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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

ESL learners’ integrated writing ability has been increasingly considered
important for academic purposes based on the assumption that writing
should be associated with what learners are supposed to do in academic
learning contexts in the sense that they are often expected to comprehend,
evaluate, and analyze source texts for the purpose of both generating and
synthesizing ideas into written products (Cumming 2013; Weigle et al.
2013; Cumming & Silva 2008). For academic purposes, thus, the writing
ability construct should comprise the ability not only to generate coherent
written products as measured by the conventional writing-only task type but
also to compose texts that are purposefully and appropriately relevant to
ideas and information from academic sources (Plakans 2009; Cumming
2013); however, there is scant empirical evidence about how learners use a
repertoire of strategies while performing those tasks. Findings from research
on this task type can not only provide evidence that helps understand the
extent to which subjects’ strategy use interacts with their reading-to-write
test performance but offer insights into ESL/EFL writing instruction. With
these aims in mind, this research attempts to investigate subjects’ strategy
use in completing an integrated reading-to-write task and to what extent

their deployment of strategies differs across scoring levels.

1.1 Rationale for the study

Second language writing research is characterized by its complexity and
multidisciplinary nature (Matsuda, 2006). Most researchers acknowledge

“

that writing can be essentially described as “a ‘ more’ and ¢ better’
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incorporation of various separate attributes that make up language
performance” ( Byrnes 2002: 37). In particular, the communicative
competence framework, established by Hyland (2003), highlighting that
ESL learners require at least grammatical competence, discourse competence,
sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence for the purpose of
writing successfully in English. This framework “sheds light on the varying
needs of students as they progress from Novice to Distinguished levels of
proficiency” (Leaver & Shekhtman 2002: 10). The development of learners’
communicative competence has long been perceived as the fundamental
objective of ESL/EFL teaching. In achieving such a goal, the integrated-
skill approach has increasingly been favored by both language instructors
and assessors because of its simulation of authentic language use in real life,
its stimulation of learners’ strategy use, and its encouragement of learners’
acquisition of content knowledge by means of multiple methods (Grabe &
Stoller 2001).

With regard to instruction, language instructors have attempted to
simulate authentic language use in classroom settings in order to help
learners better prepare for language tasks in real-life settings. Specifically,
when learners are requested to perform complicated tasks in academic
contexts, language instructors have to develop their integrated language
skills by implementing instructions in which different language components
are combined.

Similar benefits are applicable to performance assessment. In writing
assessment, Weigle (2004) claimed that writing is seldom done in isolation,
but is essentially conducted as a response to source texts instead. In recent
years, furthermore, conventional impromptu writing-only tasks have been
criticized as an inauthentic task type that cannot provide a valid assessment
of academic writing ability in real language contexts (Hamp-Lyons & Kroll
1996; Leki & Carson 1997; Weigle 2002, 2004). As a response to this long-
standing criticism, the use of integrated writing tasks for assessing writing
ability in large-scale language assessment programs has been increasing in
recent years (e.g., General English Proficiency Test[ GEPT ], Canadian
Academic English Language Assessment [ CAEL |, Internet-based Test of
English as a Foreign Language[ TOEFL iBT], Certificate of Proficiency in
Englishl COPE]), often as a substitute for impromptu writing-only tasks.
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The primary rationale for the integrated writing task type consists in the
general assumption that writing test tasks for academic purposes should be
associated with what learners are supposed to do in real language contexts in
the sense that students in colleges or universities are frequently expected to
write for the purpose of demonstrating their writing proficiency in different
skill areas, including listening or reading (Cumming 2013; Weigle et al.
2013; Leki, Cumming, & Silva 2008); therefore, for academic purposes,
the writing ability construct should comprise the ability not only to generate
coherent written texts as measured by the conventional writing-only task
type but also to compose written responses that are purposefully and
appropriately related to ideas and information from given academic sources
(Plakans 2009; Cumming 2013). Research interest has accordingly been
growing, as proved by a body of studies on integrated test tasks in recent
years (e.g., Cumming et al. 2005; Asencidén 2004; Gebril 2009; Plakans
2008, 2009; Yang & Plakans 2012; Kim 2013). The intense research interest
in the promising task type could also be evidenced by the fact that one of the
most notable academic periodical in the field of language testing, Language
Assessment Quarterly, published a special issue in 2013, addressing both
theoretical rationales and empirical evidence for integrated writing test
tasks.

