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Teachers’ Perceptions of Developing Writing Skills
in the EFL Classroom

ABSTRACT

Despite the fact that English is taught as a foreign language in schools from an early age,
students often face difficulties when it comes to the development of their writing skills. This
paper aims at exploring teachers’ perceptions regarding the development of the writing skills
of elementary and secondary school EFL learners. Altogether, 85 Kosovar teachers were
included in the survey. Even though the teachers believe that writing is important, they do
not give the same emphasis to developing it as to other skills. According to their responses,
some common difficulties learners experience while writing are a lack of vocabulary, writing
anxiety, lack of ideas, mother tongue interference, grammar difficulties, weak structure
organization and poor spelling. The teachers suggest that these difficulties might stem from
a lack of reading and writing practice, ineffective teaching methods and low motivation
for writing. We recommend various actions, such as teacher development courses to help
them acquire more effective strategies of teaching writing, increased writing practice in the
classroom, and the use of different learning strategies to meet all students’ needs.

Keywords: teachers’ perceptions; writing skills; EFL students; learning strategies

Stalisca uditeljev do razvijanja pisne zmoznosti pri
pouku anglescine kot tujega jezika
POVZETEK

Kljub dejstvu, da se angles¢ino poucuje Ze od zacetka osnovne Sole, se u¢enci $e vedno soocajo
s tezavami pri razvijanju pisne zmoznosti. V prispevku raziskujemo stalis¢a uditeljev do raz-
vijanja pisne zmoznosti v angles¢ini osnovnosolskih in srednjesolskih uéencev. V raziskavi je
sodelovalo 85 uditeljev s Kosova. Verjamejo, da je pisanje pomembno, a temu ne posvecajo
toliko pozornosti kot razvijanju drugih zmoznosti. Ugotavljajo, da se njihovi ucenci pri
pisanju soocajo s tezavami, kot so pomanjkanje besedis¢a, strah pred pisanjem, pomanjkanje
idej za pisanje, medjezikovna interferenca, slovni¢ne napake, slabsa struktura pisnega izdelka
in pravopisne napake. U¢itelji menijo, da prihaja do teh napak, ker u¢enci premalo berejo
in pisejo, zaradi neudinkovitih metod poucevanja ter zaradi slab$e motivacije za pisanje. Za
izboljsanje stanja priporo¢amo seminarje za uditelje, na katerih bodo spoznali u¢inkovitejse
strategije za poucevanje pisanja, ve¢ vaj za razvijanje pisne zmoznosti med poukom in upo-
rabo razli¢nih uénih strategij, ki bodo upostevale razli¢ne potrebe ucencev.

Klju¢ne besede: stalis¢a uditeljev; pisna zmoznost; u¢enci anglescine kot tujega jezika; u¢ne
strategije
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1 Introduction

Writing is considered one of the essential language skills that needs to be developed for
successful communication. Moreover, it needs to be developed effectively in English as a
foreign language (henceforth EFL), since English is used as a global academic language
(Rahman 2002; Mansoor 2005; Marlina and Giri 2014; Mahboob 2014). Many authors
have noted the common misconception that writing is simply a graphic representation of the
spoken language. Hirvela and Belcher (2007) state that writing needs more planning while
speaking is more highly contextualized. Johns (1990) argues that writing is not easy because
writers are required to create and produce texts using significant discourse components. To
produce a coherent and fluent piece of writing readers have to understand it without the
possibility of asking for explanation or without seeing the writer’s facial expressions or hearing
the tone of their voice (Nunan 1999). Javid and Umer (2014) note that students’ academic
progress is often evaluated through writing, and so the evaluation of their overall language
competence often depends on the level of their writing skills (Fageeh 2011). Furthermore,
more communication is performed in writing nowadays due to advances in technology and

the use of social media (Storch 2018).

