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Abstract

The present paper reportsan empirical study on writer s block of Chinese EFLIlearnersatthetertiarylevel
inthe mainland of P R China Factor anal ysis approach was e mpl oyedinthe present study andtheresults of
confir matory factor analysis verified the model we gained Three factors were found in witer s bl ock of
Chinese EFLIlearners complexity premnatureediting and attitudes Theresultsalsoshowedthat writer s block
m ght berelated tolearners lack of strategiesinthe witing process Meanwhile the blocked writers did not
hol d appropriate feelings and beliefstowards witing and teachers eval uation ontheir witing Accordingly
we suggest that we help develop learners witing strategies and the teachers eval uation be encouragi ng
oriented Finaly suggestionsfor further research areraised
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1 Introduction

Witer s block is* aninability to begin or continue witingfor reasons ot her than alack of basic skill
or commt ment” oris* periods people experience when no matter how hardtheytry they can produce
little if any witing” Rose 1984  Witer sblockisani mportant variabletostudy for it mayincrease
learners witing apprehension andthus aff ect negatively thelearners witing perfor mance Lee 2005
Rose 1984  who originated the research on students witing process and beliefs designed a Witer s
Block Questionnaire By using the factor analysis method heidentified five factors of witer s block
1 attitudes i e feelingsand beliefsabout witingand evaluation 2 lateness i e mssing deadlines
3 premature editing i e editingtoo early in the composing process 4 complexity i e lack of
strategiestointerpret and wite complex materials and 5 blocking whichisthe main indicator of
writer s bl ock

Lee Krashen 2003 pioneered the studies of witer s block inthe field other than the English
|language They used a Chinese version of Roses 1984 questionnaire and found that witer s block also
occurred to Chinese students in Tai wan and it was also related to premature editing and to lack of
strategiesfor dealing with complex witingtasks In afurther study on witer s block of Tai wanese EFL
witers Lee 2005 usedthefactor analysis method and identified fivesi mlar factors as those foundin
Rose 1984 In addition Lee 2005 found no significant correlation bet ween witer s block and
witer s witing perfor mance

Witer s bl ock also occursto Chinese EFLIlearnersinthe nanland of P R Cina However up until
now nostudy has been conducted on witer s block of Chinese EFLIlearnersinthe mainland of P R China
The present study ai nstostudy witer s block of Chinese EFLIearners at thetertiarylevel inthe nainland of
P R Chinaanditsrelation withtheir witing perfor mance The research questions are
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1 \Wfat factors constitute witer s block of Chinese EFLI|earnersinthe mainland of P R China
2 Howdothese factorsrelatetothe witing perfor mance of Chinese EFLIearnersinthe mainland
of P R China

2 Mt hod

2 1 Subjects

The subjects of the present study were freshman undergraduates at Huazhong University of Science
and Technology who were placedin four College English classes randomy chosen by the researchers

Coll ege English acompulsory course for undergraduatesin China includes comprehensive training
inlistening speaking reading witing and translation skills Al the subjects were finishing Coll ege
English Band Il when they were participating in the study In the present study the subjects were
assumed to have received certain Englishlanguage witingtraining and have practiced witing wthin and
after the Coll ege English cl ass

2 2 Instrunents

2 2 1 Witer s Block Questionnaire

The surveyinstrument employedinthe present study wasthe Mandarin Chinese version of Witer s
Block Questionnaire usedin Lee 2005 which wastranslatedfromthe English versi on designed by Rose
1984  However when we ad mnistered our survey we changed Leesversionintraditional complicated
Chinese characters into a version in simplified Chinese characters The reliability of the simplified
Chinese characters version of the questionnaireissatisfactory C onbachs al pha 843

2 2 2 WIiting perfor mance

VW rando miy chose one essay witing task fromthe test papers of College English Test Band VI
Specifically we chosethe witingtask fromthe test paper of Coll ege English Test Band VI in January
1992 withthetitle® Fil mls Gving Wdy to TV” and asked t he subjectsto finish witingthe essayin one
class hour i e 45 mnutes

