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ABSTRACT

This book reports a study which investigates the effects of some linguistic

variables on second language writing ability. The linguistic variables include first
language writing ability and second language proficiency variables. The focus of
the study is on the integrated and systematic effects of these linguistic variables
on second language writing ability, which include the direct and indirect
influences of first language writing ability on second language writing ability and
the direct and indirect effects of second language competences and abilities on
second language writing ability. The study is systematic, multidisciplinary,
multidimensional, and empirical. There are a number of reasons underlying this
study. First of all, there have been no such studies in China that investigate what
factors and how these factors influence second language writing ability, even
though China has been the largest English learning country in the world. English
writing ability is an important communication ability and plays an important role
in exchange with foreign countries., To study and understand the factors that are
likely to affect second language writing ability can be a great help to the
improvement of the teaching and learning of second language writing. Second,
even though some foreign researchers have made studies concerning the
relationships of first language writing ability and second language proficiency
variables with second language writing ability, there have been some
inconsistencies in these studies. Therefore, further studies are needed to resolve

these inconsistencies. Third, most of the studies abroad were carried out in
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English as Second Language (ESL) contexts such as in the United States. The
findings and conclusions made by these studies do not necessarily apply to English
as Foreign language (EFL) contexts. Therefore, it is necessary to carry out
studies in EFL contexts such as in China to testify or modify the findings made by
previous studies, or to make new discoveries and form new theories.

In second language writing research, there have been some controversies
concerning the relationships between first language writing ability and variables
of English proficiency and between variables of English proficiency and English
writing ability. Some researchers (Jones, 1982; Zamel, 1983) found that first
language composing competence accounted more for English writing ability than
English proficiency while others (Cumming, 1989; Sasaki and Hirose, 1996)
found that English proficiency explained more variation of English writing ability
than first language writing ability. Some researchers (Cumming, 1989) found
that first language writing ability had no interaction with second language
proficiency while other researchers (Sasaki and Hirose, 1996) found that first
language writing ability was significantly related to English proficiency.

The major reason that caused these controversies was that these studies had
given inconsistent operational definitions to second language proficiency. Even
though they claimed that they examined the relationships between second
language proficiency and second language writing ability, they actually
investigated the relationships of some individual variables of second language
proficienéy to second language writing ability in isolation either from first
language writing ability or from other variables of second language proficiency
such as second language production variables. Other reasons included small
sample sizes, lack of powerful statistical means and too many differences across
studies in subjects and contexts.

To resolve these controversies, more empirical studies are needed. These
studies should have a multi-dimensional model of second language proficiency
which needs to make a distinction between comprehension and production and
between competence and skills. These studies should also have a multi-
dimensional conceptual model of second language proficiency variables affecting
second language writing ability. The conceptual model needs to specify the
relationships between second language proficiency variables and second language

writing ability and the interrelations between second language proficiency
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ABSTRACT

variables, The model of second language writing needs to be verified with more
powerful statistical means against empirical data obtained from a large sample of
subjects.

Based on previous studies and literature research, this thesis proposes a
multidisciplinary and multidimensional definition of second language proficiency
and builds a theoretical framework which specifies the ways in which some
linguistic variables affect second language writing ability. The model (Figure 1)
shows that first language writing ability, as an initial language ability, exerts
direct and indirect effects on the development of second language competences and
abilities. Second language comprehension competence has direct and indirect
influences on second language comprehension ability and production competence.
Second language comprehension ability affects second language production
competence, second language speaking ability and second language writing ability
both directly and indirectly. Second language production competence has a direct
influence on second language speaking ability and has both direct and indirect
effects on second language writing ability. Second language speaking ability as a
production ability can facilitate the development of second language writing
ability. The indirect influence of a variable on a second variable is realized
through a third variable which has a direct effect on the second variable. For
example, the direct influence of first language writing ability on second language
writing ability can be achieved through its direct effects on second language

variables which have direct effects on second language writing ability.

| .

L1 L2 L2 L2 L2 L2

|| — |

writing comprehension [ comprehension production [ | speaking writing
ability competence ability competence ability ability

| } ‘

The study uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches. In
the quantitative part of the study, 133 second-year non-English majors from five
intact English classes in three Chinese tertiary institutions in Nanjing, Zhenjiang
and Luoyang took part in the study. They were given a questionnaire and a series

of tests of English competencies and skills and two writing tasks with one in
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English and the other in Chinese. All the answers to the questionnaire, the test
scores and the quality ratings of their Chinese and English compositions
comprised the data of the quantitative study. The data were used to estimate and
verify the a priori causal model derived from an extensive literature review. A
statistical package called LISREL was used to estimate the model. From the
estimation, an a posteriori causal model was established which had a good fit
between the model and the empirical data. The model specified the relationships
of first language writing ability to English writing ability, and the relationships of
first language writing ability to variables of English proficiency, the relationships
of the wvariables of English proficiency to English writing ability and the
interrelations among the variables of English proficiency. In the qualitative part
of the study, the methods of think-aloud, observation and interview were used.
Four subjects were involved in the qualitative part of the study with two good
second language writers and two poor writers. A detailed study was made in the
aspects of their first language writing ability, their second language production
vocabulary competence and their speaking ability. The qualitative data were used
to illustrate and supplement the findings of the quantitative part of the study.
The causal model (Figure 2) thus established in the quantitative part of the

study indicates that three wvariables first language writing ability, English

speaking ability and English productive vocabulary have direct effects on
English writing ability and these three variables together can explain 73% of the
variation of English writing ability. That is to say, 73% of the difference in
English writing ability can be explained by the combined difference of these three
independent variables. Accounting for 73% of the variance of English writing
ability is really impressive because no previous studies have reported such a high
percentage of explained variance of English writing ability. Kellogg (1994 )
reported a 30% of explained variance in English as a first language writing
research, which he commented to be impressive. Sasaki and Hirose (1996)
reported a 54. 5% of explained variance of English writing ability. Previous
studies did not distinguish second language comprehension from second language
production in their definitions of second language proficiency and did not have a
comprehensive framework of second language proficiency and therefore could not
explain more variations of second language writing ability. This study introduces

two pairs of dimensions of second language proficiency, that is, comprehension
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