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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the study

English has become an international language and was confirmed as the first foreign language to be taught at schools in Vietnam at the party Committee meeting on education in 1996. English is considered to play a significant role on the country’s path to WTO. The command of English may offer learners an entrance to the world of academy, trade, aviation, music and sport….TOEFL, Test of English as foreign language conducted by ETS in the USA, a powerful country in the world, assesses learner’s ability of using English in an international communication environment. Many learners throughout the world take TOEFL tests annually and experience TWE-Test of Written English included in a TOEFL test. Many Vietnamese undergraduate and post-graduated students want to study abroad or work for foreign companies, so they first need TOEFL report that has been lately introduced to Vietnam. TWE is one of the first requirements in any TOEFL test to be claimed the most difficult and the least interesting subject. Teachers often ignore this skill in an outline course or spend a little time at the end of the course for it. Besides, learners are less motivated in it for the score is not added in TOEFL report. As a result, writing is always the worst skill that is to claim though it is important to write an essay in other tests namely, IELTS, EFC… and is the first requirement to apply for a job or a scholarship. 

Writing, like any other skills, can be learned and improved with practice.  For many Vietnamese students presenting written work is a substantial challenge.  They may have little experience of writing since leaving secondary schools or colleges, and may be very anxious about having to write essays marked by a tutor.  There is no doubt that having one’s work assessed by another is a daunting experience, but there are techniques, which can be adopted and make this skill easier.

1.2 Statement of the problem


Seldom does any state-owned school or college teach their students TOEFL courses officially in Vietnam. Learners who want to study for TOEFL courses owe their knowledge to teachers or textbooks in some foreign language centers. Teachers may never be trained as TOEFL teachers before but they still take over the task, which raises the problem of inadequate demand-supply chain. Moreover, there are few reference methodology books for TOEFL test takers. Most of the books are reedited with a little translation and are not really based on any real research of learning-teaching method of TOEFL to Vietnamese students. It is time researchers looked for a better learning-teaching methodology for TOEFL-specific skills. Writing is the first part to be achieved because writing an interesting essay in mother tongue is difficult and this task is more difficult when written in English, a foreign language to most TOEFL learners in Vietnam regardless of stress and time pressure in the test room. Approaches to teaching writing have long been classified by many researchers and applied in many language classrooms, modified by many teachers of writing throughout the world. Teaching essay writing is one of these above approaches but to Vietnamese learners, teachers of writing are supposed to pay attention to three key factors: Motivation, Rhetorical patterns, and Coherence. It is mainly mentioned that a teaching approach to essay writing for Vietnamese learners focuses on a rhetorical idea development in which teachers guide learners to be independent to expand the supporting ideas and use specific examples to make their ideas persuasive. Furthermore, motivation and coherence in writing a good essay are mentioned throughout the real teaching-learning process.

1. 3 Purposes of the study

This study is aimed to:
(1) Experiment a TOEFL essay writing teaching procedure to find out the learners’ changes in attitudes and essay writing skills.

(2) Suggest a teaching method to help Vietnamese teachers of writing motivate learners to write a better TOEFL essay.

1. 4 Scope of the study


The study is focused on only the learners who are taking part in TOEFL Preparation courses in Foreign Language Centers such as American International College, Apollo and private classes…in Hanoi. The subjects of the study were chosen at random and various in ages, occupations and locations. Yet, the study results cannot be true to all Vietnamese learners. Thus, my suggestions for TOEFL essay teaching writing might work well only for certain groups of TOEFL learners.
1. 5 Method of the study


The method of the study is mainly conducted with both qualitative and quantitative features including questionnaire; focus group; and personal learning logs. The reason for choosing the kind of research method is that the learners of TOEFL come from many sources such as in foreign language centers; private schools or classes. Therefore, it is difficult to gather the participants for the study at the same time. Time and observation are mentioned as much as possible to avoid bias. Questionnaire of small groups is taken note to discover factors and activities affecting learners in writing a TOEFL essay (the teaching and learning method has been applied so far). Then, based on the data and findings from the questionnaire and the theory of writing approaches, a new teaching method is suggested to avoid the weakness and prompt the strong points of the traditional teaching method. The researcher experiments the new teaching method in TOEFL- preparation courses of ten lessons (1.5 hours each) to investigate learners’ changes in writing skill as well as in their opinion. The researcher herself takes part in teaching these separate classes at the same time and notes down her opinion on each lesson from the classes. The strength and weakness of the new method will be reported and compared with the frequently-used method as the findings of the research.

1. 6 Design of the study


The research consists of four chapters. The first chapter presents the background and statement of the problem, the purpose, and the design as well as the scope of the study. The second chapter conceptualizes the framework through the discussion of issues and ideas on theories for academic writing, approaches to essay writing teaching and specially TOEFL writing. The third chapter explains the methodology used in the study including the population information, instrumentation, data collection and data analysis. The last chapter offers a summary of the findings and some suggestions for teaching essay writing to TOEFL learners in foreign language centers.

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2. 1 What is academic writing and essay writing?


Writing has been defined in a variety of ways: “writing is communicating. Good writing gets your ideas out of your head and into the reader’s head without losing or distorting those ideas” (Leki 1976: 4); “Writing can be said to be the art of performing graphic symbols” (Byrne 1990: 1) or simply writing is like “making marks on a flat surface of some kind” However, writing is far more complicated process of transforming the material discovered by research inspiration, accident, trial, error or whatever into the message with a decision. Writing is also a difficult activity for most people, both in the mother tongue and in a foreign language. Writing has some features that are distinguished from spoken language under three headings: psychological, linguistic and cognitive (Byrne D. 1990: 4). To psychological problems: 

“Speech is the natural and normal medium of communication for us in most circumstances and accustoms us both to having someone physically present when we use language and to get feedback of some kind.  Writing, on the other hand, is essentially a solidarity activity and the fact that we are required to write on our own, without the possibility of interaction or the benefit of feedback, in itself makes the act of writing difficult.” (Byrne 1990: 4)

Linguistics problems also cause writing to be difficult in comparison with speech 

“Because speech is normally spontaneous,… we repeat, backtrack, expand and so on, depending on how people react to what we say. …. In writing, we have to compensate for the absence of these features: we have to keep the channel of communication open through our own efforts and to ensure, both through our choice of sentence structure and by the way our sentences are linked together and sequenced, that the text we produce can be interpreted on its own.” (Byrne 1990: 4)

Lastly, Byrne (1990) stated that cognitive problems might make writing more difficult: 

“We grow up learning to speak and in normal circumstances spend much of our time doing it. We also appear to speak without much conscious effort or thought…Writing, on the other hand, is learned through a process of instruction: we have to master the written form of the language and to learn certain structures which are less used in speech, or perhaps not used at all, but which are important for effective communication in writing” (Byrne 1990: 4)
 However, to teachers of language, writing is “a language skill which is difficult to acquire” (Tribble, 1996: 3) and “writing normally requires some forms of instruction” (1996: 11). 


In short, writing is an art that writers want to communicate with certain groups of audience. Essay writing is like academic writing but a special skill that does not spring naturally from an ability to speak a language. Thus, essay writing is a skill in the process of communication and related to other language skills on its own social role. An essay writer has a particular obligation to communicate information that is as precise and correct as possible. The audience is usually an educated reader with no specialist knowledge of the statement. The writing task is to present a written argument or essay to persuade the reader to understand the writer’s own ideas, knowledge and experience by supporting the essay with examples and relevant evidence. 

2. 2 Patterns of essay organization


According to Alice O. and Ann H. (1983), there are four different patterns of essay organization in English: chronological order, logical division, cause and effect, and comparison and contrast.


Chronological order is order by time. It is used in almost all academic fields to describe historical events as well as to write biographies and autobiographies. It is also used to explain physical, chemical, biological, and mechanical processes that rarely appear in a real TWE. Therefore, it is not advisable to apply chronological order in TOEFL essay writing. 


Logical division is used to group related items according to some common quality. Logical division can be useful in planning a paper, which needs to be subdivided into several categories or groups. Logical division can be used for TWE where essay topic and the subtopics are larger than usual.


Cause and effect is another common method of organizing an essay where the reason and result for something is discussed. There are two possible organizations of cause and effect essay: block and chain. In block organization, all the causes are discussed as in a block and the all the results are mentioned in another block. In chain organization, a first cause goes with a first effect, the second cause goes with its effect and the next appear accordingly as in a “chain”.


Lastly, comparison and contrast is a very common and useful pattern of essay organization and it is frequently used in academic writing. Comparison shows how certain aspects of one item are similar to the same aspects of another item in the same general class while contrast points out the difference between these items.


However, in Barron’s TOEFL Essay Models (Lin 2004), Lin proposed four major types of essay such as: Making an argument (MA); Agreeing and disagreeing (AD); Stating a preference (PR); and Giving an explanation (EX) that learners can flexibly apply to their writing with each pattern of essay organization. Sometimes, a combination of two or three types is applied depending on different kinds of essay topic.
            Generally, there are three parts of an essay including Introduction (general statement/ thesis statement); Body (logical and appropriate pattern of organization for the topic/ between paragraph transitions) and Conclusion (summary of the main points or paraphrase of the thesis and your final comments on the topic). Therefore, whatever kind and organization should be applied, an essay must contain Introduction, Body and Conclusion. A five-paragraph essay is preferred for its ease in arranging and controlling main and supporting ideas. This means one paragraph for the Introduction, three for the Body and one for the Conclusion.