The grading of the essays was done by one of the researchers and one of his colleagues as both of
them are qualified and experienced raters for College English Test Band IV VI The two raters
respectively graded each of the essays under the witing scoringsystem of College English Test Band VI
with 15 points asthe full mark Avater gradingan essay does not knowthescorethe ot her rater has given
tothesame essay VVMen both raters finished gradingthe essays Pearson correlation of the scores given
by both raters was calculated with p 608 sig 001 which meant the scores given by the two
raters weresignificantly correlated andtheinter rater reliability was satisfactory Lastly the meanscore
of thet wo scores for each essay wastaken asthe witing perfor mance of each subj ect

2 3 Procedures of the survey and statistical analysis

The questionnaire survey was admnistered during the College English class hours and the class
teachers were helping the researchersinsitu whilethe survey was done Al together 195 questi onnaires
were received andthe data of 170 questionnaires out of them were valid and analyzed in this research
Questionnaires with mssing val ues were dropped

As for the statistical analysis we conducted exploratory factor analysisto extract factors concerning
writer s block of Chinese EFL.learners at thetertiary level Accordingtothe suggestions by Lei V¥
2005 we adopted the foll owi ng approachesinthe exploratory analysis 1 For the factor extracting
model we used maxi mumlikeli hood forits powerful functionin analyzinglatent variables out of manifest
data 2 Fortherotation methods we adopted Promax out of the obliquerotations 3 VMsuppressedthe
absolute values less than 40 because the variable loadings must be more than 40 to prove the
significancein construct validity and deleted the variables whose crossloadings were more than 40
Nunnally 1978 Stevens 1996  Thestatistical soft ware we used for exploratory factor analysis was SPSS
12 0

After exploratory factor analysis we conducted confirmatory factor analysis to examne the
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goodness of fit of the model we gained from exploratory factor analysis Mbdification of the model was
also employed to better the model The statistical soft ware we used for confir matory factor analysis was
AMDS4 0

Lastly Pearson correlation analysis was doneto seethe relationship between the factors of witer s
block and their witing perfor mance

3 Results and discussi on

3 1 Exploratory factor analysis

The results of exploratory factor analysis showed that KMD value was 865 with Bartlett stest of
sphericity significancelessthan 000 which meant factor analysis could be empl oyed Fve factors were
extracted with eigenvalue more than 1 as the approach to deter mning the number of factors extracted

Kaiser 1956 and 58 778 of the variance was explained It is commonly recognized that one factor
shoul dinclude at least three variables so we excluded one factor which contained only one variable
Therefore we set the number of factorsextractedto four and conducted expl oratory factor anal ysis once
again

Thisti me 53 943 of the variance was explained from which we coul d seethat theloss of variance
explained was tiny \WWereas Factor Il held one variable Variable No 19 which bore cross|oading
more than 40 crossloading 470 on Factor Il and thus was deleted fromthe factor Nunnally
1978 Stevens 1996

After the t wo rounds of exploratory factor analysis one model of witers block of Chinese EFL
|earners was gained with four factors extracted

3 2 Confirmatory factor analysis

V¥ conducted confirmatory factor analysisto confirmthe statistical significance i e goodness of
fit of the model we gained from exploratory factor analysis The results of confir matory factor analysis
onthe preli mnary model werein Table 1

Table 1l Results of confirmatory factor analysis onthe preli mnary model

X2 X2 df | FI TLI CFI RNVSEA

358 983 1 962 858 834 855 075

To achieve a satisfactory goodness of fit X2should besmall X? df valueshould belessthan 2 the
values of IFI TLI CH near or more than 90 and the RIBEA value lessthan 05 or 06 which
indicatesthat the data within the model fits well Byrne 2001 Fromtheresultsin Table 1 the data
withinthe model did not fit well and modification of the model was needed

Accordingtothe M Mobdificationindices we knewthatthevaluesof M i e Chi square or error
covariances between Error 7 and Error 6 between Error 11 and Error 18 and bet ween Error 21 and
Error 18 were exceptionally high Thus we set the above mentioned three pairs of error covariancesto
be freely esti mated 1 e correlated in order to modify the model The results of confir matory factor
analysis onthe modified model were presentedin Table 2

