research on the di&rent time periods set for actual writing, this matter 
is excluded from this section. 
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and paragraphs, topics are assigned by the teacher. Any topic for students' writing serves 

to let them practice grammatical, syntactic, and rhetorical fonns. In a process approach 

(Raimes calls it 'a writer-dominated approach'), it is the students that choose the topics. 

usually using personal experience to write about In a content-dominated approach, 

topics are dram fkom the subject matter of either a particular discipline or a particular 

come, provided by the teacher. In a reader-dominated approach, language teachers 

examine what other disciplines assign and train students in how to respond to those 

assignments, for example, by following a model of the appropriate form of academic 

writing. 

The positive effect of the fiae-chosen topics has been reported particularly for 

young writers by the process approach researchers, in the sense that with free topics 

children have more control over the d g  of the texts they were constructing (Kamkr, 

1992). Graves (1983) suggested that young writers should write on seEselected topics 

and a teacher's role is to help mdents to choose their topics well According to his 

argument, children can discover subjects of their own voice and maintain the voice m 

writing about the self-selected topics. Topics should not be assigned from teachers' 

perspectives because children write best about what they h o w  best In her &-month 

observational study of four Southeast Asian cMdrm in ESL, U m a  (1987) reported that 

the children were more effective when they chose their own topics. Edelslry and Smith 

(1984) have also suggested that most assigned topics fail to motivate children to write as 

effectively as they do when they choose their own topics. They descriibe student writings 

on assigned topics as "inauthentic", and the ones on self selected topics as "authentic", 
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and reflect that students' writings on their own topics are more neat, carefblly iRustrated, 

and extensively revised than wridngs on assigned topics. 

In contrast, some researchers doubt the effectiveness of giving complete W o r n  

and question whether the competence of self-selection in informal writing will transfer to 

formal writing tasks such as reports and essay questions. Kamler's (1992) study 

demomates that when children are free to choose a topic, they produce a MITOW range 

of content in their texts. Kamler observed two kindergarten children (fiom Caucasian 

middle c h s  fimilk) and analyzed their writing texts and interviews with them over two 

and a half years. The results of the analysis of the children's writing shows that it is not 

necessarily the case that children produce a wide variety of genres when they are free to 

choose their own topics. 'The children in her study tended to avoid moving into fields 

other than personal experience except when they were given explicit instruction She 

claimed that a pedagogy emphasizing fiee topic choice is problematic. Thus, other fields 

young children need to explore as part of their learning about themselves and the world 

should be encouraged. 

Lee (1987) suggested a practical way to balance the controversial issue in topic 

selection for childrea She paid particular attention to the question of whether students 

who were not taught the discipline and precision required m formal writing (such as 

reports and answering essay questions) wiIl be able to accomplish those tasks with the 

same competence as the writing task with sex-selected topics. She attempted to find a 

balance between composing on teacher assigned topics and students' own topics, and a 

way to lead student informal writing form (on seIfselected topics) to a more clear, 



29 

organized, and expository writing* such as answering essay questions. According to 

Lee's suggestion, students in lower grades begin their learning based on self selected 

topics, as Graves (1983) claimed, and gradually assigned topics are introduced they move 

up in the grades. In addition, Lee emphasized that the transition from self selection to 

assigned topic writing should be approached with minimal anxiety to dl develop fluency 

and conf5dence in composing with factnaI infomation, sorting out what is pertinent, and 

organizing the details of what they have discovered- 

In research on hwriting, the issue of the authority of topic selection, relatively, 

has not been actively discussed. It may be because the most of the studies of freewriting 

are about adult students rather than children, and basically adult students choose a topic 

freely, and are encouraged to write down whatever they want. Pennebaker (1991) stated 

that students who would like to talk to others but can't because of fear of embarrassment 

or punishment should be encouraged to express it through their fieewriting- Fontain 

( I99 1) collected the samples of L 1 student writers7(who were fkshmen at a university) 

freewriting (with free-chosen topics) and analyzed the topics and purposes of students' 

freewriting. The students made use of fieewriting m order to record private experiences 

that have taken place in tk ir  lives or imagined fantasy experiences. It was also used m 

making plans or goals; exploring or searching for solutions to their personal and academic 

problems; evaluating their personal feelings or experiences. The common topics the 

students usually wrote about m their -writing include grades, teachers, particular 

courses, entertainment, fiiends, relationships, health, personal sports, relatives, 

dormitories, home, careers, and weather (Fontain, 1991). 
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Some ESL researchers have focused on the discussion of what kind of topics should 

be assigned to students. Vanett and Jurich (1990) stated that personal topics are easily 

accessible to students and do not need outside research, so that student writers win not 

easily get blocked when expressing their ideas. In the study of personal journal writing, 

they suggested teachers choose personal experience for topics, so that students do not 

have to worry about finding information while writing. Peyton (1990) also agreed with 

using personal topics for writing. Furthermore, she said that students should choose the 

content fkom the variety of their life experiences, and through this process, develop a 

sense of involvement in the writing process (Peyton, 1990)- 

In general, the influence of writing topic on individual students' writing processes 

has been under-emphasized in current research on composition (Schumacher, 1986). 

Moreover, the effect of introducing topics on the students' motivation to write has been 

rarely discussed m research Ow researcher, Brousseau (1996), reported that the 

participant in her case study often benefitted fiom picture prompts presented by a teacher, 

for generating ideas to write logs. Pictures used as topics such as a photograph of a bride 

stimulated him to reflect on marriage; the picture of an older woman inspired him to write 

about his mother. According to Hayes (1996), 'Visuayspatial' representations, such as 

graphs, tables, or pictures, have an important role for students in undemanding the 

message of the text. For example, scientific journals, magazines, newspapers, and ads 

often provide a variety of pictures in order to enhance the visual effects to readers. More 

studies need to be done to investigate whether such visual suppa  t helpful for students 

to generate ideas and to hcrease students' motivation for &writing. 



5.2. Brainstorming 

As noted in chapter one, regarding classroom application, freewriting can be 

adopted as a technique to search for a topic or generate more ideas for a formal writing 

project Also, fkeewciting can be used as an independent exercise to increase fluency and 

speed of students' composition When it is the case of writing exercises, students may 

need some idea generation on a writing topic for fieewriting itself. Raimes (1983) noted 

that when students complain about how difficult it is to write in a second language, they 

are talking about the difficulty of finding ideas for the writing, not only about the difficulty 

of finding the right words and using the correct grammar- In particular, novice writers 

may need some time to think about wbat to put on paper about a selected topic, since 

there is a time limit imposed in freewriting. 

In the process writing classroom, brainstorming techniques are used to help 

student writers generate a wider and more stimulating range of ideas than the teachers 

could have suggested alone @onaldson, 1990). The beneficial effects of brainstorming 

has been advocated in the literature, in terms of encouraging students to get more ideas 

and stimulate them to write it down, by exploring a selected topic more +ally with 

others. Raimes (1983) stated that under the circumstances that ESL students have to use 

a topic given m a typical textbook (wbich may not be so interesting to the students as a 

topic), brainstorming can encourage them to find their own ideas about the topic, through 

the opportunity to speak and listen to others. This corresponds with Hayes' (1996) 

explanation that spoken language can offer usehrl inputs to tbe writing process in terms of 

adding content information. In Brousseau (1996)'s action study on a writing process 
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class, the participant (an a d d  ESL student) said that the oral brainstorming technique 

used m class helped him make writing decisions. Czemiewska (1992) also advocated 

using a brainstorming technique to support young writing learners' struggling for content 

in their composition- 

Clustering is a technique of coIlecting all ideas fkom sman group brainstorming 

which can be used by a teacher. Clustering unfolds fiom a center with a nucleus word or 

phrase, which is the writing topic. It allows writers to start w d h g  not knowing exactly 

what, where, who, when, and how, and accepts their wondering, uncertainty, even chaos 

(Rico, 1983). Rico (1983) stated that clustedng can show to students how k l y  any 

ideas can be generated on a selected topic of writing. Given Hayes' (1996) notion of 

visual-spatial effect on understanding the message of the text (mentioned earlier in this 

chapter), such a visual technique of presenting idea generation may be a good stimulus for 

students' idea generation m fhwriting. 

5.3. Feedback 

Teacher feedback in freewriting: 

Elbow's (1973) description of the characteristics of hwr i t i ng  does not include 

any type of feedback on freewriting. In fact, he stipulated that providing no feedback on 

freewriting is helphrl for students. However, m the various applications of finewriting, 

Elbow's view of giving no feedback on EteeWrifitlg is sometimes ignored- For example, 

Hammond (1991) stressed that in focussed freewriting, it is crucial for students to receive 
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timely, nonjudgmental feedback, so that they can clarify the strengths in their current 

thinking and develop further investigation. 

In fact, m the other formal expressive writing in ESL classrooms, such as personal 

journal writing, dialogue journal writing, and impromptu writing, teacher feedback is 

provided on students' composition. Noticeab1y' all of the teacher feedback focus on 

commenting only on content and ideas of students' WfitiClg without error comction 

According to the coarse description of the writing process ckss (in the ESL propun of 

the present study), teachers respond only to the content of learners' writing, by asking 

questions, expressing sympathy, seeking clarificvion, and so on. They believe that this 

kind of feedback lets students know whether or not their writing was comprehensiile 

(Donaldson, 1990)- 

Responding only to content a d  focussing on commUILiCation with students 

without error comction seems to be one of main principles of informal expressive writing 

modes (if there is feedback on student writing), which may be crucially related to one of 

the benefits of freewriting, reducing students' writing apprehension. But, how does such 

feedback influence the improvement of the quality of student writing in general? Why do 

not the teachers using informal expressive writing correct students' e m ?  More 

discussion on how to respond to student writing is presented m the next section, 

Debate on how m respond to student writing: 

Over the past twenty years' studies of composition have given considerable 

attention to the issue of how to provide fetdback to students' writing. According to 
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Gumming's (1985) description, the common techniques that teachers use to respond to a 

student's writing are evaluation, error identikation, teacher correction, margird 

commentary, checklists, oral responses, direct iosuuction, reformulaton aed peer 

responses. Focus on fdback is normally either on the writers' ideas (e-g., orieinality, 

support and development, clarity) or on formal aspects of the text (e-g,, sentence 

structure, vocabulary choice and usage, cohesion devices} (Boswood, Dwyer, Hofkm 

and Lockhart, 1993). The question of what would be the most effective way of providing 

feedback to improve students' writing skill is stdl going o n  

Traditionally, ESL teacbers have been concerned with the accuracy and 

correctness of surface-level features of writing and error identification, and this is still 

most widely employed for responding to ESL wxiting (Zamel, 1985). The following 

description is one of the recommendations provided in the 1970s by ESL professionals as 

the techniques and practices for ESL teachers' responding to student writing: 

Error correction is crucial for karning the writing skill, and 
correction techniques are essendaIly the same for controlled 
and free composition. Using a set list of correction 
symbols, teachers indicate student errors focussing on the 
teaching point and previously learned pattern (Bruder and 
Furey, 1979, p.71). 

The proponents of the process approach argue that the directions based on 

prescriptive grammar instruction have focussed too much on an analysis of texts of a 

'product', rather than on the processes of writing. Raimes (1983) argued that a teacher's 

feedback has been traditionally focussed on correcting grammatical errors and spelling 

with evaluative comments lh T e r y  good  or 'Could be improved," and r e e g  some 
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of students' sentences, rather than judging students' writing as a reader. Therefore, 

students have seen that what they say m their writing is less important than following the 

rules of grammar and syntax. They rarely understand that their writing is a piece of 

reading which could have its own audience (Raimes, 1983). 

Meanwhile, the influence of process-oriented research has provided the teacher 

with a different point of view on errors in student writing. KroU and Schafer (1984) 

stated that we should see errors as necessary stages m all language-learning, as the 

product of intelligent cognitive strategies, and therefore, as potentiany useful indicators of 

what processes the student is using. On the other hand, Ikh (1990) suggested that 

teacher feedback should focus on different aspects of writing at different stages of the 

writing process, such as focussing on content for inidai.dtafts, organization and style for 

later drafts, and suggests that surface-level corrections be made on& on the h a l  draft. 

Although the debate on error correction in the field of composition study is stil l 

lingering, writing teachers who implement i n f o d  expressive writing in their ESL 

classrooms mostly give fdback on content since students' writing m those classrooms 

seen as a draft, not a final product. Also, it may be necessary to provide no error 

correction, because one of the benefits of those writing modes is reducing writing 

apprehension 
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5.4. Sormnary 

The Beratwe review on the tbree aspects of writing instruction - topic selection, 

brainstorming, and feedback - shows that the specific implementation of these aspects can 

vary according to different fbnctions and different influences. Topics can be assigned by a 

teacher, which has been the traditional way in the form-focussed approach to writing 

instruction, or selected ficeeIy by a student writer- Free-chosen topics have been 

advocated by the process approach proponents, especially in the writing classrooms for 

children, in that young writers can produce more meaningful composition and be 

motivated to develop more ideas. Other studies against he-chosen topics argue that 

free-chosen topics for children make the range of topic genre too limited, and therefore, 

students who are accustomed only to 6ree-chosen topics may not be able to accomplish 

formal writing tasks. The studies done on informal expressive writing for L1 student 

writers and adult ESL students do not seem to discuss who should select a writing topic, 

but emphasize that the subject of a topic should be dated to students' private experience. 

In addition, it is noticeable that the different ways of introducing a writing topic may have 

certain effects on the motivation of student writers. From the review, the questions for 

issues relating to topic selection in the context of the present study are who selects the 

topic, what are the topics that stirnulate the students, and how does one introduce the 

topic. The literature also discusses brainstorming techniques as a means of enhancing 

student writers' idea generation, and this may also be usefbl in freewriting in terms of 

helping with students' common worry - what to write about. In the studies of teacher 

feedback on student composition, researchers have been debating on what to focus o n  
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For accuracy, teachers have aaditionally focussed on correcting errors in students' 

writing. However, teachers in the process approach classroom respond only to content 

and ideas of students' writing, so that they can concentrate on creation of meaning, 

particularly m drafts. All the discussions on the specific aspects of impkmentation of 

writing m classrooms imply that their different functions can have Merent intluences on 

the goaIs of the writing task m order to uItimate1y improve studentsT writing. 



Chapter Tbree 

Research rnethodologv 

The data coDection for the thee research questions (see p.8) of the present study is 

based mainly on the quditative approach (case studies of eight ESL students conducted 

during classroom observation, participant interviews and coIlecting lesson documents). In 

this chapter, firsS I explain the rationale of using this approach based on a literature 

review, and then provide information about the pi@cipants and the context of the 

classrooms. The procedures of the data collection and the data analysis are then 

d e s c r i i .  Additionally, there was one survey conducted to address one very specific 

issue (the magnitude of the ESL students' difficulty in reading teachers7 handwriting); the 

procedure of how the survey was carried out is described in this chapter. 

