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Student writing process, perceptions, problems, 
and strategies in writing academic essays 

in a second language: A case study
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A b s tr a c t  W h e n  s tu d y in g  In A u stra lin , In te rn a tio n a l s tu d e n ts  in  g e n e ra l And V ie tn a m e se  s tu d e n ts  in  
piTThculiir m e e t m a r y  d ifficu lties , o n e  of w h ich  is w ritin g  a c a d c m is  c s sn y s /a ss ig n m u n ls  in  E n g lish . 
T h e  c u r r e n t  c a s e  s t u d y ,  « i p p l y i n g  t h e  c o g n i t i v i s t  v i e w ,  A im s  M  e x p l o r i n g  th o  p r o b l e m s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  

pro ccss  OÍ w r it in g  a c a d e m ic  a ss ig n m o n ls  o f a p a r tic u la r  V ie tn a m e se  s lu d e n t  s tu d v it ig  a t an  
A uslrali« in  u n iv e rs ity . B ased  o n  th o  c o d in g  schom o a p p lie d  by  C u m m in ^  |1 9 8 9 | a n d  B o sh er [1998Ị, 
th e  s tu d y  spec ifica lly  a d d re s s e s  th ree  m a jo r q u estio n s: (1) H o w  d o e s  th e  s tu d e n t  p e rc e iv e  th e  
r e q u i r e m e n t s  o f  t h o  a c a d o m i c  e s s a y ?  (2)  W h a t  dt>e.s ht* a c t u a l l y  d o  in  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  W T it in g ?  (3)  

Wh«it a rc  th e  p ro b lem s h e  e n c o u n te rs  o n d  s tra te g ie s  h e  u se d  d u r in g  th e  p rtK css o f w r it in g  th e  e ssay  
in  Enghi»h? D a ta  re le v a n t fo r th e  s tu d y  w a s  coIlccted  by  m e a n s  o f  in -d e p th  in te rv ie w s , s tim u la lu d  
recall, a n d  in te rp re ta tio n  0 Í th e  s tu d e n t 's  w ritte n  p rix iu c ts . D a ta  a n o lv s is  h as  s h o w n  th a t ih e  sub)cct 
d ĩđ  no t p a y  m u c h  ìíttL*ntii>n to  g ra m m a tic a l e r ro rs  o r s p o i l i n g  m is ta k o s  nnd h e  m o t m a n y  p ro b le m s 
and used a lot of Str.itopics to solve them.

1. Introduction

Sccond Lmguage (L2) composiiion 
research and ỉcaching have developed and 
matured to a great exlent for the lasi few 
dccades (Roca dc  Larios, M urphy & Marin
[1]), L2 composition specialists have found 
guidance, however, in first language (LI) 
composition research, which has a history 
dating to the early 1900 (Haynes, 1978, as 
cited in Krapels [2]). After the m id twentieth 
century; LI composition research in English

* C o rrc sp o n d m p  a u th o r . Tci.: 84-4-8255103 
E-m ail: lu o n g q u y n h tra n g ộ y a h o o .c o ĩìì

speaking counlrics changed its attention from 
examining ihe effects of some pedagogicaJ 
treatment on student writers' p roducts  to 
exploring the act of writing (Krapels [2|). 
Later in 1971, Emig's LI writing research was 
ỉhe first major study to officially signal the 
shift in composition research from product to 
process (Krapels [2]),

A similar shiit can be observed in ihe 
field of L2 composition research and practice. 
F r o m  t h e  s o c i o - c u h u r a l  c o n i c a l  w h e r e  t h e  

wrilcr writes and  learns to write and  the text 
the writer products, L2 writing research has 
shiilcd its focus of concern to the acts of 
thinking the writer engages in to produce Ihe
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text (Cumming [3]). The process movement, 
according lo Rocn dc  Larios, Murphy; and 
Míirin [1|, originated from the belief that for 
teoching L2 writing cffectiv'oly the teaching 
procedures should bo bnsed on a theory that 
accounted for whcit studeni writers actually 
d i d  i n  t h e  p rocc5 f>  o f  c o m p o s i n g  a  te x t-

The current study aims at exploring the 
problems as well as Ihc process of writing 
academic assignmenis of a particular 
Vietnamese ESL student studying at an 
Australian university. It is significant because 
studying at Australian universiiies, ESL 
sludonls mccỉ quite .1 few problems writing 
essays, rcporls, tissignmcnts, etc. in English 
as they not only have to write in another 
language, English, bul come up  with strange 
patterns nnd convenlions of academic written 
discourse in a new university culture {Ballard 
and Cltinchy [4]).

Although {his s tudy  was carriod out as a 
case study, it is hoped thcit its findings can 
help o ther Vielimmese students studying at 
Australinn universities to bo aware of how 
one of their poors copes with writing academic 

i n  l l i c  o l u J y  t n a y

provide ESL support unit with some 
implications if they arc to help Vietnamese ESL 
•students wilh their ncademic writing.

2. Literature review

As m entioned enrlicT, composing process 
has been a major focus of L2 writing research 
for the last several decades. Rescarchcrs have 
invo.sti gated different aspccts of L2 
composing process for different groups of 
participants, Bnsod on LI writing models, 
they have  com pared L2 skilled and unskilled 
writers or considered L2 writing skill as a 
coniinuum  of abilities evolving at different 
rates (Roca de  LarioS; M urphy and Marin

Ị1]). There are also studies com paring LI and 
L2 composing behaviours to cxnmine the 
transfer of writing abilities across languages, 
or analyzing the relaiionship between 
writing ability and  L2 proficiency (Roca de 
LarioS; M urphy and Marin [1]).