In summary, logical division, cause and effect, and compare and contrast are common patterns of essay organization. Learners of TWE can apply these flexibly on each kind of essay topic. There is no fixed rule for this or that organization going with certain kind of essay. The skill for a better choice will be improved with gradual practice of writing.

2. 3 Major approaches to teaching writing

2. 3. 1 Introduction


Attempts to teaching writing- since the time when student were merely given a topic of some kind and asked to produce a composition without further help-have usually focused on some particular problematical aspect of the writing situation. Byrne (1990) identified four principle ways of approaching the task, namely: focus on accuracy; focus on fluency; focus on the text and focus on purpose. Raimes (1993) considered three approaches to the teaching of writing: focus on form; focus on the writer and focus on the readers. From these perspectives, there have been three main classroom methodologies: the text-based or traditional approach and the process approach respectively. 


Although some writing schemes and programs have tended to rely largely or exclusively on one or other of these approaches, in practice most teachers and text book writers have drawn on more than one and have combined and modified them to suit their purpose. In recent years, classroom teaching method has been heavily influenced by the communicative approach, with its emphasis on task-oriented activities that involves the exchange of information and the free use of language without undue concern for mistakes.

2. 3. 2 Features and limitations of major approaches to teaching writing

2. 3.2.1 The product approach


Examples of the product approach show that the teacher provides models to which learners are asked to underline or circle the thesis statement, topic sentences, supporting ideas, transitional devices and so on. Then learners are to identify the kind of grammatical structure that follows the essay organization of whether logical division, cause and effect or compare and contrast signals. They also construct paragraphs even a sentence from frames, tables and other guides, and then produce an essay through answering a set of questions. Minor changes and substitutions of blank space, punctuation marks, and capitalization are also added to expand an outline or summary.  Moreover, students learn how to combine sentences, develop complex sentences following different rules of combination, and how to use transitional devices is applied through the course. Therefore, the incoming data from the teacher or the textbook enter the learners’ mind through the best fitting schema.  


The major limitation of the product approach is that students are very passive and less creative. All learners’ knowledge of writing skill is based on the teacher and textbook. What if they are lazy in practicing writing regularly and what if the course of writing is over? The skill that they obtain passively may return to the textbook or lay in the teacher’s lecture. Furthermore, they spend most of their time working alone with their own thinking that they assume may be enough but not various and creative. If they discuss and brainstorm with their peers, they may discover or hit upon new fresh ideas that seem to be alive in their learning situation. They will be more motivated and self-confident to show their own ideas and write down for their first or last draft. Last, mistakes are corrected seriously during the writing, which to some extent discourages students to write more. Most students are worried about mistakes that are considered common in writing for beginners. Thus, motivation is of a little help if mistakes are not regarded naturally in writing. 


However, there are two strong points of product approach that many researchers cannot deny. First, it is much easier for beginners of writing to formulate from how to write a good sentence, how to join good sentences into a good paragraph to how to connect paragraphs into a good essay, their last product. Not all learners can write a good essay as soon as they begin the course. They should be up step-by-step with imitation and repetition from textbooks or the teacher. Second, the teacher still have to impart the knowledge of writing theory including grammatical structures, word choices, cohesive device uses, how to vary the content, how to organize the essay in this way but not that way and sorts of the like. The important thing is that the teacher knows how to handle or lose his or her control in the writing class. Learners are bound to go to imaginatively various directions without the guide from their teacher, which is not really good for TWE learners who need to write on specific topics for academic readers. 


In short, the product approach still has some strong points that can be applied in teaching TOEFL essay writing. This means teacher’s guidance and knowledge of writing theory is the good base for beginners of writing to lead their writing practice. However, if learners owe their knowledge and skill of writing to the teacher and textbook strictly, they will be very passive and often get shocked in the real official writing test where a new topic or a new kind of essay is introduced. TWE does not require a variety of topics or patterns of essay organization but test takers must have the skill of solving the writing task under the pressure of time. Within 30 minutes for an essay of about 250 words, they have to plan for the outline, write the essay and revise the writing. Their first draft will be the last one so they must be well skilled at writing independently.

2. 3. 2. 2 The process approach 


The process approach to writing looses more teachers’ guidance than the product one. Students discover effective writing techniques and strategies with the guidance of the teacher. Writing is viewed as collaborative, social process where students assist one another in composing texts. Writing topics are controlled and chosen by students. Writing shapes and refines thought and students create meaning through writing and write for real audiences. Errors are considered natural and are corrected in the final stages of the writing process. Grammar points are given throughout the writing process. Students are evaluated on the basis of the quality of their total writing process. 


There are some good points from this approach. First, students’ writing creativity is encouraged in the class. They can choose the topic and writing techniques that they are good at while the teacher guide and organize the group work or pair work. The atmosphere in the class will be more relaxed when mistakes and errors are considered naturally.  As a result, students will be more independent and creative in their writing. Then, interaction and cooperative work among students enrich ideas in the content. Students can help each other with outlining the supporting ideas; punctuation and spelling and so on. Other language skills such as speaking, listening and reading will be improved at the same time. Lastly, the teacher works little and plays a role of an observer in the class time. Learners play a central active role and make their own decision for what and how to write for their real audience.


However, the limitation of this approach is outweighed the strong points when this way is applied in TWE situation. First, students cannot choose whatever they want to write in whatever technique they are interested in. The reason is that TOEFL writing task is narrowed in some major fields of topic and kinds of essay. Student may like or be good at some certain topic or kind of essay that rarely appears in TWE. Therefore, they will waste their time learning not-TOEFL specific things. Second, discussion and cooperation in the class encourages learners’ motivation but without much of the teacher’s guidance of writing theory (including grammar points, word choices, cohesive devices, patterns of essay organization and so on), it will be a waste of time if their discussion is off the focus. Last, TWE score is given for each individual’s product, last version. But in the process approach, students are evaluated on the basis of their total writing process - their cooperative paper. Learners can work well in their group; yet, they are supposed to work on their own for their complete version. They need to practice carefully for their test which they have to write on their own and marked for each individual.


In brief, the process approach encourages students’ creativity and motivation in writing. It is a learner-centered approach that stimulates students to play an active role and the teacher works as an observer. However, beginners of writing still need help and guidance from the teacher, especially TOEFL learners who come from various background in ages, jobs and majors and they, of course, are not at the same level of language command. This procedure is good for class practice but students are still encouraged to write on their own and get feedback from their teacher for mistake corrections.
2. 3. 3 Summary


Based on the strong and weak points of both product and process approach discussed above, a new approach of teaching is raised to make use of the strong points and limit the weak points of both approaches. Firstly, students should be provided knowledge of writing theory focused on each topic at the beginning of each lesson because not all learners are English professional before they take the course.  They can come from other academic fields such as engineering, architecture, economy, and medicine…  and need TOEFL score for their specific purpose. Therefore, they cannot be said at the same level of English and the teacher cannot track their knowledge of language skills in general and writing in particular. Learners need a base for their writing practice that the teacher must be a good guide. Secondly, in the process of teaching and learning, it will be less motivated and interesting if either the teacher or learners work all the time. It should be a combination between the teacher and learners in which the teacher is a good guide and organizer and learners are good actors.  Moreover, not only writing skill is focused all the time but also other skills of language should be dealt with like a support to perfect one another. Lastly, feedback and mistake correction are expected from learners for the improvement of their later version. But if the teacher takes more care of tracking the whole errors, learners feel less motivated to go on writing. The suggested teaching approach will include all above features and will be applied flexibly in each particular class situation. 

CHAPTER THREE: THE STUDY

3. 1 Methodology


The quality and quantity action research is applied to make the data more authentic, realistic and objective. The methodology conducted in the research including the participants, instrumentation, data collection and data analysis and findings will be presented in this part.

3. 1. 1 Participants 


Fifty students were chosen at random from American International College, SITC and some TOEFL Preparation courses in VNU and Foreign Language Study University, Apollo and my private classes at home or online. The ratio of male and female in both interviews and classes was 27/50 (the number of male learners counted for 54% of the population). They came from different parts of Vietnam, from the countries to the cities. They were at the age between 16 and 32 and at different fields of occupation. Notwithstanding, the majority came from the countryside in the north and was still studying. Most of the learners had just taken the placement test or trial test and were supposed to be at an intermediate level of proficiency in English. These learners had studied English for at last two years and at most ten years at schools or English centers where vocabulary and grammatical structures of the English language were mainly focused. They spoke Vietnamese, their mother tongue to communicate in daily conversations and rarely use English in their job or study. However, some used English for their job as a receptionist, officer and consultant. Each of the 50 learners was numbered from 1 to 50 on a separate piece of paper, which were put into a box, then picked out one by one without being looked at.

3. 1. 2 Instruments
Instrument 1: the studied subjects completed a structured questionnaire including four parts: 

             Part one was about the personal information of the learners including gender, age, living place, job, English learning duration; the frequency of English using; and the reasons to take part in the course.

