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ABSTRACT

The present study investigates the writing processes of sixteen
tertiary-level English majors in China by a case-study approach. It aims to
find out how these student writers use their L1 (first language) when
composing in L2 (second language) and to what extent their use of L1 is
affected by their 1.2 proficiency and writing tasks. Specifically, four
questions are addressed in this study:

1. How is L1 used in the L2 writing process of tertiary-level EFL
learners in China?

2. Does the bilingual nature of the L2 writing process vary with such
factors as the writer’s L2 development and the writing task type?

3. What specific roles does L1 play in various activities throughout
the L2 writing process?

4. What do L2 learners think of their use of L1 in L2 writing?

This thesis comprises four parts: theoretical background, methodology,
results and conclusion.

Theoretical background

One of the fundamental, self-evident differences between .1 and L2
writers is that L2 writers, especially those of low L2 proficiency, may rely
at times or extensively on their L1 for cognitive operations. How do L2
writers use their L1 in the L2 writing process? And what effects will the
use of L1 exert on the writing process as well as the written product?
These questions are largely unanswered. There are at least two reasons
for the lack of answers. In the first place, research into L1 use in L2
writing is sparse. An overview of the L2 writing research shows an
overwhelming emphasis on the similarities between L1 and L2 writing
processes and behaviors as well as a wholesale borrowing of L1 writing
theory to account for L2 writing ( Krapels 1991 ). Consequently,
differences between 1.1 and L2 writers are not adequately addressed. In
the second place, studies and discussions on the role of L1 in SLA have
long perceived L1 as either positive or negative. Only very recently,
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research began to reveal a multifaceted role of L1 in L2 reading
comprehension and suggests a dynamic, multidimensional approach to the
study of L1 influence (e.g. Kern 1994). As for how L1 facilitates and/or
hinders 1.2 writing, empirical findings are still lacking.

The impact of writers’ L1 is an added factor for L2 writing, which is
not present in L1 writing (Grabe & Kaplan 1996). Therefore, revelations
of how L1 influences L2 writing will promote our understanding of the
distinct nature of 1.2 writing and ultimately contribute to the development
of L2 wriiing theories. The present study makes such an attempt. It
addresses the use of L1 in L2 writing, one of the fundamental, unique
features of L2 writing. In order to reveal clearly the bilingual nature of the
1.2 writing process, detailed depictions are made of how the writer’s L1
and L2 are used in various composing activities. The study also examines
the effects of such factors as writers’ L2 development and writing tasks on
L1 use to see whether the bilingual nature of the L2 writing process varies
with these factors. In addition, it specifies various functions L1 performs
in different composing activities and determines the effects of L1 use on
various aspects of the composition (i. e. content, organization and
language) so as to find out when and where L1 facilitates/hinders L2
writing. It is hoped that findings of this study will contribute to the
development of L2 writing theories and a deeper understanding of the role
L1 plays in SLA.

Methodology

The subjects for this study were 16 Chinese university EFL learners
(4 Year One, 4 Year Two, 4 Year Three, and 4 Year Four). They were
all females, with an average age of 20.

Data in this study were student compositions and verbal protocols of
these student writers’ composing processes, collected through a
combination of research techniques such as thinking aloud, observation,
retrospection, and interviews. The subjects, having been trained to think
aloud, were asked to compose aloud on two tasks (i.e. narration and
argumentation) in two consecutive writing sessions, with one week in
between. A retrospective interview was given to each subject once she had
finished each task so as to (1) clarify the researcher’s notes about the
subject’s writing behaviors and processes and (2) elicit the writer’s self-
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reports on the reasons for thinking in L1 or L2. The subject was also
interviewed when she finished all the required tasks on her views about L1
use in L2 writing.

Then analyses were made on data provided through various sources
such as the verbal protocols, student compositions and interviews. The
protocols were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. First, L1
and 1.2 words in each protocol were counted and the proportion of .1 use
was computed to measure the amount of L1 in L2 writing. Then, the
writer's cognitive operations were categorized into five composing
activities (i. e., task examining, idea generating, idea organizing,
sentence forming, and process controlling) and the proportion of L1 use in
each activity was calculated to show when the writer tends to rely on L1.
Moreover, in order to measure the effect of L2 development on L1 use,
the 16 writers were grouped according to the year they were in and both
inter — and intra-group comparisons were made to see the differences in
their use of L1 in .2 writing. Additionally, the paired-samples T test was
employed to examine the differences in L1 use in the two writing tasks so
as to determine the effect of writing tasks on L.1 use.

The composition-based analysis consisted of three steps. First, the
student compositions were rated; then, a correlation procedure was
applied to explore the relationship between L1 use and L2 writing quality;
and finally cases were selected for a closer examination of this
relationship. The interview-based analysis was qualitative in nature,
focusing on the categorization of various reasons for and opinions about L1
use in L2 composing.

Results

The major findings of this study are summarized as follows:

(1) The L2 writing process is a bilingual event: L2 writers have two
languages (i-e., L1 and L.2) at their disposal when they are composing in
L2. The L1 thinking occupies a considerable proportion {around 30%).
The tendency of 1.1 occurrence varies with individual composing activities.
L2 writers are more-likely to rely on their L1 when they are managing
their writing processes, generating and organizing ideas, whereas they
rely more often on their L2 than L1 when undertaking the task-examining
and sentence-forming activities.