T h i s  s c c t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  w i l l  n o !  a t t e m p t  t o  

review all of Ihe literature on L2 composing 
process. Of intcresl to this particuli^r study 
are those studies which examine ihc  writers' 
micro cognilive processes while composing 
in English and  give insights into the 
problems and solutions of Ihe writers. This 
section will firstly review some key studies in 
this field. After thaỉ i( will discuss what the 
studies have found. Also, it will show the 
gaps in the literature and how the present 
s tudy  can fit in.

3. Review of the  studios

O ne of the earliest investigations is 
carried out by Zamel Ị5Ị. Adopting the case 
s tudy  approach, tho rescarcher analyzed in 
detail observational daUi collccled while six 
advanced ESL students were writing a 
''course-rcliilcd wriling ỉask" (Z<imel [5]). 
Although the students were cncouraged to 
spend as much time as neccssiiry to complete 
the task; a  ỉcK>k them from four lo eighteen 
hours  to write several drafts. A m ong the six 
students, four were identified as 'skilled" 
and  tw'O as "unsk illed  ' based  on Ihe "holistic 
assessments" of experienced readers (p. 172). 
Instead of '"think aloud'" protocols, the mosl 
effective way to investigate the  writing 
process (p.169), Zamel interviewed the 
students and observed thcir composing 
behaviours because ''there is some doubt 
about the extent to which verbalizing aloud 
one's thoughts while writing simulated the 
real composing situation" (p.l69).
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On the contrarV/ ủdopíing the m ethods 
employod in LI process w riting  studies and 
adapHng Perl's [6Ị coding scheme; Raimes 
[7| examined concurrent Ihink-aloud data 
collected from eight unskilled ESL students 
while they were writing a narrative during  65 
m i n u t e s .  D a t a  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  w a s  a l s o  

gathered from the results of the Michigan 
Test of English Language Proficiency, holistic 
scores on the essay, and answ ers to a 12-page 
questionnaire.

In another study, Kelly [8], again using 
the participants' think-aloud protocol data, 
investigated the composing processes of nine 
advanced ESL learners form seven different 
Lis. The study followed the design adopted 
by Zamel [5] and Raimes [7] and  adapted  the 
coding system from Perl [6]. Although 
similar techniques (concurrent ihink-aloud 
protocols) were used, the nature  of the 
writing task given to the subjects was 
changed. The writing lask assigned to the 
subjects was oxposiỉory in nature. Kelly's 
results corresponded to a fairly great extcnl 
with those of other researchers writing about 
i h c  d d i n c  U u i c  UĨ ứ  lU U u  Kỉ lc i .

A much larger scale s tudy  was one by 
Gumming (9] which investigated the 
English writing processes of 23 French- 
spcaking college s tudents  using their written 
texts and think-aloud data. The study had 
some notable characteristics. F irs t it used 
multivariate statistical analyses, which was 
m ade possible by the relatively large sample 
size. Second; the students ' writing processes 
for three different tasks (letter writing, 
summary, and  argumcntaHon, one to three 
hours each) were com pared. Moreover, the 
s tudy introduced controlled variables of LI 
writing expertise and  L2 w riting  proficiency. 
Depending on the subjects' decision 
statements in the think-aloud protocols,

G um m ing investigated Ihe four aspccLs of 
writing {language use, discourse 
organization, g is t  and  procedure for writing) 
the students attended to in the writing 
process. Five types of problcm-soiving 
behaviours including heuristic searches wilh 
a n d  w i t h o u t  r e s o l u t i o n ,  p r o b l e m  r e s o l u t i o n ,  

problem identification, and knowledge 
telling w ere also focused on.

Similarly, Boshcr [10] com pared  the L2 
writing processes of three Souỉheasl Asian 
ESL college students with  different 
educational backgrounds. While adapting  the 
coding scheme from G um m ing [9], Boshcr 
used a technique which w as not only 
different from Cum m ing bu t also different 
from other researchers. Stimulated 
retrospective protocols gathered from the 
subjects who recalled their composing 
processes while watching their ow n videotaped 
writing behtiviours were Itsed as alternative 
data to think-aloud protocols. Pnrtiripants' 
written texts were also analyzed.

Roca de  Larios, Murphy, and  Manchon
[11] carricd ou t two small case studies, again 
a p p l y i n g  lh iu k 'i i lu u i .1  p iu lu L u lb  

from the partic ipants  while  writing, ỈO 
examine the restructuring proccss where the 
writers look for "an alternative syntactic plan 
onco the w riter predicts, anticipates, or 
realizes that the original plan is not going to 
be satisfactory for a varieỉy of linguistic, 
ideational or textual reasons" {Roca de 
Larios, M urphy and Manchon [111). Unlike 
other studies reviewed above, the study by 
Roca de Larios, M urphy and Manchon 
focuscd on  the particu lar w rit in g  s trategy o/ 
restructuring which, according to the 
researchers, received not m uch attention in 
research on  composing proccss.

More recently^ Sasaki [12] carried out a 
rather large-scale study on the writing
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processes of two groups of Japanese EFL 
learners (34 in total): an expert w riter group 
of 12 learners and a novice writer g roup  with 
22 college students. The method w as similar 
to the one used  in Bosher [10Ị in that the 
subjects produced recall protocols while 
w a t c h i n g  I h e i r  v i d e o t a p e d  w r i t i n g  

behaviours; however, the participants could 
choose the language in which they produced 
the protocols. Also, the s tudy adopted a 
different coding scheme specifically 
developed for this type of data. Besides 
ihink-aloud protocols, the data  included the 
participants ' written texts, their pausing 
behaviours while writing, and  analytical 
scores given to the written texts,

4. F ind ings  of the  s tud ies

The above studies invesrigating part of or 
the entire process of L2 writing commonly 
have reached to some conclusions- Firstly, 
unskilled L2 writers are similar to unskilled 
LI w riters  in that they tend to p lan less and
rc v ir .o  m o r e  a t  th o  w o r d  n n d  p h r í ì í ĩc  l e v e l  