1. The rationale of using a qualitative approach 

According to Hayes (1996), cultural and social fkctors that influence writing are 

pervasive, but still there have not been many studies devoted to those factors. Most of 

the studies are exploratory in character and make use of case study or ethnographic 

methods (Hayes, 1996). Kmtor (1984) also stressed that a study of composition s h o d  

present a picture of the educational context of writing including the conditions under 

which students write; the teaching methods and styles; the persooalities, attitudes, and 

learning processes of individual students; and a variety of interactions among these 

variables. In fxt ,  a number of the studies regarding the writing process in L2 context 

38 
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(Gaskill, 1986; Lay, 1982; Zamel, 1983) used case studies to investigate their research 

questions- 

Krapels (1990) suggested ethnography as the best research design for the issues of 

writing processes including participants' pomt of view in the research context, Miles and 

Huberman (1994) have stated that qualitative data lets us h o w  what real life is like 

through focussing on natlltal and orcfinary events in nanrraI settings. Accordingly, it Iets 

us get closer to the 'truth'. They added that the richness and holism of qyahtive data 

may allow complexity to be revealed which is difficult to quantify- There are many 

variables that influence writing, and before a detailed quantitative study can be done, 

factors that influence writing in various contexts need to be identified, and thus 

exploratory studies need to be done so that the right questions can be asked- I chose 

principally a qualitative approach to data collection and analysis for my research questions, 

since I believe that a qualitative perspective is appropriate for getting in-depth information 

on studentsT perceptions of the freewziting activity, and factors involved in constructing 

students' opinions about the activity- 

2. The participants 

The participants of the study were eight students of English as a second language 

in three different process writing classrooms (in the non-credit program) in the intensive 

ESL program of Carleton University. The students' are five males and three females, 

aged between 19 and 26. Six of them are from Korea and two from Japan. I met the 
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three Korean studen9 ( Dong-keun, Tae-soo, and Nam-woo) m the faIL term, another 

two Korean students ( Yun-hee and Ho-joon) in the winter term, and two Japanese and 

one Korean (Reiko, Tomoko, and Jm-woo) m the fonowing spring tern 

Dong-keun had just arrived m Canada when I met him, and it was the first time for 

him to go to an English speaking country. He graduated from a university in Korea and 

came to Cana& with his wife to take the ESL program His goal was to improve his 

general competence m English, and he was planning to take the TOEFL (Test of En@h 

as a Foreign Language) test either for a funue job, or for attending a school m Canada 

(He was not sure about his h e  plans, but felt that a high TOEFL score is very 

important.) The other two students in the first set of data, Tae-soo and Nam-woo, both 

had experiences of living in English speaking countries, but were born and raised m Korea, 

and both were sti I l  emofled in Korean universities. Tae-soo just came fkom Austrah to 

Canada, where he took a three-month ESL program. Nam-woo stayed in the United 

States of America for one month (he did not take any English courses there) before 

coming to C d a .  

Yun-hee was a 25-year-old female who graduated from a Korean university, with a 

B . A  in English Literature. She was phmhg to apply for CTESL (Certificate of 

Teaching English as a Second Language) program at Carleton University m order to  get a 

job related to teaching English. Before arriving in Ottawa, she took an ESL program for 

one term in Victoria, B.C. Ho-Joon came to Canada to enroll in the ESL program after 

taking an ESL program for about five months in the United States of America His 

' ~ 1 1  the names of the participants m tbis study are pseudonyms. 
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purpose for learning English abroad was to get a high mark in a TOEIC ( Test of English 

for International Communication) for his future job m Korea He said that while talcing 

an English program in a private institute in the United States of America, he rarely had any 

e.qerience m English composition. 

Reiko was a nineteen-year OM Japanese girl who graduated fkom high school in 

Japan, and came to Canada hoping to attend a Canadian U13i'versity- She bad been m 

Canada for seven months, but was new in the ESL program Another Japanese girl, 

Tomoko, was twenty four years old- It was the second term for her to attend the 

Carleton ESL program, She came to Canada because she wanted to improve her general 

English skills. Jin-woo was a twenty six-year-old Korean man_ He had just arrived in 

Canada, and it was the first time for him to be outside of his country- He was considering 

to take the TOEFL test or CAEL (Carbon Academic English Language) test to get into a 

Canadian or an American university. Background information on the eight students is 

summarkd in Table 1. 

For understanding the students' perceptions in this study I would like to mention 

that aIl the participants have had a form-centred and teacher dominant education in their 

schooling. An the participants in this study graduated fiom their high school in their 

countries, that is, either in Korea or in Japan. Generally, m the cokge education setting 

in Korea, the students write on teacher-given topics and their teacher responds to their 

writing, focussing on vocabulary, sentence structure, grammu, and mechanics. Student 

writing has always been evaluated, which causes high writing apprehension among the 

students (Song, 1997). Teachmg English in Japan has mditionaTly been product-oriented 
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based on the gfammar-translation method, needed to pass competitive university entrance 

exams. Japanese teachers of English are more interested in the product than in the 

process of teaching and leamiug (Pacek, 1996). The six Korean participants have been 

through the same education background as descri i  above, and the other two Japanese 

participants have also had a uaditional form-focussed 

Enmh education m Japan. 

experience m their previous 

- - -  

prior experience 
of Jearning 

English composi- 
tion 

Student Gender Level of the 
Course 

Time 
exposed 
to the 

process 
writing 
class at 

Carleton 
u- 
new Korean none Dong- 

keun 
male 

Korean 
Korean 

new none 
m an English 
course at his 
University in 

Korea 
in prior ESL in 

Victoria 

male 
- - 

Nam- 
WOO 

new 

Korean Yun- hee female 

- 

in prior ESL in 
the States 

none 
none 

new 

Japanese 
Japanese 

new 
One term 

(three 
months) 

new 

Reiko 

Tomoko 

female 
female 

Korean none male 
Table 1. Background information on the eight students. 
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3. The context 

The eight participants in this study were attending the process writing classes in the 

non-credit intensive ESL program of Carleton University- The process writing class (six 

hours a week) is a compulsory component of the mtensive English language course, and 

provides an example of the implementation of the process approach (Broweau, 1996). 

The goal of the course is to impire m each student the confidence and ability to adapt to 

various levels of the process of witing, inchding topic selection and idea generation, 

conferencing and revision (Magahay & Woods, 1990). 

ESL at Carleton University are offered at four levels, called IClO (basic level of 

English), IC20 (low-intermediate level of English), LC25 (intermediate level of English) 

and IC30 (high-intermediate level of English). As shown in Table 1, four of the students 

in this study are fkom IC20 class, two of them are fiom MT5, and two 6mm IC30 ckss. 

There are twelve weeks of instruction m the fall and winter tenas, six weeks in the spring 

and summer terms, and four weeks m the late summer term, The writing course 

included the writing of both formal rhetorical patterns ( in paRicular, for the academic 

writing at university level), a grammar lesson and reg* (each class) fiee-g (which 

was called by the teachers 'log writing7') acm- Evaluation of the writing class is based 

on the accumulation of all written work including log entries, evidence of conferences, and 

one final formal writing p r o w  The writing folder is evaluated in terms of quantity and 

quality ( Donaldson, 1990). 



4. Data collection 

There are three sets of qualitative data in the present study, and one quantitative 

result from a m e y .  The three sets of data were collected at three time-s throughout the 

term, on eight different students, but all as descn'bed earlier with simular educational 

backgrounds. It was decided to choose eight students as opposed to studying a smaller 

m b e r  of students throughout the year, because initially' I was not concentrating on the 

evolutionary development of the students' perceptions toward fkeewrkhg, but rather on 

idennfying the factors that influence students' opinions a d  how they relate to the success 

of the various sub-activities and the rest of the class. By increasing the number of 

students I have increased the p o s s ~ i t y  of identifying the important factors involved in 

forming students7 opinion of fieewriting, rather than just the factors that are relevant to a 

smaller number of students if a longitudinal study was done. The first set of data was 

collected during the fan term (12-week) of the ESL program from Dong-keun, Tae-soon, 

and Nam-woo. The second set of data was fiom Yun-hee and Ho-joon during the winter 

term (1 2-week). The last set of data was during the fono wed spring term (&week) fiom 

Reiko, Tomoko and Jin-woo. 

To improve the crediity of tbe findings and interpretations in the study, I used 

De& (1978)'s suggestion of the technique of 'methodological triangulation'. The 

notion is to use different methods of data collection to broaden perspectives towards a 

3 

It should be noted that emerging patterns appeared in the data which suggested 
evolutionary development of some of the students attitudes. This is discussed in the 
final chapter. 
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final interpretation Every data set mchdes classroom observation, interviewing, and 

document coIlection (e-g. students' logs, lesson materials, etc.), These methods of 

collecting data are descriibed in more detail in the next few sections. 

4.1. Classroom observation 

I observed the three writing classrooms that the participants in this study were 

attending, in order to find out the structure of a writing class and the specific tasks and 

techniques m fieewriting activities. Dmirig the obse~atioas, I recorded the lessons and 

took notes to assist in the transcription process. The observation belped me to 

understand better the participants' reflections, the interaction of the classroom, and the 

functions of each task in the lessons. For instance, whik attending the writing 

classrooms, I could see how a teacher introduced the topic with what kind of technique, 

how brainstorming and idea collection were carried out, the students' reactions when they 

received feedback, and so on. 

4.2. Interoiew 

The f k b g s  of this study are based principally on transcripts of the interviews with 

the eight students, since I was mostly interested in students' perceptions of classroom 

activities m this study. Seidman (1991) has stated that he interviews people to hear their 

stories when he wants to how their consciousness of social and educational issues. To 

those who would argue whether te&g stories can be science, Reason (1981) said that 

good stories in social sciences stimulate people's minds, hearts and souls and bring them 
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new insights in their problems and the human condition, which we cannot directly get from 

natural sciences. Seidman (1991) also mentioned that interviewing allows us to 

understand people's behaviour and action founded on observation According to 

Seidman's description, the purpose of in-depth interviewing is to understand other 

people's experience and the meaning they make of that experience. Interviewing is a 

powerful way to gain insight into educational issues through derstandiag the experience 

of the individuals whose lives constitute education (Seidman, 1991)- Consequently, in- 

depth interviewing enabled me to how more about what the students' experiences are, 

and the meanings of their behaviours in the classroom, which I could not notice through 

classroom observation alone. 

The major focus of interviewing the students was diBerent4 from one another 

during the three sets of data collection, except one point, the questions about the general 

perception of bwrifing effeaiveness (such questions as 'What do you think of 

fieewriting?" 'Do  you see the beneficial effect of the exercise?" ), were given to all 

participants. In the first set of data, the intenriews consisted of (fiom September to the 

first week of November in 1997) a group interview with three participants and in a effort 

to remain unbiased and let the students comments Iead me to emerging pattern, my 

questions were more about their general feeling of writing classroom and freewriting 

exercise in the class. I wanted to know how students pictured the exercise in their mind 

4 

The reason for this is because the interviews were carried out at different stages in my 
study, and at each stage patterns began to emerge, so that the questioning began to change 
and focus on these patterns. 
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before I gave them specific and concrete questions. So, at first I tohi them I was 

interested in all the classroom activities and students' learning English in general and just 

let them taIk about the class of the day, like chatting. For example, the questions that I 

gave them were: "How was the class today?" , "What did you learn today?". 

Fortunately, they often spontaneously (I did not have to coax them, and so remained 

unbiased in the questioning) talked about ~~g of the day, and once someone 

addressed the topic of freewriting or anything related to freewriting, then the others also 

made some comments on it, I rarely interrupted their conversation and just showed 

interest in their opinions while audio-taping and taking notes. 

Sometimes, I asked, "What did you do at the beginning of the class?" In spite of 

knowing that the freewriing activity is usually carried out first, since I did not want to 

lead freewriting as a topic of the interview on purpose and attempted to elicit their 

perceptions of freewriting fiom their thoughts on the overall activities in the writing 

classroom Through processes like these, I found the spec& questions that I could ask 

in order to explore students' perceptions of fieewriting. Regarding the practice, they 

taIked about a teacher's feedback, the length of writing time, the topic of the day, 

discussion on the topic, their self-evaluation on their writing, the effect of freewriting 

exercises, and so on. Based on those points in their conversation, I came up with specific 

questions for the fonowing intemiews in the second and third data sets. 

In the second and third data sets, my interview questions focussed more on 

students' perceptions of the developing themes (noted in previous paragraph). In these 

terms, besides asking questions about their general impression of the writing class and 



fr~eWri~g, I asked more specitic questions in the order depending on the progression of 

the interview reIated to my research, such as: 

What do you think about the topics of fhwfiting? 

What do you think about the brainstorming activity? 

How about the time for &writing? Is it appropriate? 

How do you feel about a teacher's feedback on your fkewrihg? 

I met the students once every other week during the one-term period ( n o d y  one 

term is about three months), so the interviews were conducted with every participant 

about 4 to 6 times. (Owing to different p e r s o d  time schedules, the number of times I 

interviewed each person is individually different-) The last data coktion was carried out . 
in the spring term @om April to May) with two Japanese girls and one Korean man 

Unusually there were not many Korean students enrolling in the ESL program during the 

term, and &us, it was difficult to find Korean participants. I selected Japanese students 

instead, since their English learning background is considered similar to Korean students, 

and the cultural difference would be less than students ftom other countries such as Latin 

America, Middle East, or Europe. 

The interviews with six Korean participants were conducted in Korean, and the 

interviews with the two Japanese students in English, Thus, the quotes only fkom Korean 

participants were translated fkom the original Korean comments into English, whereas the 

comments made by the Japanese students were transcribed literally. Although the two 

Japanese students' proficiency in English was not at the advanced level, their oral 

proficiency was good enough to convey their opinions as shown in their comments 
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presented m the next chapter- I usually met them in the cafeteria on campus after their 

classes, avoiding lunch time and crowded time, so that I could record our conversation 

In general, one interview lasted for approximately 90 minutes. 

4.3. Document collection 

In addition to the obsefyation notes and the vansctipts of interviews, I also 

collected lesson materials in the class, such as articles or pictures for introducing topics, 

grammar lesson handouts, and the students' logs with the teachers' comments. 

4.4. Survey (regarding kgbiiity of m e = '  handwriting) 

While interviewing the participants. I found some of them had difficulty in reading a 

teacher's handwritten comments on their logs, because of their difkuky in recognizixig the 

letters. Thus, I conducted a survey on a Jarger group of students addressing this problem 

to find out the scale of the problem in the writing classes of the ESL program. 

The question posed to the students in the survey was: 

Q. Is there any problem to read a teacher's handwriting of the comments on your logs? 

If there is, how diffbdt is it for you to read? 