            Part two was conducted to gain a snapshot of the learners’ opinion on essay kinds; writing topics, the materials; and writing lessons.

              Part three was about the activities on essay learning-teaching process to get the data of the writing activities that the learners often did during the course and of what they would like their teachers to do to help them in essay writing. 

             Part four aimed at students’ opinions on revising stage where the content; clarity; punctuation and spelling were mainly questioned.

             The questionnaire was based on The Postgraduate Research Handbook (Gina, 2001) and conducted in English. It was also founded on the frame of the core book: Barron’s How to Prepare for TOEFL Essays, (Lin 2004). However, the learners were suggested to answer in either English or Vietnamese. Refer to Appendix A.

Instrument 2: Proofing checklists for writing tasks were given to 30 learners in 3 classes during the course from the beginning of June to the middle of August; 2005 - the time the study was done. The checklists were completed by the researcher and handed to the students. The copies of the checklist were kept for data analysis. The checklist was adapted from the model essays in “Barron’s How to prepare for TOEFL Essays” (Lin, 2004). Refer to Appendix B. 

Instrument 3: Personal learning logs focusing on 3 classes are noted down to track the changes in attitudes and the build-up of knowledge and understanding of the studied subjects. The researcher felt about undertaking the new method and took a diary carefully in the classroom environment. The personal learning logs and group observation were based on The Postgraduate Research Handbook (Gina, 2001) Refer to Appendix C

Instrument 4: The course outline, handout question, and samples of writing were added as the reference. Refer to appendix D, E and F

3. 2 Data collection procedures


On the first three weeks, the questionnaire was handed to 50 students in different classes. It took a lot of time because the subjects were not at the same place and they were from different classes. The students were selected randomly and completed the questionnaire seriously within 5-10 minutes in their classroom. The researcher asked for time with the studied subjects in order to explain the purpose, relevance and importance of the study, as well as to clarify any questions that the learners had. The data were collected and analyzed to survey the learners’ activity and opinion on essay writing that they had learnt before. The checklists of 10 writing papers at the beginning of the course and the checklist of 10 writing papers at the end of the course for the same subjects were coded from Paper 01F to 10L.  The purpose of the checklist was to investigate the changes in students’ writing skill in essay writing. The learning logs were noted down carefully after each class during the course. After nearly ten weeks, all the data from the checklist and learning logs were reported to show the change in learners’ attitude in essay writing learning as well as the change in writing skill.

3. 3 Data presentation and data analysis


First, all collected data were read through to obtain the general information. The observational reports were written down carefully. The results were then shown in tables and charts. So as to quantify the open-ended questions from the questionnaire, a series of analytical forms was also conducted. Next, the collection of checklists from experimental classes will be analyzed comprehensively. Finally, the actual problems affecting the process of teaching and learning will lay the foundation for a discussion of a better methodology in the following chapter.

3. 3.1 The questionnaire report

Part 1 was designed to achieve the general information reported in Table 1. 

Table 1: Learners by age, gender and job

	Age
	Gender
	Total number
	Jobs

	
	Male
	Female
	
	Student
	Official/ worker
	Jobless

	16-18

19-22

23-25

26-32
	9

7

6

5
	8

8

4

3
	17 (34%)

15 (30%)

10 (20%)

8 (16%)
	25
	19
	6

	Total
	27 (54%)
	23 (46%)
	50 (100%)
	50%
	38%
	12%


The total number of the learners selected in the study was 50 for the questionnaire, of which 23 were female and 27 were male. The majority was at the age of from 18 to 22, at which students had just finished their secondary school and began to enter a university. That is also the reason why 50% of the objects are students. The second group of subjects works in offices (38%). The third group of learners (12%) was those who failed the entrance exam took TOEFL examination to study abroad. The following is the results of Part 1.
Table 2 below shows the learners’ experience in English learning. The number of years they have spent learning English ranged from 2 to 10 years. About 44% (22 learners) had been learning English for 3 or 4 years and 22% (11 students) had spent 7 to 8 years learning English. Only 3 students had experienced 2 years in learning English. The number of learners had spent 5, 6 years is the same that of those who having spent more than 9 years (14%). 

Table 2: Learners’ experience in learning English in years 

	Years
	1-2
	3-4
	5-6
	7-8
	>9

	No of learners
	3
	22
	7
	11
	7

	Percentage
	6%
	44%
	14%
	22%
	14%
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Chart 1: Frequency of using English
	Table 3: Learners’ purpose of English use

Work

Study

Pleasure

12

33

5

24%

66%

10%




Table 3 shows that most students had been learning and using English at school 66% (33 learners). Some of them graduated from universities and used English at work but not very often (24%). 10% of the subjects used English for pleasure. According to Chart 1, only 3 learners (6%) spoke English frequently at work or both at work and in study while 4 learners rarely used English both at work or study. Most of the learners sometimes used English (72%) and 14% often spoke English. The reason for this may be that the learners used their mother tongue in daily conversation and only used English at class time or at work. 
Questions 5 and 6 in Part 1 of the questionnaire found out the reasons why learners wanted to study writing in the course and their expectation for essay learning from the teachers. 
Table 4: Learners’ reasons and expectations from the course and teacher

	
	Main points
	No of sts
	Percentage

	Reasons 
	a. Interest
	3
	6%

	
	b. Gain qualification
	2
	4%

	
	c. Get good marks in TOEFL test
	24
	48%

	
	d. For future job/ study
	32
	64%

	
	e. Writing is a compulsory subject
	4
	8%

	
	f. Other………   
	5
	10%

	Expectation
	a. Well qualified /good teaching method
	34
	65%

	
	b. Humorous
	17
	34%

	
	c. Sympathetic and helpful
	9
	18%

	
	d. Others:………
	1
	2%


Table 4 reveals that meeting demand for applying for a future job or further study was the main purpose (64%) for studying essay writing, which means more and more employers are hiring employees in the principle of English standard. However, 24 learners (48%) wanted to get good marks in their next TOEFL Test. The fee for taking TOEFL test is not cheap and the test results are valid for 2 years so many students chose to prepare for it carefully and when necessary they would take this test. Some small percentages 6%, 4%, 8% (number of learners is 3, 2, 4 respectively) found English interesting to learn, or they wanted to gain qualification, or thought English was a compulsory subject at school that they had to master. Besides, 10% of the studied subjects said the following: 

“I don’t care about how to learn writing but I have to take this before I take TOEFL so I have to study” 

“Because I find essay writing in the course so I follow. (But at first) I don’t think I have to write”

 “It is the first time I have learned to write officially, when at school, my teacher gave us writing tasks but only writing letter or description, we rarely wrote essays”

            Table 4 also shows that the majority (65%) wanted their teacher to have good qualification and especially good methods of teaching. Besides, being humorous, sympathetic and helpful is the necessity to prompt the lesson. 

             From what the learners said, essay writing seemed to be compulsory in any TOEFL test and the learners had to study it when they took a TOEFL test officially. The time for essay writing preparation was very little and they usually spent at a few lessons at the end of the course. The learners had no habit of writing during the course and the teacher was keen on the other skills. All the students expected to get good language qualifications from the course and wanted their teacher to be well qualified, humorous, sympathetic and friendly.
              Part 2 in the questionnaire was about learners’ opinion on kinds of essay; writing topic; the material and writing lessons. It was difficult for the learners to state exactly how many kinds of essay they had learned before. However, the learners were more or less familiar with Agreeing and Disagreeing, Giving an Explanation or Making an Argument. Some thought that Cause and Affect pattern of essay organization should be paid more attention to TWE preparation. It seemed to be no problem (70% refer to chart 2 below) with the previous textbook. 10% of the learners thought that the last textbook was easy and the slightly higher percentage (12%) assessed their textbook difficult. However, to master writing after the course that the learners had had before was still a challenge to them. 
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Chart 2: Learners’ opinion on previous textbook
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Below was what they wrote in the questionnaire about the materials that they were using during the course. Most of the learners did not have a specific book of writing for TOEFL, some had Barron’s how to prepare for TOEFL essay as their course book but the teacher used only some parts of the book to illustrate the writing tasks.

 “I don’t know what I am going to learn. No text books to read at home so if I am absent from one lesson, I will not know where I am”

“I think the teacher should give the students the course outline before we start the course, and more model essays to read”

“Nhung bai doc ve mon viet rat vun vat va khong cu the. Em van chua tuong tuong duoc minh dang duoc hoc gi va con thieu cai gi” 

“Some writing exercises like rewriting the sentence, linking the sentences in one paragraph, even filling in the blank encourage us a lot. We need more to work at home and be corrected at class”.

“The teacher should have her own book of writing and give us before the course”


From the above, it can be said that the learners took a lot care of learning to write and needed more specific materials. An outline would be of great help to some learners who might be absent from the class for their own business. It would be difficult for a teacher to have her own book of writing to teach but she could read and collect good models and exercises attached to an outline before the course. A good textbook could help both the teacher and learners in the classroom. Most of the students thought that the teacher should combine the textbook and their own selected materials. Reading papers were supposed to be the best database for the students to enrich their input information. Model essays were needed during the course for reference because some of the students did not think that their teacher’s corrections reached the required standard in writing. 