(e.g., Zam el [5Ị; Raimes [7]; Roca de  Larios, 
M urphy and Miinchon [11]; Sasciki [12]). 
Secondly, unskilled L2 writers are  different 
from LI counterparts in that ỉhey arc’ less 
concerned about surface level revisions and 
more com m ilted  to  Ihe given assignment 
(e,g., Raim es [7]; Sasaki [12|). Besides, skilled 
L2 w rite rs  are similar to skilled LI writers in 
that they have  the tendency to plan more, 
revise m o re  at the discourse level, and spend 
m o r p  H m r  f i n d i n g  t h e  m o s t  p f f e c t iv i ’ w a y  to  

do th e  task (e.g, Zamel [5j; Kelly (8); 
G um m ing [9]; Roca de  Larios, M urphy & 
M anchon [11]; Sasaki [12]). Also, composing 
proficiency which is independent of L2 
proficiency appears  to have influence on L2

writing (e.g., Raimes [7]; G um m ing [9]; 
Bosher [10]). Lastly, learners' attention 
patterns and  their problem-solving 
behaviours are different depending  on their 
LI writing expertise and the type of tasks 
they have to do  (e.g., Cum m ing [9])-

5. Limitations of the  studies

Although the above studies have 
provided useful insights into ihe  writing 
process of ESL students, they are not without 
limitations. Firstly, except for the study bv 
Zamel [5], all the described studies depend 
on  the controlled conditions of most process 
studies, requiring the participants to 
compose about an artificial topic for a 
predeterm ined am ount of time. This may 
result in writing that is not truly 
representative of the writing most students 
do  most often. Writing in controlled 
conditions implies "a composing process that 
is radically different from the process each of 
us undergoes in the course of our  norma!
w r i t i n g "  ( F r o c d m a n  a n d  P r i n g l e  [1^1/ p  ^ 1 2 )

Secondly, the studies (apart from Zamel [5]; 
Boshcr [10]; Sasaki [12]) exclusively use 
think-aloud protocols as the main data 
source. Although collecting concurrent verbal 
data can provide real-time data on the 
writing processes (Ericson and Simon Ị14]; 
Gass and  Mackey [15]), this method presents 
some inherent problems (Sasaki [12]). It is 
very difficult for some participants to 
produce think-aloud data while writing in
1.2, psp£»rially w hen they are asked to speak 
in L2 (Raimes (7]; Sasâki [12]). Also, there is 
some doubt about the extent to which 
verbalizing a loud one's thoughts while 
writing simulates the real composing 
situation (Zamel [5]). Moreover, the fact that
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our s tudy  investigates tho writing process of 
an ESL students  writing his real academic 
assignm ent in Ù long period of time makes 
think-aloud protocols almost impossible io 
conduct. Last but not least, a preliminary 
investigaHon of ESL writing research has 
revealed that few studies pùv  attention to 
Vietnamese ESL learners while writing.

Bearing these limitations in mind, we 
conducted ỉhe present s tudy  to  explore the 
writing process of a Vietnamese ESL 
university s tuden ỉ studying at an Australian 
university while composing his real academic 
essay with the hope that it will m ake a very 
little contribution to the current writing 
process research.

6. M ethodology

6.1. The subject and his w it in g  task

The subject involved in this study is a 
second-year Vietnamese s tudent of 
Architecture. Hai (noi his real name) spent
one year taking ihc foundation COUĨ5C
Trinity College before entering the University 
of M elbourne to s tudy Architecture. Besides 
English, he can use Japanese quite fluently. Hai 
appeared to be suitable ior the study becuase at 
the time to begin the study Hai had to write his 
2000-word assignment for the subject called 
"Asian Architecture B: China, Korea, Japan". 
He was given a handout with eight topics for 
the assignment and had to choose one to write 
about. In addition, he was pleased to take part 
in our  mvestigarion.

6-2. Approach o f the stud'^

Adopting the case study approach of the 
qualitative tradition, the study aims at 
exploring how  this particular ESL student

copes with wriling his acadcmic essay  in 
English. The study specifically addresses  
three major questions: (1) How d o e s  the 
student perceive ỉhe requirem ents of the 
academic essay? (3) W hat does he ac tually  do 
in the process of writing? (2) W hat are the 
problems and strategics he uses ÌO so Ive the 
problems during  the proccss of writiing the 
essay in English?

The s tudy  adopted the post-pcỉsitivist 
tradition and case s tudy  as the generdi 
approach for some reasons. To beg in  with, 
the s tudy aims to explore the subjeci's 
writing process in real conditìons, 
corresponding to the purpose  o f  quaiiỉaỉive 
research which is to "explore, explain, or 
describe the phenom enon of in terest" 
(Marshall and  Rossman ịl6]) in '"natural 
settings" {Denzin and  Lincoln [17]). 
Moreover, the study is not "theory bu ild ing" 
(Stake [18]) and  does not try to generalize the 
findings; which makes the qualita tive case 
s tudy  a suitable approach to follow according 
to  N unan [19], Also, ou r  subject's problem s 
and perceptions typify the abstract and 
unquantifiabic nature  of data  from  a 
qualitative s tudy  (Mcrriam Ị2DỊ). For this 
very reason, the case s tudy  design w hich  can 
provide insights as well as result in a  "rich 
and holistic account of a  phenom enon" 
(Merriam [20]) in real-life situations proves  to 
be appropriate. Last but not leas t  th e  case 
study approach is particularly appropria te  if 
researchers are interested in process (Merriam
[20]). That is the reason why many studies 
mvesHgating the process of ESL writing (Zamel
(21); Zâmel [5]; Raimes |7J; Kelly Ị8]; Jones and 
Tetroe [22]; Silva Ị23]; Sanoi [24J; Bosher [10]) 
have adopted the case study design.