Very difficult to read Difficult a little bit diflicult readable easy to read 
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Forty-six ESL students m four different classrooms of the same process writing 

program participated in answering the question 

5. Data anafysis 

As mentioned earher, most of the data in this study are based on the mmcripts of 

the interviews with eight students. To d y s e  data systematically, I was guided by the 

procedures described by Glaser and Straw (1967) for a constant comparative method of 

data analysis. Through this method, qualitative data can be analysed m ystematic ways to 

discover underlying themes, and lead to a framework for a theory However, in my 

analysis I used the model only as a means of processing tbe data, not to develop a theory, 

as is suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). First, independent of a stage in the model, I 

reviewed the interview transcripts and &Id notes fiom the observation and audio-taped 

lessons, checking with the collection of the students' logs and lesson materials, so that I 

could get a general idea of what the students were saying and what kind of classroom 

activities occurred in the classes. From this level of data collection, I was able to 

categorize the data at dace-level, but I treated the categories as dynamic and flexible, to 

discover where the data would lead, 

The first stage of the Constant Comparative Method is to code incidents m the 

data into as  many categories of analysis as poss1'ble, and then to look at common patterns 

in the data As mentioned, the initial categorization of the content of all the data m this 

study was divided into five categories: topic selection, brainstorming, writing tim, 



feedback, and overall perceptions of the fieewrifing activity. According to the categories, 

I marked what appeared to be relevant passages and made brief marginal notes as rough 

classifications (e-g., advantage of teacher assigned topics, the bench of brainstorming, 

strength of timed wrhing, functions of teacher feedback, and so on), The main ruk of the 

Comparative Method is to code an event for a category, and then compare it to previous 

events m the same and different coding groups. I: used this technique repeatedly to come 

to understand the factors involved m each category I then searched for the repeated 

patterns and inconsistent or negative statements with the iaitial rough classifiications. For 

example, under a coding of 'advantage of teacher assigned topics'. I included the quotes 

below: 

Tomoko: ... in the last term, the writing teacher always said 
that 'You can write anything," Anything is not specific, 
that is why we always got confbsed about what we should 
write... but m this class, Teacher C always gives us only one 
topic, so tbat we can write, 

Yun-hee: ... it is good for p r e p d g  for the TWE test. You 
have to write about a given topic quickly m 30 minutes...... 

Then, as inconsistent opinions, I included: 

Reiko: ... I think that 'dq' is very abstract word,.. it was 
difficult to write...... 

Then, inductively derived themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) emerged fkom these categories 

of the data, such as an example fiom the presented quotes: 'teacher assigned topics were 

positive to these students,' 'students do not like an abstract topic,' thus, a new theme 



52 

emerged such as 'abstract words selected by a teacher is not good for a topic.' 

For the last stage, I compared the themes fiom the final categories and their 

properties, and discovered relationships among the themes of the categories. Later, I 

compared such themes to the theoretical framework in the literature, to understand 

whether the hdings fit in with the current views of 6reewfiting- 



Chapter Four 

Findings 

1. Preliminary notes 

The findings of the present study are to be treated as exploratory and informative, 

since the research setting is limited to one specific context, one type of -writing in the 

process writing classroom of the Carleton University ESL program, and the students' 

perceptions are derived fiom a limited number of participants (only Korean and Japanese 

students) through open-ended interviews. 

As noted earlier, here are merent types of fkeewriting classroom application 

depending on its functions and relationships to other course activhies- Thus, I provide a 

specification of the type of fieewriting discussed m this study. 

From the observations of the three writing ciassrooms, it was found that the 

classroom teachers were using two different types of fieewfiting, for different functions in 

the writing class. One type was when fieewriting was adopted as part of a formal writing 

project io order to help students' search for topics and idea generation This type of 

freewriting is placed at the initial stage in the fonnal writing process. The other type of 

freewriting observed was as an activity which was independent kom other components of 

the writing class (there were other components consisting of one class, such as a grammar 

lesson and a fonnal writing project). The teachers termed this activity "log writing'' and 

used it in order to enhance students' fluency and confidence in English writing. In this 

case, the usage of fieewriting was as an independent activity ('log writing' in this context), 

53 
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and it became one of the components of classroom activities with its own particular 

functions and effects on the students m the class- 

Freewriting in the present study refers only to the -writing activity (log writing) 

as a component of a writing class, which was used as a separate writing exercise to 

enhance students' writing fluency and confddence, and idea generation skilL I chose this 

type of fteewriting to atliifyse m this study becanse when interviewing students about 

fkeewriiting it was this type that they mentioned not the other type used m the f o d  

writing process. Also, this fieewriting activity was used for a range of benefits in 

common to informal expressive wfiting? such as increasing writing fluency and confidence 

as wen as idea generation, thus, this type of fieewrithg was considered to be more 

relevant than the other type of freewriting- Therefore, the findings from the data analysis 

intend to examine this fkeewriting activity in terms of the structure, the hctions, the 

implementation procedure, and their effects on students- 

2. Findings 

The findings of the present study are presented according to the order of the 

research questions mentioned in Chapter One. The answer to question number one (What 

are the mujor components of the fieewnewnting activity observed in the three writing 

classrooms, ie. the procedures and sub-activities by which freewriting is camed out?) 

* - .  
intends to describe the sub-actnrrtles in the context of the basic structure of the -Writing 

activity in common to the three writing classrooms, determining the hction of each sub- 
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activity' based on my classroom observation and the analysis of the teaching documents. 

In addition, a brief explanation of the general procedure of the sub-activities are provided. 

For question number two (Whnt variatio~cs in the implementanon of the sub-activities 

are observed in the three writing classroom?), the specific ways of carrying out each 

sub-activity implemented by the three writing teachers are iIlustrated based on the 

observation notes, and the colfection of documents inchding teaching materials and 

students'logs. Based on the range of procedures for irnpkmenting the fieewriting activity 

which was established fkom question number one and two, question number three (What 

are the students'perceptions of the sub-activiries and the ways in which they ore 

implemenzed?) present the comments of the eight students (who participated in this study 

&om the three writing classrooms), according to the order of the general procedure of the 

freewriting activity. 

2.1. Research question om: What are the mqjor components of thefrrcwriting a&ki@ 

observed in the three writing clrrssrooms, ie. the procedures and sub- adivities by 

whikhfremdting is &d out? 

As a result of the observation of the three writing classrooms, the fieewriting 

activity (called 'Log writing' by teachers m the writing classrooms) was being carded out 

as  one of the components of the process writing class, along with other components such 

as a grammar lesson and a formal writing project, and the type of fieewrhiag was close to 

focused freewriting, in that there was an assigned topic which students were supposed to 

focus on while fieewrithg. Similar to Woods' (1996) perspective of the structure of 



Figure! 1. The basic structure of the writing class showing the hierarchical and sequential 
relationships of the components. 

classroom teaching (described m Chapter Two), the fieewriting component in these three 

classrooms can be broken down into rhree sub-actions: pre-&writing activiry (topic 

selection and brainstorming), freewriting, and post-fkewriting activity (feedback on 

student writing). That is, the sub-activities of the -writing activity in the writing 

classrooms were topic selection, brainstorming, writing on the selected topic, and 

feedback on student writing. Figure 1 illustrates the basic structure of the writing class, 

showing the organization of the components of the finewriting activity. In the structure 

shown in Figure I, all of the sub-actlvrtleS 
- . -  are comwcted to the freewriting acthity as a 

subordinate level, which implies that all of them play a role in impkmenting the a h d y -  
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In this study, I use the term 'fuaction' to refer to the role that each sub-activity plays in 

the structure of a freewriting activity. Based on the classroom observation and the kld 

notes of the teacherst instruction, the fimctions of the four sub-activities are as follows. 

First, a topic provides a writer with a notion to concentrate on, and to develop 

ideas within the range of the thematic stream, to fill a sheet of paper. Topic selection for 

keewriting focuses on choosing an interesting and motivating prompt which allows 

students to write freely and to enhance their writing fluency- It was observed that 

Teacher C was explaining to the clw that 'topic should be something that encourages or 

pushes you to write*'. Brainstorming on the topic fimctions to help students generate 

wider and more stimulating ideas for their fieewriting through explaining their own ideas 

to others and responding to others' ideas. When they explore many ideas through taking 

about a selected topic, students may readily get into the actual writing mood. The actual 

writing is the core activity of the structure of a ~~g activity. This activity provides 

the place where the students express their ideas generated through the pre-kewriting 

stages in written form; where they can develop ~ e n c y  d quality of their writing through 

the practice of actual action. Feedback is a response to the students' written production, 

and influences their motivation and attitudes towards the next bwfit ing activity. 

According to the structtm of a fkewdhg activity, the four sub-activities are at 

the same hierarchical level and are related to each other sequentially, that is, one occurs 

before or after the other during the class. Brainstorming is carried out after a topic 

selected for the log of the day. Then, tbe actual writing period proceeds, followed by the 



Figare 2. A model of the hewriting process 

feedback period after the logs are handed in The submitted logs are returned to the 

students with feedback usually m the next class. Thus, it seems that the function of each 

sub-actjvity connects one to the other, which implies a model of the kwriting process 

that is sequential and recurrent as illustrated in 

Figure 2. 

2.2. Research question two: What v-RS in the impIcmenMion of tk sub- 

activities are observed in the t h e  writing chssmoms? 

Elbow (1973) d e s c r i i  the procedure of freewrititlg such as that students put 
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down on paper whatever they can tttiaL of witbin a certain amount of time (he mentioned 

ten to meen minutes), emphasizing that there should be no feedback on the students' 

freewriting. However, according to my observation of the three teachers' instruction and 

classroom interaction in the writing classrooms, the procedure of carrying out the 

freewriting activity, and the variations in implementing the freewriting sub-activiries were 

more complex- 

It was observed that the three teachers usually followed the general procedure as 

described above as Figure 2, that is, topic selection, brainstorming, writing, and feedback. 

A teacher brought up a topic for the log writing and wrote it down on the blackboard with 

the number of the log- Then, students brainstormed on the topic in groups, or m the 

whole class with the teacher. The wridIlg time was normalEy about fifteen to twenty 

minutes, and the teacher coIIected students' logs before gomg on to the next activity of the 

class. Unlike Elbow's direction for freewriting exercises, the teachers m this writing 

program gave feedback on students' logs by malring some comments on the content. The 

students received back their logs with the comments usually the next class- 

According to the obsenation of three writing classrooms, the specific procedures 

of the fieewrithg activity to be carried out by the three teachers were different and each 

teacher's implementation was different fiom one day to the next. Sometimes it was 

observed that the teachers did not implement all of the sub-activities as outlined in the 

previous section . Using the brainstorming technique was very flexible, in that the 

teachers sometimes had students brainstorm on a given topic, and sometimes the students 

skipped brainstorming and just wrote right after selecting a topic. In the feedback on 



fieewriting, the students received comments on their fkewriting fiom their teacher, but 

sometimes also fiom their peers. The next section wiIl desc~libe how each of the four 

sub-activities can be carried out in different ways. 

The placement of the freewriting acthity activity the c k s  was -rent among the three 

teachers according to the classroom teachers' individual decision making. This 

keewriting activity seemed to be normally placed at the bepinning of the class in the 

Teachers A and C' s classrooms, but Teacher B carried out &writing after a grammar 

lesson activity, so that even a student who is late for class could participate in the 

freewriting activity. This is due to Teacher C's beliefs that the fkeewriting activity is more 

important for the students than obtaining grammatical Isowkdge. Teacher B said: 

We have some grammar just at the beginning, making it 
short. ..... a We grammar awareness thing, language 
awamness, ... but, the important thing is to have everybody 
in the class write a lot, and in the morning they are ofien a 
lhtle bit late, so the reason I put it first is if they miss it, it is 
not a big deal.. so grammar goes first-.. and when 
everybody is there, the freeWritiLlg, one of the most 
important things. 

2.2.1, Topic seIQCfion 

According to Elbow's (1973) original no tion of bewriting, students are supposed 

to write about anything in their minds while freewriting. However, the ESL program 

encouraged the writing teachers to stimulate students' interests in writing topics by using a 

variety of prompts, such as writing down some words or phrases and showing pictures, 

pieces of music, or cartoons, whiie sti l l  dowing the students to write whatever they want 
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(Donaldson, 1990). The three teachers usually assigned the topic for fkwritjng, on the 

other hand, sometimes Teacher C asked students to submit sources to be prompts for 

writing like pictures. The topics introduced by a teacher were only suggestions (students 

were still allowed to choose their own topics) in order to prompt students to -write. 

The teachers often used various pictures as prompts when they introduced a topic 

to their classes. Teacher A told me that she brought a ppicmre which related to a topic m 

order to help students' generating ideas about the topic. Teacher C also often used a 

picture as a prompt, such as a picture of an old woman or a picture of an umbreIla and 

money. After passing around a picture? she explained the class that the picture is for a 

prompt, and what the prompt is for. She said, "Prompt is something that encourages or 

pushes you to write." By means of coIlecting pictures for prompts, she asked students to 

submit any picture, music, or articles they think might usefd as a prompt- 

2-22. Brainstomaing 

Brainstorming was implemented m two different ways, such as in a teacher-fionted 

discussion or in a group of three or four students. Teacher A carried on discussion, led 

by herselfin front of the class, or sometimes put students into groups. Teacher C also 

carried out brainstorming sometimes m groups, sometimes in a whole class led by herself. 

Before getting into the discussion, she said to the students. "Why dont you tanE about the 

picture? You can write about anything that picture pushes you to write about" When 

the teacher-fronted discussion was carried out, Teacher C let students express their ideas 

fieely, and wrote down the ideas on the blackboard. When the discussion was carried out 
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in groups, she put students into a group of thne or four, and a d d  them to share ideas 

they might have fkom the picture. Then, she collected the ideas fkom the group 

discussions by writing them down on the blackboard. In addition, she sometimes used the 

clustering technique to share the ideas with the whole class- 

2.2.3, Fnmdting 

One of the few limitations in fireewriting is that writers have to finish their writing 

within a certain time, generally fifteen to twenty minutes (according to Elbow's notion). 

In the ESL writing classes of the present study, approximately fifteen to twenty minutes 

were given to the students to complete their fi.eew&hg. For the sake of improving 

writing fluency, the practice of speed writing seemed to be considered essential in the 

writing classrooms, and thereby, timing became one of the important elements of the 

fieewriting activity. Teacher A, in her instruction of the fieewriting activity, emphasized 

to the class that 'By writing quickly and focusing on ideas more than language, you can 

improve both your writing speed and fluency." 

2.2.4, Feedback 

Whire some writing researchers claim that fieewriting should be completely 

private, the teachers in this study gave feedback on students' hwriting. The types of 

feedback of the teachers I observed were responding to the content of the students' 

writing by asking questions. expressing sympathy, or adding their own opinions on the 

topic. Very rarely, the comments on the general quaby of the composition and sentence- 
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level structural features were obsewed, but usuauy no error correction on students' 

Teacher B told me that the ultimate purpose of her response is to let students 

learn how to distance themselves from their writing so that they may look at their writing 

objectively, and to give a critique to be able to read cridcally. She had strong beliefi on 

the value of no emor c o m o n ,  as stated below: 

I give feedback on the draft in progress. I have never 
mentioned their language, ever- I don't really believe that 
much in error correction..- working on the content, 
organization, that's the primary. The feedback and no 
grammar and speling. 

Teacher A said that through the comments, she intended to encourage the students to 

write with more complex ideas, and to push them to develop their language using longer 

sentences. She also noted that the reason for making comments on students logs was to 

make students continue the fieewriting exercise, since the students would be less 

motivated to keep on hewriting every class without receiving any feedback. Teacher C 

also made comments mostly on the content, but sornetjmp-c, comments on the language in 

the shldents logs, such as "a good sentenceT' was observed. 

