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I. Introduction

This paper is an action research attempting to tackle the difficulties students faced in writing. Initial reflection in Section II provides background information about the class I am teaching and the rationale for using a combination of process writing and product writing to tackle the difficulties. The objectives, the research questions, and the sources of data are then depicted in Sections III to V. The four stages of the action research cycle, including planning, action, observation and reflection, are discussed in Sections VI to VIII. Section IX concludes the paper.

II. Initial Reflection


I am teaching 3C English this school year. There are 5 classes in Form 3. In the school, students are arranged into different classes in accordance with their academic results in English Language and Chinese Language in the previous school year. Thus, the English proficiency of 3C students is regarded as more or less moderate in average. After a month of teaching and learning, I found that they are quite weak in writing. Their problems are twofold: one is on organizing ideas and the other on putting the ideas into accurate English sentences and logical paragraphs.


After reviewing selected literature on teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing, I found that there are two ways of understanding writing. One is product writing and the other process writing. Instead of focusing a process of putting down preconceived and well-informed meaning in product writing, process writing focuses on a process of creating, discovering, and extending meaning (Tsui, 1996). It is proposed that students will perform better in writing when they are given a supportive environment to work through their writing processes and to develop strategies for generating ideas, revising, and editing collaboratively (Tsui, 1996). However, product writing is also regarded as significant as it focuses on the features of different texts and aims at helping students produce those features as accurately as possible (Hedge, 2000). Unlike process writing, attentions to grammar and sentence formation are more emphasized (Nunan, 1991).


Quite obviously, both approaches to writing have their pros and cons. And I thought my students might benefit from both approaches, with an emphasis on both content and form. Hence, I decided to incorporate at least some features of both approaches in 3C writing lessons. In general, such combination is called post progressive approach; it is also called language awareness approach, critical literacy approach, or text-based/genre-based/task-based approach. This approach suggests a critical awareness that the writing context will influence both what we write and how we write. The knowledge about the written language is not just at the level of how sentences are put together or how words are spelt, but also to do with how different uses of written language make different kinds of meanings in specific social or cultural context (Forey, 2004). 

III. Objectives


This action research aims at implementing a combination of product writing and process writing in my classroom, investigating the constraints I had to work under with such combination, and the ways I attempted to deal with those constraints.
IV. Research Questions


Based on the objectives, the research questions are as follow: (1) What are the constraints that lead to poor performance in student writing? (2) How far can a combination of product writing and process writing help resolve the constraints?

V. Data Sources


The data to be used in this paper consist of my reflection on the writing project combining product writing and process writing, classroom observation, and student responses.

VI. Planning

To understand more clearly the difficulties my students faced and the assistance they hoped to have in writing, I planned to ask them the following two questions in a lesson: (1) What difficulties did you face when writing an essay in English? (2) What kind of help do you want to get from the teacher? They were given time to discuss with others in groups before writing down the answers on paper (Appendixes A and B). They could write in Chinese and/or English. 


Simultaneously, I was looking for a topic that might be interesting to and suitable for them. I preferred selecting topics with pictures, for a good picture provides lot of cues for students to generate ideas. It may also give students room for imagination and creativity. After reviewing several topics with pictures, I selected one on asking students to write a letter of complaint to the manager of an amusement park from Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) English Language (Syllabus A) Paper 1 in 2002 (Appendix C). The topic appeared to be relevant as most students went to amusement parks before. The picture offers rather rich cues to stimulate student thinking and to provide relevant ideas. It was also thought that the picture could help students discuss in groups during the process of writing.


Students were arranged into groups of three to six in the writing lessons. They were asked to form their groups on their own. It was hoped that grouping in this way might allow more collaboration, such as discussion, conferencing (Hedge, 2000; Nunan, 1991), and even emotional support (Tsui, 1996), in drafting and revising the writing. It was concerned that the proficiency in English and learning attitudes of some groups might be higher and better than the others. However, given my ongoing guidance and facilitation, it was assumed that groups with lower proficiency in English could accomplish the tasks set.