EFL students are expected to produce logical, cohesive, clearly structured and well-
organized texts (Jacobs 1981; Hall 1988), but such writing requires accurate language use
and a deep understanding of the language. However, English is not a transparent language,
and learners often have difficulties because of the discrepancies between the sounds and
letters (Cook 2016). Moreover, foreign language writers face difficulties because of the
language transfer from their first language (Schoonen et al. 2009). A study conducted by
Hisbullah (1994) reveals that patterns of the first language (in this case, Arabic) interfere
significantly with regard to the syntactic errors made in the target language (English).

According to Hedge (2005), writing itself is not motivating enough for English learners
to practice it regularly. Few people feel comfortable while writing a task intended to be
judged by someone else, in particular when that “someone else” is a teacher (Hamp-Lyon
and Heasly 20006).

Kroll (1990) claims that teachers play an essential role in helping students develop their
writing skills, and should therefore consider some important points in making a course
plan for developing writing skills. This begins with allocating time for a writing section,
presenting aspects of the composition process, helping students with the use of grammar,
determining the students’ score in writing and also working on techniques that can help
them improve. In addition, Harmer (2004) points out that teachers should focus on
either the process of writing or the product of writing before designing a writing task.
The process of writing involves five steps: pre-writing, writing, revising, editing and
sharing the written work. In terms of the written production in a learning context, four
steps are involved: the model text, controlled practice, organizing ideas and final product
(Kamrul and Moniruzzaman 2010). The role of the teacher is significant in this process,
since they guide students towards an effective writing achievement. According to Harmer
(2007), the teacher has three roles in the classroom. First, the teacher plays the role of the
motivator by providing opportunities to help students generate their ideas, encouraging
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them by using different techniques for writing. Secondly, the teacher acts as a resource,
either offering help to learners in the writing process or guiding them in using the other
resources available. The third role is the teacher as a feedback provider, giving effective
feedback to students.

According to Noe (2004), there is a correlation between our perceptions and practice. Thus,
teachers’ perceptions influence their performance in teaching. If teachers perceive that writing
in a foreign language is not as important as grammar, listening, vocabulary, speaking and
reading, then this perception can influence their teaching of this skill (Ferede, Melese, and
Tefera 2012). Consequently, if English language teachers do not pay attention to developing
writing with their students, their performance in this skill will lag behind.

2 The Study

The present study addresses the issue of teachers” perceptions concerning developing learners’
English language writing skills in primary school (1-9 grades) and secondary school (10-12
grades), and attempts to provide answers to the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1: How do English language teachers perceive writing as a language skill?

RQ2: How do students feel about writing in English, according to their teachers
perceptions?

RQ3: How do English teachers teach EFL writing in primary and secondary school?

RQ4: What strategies do teachers suggest for learners who have difficulties in
developing writing skills?

RQ5: Are there any differences in novice and experienced teachers’ perceptions of
developing writing skills?

RQG6: Are there any differences in teachers’ perceptions related to the grade they teach?
RQ7: Are there any differences in teachers’ perceptions related to their gender?

RQ8: Are there any differences in teachers’ perceptions related to their educational
degree?

2.1 Participants

A total of 85 English language teachers were selected through systematic random sampling to
participate in this study, all of whom are based in Kosovo. Among the 85 teachers selected,
70 (82.3%) were females. The median years of teaching experience was three (one—24) years.
Most of the teachers, 58 (68.3%) had a bachelor’s degree, 24 (28.2%) had a master’s degtee,
and three (3.5%) had a doctoral degree (Table 1). Teachers with a bachelor’s degree (68.3%)
worked in primary schools, whereas teachers with master’s and doctoral degree (31.7%)
worked in secondary schools.

ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE TEACHING

muorm

79



80

TaBLE 1. Participants’ background information.

