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Abstract

Thisstudy investigated how prewiting discussionsin different |anguages affect the language quality of
argu nentati ve compositi ons produced by first year Chinese English nmgors The 24 subjectsinvolved were
assigned into four groups three of which wererequiredtoconduct a 15 mnutelong prewiting discussionin
either English or Chinese or both English and Chinese respectively and one of which to brainstor m
individuadly before they wote independently Data analysis revealed that 1 the three discussing groups
dlocatedjust asmall portion of theti me discussingthe use of language 2 the participantsin the discussi on
groups wote more fluently than thoseinthe brainstormng group 3 compositions witten by the Engish
group were much better inlanguage quality with fewer errors and higher syntactical complexity thanthose of
the ot her three groups
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1 Introduction

Speaki ng activitieslike prewiting discussion are popular in witing classes A majority of studies on
prewiting discussion suggest that students wite better after talking about atopic Bossio 1993 Sweigart
1991 One major concern in the students group work is the language of discussion in the bilingual
context For many itis a giventhat the more use of a second|anguage L2 the higher the resultant
proficiencyin that |anguage Carrol 1975 At hough there are few studies on prewiting discussions
conductedin different languages thestudies examningtherelationship bet ween first language L1 and
second language useinthe witing process are abundant and theresults are mxed Some studiesfind a
positive rel ati onship betweenthe amount of L1 use andthe quality of students witing Friedl ander 1990
Zamel 1983 and some studies reveal a negative relationship Cohen Brooks Carson 2001 Swain
Lapkin 2000  Therefore the relationship bet ween the amount of L1 use and the quality of students
writing needsto be furt her explored

2 Previous studies

In the domain of L2 witing a consensus has been reached that one consistent and salient
characteristic whichisfundamentally distinct from L1 witing processes isthat L2 witers swtch back
and forth betweentheir L1 and L2in order to work through a particular problemthat they are struggling
with while composinginthe L2 Wdng 2003 andin the past two or three decades numerous studies
have been conducted to explore the functions of L1 use Fried ander 1990 W\ng Wén 2002 the
relationshi p bet ween the proficiency of L2 witers and the amount of L1 use Wdng 2003 WAng \¥n
2002 Wbodall 2002 the relationship bet ween the amount of L1 use and the quality of L2 witers
compositions Cohen  Brooks Carson 2001
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Attempts have been made toinvestigate theinfluence of talking on witing However the studies
mainly focus on teacher fronted talk in whole class situation teacher student interactions in witing
conference and peer review groups A few studies that examned the effect of prewiting discussions
have all suggested students wite better after talking about a topic Bossio 1993 Sweigart 1991
However all thesestudies whichare pri marilyinthe L1 context failtoestablish howteacher student or
student student interacti ons actually assist students witing by just comparingthe students writing scores
or other quantitative measures of students initial drafts Recently some researcherstriedto overcome
this weakness in the previous studies intending to trace the direct influence of different modes of
prewiting discussion on witingin L2 by comparing boththe spoken and wittentexts

The study of Shi 2003 assessed whet her peer tal k andteacher [ed prewiting discussion affectedt he
quality of students compositions Each of theforty seven EFLstudentsfromthree pre university witing
classes wote three drafts of opinion essays under conditions of peer discussion teacher [ed discussion
and no discussion The researcher compared not only the anal ytical scores of the students witing but
alsothe number of mental verbs in order to trace the effects of the different modes of prewiting
discussions Nonparametric tests of rating scores showed no statistically significant differences overall in
the witing under the three conditi ons

Anot her study Ju 2006 compared the effects of peer group discussion and brainstor mng on the
quality of students compositions with task famliarity as another variable Data analysis revealed that
compositions witten after student student interaction tendedto be better than those composed after sel f
brainstor mngin overall quality D fferences were marginallysignificant P 08 in analytical | anguage
scores and significant interns of content P 00 and organization P 00 The researchers also
found that the differencesininfluence of the two prewiting activities were inclined to become greater
with theincrease of task difficultylevel