2.3. Research question three: What mc the StUdGnfs'perceptio~~ of the mb-ac&ities 

and the ways in which they a n  impkmented? 

2.3.1. Topic selection 

Assigned topic: 



In my study, rhe statements of some of the students revealed the positive roles of 

assigned topics for their freewriting. Having given one topic before writing, they could 

get into the composing process immediately without wondering what topics to find to 

write about. In addition, since they had to respond quickly to the given theme m wfitten 

form, fieewriting with an assigned topic seemed to be a good way of preparing for tests of 

En@h writing. Tomoko pomted out that having an assigned topic for fieewriting was 

more helpful for her to come up with more specifiE ideas to write about than just writing 

whatever she wants: 

Tomoko: ...ye ah, m the last winter term, the writing teacher 
always said that You can write anything. Anything is not 
specific, that is why we always got confused about what we 
should write, - . But in this class, Teacber C always gives us 
only one topic, so that's why we can write. 

Tomoko was probably not aware that the assigned topic was only a suggestion, not a 

requirement for her fieewriting, and she could decide her own topic any time- Her 

comment shows that she preferred to fieewrite on an assigned topic and bekved that it 

gave her some guidance, rather than abruptly putting anything down on paper. In f a  

most of the participants in this study chose the given topics to write their logs rather than 

choosing topics for themselves. Another participant, Yun-hee, said that she found 

fkeewriting activities usefbl to prepare for the TWE (testing of writing in English) test, 

because of the time lia3it imposed: 

Interviewer: What do you thmk about writing a log? 
Yun-hee: I think it is good. For example, it is good for 
preparing for the TWE test You have to write quickly in 
30 minutes. It is important to write very quickly for the 



test It is good for learning how to write qnicky. 

On the other hand, the following comment made by another student, Ho-joon, 

implies that the M o m  to choose a fke topic on their own, and to switch to another 

topic whenever they want to still gives a positive influence on students' writing anxiety. 

Ho-joon: She (Teacher B) usually suggests us just to try to 
write about a given topic, although we do not have any 
ideas about it- And if I know the topic is too difkdt,  then 
I can switch to another topic- So, I feel comfortable,.. 

Type of topic: 

Students seemed to be satisfied with a topic which gave them many specific ideas 

to write about, no matter who selected the topic. The criteria of the students' judgema 

of a "good" topic was whether it was one that they could come up with many ideas. If 

the topic stimulated them to come up with many ideas for their logs, they regarded the 

topic as a "good" one: 

Dong-ken If the topic is interesting, if I can tfiinL of many 
things to write about, then it is okay. However, if the topic 
is too e u l t  or not interesting, like yesterday, about a 
'Dead tree,' I didn't have many things to write on even in 
Korean. Then, like today, the topic was 'Freedom,' and I 
can have m a .  things to say about W o r n  relating to the 
situation with North Korea 

However, what kind of topic gives the students more ideas seems to depend on 

personal experience and backgrouad knowledge. Dong-kern did not like the pbrase 

'Dead Tree' as a topic, because it did not give any connection to his experience- On the 



other hand, he liked another abstract word, 'Freedom,' since it reminded him of the 

situation in his countryy and this gave him ideas to talk about, 

Some students expressed that when tbe topic corresponded to a word that they 

could visualize, or a part of their daily experiences, it was easier for them to think of the 

content for their fkeewrixing. This fact was reflected m Tomoko's statement: 

Tomoko: For example, fike subject of colors, snch as 
'yeilow', 'pink'. . . that is very ddkult to write. But if the 
teacher gives materials lh 'coffee', 'cassette tape' or 
'paper'. . . at that time, we can write more easily, I think 
In my case, if she gives me some pictures, it is easy to 
imagiae about my topic. 

Students also expressed the d i f f h h y  m -writing with a topic which did not give 

specific ideas to write about based on their knowledge or experience, as shown in R&oYs 

comment: 

Reiko: Ah. , . I thinlc that 'sky' is very abstract word. . . it 
was diffiEult to write. At first, I thought, okay, I could 
write about 'sky,' but when I started writing, I got stuck . . 
I just kept on wtihg whatever I thought. . . but there is no 
point, no. 

Introduction of topics: 

As described earlier, the teachers often used a variety of methods to introduce 

topics for fieewriting. The method of using visual material as a means of representing a 

topic, m particular, was considered by the students a good way to get more ideas. For 

example, the following quotes show that students liked the pictures that teachers used to 

introduce a topic, since they found it interesting and stimulating to come up with more 



ideas than when a teacher assigned a single word or phrase: 

Jin-woo: I prefer it when teachers show pictures for a topic- 
I get more inspiration aud ideas from pictures than from 

just a word When a word is given for a topic, I have to try 
to come up with ideas. However, ifa picture is shown, I 
just write down my first impression fiom the picture. It is 
somewhat different visually- 

Tomoko: Yeah, if1 saw a picture, then it is easy to write, . , 
but just a word like the sky9 something like that, it is very 
diflicult to write- I prefer showing something, jnstead of 
just a word, like a picture. 

2.3.2. Brainstorming 

The purpose of brainstomng: 

The literature notes the beneficial effects of brainstorming, in that it helps student 

writers to select a topic, explore the selected topic, encourages them to find their own 

ideas through the discussion with others (Brousseau, 1996; Raimes, 1983). Students 

indicated their agreement with the benefits of brainstorming because it helped them 

prepare for fieewriting which they had to quickly respond to a topic with many ideas: 

Interviewer: Does brainstorming help you to get more 
specdk ideas? 
Tomoko: Yes- . . &st, $1 don't have any idea, then my 
fiiend, she said something- At that time, I got some good 
ideas and then, I can, I can say something- That's why, I 
think, it is very helpfbl. 

Reiko: Even though it is fkwriting, we need its 
preparation lilce 
brainstorming, even though a log. Because we wouldn't 



think about a topic without 3 to 5 minutes brainstorming, so 
we need brainstorming. 

As Reiko mentioned, brainstorming was an effective activity for the students, in particular, 

before they got into the actual w&hg period, since they were required to put their 

thoughts down on paper as  many and fast as they could within meen to twenty minutes. 

Group brainstorming: 

As mentioned by some of the participants earlier, discussing a chosen topic in 

groups cenainly seems useful and helpful for students to generate more ideas for 

freewriting on a selected topic. However, some participants mentioned the fact that the 

efficacy of brainstorming depended on who the group members were in the discussion 

Reiko and Tomoko complained about unfriendly group work participants who prevented 

them from successfd brainstonnmg: 

Interviewer: What do you think about the brainstorming 
activity 
Tomoko: It is helpful, but it depends on the people of a 
group. Some classmates say, "No problem, we have 
nothing to argument about. . . " No, then brainstorming is 
not good. But if1 am with good classmates, then it is really 
good. . I can get more ideas to write about the topic. 

Interviewer= What do you think about the brainstorming? 
Did you fbd it helpful? 
Reiko: Uh-huh, I like h But it depends on the group..if 
there are persons who don't like this sort of thing, then, I 
think, they just disturb me. But if the group work is good, 
then it is very good. I can know another point of view ...it 
helps me a lot.. 
Intervkwef: So, if you were a teacher, would you like to 



use the brainstorming activity? 
Reiko: Yeah, whenever I do this, I want the teacher to think 
about how to malce a group. I don't want to be in the same 
group with a student who doesn't want to taIk about a 
topic.., there are some students who I don't want to be 
with in the same group- 

As Tomoko and Reiko said, when all the group members participated in brainstorming, 

students were satisfied with the activity and found it helpfol, in p-, for Idea 

generation. However, when there were a few who did not participate actively, the rest of 

the students did not seem to feel advantages of the activity- 

Teache r-fronted brainstorming : 

For the writing teachers, it is difficult to put students into groups to make all of 

them satisfied with their group members. Nevertheless, the teachers should try to deal 

with the situation and find any technique to make up for the disadvantages of some 

students (like the cases of Tomoko and Reiko), so that they can experience the efficacy of 

the activity. In this regard, it is noteworthy to pay attention to Reiko's comments as 

.-then, after the small discussion, the teacher writes a l l  of 
ours' opinions on the black board, so we can know 
another's opinio ns...... 

According to Reiko's comments, whole class brainstorming led by a teacher might give 

students, who did not enjoy the group brainstorming because of an insincere group 

member, another opportunity to listen to other groups' opinions, thereby making up for 
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inefficiency in their group discussions. 

In addition, during the Teacher C's classroom obsemation, I noticed that when she 

was presenting all the group's ideas (after group brainstorming) by using the clustering 

technique as shown in Figure 3, the students seemed to be paying close attention to the 

teacher's clustering, and looked interested in the collection of ideas by the technique. 

Therefore, cIustering might be an effective 

technique not only for generabg and presenting ideas but also for drawing students' 

attention to the on-going activity- 

Figure 3. An Example on the Blackboard When the Clustering Technique was 
Implement edt 



Time limit for freewriting: 

Brousseau (1996) ckimod that the timing element is beneficial for the freewriting 

activity, in the sense that timing by the teacher encouraged learners to start writing 

immediately, and to participate in the activity more actively. In fact, she reported that the 

participant of her case sh~dy believed that fkewriting forced him '30 push his brain and 

pull out something @-IS)"- My participant, Reiko, also indicated the benefit of 

freewriting within a limited time in the classroom 

Reiko: We have been writing a j o d  for homework m the 
Core Class, it takes usually one hour to write one page, 
while when I write one-page of ikeewriting in only 15 to 20 
minutes- 

She articulated the effectiveness of freewriting in the classroom with aIl her classmates. 

She liked the fact that the teacher hited f'reewriting to Meen to twenty minutes, since 

the situation gave some positive pressure to make her freewrite faster than she would m 

the situation of no pressure. 

The length of writing time: 

For some students, especially those who had little experience in English 

composition previously, the time limit may be too short to respond to a given topic in 

written form, Jin-woo and Reiko's comments raised the possibility that the length of the 

writing time might be too short for some of the ESL population: 

Interviewer: How do you feel about the fkewriting at b t ?  



Jin-woo: When I was writing by myself before, there was no 
time constraint but I was still able to wdte quickly. Then, 
in this class, I felt that it was hard to get to used to writing 
quickly in I5 minutes. 

Interviewer: How about the time to write a log about a 
given topic? Do you thinlr the time is appropriate, about IS 
to 20 minutes? Is it too long or too short? 
Reiko: Too short, almost every time- I need 25 to 30 
minutes- Every time the teacher says, Okay, Let's finish, 
Then 1 always say, Wait, wak- But for another -dent, 1 
think, for them, it is too long- I am slow at writing down, I 
hi&,, I am not used to write drafts or  whatever writing.., 
so I need more time than other people..+ 

Since many times Jin-Woo and Reiko couldn't finish their logs m twenty minutes, they 

eventually evaluated themselves as slow writers compared to their peers. In faa, I 

observed that Reiko often handed in her logs to the teacher at the very last minute. 

2.3.4. Feedback 

As a result of the aoalysis of students' logs, there were two different types of 

teacher feedback found, comments on content and ideas of students' fieewriting, and 

complimentary comments on the general quality of composition or sentence-Ievel 

structural features. In the mterviews it was found that students had diflerent perceptions 

regarding different types of teacher feedback In particular, according to students' 

opinions, the comments on content and ideas (which was the feedback in most of the 

cases) seemed to have various functions, such as letting the students know whether their 

Ereewriting is comprehensible, reducing writing apprehension, encouraging students to 

practice fieewriting regularly, and helping students to build confidence. On the other 
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hand, there were some negative views of teacher feedback about no error correction and 

difficulty of reading a teacher's handwriting. 

Comments on content and ideas 

Teacher feedback in the form of comments on students logs let students know 

whether their writjng was comprehensiile such a s  the following comments made by Tae- 

soo and Jm-woo which indicate that they indeed used teachers' comments to determine 

whether the teacher understood what they wrote in their logs: 

Tae-soo: The other day, from the teachers comments, I 
realized that she did not understand completely what I 
wrote. She was taking about something different from 
what I originally meant, In this way through the relevance 
of their comments I can know whethex my writing is 
understandable. 

One of the major principles of freewrithg is not to worry about speIling, grammar 

or sentence structure. It seemed that when the teachers' comments focused only on 

content it led students to believe in the principle of no error correction, and to encourage 

them to participate in the activity without anxiety toward writing m English. The students 

confessed that owing to the teacher's friendly comments, they could feel really 

comfortable with log writing and believed that they did not have to worry about making 

errors in their logs: 

Jin-woo: I felt comfortable after reading her comment, We 
(students) usually look at teachers comments to check 
whether there is something wrong in the writing, or if there 



is a mark . . Her comment makes me have no burden for 
the next writing. Even though I do not have anything say 
about a topic, I do not care and just jot down anything 
freely. 

Reiko: After reading her comment, I felt that she is a 
teacher but a fiiendly teacher. So, I feel fiee to write, to 
express myseK 

Yun-hee: It (the teacher's comment) makes me have no 
burden for the next writing- Even though I do not have 
anything say about a topic, I do not care... ... Continuously it 
makes me write the next one without burden ..... These 
comments doesn't affect me a lot, but makes me feel 
comfortable in writing the next log. 

Teacher feedback also provides students a forum to communicate with their 

teacher, and to develop more thoughts through a teacher' comments. Reiko reflected 

that she felt comfortabk with her teacher (Teacher C) through the teacher's comments on 

her log- 

Inte~ewer: What do you think of the function of her 
comments in terms of your improving writing skill? 
Reiko: At first, she said in her comment, Nice to meet you, 
and asked me some questions ahut my fbture. . . I wrote 
about the travel fkom Vancouver to Ottawa, then she said 
that she wanted to go to the East- 

Ho-joon also seemed to enjoy the conversation with his teacher through logs, discussing 

the issue in the topic: 

Ho-joonr The topic was about abusing drugs. I wrote 
about Ben Johnson and his disokdknce of the spirit of the 
Olynpics. The teacher agreed with me. She doesn't like 
abusing drugs either. .. 



Teacher A stated that through the comments, she intended to encourage the students to 

write with more complex ideas, and to push them to develop their language using longer 

sentences. The following comment by Tornoko seems to correspond to such teachers' 

intentions as Teacher A's, in terms of generating more ideas. Tomoko pointed out that 

teacher feedback inspired her to see a different point of view: 

Interviewer: Was the teacher comment useful for you to 
write the next log? 
Tomoko: Yes, because her opinion is the opposite, 
opposite ... so i f1  saw this one, she always sees the opposite 
side. When I read her comments, I ahways find new things, 
that's why I say it is usefd.. . .. . She always gave me her 
opinion She didn't suggest anything but when I read her 
opinion, at that time I can get some new ideas. And then 
next time when I write freewriting, I can use her idea 

In addition, teacher comments play an important role in encouraging students to 

practice writing regularly, by proving to the students that an their logs are read by the 

teacher. The following statements of some participants show that teachers' 

conscientiously giving comments on every student's log impressed the students, and 

motivated them to participate in the activity more. For example, Yun-hee and Ho-joon 

were impressed with teacher comment on their logs and appreciated their teacher's effort 

and attention to individual students: 

Yun-hee: I wrote the same thing as before: 'I was 
exhausted' so I went skating. It was h..' Then she said, 
mon't forget SAD (Seasonal Affection Disease)' again, 
probably because I mentioned the same thing before. Also, 
she added, 'You are working a lot of things very hard. 
Don't forget SAD. Enjoy your life.' She seemed to be 
worried about me, - . 



