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Composition writing has always been an integral part of the English Language 

curriculum in primary, secondary and tertiary education in Malaysia, yet being 

the most difficult of the four skills in English as a Second Language; the 

teaching of writing has often been neglected. Process writing, as distinguished 

from ‘Product Writing’, is playing a large role in ESL classes. Writing is seen 

as a communicative act with an intended purpose and audience. The teacher 

and other learners help the writer find a topic and revise drafts of a written 

piece until it conveys the intended meaning. While working to make their 

meanings clear, learners are assumed to acquire competence using the style, 

syntax, grammar and surface features of the language. During the writing 

process, students engage in pre-writing, planning, drafting and post-writing 

activities. However, learners do not necessarily engage in these activities in 

that order because the writing process is recursive in nature. Language rules 

are taught in teacher-led- mini-lessons but always in the context of expressing 

the learners’ own ideas. This paper reports on a study that explores how a 

process-oriented approach to writing influences a group of university ESL 

students. 
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Introduction  

Writing is a complex skill, and concerns about how to teach this skill are not new. In general, 

Malaysian students perform unsatisfactorily in English language examination, especially in the 

writing section (Razali,2013; Azman, 2016; Din, W, 2013; Nursazwani et al., 2018; Din et al., 

2020; Kee & Razali, 2019). In composition, educators have been moving towards an emphasis 

on process, rather than product, and in consequence, there are a variety of available sources 

providing research findings on how students learn to write, suggesting new teaching strategies, 

and arguing for curricular changes.  

 

Much discussion (Kee & Razali, 2019; Martinez-Calderon, et al., 2020) has centred on the 

process-centred theory of writing, but many participants do not fully understand what 

constitutes process writing, or on what the process paradigm is based. The Literacy Dictionary 

(Harris & Hodges, 1995:195) defines process writing as "a writing instruction model that views 

writing as an ongoing process ... in which students follow a given set of procedures for 

planning, drafting, revising, editing, ... and publishing ... their writing”.   

 

It was not until the early 1970s that proper consideration was given by teachers and educators 

as to why some writers were good and others were not.  This signalled the emergence of the 

process approach, with its emphasis on writing as a process rather than on product. By moving 

away from the strictly controlled classroom environment created by the product approach, the 

process approach concentrates on the classroom as a writing workshop.  Here, students work 

collaboratively in small groups and are encouraged to master a range of behaviours associated 

with effective composition. When ideally applied, the process approach emphasizes group 

activities geared towards the students’ compositions evolving through many stages: 

discovering things to say about a topic, drafting, pausing, sharing work in progress, revising, 

and editing. The teacher’s role becomes that of facilitator, moving between the groups of 

students, offering advice and suggestions rather than dictating the outcome. The aim of the 

process approach is to concentrate on the stages of the work, not on the result. 

 

Literature Review  

Several different research relating to the process approach have been undertaken. Perl (1978, 

1979), Sommers (1978) and Pianko, (1979) undertook research into the problems faced by 

basic writers when starting the process of composition were carried out in the late 1970s. A 

further significant research was carried out by Flower and Hayes (1981) into the composing 

process. In 1983, Graves carried out a longitudinal study marking the importance of teachers’ 

perceptions of the writing needs of students in the development of students. In the same year, 

Calkins conducted a case study in an elementary school that provided insights into how 

children learn to write as well as the impact that teaching practices have on children’s 

development as writers. Berkenkotter, in 1991, attempted to reconcile cognitivist and social 

epistemic rhetoric. In 1996, Hayes provided useful framework that expanded on his 1980 

model. In 1998, Westervelt investigated the impact of the process approach on middle school 

students. 

 

The above research into L1 writing allow some general observations to be made.  From being 

perceived as a purely mechanical activity, whereby writing was simply the recording of ideas 

on paper and students produced predetermined products, the perceptions have altered so that 

writing was viewed as being creative process which involved the discovery of meaning. This 

change of perception brought with it a new attention to the students. 
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These research were translated into instructional guidelines for five stages of the writing 

process (Graham and Sandmel, 2011):  

 

(1) engaging in prewriting tasks, 

(2) creating an initial draft, 

(3) revising the text, 

(4) editing for conventions; and  

(5) publishing or presenting a polished final draft.  

 

In Malaysia, teachers started to implement instruction in these stages in the 1980s through such 

practices as conducting writers' workshops, having students complete multiple drafts of their 

papers, holding frequent individual and small-group conferences with students, and 

encouraging peer review of written products. Process Writing is one of the methodologies that 

are explicitly indicated in the national Malaysian curriculum and syllabi, as well as in the 

Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013-2025) (ELSQC, MOE,2015). 

 

The emphasis within the process approach is on assisting students through the various stages 

of composing.  It does not simply look at the result of the writing process. Students collaborate 

in small groups, usually containing five members, each working with the aim of supporting the 

others.  A central feature of the process approach is the notion of the classrooms as a writing 

workshop, in which students share their work. Teachers act as coaches or facilitators, providing 

constant support to students as they create several drafts in the development of their 

compositions.    