Athough there are a wealth of studies on the use of L1 in L2 witing and some studies on L2
prewiting discussions therearescarcely any ontheuse of L1in L2 prewiting discussion exceptthat of
Lally 2000 In order to deter mne which language L1 or L2 is more preferable for prewiting
activities twelve undergraduate native speakers of English two males and ten females who were
enrolledin afourth semester French course were randonly assigned into two groups Each group was
given a phot ograph of a cultural neutral scene and was asked to discussthe photo collectively One group
was asked to discuss the photoin English L1 andthe otherin French L2 wthin 30 mnutes before
each of t he partici pants composed his her ownindividually Over the course of onesemester thestudents
wroteten compositionsin their L2 Analytic average scores for each group showed that alt hough there
were no virtually differencesin ter ns of vocabulary and expression bet ween the compositions produced
after L1 prewiting discussion and those after L2 prewiting discussion more notable differences were
foundin organization and gl obal i mpression scores On the whole the L1 prewiting discussion group
perfor med slightly or much better than the L2 prewiting discussion group although with no statistical
signifi cance

Considering theli mted number of studies on prewiting discussions especially onthe use of L1in
prewiting discussion the researcher of the current study intended to further explore this areain L2
writinginstruction by following and i mproving the designs of the previous studies The two specific
research questions addressed 1 \WWat arethe differencesin the students discussion activities bet ween
prewiting discussion in English prewiting discussion in Chinese and prewiting discussion in both
English and Chinese 2 How do the different modes of discussion affect the [anguage quality of
students witing

3 Mt hodol ogy

3 1 Participants

The study involved 24 12 at thefirst round of data coll ection and 12 at t he second round freshman
English majorsfromtwointact classestaught bythesame witingteacher of Sichuan | nternati onal Studies
University The students were assigned accordingtotheir scoresforthefinal witing examnation at the
end of the last semester before data collection into four groups the English group prewsiting
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discussionin L2 group the Chinese group prewiting discussionin L1 group the English Chinese
group prewiting discussionin both L1 and L2 group and the individual brainstor mng group no
prewiting discussion group  Each group consists of six students two subgroups with threein each
Table 1 presentsthe scores of the students for the final witing examnation at the end of the semester
before data coll ection The mean scores for the four groupsranged from81 50to 82 50

Table 1l Scoresfor thefinal witing examnation before data collection full score 100

G oup N Mean Std Deviation Mni mum Maxi mum
EG 6 81 83 6 524 73 90
CG 6 81 50 4 324 75 88

E CG 6 82 50 6 221 73 89
BG 6 81 83 4 491 76 88

EG English Goup CG Chinese Goup E CG Engish Chinese Goup BG Brainstormng Goup

3 2 Witingtask

The instrument used in the study was an argumentative witing task The advantages and
disadvantages of air travel Argumentationis seen as the most demanding witing task compared with
narration description and exposition Gabe Kaplan 1996 therefore the researcher inferred that
significant differences mght emergeinthe witers perfor mancein both the prewiting discussions and
the quality of their compositions on an argumentativetask The partici pants weregiven a witi ng pro mpt
in English before witing The witing promptsfor the discussion groups variedjustintherequirement of
discussionlanguage andthe witing prompt for brainstor mnggroup was different fromthose of thethree
prewiting discussion groupsinthat it requiredthe studentsto brainstor mindividually andto wite down
what isintheir mndinstead of discussing with other group me mbers

3 3 Data collection

The present study involved t wo rounds of data collection The first round the pilot study at the
begi nning of the secondsemester included 12 studentsfromthesameclass wththreein each of thethree
prew iting discussion groups and threein the brainstormng group The students completed the witing
task in four separate classroons under the respective supervision of the researchers and two other
teachers After readingthe witing promptsindividually thestudentsinthethree discussion groups were
given 15 mnutesto conduct small group prewiting discussions which wererecorded by MP3s andthose
inthe brainstormng group were required to conduct individual thinking and alsoto wite down what
popped upintheir mnd withinthegiventi meslot Thenthestudents wereto wite a composition onthe
topicindividually within 35 mnutes At the end of task all the compositions produced by the four
groups along with the notes taken by the students in the brainstormng group were collected by the
supervisors respectively The same procedure was repeated in the second round of data collection at the
m ddl e of the second semester whichincluded 12 different students from anot her class

3 4 Data analysis

The data collected fromthe two rounds were combined in data analysis Altogether there were six
15 mnutelong recordings of the prewiting discussions The discussionin Chinese wastranslatedliterally
into English The recordings were analyzed with the following procedure 1 the recordings of the
prewiting discussions weretranscribed accordingtothe foll owngtranscription conventi ons adapted from
Wing 2003 and Haneda 2004 the details of which were presentedin Table2 2 thetranscriptions
were segmentedinto AS units Foster Tonkyn  Wggl esworth 2000 3 thesegmented AS units were
categorizedinto six categories of discussion activities with the coding schemein Table 3 adapted from
Wing and VWén 2002 as well as Sweigart 1991  The examples for the discussion activities were taken
from the transcriptions of the discussions The researchers of the present study coded the data
Independently and reached an intercoder reliability of 80 Problem codings were discussed until
agreement was reached
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Table 2 Transcription conventions