Given the time constraint, I planned to experiment the combination of process and product writing within five thirty-minute lessons. The first and second period were used to familiar students with the context of the writing topic, which refers to the “Negotiating Field” stage in which students share the knowledge that they are familiar with (Rothery, 1996, p.103). Macken-Horarik (2002) suggests that including “genre”, there are three other critical aspects of context, which are “field”, “mode”, and “tenor” (p.24). They form what Martin (1996) calls “register variables” (p.129). In Martin’s understanding, genre refers to “a staged, goal oriented social process”, meaning that it takes steps for participants to achieve their goals, has evolved to get things done, and involves interaction among members of a culture (Martin, Christie, & Rothery, 1994, p.233). Field refers to “what is going on, where this is interpreted in terms of a set of activity sequences oriented to some global institutional purpose” (Martin, 1996, p.128). Mode refers to “the role language is playing, both in terms of feedback (the monologue through dialogue continuum) and abstraction (the language in action, language as reflection dimension)” (Martin, 1996, p.128). And tenor refers to “interlocutor relations …, with respect to both status (equal/unequal) and contact (involved or distant)” (Martin, 1996, p.128). To address these register variables, I focused on “What is going on?” and “Who is taking part?” (Macken-Horarik, 2002, p.24). The guided questions I planned to use were: “What are the guys doing?”, “Where is it?”, “Why are they there?”, “Have you ever been to a place like this before?”, “How did you feel?”, “What problems can you find out from the picture?”, and “What possible recommendations can you think of to tackle the problems mentioned?”. They were given opportunities to discuss in groups the scenario of the topic and to come up with simple answers for the questions. They were asked to arrange their ideas using a mind map. Helping students to generate ideas by brainstorming is one implication of process writing (Hedge, 2000). And it is also a strategy that may resolve one of the difficulties students put forward regarding writing.

Since the task was to write a letter of complaint, it went quite well with the notion of one prototypical genre – Discussion (Macken-Horarik, 2000). Hence, the third period was used to teach the generic structure of the Discussion, which refers to the “Deconstruction” stage in which model texts of the genre dealing with the field that the students need to explore is introduced (Rothery, 1996, p.103). Macken-Horarik (2002) proposes that the social purpose of the Discussion is to discuss an issue in the light of some kind of frame or position and to provide more than one point of view on an issue (p.22). The schematic structure of the Discussion includes three stages: “Issue” is followed by “arguments for and against”, which is then followed by “conclusion” (Macken-Horarik, 2002, p.22). It gives a brief sketch to students as to how to write a argumentative essay. Strategies comprise “modeling” and “joint negotiation of text” were used (Macken-Horarik, 2002, p.26). In modeling, I showed students a model of a general letter of complaint, helping them explore “its prototypical elements of structure, and its distinctive language features” (Macken-Horarik, 2002, p.26). In joint negotiation of text, we attempted to compose the text together, drawing on shared knowledge of both the context as well as the structure and features of the genre (Macken-Horarik, 2002).

Hence, the fourth and fifth periods were planned to allow the students work on their own texts in groups using processes like drafting, conferencing, and editing, which is the stage of “independent construction of text” (Macken-Horarik, 2002, p.26). This refers to the “Joint Construction” stage in which a scaffolding is provided for teacher and students to jointly construct a text (Rothery, 1996, p.104). They were given time and opportunities to draft, conference, and edit their work in groups. The purpose was to provide students practice in planning and to encourage them in revision strategies (Hedge, 2000). 

After the last period, students were asked to write a letter of complaint at home on their own as they need to move gradually towards “the independent position of a writer engaged in a real writing task” (Hedge, 2000, p.308). This refers to the “Independent Construction” stage in which students write their own texts (Rothery, 1996, p.107).

VII. Action

Students were informed the reason for answering the two questions raised in Section V and asked to write down their responses to the two questions on a piece of paper on October 6, 2004. Most of them wrote in Chinese; their answers were translated into English (Appendixes A and B). Altogether thirty responses were collected. After reviewing them, twenty-six responses were treated as valid for the first question and twenty-two for the second one, as some students gave irrelevant answers or did not write down anything at all. Their responses were used as a preliminary background data to devise proper strategies for their writing lessons. It was found from their responses that the difficulties they faced in writing match quite well with my own initial observations, which mainly refer to two aspects. One is on generating and organizing ideas and the other on grammatical accuracy. The following are some of the answers from students’ responses. On difficulty in generating and organizing ideas, students said:


I thought writing is troublesome as I needed to think when I 
started writing. I was not good at thinking and could not come 
up with any ideas.
I did not know what to write.
I could not come up with ideas within a short period of time.
On difficulty in maintaining grammar accuracy, students said: 

