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1 Thinking Ability in L2 Writing

1

THINKING ABILITY
IN L2 WRITING

The motivation for studying thinking in writing comes from the
notion that, if there is one thing that distinguishes us from the natural
world, it is our ability to think and to transform what is in our mind in
written form.
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A Comparative Study on Thematic Patterns
within Paragraphs in English Writings by

EFL writing has been a difficult part in Chinése college English
teaching. In recent years, text analysis, as a new tool, has been
employed to EFL writing research. Among many other theories,
thematic theory is frequently adopted to analyze the coherence, unity
and formation of texts (Han 2005). Most of the analyses (e.g., Sun
2005; Deng 2007), however, focus on the analysis of connection
between or within sentences, and less attention has been given to the
comparison of thematic patterns within the paragraphs written by
Chinese students and those by English native students.

Based on the theories developed by Halliday (1994), Danes
(1974), Martin (1992) and some Chinese scholars (e.g., Huang 1988;
Fang 1995), the current study is an attempt to make a comparative
analysis of thematic patterns within paragraphs in writings written
by American and Chinese college students. To reach this goal,
three hundred and forty writings by the Chinese students and eighty
writings by the American students were collected by carrying two
writing tasks under the help of some friends. Through careful
sampling, the writings by the Chinese students were classified
into two groups: the average-level group (30 writings) and higher-
level group (30 writings), and 30 writings by the American students
were selected as the contrast group. The two Chinese groups were
compared with the American group respectively from the three aspects
of choice of paragraph theme, TP patterns within the paragraph and
thematic continuity of paragraph both quantitatively and qualitatively,
with the statistical methods of percentage, frequency and chi-squire
test.

After elaborated analysis, it is found that the three aspects of
thematic patterns display obvious differences between the Chinese

com "3 gE
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students’ writings (even the higher-level writings) and the American
students’ writings. Specifically, the following results have been
found.

(D The Chinese students adopt more NTPT (40% in the average-
level group and 33% in the higher-level group) in their writings than
the American students do (10% in the American group) and the chi-
squire test indicates that the difference is significant.

@ The Chinese students employ fewer TP patterns (80% in
the average-level group and 87% in the higher-level group) than the
American students do (97% in the native group).

® The Chinese students use a majority of constant themes to
develop the paragraph in their writings.

@ The Chinese students write more paragraphs that lacking
thematic continuity (47% in the average-level group and 33% in the
higher-level group) than the American students do (7% in the native
group) and the difference is significant.

Such results indicate that the traditional ways are inadequate to
improve the Chinese students’ EFL writing level. The EFL writing
teacher is suggested to improve the students’ overall sense and
construction ability of the thematic structure of paragraph, so as to
help the students master ways to integrate the micro elements into the

‘macro units and produce unified and coherent English writings. First,
the teacher may guide the students to make contrastive analysis in
class before writing. Second, the teacher may develop the students’
sense of thematic structure of English paragraphs. Third, the teacher
may also help the students self-evaluate their own writings by using
the thematic patterns preferred in English text. However, the current
study just focuses on the argumentative writings by the non-English-
major students so that further studies are necessary to explore whether
such results are true in the examination of other kinds of writings or
writings written by students majoring in English.

Key words: College English writings; comparative analysis;
thematic pattern within English paragraphs; pedagogical implication
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