 

White and Arntd (1991) say that focusing on language errors 'improves neither grammatical 

accuracy nor writing fluency' and they suggest instead that paying attention to what the students 

say will show an improvement in writing. 

 

Research (Maarof et al., 2011; Yunus, Nordin, Salehi, Redzuan, & Embi, 2013) also shows 

that feedback is more useful between drafts, not when it is done at the end of the task after the 

students’ hand in their composition to be marked. Corrections written on compositions returned 

to the student after the process has finished seeming to do little to improve student writing. 

 

The emphasis in a process-oriented classroom is on process rather than on product (Palpanadan 

et al., 2015; Annamalai, 2016). Students attempt to master the behaviours that characterise 

good writers, with the teacher offering advice and suggestions. Activities focus on writing, 

discussing drafts, and rewriting. Consequently, an important difference between the product- 

and the process-oriented classroom is that in the latter students do much more writing.  

 

Mukundan (2011) also stated that the transition to a process-based approach in Malaysian 

classrooms in the early 1980s was dramatic, with many obstacles such as a lack of resources 

for teaching writing through process, huge class sizes, and overly reliant students. Instead of 

benefiting from the learner-driven flexibility and writing, students acquired challenges, 

frustrations, and fear as they tried to write draughts and peer evaluations, and teacher help via 

conferences was hardly available (Mukundan, 2011). 
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As with most other complex skills, people through education bring bad habits or poorly learned 

techniques to the writing process. Weak writers, for example, tend to assume that the only 

reader of their essays will be the teacher, who already knows what the topic is, so they fail to 

identify the topic explicitly in their text.  

 

In most cases, students adopt more effective writing behaviours when they are encouraged on 

the spot. Advocates of the process model therefore propose that effective teachers think of 

themselves as coaches in a workshop environment. So, they interfere regularly in the learning 

process, immediately correcting those things students do wrong and praising those things they 

do right, giving reinforcement when it is most useful and most beneficial. Such intervention 

requires that teachers ask students to produce multiple drafts of an assignment. Class time is 

devoted to revising drafts on the basis of feedback that the teachers, as well as fellow students, 

provide.  

 

Whilst not all writing goes through the all the stages that the process approach contends form 

the complex interaction of activities that lead to a finished paper, perhaps because there is 

insufficient time in the writing process, or the student is not presented with the opportunity, the 

stages are generally accepted as reflecting the development of successful writing.  These stages 

are prewriting, drafting, pausing, reading, revising, editing, and publishing.   

 

Methodology 

This study is a case study based of one class that was taught by the writer over a period of 14 

weeks.  This study focuses on a group of thirty undergraduates’ reaction to a series of writing 

classes offered by the writer who uses a process-oriented approach to writing in English as a 

second language. As such, its purpose is to enhance understanding (both the researcher’s and 

that of other interested parties) of the complex process of teaching ESL writing.  

 

The research method adopted for this paper was quantitative, where data on a group of 

Malaysian undergraduates taught using the process writing approach were collected and 

analysed. The analysis looked for improvement if any between the essays produced during the 

14 weeks of intervention. They were marks of Pre-, Post- and Delayed Post Intervention 

Essays. 

 

Findings 

The literature shows that little is known or has been published about English writing ability 

and the achievement of Malaysian undergraduates. This research is like a new small piece of a 

jigsaw puzzle in the wide field of ESL writing. 

 

The process writing approach to teaching writing is an idea that first emerged three decades 

ago. It has been used in many classrooms in many countries with different types of learners, 

implemented by different types of interpretations and teaching styles (Reyes, 1991; Unger and 

Fleischman, 2004). This approach teaches the students to make use of writing strategies to help 

them with their writing. For example, students are taught to take a wider view of the revising 

process than to simply make changes in mechanics and form: instead, they are taught to revise 

for changes in discourse and voice. This approach aims to turn students into active writers and 

encourages them to be brave in their approach. Their development extends beyond the learning 

of basic writing skills.  It is a familiar concept, especially to the western world. However, 
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despite all of this, it is still not given proper emphasis in the Malaysian English language 

curriculum. 

 

Therefore, research in this area may contribute not only to a better understanding of the nature 

of the process writing approach but may also help to identify the Malaysian students’ strengths 

and weaknesses in the construct. This information will be very useful for curriculum 

development and improving their performance.  

 

This set of data is comprised of pre-, post- and delayed post-intervention essay marks of the 

experimental group as presented in the table 1 below: 

 

 
Table 1: Pre-, Post-, Delayed Post-intervention Essays Results 

 

In this analysis, the paired-samples t-test is used for the matched group i.e. pre- intervention 

essays results and post-intervention essays results of essay writing in which pairs of subjects 

that are matched on one characteristic (e.g., essay writing results) served in this case three 

conditions, i.e. before the experimental group was exposed to the intervention, after 14 weeks 

of exposure to the intervention and finally after a gap of one month upon completing the 14 

weeks intervention. 

