CHAPTER THREE

THE STUDY

3.1 Aims of the investigation

The present study had three major objectives. The first one
was to find out whether a second language writing course
organized according to the principles put forward in
section 2.4 would help a group of skilled writers using L2
produce more readable writing products after a short périod
of instruction. The pedagogy tested specifically called the
attention of the writers to the use of a number of L2
discourse conventionsg their L2 texts seemed to violate, and
purposefully did not seek to emphasize the development of
writing =skills, although it did draw on their existing

ekills.

The second objective of the study was to investigate
whether the pedagogy proposed helped this group of writers
learn about parameters with which to evaluate and improve

their own prose in the absence of teacher feedback.
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The third objective of the study was to develop a method of
analysing revieion which helped in diagnosing the problems
encountered by L2 writers more fully, and in this way come
to a deeper understanding of what might help skilled

writere using L2 produce more readable texts.

3.2 Reseerch design

The EFL writing course which promoted the type of
instruction tested took place in Brazil, and was hosted and
sponsored by the Department of Immunology of the Universiéy
of Sao Paulo. The wholé experiment comprised two weekly
three-hour sessions over a period of nine weeks, amounting
to a total of fifty-one hours. Of these, twenty-one hours
were dedicated to the collection of pre and post-treatment
data, and the thirty hours in between were used for the
course on writing which constituted the experimental
treatment. In other words, data collection was organized on
the 1lines of a time-series research design (Hateh and

Farhady 1982).
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3.2.1 Hypotheges

Before I introduce the hypotheses tested in the course of
the study, the following terms need be recalled and

operationally defined:

SL2 writers: SL2 writerse are highly literate non-native
speakers who have developed writing skill and experience in

Li.

Readable: Readable texts are written texts of a particular
genre which a given reader who ig familiar with the genre
in question finds clear and easy to read. Improved
readability: The readability of a written text is improved
when changes which facilitate the reader's interpretation

of the text are made.

Instruction: Instruction is the pedagogical approcach
proposed in this study made actual in the thirty-hour
courge on EFL writing which constituted the experimental

treament.

Independent from feedback: A writer 1isg independent from
feedback when he is able to see for himself which are the
inappropriate or less appropriate parts of hies own prose
and rewrite them in a2 more appropriate way without
receiving any cues from another person as to what in his

text c¢could be improved. Increased feedback-independence:
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The feedback-independence of a writer increases when he
learns to rewrite in a more- appropriate way (and in the
absence of any cues from another person as to what in his
text could be improved) parts of his written texts which he

was not able improve before.

Having defined the above terms, the hypotheses tested in

the present study were the following:

H1

The texts SL2 writere produce after the instruction
provided has ceased will be more readable than the texts
they produce prior to that instruction

H2

SL2 writers will be able to revise and further improve the
readability of pre-instruction final drafts after
instruction has ceased

H3

SL2 writers will have become more independent from feedback
after instruction has ceased

H4

Improved readability and increased feedback-independence
are likely outcomes of the specific instruction provided

3.2.2 Participants

The SL2 writers selected to participate in the experiment
were eight Brazilian researchers, four male and four
female, between 27 and U5 years of age. They all worked at
the University of Sac Paulo, two of whom as immunoclogists
(Gustavo and Henrique), two as pharmacologists (Cida and
Silvia), one as a pediatrician (Thelma), one as a physicist

(Elisa), one as a geologist (Wilson) and one as a
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journalist (Dony). Four of the participants were members of
staff (Cida, Silvia, Elisa- and Wilson) and four were
postgraduate students pursﬁing Ph.D. degrees (Gustavo,

Henrique, Thelma and Dony).

1t seemed appropriate to work with Brazilian researchers
writing in English given that my interest in L2 writing had
originelly emerged ocut of a concern with the limitations of
Portuguese scientific and academic discourse with regard to
the participation of these researchers in the international
scientific community. In addition to this, I did not wish
insufficient writing skill to affect the experiment given
that the pedagogical approach to be tested had been devised
for SL2 writers only. I assumed that by allowing .only
postgraduate students and university staff members to
participate, I would automatically narrow down the sample
so as to include only one of the most highly literate
gsectors of the Brazilian population. This assumption is
strengthened by the fact that the University of Ssao Paulo
is unquestionably cne of the most prestigious universities
in Brazil. ;t is but the intellectual elite of the country
that gains access to i1t. Apart from that, all eight
participants had previous experience in publishing