6.3. Data collection

Data relevant for the s ỉudy  was collecied 
by means of in-depth interviews, stimulated
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recall, ãnd  interpretation of tho student's 
written products. It is realized that each of 
the three techniques has iỉs ow n  strengths 
and  weaknesses; however; if triangulated 
with other techniques, ỉhey can provide 
extensive data  to prcxluce understand ing  of 
the entity being investigated,

The data procedure started with the 
subject being inỉcrvievved to probe his 
experiences in wriHng essays in English as 
well as to uncover his problems of writing 
academic essays in general. Right after the 
subject finished writing, another in tem ow  was 
conducted to get information on the shadent's 
vvritìng process as well as the aspects the 
subject paid altenHon to when writing-

Secondly, his plans of writing and his 
first draft w ere examined. Interpreting these 
documents was the supplem entary  method 
to triangulate with o ther two m ethods of data 
collection. The docum ents were used later as 
stimulus for follow-up recalls. Also, I he 
inform ation ga ined  from I lit' in te rp re ta tion  of 
the writing could lend to more 
understanding of the writing proccss. It was 
d c c i J c d  llu ^ l u i i l y  li»L* iirrit d i i i f l  o f  th e

s lu d e n f s  w riting  VV<1S cx*iminod bccause Hai 
revealed that he diwavs won! through 
revision stage with one of his friends.

Two sHmulilted rccalls were carried out. 
During [he first recall sossion, Ihe student 
looked tit ihe topic pnpcr provided bv his 
iccturer and reflected on any perceptions of 
(he requirem ents of the assignment. Right 
after Ihe s tuden t finished writing; another 
rocall session was administered to reveal 
more about the process of his writing as well 
as any problems he had during  this process. 
The recall also uncovered the solutions the 
subject used to overcome his problems.

The interviews and stimulated recall 
sessions w ere conducted in English and were 
iape-recorded and tTiinscribed for analysis

purposes. These tw o techniques were piloted 
with another Vietnamese s tuden t before they 
w ere used with ỉhc subject of the study. We 
also had tw o informal talks with Hai in 
Vietnamese before and after he wrote the 
paper  to get information about himself and  to 
m a k e  c l e a r  so m t*  p o in t s .

6.4. Questions for the ifitervieios and the coding 
scheme for data analysis

The first interview was conducted in an 
unstructured way wilh no fixed questions. 
The second interview was structured in 
nature  wiih prepared questions adap ted  
from Bosher [10Ị- The questions used in 
Bosher's s tudy  appeared to be detailed and 
could provide relatively comprehensive 
information on \hc  subject's process of 
writing. To explore the aspccts of writing 
focused in the writing process, the  coding 
scheme was ndaptrd  from G um m ing Ị9). 
More details of the coding scheme can be 
found in A ppendix A.

More data of the writing process as well 
as fhe prohloms while writinp. cind ‘ĩtratodies 
to deal with these problems were collected 
d u ring  sUmulatod recalls. The subject's 
responses were catcgorizod according to 
w hat strategics he employed to  help generate 
a solution to a pcrceived problem  in his 
writing- C um m ing 's  coding system  w as used 
in this s tudy because C unim ing is considered 
to be a notable theorist in ihe field (Sasaki 
Ị12Ị). The coding schcmc w as applied in 
Bosher (10] and seemed to p roduce desirable 
results. As for us, the coding scheme was 
easy to follow and convenient io  analyze the 
data. Explanation of the coding scheme is 
provided in Appendix B-

In short; following Ihrce principles of 
data  collcction including m ultip le  sources of 
evidence or triangulation, a case study
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database, and a chain of evidence (Yin [25]) 
and adopting a systematic and 
comprehensive data analysis scheme has 
helped increase Ihe reliability and  validity of 
the study.

7. Results

The data collected w ere analyzed and 
interpreted under four major headings: the 
subject's experiences and  problems when 
writing essays in English, his perceptions of 
the requirements of this particular essay, ỉhe 
process of writing the assignment, and  {he 
problems arising du ring  the process of 
writing this essay and strategies to deal with 
them. The techniques of data  collection 
supplemented and triangulated one another 
to produce the results of the study.

Hai's experiences and problems when 
writing academic assignments.

Although the research questions d o  not 
include the subject's experiences and 
problems w hen writing academic essays in 
general; il b  wunliwl»ile to knuw whether Ihe 
subjcct is experienced or skilled in academic 
writing or not. The reason is th<it other 
studies have revealed there are differences 
between skilled and unskilled writers. We 
would like to see if the subject has any 
characteristics of the skilled or unskilled 
vvriỉers Ì0 compare our  findings with ones 0Í 
other studies. In addition, it is good to 
uncover whether Hai's  problems when 
vvriỉing this essays are Ihe same as Ihe 
problemb he ui>ually encuunterb when 
writing in general.

The first interview showed that Hai did 
not have much experience in academic 
writing as during the first year at the 
university he had to write only one essay.

This year he  is s tudy ing  Asian Architcct B as 
an elective subjcct which requires the 
students to subm it two writing assignments. 
This is the third time he has dealt with 
academic w riting  at tertiary level. It can be 
said that H ai is a "novice" (Sasaki Ị12Ị), or 
"unskilled" (Raimes (7]) s tu d en t writer. 
While writing academic assignm ents in 
English at the  university the subject met such 
diificulties as not being able to find the 
sources of information, being late for 
borrowing books from the library, reading 
too m uch an d  forgetting w hat was read, and 
not remembering where the ideas came from. 
He then spent a lot of time reading ihe books 
again and  again. Hai also revealed in the 
iniormal ta lk  after this interview that he did 
not have experience in w riting  academic 
essays like this one in Vietnamese. He jusi 
received som e writing instruction when he 
attended Trinity College.