Table 2 Results of confir matory factor analysis onthe modifi ed model

X? X2 df | FI TLI CFI RNVSEA

295 517 1 642 907 889 905 062

After the modification the values of X2 and X? df werelowered with X2 df valuelessthan 2 and
the valuesof | FI TLI and CFI were good enough thoughthe val ue of RMSEA was not t hat satisfactory
That istosay the data wthinthe modified model fits well andthe model can be accepted

The modified model wassi mlar to the model Lee 2005 gainedin her study on the Chinese EFL
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|earnersin Tai wan except for thatin Lee 2005 variable No 13 and 14 wereindependently extracted as
one factor named Lateness Therefore we namedthe factorsin our model asthosein Lees 2005 See
Table 3 for detail

Table 3 Factors of witer s block of Chinese EFLIear ners

Fact or Variabl es Loadi ng
To wite essays on books and articles that are very complex is difficult
v1l 825
for me
V10 .I have trpuble deciding how to wite on issues that have many 295
i nterpretati ons
/8 | m not sure at ti mes of how to organize all theinformation I have 289
collected for a paper
Factor | V12 I havetrouble with assignmentsthat ask meto compare or contrast orto 583
Compl exity analyze
v  Witing ontopicsthat can have different focusesis difficult for me 563
v20 Attimes I findit hardto wite what | mean 521
v3 I think my witingis good 475
1 M teachersarefamliar withso much good witingthat my witing must 442
| ook bad by comparison
v23 Attimes | sit for hoursunableto wite athing 856
14 I have to hand in assignments |ate because | cant get the words on 637
paper
Factor |l v22 Starting a paper is very hard for me 530
Bl ocki ng
v24 Esti mate how often you experience witer s block 528
v13 | run over deadlines because I get stuck whiletryingto wite my paper 510
v21 Attimes myfirst paragraphtakes me over t wo hoursto wite 472
v1l8 M first paragraph hasto be perfect beforel Il go on 744
Factor |11 v16 Wien | wite 1[Il wait until I vefoundjust theright phrase 461
Prezr?gtrltére vl5 Eachsentence |l wite hasto bejust right beforel [l go ontothe next 422
it
V17 I find myself witing a sentence then erasing it and trying anot her 412
sentence thenscratchingit out | mght dothisfor someti me
v7 1 like havingthe opportunity to express myideasin witing 771
Factor I'V : . e e :
Atit udes v | enjoy witing though witingis difficult at ti mes 673
v5 Witingis a very unpleasant experience for me 556

Besi des bl ocking the mainindicator of witer sblock EFLIearnersinthe mainland of P R China
self reportedthree factors of their witer s block I e complexity premature editing and attit udes
Compared wth Lee 2005 in which variable No 13 and 14 wereindependently extracted as one factor
named Lateness Latenessfactor was not foundin our research This mght be becausethesubjectsinthe
present study took |ateness as one part of Blocking factor the mainindicator of witer s block
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V¥ conducted Pearson correlati on anal ysis bet ween scores of blocking the mainindicator andthose
of the other three factors complexity premature editing and attitudes and obtained significant
correl ati ons bet ween all of them See Table 4

Table 4 Pearson correlation bet ween blocking the mainindicator andthe other threefactors

Complexity Premature editing Attitudes
Oopearlso.” 594 579 249
Bl ocki ng rrelation
Sg 2tailed 000 000 001

Rose 1984 and Lee 2005 alsofoundsignificant correlations bet ween bl ocking and compl exity and
bet ween blocking and premature editingin their studies on American and Tai wanese students andit was
proposed that thesignificant correlationsindicate that the blocked witerslack strategiesinthe witing
process though actual strategi esused were not specifiedin® dealing with complexity” Stephen Lee in
press  The expl anations can count for theresultsinthisstudythat the blocked witersinthe mainland of
P R iinaalsolack strategiesinthe witing process astheir American and Tai wanese counter parts do