Conventi ons Definition

F nal risingintonation

Pause shorter than 1 second or abrupt shift inthe fl ow of an utterance
A closure of an utterance with afallingintonati on

Si mult aneous speech
| nterrupti ng speech

Conti nued speech after beinginterrupted

Pause within 3 seconds

Nu mber Nu mber of seconds of the pauses|onger than 3 seconds
CAPI TALS Raised vol ume
Unclear words or doubtful transcription
X Unrecogni zable speech x one word xx

|l engt h
Nonver bal behaviors

phraselength xxx beyondthe phrase

Table 3 A codingscheme of the discussion activities

Discussi on activiti es

Exampl es

Task management discussions about the witing
procedures word andtimeli mt etc

Task examning analyzing the witing prompt or
commenting on t he task

| dea generating planningthe content

| dea organizing planningthe organization

Language use discussing lexical choice meanings

Now | et s discuss First advantage

Everything has two sides so it is the same
withair travel

The first advantage |
convenience

Just wite umt wo paragraphs or more
onthesu bur b yes onsuburb

thought was er

of words etc

Off task talk talking about things not directly But in the Linyi airport the flight to
related to t he task Chonggi ng will soon be opened
Based onthe 6 scal escoring guide for TWE Test of Witten Englishincludedin TOEFL ascoring

system for | anguage use was devel oped accordingto whichthestudents compositions werescored bythe
researchersindependently Thefinal scorefor each composition wasthe mean of thet woscoresfromthe
tworaters The al pha value of thelanguage scores by the t woindependent ratersreached 926

The compositions were also analyzedin ter ns of language fluency accuracy and complexity which
are most frequently employed to evaluate the quality of both witten and spoken language Fluency
concernsthe learner s capacity to produce language in real time wthout undue pausing or hesitation

Skehan 1996 and also reflects the effectiveness of the planning process Foster Skehan 1996  The
latter two measures concernlanguageform Accuracy concernsthe extentto whichthelanguage produced
conforms to target | anguage nor ns and compl exity concerns the elaboration or ambition of t helanguage
that is produced and reflects | earner s preparedness to take risks and to restructure their interl anguage

Skehan 1996 In the study fluency was operationalized as the length total number of words of
compositions and accuracy as the number of errors per 100 words Al errors relating to syntax
mor phology Iexical choice and punctuations were considered Complexity was oprationalized astheratio
of clauses Quirk et al 1985 to T units Hunt 1965

4 K ndings and discussion

4 1 Differences of discussion activities

Inthe 15 mnute discussions the two English groups used no Chinese but they had much more
longer pauses onthe average 107 seconds for the English groups 75 5 seconds for the Chinese groups
and 33 5 seconds for the English Chinese groups Thisshowed that alt hough t he students were still not
quite fluent at English especially when dealing with more demanding topics they were capable of
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completing the discussion task solelyin English Thetwo Chinese groups used only eight English wordsin
their discussions Although students in this group completed the discussion task as required they
commented afterwardsthat it was not possibl e or desirable to discuss solely in Chinese This comment
showed an unwillingness or“ reluctance to use their shared L1” Storch W(gglesworth 2003 The
participantsinthe English Chinese groups produced atotal of 5300 Chinese characters and 958 English
words Therefore there were not much difference in the language of discussion bet ween the Chinese
groups and the English Chinese groups and thusthe English Chinese groups and the Chinese groupsin
t he present study coul d be consi dered as homogeneous This mght i ndicate that the Chinese students had
a preferenceto use Chineseintheir group work which provedsomeresearchers e g Brooks Donato
1994 viewthat teachers are someti mes reluctant to use group work in their teaching because they f eel
t hat t he students will usetheir nativelanguagein groupsituations The discussion data of t he present study
reveals contradictory findings that alt hough the Chinese students to a certain degree are unwilling or
reluctant to usetheir shared L1 they uselittle English whilethey are actually perfor mngtasksin group
situations