Hat's perceptions o f the requirements o f 
this assignment

The first stimulated recall with the topic 
paper as the  s tim ulus gave information on 
the subject's perceptions o i ihe  requirements 
of the essay. Hai chose topic six to write 
about because he thought that each of the 
other topics just focused on one aspect of the 
urban structures. O n  the other hand, topic six 
reflected all aspects of ihe  city which 
oUractod h im  the  most. Specifically in ihis 
class paper, he chose to write about Edo, the 
old nam e of Tokyo, in the process of 
developing from a small village to a capital 
city in the 17*̂  century.

" I f  you can ptclurc the city so you can ịyicture 
aỉỉ that aspect small aspcct $0 garden how you 
develop and how you plan a palace or hơuĩ 
domestic house in a partiailar city so i f  ỊỉOU can 
picture the whole citỵ you can.. - it means you can 
picture all the small parts''
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The e.ssay or class papor that Hai was 
doing  required him to describe and  analyze  
the characteristics of an ideal capital. In his 
porccpHon, it meant that he had to read the 
books to get the similar opinions ãbouì the 
city lo support the main ideas of iho essays.

the qt4cstion say th n f  n 'qu irc  to a m lỵ ^e  

or describe the characteristics of one ideal capital 
<iỊcm'rallụ \fOu read the book and you describe 

what [/our uĩìdcrstandÌHịỊ and reinforcc that 
ỉiica ỈHỊ coilcctin\* more Sũi4rce that soy the same 
thinỵ''

He thought lhal m ost of the m ain ideas in 
the essay w ere  taken from the books as 
hisiory included facts. In his opinion, history 
depended on  old sources, so  sometimes the 
informtiHon might be right or wrong. 
Thert’fort?, hv  hnd to read m a n y  sources to 
com pare and  la  combine ideas.

'7  b d i c v c  t h a t  o f  c o u r i i e  t h e  h i a t o n f  iilt is  n o t  

l O r n x t  h u t  i f  y o u  c o m p a r e  a  l o t  o f:> ourcc ĩi  tO ỉịc thcr  

ỊỉOíỉ Ciìn fitui out what is wrofi*  ̂iifui wluit ;s 
íOítỉ f r o m  t h a t  y o u  t h e  i i i c a "

"You compare with other >ourcci> do thcụ say 
t h e  $ i im c  th i n s Ị  o r  n o t  i f  thc} /  Sđỉ/ t h e  s a m e  thiti>ị i t

f i u ư t t ĩ >  t ỉ ĩ V ị f  t i f v  Ì . V Ĩ U Ì . Ỉ  o r  t l ỉ v ự  i . o r f t v f ĩ u t ĩ i  i h v  Ĩ » U I Ỉ I C  

Sí»i/ra'"
"AĩUỈ of course if people differcntli/ it tficans 

t h e n '  i s  f W t  a c c u r a t e  s o u r c e  a u d  t h e r e  is  

asỉiumpíioĩì so you hiivc to nuĩki' ĩ/our own 
a s s u m p t i o n  o f  t h a t  a s p e c t "

TciIking about the writing conventions, he 
snid that his tutor preferred footnotes. 
The re fore, he would use foolnoics and  follow 
the conventions as explciined in Essay and 
Report W rithi'f published by the Faculty of 
Architecturo-

The process of w riting  an d  aspects 
focused on du ring  this process

Analysis of the second interview 
provided a lot of information on Hai's 
proccss of writing and aspocts he focused on

during  ỉhis process. The second stimulilted 
recall and Ihe interpretaHon of the student's 
plan and iirst d ra it  also gave out additional 
insights. Informal discussions as well 
produced some information. The student's  
writing stages are usually characterized as 
pre-wriHng, wriHng/ and revising (Zamel 
Ị5Ị); however, H ai's  writing behaviours were 
not entirely amenable to ỉhis breakdown.

During Ihe pre-writing stage, after 
choosing the ỉopic Hai borrowed many books 
from the library and kept reading. He 
changed the topic a little and decided to 
discuss w hy people chose Edo as the capital 
city. It d id  not simply describe the 
characteristics of the city. At first he did not 
know w hat to be included in the paper, so he 
wrote dow n the main points of w hat he was 
reading and everything related to ihe  topic. 
Then he m ade a plan for the essay.

" I  c h a n ^ c d  t h e  top'>ic i s  w h y  t h e y  c h o o s e  t h a t  

p a r t i c u l a r  c i t y  a s  t h e  c a p i t a l  c i t y  b e c a u s e  i t  is  id e a l  

city, ideal capital and I wnnt to fiiu i out wluit is 
t h e  r e a s o n  h e h u u i ’'

" A c t u a l l y  w h e n  I  r e a d  t h e  Uypics I  j u $ t  d i d u ' t  

k í t o í ự  w l i u i  i/jc i ỊU C ữ t iv n  / j t i > t  k v v ^  f  a i d i n ' ^ ,  I  

j u s t  clĩOỉie o n e  c i tx f  a m i  j u s t  r e a d  a b o u t  t h a t  c i t y "

W hen exam ining Ihe plan of his writing 
at differcnl points of ỉimo we realized Ihtit he 
had m ore than ono outline for the paper and 
asked him about thnt. Hai revealed that as he 
kept writing he finally found out what ho 
liked to write about. Therefore, he decided to 
change the plan of the writing.

" Ỉ  j u s t  k e p t  w r i t i n g  ( ĩ f ĩd i  d o t i ' t  k m y w  t h a t  I ' m  

writing. A nd  at the end oh that's interestitig 
t h a t ' s  t h e  i s s u e  t h a t  I  w r i t e  Ỉ  ĩư í tn t  to  w r i t e  a b o u t .  