It can be seen from Chart 3 below that the majority of the learners found writing lessons difficult but necessary (60% and 48% respectively). Only 14 % of the students enjoyed learning writing whereas 30% of the subjects felt bored with writing lessons. Three learners thought writing learning was a waste of time and only one learner found it easy to study writing. It can be reported from Chart 3 that most of the learners wanted to study writing but they mainly found it difficult. Therefore, it was the teacher’s role to find ways to encourage the learners to take part in class learning. The teacher was supposed to make writing much easier and more creative and to stimulate the learners to write frequently from the beginning of the course. In addition, some learners (4%) specified in the questionnaire that they didn’t like this subject and everything the teacher gave them in general: 

“I don’t know what I have to write and how to begin”; 

“I wish I didn’t have to learn this subject.”
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Chart 3: The learners’ attitudes to writing lessons
	1: Easy

2: Difficult

3: Enjoyable

4: Necessary

5: Boring

6: Waste of time


In brief, the teacher should clarify the kinds of TWE essay so that the students can take it easy to write better. The teacher can guide learners with a certain textbook and combine with reading materials and model essays because all the students questioned said that if followed exactly the core book, they would be soon bored. 
           Part 3 was aimed at eliciting learners’ opinion on planning and writing stage. Question 1 in Part 3 refers to Table 5 below.

Table 5: Learners’ opinion on teacher’s guidance on writing and textual features

	Knowledge of writing
	Yes
	No
	A little

	a. Kinds of essay
	25%
	10%
	65%

	b. Parts of essay
	75%
	5%
	20%

	c. Steps of essay
	87%
	3%
	10%

	d. Coherence
	20%
	8%
	72%

	e. Unity 
	23%
	35%
	42%

	f. Semantic variety
	12%
	80%
	8%

	g. Syntactic variety
	10%
	82%
	8%

	h. Punctuations and spelling
	45%
	12%
	43%


Most of the learners in Table 5 thought that their teachers imparted them the knowledge of writing such as: parts and steps of an essay (75%, 87% accordingly). 45% of the learners said their teachers guided them with mechanics (punctuations and spelling). Their teachers took kinds of the essay, coherence and unity a little care of (65%, 72%, 42% respectively). Especially, 80 % and 82% felt that they were not taught semantic or syntactic variety. Therefore, the students understood better kinds and parts of an essay. Semantic and syntactic variety remained their weak points. The learners evaluated their knowledge of kinds of essay, coherence, unity and mechanics on an average level. They still needed to improve punctuation and spelling in their essays because these mistakes cost them better score.

As can be seen from Table 6 in the next page, the majority of the learners (68%) enjoyed their teacher giving them more new structures and vocabulary in a writing lesson. The explanation for this could be that the learners still felt unsure about how to use structures and words in writing and they were heavily affected by university entrance examination. Almost half of the students (46%) thought that their teacher mostly taught new structures and words. This could be good for the learners at the beginning of their writing stage and could be worse if the learners wanted to learn separate patterns of English and forgot that writing was a combined activity. 44% of the learners wanted the teacher to provide the way to write an essay efficiently and 34 % (22 learners) thought their teacher introduced the theory of writing essay. The teacher normally asked the learners to write a paragraph before they started writing an essay. It was easier to start writing with a paragraph (topic sentence and supporting ones). An essay is a combination of paragraphs. 44% of the subjects thought that their teacher applied this way of writing but only half of these students enjoyed this way (28%). The learners wanted to write an essay from the beginning for they could save time and learning how to write a paragraph formed them a habit at school already. Besides, it didn’t always mean writing a good paragraph could make the learners write a good essay for the learners needed to link the thread of ideas within paragraphs. 32 learners (64%) accepted that their teacher let them have time to brainstorm while a half of these students thought they should have time for their own brainstorming. It would be a waste of time brainstorming in class time. But the common fact is that, the students could go off the topic; thus, the teacher should keep students brainstorming under control. 20 learners (40%) answered that they really enjoyed being given and guided how to use cohesive devices. Meanwhile, there were only 13 learners (26%) feeling that their teacher provided them with cohesive devices. Coherence and unity made a big contribution to the success of an essay. The teacher should take more care of this and created more exercises about coherence and unity within a paragraph or an essay.

Making outlines and drafts in class was necessary for both the teacher and the learners and this activity was usually carried out in class (44% enjoyed it and 50% thought their teacher did it in the class). The outlines given by the teacher or contributed by the class could help the learners direct their ideas to fulfill the task faster and saved time brainstorming. However, writing is a personal and creative activity; the writers could decide on his/ her to persuade the reader.

Table 6: The activities enjoyed by the learners and applied by the teacher

	Activities
	Enjoyed by the learners
	Applied by the teacher

	
	No of learners
	%
	No of learners
	%

	a. Give new structures and vocabulary
	34
	68%
	23
	46%

	b. Talk to you about how to write an essay efficiently
	22
	44%
	17
	34%

	c. Ask you to write a paragraph then the whole essay
	14
	28%
	22
	44%

	d. Let you have time to brainstorm
	16
	32%
	32
	64%

	e. Give and guide you how to use cohesive devices
	20
	40%
	13
	26%

	f. Make outlines and drafts in class
	22
	44%
	25
	50%

	g. Ask you to work in group or in pair
	13
	26%
	20
	40%

	h. Use a model essay and analyze it
	15
	30%
	10
	20%

	i. Use other aids (pictures, maps, music, games, reading texts)
	6
	12%
	7
	14%

	j. Give you key words or phrases to identify the task
	26
	52%
	29
	58%

	k. Give writing task in a limited time (work individually)
	25
	50%
	27
	54%

	l. Give you his / her feedback/ correction
	24
	48%
	8
	16%

	m. Mark your writing
	35
	70%
	20
	40%

	n. Give you your classmate’s feedback
	3
	6%
	4
	8%

	o. Others (please specify)
	8
	16%
	12
	24%



According to Table 6, 40 % of the learners said that their teacher asked to work in groups or in pairs. This was the best way to collect ideas from learners and reduce the stress in the classroom. However, only 26% (13 learners) enjoyed this activity. Some learners thought it was time to write but it was not time for speaking class. 

            Imitation is a good way to learn writing for many learners. 30% of the subjects enjoyed their teacher using a model essay and then analyzing it for semantic and syntactic variety, linking words and so on. They would follow the way to express the ideas for the similar topics and could learn new words and structures from the model. Some learners claimed, “I am not sure for my teacher’s correction. What is the standard for my writing?” It is difficult to discuss the standard for something especially writing a creative activity. Yet, model essay analysis could be of help for both the teacher and the learners in the process of teaching and learning.


Visual aids such as games, music, pictures maps… could help to reduce the stress in the classroom and create a better learning environment. Yet, only 6 learners (12%) liked to have games and similar sorts of things in class for two clear reasons. First, TOEFL essay types focus mainly on making an argument, giving an explanation, stating a preference or agreeing or disagreeing that didn’t need much illustration from pictures, games, maps… and so on. Moreover, in the preparation course for TOEFL, the learners did not have much time. They often took part in a part-time course or an evening class of 6 months or a year to practice TOEFL skills. Visual aids were of little use for learning to write a TOEFL essay whereas some learners suggested having more reading materials related to the topics in the real test to read at home and get the necessary information. Some learners admitted that they could not write well and fast because they were lack of ideas and did not know how to begin the introduction. Providing key words or phrases and giving a writing task in a limited time for the learners to work individually and were encouraged by most of the learners (52%/58% respectively) and the slightly higher percentage (58%/ 54%) agreed that their teachers did these activities.


Table 6 also shows that 48% of the population needed feedback and correction from their teacher. Most of the learners preferred to check their progress through the teacher’s marks (70%). But only 16 % thought that their teacher gave them enough feedback and 40% found marking was applied by their teacher during the course. The lowest percentage of the sample (6% refer to Table 6) showed an interest in feedback from classmates. The reason was that rarely (8%) did the teacher ask the students to check their writing with their friends.


In summary, the reason for most of the learners to learn essay writing was for their future jobs and further study abroad. Some wanted to get good marks in the real test which they were preparing to take soon. The learners commented their writing lessons to be difficult but necessary to learn, which was the most encouraging for the teacher to make the lessons easier and more specific. Besides, learners should know the purpose and the audience of their writing. Frequently writing could make the learners more self-confident in express their opinions on a statement. The subjects of the study still felt out of control with the kind of essay of making an argument, which appeared frequently in the real test.


Considering Question 3 in the questionnaire, many students would like the teacher to show them how to write efficiently and naturally (how to start a composition, how to organize ideas). The followings are some of the students’ ideas:

“Show me the best way to write English naturally and how to improve my writing.”

“Give us more exercises about grammar structures, new phrases, linking words.”

“Show me the way to write automatically”

“I would like my teacher to give more model essays and force us to analyze in order to remember the way to write.”

“I can not brainstorm well so the teacher should make an outline and let us time to write at home and correct at class time.”

“I like to learn to write a good paragraph before writing the whole essay but my teacher only gave us the writing tasks and asked us to write at home. I could not handle it and felt bored.”