Additionally, the past decades have witnessed the shift of research
paradigm from how second language or foreign language should be taught to
what makes a good language leaner, which has promoted researchers’
interest in language learning strategies invoked by ESL/EFL learners and
their effects on the development of language proficiency (e.g., O’'Malley &
Chamot 1987; Wenden 1987; Abraham & Vann 1987; Purpura 1999). Just a
few researchers (e.g., Tsai 2004; Ou 2013), however, have systematically
concentrated on the writing strategies of good writers or what strategies help
writers develop their writing skills. As claimed by both Victori (1995) and
Beare (2000), it is the strategy use that primarily distinguishes successful
from less successful writers, which has also been supported by Sasaki (2000)
who found that expert and novice writers made use of different strategies or
used the same ones but in different ways. Furthermore, it has been found
that test-taking strategy research provides insights for test validation. In

order to achieve a better understanding of the construct of test tasks,
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language practitioners should, as Bachman (2002) suggested,

collect data on the processes or strategies that test-takers use in
responding to assessment tasks (e.g., verbal protocols, observations,
questionnaires, interviews, discourse that is created in the assessment
process; such as speech or writing samples, physiological and
neurophysiological responses) and utilize appropriate qualitative
analyses to investigate the ways in which test-takers process

language assessment tasks (p. 470).

In this sense, many areas concerning integrated writing tasks remain to be
more fully explored. In particular, there is insufficient empirical evidence
about how subjects use different strategies while performing those tasks.
Further exploration is needed in terms of the extent to which subjects’
strategy use interacts with their reading-to-write test performance.

Three research issues underlie the present study: (1) a lack of empirical
research on strategy use reported by subjects while performing integrated
writing tasks in Chinese EFL contexts; (2) a lack of information concerning
the interrelatedness between EFL university students’ strategy use and their
performance on integrated writing tasks across scoring levels; (3) the
scarcity of research employing a mixed-method approach for investigating
strategy use.

First, it is noteworthy that there has been a lack of empirical study
focusing specifically on subjects’ reported strategy use while performing an
integrated reading-to-write task particularly in Chinese EFL contexts. While
numerous previous studies explored how language learners employ strategies
in an attempt to acquire a language skill, very few focused on their strategy
use in assessment contexts (Tsai 2004; Yang 2009; Yang & Plakans 2012).
Additionally, according to Macaro (2007), learners’ combined uses of a
strategy with others could improve performance in a given task. There is,
thus, an obvious lack of systematic research addressing the issue of how EFL
subjects actually deploy meaning-constructing, metacognitive and cognitive
strategies when engaged in an integrated reading-to-write task.

Second, much in-depth empirical information is needed to reveal the

interrelatedness between EFL university students’ strategy use and their
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performance on integrated writing tasks across scoring levels. It has been
believed that the use of strategies (e.g., metacognitive type) awakens
learners’ awareness to recognize learning contexts and processes and thus
leads to more efficient learning and improved performance ( Anderson
2002). Thus, we essentially need more substantial evidence to address the
complexities of the relationship between subjects’ strategy use and their
performance.

Third, concerning research methodology. most of the previous studies
have adopted a single-method approach: either quantitative (e.g., Cumming
et al. 2005; Yang & Plakans 2012) or qualitative research method (e.g.,
Delaney 2008; Plakans 2006, 2008). There is a need for explicit and
systematic use of mixed-method designs to concurrently collect different but
complementary evidence which allows * triangulation” to investigate
subjects’ strategy use corresponding to interactive processes of writing from
sources.

The purpose of this study is to explore the nature of subjects’ strategy
use construct in their completion of an EFL integrated reading-to-write task
as represented by its generic components on the basis of the evidence from
both questionnaires and qualitative think-aloud protocol (TAP) data. It also
aims at specifying differences in terms of strategy use across scoring levels as
revealed in TAPs and follow-up interviews.

With regard to data, the study involved four types of data: 1) integrated
writing test performance derived from 212 subjects; 2) a questionnaire
focusing on strategy use issued to these subjects immediately after the
integrated writing test in attempt to elicit factors contributing to the
construct of subjects’ strategy use; 3) 16 subjects’ TAPs while performing
the integrated writing task recorded, transcribed and coded to derive
information from which an inference concerning their strategy use could be
made; 4) follow-up interviews to the 16 TAP participants conducted with
the intention of exploring their utilization of a variety of strategies.

The data were analyzed from the following four perspectives: 1) Multi-
facets Rasch Model (MFRM) was used to analyze the facets of the test that
may contribute to variability of the test scores; 2) exploratory factor
analyses were conducted to identify variables from questionnaire data with

which generate initial models of strategy use; 3) structural equation
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modeling was utilized to measure the quality of these models. 4) 16
participants’ TAP reports and follow-up interview transcripts were coded
and qualitatively analyzed by means of Nvivo 8.0. The qualitative data
elicited from TAPs and interviews were used to triangulate quantitative
findings and provide further information about the strategy use of subjects

across groups of different scoring levels.

1.2 Significance of the study

Given the present study investigates, both qualitatively and quantitatively,
the nature of subjects’ strategy use and their performance on an integrated
reading-to-write task, it has theoretical, pedagogical and methodological
implications.