Number %
Gender Female 70 82.3
Male 15 17.6
Educational |Bachelor 58 68.3
Background Ty er 24 282
PhD 3 3.5
2.2 Research Methods

The data were collected in November 2018. For the purpose of the study, a questionnaire was
developed with the aim of addressing the research questions listed above. The questionnaire
included 12 questions and statements. The questions were grouped into categories which
were used to examine the first four research questions (Table 2). The first group of questions
was aimed at finding out how the English language teachers perceive writing as a language
skill (questions 1 and 2). The second group of questions were aimed at understanding
teachers’ perceptions of how their students feel about writing in English (questions 3, 4, 5,
6). Understanding how the English teachers approach the teaching of writing was the aim of
the third group of questions (questions 7, 8 and 9).

For the first three RQs, a five-point Likert scale was used to rate the degree of agreement with
a statement (strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree, strongly disagree). The fourth group
of questions was designed with options to choose from as well as the opportunity to give
open answers in order to find out what strategies would help students who have difficulties in
writing in English, according to the teachers.

Furthermore, during the statistical analyses we tried to find out if there was a difference in
teachers’ perceptions regarding their teaching experience, the grades they teach, their gender
and educational degree. These were examined using the second four research questions (RQ5,

RQ6, RQ7 and RQS).

The content validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by a panel of three experts who
agreed that the questions and statements were aligned with the research questions. To test
the questionnaire’s reliability, the retest method was used. The same questionnaire was given
to 18 teachers participating in the study who were randomly selected a month later. The
similarity between the answers given on both occasions was statistically tested. The results did
not show any statistical differences between the first and second tests (p=0.67), supporting
the reliability of the questionnaire.

The data was statistically analysed and presented as the mean (standard deviation) when
normally distributed or as the median (range) if not normally distributed. The Chi
Square statistic was used to test the relationships between categorical variables.
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TaBLE 2. List of statements and questions in the questionnaire used in the study.

1 Writing is the most important language skill in the English language. (RQ1)

2 Writing is the most difficult language skill in the English language. (RQ1)

3 Students feel good when they have a writing task. (RQ2)

4 Students feel frustrated while writing in English. (RQ2)

5 Students make more mistakes in writing in English than in speaking and reading,
(RQ2)

6 Students have different preferences while writing in English. (RQ2)

7 I give the same writing task to every student in the classroom. (RQ3)

8 Writing is the language skill I find the most difficult to teach. (RQ3)

9 I dedicate the same amount of time to developing writing skills as I do to reading,
speaking and listening skills. (RQ3)

10 What general difficulties do you think students experience while writing in
English? (RQ4)

11 Students face writing difficulties because of... (RQ4)

12 What should be done in this regard? (RQ4)

3 Results

The results are presented below according to the main research questions.
RQI: How do English language teachers perceive writing as a skill?

The results obtained from the analysis of the first two questions in the questionnaire were
used to answer RQI.

Figure 1 shows that 52.9% of the participants agreed and 11.7% strongly agreed that writing
is the most important skill in the English language. Moreover, we can notice that most of the
teachers perceived writing as the most difficult skill in the English language. These findings
illustrate the awareness of the teachers that writing is an essential language skill.
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Writing is the most important skill in the English language Writing is the most difficult skill in the English language

Ficure 1. RQ1: How do English language teachers perceive writing as a language skill?
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RQ2: How do students feel abour writing in English?

To answer this question, the results obtained from the analysis of questions 3, 4, 5 and 6 in
Table 2 were used.

The teachers agreed that most students do not feel motivated when they have to write, and
even feel frustrated when given writing assignments (Figure 2, Q3 and Q4). Since motivation
is a crucial factor in learning, these findings are of a considerable concern. Furthermore,
44.7% and 35.3% of the teachers strongly agreed or agreed, respectively, that primary and
secondary school students make fewer mistakes in speaking and reading than in writing
(Figure 2, Q5). Moreover, most of the teachers (94%) agreed or strongly agreed that there
are different preferences among students when given writing assignments (Figure 2, Q6). To
better understand the results of RQ2 we need to take a look at the results of RQ3.

| Q3 Q4

Strongly sgree. Agree Undecded Otaagree. Strongly disagree. Swongly sgree Agree. Undecited Disagree Srrongly dinagree
Students feel good when they have a writing task Students feel frustrated while writing

Q5 Q6
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Percent
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%] )
Undecased Oisagree  Strongly Sisagree
P while writing in English

Swongly sgree. Agree Undecuded Osayree s.00
Students make more mistakes in writing than in and have
reading

Figure 2. RQ2: How do students feel about writing in English, according to their teachers?