scientific articles in Brazilian Jjournals.
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On average, the participants had had five years of
instruction in English of whiech, according to them, most
emphasis had been given to grammar and oral communication
skills. It was not possible to control for proficiency on
the basis of accredited English proficiency examinations
since most of those who applied for the course did not
possess any recent results from such examinations, and
waiting for such results to arrive in Brazil would have
delayed the experiment beyond limit. However, the
participants were required to write an approximately two-
hundred word summary of theilr areas of specilalization under
normal, one-hour test conditions so as to ensure that they
did not make major syntax errors, and that their vocabulafy
in English was not too limited*. At 1least intermediate-
level Knowledge of English syntax and lexis was thought to
be an important criterion i1in the selection of the
participants, for I was primarily interested in tapping
data pertaining to higher-level discoursal aspects of L2
writing. As Widdowson (1983) and Daiute (1984) pointed out,
a writer's performance at the level of discourse can be
greatly affected by insufficient Kknowledge of syntax and
lexis. Similarly, in a pilot phase of the present study,
the discourse-oriented pedagogy tested did not seem
effective ‘for one of my subjects who had a very limited

knowledge of English lexis and syntax.
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. 5 .

The two other control measures adopted were that the
participants selected were required not to attend any other
EFL course at the time of the experiment, and had to be
able to attend all sessions of the admittedly extended

schedule of the experimentZ,

The motivation for the participants to take part in the
experiment was by and large the treatment itself, which had
been briefly explained to all applicants. An additional
motivational factor might have been that the writing course
which contained the experimental treatment was free of

charge.

Finally, I had foreseen that it would be impossible to find
a control group that matched the participants in a normal
EFL classroom setting, for there does not appear to be a
single EAP writing course in Sao Paulo for skilled writers
only. Under these circumstances, the only possibility of
working with a control group would have been to splilit the
eight participants into two groups 6f four, one of which
would receive the experimental treathent while the other
one received some placebo treatment. I rejected this
alternative for the following two reasons: first, it would
be unethical to expect the control group to voluntarily
dedicate their time and energy to the experiment when their
motivation to take part 1in it was to a large extent the
treatment itself. Second, to draw any sort of conclusions

from the differences perceived between two samples of only
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four would risk compromising the validity of the study. As
shall be seen, the absence of &a control group was
neverthelesgs partly compensated for by the conditions under

which the data was collected and then analysed.

3.2.3 Data collection

The primary source of data upon which the analysis of the
effects of the insgtruction provided was carried out
consisted of a series of three pre-treatment and three
post-treatment essays in between which instruction took
place., plus the post-treatment revision of the final draét
of one of the essays produced in the pre-treatment phase. I
shall start by describing the conditions under which the
three pre-treatment and the three post-treatment essays
were produced. Having done that, I will then report on how
the post-treatment revision data was collected. Additional
intuitional data.was collected at the end of the experiment

via the retrospective questionnaire in appendix II.

Before each of the three pre-treatment and the three post-

treatment sesgsions, the participants were requirea to
select, read and bring with +them to the classroom a
published and untranslated text in their areas of

specialization written by a native speaker of English (NS
texts). The NS texts could be papers, articles or chapters

from books, but the participants were encouraged to bring
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NS texts on topics about which they wished to write during
the test sessions. Later on, during the treatment, the
participants were going to be asked to reread these NS
texte 8o as to try to extract from them parameters for

rewriting their own pre-treatment essays.

During a maximum of a full three-hour session, the
participants then had to write an essay which could be a
discussion, an analysis, a summary or a criticism of the NS
texts they had read. Alternatively, they could also write
about their own ongoing work, provided that it was related
to the topice of the NS texts. The choice dependgd
exclusively on how the NS texts the participants had
selected related to what they wanted to write about during
the test sessions. Of course such freedom of choice traded-
off a certain homogeneity in the kind of essay produced for
an opportunity for the participants to write meaningfully
about what they really wanted to put down on paper. The
reason for such a trade-off was that it would be unlikely
thet a single reading and writing task would mould itself
perfectly to the writing interests of the eight
participants. On the other hand, having them choose what
they wanted to write about would probably keep motivation
high as well as capture their specific writing needs and
problems more realistically. That is to say, it would be
rather delusive to have the participants write an essay
which was a general discussion on abortion or euthanasia -

to take as examples two favourite EAP writing topies - when
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in actual fact their interests lay in overcoming problems
they faced when writing articles or papers on very specific
subject-matters which had 1little or nothing to do with

issues such as abortion or euthanasia.

The only other constraint imposed was that the 1length of
the essays was restricted to around two Al pages. The
reagon for this was to Keep the amount of data collected
within reasonable proportions. Otherwise, the participants
were allowed to make notes, draft and redraft their essays
as much as they wished, as well as consult the NS texts,
dictionaries or any other reference book. The rationale
behind simulating such normal writing circumstances was éo
allow, within the time and length limits imposed, for as

much writing process freedom as possible.