“The teacher should mark our writing at home and choose the typical one to correct at class time.”

“Give us one writing task every lesson and spare us 30 minutes to do it. Other time she should correct homework and guide us with exercises, discuss the outline at class…”


As far as the materials are concerned, model texts were also in high demand. The learners needed more good writing and even piece of news to get information and to learn. They wanted their teacher to spend more time analyzing model essays carefully and figure out the strength and weakness of the model and gave them the alternative ways of rewriting the sentence structures in the model.

“I am not sure about my teacher’s correction so I need more model essays as standard to compare my writing”

“I still need the feedback from the teacher because I remember and avoid my mistakes more easily.”

“The teacher should keep her promise to mark or give her feedback”


Thirdly, the majority of the participants wanted their teacher to be active, creative, and cheerful and make the lessons more interesting. However, some claimed that they did not have much time for writing and only took part in an evening class with 1.5 hours a day studying. They worked most of the time and did not want to have homework.

“I want to understand and practice everything in the class. I have to work and have no time at home writing. I want the teacher handle everything in the class.”

“I learn to write many times but in every writing class, the atmosphere is boring. We write and the teacher does nothing.”

Lastly, the teacher didn’t follow one exact textbook but extract texts and writing tasks from many different books. Therefore, the learners didn’t know much about what they had learnt and needed to achieve more. Some students stated their expectation from the teacher as followed:

“I like to get materials every lesson”

“Extra exercises will be better for us to follow” 


In brief, thus, the learner wanted the teacher to guide them the best way to handle the task naturally, provide them with more model texts and play an active role in giving them a variety of exercises and solve the problems during class time. The learners worked or studied other subjects full time. They often took part in an English course in their free time so they wanted everything to be specific and close to the real test.

             Part 4 in the questionnaire focused on learners’ revising activities.
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Chart 4: Learners’ revising activities

From Chart 4 above, it is clear that most of the students (89%) took care of checking punctuation and spelling because it was easier to recognize this kind of mistakes. Content checking ranked second (75%); however, the students only checked the organization of the essay (the introduction/ body/ conclusion). They did not have the habit of revising whether there were topic sentences for each paragraph; supporting ideas for each topic sentence or thesis statement for the whole essay. Clarity was checked during revising stage, but only by 45% that was much lower than its importance. Sentence transitions were dealt with more than sentence fragments or run-on sentences. Lastly, very few students (5%) used the checklist for their revising stage because the teacher had not introduced this to them before or they had known little about it. Moreover, some of the students did not have time or did not want to reread their writing before handing in. As a result, they only checked in mind and did not notice what should be improved for the next time.

II. 3.2 Suggested alternative TOEFL essay writing teaching procedure 

Based on the common ways of teaching writing; the factors affecting learners in writing an essay discussed in the literature review and the questionnaire is results and discussion, an alternative approach to TOEFL essay writing, a “10-step procedure”, is suggested to activate learners’ motivation in writing better essay.
3. 3.2.1 The 10-step procedure
Step 1: Provide students with the knowledge of writing theory (what is essay writing; who is the audience; how many kinds of an essay; how many parts of an essay; what is needed in grammar structures- semantic, syntactic, coherent and sentence types; what is needed in word choice; how to use transition; how to write an essay; and how to use the checklist….). Each lesson delivers one focused topic. 

Step 2: Give learners a writing topic to read and identify the task (whether it is Making an argument; Agreeing and disagreeing; Stating a preference; Giving an explanation; or other kinds)

Step 3: Write the thesis statement on the board

Step 4: Ask students to work in-group of three, each student gives one point on the thesis and explains why he or she chooses it by adding supporting points and evidences or examples.

Step 5: Call the leader of each group to present their opinions on the thesis statement; teacher take note on the board in an outline form.

Step 6: Ask students to choose three main points and supporting ideas that they feel the most interesting and persuasive.

Step 7: Divide the class into 5 groups: one group writes the introductory paragraph; three write the body (3 paragraphs) and one writes the conclusion.

Step 8: Collect their work, edit at home, and get it photocopied with the model essay.

Step 9: Next lesson, let students estimate their edited paper (for example 50%, 80%… according to the checklist and the model)

Step 10: Give students free-writing task at home with the same or similar topic; pose the deadline and mark their final version with the checklist.

3. 3.2.2 Discussion of the teaching steps


Step 1 aims to acquaint TOEFL preparation learners with relevant background knowledge for the writing, so as to help them relate the material at hand to their previous knowledge. The theory should be typed, printed and attached to the course outline as the guideline. The teacher introduces and helps learners to read during the first lesson or at home in order to save class time. Most Vietnamese learners learn essay writing theory very little before they take the course because they only learn English in textbooks, which mainly focus on grammar structures and vocabulary. To some learners who are supposed to use English in their jobs, they speak, read or communicate in email/ report/ contract writing, which is far different from TOEFL essay writing. This step soundly based on the traditional approach but it is necessary to support learners a fish line before they practice writing from step 2 to the last.


Step 2 helps learners go in the right direction for each kind of essay writing which has its own way to expand ideas. The teacher loses gradually her role but she still helps students with TOEFL- specific tasks. Making an argument needs to pose a statement then explain, which is different from agreeing or disagreeing that does not need a statement but an opinion and then give the reason and evidences. Task identification creates a good base to start writing. 


Step 3 makes sure that everyone knows what they are writing about. One line of the thesis statement on board reminds students that they should focus on this point but not others. Therefore, the writing is good but still scores zero if it is off the point.


Step 4 encourages students to interact with each other by giving and getting information about the thesis statement. There will be unbelievable sources of ideas that students create or imagine based on their own knowledge and experience. This step also enables learners to develop their critical thinking and rhetorical skills that are commonly considered a weak point to Vietnamese learners. Making notes and expanding supporting ideas is an obstacle to beginners of writing who often ask what they should or should not write in their own essay. Discussing, talking and posing opinion help students more relaxed and enjoy participating in the lesson. They are doing for themselves-their own writing-not for the teacher; not for the parents; not for the study report and so on.


Step 5 moves to speaking section and motivates learners to express their ideas on the thesis statement. When the teacher takes note on the board, the whole class can keep up with the flow of ideas. Besides, students can avoid mispronunciation from the group leaders in speaking. The beginners of writing can base on the outline and develop the essay.


Step 6 is for students to choose their own ideas that they prefer and feel more self-confident to write about. Writing is a creative activity to master so step 6 encourages students to make use of creativity in composing. It may be a noisy stage and sometimes an argument but at the end of the day, learners make their own decision to persuade readers according to their belief. 


Step 7 is a cooperative activity that the whole class work together and create a complete version. The 5-paragraph essay is introduced in this stage as it is commonly known to TOEFL test takers but it is advisable that how the class is divided depend on each writing topic.


Step 8 takes the teacher a little time at home to edit the paper by changing a bit grammar structures; word choice; or simply linking words. However, it helps students a lot to know that their contribution works well in the class’s final version. They will have a chance to compare their writing with their friends’. They can share and learn from their own writing, which is supposed to prompt students to write more.


Step 9 helps students self-assess their work. The checklist and essay model are given as the target of writing. Nevertheless, students are advised to use sophisticated grammar structures; variety of word choice; and new fresh thread of content.


The last step is free writing at home for students to save time in class. Then, it will be easier to get down writing now for learners after the 9 steps above. They can write with the same or similar writing topic under the pressure of deadline. Their work will be marked carefully with the checklist; some correction is also added for a better writing. However, students are encouraged to correct their own writing themselves.

3. 4. Experimental teaching procedure

The ten-step essay teaching procedure was experienced in 3 classes of total 30 students. After taking an investigation into what the learners’ opinion on writing lessons and what activities their teachers often did and what they enjoyed, the researcher wanted to experiment an alternative approach to teaching writing. By collecting 20 checklists from students’ writing and the learning logs that the researcher noted down during the course, there were three main points discussed for efficiency of the checklist: content, clarity and mechanics (punctuation and spelling). Analysis of the strong and weak points of the experimental approach was drawn from the comparison of 10 initial checklists and 10 final ones from the same studied subjects. Motivation and students’ attitude change in writing skill would be noted from the learning logs. 

3. 4. 1 The checklist collection


The 10 checklists of the writing papers at the beginning of the course and other 10 at the end of the course were analyzed to identify errors in content, the clarity and mechanics (punctuation and spelling). The number of errors was counted to show the difference between two columns of the checklist.

Table 7: Results of learners’ checklists 

	CONTENT
	No of initial checklist errors
	No of final checklist errors

	Is there a thesis statement or introduction?
	0
	0

	Is there a topic sentence for each paragraph?
	13
	0

	Are there supporting details for each topic statement?
	16
	1

	Is there a conclusion?
	3
	0

	Is there the evidence for the meaning?
	22
	2

	CLARITY
	
	

	Are there run-on sentences or sentence fragments?
	24
	4

	Are there misplaced modifiers or dangling modifiers?
	23
	3

	Are the structures parallel?
	20
	5

	Are there transition words?
	10
	3

	Are the sentences and paragraphs cohesive?
	13
	0

	PUNCTUATION AND SPELLING
	
	

	Are the paragraphs indented?
	8
	2

	Are there punctuation marks such as periods at the end of each sentence?
	8
	2

	Do all the sentences begin with capital letters?
	6
	0

	Are all the words spelled correctly?
	30
	8

	Are all the words chosen relevantly?
	32
	7


As seen from Table 7 above, it can be said that the number of errors reduces remarkably after the 10 essay writing lessons. 