RQ3: How do English teachers teach writing?
The answer to this question was constructed from the analysis of questions 7, 8 and 9 in Table 2.

Almost half of the teachers (49.4%) disagreed when asked if they dedicated the same amount
of time to writing as to the other language skills (Figure 3, Q9). Moreover, the teachers
mostly (60%) gave the same writing task to every student, although they were aware of
different preferences among them (Figure 3, Q7 and Figure 2, Q6). Finally, we can assume
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that this might be the case because 12.9% of them strongly agreed and 51.7% of them agreed
that writing is the most difficult skill to teach (Figure 3, Q8).
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Ficure 3. RQ3: How do English teachers teach EFL writing in primary and secondary school?

RQ4: What strategies do teachers suggest for learners who have difficulties in developing
writing skills?

The results obtained from the analysis of questions 10, 11 and 12 in Table 2 were used to
answer RQ4. As stated above, beside the options given in the questionnaire the participants
were allowed to answer the question in open text format, but none of them selected it.

The teachers’ responses show that students experience various difficulties while writing in
English, mostly because of a lack of vocabulary (29.4%), followed by writing anxiety (18.8%),
lack of ideas (16.5%), reliance on mother tongue (12.9%), grammar difficulties (9.4%),
weak structure organization (8,2%) and poor spelling (4.7%) (Figure 4, Q10). According to
the teachers, these difficulties occur because of a lack of reading and writing practice (50.6%),
inefective teaching methods (25.9%), low motivation (14.1%) and lack of ideas (9.4%).
Oddly enough, none of the teachers thought that having a large number of students in class
is a problem (Figure 4, Q11).

When asked the most important question (“What should be done in this regard?’), the
teachers responded as follows (Figure 4, Q12):
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¢ Differentiated instruction should be used to meet individual student needs (38.8%).

* Schools should organize teacher development courses to help teachers learn new
strategies about teaching writing (30.6%).

* Different strategies should be used to motivate students to write (17.6%).

* More time should be dedicated to writing tasks in a classroom (12.9%).
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What should be done in this regard?

Figure 4. RQ4: What strategies do teachers suggest for learners who have difficulties in developing
writing skills?

RQS5: Are there any differences in novice and experienced teachers perceptions of developing
writing skills?

Comparing the perceptions between teachers with less and more than five years of teaching
experience, we did not find any significant differences in their views on developing writing
except for the tenth question. Teachers with less experience presumed that students have
difficulties in writing due to a lack of vocabulary (31%), writing anxiety or lack of ideas (22.4%
and 20.7%, respectively), while teachers with more experience were more heterogeneous in
their opinions, 33.3% thought that reliance on mother’s tongue is the reason, while 25.9% that

a lack of vocabulary is the reason behind students’ difficulties in writing, p=0.012 (Figure 5).
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Ficure 5. Differences in novice and experienced teachers perceptions of students’ difficulties in
writing.

RQG6: Are there any differences in teachers’ perceptions of developing writing skills related
to the grade they teach?

Significant differences were found in the eighth question when comparing perceptions related
to the grades that teachers taught (p=0.014) (Figure 6). More teachers who taught grades 6-9
agreed that writing is the most difficult skill to teach compared to teachers who taught grades
1-5 and 10-12. No other significant differences were found regarding other questions.

Grade
teaching
80-] Hi-5
Oe-9
O10-12

60

Percent

40

20

Strongly agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly
disagree

Writing is the part which | find the most
difficult to teach

Figure 6. Differences in teachers” perceptions of developing writing skills related to the grades they
teach.
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RQY7: Are there any differences in teachers perceptions of developing writing skills related
to their gender?