So at last I fo u n d  out ivhat I want to write and I 
chartịỊcdt''

u  can be seen thaỉ during  the writing 
stage, Hai did some im portant planning. In 
addition, he kept moving from writing to
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revising an d  vice versa. As he continued his 
writing process, ho explored ỉhe dircchon he 
had to follow and m ade necessary global 
revision. The second s im u la te d  recall 
presented interesting information on Hai's 
writing the  introduction.

"Nonnallif the ifilnniuction is the Ịỉaragrayh 
that shows what you're ^oing to saự in the body 
so as I mentioued that Ì had no idea what i'm  
going to say so Ị ju s t introduced the the aspect of 
that city and and Ỉ have no introduction o f what 
Vm ỊỊOÌng to w rite  the body part so Ỉ ju s t leave 
it after Vve done the body part and I know what 
ưm goitìỊỊ to say and come back to the 
introduction"

Hai basically took the ideas from the 
books he had  read. He found writing this 
p aper  qu ite  hard  as he w as not sure  w hat to

w rite about. He kept com plaining iibuuỉ that 
He revealed that he  often got stuck as "thi 
word doesn't come o u t” an d  he was confused 
To get m ore energy for writing, he "leave the 
dc$k, go for a drink, or listen to music or do 
somethin<ị else not related to the essay"-

D uring the process O Í vvriỉing, Hai paid 
attention to different aspects o f  the writing. 
Gum m ing [9] presents five aspects of writing 
people  m ay  focus the ir  a tten tion  ÍO while 
composing: language use, discourse
organization, gist, intentions, and  procedure 
of wriHng (see A ppendix  A for explanation). 
Table 1 below lists the frequency of various 
aspects the subject paid focuscd on during 
his writing process as w ithd raw n  from the 
second interview data. Examples of the 
aspects are provided in A ppendix  A,

Table 1. Aspects of writing

Language use Discourse organization Gist Intention Procodurc Alton I ion to two or more
(LU) (DO) (C) H) (P) aspccts

0 4 7 3 5 2 P+G; 1 G+DO: 1 c^l; 1 r+l; 
\C*\*P: 2 P+DO; 1 P^C+DO

It can be seen that Hai a ttended to gist in 
h i o  w r i l i n g  m o r t  l h a n  l u  a n y  o l h c i  I n

other w ords he cared m uch about the points 
o r  main ideas of the paper. The procedure for 
w riting  was also usually paid attention to. 
Interestingly, he d id  not a ttend  to language 
issues in the writing. The stimulated recall 
also revealed nothing about language use. 
H o w e v e r  the informal discussion after the 
second recall show ed tha t he would correct 
grammatical errors and vocabulary usage 
w ith  one of his friends to get the final 
version. It w as  realized that Hai attended to 
m ore than one aspect in his wriring more 
than to each individual aspect.

The exam ination of his first draft showed 
that Hai was committed to the task and the 
requirem ents of his tutor. H e followed the 
writing conventions set u p  by  his Faculty.

His writing was also well supported  by 
i L ' i c v a i i l  l U d p d  a n d  p k t u i c b  t u  b U u n ^ d i c i i  l)it '  

main ideas. The main ideas of ihe paper were 
ralher clearly organized. However, there are 
quite a few errors in terms of g ram m ar and 
vocabulary usage, which m ad e  his ideas 
sometimes not easy to follow.

7.1. Problems and probleni'Solving strategies

H ai's  second protocol was aOiilyzed for 
the problems and strategics he had used 
during  the writing process to help  generate 
solutions to perceived problems.

Problems
Data analysis show ed that Hai 

encountered some problems in the writing 
process. Firstly, he d id  not know w hat to 
include in the ínlroductìon. He revealed "/
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had a hard ttmc fo r  like what to be inirodiiccd for 
the ones who first rcữd about Edo a» a city. What 
aspects $houlJ I ahow ift order to in a short 
parasỊraph and you can ỊỊet imaỊỊC o f what the city 
like '\ Secondly, he d id  not have the direction 
to follow w h e n  he  w rote ihe bo d y  of ihe 
paper and  just kept repeating the w ords from 
ihe books he h ad  read. He had  this problem 
three times d u r in g  the proccss until he 
moved to the m iddle  of the essay.

"A t the beginning I ju st like repeat the words, 
rq^eat like I read. A n d  the problem is as / 
mentioned I ju st write down the aspect, I don't 
huno, i ju st write down the fact"

"So... (ĩt the tuiddle part o f the essay I know  
what I'm  <Ị0ÌHịỊ to write''

Also, Hai lacked words to express his 
explanation because he did not w ant to make 
so m uch repetition, He, as well, sometimes 
found that his argum cnis  w ere not "stron<Ị 
L'Hou'^h". It W iis interesting to  know that Hai 
had read books in Japanese to write the essay 
as he found that books in English were nol 
"tlw best hooks to read'' and "unfortunately 
EĩĩỊỊlish doesn't mean Irauslate everything every 
aspect o f the rcỊỊÚm or the citv, it is not in ailture  

yvo p lt >f)cuktns^ T h i a  fu e l  al:>u

presented a difficulty for him because 
sometimes he could not find the direct 
translation from Japanese to English.

"So I had a hard time how to translate this, 
how to translate''

"So Ỉ cannot have direct translation, it's very 
hard"

The inỉerpreỉation of Hai's  first draft 
showed that he used a lot of pictures and 
m aps to support his ideas, However, Ihis did 
not present â problem  to him.

The stim ulated recall provided m ore 
problems Hai m eỉ while he was w riting  this 
essay than the general problems he usually 
encountered w hen  writing as reflected in the 
first interview (see the part on Hai's  
experiences and  problems when writing 
academic assignments). Besides the lack of 
w ords to explain, he had  to deal with  the 
difficulty of writing the introduction, the lack 
of ideas, and the  problem of translating from 
Japanese to English.

