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Abstract

Second language writing has received growing attention since the 1960s. Fruitful
results have been gained from a large number of previous studies that fell into three main
categories: product research, process research, and writing pedagogy research.

A review of the previous studies on product and process revealed the following three
weaknesses. First, most studies chose college students as their research subjects.
Learners of other age groups and second language proficiency levels have received little
attention. Second, writing tasks were mostly argumentative writing. Third, the temporal
dimension of online writing has been scarcely tapped in process research.

The present study aimed to investigate the developmental patterns of language
production in Chinese students’ EFL writing. First, foreign language development was
examined in terms of accuracy, fluency, lexical and grammatical complexity. Second,
several temporal aspects such as writing time, pauses, and productivity were studied.
Third , an attempt was made to combine online writing process with written product: how
the foreign language writers’ cognitive activities influenced their language production.

The participants of the present study were 72 junior high school and senior high
school graduates and non-English major college students with good computer keyboard
skills, 24 in each group. They were required to write an argumentation, a narration and
a description on a computer equipped with ScriptlLog ( a keystroke logging program).
Immediately after writing, their writing process was replayed and they were asked to
recall their cognitive activities at a pause or a revision.

The study had three data sets: written product data, temporal data and interview
data. The following findings were obtained through quantitative analyses of the product
and temporal data and qualitative analyses of the interview data:

1. Language development in EFL writing. (1) Accuracy. The two measures
(EFT/T, E/T) yielded consistent results. More errors were made with increased grade
levels. The accuracy of narrative writing was higher than that of argumentative and
descriptive writing. (2 ) Fluency. The two measures ( W/T, W/C) produced

inconsistent results for the college group. There was a linear increase in T-unit length
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from junior high school to college. Clause length increased significantly in senior high
school but decreased in college. The average length of T-units and clauses was longer in
argumentative writing than in the other two text types. (3) Grammatical complexity.
The two measures ( C/T, DC/C) produced consistent results. Students produced
grammatically more complicated T-units as they entered higher grade levels. Regarding text
type, argumentative and narrative texts respectively exhibited the highest and lowest degree
of grammatical complexity. (4) Lexical complexity. The two measures ( WI/V2W,
SWT/WT) yielded consistent patterns; a significant increase in senior high school and a
slight decrease in college.

2. Writing time and pause. Participants at higher grade levels needed more writing
time and spent less time on pre-writing planning. The junior high school participants
spent significantly more time on pre-writing planning in argumentative writing than in
narrative writing, which indicated that argumentative writing imposed more cognitive
demand on them. The senior high school and college participants needed more time for
narrative writing but spent less time planning. The interview data revealed that the two
text types posed different levels of difficulty to our learners. Compared with
argumentative writing, narrative writing was easier in content generation but more
difficult in language aspects. For example, narrative writing required more adjectives
and verbs which seemed to be seriously lacking in our participants’ vocabulary
structure.

Pause took up 60% ~65% of writing time, regardless of the grade level and text
type. The junior high school group paused significantly more frequently between
sentences and less frequently between phrases than the other two groups. Analyses of
productivity showed that participants at higher grade levels wrote in their FL with lower
degrees of fluency. The interview data further revealed that the increase of L1 thinking
and upgrading efforts in FL writing were the two major reasons for this decrease in
productivity.

3. Cognitive activities in online writing. (1) Pre-writing planning. The junior high
school group mainly planned what their FL proficiency allowed them to write, while the
senior high school and college groups focused on the organization of ideas and the
structure of their intended texts. (2) Formulation process. The junior high school
participants mainly employed the knowledge-telling strategy. They wrote down what
came to their mind and made very few adaptations to the content or language of their

texts. The senior high school and college groups were able to employ the knowledge-
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transforming strategy and made necessary adaptations and transformations to their writing
in relation to ideas and rhetorical aspects.

In brief, the junior high school group was significantly different from the senior
high school group. But the senior high school and college groups shared more
similarities than differences in terms of both product and process. This indicated that
significant improvement in English proficiency and English writing ability was achieved
in the three senior high school years on the part of Chinese learners of English. Yet, it
seemed that no further improvement was made in the two or three college years. The
main reason for this, according to the interview data, was that the importance of writing
in FL learning did not gain full recognition. Students had negative attitudes toward and
seldom engaged in FL writing.

This study shows that a fuller picture can be painted of the developmental features
of language production in FL writing when learners of different age groups and FL
proficiency levels and different text types are taken into consideration and when product
and process analyses are combined. This has important implications for FL writing
research and instruction, and for the teaching and learning of English writing to non-

English majors in China in particular.

Keywords: FL writing, written language production, written product, writing

process, development
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Second language (L2) production has always been difficult for second language
learners. In first and second language production studies, written language production
has received less attention from researchers than spoken language production. But the
situation gradually changed since the late 1950s and the early 1960s.

Studies in second language writing began in the 1960s with the continuing increase
of international students in U. S. higher education and the creation of the disciplinary
division of labor between L1 and 1.2 writing ( Raimes, 1991). In the past five decades,
the number of studies in 1.2 writing has grown rapidly and produced fruitful results.
Mastuda (2003 ) points out that ESL or L2 writing has developed from focus on
instructional emphases to focus on theoretical construction, and from a sub-discipline of
second language studies to an interdisciplinary field.

12 writing research covers a wide range of aspects and they have been grouped into
three major categories: research on the written product, research on the composing
process, and research on the learning and teaching of 12 writing ( Archibald & Jeffery,
2000; Atkinson, 2003 ; Matsuda, 2003 ; Polio, 2003 ; Wang & Sun).

This chapter begins with a brief introduction of these three lines of research as a
general background against which the present study was conducted, followed by a

statement of the scope of the study, and ends with the organization of the book.

1.2 The study of L2 writing

1.2.1 Written product. L2 writers’ texts

This line of research focuses on the analyses of the features of texts produced by L2

writers so that we can have a better understanding of texts produced by L2 learners and
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