Writing is very difficult for me. I did not know the vocabulary.
Using Chinese is easier. I did not know how to write an English
essay. The most difficult part was that I did not know the

meanings and spellings of English words.
I made lots of grammatical mistakes. I did not know how to 
use tenses. And I knew too few vocabularies.
There were too many words that I did not know. And I could 
not remember the spellings of words.
Based on these quotations, it is quite clear that the constraints that lead to poor performance in student writing are twofold. Thus, it was hoped that a combination of process writing and product writing, with an emphasis on both the content and the form, might help deal with the constraints students faced and improve their experience in writing.


 The combined process and product writing lessons started on October 15, 2004 and ended on October 25, 2004. In total, six thirty-minute lessons were spent for the application of this combined writing approach. The twenty-minute film was taken on October 15, 2004 in the first lesson. In that lesson, the students were divided into 7 groups in accordance with their own preference. I distributed the handout of the writing topic, briefly introduced to students that they needed to write a letter of complaint about an amusement park using the hints shown on the picture. Next, I drew a mind map on the blackboard, aiming at familiarize students with the picture. I asked them to copy the mind-map. ‘Wh’-questions, including “Where is it?”, “Why are the people there?”, “Who are they?”, “What are they doing?” were formed together with students. They were given time to answer the questions in groups. Then I elicited answers from them. 


The second lesson was on October 18, 2004. I continued discussing the picture using the mind map with students. I explained to them the genre (a letter of complaint), the field (poor management in an amusement park), the mode (a written text), and the tenor (the manager of the park) of the writing task. Then, we focused on the problems found in the picture. Students were given ten minutes to discuss in Chinese or English before reporting their findings in turn. I collected their ideas and discussed with students how to translate the ideas into grammatically correct English. I was constructing the mind map together with them and they were asked to copy the mind map.


The third and fourth lessons were on October 20, 2004. It was a double lesson. I continued discussing the problems they found in the picture and elicited recommendations from each group that may resolve the problems after ten-minute discussion. Students were encouraged to use as much English as possible to report the findings. I tried to correct their grammatical mistakes and suggested possible ways of expressing their views in English. 

The fifth lesson was on October 21, 2004. Having completed the stage of conferencing and group discussion, I proceeded to discuss with them the format of a general letter of complaint (Appendix D). We wrote part of the letter together, highlighting areas that they needed to be aware of, like sentence structure and paragraphing. At the end of the lesson, they were asked to prepare their first draft following the format of a general letter of complaint and using the ideas generated in class at home individually.


The last lesson was Oct 25, 2004. Students discussed and revised their individual draft with members in groups. I walked around them and offered help concerning the grammatical errors they made in the drafts. They were given two days to revise the letter at home and submit the final version on Oct 27, 2004.

VIII. Observation and Reflection

In the writing lessons, I observed that most students engaged in the group discussion sections. Grouping provided students with a supportive and safe environment for generating and discussing ideas. Though some tended to rely on their group mates, it was a good opportunity for them to work collaboratively and to learn from each other. Students were confident to make suggestions and express their views. It could also increase student engagement time on task through group discussion. More time was spent on student discussion than on teacher explanation. Through the repeated steps of reviewing and revising content and form simultaneously, students were found to be able to follow the procedure of writing and to be more confident about writing.

However, it was a time-consuming approach, as I needed to offer guidelines and facilitate discussion in every stage of writing concerning both content and form. Brainstorming, drafting, and revising stages also required a lot of time. As a result, I added one more lesson in total. Yet, I still thought that students were not given sufficient time to revise their work.
It was also observed that some students tended to overly rely on others in groups. Instead of engaging themselves in discussion and collaboration, they either chatted with others or refused to contribute anything.
IX. Conclusion

In response to the first research question, the constraints that lead to poor performance in student writing are mainly two-fold. One is on generating and organizing ideas and the other on grammatical accuracy. In response to the second research question, a combination of product writing and process writing seems to be able to resolve the constraints mentioned above. As Hedge (2000) mentions, a post progressive approach to writing may help students identify their writing needs, build awareness of discourse organization, develop crafting skills, and enable students to appreciate the criteria for an effective text. Thus, it remains sensible for teachers to combine the best of both process and product approaches to develop those aspects of writing students need most.
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Appendix A: Student Answers to the First Question Raised in Class - What difficulties did you face when writing an essay in English?
1. I did not know how to use English to express myself and I knew only a few vocabulary.