First, the content that was claimed to be of the most care by the studied subjects in the questionnaire shows a considerable reduction in the number of errors in this area. Most of the learners understood and paid much attention to the thesis statement, topic sentences and supporting ideas. Before getting down to write, the learners had chances to brainstorm, work out ideas, and then discussed together. Therefore, they were sure not to lack one of the important things, the content. In the first checklist, many students wrote without supporting sentences and the topic sentence often had the same equal meaning as the other sentences in a paragraph. No sentences lead or support the others. So the meaning in the paragraph looked like a circle of repetition and rushed into a blind alley. There were often no examples or evidences to support the general note as in Paper 01 F 4i 

“First, everyone needs work for their life. If they not work, they can’t live. They feel happy unless they work. Work gives people happiness in life, study, pleasure and entertainment”. This student was supposed to use examples to explain the reason why people attend college rather than trying to show the importance of working. He fell into a bushy trap.

An observation tracked this student after the ten lessons of writing with the practice of ten-step procedure. He wrote in Paper 10L106 i 

“Firstly, studying many subject can help students get jobs more easily. A student major in law faculty could not get a job when he graduated from school. He might work in tourism industry if he learned and used English fluently. He might also run his own business if he understood accounting and marketing strategies. Some jobs need certain skills to fulfill the task but not all jobs need specialized skills to do well.”

Regardless of grammar and word choice, he was able to show the evidence for the topic sentence. The content of the whole essay is in unit and coherence and the meaning was in a logical chain: Open with topic – explain by example: law student-not get job-if learn English-work in tourism-if learn accounting and marketing-run own business- then Close. Another interesting point to note is the length of the paragraph. Most of the students wrote longer and when asked during the class, they said they felt more self-confident and were not worried much about mistakes. They wrote and the flow got out of their mind logically into the paper. They could write longer and quicker and the meaning became more complete.


Second, the falling number of errors in clarity shows the improvement in grammar structures and vocabulary. Students used to make mistakes in run-on sentence or sentence fragment such as in the following:

“Firstly, parents are old and experienced people. They know many things in life and what they know they want their kids can know. Moreover, they work, travel a lot so they meet the difficulty time in their life, they will tell the students to avoid mistakes that they passed. So, parents are the best teachers and they use their experience to teach their children”(Paper: 02 F 5g)

This group of students thought and wrote at the same time. They tended to translate word-by-word and wrote down till the end of the flow. The situation was improved in the last lessons of the course as in:

“Some university students think only about their career. If the choice is left to them, they might only study courses for their future jobs. They will have a much better future, however, if they study subjects in addition to their career. Therefore, universities should need students to take classes in many subjects” (Paper: 10L 105i)

Step 7 in the procedure helped develop the students’ habit of talking before writing.  There were still some mistakes in parallel structures and transitional words. Coherence and cohesion were good enough for the writing though they were still far from perfect.


Last, punctuation and spelling remains a problem for the learners though the errors in these areas are usually considered minor in comparison with those in the others. They can be easily avoided by practicing writing gradually. Therefore, it would be advisable if the teacher posed enough exercises and controlled that all the tasks were carefully done.   


In general, after the course of ten lessons applying the ten-step procedure, one remarkable strong point is that the learners succeeded in expressing their ideas in the way of academic writing. It can be said that they avoided the block of ideas and found a better, easier way to go. Particularly, they could identify the writing task quickly and they could point out the general ideas with a little time brainstorming. During the course, four main kinds of essay were mentioned: MA, EX, AD and PR and EX was said to be the easiest because they only explained for the given thesis statement. MA was considered the most difficult and sounded like the combination between EX and AD. Logical division was preferred for essay organization for the learners could use the concept map of web or fishbone (Lin 54). Cohesive devices were encouraged to unify the whole essay and students got used to using numerating words (first, second…). The students were able to use complex sentences instead of simple ones. Adjective clauses were more often applied to explain the ideas but it would be better to mix kinds of sentences in an essay. Word definition was played in the discussion part in order to enrich the word choice among the students. Most of the students were keen on  this part because they could relax and know many other synonyms or antonyms from their friends.

I considered the students’ errors in spelling and punctuation as a natural phenomenon in practicing writing because they always wrote under the pressure of time. However, as these errors usually worsen the first feeling from examiners, it would be wise to avoid them anyway.

3. 4. 2 The learning logs

The learning logs were noted down carefully after each lesson, mainly from unit 1 to unit 5. The students practiced the same procedure from unit 6 to unit 9. Unit 10 was for a final paper. In the learning logs, the researcher highlighted the factors that influenced learners’ motivation and their attitude to learning writing.

3. 4. 2. 1 Factors influencing learners’ motivation


From the observation during the course, the most influencing factor in the students’ motivation was the learner-centered teaching method. The reason for the lessons to be successful with the students’ high motivation lay in the fact that the teacher raised topic and question and the students worked themselves and studied the subject matter actively.  They could raise their voice to discuss with their classmates or among their groups. They also had a chance to talk about their ideas in front of others. This made the students feel eager and self-confident when they had opportunities to learn from their friends. Then, various activities were also encouraging for most of the students. In the 10-step procedure, the students first listened to the teacher for the revision of writing theory and necessary grammar and word points. Then they were given the task in which they brainstormed, spoke out, discussed and even argued. They first exchanged their ideas in groups and then practiced writing their own papers their own. Equally important, added and extra materials for language input were at some time of great benefit. For example, a copy of model essay for reading at home to evaluate their own writing, the writing paper in each class, the checklist, and the piece of writing task were of help in the learning-teaching process. Next, clear instructions and answers from the teacher also helped a great deal increase motivation among the students.                   Last but not least, the teacher’s characteristics were decisive factors to help increase motivation. Like in the questionnaire before the course, most of the learners expected their teacher to be helpful, easy-going, friendly and enthusiastic. A sense of humor made the students remember the lesson easily and created a warm atmosphere in the class, especially in the evening TOEFL preparation course. However, there were still some factors that decreased motivation in the class. 


Firstly, the students had to learn two things at the same time: learning writing theory and learning grammar structures. It was sometimes too confused for the students to handle well. Although writing theory was delivered mainly from lesson 1 to lesson 5 and semantic and syntactic variety were focused from unit 6 to 9, the students still needed both to write completely. That’s the reason why some of the first lessons were hard for the learners.


Secondly, long time of discussion among the students led to a boring atmosphere because some students did not talk at all or go to some other thing off the point. Therefore, the teachers must always make sure that the discussion is more or less equal.


Lastly, model essays given at the end of the lesson for reference to some extent declined the students’ enthusiasm in writing creatively. Some students copied or made a little change for their essay. However, the teacher should use model essays for beginners who were not used to the way of writing academic English or those who still had the habit of translating word by word from their mother tongue into English in writing.

3. 4. 2.2 Changes in learners’ attitude to learning writing


At the beginning of the course, most of the students in the questionnaire thought about writing in TWE as mentioned before:

“I don’t care about how to learn writing but I have to take this before I take TOEFL so I have to study” 

“Because I find essay writing in the course so I follow. (But at first) I don’t think I have to write”

 “It is the first time I have learned to write officially, when at school, my teacher gave us writing tasks but only letter or description, we rarely wrote”

“Writing in this course and we have only a few lessons, not many at the end of the course”

“We have to study section I, II, III for listening, structure and reading because they are all difficult so we have no time for writing”.

              However, after the course, the majority felt that writing was an interesting subject and it was the last step to complete the language skills. They wrote faster and more frequently. In the first and second lessons, only two or three wrote the essay at home but in the last lessons, the students got used to writing and the number of writing papers increased.  The reason for this could be explained that firstly they were motivated in writing and learning to write; secondly, their writing was improved after each lesson; and lastly writing was not as difficult as they had thought before. 

CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSION

4. 1 Summary of the findings

The findings of the study are summarized as follows:

First, the major reason for most of the students to learn essay writing was that when they take TOEFL, they must take TWE. A necessity for high score in the exam was claimed as the main reason though TWE is not included in TOEFL score. The findings showed that high score led to high motivation. During the experimental lessons I insisted on not marking them but all of the students asked what mark they got for their essay.

Second, the teachers should combine the core book with other relevant materials and provide students with new structures, vocabulary and regular feedback. However, group and pair-work were rarely applied and individual work took time. Model essays and other teaching aids were not provided regularly. Experimental teaching method based mainly on the product approaches but removed the passiveness and boredom in the classroom by adding more group-work. A variety of all language skills in one lesson reduced the stress and tiredness from writing. For TWE, all the students did not need extra aids such as maps, games, stories to improve writing but marks and rewards should be applied to stimulate students.