Ho-joon: I felt comfortable at her comment. We (students) 
usudy look at the teacher's comment to check if there were 
something wrong in my writing, or if there is any mark.. 
But here, it is very nice of the teacher to respond the log 
which I put little effort on, 

The two students' comments imply that teachers' warm comments as means of feedback 

can be good motivation for the students who were accustomed to teacher-dominated 

education system where student composition is always evaluated and teacher feedback 

focuses only on corrections and grades, in no relation to the communication between a 

teacher and students. 

Although the suggestion of the ESL program regarding teacher feedback on 

freewriting was to focus only on content, it was observed that the teachers responded to 

the general quality of writing or sentence-level structural features in students' fieewmihg 

with complimentary comments. This type of feedback seemed to have strongly influenced 

students' motivation and building confidence- This is reflected m Yun-hee and Jm-woo's 

comments below: 

Yun-hee: She (Teacher B) said my writing was good. I felt 
quite good and got more confidence. I was stimulated by 
her positive comment on my writing. 

Jin-woo: Some of her simple but evaluative comments, like 
'excellent sentence,'give me a chance to cbeck several 
expressions that I specially used in my writing, you know, 1 
can know that was the right way to express. 
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However, it may not be always good to give complimentary comments on student's 

logs. The following comments made by Yun-hee (about her previous writing teacher) 

shows comphentary evaluation does not always bring positive effect on students' 

responses. 

Yun-hee: Honestly, the teacher there (h her previous 
language school) do not seem to have been educated 
systematically m a regular program as writing teachers. 
Their comments were always complimentary- I felt very 
good at first, but then came to think they were just 
superficial comments. 

The perceptions of no error correction: 

Although the students s d  generally satisfied and impressed with the teachers' 

conscientious feedback and comments, some of the students complained about no error 

correction on their fieewriting fkom their teachers as shown the following comments by 

Dong-keun and Yun-hee. 

Dong-keun: I wish that she would correct my writing, like 
saying 'This is wrong. You should write in this way. .." I 
would like to know whether my English sentences are right 
or wrong. I am not a native speaker- I hope that she 
would point out my mistakes, rather than just giving 
comments about her feeling- 

Yun-hee: Honestlyp I don't like that the teacher does not 
correct grammar in my writing. In the previous school I 
used to look at my writing again afier L feceived error 
correction from a teacher, . - but here, I have to neglect my 
errors because the teacher did not let me know them- 
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It seemed that particularly at the beginning of the term, there were strong disagreement 

with no error correction (in teacher feedback on freewriting) between the writing teachers 

m the ESL program and the students who expected to learn grammatical knowledge from 

their teachers. 

Reading the teacher's commentsr 

The students' comments revealed that there are some factors that influence 

whether or not the students actually read the teacher's comments on their logs, such as 

the time when the logs are returned and the teacher's handwriting. These and other 

factors appear to have a direct impact on reducing the student's motivation to read the 

teacher's response. I note that all the comments of this section are from the transcripts of 

Yun-hee and Ho-joon's interview, since it was such a significant factor for their attitude 

toward their teachers' comments. Therefore, during the interviews with them, I focused 

particular1y on the difficuIty in reading a teacher's handwriting. 

Ho-joon had not read three comments out of aII the Gomments on the eight logs 

that I randomly selected out of his twenty-four entries for one term, Two of the three 

times he negkcted to read the response, he did so because he received the log imrrrPniate1y 

before going for lunch and decided not to read them at tbe moment, since he thought they 

might take a long time to read. However, when the teacher returned logs to him during 

the class, he always read her comments- Whether or not students read the feedback may 

be partly determined by the time the teacher chooses to return the log entries, as the 

foflowing comments suggest: 



Ho-joon: No, I didn't read this. I got this log when the 
class was over, and just went for lunch deciding to read 
later. But I didn't. If I don't read the comment right after 
receiving it, then usually I do not look at it again. Actlaally, 
it is not a big deal not to read it..- (Log #lo) .... Actd ly ,  I 
always try to read her comment as soon as I got it back, but 
if it seems to take a while to read it, then I just go for hmch 
(Log #13) 

When he was in a inmy to go for lunch, he thought that it might take a long time to read 

the teacher's cornment, since her handwriting looked very hard to read 

In fact, there is a combination of factors that made him decide not to read the 

comments. One of the noticeable reactions from both of the two participants (Yun-hee 

and Ho-joon) to Teacher B's comments is to her handwriting. Throughout the period of 

inte~ewing, both students complained about not being able to read her handwriting 

easily. In fact, even though they answered 'Yes, I read" when I asked whether they read 

the teacher comment, the next utterance fiom them was usuaIly that "It is h a d  to read her 

handwriting. I just read it very roughly. I cannot recognize these letters easily''. Yun- 

hee told me that she sometimes did not read the whole comment because Teacher B's 

handwriting was too difficult to read, She could not concentrate on the meaning of the 

comments easily and did not understand them very wek 

Yun-hee: Honestly, I stin have a problem understanding her 
handwriting. I can't concentrate on it very well, so I do 
not read the whole comment. I just read very roughly or 
sometimes give up. I am influenced by the h a n d m g  a 
lot. (Log#6)...-.- Yes, Ireadit But thishandwritingwas 
too diflhlt to read, so actuany I didn't understand it very 
weIL I just read it very roughly. (Log #12) 



Ho-joon had the same problem. Smce it took such a long time for him to read the 

comments, he sometimes did not read them at all. Though the time factor mentioned 

earlier is related to this problem, his difficulty in deciphering the teacher's writing also 

affected his wiRingness to read the comments: 

Ho-joon: No, I went for lunch without reading. Actually, I 
always try to read it as soon as I get it back But if it seems 
to take a while to read it, then I just go for hrach, It is 
because of her handwriting. It takes time to read and is 
difljdt to read well- 

Ho-joon mentioned the handwriting problem m relation to almost every log (in five 

out of eight). He even asked classmates to read it for him, but found they had the same 

difficulty- Later on, he became lazy and failed to read the response caremy, and even - 

sometimes neglected it. This neglect may be attri'butable to the fact that students are not 

required to rewrite the log after reading the teacher's comments. However, it seems to 

be true that they have been bothered very much by the illegible handwriting: 

Ho-joon: Yes, I read the comment, but I couldn't read it 
very wen (Log M).. .... When I ask my peers, they can't 
read it either- The teacher has told us to ask her if there is 
any problem with reading her comment, but there are a lot 
of students in the c h s  and it is not easy to ask her every 
time. (Log #13) 

Interestingly, Ho-joon pointed out that the Wculty in reading a teacher's 

handwriting might be greater for students who are not accustomed to the cursive alphabet 

than for those who are from countries where the alphabet is used in their mother tongue: 

Ho-joon: I guess most classmates do the same as  I do. 
When I asked them to read for me, they could not read 



either. But, some people, who are from the countries 
where they use tbe cursive style of English handwriting, 
seem to be better at reading it than those are not- 

It was a very interesting point that students who use Roman alphabet letters in their first 

language might understand the teacher's handwriting easier than students who don't. In 

fact, the complaint about the teachers' handwriting is fiom the students of Teacher A and 

Teacher B. The students of Teacher C did not express any in reading the 

teacher's comments in their logs. It seems that because Teacher C wrote her comments m 

print, the students had no problem in recognition of the letters. Teacher C told me she 

consciously changed the style of her handwriting fkom her usual handwriting (cursive 

style) to print style (lower case), and tried to write clearly. 

With the inspiration of the comments of these students, and realizing that what 

kind of feedback a teacher provides is irrelevant if students do not read it, I decided to 

conduct a small survey on this issue among the ESL students in the same program. The 

result of the survey is presented in the next section 

Survey of ESL students' diflmlty in reading teacher handwnwnting: 

A survey was conducted to examine the magnitude of the problem of whether 

ESL students had difficalty m reading teachers' handwritten comments on their logs. The 

initial assumption of the survey was that in the ESL writing classrooms, students whose 

fim language's alphabet is apparently very different fkom the English Roman alphabet, 

would have more diEcdty in reading teachers' handwritten comments on their logs, than 
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those students that are used to the Roman alphabet in their first language. In the analysis 

of the data, I categorized Korean, Japanese and Chinese students as the 'Asian'. In many 

ESL programs, most of the Asia. students are these three language native speakers, and 

very often they are the majority m ESL classrooms. I then categorized the rest of the 

students as 'the others'. Among a total of 46 students, 33 students' native language are 

these three, and 13 students are the native speakers of h e  other languages, such as 

Turkish, Spanish, Arabic, Italian, Indonesian, ?hai and TamiL 

The responses of the 46 students appear only in the three categories (ditficut, a 

little bit difficult, and readable), none of the categories on the extremes (very difficult to 

read and easy to read) were selected. Therefore, I used only these three categories to 

represent the data in the tables and figures. 

As shown in Table 2, six students out of forty-six responded to 'dBcult,y nineteen 

students to 'a little bit difficult,' and twenty students to 'readable.' To answer the initial 

assumption that students in the 'Asian' category would have more difficulty reading 

teachers' handwriting, I analyzed the number of each category according to the two 

different groups - the 'Asian' and the 'others' - as shown in Table 2. Twenty out of thirty 

three Asian students expressed that they were having difficulty m reading their teachers' 

handwritten comments on their logs, wide five out of thirteen students m the 'other 

group' seemed to have the di f fhky as shown in Figure 4. 



Table 2. DifEculty in reading teacher handwriting of the ESL students 

The others total 

This question is a statistical, not a qualitative one, but the sample size is not 

di0icuit 
a little bit nifficult 

readable 

adequate to make a definite &t- However, this survey did show that there is a 

potential issue worth investigating funher. It is noted that the two categories 'difficult' 

(n = 33) 
4 (12,1%) 
16 (48.5%) 
13 (39.4%) 

and 'a little bit di£&ultT should be seen together because these are categories which 

indicate that the students had some difbdty in reading teachers' handwriting. If the 

(n = 13) 
2 (15.4%) 
3 (23-1%) 
8 (61.5%) 

results are merely to answer the question 

(n = 46) 
6 (13-0%) I 

19 (41.3%) 
21 (45.7%) 

F'igure 4- Degree of the handwriting 
problem for all students in the m e y .  



The Asian Studenb 

Fi- 5. The survey result for the Asian 
Students. 

The Other Students 

FSgme 6. The sumy result for the other 
students. 
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of whether students have some d i f k d t y  in reading teachers' handwriting, then the sum of 

the survey result fiom these categories should be considered. In other words, the survey 

indicates that almost two thirds of the Asian students expressed that they had some 

difficulty reading teachers hand writing. 

3. summary 

The results of classroom observation reveal that there were a range of sub- 

components making up the structure of the hwriting activity in the classroom. Figure 1 

shows that the sub-components (subactivities) may have sequential relationships with 

each other and hierarchical relationships with the overall heWritjIlg activity. In addition, 

the ways of implementing each sub-activity were flexiile and varied according to Merent 

teachers and different times. 

Through the data analysis, by constant comparison of categories fkom the 

transcription of interviews with students, two kinds of relationships of fieewriting sub- 

activities emerged, d different responses to the different implementations became 

evident. Furthermore, a few underlying themes were discovered such as the relations of 

the freewriting activity to the overall process writing class, factors involved in students' 

perceptions of the benefits of each subactivity, and the dynamic nature of students' 

perceptions. Detailed discussion on these issues are presented in the following chapter. 



Chapter Five 

Discussion and Impiications 

Kantor (1984) stated that teaching writing m an educational context is a multi- 

dimensional phenomenon m which a variety of interactions occur among a large number of 

variables, and composition research should account for its complexity- Such complexity 

was revealed in the students' perceptions d e s m i  m the previous chapter when 

fkeewriting is adopted as an activity m ESL classrooms (that is, freewriting in practice), 

where it became apparent that the classroom decision ma3chg process becomes much 

more complicated than the straight-forward impkmentation implied in the literature. 

Thus, to be able to make claims about fieewricitlg in practice, it is necessary to examine 

how it is different fkom freewriting in theory, and what is involved in the context of the 

fieewriting activity- 

First, when -writing is brought into practice (in the present context, it is used as 

a classroom activity), its environment is the classroom, ie. the structure of the writing 

classroom is the context within which the activity occurs. Woods (1996) stressed that 

each component of every classroom event has its own fimction, rhat the events are inter- 

related m a sequential and hierarchical manner within that structure. From this 

perspective, fkewfiting m the structure of the class has a range of sub-componems, (sub- 

activities of the freewriting activity in the context of the present study), whereby the sub- 

activities have their own functions and inter-relationships with the fieewriting activity 

within the structure. It is these relations which need to be examined to understand the 
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freewriting activity in the classroom, that is, -writing m practice- 

The present study discusses the sequential and hierarchical relationships in the 

structure of the fieewriting activity primarily based on the eight students' perceptions. 

Therefore, it may be crucial to understand how the students' perceptions have been 

constructed. Hayes' (1996) model expains the cognitive, affective, social, and physical 

conditions of the individual in writing, by Iooldng at the interaction between the task 

environment and the individual writer. In particular, one of the individual aspects - 

motivation and affect - shows ''ample evidence that motivation and affect play central roles 

in writing processes (pS)." Borrowing his hnework, in the context of the present 

study, the individual writer refers to the student, itnd the task environment to the sub- 

activities and the procedures of impIementation of the fieewriting activity, ie. the factors 

influencing the writing task which are external to the student. Hayes' framework is 

expected to provide information on how the sub-activities (making up the task 

environment) and the ways in which they are implemented in the classrooms influence the 

cognitive, affkctive, social and physical conditions of the individual students, and what role 

the students motivation and affect play in their fieemking activity- 

In this chapter, based on the findings fkom the research, I discuss the freewriting 

activity in the tbree process writing classrooms, that is, freewriting in practice, by 

examining the relationships of the components of the fieewriting activity within the 

structure through the students' perceptions. Then, based on tbe same structure, an 

attempt is made to examine the h t ions  of the freewriting activity in the overall process 

writing class, in order to attain insight into how the freeuniting activity fits into the overa, 
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process writing class. Then, in Eght of this discussion, an attempt is made to understand 

the eight students' perceptions of the sub-acthith of the bwfiiting activity, being aware 

of their cognitive? affective, social and physical conditions in their 

Classroom Structure 

I process writing class1 

Figure 7. Understanding Freewriting m Practice 

kwriting activity. The 6nmeworL of this discusSon is illustrated in Figure 7, which 

attempts to understand fkee-g m practice based on students' perceptions, adapting 

Woods'(1996) theory for explaining the structure of the freewriting activhy, and 

Hayes(1996) kamework for un-g the views of the student towards the 
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freewriting activity. Finally, the implications for freewriting instruction and classroom 

research are presented. 