There were no significant differences between male and female teachers’ perceptions regarding
the developing of writing skills.

RQ8: Are there any differences in teachers perceptions of developing writing skills related
to their educational degree?

Similar to the above research question, there were no differences found in teachers’ perceptions
among the groups with different educational degrees.

4 Discussion

In this section the results are interpreted and discussed in relation to the research questions,
and the findings are compared to those of previous research. Furthermore, the implications
of the results are discussed.

RQ1 showed that teachers perceive writing as the most difficult and at the same time most
important skill in the English language. Similar to our study, Darwish (2016) in the work
entitled “Teachers’ attitudes and techniques towards EFL Writing in Egyptian Secondary
Schools”, which included 44 teachers and 24 students, found that the teachers perceived writing
as a difficult skill to teach. Moreover, in a study conducted by Ferede, Melese, and Tefera (2012),
teachers agreed on the importance of writing as a skill, but contrary to our findings they believed
that teaching writing was not more difficult than teaching speaking, listening or reading,

Regarding our results for RQ2, about how students feel about writing in English, based on
their teachers’ perceptions, other researchers have reported similar findings. For example,
Friatin (2018) observes that most of the students in her study had less interest in writing
in a foreign language, because of the difficulties they faced. Her research also shows that
the students had difficulties in organizing their ideas and sentences, and that insufficient
knowledge of language components, such as vocabulary and grammar, might be the
underlying reason for this (Friatin 2018). Thus, the difficulty of learning how to write might
be the reason behind frustration and lack of motivation in this context.

The results of RQ3 revealed that teachers spend less time on developing their students’
writing competence compared to other skills. Correspondingly, other studies have found
that teachers do not give sufficient focus to writing. Ferede, Melese, and Tefera (2012), report
that English language teachers focused more on the development of speaking skills. Similarly,
Cando-Guanoluisa, Campana-Pallasco, and Panchi-Herrera (2017) report that writing was
not practiced regularly in the classroom.

Moreover, we found out that teachers give the same writing task to every student, even while
being aware of learning differences amongst them. Differentiated instruction is one of the
strategies that can be used to meet all the students’ needs. This is crucial because not everyone
learns and writes at the same rate or at the same level. Every student has their own preferences
related either to their interests, learning styles or language competence, to name just a few
sources of differences (Tomlinson 2017).
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Koross, Indoshi and Okwach (2013) obtain similar results in a study about teachers and
students’ perceptions of the methods used by the teachers in teaching writing. They find
that both teachers and students had negative perceptions of the methods that were applied
in the writing class. They go on to state that this might be the reason behind the poor results
in writing classes, and thus teachers need to adopt more effective methods when teaching
writing that consider the students’ needs and interests.

Other studies reveal that teachers do not differentiate writing tasks in the classroom. In
a survey including fifty-eight tenth graders, Cando-Guanoluisa, Campafia-Pallasco, and
Panchi-Herrera (2017) find that the writing classes they examined lacked an appropriate
process of writing practice. The students were not taught strategies that would help them
to organize their ideas, and most of the teachers put the main emphasis on vocabulary
and grammar when teaching English (Cando-Guanoluisa, Campana-Pallasco, and Panchi-
Herrera 2017; Ferede, Melese, and Tefera 2012). Koross, Indoshi, and Okwach (2013)
recommend that teachers should be more flexible, developing teaching techniques based
on the students’ interests and needs. This is in accordance with teachers” suggestions on
what strategies to use with students who have difficulties in developing writing skills, where
most of the teachers think that different forms of instruction would help students improve
their writing skills. A teacher can create a successful class that will allow all the students
to be engaged by giving a writing assignment that has different levels of difficulty: for
example, level one students can fill in the blank spaces in a text; level two students can write
with the help of the guidelines, whereas level three students can write a text on their own.
The teachers can also vary the amount of time needed to complete the writing assignment,
they can request different alternatives related to the writing product from the students,
and the writing process can be taught by the teacher in different ways, all according to the
students’ needs.