Although there were no major problems with regard to
conducting the pre and post-treatment sessions under near
identical circumstances, I must draw attention to the fact
that it was not possible to have the essays written at
regular intervals of time. The irregular time intervals
between the three pre-treatment (Ti, T2 and T3) and the
three post-treatment (T4, T5 and T6) sessions are shown in

figure 3.1 below.
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Figure 3.1: Time intervals between pre and pogt-treatment

sessions ( - = 2 days)

T1---T2-T3 TREATMENT T4---TH-~--T6
(5 1/2 weeks)

The data upon which the analyeis of post-treatment revision
was based constisted of the final draft of the third pre-
treatment essay (T3) and the post-treatment revision of
that same essay (T3%)., The two texts were taken to
represent the best product the participants could arrive gt
after revising their texts on their own at two different
points 1in the experiment, i.e., before and after  the
treatment. What I mean by '"on their own" 1is that neither
before nor after the treatment were the participants given
any cues as to what in their texts might have needed
rewriting, although they were allowed to consult
dictionaries, grammar books or any other referenceg during
the activity in the.same way as they would do 80 under
normal writ;ng conditions. The participants were not warned
beforehand that they would be required to revise their
texts so as to prevent them from preparing the revision at
home. They were nevertheless allowed as much time as they
wished during the sessions for the two revisions. They did

not, however, take longer than one and a half hour.
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T3 was finalized a full week after it had first been
written, ;nd. naturally, before the treatment began. It was
important to allow for this pre-treatment time~lag so as to
minimize the poseibility of the analysis capturing changes
which had to do with detachment rather than with the
treatment itself. Otherwise, the analysis of post-treatment
revision could be distorted by changes made eimply ag a
result of the participants rereading their essays with the
more detached eyes of the writer who has given a rest to
hie own text (Chandrasegaran 1986). The idea of returning
T3 to the participants a week after it had been writfen.
and of asking them to make sure that they revised 1t as
best they could before the actual treatment began, wﬁs

therefore to keep this intervening variable under control.

The post-treatment revision of T3, T3%, was then produced
immediately after the treatment had ceased, and before the
collection of the post-treatment essays began. It could be
argued that I did not allow for the same amount of pre and
post-treatment writing practice to take place pefore the
two final revisions were collected. In other words, in a
perfectly symmetrical experimental desgign, T3¥ would have
been produced at the end of the post-treatment phase in the
same way as T3 had been finalized at the end of the pre-
treatment phase. Figure 3.2 below illustrates the lack of
symmetry in the data collection, and figure 3.3 illustrates
what would have been the symmetrical order for collecting

the data in question.
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Figure 3.2: Assymetrical order in which the data was
collected

Tl - T2 - T3 - T3(rev) - TREATMENT - T3% - T4 - T5 - T6

Figure 3.3: Symmetrical order for collecting the
data

Tli - T2 — T3 - T3(rev) - TREATMENT - T4 - TS5 - T6 - T3¥

From the above it can be seen that the assymetrical order
in which the data was collected does not invalidate the
study, but actually strengthens it, inasmuch as it can only
interfere with the results in making my predictions more
difficult to confirm. After all, had T3% been produced at
the end of the post-treatment phase, the added writing
practice this would have entailed would most probably also
have enhanced the quality of the post-treatment revisions.
Ih asking the participants to revise T3 a second time
immediately after the treatment was over, I have
deliberately denied them the opportunity of further writing

practice.

A second apparent flaw in the procedure is that the
original T3 draft written before its pre-treatment revision
was not preserved. Had this been done, I would have been
able to to compare the two revisions rather than only the
pre-treatment final draft with its post-treatment revision.
The reason why this was not done 1is that writing-as-
activity is a recursive process, which means that much of

the pre-treatment revision of T3 took place during the very
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session in whieh the participants wrote it in the first
place, i.e., before it was returned to them a week later.
The changes made from the original to the final pre-
treatment T3 therefore do not tap the participants' pre-
treatment revision in full, but only the changes they
decided to introduce after a period of detachment. In view
of thie, it would be naive to assume that the pre-treatment
revigion of T3 could be compared with its post-treatment
revigion in equal terms. Moreover, since the pre-treatment
revision of T3 represented the best version of T3 the
participants could arrive at before the treatment, the
differences between 1t and the post-treatment revision of
T3 should yield sufficient information for 1t to Se
possible to analyse which aspecte of their texts the
participants found i1t necessary to further revise after the

treatment.

The full set of pre and post-treatment essays by Wilson (a
participant whose performance was average in relation to
the rest of the group) is supplied in appendix III. The
pre-treatment f£inal drafts and post-treatment revisions of

T3 by all eight participants are transcribed in appendix
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3.2.4 Treatment materiasls

The materials utilized during the treatment comprised:

- the bibliography of reference books enclosed in appendix

Iv;

- the NS texts the participants had selected themselves in

the pre-treatment phase;

- the first twoe pre-treatment essays the participants had

written;

- and eight course handouts of which copies are  also

supplied in sppendix 1IV.