1. Discussion 

1.1. The relationships among the components of the fteedting activity 

1.1 -1. Sequentid relsrtiodps 

The structure of a freewriting activity described m Figure 1 shows that the four 

sub-activities are at the same hierarchical level but they are related to each other 

sequentially, that is, one occurs before or after the other during the class. For example, 

there is a sequential relationship between topic selection and brainstorming because m 

freewriting tbe topic selected for the log of the day is carrkd out before brainstorming. 

After brainstorming, the actual writing period proceeds, followed by the feedback period 

after the logs are handed m The submitted logs are then returned to the students with 

feedback usually in the next class. There is no deviation from tbe sequential relationships 

of the sub-aaivixh observed in this study. The order of occurrence of the sub-activities 

were topic selection, brainstorming, writing time, and finally feedback as shown in Figure 

2. 

Based on the sequential relationships in the structure, preceding activities influence 

the subsequent activity? and could have either beneficial or bmfd effccts. In light of 

this, it is important, when we wish to assess the effectiveness of a teaching procedure such 

as freewriting, to examine these relationships. For example, before the actual writing 

period, there is the pre- f i eemg activity which is composed of the topic selection and 
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brainstorming sub-activities, If the students have a good topic to motivate themselves 

with productive idea generation, through the p r e - ~ ~ g  activities, then, they enjoy the 

writing exercise and produce good quantity and quality of writing. Dong-kcun explained 

that how much he could write m fieewriting depends on the topic of the day, since if the 

topic was interesting to him, he could write a lot. ReiLo pointed out that when she 

thought a topic was not good, the log she wrote was not good either. Reiko aIso 

indicated that brainstorming was good preparation for log writing, which helped her to 

think about how to write the log, and get into the writing period immediatdy- Such 

students' perceptions reflect that the pre-fieewrihg sub-acthities (topic s e M o n  and 

brainstorming) sequentially influence the next sub-activity, actual writing, in terms of the 

quantity and quality of the students' writing. 

The sequential relationships of tbe sub-activities also suggest that the subsequent 

sub-activity can provide an opportunity to reinforce the preceeding sub-activity. The 

function of the pre-fieewrithg activities is to motivate students to write with many 

reIevant ideas on a topic, and to have them ready to put ideas down on paper. When a 

topic selected does not stimulate students to come up with specific ideas to write about, 

then, through brainstorming on the selected topic the students may sti l l  be able to 

compensate and get ideas from peers during group discussions. Tomoko claimed that she 

could get ideas when her group member said something, therefore, she noticed the benefits 

of brainstorming. Also, as Reiko pointed out, a teacher's chstering on a blackboard to 

collect a .  groups' ideas after the group discussion can be another method of getting ideas 

for the students who did not have a good group brainstorming. In this way, a subsequent 
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sub-activity such as braiastotming (or clustering by a teacher) can compensate for a 

preceding sub-activity such as topic selection (or brainstorming in groups) which has failed 

to benefit students- 

1-12 Hiorarchid datiolrstrips 

According to the structure m Figure 1, all of the sub-activities are connected to 

the freewriting activity at a subordinate level, which implies that all of them play a role in 

the success of the activity. In other words, they may have a certain degree of influence on 

the goal of the -writing activity - to have students see the beneficial effects of the 

writing exercises, such as to enhance learners' writing fluency, to build up their confidence 

as writers by overcoming apprehension toward English composition, and also to generate 

and develop ideas and inner thoughts of the learners- Such influences of the sub-activities 

on the benefits of fieewriting is demonstrated by the fact that the students in this study 

attributed their belie& of the b e e  of the &writing activity to some aspects of the sub- 

activities. The next few paragraphs present examples of how beneficial effects (writing 

fluency and building confidence) are attributed to the perceived hierarchical relationships 

of the s u b - a m  
- - .  and the freewriting activityactivity 

The influence of teacher feedback and timed writing on increasing writing fluemy: 

One of the goals of the freewriting activity is to enhance students' writing hency- 

To accomplish this, students' statements imply that there are two aspects that come along 
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with the freewriting activity: to keep doing bwfititlg regularly (as it is done usually 

twice a week in each class in the writing classrooms) which is encouraged by teacher 

feedback, and to limit the writing time in the classroom. Reiko reflected that -writing 

as homework (with no time limit imposed) assigned m another class was not as efficient as 

when it is a classroom activity in the writing classroom, in tetms of the speed and the 

length of her composition. This comsponds to Elbow's (1973) argmmt that sitting and 

writing in the same classroom with others gives students a feeling of community, which 

influences their participation in the task at hand. In addition, when a time limit is imposed 

on the freewriting activity the speed and quantity of students' fkeewfiting is increased- 

The role of teacher feedback on building confidence: 

The students' statements suggest that teacher feedback has a powef i  impact on 

reducing students' apprehension toward composition and budding their confidence as 

writers. Students reflected that they did not worry about spelling, grammar and 

structure in their writing because there was no error correction in teacher feedback, and 

felt comfortable when reading the teacher's comments on their logs. In addition, it was 

observed that the teachers sometimes made complimentary comments on the general 

quality of student writing, and that seemed to be a p o w e f i  factor to make students feel 

confident with their writing, although there was a worry not to make the comments 

superficial by giving too much praise. Praise should not be given too often or sounds 

superficial. 



The role of pre-freewrrewrrting activities on writing confidence: 

Another way that the students gained confidence with their writing was by seeing 

the length of their logs get longer and the sentences become more complex, Reiko and 

Dong-keun explained how they realized the development of their writing skin through the 

freewriting activity as below: 

Interviewer: How can you explain your writing hiis 
improved? H o w  do you judge your writing is better than 
before? 
Reiko: First of a& the length of my log, it's getting longer ... 

Dong-kern- ... she Feacher A] has always told us to write 
as much as we can within 15 minutes. No worry about the 
quality of writing. Actually I could not understand it very 
well at the beginning. But once after I got used to 
freewriting, I saw my Iog was getting longer, and that made 
me feel good- .- 

However, some participants ann'buted whether they could write a good log (which is long 

log according to Reiko and Dong-keun's opinions) to what kind of topic they had. For 

example, Reiko claimed: 

Interviewer: What do you think the effect of hewriting 
activities on the whole writing skill? Do you see any 
positive effect to improve your overaIl writing skill? 
Reiko: Yeah, it depends on the topic. If1 feel that it is a 
very good topic, then I can write many. . . and I feel Jike I 
want to write a good log. But if it is not a good topic, my 
log becomes just like scribbling, like a diary- 

The student judged what a good topic is for them, as illustrated earlier, by how many ideas 

they could have to write about the topic. In order to write a long log (which eventually 

makes the students feel confident in their writing) whhin a limited time, students need to 



have many ideas either fiom a topic which stimulates their writing or through 

brainstorming. Students indicated that a topic which they could relate to in their 

experience enabled them to write more. Thus, it seems that the role of pre-fkewriting 

activities in giving students confidence in their fkeeWLitiZIg is by providing many ideas, so 

that they know what to Mte about, 

1.13. Summary 

In summary, we can see fiom the students' comments the interrekitionships among 

the sub-components of the keewriting activity and the goals of the course. Selecting a 

topic which relates to personal experience and stimulates specific ideas is very important 

for the students to mcrease writing lhency and to develop idea generation through 

freewriting activities, since that makes them able to produce a long composition with a lot 

of ideas- Further, producing a longer composition within a kited time leads the student 

to feel confident in their English writing. For better idea generation, introducing a topic 

with a visual or audio material, and brainstorming on a selected topic are useful. Teacher 

feedback plays an important role in practicing 6reeWritiLlg regularly (which is related to 

writing fluency)- In addition, no emor correction in teacher fdback helps to reduce 

writing apprehension and makes the students feel comfortable with the next log writing. 

Teachers' complimentary comments have a great influence on gaining confidence, in that 

. .. 
sense students believe in the eaacy of freewriting actrvltles. 

The examination of inter-relationships among the sub-activities and their 

infhences on the benefits of the based on students' perceptionsy explsins how the 
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students came to see the beneficial effeas of the activity- Appreciation of this process 

can, eventually, give us specific ideas how to improve the instruction of kwr i t ing  

activities by learning how to optimize the various factors in ESL contexts. 

1.2. The rclationships of the freewriting activity to other components of the pmags 

writing class 

This section aims to discuss what the functons are of the fkewtiting activity in the 

context of the process writing class in order to provide insight into how the fireewding 

activity fits into the overall process writing classroom Having looked at haions of the 

sub-activities and how the hc t ions  relate to other sub-activities m the class, I would like 

to view this discussion of the relationship of fieeudhg to the process writing class from 

Woods' (1996) perspective of classroom structure. According to the structure of the 

writing classroom (see Figure I), the fieewriting activity is one of the major subordinate 

nodes, along with a grammar lesson and a formal writing project such as an argumentative 

essay, of the process writing class. Therefore, the fieewwithg activity may have a 

sequential relationship with the other two major activities and a hierarchical relationship 

with the overall process writing class. In other words, as discussed in the previous 

sections, the classroom activities (which are the subordinate components of the writing 

class) may be able to re-enforce each other m the sequential relationship, and through the 

hierarchical relationship, the freewrhg activity can influence the overan success of the 

wrhing class. However, as noted m the findings of research question 2, the placement of 
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a classroom activity is a decision made by a teacher, so that they are not in a fixed order, 

and the subordinated nodes of the process writing class are not necessarily sequentially 

related. However, the hierarchical relationship of Ereewfitjng as a subordinate node to the 

overall class is still present. 1 will term this relationship of one node with another node at 

the same level of hierarchy (but not necessarily sequentially related) as a lateral 

relationship - 

To examine the functions of fkewritiug to the other activities and the overall 

writing class, it may be valuable to Iook at students' comments to ascertain how the 

freewfiting activity bas influenced them with respect to other acthitk in the same class. 

The following section presents a discussion on what the hctions of the hewriting 

activity are in the three classrooms, through examining the lateral and hierarchical 

relationshqs within the classroom structure. 

1.2.1. Laterai relationstrips 

Vanett and Jurich (1990) suggested that personal journal writing provides students 

with the opportunity to build their confidence as writers while they develop skiIIs which 

can be applied to other kiads of writing. Some of the comments made by the participants 

revealed that tbere are some relations between the bwrithlg zdvity and the other 

activities in the wdting classroom. For example, fkew&ing provides a place for students 

to use new information they acquired m other classroom activities, to apply this new 

knowledge and improve the quality of their logs. The following statements by Tomoko 

explain what she learned through the 6reewriting a c t M k  and how she applied a variety 



of writing strategies learned fiom other lEtiviries (grammar ksson and formal writing 

project) irom other writing tasks to her log writing- 

Tomoko: .-. fim, I write anything I feel like to, and then, I 
learn how to write an essay Then I try to use the strategies 
on a log. So, the log improved- Then, at that time, the 
teacher gave us this big assignment. I think her way to 
teach is very good. First of a11 we learned it like a diary. 
Then we started to write a draft, then during the draft #I, 
#2, #3, at that time we iearned grammar, so we can use aTl 
these stuffs for a log- Then a log win improve and also 
draft #l , #2-. . will improve. Then my log is getting bettar, 
because I learned how to write an argumentative essay 
focusing on one point- 

According to Tomoko's statement above, fkewriting plays an important role in its 

relations to a grammar lesson activity and a formal writing project Whatever she learned 

related to writing strategies (e-g. grammatical knowledge from a grammar lesson and 

coherent content fkom a fonnal writing lesson), she spontaneously tried to apply to her log 

writing. More students articulated that they used log writing as a place where they 

applied new knowledge learned in other activities in the process writing class, in 

particular, structure and grammarrammar 

Jin-woo: We had a lesson on 'six-w' [when, where, who, what, 
how and why] to know how to descrii  the content more 
spe&d@- I try to apply this principle to my log ... 

Lnterviewer: When fkeewriting, are you aware of grammatical rules? 
Reiko: Kmm... recently, yes. The first logs, at that time I didn't 
think about grammar recently, since we learned a lot about 
grammar, like who, where or something like adjective clause. I 
want to use it in a log, so I am trying to use it.., 

Since fieewrithg is not evaluated at dl, aduh ESL students feel fke to practice grammar 



or structure, whatever they learned fiom other activities even without teacher instruction 

As W e  Sandler (1987) pointed out, informal expressive writing functions as stimdus to 

help students experiment and discover their understanding of what they have studied. 

Raimes (1983) stated that through fieewriring activides, the students come to 

understand what they put down first on paper is not their finisbed work, and thereby get to 

know what the draft is, which is one of the important ekments in process writing. A 

perspective similar to Raimes' (1983) has been discwed for dialogue journal writing as an 

ESL learning strategy to support the writing process (Hob & Moulton, 1997). The 

following comments made by Reiko corroborates this function of the fieewriting activity, 

since she articulated her idea of the benefits of the freewriting activity, m that she could 

practice how to write a draft for the process of formal writing: 

Interviewer Can you imagine what you would have missed 
if you didn't have log writing? 
Reiko: I would have needed more time for drafts. But I 
wrote a lot of logs, so my brain is ready for something- 
Yeah, I think it's good practice, 
Interviewer. What do you mean by that you are ready to 
write? 
Reiko: Urn-- argumentative essay is more difkult style, 
more f o r d  I think if I didn't know how to write a log, 
then how can I know how to write a draft- So, I mean it's 
very basic step. -. 

1.2-2. Hierarchicat relationships 

The fieewrithg activity influences the success of the process writing class, m that 

students can accomplish some of the goals of the writing cbss, such as increasing h e m y  



of their writing and confidence m their En@h writing. 

The fieewriting activity provides a place for students to apply their knowledge of 

English writing, which is especiany meanin* for students who rarely had a chance to 

express their feelings in the written form of Enghb Traditionally, many language classes 

have not taken much time for the actual Writing activiq because evabting students' 

written work has been regarded as exhausting aad time consuming for uniting teachers 

(Graves, 1978). In these traditional English classes there was rarely an English 

composition opportunity for students either as a form of class activity or as an assignment, 

except for simple dictation drills. In other words, in the traditional curriculum there is not 

much time anocated for students' practicing writing. Accordingly, students became 

Ullfamlliar with and afraid of expressing their own ideas in written form. Therefore, 

ungraded writing practice like freewriting may be a good way to encourage and motivate 

students to develop their writing skills m an unthreatening way. 

Hayes (1996) stated that through increased writing experience, writers may 

acquire more e f f h e  writing strategies and more techniques to refine their writing, and 

thus, writing practice is essential- EMto expressed her reahation that through the 

freewriting activity to improve writing competence, it is mzessary to practice writing as 

much as posslile. 