 

Three sets of pairs were investigated: pair 1 (Pre-Intervention Essay Results – Post Intervention 

Essay Results), pair 2 (Pre-Intervention Essay Results – Delayed Post), and pair 3 (Post-

Intervention Essay Results – Delayed Post). Table 4.28 indicates that there is a significant  

difference  in  the  results  of  essay  writing  between  Pre-Intervention Essay Results and Post-

Intervention Essay results, t(df = 29) = -8.833, p<0.01 for pair 1. Likewise, similar results 

appear for pair 2 between Pre-Intervention Essay Results and Delayed Post, t(df = 29) = -8.630, 

p<0.01. However, there is insignificant difference in the results of essay writing between Post- 

Intervention Essay results and Delayed Post Results, t(df = 29) = 0.0333, p=0.662 for pair 3. 
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Table 2: Paired Differences of Pre-, Post- and Delayed Post Intervention Essay Results 

 

The mean values as presented in Table 2 shows that significantly better exam results were 

obtained for the Post Intervention Essay Results (M = 7.233) than the Pre-Intervention Essay 

Results (M = 5.667) for pair 1, and the Delayed Post Results (M = 7.200) than the Pre-Test 

Results (M = 5.667) for pair 2. However, pair 3 has different results of which the Post 

Intervention Essay Results (M = 7.233) received better examination results than the Delayed 

Post Results (M = 7.200). In other words, the students’ performance after the one-month lapse 

did not show any deterioration or any further improvement. Hence, it would appear that not 

only was the intervention possible to improve students’ writing performance, but such 

improvement persisted and was a predictor of academic success in essay writing. 

 

 
Table 3: Paired Samples Statistics of Pre-, Post- and Delayed Post Tests Results 

 

From the analysis above, it is safe to conclude that there is evidence of improvement in the 

students’ writing performance after 14 weeks of exposure to the intervention as compared to 

their results before the intervention. The delayed post-intervention essay results could indicate 

retention among the experimental students. 

 

This analysis demonstrates evidence of improvement in the students’ writing performance after 

14 weeks of exposure to the intervention as compared to their results before the intervention. 

The delayed post-intervention essay results could indicate retention among the experimental 

students. 
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In terms of language structure, the good students seemed to have improved from good to better, 

and the weaker groups managed to write a more coherent and cohesive essays. All these 

resulted in the increase of their post and delayed post-intervention essay marks. 

 

As for result from the students’ essays, it could be observed that when all three groups were 

compared, the medium group improved the most while the good group improved the least. The 

medium group students seemed to have predominantly benefited from the intervention as they 

showed improvements in terms of essay quality when compared from pre-intervention essays 

to the delayed-intervention essays. 

 

The problems and difficulties that all three groups faced were nearly similar, which were 

difficulties in writing the thesis statement, hook, bridge, topic sentences and also the paragraph 

conclusion. However, we can safely conclude that after 14 weeks of exposing them to the 

intervention, the students appeared to have improved their essays based on the observable 

reduction in the number of errors in the essays produced. 

 

However, one of the fundamental assumptions in the process-oriented approach to writing, i.e. 

‘discovery of meaning’ which is a trend in studies by researchers of first and second language 

writing (e.g.Raimes, 1985; Zamel, 1982,1983) did not seem to be suitable for this group of 

students.  

 

Some of the students lack experience in the language being used for the writing work and have 

limited competency in that language (Chan et. al., 2003). Some of the students lacked 

commitment. It is found that for these less advanced and/or less motivated second language 

learners this assumption of the process approach to writing may not be applicable. From this 

research, the students were heavily reliant on their instructor’s guidance, which indicates that 

unskilled ESL learners need a lot of help from their instructor. 

 

Group discussions and the peer review process were also inhibited by the students’ weakness 

in English. The finding in this study illustrates that whilst working with peers who were at a 

higher level appeared to stimulate the learning of those at a lower skill level, those higher-level 

students did not feel that they had benefited from contributions made by their less-skilled peers. 

However, it is worth noting that in helping their less-able classmates, the more skilful students 

did, in fact, derive benefits because by providing support in this way they were able to 

consolidate their own understanding. However, students need a lot of time and training to 

become accustomed to, and proficient in, this activity. 

 

Conclusion 

This study shows that the process-oriented approach to writing aids the development of 

undergraduate ESL writers’ writing skills. It has proven that the approach serves the different 

needs of students from differing backgrounds. However, care needs to be exercised to ensure 

that a flexible approach is taken.  Instructors need to remember that students do not all have 

the same level of proficiency or ability. It is crucial that modifications are made so that the 

methods of instruction are suitably tailored for individual students. Instructors need to be aware 

of the different ways that individual students learn most effectively, including the ways in 

which ESL learners acquire literacy.  Armed with this knowledge, instructors should be able 
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to become not merely facilitators but also mediators, and thus create culturally and 

linguistically sensitive environments for all learners. 
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