Third, in the survey questionnaire nearly half of the students enjoyed making outlines or drafts at class, which led to the fact that the learners’ ability to expand the general notes was really good. The 10-step procedure raised the number of students to 90% practicing outlining in-group before writing. As a result, most of the students had enough ideas to write and not trapped in the “circle of ideas”. Moreover, when they had a lot of ideas to write they wanted to write and wanted others to give them feedback. It was an effective natural way to encourage students to write frequently.


Last, in revising stage, checklist was not used properly for individual writing by the students surveyed in the questionnaire whereas they were supposed to know what would be tested. The suggested method made use of the checklist for students to self assess their own work. However, marking was still an interest to most students. The teacher should therefore give the immediate feedback and mark at the same time, which would encourage students.

4. 2 Recommendations and suggestions

The following are some recommendations and suggestions to the teacher of TOEFL essay writing.


First, in order to make the writing learning and teaching process a more motivating experience, instructors need to think carefully about a developing program, which mixes good teaching procedures with motivation from learners. It would be more advisable for teachers of language to join in an exchange club where every language issue will be discussed, shared, experienced and applied. 


Second, in any course of writing, there must be a core book for students to follow especially for those who are not majored in English and only learn for taking the TOEFL. The class attendance in foreign language centers is not monitored as seriously as in any official class. Therefore, a clear course outline including methodology, books, activities and the like will be posed at the beginning of the course, then students who are absent from the class can still follow or fulfill the missing lesson in this or that way or at least, they can know what they have achieved and what they have not.


Third, writing papers, checklists and model essays should be delivered in every lesson and the teacher must track this seriously. The students do everything in the form and practiced it regularly with their own creativity. It is of significance to assist students to build up their own ability to set up their goals as well as their personal judgments of success and failure in essay writing.   


Last, all classroom settings are considered well equipped and in good condition in Foreign Languages centers in Hanoi now. Yet, the learners who work or study full time during the day can take TOEFL-preparation courses only in the evening. It can’t be said that they can adequately concentrate on the course. The teacher should therefore understand their pressure and create a pleasant learning environment: “learn to relax and relax to learn”. Being humorous, sympathetic and helpful will surely add to the success of the lesson as well.

REFERENCES

In Vietnamese

1. Canh, Le Van. 2004. Understanding Foreign language teaching method:  NXB Dai Hoc Quoc Gia.
2. Hanh, Nguyen Thi Bich. 2003. An investigation into the use of Reference as a cohesive device in the writing tasks by students of English at Chu Van An High School: Unpublished MA Dissertation. CFL-VNU.

3. Hien, Nguyen Thi Thu. 1999. Rhetorical patterns in English and Vietnamese essays written by Vietnamese students: a comparative study: Unpublished MA Dissertation. CFL-VNU.

4. Nhung, Nguyen Thi Mai. 2003. Motivation and factors affecting motivation in learning English writing of the freshmen at the department of English and Anglo-American Culture: Unpublished MA Dissertation. CFL-VNU.
In English

1. Anita, P. 1992. Writing in English, Book 1,2,3: Macmillan Publisher.

2. Broukal, M. & Flynn, K.  1994.  The Heinle & Heinle TOEFL Test Assistant: Test of Written English.  Boston:  Heinle & Heinle.

3. Byrne, D.  1990. Teaching writing skills, Longman handbooks for language teacher: Longman group, ltd.
4. Caroline, D. Planning lessons around competencies. John, F. H. 1966-1983. Tesol Newsletter: magazine. 
5. Cresswell, J.1998. Qualitative inquiry and research Design: SAGE Publications.

6. Ellis, R. 1997. Second language Acquisition. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

7. Elaine, T. and George, Y. 1991. Focus on the language learner: Oxford University Press.

8. Gabi, D. 1995. Essay writing for English Tests: Academic English Press.

9. Gina, W. 2001. The Postgraduate Research handbook: Palgrave, New York.

10. Grabe, W. & Kaplan, R. 1998. Theory and practice of Writing: London and New York, Longman.

11. James, M. C. 1990. Classroom Teaching Skills: New York, DC health and Company.

12. John, D. But how can you teach them English if you don’t speak their language. John F. H. 1966-1983. Tesol Newsletter: magazine. 

13. Halliday, M A K & Hasan, R. 1976. Cohesion in English. Longman

14. Harmer, J. 1990. The practice of English Language Teaching, Longman handbooks for language teacher: Longman group, ltd.

15. Heaton, J. B.1989. Writing English test, Longman handbooks for language teacher: Longman group, ltd

16. John, L. English skills with readings, reedited by Nguyen Huu Du, 1997, NXB Dong Nai.
17. Lalonde, R.N. 1982. Second language acquisition: a causal analysis. Unpublished MA thesis, University of Western Ontario, London, Ontario.
18. Leki, I. 1976.  Academic writing, techniques and task: New York, ST. Martin’s press. 

19. Lin, L. 2004. Barron’s How to prepare for the TOEFL essay: Ho Chi Minh synthetic Publisher. 

20. Oshima, A. & Hogue, A. 1983. Introduction to academic writing: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.
21. Oshima, A. & Hogue A. 1983. Writing Academic English: The United States Press.

22. Raime, A. 1993. Out of the woods: emerging traditions in the teaching writing in Silberstein 1993. New York: Oxford University Press.

23. Ronal, V. White 1989. Teaching Written English, Practical language teaching: Heinemann

24. Teacher’s Edition, issue 15 September 2004, a publication of The English Language Institute: Fitting a Top-down strategy Into a traditional Reading class, Rao Zhenhui, Ph.D.

25. Tribble, C. 1996. Writing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

26. Wilbbert, J. McKeachie. 1986. Teaching tips, a guidebook for the beginning college teacher, eighth edition, New York: DC health and Company.
APPENDIX A (The questionnaire)

This survey questionnaire is designed for my research into how learners learn to write essay in English. Your assistance in completing the survey is highly appreciated. All the information provided by you is solely for the study purpose and you can be confident that you will not be identified in any discussion of the data.

Thank you very much for your cooperation!
Instruction

The questionnaire is in 4 parts, please put a tick (v) in the appropriate box; circle the letter a, b , c,.. or give short answers in the provided space. Please use either English or Vietnamese.

Part 1. General information

1. Your gender: 

a. Male



         
b. Female



2. Your age:______________________

3. How long have you been learning English:___________________ year(s)

4. How often do you use English for your job, study, or pleasure?

    a. Very often    
b. often      


c. sometimes   
d. rarely/ never

5. Why do you take part in this course?           

    a. Interest              
b. gain qualification          
c.  Mark 
d. future job/study

6. What do you expect to get from the teacher? 

    a. Well-qualified 
b. humorous   
c. sympathetic/ helpful 
d. others:…………………

Part 2: Opinion on essay kinds; writing topics, the materials; and writing lessons.

1. How many kinds of essay have you known before? Can you state them?

2. What do you think about your previous textbook?  

    a. Easy   

b. difficult      

c. ok   


d. others:….…………….

3. What do you think about your writing lessons?

    a. easy    

b. difficult   

c. enjoyable   

d. necessary    

    e, boring   

f. waste of time    
g. others:….

Part 3: Opinion on planning and writing stage

1. Did your form teachers advice or impart you the knowledge of writing? Tick (v) 

	Knowledge of writing
	Yes
	No
	A little

	a. Kinds of essay
	
	
	

	b. Parts of essay
	
	
	

	c. Steps of essay
	
	
	

	d. Coherence
	
	
	

	e. Unity 
	
	
	

	f. Semantic variety
	
	
	

	g. Syntactic variety
	
	
	

	h. Punctuations and spelling
	
	
	


2. Which activities did you want your teacher do and which you felt like during the class time? (Circle the letter a-n)

	Class activities
	You enjoyed
	Teachers did

	a. Give new structures and vocabulary
	
	

	b. Talk to you about how to write an essay efficiently
	
	

	c. Ask you to write a paragraph then the whole essay
	
	

	d. Let you have time to brainstorm
	
	

	e. Give and guide you how to use cohesive devices
	
	

	f. Make outlines and drafts in class
	
	

	g. Ask you to work in-group or in-pair
	
	

	h. Use a model essay and analyze it
	
	

	i. Use other aids (pictures, maps, music, games, reading texts)
	
	

	j. Give you key words or phrases to identify the task 
	
	

	k. Give a writing task in a limited time (work individually)
	
	

	l. Give you his / her feedback/ correction
	
	

	m. Mark your writing
	
	

	n. Give you your classmate’s feedback
	
	


3. Which other activities do you like doing during the lessons?

Please specify:_______________________________________________________________

Part 4 Learners’ revising activities

1. Did you check the content after writing? If yes, what? 

a. Thesis statement- introduction

b.  Topic sentence for each paragraph 

c. Supporting details for each topic statement

d. Conclusion

2. Did you check the clarity of your writing? If yes, what? 

      a. Sentence fragments                     b. run-on sentence         
c. sentence transition

3. Did you check the punctuation and spelling? If yes, what? 

      a. Indent 
     b. capitalization
  c. marks           d.  start each paragraph on a new line

4. Did you use the proofing checklist? If yes, what will be checked?

      a. Content 
     b. clarity 

  c. punctuation and spelling 
    d. other:……………
APPENDIX B (Proofing checklist)

Paper:________/ Topic:__________ /Mark: _________
	No of errors
	Checklist
	Location of errors 
	Suggested correction

	
	CONTENT
	
	

	
	Is there a thesis statement or introduction?
	