Interviewer: What kind of things have you learned through 
the hwriting activity? 
Reiko: I learned from fkewtiting, if1 want to write down 
some essay easily, I should write a lot Writing is practice, 
so more we wrire a lot, more easy we can write- That's 
what I learned. I think my writing is getting better. 
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As shown m Reiko's anecdotal evidence7 a lot of writing practice provided by the 

freewriting activity seems to be a crucial component for improving the general quality of 

students' writing in the process writing classroom, 

1.2.3. Summary 

Vanen and Jurich f IgW) stressed that personal journal writing can finmion as a way 

into the writing process and as an opportunity to develop and practice slcik used for other 

writing tasks. The students' perceptions in this study reflected that fireewriting is clearly 

multi-functional in relation to re-enforcing other activities in the writing class, and in 

terms of applying skills learned in other classroom activities in an unthreatening forum- In 

this way students build confidence and writing fluency through regular repetition of 

writing- practicing writing, which does not seem to be emphasized in traditional curricula 

According to the description of the ESL program, presented by Magahay and Woods 

'The writing process component provides learners with the 
opportunity to improve the products they write, through 
increasing their awareness of the processes that underlie 
writing ...... the goal is to foster in each learner the 
confidence and ability to adapt those phases to their own 
particular mles and purposes for writing." (p.3) 

Freewriting serves many of the hctions of  the process writing c h ,  and thus it plays an 

important rok m the overall goals of the process writing class. 



1.3. The students9 perceptions of the fkwriting subactivities 

As mentioned earlier, this section aims to d e m a n d  the eight students' 

perceptions of the fieewrithg sub-acrivities and their implementation m their classrooms, 

by examining the factors that influenced the formation of their opinions, (Students' 

perceptions of the fieewriting sub-activities obtained fiom the interviews were presented 

in Chapter Four), Hayes' model is used as a guide in this section to understand student 

perceptions because implicit in the model is the interaction of the individual and the task 

environment, 

1.3.1. Topic sekction 

The interaction between the students and the topic selection subactivity seemed to 

relate to the students' background, goals, and motivation. When the students perceived 

w h t  a "good" topic was for them, their education background and personal experience 

were factors that innuenced their opinions. Also, the students perceived topic 

introduction in a positive light when pictures were used, it seemed that the visual-spatial 

repfesentation increased their motivation to write, as Hayes (1996) noted* 

The function of topic selection in kwr i t ing  is to provide an interesting and 

motivating topic which allows students to express themselves freely, thereby enhancing 

their fluency. To encourage students to write freely on whatever they want, fkely-chosen 

topics have been suggested to help student writers. Some researchers argue that assigned 

topics do not motivate students to write as effectively as they do with their own topics 

(Edekky & Smith, 1984), and give them less control over the d g  of the texts in their 
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composition (RamIer, 1992)- 

According to the data collected in this study, however, in light of the education 

background of the students and their goal of study, teacher assigned topics seemed to be 

more appropriate for these adult ESL students than &-chosen topics. This is suggested 

by the fact that the students showed preference for assigned topics, and actuaILy most of 

the time, they used the given topics far their Iog writing even though they could choose 

any topic they wanted. It seems to be the case that their prior experience of learning 

writing has been strongly influenced by a form-dominated approach which focuses on 

grammatical accuracy and organization, and in these classrooms topics are assigned by the 

teacher. All of the students m this study have experienced teacher-dominated classes 

through their schooling (6rom elementary to junior high school), and have the expectation 

that the teacher should provide topics for writing assi~~Ynts. For example, Tomoko, 

who had been taking the writing program for the second time reflected that she did not 

like her previous writing teacher's directions of not assignhg a specific topic, because she 

did not know what to write. Also, as in Yun-hee's case, ESL students whose goals ate to 

pass the test of writing m English (TWE) or other English exams may find the fact that 

they should respond to an assigned topic in written form more useful for preparing for 

these tests. 

The comments made by the participants in my study leads us to realize that the 

factor m the success of topic selection is what is a "good" assigned topic for these 

students. Some students refkted that "good" topics are ones that give them mimy 

specific and concrew ideas to write about, especially m relation to their He and 
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background knowledge, Dong-keun remembered the phrase, 'Dead Tree,' as a bad topic 

for his log writing because of its too abstract notion, while another word, 'Freedom' was 

good for him, m the sense tbat he could relate the word to the situation in his country. 

Although the word, 'Freedom,' might be a too abstract word for other students, Dong- 

keun' preference toward the word for the writing topic cornsponds to Vanett and Jurich 

(1990)'s belkfi that when a topic is related to the students* personal experiences, they do 

not have to worry about h d k g  information and are rarely blocked by not knowing what 

to write. However, it may be difficult for the ESL teachers to select a topic which is 

related to the students' personal experience, because they colne Erom diverse 

backgrounds. For example, the word, 'Freedom', might have been too abstract for other 

students who came from a different country than Dong-keun. Therefore, allowing the 

possibility of an assigned and a free-chosen topic seems the best compromise as the 

writing teachers in this study recoghd,  

There is another way, in addition to topic selection, to stimulate students' idea 

generation as a means of providing a "good" topic, by different methods of representing 

the topics, which may be a way to compensate for topics that are too abstract and have no 

representation in the students' mind. Hayes (1996) emphasized the importance of visual- 

spatial representations such as using graphs, tables, or pictures, for understanding the 

message of the text. His mode1 implies that such visual representation influences a 

writer's motivation as well as affects cognitive processes that anows them to understand 

the notion represented. . Many students spoke about the benefit of the pictures shown as 

topics, since it captivated their attention and gave them more inspiration for their writing. 
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Thus, it is not onIy the choice of topic that seems to play a role but also the manner in 

which the topic is presented to the students- 

1.3.2. Brainstorming 

In general, the participants felt that the brainstorming activity was advantagems 

before the actual fkewriting period, in that they found more ideas from their cokborators 

in the activity. Students' comments corroborate the beneficial fimctions ~f brainstorming 

advocated by Raimes (1983) and Czerniewska (1992) that this technique through speaking 

and listening to others encourages students to find their own ideas about a given topic, 

through speaking and listening to others. It also supports the student writers' struggling 

for content m their writing. Hayes (1996) also stated that spoken language can offer 

useful inputs to the writing process m terms of adding content information. 

However, the success of brainstorming depends on whether the students actually 

participated in the activity. In group discussion, there is a p o s s i i  of having an 

unproductive group session, since, as Tomoko and Reiko pointed out, not every student is 

sincere and active in the group work. If a couple of the members do not participate in the 

group discussion, then the "flow" of ideas in the group is disturbed, and the others who 

are active in the activity get de-motivated. This supports Hayes' (1996) notion that the 

collaborators in the social environment is one of the aspects that affect motivation of the 

individual students. Another way of brainstorming, which is led by a teacher, has the 

possi'bility to mduz up for such problems of group work for tbe sake of the students that 

are distracted fkom their work by their inactive peers during the discussion This is 
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inferred fkom Reiko's statement that she could know the other groupsr ideas when a 

teacher wrote down all groups' ideas on a blackboard. (Such a sort of re-brainstorming 

activity does not always have the power to get attemtion from all of the students all of the 

time.) Here, as I noticed as a participant in the group discussion in one of the writing 

classrooms, if the teacher uses a special technique with a visual effect, such as clusteringg. 

the students' attention and motivation seem to be increased, and consequently, the positive 

function of the brainstorming is increased, as they get more ideas for their writing. Using 

clustering also corroborates Hayes' 6ramework since, as noted earlier, visuat-spatial 

stimuli increase students' understanding of the message of the text. 

1.3-3. Freewriting 

Timed writing: 

Students comments revealed that timing for &writing plays a positive role m 

increasing writing ~ e n c y  as well as  writing speed. The fact that the cime for w a g  is 

limited makes students concentrate more on their writing and participate in the activity 

more actively, As Brousseau (1996) reported, this timed classroom activity has the 

power to stimulate studentsr th idhg  and produce something on paper in a short time. 

This positive effect of timing can be explained by borrowing a notion from psychology, 

the idea of 'Yacilitative anxiety "(as opposed to "debilitative anxiety'' where the amkty 

produces a negative effect, decreasing students' ability to communicate by decreasing their 

confidence) which some researchers believe to be usefbl in keeping students alert (Brown, 

1987; Oxford & Ehnnan, 1993) and providing emugh tension to complete the writing . 
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In fact, this is reflected in Tomoko's statement that EreewMng in the classroom was more 

effective than the one she did as a homework when there is no time limit invoIved- In my 

findings there is anecdotal evidence that students perceive a t h e  limit in freewriting as 

beneficial. 

Also, dmed writing was perceived as beneficial, when a student had a goal to pass 

an English writing exam. Yun-hee refIected that pnctk writing within a Iimited time was 

useful for her to increase the speed of her writing, since it met her need to prepare for the 

test of English. 

The lengrh of the time for freewriting: 

On the other hand, some students' comments reflected that the appropriateness of 

the length of the time (15-20 min) for freewriting also needs to be examined since the 

length of writing time may be too short (causing "'debilitative anxiety"). Although the 

usual time limit in the three writing classes was longer than the ten to hfteen minute time 

period ori@y suggested by Elbow (1973), Jim-woo and Reiko expressed that the time 

h i t  was still too short for them, It is noticeable that Reiko showed the p o s s i i y  of 

having stress because of not having enough time for her fieewriting, and that she 

evaluated herself a slower writer than her peers. The optimum length for the time limir 

imposed on freewriting should be determined so that the writing time is not too long to 

maintain the students' ' 'fkihtive anxiety" but balanced by the fact that the writing time is 

not too short for students' to remain motivated and have seIf-esteem, In this way, students 

win remain focused on the activity so that students of different levels of proficiency in 
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English writing in an ESL classroom feel comfortable with freewxiting in the classroom 

The goal of the optimum time is to reach what Ahmight a d  Bailey (1991) can "relaxed 

concentration'' , the state of being of the language learner where they have "fkibing 

anxiey" but not "debilitating anxiety''. 

As stated above to mintah a state of ''relaxed concentration'' during the 

hewriting task in the ESL ~Iassrooms, it is necessary to make the time the optimum time 

for individual students. Obviously for individual students to write for different lengths of 

time m the classroom is not practically feaslile, since it requires teachers to keep very 

careful track of time and to delegate students to stop writing when their individual time 

limit has been reached. Organized M u d  time limits also serve to increase students 

"debilitative anxiety'' because it singles out students who are slower in writing in the 

perception of their peers, which decmws their confidence. R&o has commented that 

the time to write was too short for her but not for other students, as a result of this she has 

evaluated herself as a slow writer. So it is not possible or advisable to implemmt 

individual time limits. Probably, this can be hannled by a classroom teacher's moment-by- 

moment decision based on sensitivity toward individual students. For example, when 

collecting the students' finished logs, a teacher may be able to allow a few more minutes 

to the students who have not hished their kwriting. In this way, if a short time limit is 

imposed on their fiee-g, the teacher can reduce the p o s s i ~  of some students' 

feeling ''debilitative anxiety." 
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13.4- Feedback 

Whik Elbow (1973) stipulated providing no feedback on student fieewriting, the 

three teachers m the context of the present study offered feedback each time, and returned 

it to their students the next class, According to students' cornments on feedback from a 

teacher, the types of teacher feedback can be divided into two: comments on content and 

ideas, and complimentary comments on the gened qadity of composition or sentence- 

level structural features. Most teachers7 feedback was a response to the content and ideas 

of students' composition, and comments on the structural features of sentences or 

evaluation of writing quality were very rare. Students perceptions reflected the different 

effects of different types of teacher feedback because, seemingly, different types of 

feedback interacted differently with their motivation, backgrounds, and goals m writing. 

Students' comments on their teachers' feedback show that the W o n  of the 

comments on content and ideas is different from the function of complimentary comments 

on the quality of composition or structural sentences. In addition, when teachers give 

frequent complimentary comments, the students may not always perceive it positiveiy- In 

fact, the policy of no emor correction seemed to bring conflict between the teachers and 

the students, because the policy did not cornspond directly to the students' learning 

background and goals of studying English, It was also found that some of the students 

had difficuhy in reading a teacher' comments on their logs, because for them the teachers 

handwriting was iTlegiile. These issues will be discussed in more detail in the next 

sections- 



The effects of teacher fdback in fieedting 

Comments on content and ideas: 

It was observed that comments on content and ideas of students' logs was the 

most common type of feedback adopted by the three writing teachers. Besides the 

function of reinforcement (as described above), students' perceptions implied that 

comments on content by a teacher might help buiid conhlence and genefate more ideas. 

Jin-woo and Yun-bee realized that they did not have to worry about correctness in their 

composition when there were only comments on content fiom their teacher , and 

accordingly, they became more comfoRabIe with fieewri~g. It seemed that because the 

students had been accustomed to form-focused teaching in their prior experience, they did 

not believe that the teacher would practice the no error correction policy until they 

received feedback only on content and their ideas. This supports the possibilky of using 

the no error correction aspect of hewriting for reducing students' writmg apprehension, 

and motivating them to express their ideas freely in spite of the fact that many students at 

the beginning of the program are vociferous in their criticism of this practice. (This will be 

discwed later m this chapter - the section of 'Dynamic nature of students' perceptions on 

error correction. ') 

In addition, as Faigley, Daly and W~ne (198 1) claizned, when the students become 

low-apprehensive, they may develop more ideas and produce longer essays than when they 

have higher anxiety- Students expressed that from the questions, sympathy, and 

comments fiom a teacher, they become interested in talking about their stories and 

thoughts. Also, as Tae-soo's case, students can use teacher comments on content of their 
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writing by knowing whether their English Wfiting was comprehensible to a teacher. Since 

the comments by the teacher did not correspond to what Tae-soo wrote, it indicated to 

him that his writing is incomprehem'ble. In this regard, the function of feedback is not 

only to provide reinforcement, but also to provide information which can be useful for 

modification of learners' behaviors in a cognitive view of learning (Chaudron, 1988). 

Complimentmy comments on the general quality of -ring or sentence-level structural 

features: 

As mentioned earlier (see Chapter Four), teachers' complimentary comments on 

the overall quality or the correctness of sentence-Ievel structure of students' composition 

were rare occurrences in students' logs. However, when such complimentary comments 

occur, they seemed to have directly affected studenrs to become highly motivated and 

more confident with their ikeewriting, such as the cases of Yun-hee and Jin-woo. 

Interestingly, the compbnentary comments pointed out by students during the interviews 

were only related to the general quality of writing and sentence-level structure features, 

not content It remains to be s e n  what the effkct wiIi be of teachers' complimentary 

response to content, on increasing students' motivation and confidence? 

On the other hand, it may not always be good to give complimentary comments on 

students' logs. The uselessness of repeating compliments m teacher feedback on student 

It should be mentioned that there were no complimentary comments on content. This 
may not only be because there was no such feedtack, rather this may be because the 
students did not deem these comments important. 
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writing was shown in Yun-hee's statements (see Chapter Four) where she complained of 

too many complimentary comments by teachers m a previous ESL school where she 

attended, which came across to her as super6cial It is important to be aware of Yun- 

hee's negative reaction to positive comments, when encouragement and praise is usually 

regarded as very beneficial for students* learning. 