7.2. Problem-solving strategies

To solve the problems in writing, Hai 
used a num ber of strategics. G um m ing [9] 
provides four main types of strategies, and 
type 4 consists of six sub-categories 
corresponding to Ihe six heuristic search 
'•♦ rn to g ip q  T h o  H o ta iU  o f  thi«i r n d i n g  

and the examples can be found in Appendix 
B- Table 2 below shows the frequency of 
strategy usage reflected in Ihe second 
stimulated recall-
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Table 2- Subject's problem-solving strategics

Str.ìtegv Frcquencv
No soarcb, no resolution 1

82 No scarch, ru'solution 7
S3 Scarch, no resolution 0
•4 Soarch and resolution
»4a Scarch routine 6
ff4b Directed translation or codc-switching 1
Í4cGenerating and assessing alternatives 1
9AÓ Criterion, standard, explanation, or ruli; 1

Relating parts to whole 1
ff4f Sotting or adhering to a goal 2
Successful straU'gies (í4a-*4f) 12
Automatic solutions to problems (#2) 7
Unresolved problems (ifl, ff3) 1

The analysis showed that io  solve the 
problem s Hai used a lot of successful 
heuristic search strategies (12/20 times). Of 
these strategies Hai seemed to prefer using 
search routìne. It meant that he returned to 
ỉhe sources of informalion, his ow n  emerging 
ass ig n m en t engaged his memory, and used 
the dictionary as a source text to deal with 
the problems. H e also identified the problems 
then quickly resolved them; w ithout 
apply ing  any heuristics searches. There was 
only one time he mentioned the problem 
w ithout finding a soluHon to it.

As Hai also read books in Japanese to 
w rite this pap>er, and this presented a 
problem  to him as mentioned above, we were 
especially interested in the strategies to deal 
w ith  this problem. He revealed:

"Every dimension o f every word is not 
consistent, there is no eíỊuivalent in English. So I 
had a hard tiìììc how ic translate this, how to 
translate. So / take out the dictionary, the 
electronic dictionary and ok Ị pu t in Chinese... no 
Japanese btit no word coming out. So lohat I do is 
ju s t quote it quote it and explain what it means. 
So I cannot have direct translation, iVs very hard. 
So I pu t the fapartese, how to read it alphabet 
and explain zohat it means''

This extract show ed that to deal with this 
specific problem, Hai used  both strategies #4a 
and l*4h. In my opinion, he has applied very 
appropriate strategies. The exam inatìon of 
his first draft found ihat there w ere ten cases 
in which Hai quoted Japanese w ords and 
gave explanations in English.

From the analysis of the problems and Ihe 
solutions to the problems, ii can be said that 
to deal wilh a problem Hai lended to use  
m o r e  th a n  o n e  r .tra lcgy .

6. D iscussion

The current case shady has revealed a lot 
of findings about the subjccfs  percepHons of 
academic writing in English, his problems 
and problem-solving strategies, as well as his 
writing process. The daia  analysis has 
resulted in a lisl of cognitive processes which 
is quite similar to the one found in earlier 
research. Also, the problems and strategies 
found in our  study are indicated and 
identified in Cum m ing [9) and  Bosher Ị10 . 
Another similarity between our study and 
other earlier research is thatour subject is not 
very concerned about surface level revisions
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such as grammatical errors or spelling 
mistakes and quiiC committed to the given 
assignment (Raimes [7]; Sasaki [12Ị), He just 
paid attention to global revisions such as 
changing the ideas of the whole paragraph, u  
is possible thai he relied on the last revision 
t im e  w h e n  h e  w o u l d  g o  t h r o u g h  t h e  f in a l  

draft with his friend. H e appeared to 
consider the requirements of the  tu tor a lot 
and  try hard to complete the essay.

However; there are some differences in 
findings beiwecn our s tudy  and earlier 
studies that should be mentioned. In the first 
placo, our  subject is considered to be 
"'novice", "unskilled", or "basic" according to 
definitions by Sasaki ([12], p. 56); Raimes ([7|; 
p. 234); and G um m ing ([9Ị, p.88) respectively. 
According to Zamel [5], Raimos [7Ị, Roca de 
Larios, M urphy, and  M anchon [11], and 
Sasaki [12Ị, unskilled L2 writers tend to plan 
less and revise m ore at the w ord  and phrase 
level. It is not corrcct in m y subject's case. 
Although he is an unskilled writer, ho did 
much planning before and even during the 
time he wrote Uie essay. In addition, he paid 
m u rh  A i-tpntinn  \ i t  or^’ anÌ7aH on
which m eans that ht? iocused on the 
organi/ntion of his written discourse and its 
siructure beyond the clause level (sec Tabic 1 
in RESULTS). It has been concluded that 
skilled L2 writers have ihc  tendency to plan 
more, revise m ore cit the discourse level, and 
spend m ore  time finding the m ost effective 
Wciy to do  the task (e.g, Zamel [5]; Kelly [8); 
Cum m ing [9]; Roca de Larios, M urphy, and 
Manchon [11]; Sasaki [12])- The da ta  analysis 
has shown that Hai has some characteristics 
of the skilled w riter as well.

Discussing the strategies used to deal 
with problem s while writing Cum m ing (9] 
concluded that basic writers paid only 2 to 16 
percent of their decision statements to 
heuristic search strategies. Nevertheless, in

our study Hai mostly used these strategies 
(12/20 times) to solve his problems. 
Cum m ing has found the behaviour that the 
participants identified problems then quickly 
resolved them  without applying any heuristic 
searches accounted for 29 to 49 percent 0 Í the 
to t i i l  s t a t e m e n t s  r e g a r d l e s s  o f  w h p t h e r  thf^y 

were basic or expert writers. Our study has 
come up  with a similar finding. Hai used this 
strategy 7 out of 20 times.