(2) The amount of L1 use in L2 writing may vary with writing tasks
and writers’ L2 proficiency. More use of L1 is found in the narrative
writing task than the argumentative writing. The disparity, however,
results from the different types of writing prompts provided for the two
tasks. The L2 prompt in the argument task leads to more use of L2 in
both task-examining and idea-generating activities, while the non-
linguistic pictures in the narrative writing tend to result in more use of L1
in these two activities. The effect of the writer’'s L2 development on L1
use is more complicated than expected. Though the proportion of L1
thinking decreases with the writer’'s L2 development, the extent of the
decline of L1 use in individual activities varies. The use of L1 in the
sentence-forming activities decreases drastically and will probably
disappear as the writer’s L2 develops. L1 in other activities, nevertheless,
may not necessarily disappear. Some high-level L2 writers still adopt a
certain amount of L1 in the idea-generating, idea-organizing and process-
controlling activities.

(3) The role of L1 in L2 writing is multifaceted. L1 thinking exhibits
a spectrum of functions in the L2 writing process: it is used to
comprehend and comment on the writing requirement, retrieve and review
conceptual and rhetorical information, trigger L2 sentences, structures
and words, and consider various issues pertaining to the writing process.
Effects of L1 use in various composing activities on L2 writing are also
different: while L1 use interferes with the L2 production in the sentence-
forming activities, it does not in the other activities. Reasons for using L1
in L.2 composing are more diversified than expected: some writers have to
depend on their L1 due to their limited command of L2; some with the
ability to think in L2 choose to turn to their L1 for practical purposes; and
others, triggered by L1 memories, revert to L1 unconsciously.

(4) L2 learners hold diversified views on L1 use in the L2 composing
process. The L2 thinkers (i.e. writers thinking completely in L.2) tend to
see L1 thinking as an obstacle in L2 writing and believe it necessary to
avoid thinking in 1.1 when composing in L.2. The combined thinkers (i.e.
writers thinking in both L1 and L2), however, hold a more tolerant view
about L1 use. Although they oppose the use of L1 in the sentence-forming
activities because they believe it will interfere with the L2 production,
they justify L1 use in other composing activities, as they think this use of
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L1 enables them to maintain a clear mind and continuous thinking
throughout writing.

Conclusion

The present study is of both theoretical and pedagogical values.

First of all, findings of this study enrich our knowledge of the unique
features of L2 writing, thus promoting the development of L2 writing
theories. Previous research (e.g. Guo & Liu 1997) has found that low —
and intermediate-level L2 writers use both their 1.1 and L2 for cognitive
operations when composing in 1.2. This study examines the L2 writers of
relatively higher levels and confirms the bilingual nature of the L2 writing
process. Based on these findings, a tentative model is proposed to account
for the L2 writing process. This model contributes to the development of
L2 writing theories.

Secondly, the current study helps with our understanding of the role of L1
in SLA. The traditional, product-oriented approach to the role of L1 proves
inadequate in offering us a full account of how L1 influences L2 learning. With
a dynamic, multidimensional perspective on the role of L1, this study explores
how L1 influences 1.2 writing, examining its effects on both process and product
levels. A multifaceted role of 1.1 has been revealed in 1.2 writing; L1 use in
individual composing activities exerts different influences on the writing process
and written product. Discoveries of this kind are more informative of when and
where L1 facilitates/hinders 1.2 learning. Thirdly, this study offers useful
suggestions on how to implement the think-aloud method effectively. Thinking
aloud is a powerful tool for exploring mental operations, but it has received
numerous criticisms since it was borrowed into SLA research for its potential
intrusiveness. The current study shows that thinking aloud is an effective
technique if it is implemented properly. The detailed descriptions this study has
provided of how to select subjects, how to train them to think aloud, how to
administer the think-aloud task, and how to control the intruding effect of this
method are beneficial for other novice researchers who might consider using the
think-aloud method while questioning its reliability. Moreover, the present
study shows the power of combining various research techniques for exploring
cognitive operations. Data provided by verbal protocols are often criticized for
being incomplete. Therefore, researchers sometimes have to bring in their own
judgments when analyzing the protocols, and this in turn results in subjectivity
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in data analysis. This study employed obsetvation and retrospective interviews
in addition to the think-aloud method, and it shows data from these three
channels are relatively complete, and this increases the objectivity in analyzing
the data. In addition, the present study has some implications for L2 writing
instruction, It reveals that 12 text construction is a task more laborious than
expected, and limited 1.2 knowledge may constrain 1.2 writers from processing
ideas and organization. Recognition of the 1.2 writer’s difficulty with linguistic
processing entails a change in the prevailing communicative-oriented 1.2 writing
instruction, which stresses idea development while neglects linguistic concerns.
It is suggested that equal attention be given to the student’s idea development
and language improvement. Another pedagogical issue this study enlightens is
the use of L1 in the L2 classroom. Many modern teaching methods treat L.2 in
isolation from L1. The present study, however, challenges the complete
rejection of L1 in the 1.2 classroom. By revealing the decline of L1 use as a
gradual process, it suggests that decisions on whether to use or forbid L1 in L2
learning and teaching should be made with considerations about the learners’ 1.2
levels. Teachers should be more tolerant with low-level 1.2 learners’ reliance on
their L1 if their L2 fails them for an effective thinking. As for high-level
learners, they should be encouraged to think in L2 as much as possible if the
ultimate goal for L2 learning and teaching is to achieve a native-like L2
proficiency. Furthermore, this study reveals a multifaceted role of L1 in L2
writing and this suggests that L2 learners be selective when using L.1 and 1.2
educators generate a guideline as to the advantages and disadvantages of L1 use.
Finally, it should be indicated that this study, being exploratory in nature, aims
not to make generalizations but to generate hypotheses and future research
interest. Future research with a longitudinal design is needed to explore the
effect of L2 development on L1 use. Equally needed is exploration into the
effect of writing tasks on L1 use, controlling the variable of the type of the
writing prompt. So is investigation into the correlation between 1.1 use and 1.2
writing quality, with a larger sample size. Additionally, studies can be
undertaken on the relationship between 12 learners’ views about L1 use and
their actual practices.
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