Given such~various reactions of students to teachers' comments, giving fetdback 

on student writing is a complex job for writing teachers, since giving too little 

complimentary comments may f d  to inspire confidence, and giviag too much 

complimentary comments will give the impression of superfkhhty. However, it needs to 

be noted that students are very sensitive to a teacher's brief response to their composition. 

Difficulty in reading handwriting on teacher comment 

Some of the students' comments revealed that there were some factors that 

afEkcted whether the ESL students read teachers' comments on their logs, as ibmated in 

Chapter Four through the statements of Yun-hee and Ho-joon They both had dif6cuIty 

in reading their teacher's comment thoroughly, which led them sometimes to fail to 

appreciate the teachers feedback A survey was conducted questioning the magnitude of 

the difficulty for other ESL students in reading their teachers' handwriting, and revealed 

that this could be a particular problem for students who are not f- with the Roman 

alphabet. This suggests that the main cause of the reading difficulty is the cursive 

handwriting of the Roman alphabet rather than a teacher's "bad handwriting." In that 
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case, even very neat cursive handwriting would be difEcult for these students to recognize 

readily the English leners. The result of the swey  impks that if the teacher's 

handwriting is adapted to be simpler and less cursive (such as block letters), it would be 

much easier for the students to read the teacher's comment and understand the purpose of 

the feedback 

Teachers A and B reflected that the &hate purpose of their responses to 

students' logs is to encourage the students to write with more complex ideas, to push 

them to develop their language using longer sentences, and to let students learn how to 

distance themselves from their writing so that they may look at it objectively, to give a 

critique, and to be able to read critically. If the teacher's intention is to convey the 

importance of focusing on the content m freewriting through their comments, it is 

important that these comments be comprehensiile for the students. Tk notion of 

"modification" of handwriting can be given a more serious theoretical significance by 

braiding it within the framework of modification of input and "foreigner talk" 

Such consideration for non-native speakers of the target language have been 

discussed in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). Specificany, research on 

conversation between native speakers and now&ve speakers suggests that linguistic 

input has to be comprehensii to the learner if it is to serve as data for second language 

acquisition, and the speech modifications of native speakers as input almost certainly help 

(Long, 1983). Input modifications have been investigated through the study of foreigner 

talk, which refers to how native speakers m o w  the way they speak to normative 

speakers for communkation (EIlis, 1994). The types of modification of the native 
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speakers' normal speech are various, including simplification in syntax and lexical items, 

adjusting the tempo of speech to non-native speakers, and articulating the sounds more 

clearly (Ellis, 1997). Ellis (1994) suggested that such types of modification help to make 

the meanings of utterances more transparent, thereby leanred comprehension enhances. 

It is interesting to note that there is parallel to spoken foreigner talk m the 

teachers' written comments. Native speakers' "fast speech" to language learners may 

sound unclear, because adjacent sounds (consonants and vowels) are not articulated 

distinctively, and as a result, the sentence uttered becomes mcomprehensi'ble to the 

learners. Written texts undergo a shrrrlar transformation by a native writer in 'Yast 

writing", in the same way as the words are in "f'ast speech", the letters are concatenated 

and the combination in the handwriting can make it difficult to distinguish individual 

letters. It seems desirable that such modification as foreigner talk should be considered m 

the context of second language writing. The suggested modikation would be to impose 

foreigner wMng (written foreigner talk), which indudes less variation m letter formation 

(the correspondence to articulation in speech). For example, the written text could be 

modified by using clearer handwriting (e-g. in general, block letters seem to be easily 

recognized) when corresponding with foreigners than the one normally used for the 

handwritten messages with native speakers (e-g. cursive style of handwriting)- In 

particular, the result of the survey implies that this modification of native speakers' 

handwriting may be more needed for the students whose native language alphabet is 

completely different fiom the Roman alphabet In the ESL writing context, teacher 

feedback is the place w h m  the teacber communicates with students, intending to deliver 
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a pedagogical message. When the purpose of feedback is to communicate with non- 

native learners, focusing on the content, to represent the teacher's message in clear written 

form would be essential m enhancement of students' comprehension of the message. 

In light of the goals of freewriting in the context of the present study, teaches' 

comments on student 6eewriting seem to be a crucial key to help students focus on the 

content and develop ideas through the h e g e  of the comments. S h e  some of the 

students in this context reflected that teachers' iilegiile handwriting led them not to read 

the teachers' comments carefully, such difliculty of the students in reading teachers' 

handwriting s h o d  not ignored, especially for those from countries where the Roman 

alphabet is not used m their first language. One might argue, it would gradually become 

less difficult to read a teacher's response as the students became more accustomed to 

reading their teacher's handwriting (in the same way that students learn to understand 

'Yast speech"). However, most ESL programs are scheduled for two to three months, 

and by the time students get used to a teacher's handwriting, the term win likely be near 

its end- The function of teacher feedback on students' fieewriting mentioned above might 

be sabotaged by the incomprehensibility of the letters in a teacher's handwriting. In this 

regard, the modification of the teacher's normal handwriting needs to be taken into 

account m order to make the meaning of the written message more transparent and 

comprehens~ile for the students- 

1.3.5. Dynamic nature of stPdtpts9 pezceptiom 

It seems that students' perceptions are naturaIly dynamic, which implies that 
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education can contribute to developing their prior perspectives to be able to view the 

benefits of teaching events We see ofren that implementation of new theory often brings 

conflict between the teachers who implement the new idea and the students who are not 

used to the new idea In the context of the present study, there appeared such a conflict 

between the teachers and the students regarding what to focus on in kwriting, and the 

value of error correction The students' disagreement with teachers' b e H  on their 

teaching seemed derived fiom the students expectation toward the teacher's role m their 

learning, which was influenced by their prior educational background (that is, form- 

focused teaching). As Leki and Carson (1994) pointed out ESL students tend to apply 

their previous learning experience to new situations, the students in this study seemed to 

have expected their teachers to enhance their grammatical knowledge and to give them 

error correction in their written product- However, some of the students showed that 

their perspectives toward the importance of accuracy in composition have been changed 

through a certain period of praEticing bewriting. 

As mentioned earlier, teachers A and B never corrected students' errors in their 

freewriting, and gave some comments to respond to the content, and this type of feedback 

conflicted with some of the students' expectation of teachers' error correction (such as the 

cases of Dong-keun and Yun-hee). In particular? this occurs at the beginning of each 

tern when students are not used to freewriting activities yet, or have personal goals to 

acquire grammatical knowledge, and the students are not satisfied with their teacher's 

comments just on the content of their composition without error correction For 

examp1e, when Yun-hee had been m the program for less than two months, she strongly 



complained about having no error correction on her logs fiom the writing teachers in the 

program, when she compared the writing class to her prior experience of learning English 

writing m another ESL writing program, In fact, she was pranning to take the TOEFL, 

test and TWE test as well, thus indicating that she had a high desire to gain grammatical 

knowledge through writing practice- 

However, it seems that the disagreement of the students on no emor correction 

can change when the students come to realbe that a focus on the formal feantns in their 

freewriting is not as important as focusing on developing content with their own ideas. 

One of the fundamental aspects of students' perception may be that their perceptions are 

naturally dynamic m the process of learning, and consequently, their perceptions of no 

error correction can change possibly through understanding the importance of focusing on 

content rather than accuracy (some students, however, might not act on the idea until 

Iater). For instance, when 1 interviewed Yun-hee about three months &r she started the 

writing program, it seemed that she understood the teachers' beliefs that focusing on 

meaning is more important than on graamar accuracy in freewriting. When I asked her 

again about her experience in the previous ESL program. she described the class as 

follows: 

Yun-hee: There (her previous ESL school) wis no 
freewriting like here. Just once a week, not writing about 
whatever I want like here, I had to correct grammatical 
errors in my writing. I like freewritkg more. I can 
practice writing many things quickly7 lots of my thoughts 
without concerning grammar- It seems more effbive, 
since I can pwtice writing many things quickly, then can 
correct some errors later. A teacher m the previous school 
sometimes said, "why didn't you correct the errors?," then it 



made me hesitate to write the next one. Error correction is 
okay, but I didn't like to be insisted to correct them, A 
teacher there did not care about the content of our writing 
at all, except the usage of vocabulary-.. 

From this statement, it seems that Yun-hee's perceptions of EreeWfiting and the 

way the teachers give feedback on it has gradually changed. She initially had a strongly 

negative opinion regarding the lack of error conectiotl fkom the teacher, suggesting that 

the teacher's comments on her log had no benekial effect. In this later statement, 

however, she seems to think that a teacher should be interested in the content of student's 

writing rather than just grammatical accutacy, and hewriting is useful for expressing 

many thoughts without worrying about grammar. Another student, Dong-kerm, also 

showed that his perception of accuracy m writing has gradually changed since the teacher 

instructed the students not to worry about errors in punmar or vocabulary, because as he 

continued fieewriting he noticed the improvement in his writing: 

Dong-kern Actually, I couldn't understand at the beginning 
why the teacher has always told us not to worry about 
grammar and the quality of writing, However, once after I 
got used to writing fast, I saw that my logs were getting 
longer, and it made me feel good. Since then, I don't 
spend a lot, of time to think of a right word when I get 
stuck I just try to use an easy word or to explain what I 
want to say m a long sentence. I don't get stressed or feel 
pressure as much as before that I have to use an exact word 
or more difficult word in my writing... 

Adult ESL students, in particuk, who have been used to the teacher-dominated 

education system like the participants m this study, tend to expect learning explicitly from 

a teacher. When a teacher returns student logs with feedback, the students expect to 
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learn something explicitly fiom the teacher's feedback, such as emr correction 

However, not only error correction but also comments on content from a teacher can 

satisfy the students' expectation, m terms of stimulating students' learning curiosity. As 

illustrated earlier, comments on content without error correction seemed to make students 

feel decreased apprehension and gain confidence m their writing. In this way, when 

students notice the merits of feedback on content rather than grammaf or sentence 

structure, their needs may be satisfied to a certain extent by what they expect fiom a 

teacher. The students then possiily may not only recognize the vdue of teachers' 

comments on content but may "act" on this by accepting the benefits. However, as Hayes 

(1996) pointed out, learning motivation can occur in long-term predispositions to & 

students participate m certain types of learning activity. In the context of the present 

study, the value of focusing on content without error correction in fkwriting would be a 

new idea and an llnknown strategy for the students m order to improve the quahty of their 

writing. When the students understand the value of focusing only on content to bring 

about improvement in their writing, they may be more receptive to the idea 

Given that we understand the dynamic nature of students' perceptions in their 

learning process as demonstrated so far, it should be noted that research on students' 

perceptions (or their needs analysis as well) needs to be done based on a longitudinal study 

to reflect possi'ble changes in students' perceptions. When students do not understand 

M y  the fimctions and benefits of the actrvltles 
- - .  m the classroom, usually at the bepinning 

of the term of a program, they seem to complain about ine f f i c i e~  of the education of the 

program (as in the case of the no error conection policy). Since the occurring time of 
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understanding and motivation is different fkorn student to student, research on students' 

perceptions needs to be reinforced by longitudinal foJlow-up studies. 

2. Imptications 

2.1. Awareness of the datiotlships among the components in the d~ssroom 

structure 

The fundamental goal of the present study was to examine, fkom the students' 

perspectives, the sub-components of a hwriting activity and their conm'bution to 

success of the fieewrifizlg activity. Figure 8 reflects the relationships between the 

components of the structure of the &writing activity based on Figure 1, and fhtber, the 

contribution of the freewritiog activity to the other classroom activities and the overall 

success of the wrhing class- The broken lines represent the direction of one component's 

contribution to the success of the other a&dy (that is, the direction of the arrow 

indicates the direction of the beneficial effects). 

It would be good for the writing teachers m this context to be aware of the 

contribution of each component in their impkmentation of the activities, m the sense of 

the beneficial effects they bring to other components of the process writing class. The 

broken lines imply that topic selection and brainstormkg components contribute to 

whether students can produce good fkewriting with many ideas; an the components of the 

fkeewritbg activity @re-fieewrhing, finewriting, and post-16reewriti~g) contribute to the 

success of the freewriting; the fieewriing acrivity seems to have inter-contn"bution with 



120 

the other activities (a grammar lesson and a formal writing project) m the writing 

class, and consequently, contributes to the overat1 success of the writing class. In this 

way students build confidence and writing fluency through regular repetition of writing - 

practicing which does not seem to be emphasized m uaditional curdcula 

More importantly, the structure of the writing class implies that when one of the 

Figure 8. The direction of contdmtion to the success of the components 

sub-activities is not carried out successfidly, the super-ordinate activity can still be 

compensated for by lateral subactivities. For example, when students were not 

stimulated by the topic selection activity, they can have an opportunity to get nmtivved to 

produce keewriting with the ideas generated though brainstorming; and when the pre- 

. - -  fieewriting acavltles were not successfbl and students did not produce writing as good as 



121 

they could, they can still learn fiom the feedback activity-, and when students did not 

understand completely on the bases of a formal writing project or a grammar lesson, they 

may be able to practice the writing slcln during the freewriting activity, or the other way 

around. In this way each activity and sub-activity in the process writing class has the 

possi'bility of compensating for the f a k e  of another- In a sense, inherent in this 

class~oorn setting is a 'Yail- safe" mechanism: if a particular sub-activit)r fails a particnlar 

student, then another sub-activity may compensate for the failure, This notion is 

particularly important in ESL classrooms where a variety of students are present with 

different perceptions of classroom activities, and so one activity might fail for some 

students. 

2.2. Implications for -writing instruction 

The students' perceptions of the sub-activities for freewriting m the findings 

suggest that each activity contributes to the students' overall perceptions of freewriting. 

On the whole, as the students' comments above showed, &writing seems to have a 

powedul influence on the ESL students' learning how to write, particularIy, in terms of 

increasing fluency and speed of writing, and confidence as writers by reducing 

apprehension toward composition in English- It seems that students came to realize the 

benefits of freewriting, in parricular, w h e ~  they noticed their improvement in fkeewriting; 

when they kept freewriting regularly so that they produced a large quantity of logs; and 

when they understood the priority in their learning process, such as the case of content 
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before accuracy. It is important that students become aware of the improvements in their 

learning process. Teachers can f- this through appropriate teaching techniques. 

2.3. Implications for classmorn research 

This study shows that how a tkoredcd concept m the literature can be varied and 

adapted as a classroom activity, depending on the context, the purpose of the acthity? the 

range of application of the theory, and the ways of implementation by a teacher's decision 

making* Accordingly, such variations bring each different effect and expectation fkom 

what outlined in the literature. In addition, the various backgrounds of the ESL students 

add even more complexity to the classroom teaching. Therefore, the investigation of a 

classroom activity should first determine a specific context and the characteristics of  the 

type of an activity involved, To thoroughly represent the determination, it seems effective 

to examiue the structure of the activity and the relationships among the components of the 

structure. Keeping the relationships in mind, examining students' perceptions of5ers us a 

better understanding how the students see the beneficial effects of the acdvity and what 

hinders them to see and how. In this way, the r@t of the research may provide useful 

information for the writing instruction in the classroom.. 
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