	

	
	Is there a topic sentence for each paragraph?
	
	

	
	Are there supporting details for each topic statement?
	
	

	
	Is there a conclusion?
	
	

	
	Is there the evidence for the meaning?
	
	

	
	CLARITY
	
	

	
	Are there run-on sentences or sentence fragments?
	
	

	
	Are there misplaced modifiers or dangling modifiers?
	
	

	
	Are the structures parallel?
	
	

	
	Are there transition words?
	
	

	
	Are the sentences and paragraphs cohesive?
	
	

	
	PUNCTUATION AND SPELLING
	
	

	
	Are the paragraphs indented?
	
	

	
	Are there punctuation marks such as periods at the end of each sentence?
	
	

	
	Do all the sentences begin with capital letters?
	
	

	
	Are all the words spelled correctly?
	
	

	
	Are all the words chosen relevantly?
	
	


APPENDIX C (The learning logs)

	Unit
	Descriptive notes
	Reflective notes

	1
	a. got to know each other 5’

- warmed up by asking qs on writing 5’

- introduction to TWE 5’

- introduced core book, course outline 5’

- guided the checklist and writing paper 5’

b. Raised Topic 1: 5’

Task: Explanation (Ex) 

Paper: 01 First (01F)

Essay Organization: logical division

c. Followed flexibly “10 step procedures” major on: patterns of essay organization/ kinds of essays 55’
d. Hw 1-01F: “write an essay of 250 words on topic 1 Ex” 5’
	a- relaxed atmosphere, helpful, friendly, attentive, cooperative, eager, curious with the checklist happy when given writing paper.

b- not recognized well the task, mistook Ex for AD

c- not paid attention to writing, passive, lazy to take part in group work, reacted slowly, not brainstormed, not knew how to start, got only 2 group-work papers completed. (01F1g/ 01F2g)

>>> Students still passive but eager to know more. 

	2
	a. got Hw 1-01F (only 2 sts wrote), returned the checklist 01F for 2 group-work papers (repetition/ not clarify/ wrong word choice/ spelling  and punctuation mistakes) 10’

b. Raised Topic 2: 15’

Task: Agreeing and Disagreeing (AD) 

Paper: 02 First (02F)

Essay Organization: logical division

c. Followed flexibly “10 step procedures” major on: write the thesis statement and think of general notes 55’

d. Hw 2-02F: “write an essay of 250 words on topic 2 AD” 10’
	a. Listened and took care (Kept the photo of 2 checklists and 2 samples for the research- 01F1g, 01F2g)
b. Could identify AD easily from the task; 

c. not knew how to rephrase or rewrite the thesis statement, some wrote the same as the task, mistook general note and supporting ideas, got 3 group work papers (02F5g/ 02F6g/ 02F7g)

>>> motivated in expanding the general notes; like to brainstorm.

	3
	a. got Hw 2-02F (only 3 sts wrote 02F8i/ 02F9i/ 02F10i), returned the checklist 01F for 2 individual papers (01F3i/ 01F4i) and checklist for 3 group work paper (02F5g/ 02F6g/ 02F7g/) (repetition/ not clarify/ wrong word choice/ spelling  and punctuation mistakes) 10’

b. Raised Topic 4: 15’

Task: Preference (PR) 

Paper: 03 First (03F)

Essay Organization: compare and contrast

c. Followed flexibly “10 step procedures” major on: making notes for general ideas and expanding notes to include specific detail- writing paragraphs 55’

d. Hw 3-03F: “write an essay of 250 words on topic 4 PR” 10’
	a. -Kept the photo of 2 checklists and 2 samples for the research- 01F3i, 01F4i)

-Kept the photo of 4 checklists and 4 samples for the research- (02F5g/ 02F6g/ 02F7g)
b. Mistook Compare and contrast with PR

c. Had a lot interesting ideas, got 4 group work paper (03F11g/ 03F12g/ 03F13g / 03 F14g)

>>>Knew to get example for evidence of the topic sentence. Better at speaking too.

	4
	a. got Hw 3-03F (4 sts wrote), returned the checklist 02F for 3 individual papers (02F8i/ 02F9i/ 02F10i) 10’

b. Raised Topic 14: 15’

Task: Making an Argument (MA) 

Paper: 04 Middle (04F)

Essay Organization: logical division

c. Followed flexibly “10 step procedures” major on: organizing points, using the transition- writing the body 55’

d. Hw 4-04M: “write an essay of 250 words on topic 14 MA” 10’


	a. -Kept the photo of 3 checklists and 3 samples for the research-( 02F8i/ 02F9i/ 02F10i)

- fewer mistakes

b. paid more attention, got used to the way of writing

c. more motivated, still weak at transitional devices, got 5 group work papers

>>> still needed to learn more about transitional words; encouraged by organizing the Body

	5
	a. got Hw 4-04M (7 sts wrote), returned the checklist 03F for 4 individual papers (03F15i/ 03F16i/ 03F17i/ 03 F18i) and checklists for 5 group work papers (04M19g/ 04M20g/ 04M21g/ 04M25g/ 04 M26g) 10’

b. Raised Topic 14: 15’

Task: Making an Argument (MA) 

Paper: 04 Middle (04M)

Essay Organization: logical division

c. Followed flexibly “10 step procedures” major on: organizing points, using the transition- writing the conclusion 55’
d. Hw 5-05M: “write an essay of 250 words on topic 14 MA” 10’
	a. Got better

b. MA seemed to be the most difficult

c. More motivated/ encouraged

>>> talked more natural, happier when everybody sang.

	6789
	Revised 4 kinds of essay and did the same procedures.

Played game to give more definition of words


	Encouraged sts to write more; their attitude to writing changed, Students needed to write more for themselves. Some sent essay by email. Some were absent but still got the topic for writing task. Sometimes, the teacher talked too much and off the point but it was still good enough for evening class. The students worked full time and took class in the evening, therefore most of them were tired. Some additional activities outside the classroom were good too.

	10
	a. Returned checklist for the Hw 08L 10’

b. Final trial Test 30’: Paper 10 Last (10L) 

Test task: “ Some universities require students to take class in many subjects. Other universities require students to specialize in one subject. Which is better? Use specific reasons and examples to support your answer.” 

Students did and teacher gave checklist for Hw 09L

c. Held a small party 20’

d. Gave the checklists for the last tests 30’
	Chose 10 checklists and samples for the research

Paper: 10L103i >> 10 L113i

>>> Student wrote very carefully and finished on time; happier atmosphere.




APPENDIX D (The course outline)

	Course title: Writing for the TOEFL
	Class: TOEFL Preparation course- AIC

	Teacher: Nguyen Thi Chung Mien
	


General Objectives.  This course is designed to give students the necessary tools for writing academically acceptable essays in English under test-taking conditions similar to those they will come upon during the TOEFL.  
Specific Course Objectives: Writing topics from the TOEFL bulletin will be used to build up test-taking essay writing skills.  Students will edit and score their own essays and those of other students to sharpen editing skills.  Readings from Time, Newsweek, and other sources will provide material for writing.
Methodology: The approach is learning by doing. Students will complete certain tasks, such as, reading sample essays, organizing ideas, selecting and ordering information, using transition words, writing coherent paragraphs, writing good openings and closing paragraphs, etc. The various activities and exercises from the textbook, handout, and other sources will provide useful practice for students in the classroom and for homework assignments.

Content and Calendar: 

Week 01
Introduction to the TWE, handout

Week 02
Identifying the writing task- writing the introductory

Week 03
Making note for general ideas and expanding- writing paragraphs 

Week 04
Organizing points-Using transitions -writing the body

Week 05
Rephrase the thesis statement-giving comments- writing the conclusion

Week 06
Writing essays EX

Week 07
Writing essay DA

Week 08
Writing essay MA

Week 09
Writing essays PR

Week 10
Final TEST
Core Texts: Lin Lougheed, Barron’s How to Prepare for the TOEFL Essay, Ho Chi Minh synthetic Publisher, 2004
References: 1. Broukal, M. & Flynn, K.  1994.  The Heinle & Heinle TOEFL Test Assistant: Test of Written English.  Boston:  Heinle & Heinle.
                    2. Alice O. & Ann H. 1983. Writing Academic English: The United States.

APPENDIX E (The brief handout questions)
1. What is TOEFL essay writing? Time / length

2. How many kinds of a TOEFL essay?

3. How many parts of  a TOEFL essay?

4. How to write a TOEFL essay? (The introduction/ the body/ the conclusion paragraph)

5. How to write a good paragraph? (Topic sentence/ supporting details/ examples)

6. How to write a good sentence? Kinds of sentence/ fragment/ run-on sentence/ grammar structure/ word choice/ parallel sentence/ cohesive devices/ modifiers…

7. How to link sentences in a paragraph? How to link paragraphs in an essay?

8. How to use punctuation/ spelling?

9. How to use the checklist? 

APPENDIX F (The writing paper sample)

WRITING PAPER

Name:_________________________                                                   Paper:_____________

Task:_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Write

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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