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Chapter One

Introduction

In the past few decades, a question of continuing interest to
researchers in essay writing has been what internal characteristics
discriminate essays, ranked high and low in overall quality (Chiang, 1999,
2003; Luk, 2008; McCulley, 1985; Todd et al. , 2007; Witte & Faigley,
1981). Empirical studies at the college level have, for the most part, come
across this problem: “examining grammatical errors and syntactic features,
while generally ignoring the features of texts that extend across sentence
boundaries” (Witte & Faigley, 1981, p. 189). Neither the error approach,
nor the syntactic approach, is entirely satisfactory. Indeed, research in
writing quality leaves much space for further development.

In light of extended discourse in written English, studies in such fields
as linguistics, psychology, artificial intelligence and anthropology address
questions about how humans produce and comprehend discourse units
which were referred to as texts. One such effort that gives rise to attention
of researchers in writing is Cohesion in English (1976) by M. A. K.
Halliday and Ruqaiya Hasan. Although Halliday and Hasan do not state
how humans produce texts, they do attempt to conceptualize text. To
them, the parts of a text, a semantic unit, are linked together by explicit
cohesive ties, Therefore, cohesion defines a text as text.

Halliday and Hasan’s concept of textuality, defined with reference to
grammatical and lexical relationships that span across sentence boundaries,

suggests a number of possibilities for conducting essay research beyond its
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frequent analysis of sentence-level operations and features.

1.1 Statement of the Problems

A review of writing research shows that studies on first language (1.1)
writing have gained recognition (Altenberg & Granger, 2001; Bolton et
al. , 2003; Chase, 2011; Cheng, 2007; Matsuda & de Pew, 2002; Shaw &
Weir, 2007; Silva & Brice, 2004). However, this growth in research
output has not applied equally to research on second language (1.2) writing
(Despite differences between second language and foreign language, L2 in
this book, unless specified, refers to both). Therefore, when L1 writing
study has expanded at the levels of empirical research, theoretical
discussions, and pedagogical recommendations, 1.2 writing has given rise to
less prominently theoretical and pedagogical discussions in this field
(Ortega, 2004).

Nevertheless, it is also true that empirical research on L2 writing has
steadily grown, particularly in the last decade. This has found expression
in academic publications and conferences. The editorial in Journal of
Second Language Writing (JSLW2009) states that 75% of the articles on
L2 writing featured in this journal from 1999 to 2008 have been published.
It should also be noted that the second language writing research has been
conducted in a variety of foreign language contexts (e. g. Arabic, Chinese,
English, Italian, Japanese and Spanish), and the range of language studies
in L2 writing research has been opened up.

L2 writing in English has attracted the attention not only of
researchers but of writing instructors. College teachers hold that students
who produce grammatically right sentences may still not be able to write
coherent essays. Much importance has been attached to text cohesion and
coherence in the classroom teaching and assessment of English writing
(Castro, 2002; Liu & Braine, 2005; Qin & Wen, 2007; Yasuda, 2011;
Zhang, 200la, 2001b, 2004, 2008). Cohesion and coherence, though
disputable, have long been recognized as important discourse features to
label whether a piece of writing is “good” or “poor”.

Despite such progress on this aspect, holistic investigation of 12
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writing is not adequate and the previously used methods are not without
limitations. To begin with, the generalizability of the findings of previous
research is questionable since most of them are conducted in natural
settings rather than highly controlled environments. Secondly, previous
research fails to capture elements of coherence that are hard to be
quantified. Given the importance of factors of such discourse features as
cohesion and coherence, it is highly advisable to conduct both quantitative
and qualitative research in concern with a combination of different methods
to strengthen the validity of triangulate data. Finally, the complex and
multi-faceted nature of cohesion and coherence calls for more research to
complement the findings of previous research on L2 writings. As a line of
writing research with an aim of improving writing instruction, studies on
discourse features are more practical and more likely to generate
pedagogical implications for literacy education.

Although there has been an intense interest in the study of EFL
learners’ writings, studies on cohesive devices employed in their writings
are relatively small in number. There is even a comparative dearth of
empirical studies of discourse features, both cohesive devices and coherence
in .2 learners’ essays. Considering the great number of people learning
English in Chinese context, more thorough and detailed investigation into
L2 writing is of great significance and necessity. Therefore, cohesion and
coherence studies involving Chinese tertiary EFL learners are likely to
supplement the research findings of other studies and cast light on the

nature of writing in general.

1.2 Purpose and Method of the Study

Considering the limitations of the previous studies, the present study
aims to investigate the developmental patterns of discourse features in
tertiary Chinese EFL learners’ timed argumentative writings at different
levels of English proficiency in relation to the theories of cohesion and
coherence. There are three objectives to conduct this study. The first
objective is to explore the developmental patterns of discourse features in

Chinese EFL learners’ argumentative writings, in particular, grammatical

3
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and lexical devices, ratings of coherence scales so as to help explain the
relationship between cohesion, coherence and writing quality. The second
objective is to investigate the relationship between cohesion and writing
quality that covers the frequency of the use of cohesive devices, the kinds
of grammatical and lexical devices most commonly used, and the density of
cohesive devices at different grade levels. The third objective is to reveal
the relationship between coherence and writing quality that includes the
elements predicting a coherent text, the ratings of coherence scales in
different levels.

To achieve these goals and obtain reliable data, both quantitative and
qualitative approaches are employed in the study. Several instruments,
including rating holistic writing quality, coding cohesive devices and rating
coherence scales, are used to collect quantitative data. Essay descriptions
are used to collect qualitative data, which is a supplement to the
quantitative findings. After these essays are rated holistically adapted from
Lu (2010), they are coded based on the cohesion coding scheme adapted
from Halliday and Hasan (1976), and then categorized and analyzed in
accordance with the suggested procedures in cohesion, coherence and
writing quality model. The coherence rating scale is adapted from Chiang
(1999, 2003) with an aim to explore the relationship between coherence

and the overall writing qualities.

1.3 Significance of the Study

The present study is, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, one of
the few in-depth studies of discourse features concerning Chinese tertiary
EFL learners’ argumentative writings across three different levels of
English proficiency by means of discourse analysis. Aimed at a better
understanding of the nature of cohesion and coherence, a longitudinal study
is conducted of the timed argumentative essay writings by Chinese EFL
learners across levels intended to explore the developmental patterns of
discourse features, relations between cohesion, coherence and writing
quality. The present study is significant in theory, methodology and

pedagogy.