Besides t he above mentioned t wo correlations the present study also found significant correlation
bet ween bl ocking and attitudes in comparisontotheresultsin Rose 1984 and Lee 2005 Thatisto
say blocked witersinthe mainland of P R China do not hol d appropriate feelings and beliefstowards
witing and evaluation which means they seldom enjoy witing because witing is al ways a hard
experience for them andthey do not think their witingis satisfactory because t he teachers evaluati on
onther witing perfor mance woul d not be good

Tosumup the EFLIlearnersinthe mainland of P R Chinafeel blocked when 1 they feel | ack of
strategiesto deal with witingcomplex materials 2 they paytoo much attentiontothefor mof witingin
the early editingstages and 3 they holdless appropriatefeelingsand beliefstowards witing andteachers
evaluation ontheir witing Thus we proposethat 1 we emphasizetrainings of certain writingstrategies
in EFLteachingtoreducethe blocking degree of the students and 2 teachers al ways encourage students
to wite by assigning themrel atively easy witing tasks and teachers eval uation on students witing be
encouragement oriented Aslong asthe learners are equipped wth certain witing strategies and hol d
positive beliefs on witing and teachers evaluation the witers would beless blockedin witing

3 3 Correlation bet ween blocking factors and witing perfor mance

Pearson correl ati on anal ysis bet ween t he f our bl ocking factors and witi ng perfor mance was done and
no significant correl ation was found bet ween any of them See Table 5

Table 5 Pearson correlation bet ween blocking factors and witing perfor mance

Bl ocking Complexity Premature editing Attitudes
Pearson 032 073 035 049
Witing Correlati on
perfor mance S g
. 683 345 654 531
2taled

Lee 2005 gainedthesameresultsin her research on Tai wanese students She proposedt wo reasons
toexplaintheresults 1 theself reported witer s block by the EFLI|earners mght not be consistent with
the bl ocking factuality and 2 the witingtask mght not be challenging enoughto distinguishthe witers
with high witing apprehension fromthe ones withlow witing apprehension while witing apprehensi on
woul d cause witer s block The explanations by Lee 2005 could also explainthe above resultsin this
present research However we would like to put forward another reason for this phenomenon the
student witers may have adopted some strategies while witingtoi mprove their witing perfor mance
which makes the witing task seem not that“ challenging” though we have suggested that the students
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may | ack some strategiesinthe witing process Some examples woul d support our opinion For instance
Liu 2002 foundthat L1 strategies positively functionedin editing content producing text organizing
witingstyles etc inthe Chineselearners witing process Another good example goesto He 2004 in
which he found that various strategiesin the selection of words were used if the witer met with some
troubles while witing which were avoidance mental translation paraphrase transfers coinage and
retention of somelinguistic chunks etc

4 Concl usion

Inthis study we conducted an empirical study on witer s block of Chinese EFL learners at the
tertiary level inthe mainland of P R China Factor analysis approach was empl oyedinthe present study
and theresults of confir matory factor analysis verifiedthe model we gained Threefactors werefoundin
writer s block of Chinese EFLIearnersinthe mainland of P R China complexity premature editing
and attitudes Correlation analysis results showed that the mainind cator was positively correlated wth
the former two factors which meant the Chinese EFLI|earnerslacked strategiesin the witing process
Meanwhile the mainindicator was negatively correlated with the attitudes factor whichindicated that
bl ocked writers did not hold appropriate feelings and beliefs towards witing as well as teachers
eval uation on their witing

Pedagogical i mplications of this researchliein the followng two aspects 1 teachers should help
devel op certain witing strategieslearners needinthe witing process and 2 teachers should encourage
studentsto wite by assigning them relatively easy witing tasks In addition teachers evaluation on
students writing shoul d be encourage ment oriented

However witing perfor mance was not correlated with any factor of the witer s block which
indicated that the Chinese EFL | earners mght have used some strategies while witing Therefore we
suggest that further research be conducted to study which specific witing strategies the Chinese EFL
| earners need when they feel blockedin witing The relationship between those strategies and witer s
bl ock and bet ween t hose strategies and witing perfor mance shoul d also be expl ored
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