First, by examining the nature of strategy use and integrated writing
test performance through quantitative and qualitative lenses, the study
proposes a model that reveals subjects’ interactive deployment of strategies
in their task fulfillment, which may definitely expand our understanding of
how they approach integrated writing tasks. A body of studies in the field of
integrated language test tasks have delved into either subjects’ written
products (e.g., Gebril & Plakans 2013; Watanabe 2001; Cumming et al.
2005) or their performing processes (e.g., Plakans 2007, 2008, 2009;
Plakans & Gebril 2012; McCulloch 2013). Still other studies sought to justify
the validation of this task type (Asencion 2004; Delaney 2008; Kim 2008;
Jiang 2010). Little research, however, has unearthed the generic components of
subjects’ strategy use in their completion of an EFL integrated reading-to-
write task, in particular, meaning-constructing strategies, cognitive strategies,
and metacognitive strategies.

Second, since this study investigates to what extent the strategy use that
subjects report may influence their performance on reading-to-write tasks, it
could have pedagogical implications on EFL writing. In other words, if it is
found that the specific strategy use, i.e.., meaning-constructing, cognitive
and metacognitive strategies, have differential effects on subjects’
performance. this might shed light on how EFL learners should be taught in
integrated writing particularly in academic contexts. As Keck (2006)

suggested, writing instructors present learners with examples of both good
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and poor writing strategy use in order to help them differentiate between
acceptable and unacceptable writing practices. Furthermore, integration of
multiple skills makes this task type a different assessment of writing which
requires subjects to count on a wide repertoire of strategies and to make
challenging decisions. Therefore, writing classes should prioritize these
strategies in instruction and practice.

In addition, as this study involves the construction and validation of
strategy use assessing instruments with regard to reading-to-write tasks
primarily on the basis of previous research (Yang 2009; Tsai 2004; Purpura
1997; Plakans 2009), EFL teachers could be provided with a taxonomy of
strategy use for academic writing because these instruments could offer
useful diagnostic information about learners’ reading-to-write performance
and their strategy use so that teachers could train their learners to utilize in

an attempt to improve their academic writing abilities.

1.3 Outline of the study

The remaining part of the dissertation is made up of the following five
chapters:

Chapter Two first reviews Constructivist discourse synthesis theory,
theoretical concepts of both cognitive and metacognitive strategy use in
writing processes, and previous empirical studies on integrated writing tasks.
Upon the review of literature, a hypothesis concerning the construct of
subjects’ strategy use in integrated writing tasks is presented, and research
questions are indicated.

Chapter Three describes the methodology taken in the present research,
including data collection methods, i.e., questionnaires, TAPs, and follow-
up interviews, quantitative data analysis methods, i.e., Factor analysis,
Multi-facets Rasch Model and qualitative data analysis methods by means of
Nvivo 8.0. This chapter aims to build a coherent link between the rationale
of data triangulation and selection of research methods.

Chapter Four depicts the results of both quantitative and qualitative
data. First, the MFRM analysis is presented to reveal facets that might
contribute to variability of the test scores. Questionnaire survey results will

be indicated, including exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor
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analysis using SEM, to address the nature of subjects’ strategy use. Subjects’
TAP and interview data are analyzed thereafter with due attention to the
differences of strategy use across scoring levels.

Chapter Five steps further into the discussion of the research findings
within the broader context of the fields of language assessment and
educational psychology. Each of the research questions will be discussed first
in light of the research results presented in the previous chapter. This
discussion will be related to the previous studies concerning mental
operations in discourse synthesis as well as other process-oriented research
on integrated writing test tasks. At the end of this chapter, the view of the
present rescarch on the nature of subjects’ strategy use is proposed.

Chapter Six makes a brief conclusion, addresses the limitations of the
present research and the directions for future research, and presents the
theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical implications of the research

for second language writing and testing research.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Most educators have accepted the assumption that learning strategy use
serves as an indicator differentiating low-performing from high-performing
learners (Brown et al. 1983). Given this assumption, earlier research in the
field of second language acquisition (SLA) has also begun to recognize the
effects of learning strategies on learners’ language acquisition (e.g., Cohen
1984, 1987; Clahsen 1987; Chamot 1987; Wenden 1991), a few of which
found that these strategies are associated with performance (e.g., Politzer
and McGroarty 1985; Huang and Van Naerssen 1985; Jamieson & Chapelle
1987). Since one important aspect of language assessment rescarch is the
investigation into the factors that account for variance in test scores, the
findings of the aforementioned strategy studies have begun to arouse interest

from testers. As Purpura (1996) figured out,

“... as strategy use may very well turn out to have a significant impact on
the variation of test scores. For this reason, the investigation into the
relationships between strategy use and language test performance is an
essential part of the process of construct validation of language
tests with far-reaching implications for language educators and

testers alike” (p. 23).