Different studies have shown the importance of using various strategies when teaching
writing. Harmer (2004) suggests that different types of instructional media, e.g. audio and
video materials, can be used by the teachers to explain language meaning and construction.
Websites and social media play an important role in learning English. Many websites are
designed especially for the purpose of learning writing, while social networks, such as online
communities where people can share their ideas, interests and activities through the chat and
messaging functions, either individually, in pairs or in groups, can be employed successfully in
teaching writing to students. This has been shown in numerous recent studies (Friatin 2018;
Jothi, Neelamalar, and Prasad 2011; Yunus, Salehi, and Chenzi 2012; Ping and Maniam
2015; Bani-Hani, Al-Sobh, and Abu-Melhim 2014).

Shehadeh (2011) looks into the efficacy of collaborative writing in second language classroom.
The study included 38 first-year students at a university in the United Arab Emirates. In the
control group writing tasks were carried out individually, while in the experimental group
they were done in pairs. The results showed that collaborative writing helped the students
to progress significantly in writing English, especially in terms of content, organization
and vocabulary. The strategies presented in this work proved helpful not only for practical
purposes, but also for motivational reasons (Shehadeh 2011).
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In accordance with the studies mentioned above, the teachers in our survey agreed that
different strategies, such as differentiated instruction, should be used in class, but they were
aware that they needed further support to learn new techniques in order to develop their
students’ writing skills.

The results of the fifth research question show that the perceptions of the teachers regarding
the difficulties that students face while writing differ between teachers with less and more
than five years of teaching experience. Moreover, the results show that teachers of grades
6-9 expressed a higher level of agreement with the statement that writing is the most
difficule skill to teach, compared to those teaching other grades. Writing assignments are
usually given more importance during this period, which might be the reason for this result.
We did not find any differences between teachers’ perceptions of developing writing skills
when compared by gender or educational degree, which indicates that teachers have similar
perceptions regarding the development of their students” writing skills regardless of their
gender and degree of education.

5 Conclusion and Recommendations

This study set out to evaluate English language teachers” perceptions regarding the writing
skills of primary and secondary foreign language learners in Kosovo. It found that the teachers
perceive writing as the most important and difficult skill to acquire in language learning.
Moreover, the teachers are aware that their students are not motivated to write in English.
As such, the teachers give little attention to writing in class, and put more emphasis on the
development of the other language skills. Likewise, the teachers do not differentiate writing
tasks for their students. The fact that they view writing as just as significant as the other skills
shows that the problem does not lie with the teachers’ perceptions regarding the importance
of these skills, but with the way writing is taught. It might be said that Kosovar teachers fail
to practice what they believe in. In future studies it would be interesting to research teachers’
perceptions of developing writing skills in other European countries, as well as investigate
the reasons behind the lack of writing practice in language classrooms through more in-
depth teacher interviews. Similarly, it would be beneficial to conduct classroom observations
regarding the development of writing, and to find some examples of good writing practice.

Based on the teachers’ responses of why learning and teaching writing in the English language
are difficult, and the conclusions drawn from them, the following recommendations are
made for practitioners.

a) It is important that English language teachers give equivalent emphasis to writing as
they do to other skills, since writing is an essential language skill, especially in these
days of greater technology use and the need to write more often.

b) Educational institutions need to focus on helping teachers to develop their teaching
skills, especially different strategies to teach writing and how to motivate students
to write in a foreign language. Differentiated instruction is one of the strategies that
can be adapted to suit all students, since writing assignments can be differentiated by
content, process and product.
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¢) The use of technology in teaching writing is also a great opportunity to motivate
students by showing them that writing can be a pleasant process and that following

such steps can improve their writing skills.

Finally, it may be concluded that only by empowering teachers to use modern technology in
their teaching and apply differentiated forms of writing instruction can we be sure that their
students will become successful writers in a foreign language, and use this skill effectively in
their professional and personal lives.
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