The differences in findings between our 
study and earlier research m ay be du e  Ì0 the 
application of the skilled/unskilled 
distinction. There have existed problems 
related to the notion of skill in L2 writing 
(Roca de  Larios, Murphy, and  Marin Ị1]). 
Raimes (7] has suggested that the notion of 
skill in L2 writing might be host captured as a 
combination of variables, in each of which 
writers couid be judged as m ore or less 
skilled: language proficiency^ product
quality^ self-evaluation of LI and L2 writing 
ability; know ledge of writing dem ands, 
writing background and teaching experience. 
We think this notion should be m ade  clearer
i n  f n h i r p  A nr> th< 'r t h i n g  {'> t h . i t  th o

writing task that our  subject has to carry out 
in this s tudy  is quite different in nature  with 
the tasks in other studies. This may be a 
reason for Ihc differences mentioned above. 
It is necessary to conduct more research 
using real v\TÌtìng tasks in real situations to 
have m ore comprehensive conclusions.

9. Conclusion

The s tudy  has given some insights into 
the process of writing 3 real academic essay 
in real conditions of Vietnamese ESL students  
s tudying  at an  Australian university. Its 
findings are firstly useful for us as teachers of 
English majoring in teaching wriHng skills in
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L2 at tertiary IcvL'l. The s tudy  has m ade a 
liitle coniribuHon to the current research of 
L2 wriiing in the sense that it was conducted 
with a real writing task and it helps increase 
the number of studies investigating writing 
processes of Vietnamese students. A lthough 
ihe results of this small case s tudy  were not 
intended to be generalized; it is necessary for 
other Vietnamese students  studying at 
Australian universities to be aw are of how 
one of their peers copes with wriling 
academic assignments in English. Also, the 
findings have given the ESL support unit 
with some implications if they are to help 
Vietnamese ESL students with their academic 
writing- Last but not least, this s tudy  can be 
used as the basis for our  fu ture research in 
which we intend to investigate more 
Vietnamese EFL tertiary s tudents  in the 
process of writing academic assignments at 
universities in Vietnam.

On the other hand, it is realized thai the 
s tudy has some limitations. W e think that the 
findings are not com prehensive enough in 
terms of the "thick" and '"rich" data  gathered 
from the research. It w ould  have been better 
if we had been ablu lo inierview Ihe subject's 
lecturer or tu tor on the perceptions of the 
requirements of the p a p e r  This could set up 
the basis for a com parison between the 
student's  and  lechircr's perceptions. Also, if 
the subject had  had m ore lime to share the 
knowledge of architecture with us, the 
interpretation of his writing w ould  have 
resulted in m ore desirable findings.
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Nghiên C Ú X I trường hợp về quá trình viết, nhận thức, 
các vâh đề mắc phải và các chiến lược trong khi viết bài 

uận bằng ngôn ngữ thứ hai

L ư c ìn g  Q u ỳ n h  T r a n g ,  N g u y ễ n  T h ị  M a i  ỉ ỉo a

K/u)íi N \ ịô h  >ĩ<;Ịữ Dà V ă ĩ ĩ  h ó a  A ì ĩ h  - Mv, T n r ờ n g  D ạ i  h ọ c  N<^oại rì^ịử,

D i ì i  h ọ c  Q i i o c  'ịiii l i à  N ộ i  D ư ờ ĩ ỉ ị i  P h ạ m  V ã ì ĩ  Dõfĩ>^, C ẵ u  G i â y ,  H à  N ộ i ,  N ỉ u u

S i n h  v i õ n  lìiK K  n ^ o à ĩ  ncSi c h v in g  S'à c in h  v i c n  V iẹ l  N j> m  n ó i  r i c n g  k h i  t lõ n  ú c  K ọ c  g ặ p  t i r o n g  

đòi nhiỂu khcS khcỉn trong c!ỏ phái kê đến  khó khăn khi viê't các bài luận/bài tập kVn (assignment) 
bang ticng Anh. Nghiên cúu này  dược ihực hiện theo phuơ ng  pháp  đ ịnh  tinh (qualitative) nhằm 
tim hiếu n h ữ n g  khó khãn cùng n h ư  quá ư inh  viết bài tập lỏn bằng ỉicng Anh cúa m ột sinh viên 
Việỉ Mam cụ the đ an g  hi>c tộp íại úc. Dựcì trôn cơ sò nghiên cứu của Cum m ing (1989) và Bosher 
(1998) nghiên cứii này tập trung  vào 3 câu hòi chính: (1) Đ61 ỉưựng nghiên cứu hicu các yêu cẩu 
cùa bài tộp n h u  the nào? {2) ĐÒI lượng nghiên cúu thực sự làm gi ư ong  quá trinh vie't? (3) Nhửng 
khỏ khăn đôi Uiọng nghiên cứu gặp  phãi và các chiến lược giải quyé't khỏ khản đưọc sử  dụng  khi 
viêl bài lập bang tieng Anh lâ gì? Sô* liệu cho nghiên cứu này đưọc thu thập thông qua phỏng 
vâh, hổi tưởng  và nghiên cứu bài viô't và yẽu cẩu bài viẽV của dòi tượng nghicn cứu, Kết quà 
nghiên cứu cho thây đóì tượng nghiên cứu không quan lâm lắm tới các lỏi ngư  p h áp  và chính tả, 
đ ổ n g  t h ờ i  g ặ p  n h i ổ u  k h ỏ  k h ă n  I r o n g  q u á  t r ì n h  v ie 't  v à  đ â  s ử  d ụ n g  n h i ẽ u  c h iô h  ỉ h u ậ l  đ ế  g iả i  q u y e t  

các khó khăn đỏ.