This chapter synthesizes relevant theoretical and empirical research that
has contributed to the rationale of the present study. The focus of this
research is subjects’ strategy use and their performance on an integrated
reading-to-write task. It attempts, through investigating subjects’ performing

processes, to establish a framework that is supposed to be constructed by the
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contribution of various components of strategy use and, at the same time. to
describe the nature of the strategy use. Therefore, it is essential to know,
firstly, the mental operations in writing since those discussions could be
informative concerning what writers actually proceed in mind and what
specific strategies they draw on while writing an essay as a response to a
certain given topic, which constitutes the first pillar for the review of
literature. The second pillar comprises the constructivist discourse synthesis
theory since what makes reading-to-write construct different from that of a
writing-only task lies in the providing of source texts, and reading-to-write
behaviors in this study are perceived as meaning-constructing processes
highly dependent on the writers’ ability to synthesize information from
source texts; therefore, the theory elaborating organizing, selecting and
connecting content from given source texts provides insights into the study
of strategy use in integrated writing tasks.

The previous research probing into integrated writing tasks has
investigated either written products or writing processes, which will be
reviewed in the third part of the literature review for the purpose of
providing a relatively clear overview on the extent to which the task type
has been researched so far. What’s more. since the construct of strategy use
cannot be directly observed, it could be informative to review the possible
methods of eliciting strategy use to bridge the literature review and research

methodology delineated in Chapter Three.

2.1 Mental operations in writing

Writing, a complex communicating act, involves an interaction between the
writer and the reader whereby the former pays careful attention to the need
of the audience to make sure his or her written product turns out
comprehensible, persuasive, or informative—whatever the writing context
requires. Since the primary goal of the present study is to examine the
subjects’ strategy use in integrated writing tasks, as suggested by Manchon
et al. (2007),

“the study of writing strategies should be viewed within a wider

research movement known as ‘process writing” ., which emerged in
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the field of native language (L1) writing with the aim of gaining
insights into the mental actions writers engage in while composing.” (p.
229)

we should start from the review of mental operations in writing while
synthesizing a relatively comprehensive theoretical framework for this

study.
2.1.1 Cognitive operations in writing

As noted earlier, researchers in English writing studies “have come to
recognize the complexity and multidisciplinary nature of writing research
and teaching” (Matsuda 2006: 23). In the 1960s, researchers on L1 writing
concentrated almost exclusively on the formal characteristics of writing.
Writing has often been perceived as three distinct and linear phrases, i.e.,
pre-writing, writing, and revising, with the aim of producing an accurate
and clear written product. In the 1970s and 1980s, however, writing has
been conceptualized as a complex and nonlinear cognitive activity
incorporating a set of processes and strategies (Emig 1971; Flower & Hayes
1980).

In the past decades, much research has been conducted to explore
cognitive operations in writing. Cognitively-oriented studies on L2 writing
has made considerable use of L1 writing models (Flower & Hayes 1981;
Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987a), according to which writing activity entails
an interaction of cognitive processes and mental representations that writers
engage in to formulate, articulate, and refine their ideas while composing a
text.

In the field of L1 writing, on which L2 writing scholars draw and
build, the most particularly influential model of cognitive composing has
been the one proposed by Flower & Hayes (1981), which was an entire shift
from previous approaches that generally viewed the writing process as three
ordered stages: pre-writing, while-writing, and after-writing. They were
among the originators who examined the cognitive dynamics in writing as

well as the nature of great variety that writing processes entails.
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Figure 2.1 The cognitive process model of the composing process (Flower & Hayes 1981)
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As indicated in Figure 2.1, writers cognitive model of writing comprises

1

four active components—(a) task environment, referring to “everything
outside the writer’s skin”, (b) the writer’s long-term memory, consisting of
“knowledge of topics and knowledge of writing plans”, and (c¢) the
composing processes (planning, translating, reviewing, and monitoring)
(ibid. 208-209) . According to them, writers must solve rhetorical problems:
writing purpose, audience and specific individual goal. They found that
successful writing relies on writers’ capability of defining the problem and
that experienced writers frequently define and redefine their goals as well as
consider and reconsider the ways they expect to affect their audience
(Flower & Hayes 1977). Generally, writers represent their text in mind,
which helps create and organize ideas, and then convert them into
language, making conscious metalingusistic choices. Furthermore, they
claimed that the sub-processes are exceedingly interactive and that the writer
needs a monitor exerting effective control over these processes to select the
most useful strategies at the appropriate time and to oversee their
application. Knowing what, when and how to engage in different cognitive
processes towards successful task performance is what metacognitive skills
require. They, additionally, insisted that the cognitive processes of writing

are of somewhat hierarchical nature (Flower & Hayes 1981).