2. I thought writing is troublesome as I needed to think when I started writing. I was not good at thinking and could not come up with any ideas.

3. I did not know how to use vocabulary and how to write an essay.

4. I had a lot of ideas expressed in Chinese when writing; however, I did not know how to translate them into English.

5. I did not know the vocabulary and the way to write an essay.

6. I always used the wrong vocabulary and did not know what to write. I felt writing is boring.

7. I thought writing is troublesome.

8. Writing is very difficult for me. I did not know the vocabulary. Using Chinese is easier. I did not know how to write an English essay. The most difficult part was that I did not know the meanings and spellings of English words.

9. The difficulties were I needed to think, to write, to spend lot of time. I felt it was troublesome.

10. I made lots of grammatical mistakes and incorrect spellings.

11. I had difficulties in grammar and spellings.

12. I did not know grammar.

13. I did not want to think.

14. I did not know how to use vocabulary.

15. I did not know how to spell.

16. I made lots of grammatical mistakes. I did not know how to use tenses. And I knew too few vocabularies.

17. I did not know grammar.

18. I did not know English.

19. I did not know how to use verbs.

20. It was difficult to write an essay with enough words. I did not know much vocabulary so I used many wrong words. I did not know correct grammar.

21. I did not know the vocabulary I needed.

22. I did not know the vocabulary and the spellings.

23. There were too many words that I did not know. And I could not remember the spellings of words.

24. I did not know what to write.

25. I could not come up with ideas within a short period of time.

26. I could not figure out how to express my ideas in English.

Appendix B: Student Answers to the Second Question Raised in Class – What kind of help do you want to get from the teacher?
1. Explain the way to write an essay.

2. Translate my ideas into English.

3. Give me more time to do the writing.

4. Explain English.

5. Show me the vocabulary I want.

6. Show me the correct grammar and spellings.

7. Talk more about verb forms and pronouns.

8. Show me the process of writing an essay.

9. Explain and analyze how to write an essay.

10. Tell me the words that I need.

11. Make sentences together.

12. Write an essay with us together.

13. Show me how to write better.

14. Write essays more frequently but with fewer words.

15. Make sample sentences.

16. If teachers can help me, I hope they will show me the entire process of writing an essay.

17. Teach us how to write.

18. Show me the way to write better.

19. I thought we might use pictures with keywords more often. This would make writing more easily.

20. Help me write the essay.

21. I hope teacher can give us more ideas.

22. Teach me how to use correct English to write.
Appendix C: Picture Used in the Writing Lessons from 2002 HKCEE English Language (Syllabus A) (Paper 1)

Appendix D: Sample of General Letter of Complaint (Retrieved October 15, 2004, from http://www.howtocomplain.com/info/cl-template.shtml#gen)

General Letter of Complaint
[Your address 1]
[Your address 2]
[Your address 3]
[Postcode]
[Other contact details you may wish to give, phone, e-mail etc]
[Date]

[Name of contact person, if available] 
[Title, if available]
[Customer Services Manager, if you don't have a contact name]
[Company Name]
[Company address 1]
[Company address 2]
[Company address 3]
[Postcode]
Re: [Account number, product, service etc]
Dear [Contact Person or Customer Service Manager],
On [date], I [bought, rented, had serviced etc] a [name of product with model number, service performed etc] at [location and other details of the transaction].
I am disappointed because your [product, service, billing etc.] has [not performed as it should, was wrong etc] because [state the problem as you understand it giving as much detail as possible].
To resolve the problem I would appreciate your [state the action you require e.g. refund, service performed again etc]. Enclosed is a copy/are copies of the [receipt, contract etc].
I look forward to hearing from you and to a resolution of this problem. I will wait for [set a time limit] before seeking help from [Trading Standards, consumer group, solicitor etc (details of relevant authorities can be found through our complaints procedures section]. Please contact me at the above address or by phone [give numbers].
Yours sincerely
[Sign]

[Print Your Name]
Enclosures: [state documents you have enclosed , if any]
Cc: [Include Name, Company if you want to send a copy of this letter to someone]
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