The bibliography included &a 1learner's dictionary, the

Thesaurus, a pedagogical grammar and & text-book on
academic writing. Reference to these bookse was not
compulsory, but a few copies of each were kept in the

classroom for the participants to consult at their leisure.
The NS texts the participants had selected were utilized as
reading materials out of which the participants were
encouraged to extract parameters for evaluating their own
prose. The first two pre-treatment essays were used for
practising revision. Some extracts selected from them were
also utilized as examples for contextualizing the wuse

different discourse conventions. The eight course handouts
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were used as a means of helping the participants understand
a few of +the moest pervasive problems visible in their pre-

treatment essays.

A few words need be said about how the course handouts were
prepared. I began by allowing my vreading of the pre-
treatment texts to be oriented by the acknowledged domains
of discourse incompatibilty between English and « the

Romance languages ﬁentioned in chapter two, and by paying
special attention to problems of discourse which were
common to the essays by three or more different
participants. Having done this, I was able to identify
eight major problems of discourse which the participanés
generally seemed to need help in overcoming. These problems
did not cover all that was markedly inappropriate in the
pre-treatment essays, but only what appeared to be the most
pervasive factors of non-compliance with the discourse
conventions of English expository prose. Each of these
problems gave origin to a different handout, all of which

seeked to provide the participants with:

- A didactic explanation of the problem in question. Care

was taken to make sure these explanations were '"decentred".

- Guidelines on how to overcome the problem based on how

native speakers of English normally organize discourse.
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More specifically, the eight course handouts covered the

following: -~

a. Priming

One of the major factors of non-compliance with the
conventions of English expository prose that surfaced in
the pre-treatment essays was the absence of linguistic
elements to signpoet or prime the reader for what could
come up in the text. Many of the ideas contained in the
pre-treatment essays were introduced in what appeared to be
an overly abrupt manner. For example, at a very macré—
level, apart from essay titles, there were very few advance
organizers - as the ones Clyne (1984) noted in the texts by
English-speaking scholars - to inform the reader what the
essayse would be about. Of the 24 pre-treatment essays
collected, only two contained advance organizers of this

sort, both of which were by the same participant:

"The purpose of this report is the preparation of
mesophases composed by disks and rods ueing aromatic
detergent at or near mole fraction =1 in the
micelle.™

"Criticism to this [Deuterium Nuclear Magnetic
Resonance. .. techniquel approach ig developed
below."

84



Given the almost total absence of advance organizers at the
above macro-level, I decided it would also be worth
reinforcing 1linguistiec resources that could be used in
order to prime the reader for other levels of text. At the
level of the paragraph, the handout oh priming called the
participants' attention the need for introductory topic
sentences to inform the reader what the paragraph would be
about. The greater proportion of topic sentences 1in the
texts by native-speakers of English had already been noted
by Scarcella (1984). At the level of the sentence, the
participants were advised that it helped processing a text
if they fronted the topic of the sentence. The handout then
showed how a subordinate clause starting with "although",
"whereas", or "while" could sometimes be fronted in order
to warn the reader that a whithin-sentence contrast would
come up. In the case of 1long compound sentences, the
handout explained that certain key function words or
phrases - such as "both", "either", or "not only" - could
warn the reader that an additional "and", "or", or "but

also" clause would come up in the sequence of the text®.

b. The given-new principle

Another major factor of non-compliance with the discourse
of English expository prose perceived was the relative lack

of linear organization in the presentation of +the ideas

contained in the pre-treatment essays. The convention that
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linearity is important and necessary in English expository
prose was noted by Clyne (1984) and others. The examples
below, taken from the pre-treatment essays by four
different participants, briefly illustrate how the order of
information in their texts tended to meander back and forth

in a non-linear way.

"Lung disesses are responsible for a considerable
part of the morbidity and mortality of man [...] In
developped countries the environmental contaminants
and exposure to toxic volatile solvents are ranked
top of the list of leading respiratory diseases and
injuries."

"auynthetic membranes have been used as models to
study certain properties of 1life membrane [...]
Deuterium Nuclear Magnetic Resonance is the used
technique."

" aAlthough this early Earth was relatively cool, at
least three mechanisms started to heat wup it:
fa)...b)...e)... 1]

"Taking into account the bulk of the planet and the
time of development of these processes, the most
important of those mechanisme was the radiocactive
one..."

"f...] &a genetic monitoring program needs to Dbe
established beginning with basic cares of the colony.
" The correct nomenclature of the strain asked by the
users 1is a beginning of some guarantee for the
quality of the animal received.™

As c¢can be seen, many linguistic elements which would
normally come together in text were separated by a non-
conventional ordering of clauses and sentences. To help the
participants reorder the elements in their texts in a more
linear fashion, the given-new principle handout was

prepared. This handout explained the semantic status of
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