Table4 Mean numbers and percentages of discussion activitiesin ASunits

Discussi on English group Chi nese group English Chinese group
activities N P N P N P
Task manage ment 14 11 90 15 5 9 03 18 5 9 20
Task examning 35 3 02 24 12 85 6 2 75
| dea generating 69 60 08 88 5 50 31 114 5 56 71
| dea organizing 8 5 7 54 23 12 58 8 3 15
Language use 12 10 71 8 4 50 75 4 10
Off task talk 8 5 6 75 19 5 10 73 49 5 24 09
Total 115 5 100 178 5 100 204 100

N Number of ASunitsfor each category of discussion activities P Percentage of ASunitsfor each category of
discussion activities

Table 4 shows t he mean numbers and percentages of discussion activitiesin ASunits for thethree
groups On average thetwo English groups produced 115 5 AS units the Chinese groups 178 5 andthe
English Chinese groups 204 The percentages of AS unitsfor task manage ment andidea generating of t he
English were higher than those of the Chinese group and the English Chinese group |n addition in
ter ns of the quality of task manage ment and idea generating the English group also outperfor med the
ot her two groups WWile discussingin English one of the group membersin either of the two English
groups woul d vol untarily act as discussion|eader to control the procedure Therefore the discussions of
the English groups were better organized They first discussed the advantages of air travel then
disadvantages and finally the organization for their witing However the Chinese groups and the
English Chinese groups were more likely to fluctuate between discussions about advantages and
disadvant ages because of thelack of such a discussion |eader

Al thethree groups spent most of the discussion ti me generating ideas whilethey allocatedjust a
small portion of the time discussing language use However the English group had a much higher
percentage of AS units 10 71 devotedtothe discussion of | anguage use compared wth the Chinese
group 4 5 and the English Chinese group 4 1

4 2 Influence onlanguage

Table 5 reports the mean anal ytic language scores of the four groups and the significance levels
bet ween the mean scores Repeated nonparametric 2 i ndependent samples tests Mann Witney tests
reveal ed although there were nosignificant differences bet weenthe scores of any t wo of the four groups
the mean score of the English group 4 13 was slightly higher than that of the brainstor mng group

3 88 and much higher than the English Chinese group 3 63 andthe Chinesegroup 3 43 Wtha
larger samplesize the differences mght be more obvious especially bet ween the English group and the
Chinese group Thusthefinding of the present study about theinfluence onlanguage was not consonant
with that of Lally 2000 who found that although there were virtually no differences in |anguage
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bet ween the compositions composed after L1 prewiting discussion and those composed after L2
prewiting discussion the L1 prewiting discussion group perfor medslightly better thanthe L2 prewiting
discussi on group

Table 5 Analyticlanguage scores and significancelevels

Descri ptives
G oup N Mean Std Deviation Mni mum Maxi mum
EG 6 4 13 1 08109 2 25 5 50
CG 6 3 42 88976 1 75 4 25
E GG 6 3 63 91856 2 25 4 50
BG 6 3 88 49371 3 00 4 50
4 2 1 Fluency

Table 6 presents the average length of compositions produced by each group and the significance
levels among the four groups Repeated nonparametric 2independent samples tests Mann Witney
tests showed that although the three prewiting discussion groups wote relatively | onger compositions

around 274 288 265 words onthe average for the English group the Chinese group and the English
Chinese group respectively than the prewiting self brainstormng group 240 17 words on average
there was no statistical significance bet ween any two of the four groups The finding of the present study
contradicted that of Shi 1998 who found that students wote |onger draftsin the condition of no
discussion than those in the conditions of teacher | ed or peer discussion However the studentsin her
study spent different amounts of ti me on witing 60 mnutesinthe no discussion sessions and only 40
mnutes after 20 mnute talking sessions “ | t was probably the extra 20 mnutes spent producing the
witten text that made a differenceinthelength of essays” Shi 1998 In orderto avoidtheinequalityin
t he ti me spent on witing theresearcher of the current study assignedthesameti meslot 35 mnutes for
all the studentsin the four groups to wite their compositions after they had a 15 mnute prewiting
discussion or individual self brainstormng The finding that the discussion groups wote |onger
compositions than t he no discussion group proved that prewiting discussion did helpthe witers generate
moreideasin their witing because they couldincorporate boththeir own and their teammates views
intotheir compositions

Table 6 Length of compositions and significancelevels

Descriptives
G oup N Mean Std Deviation Mni mum MVaxi mum
EG 6 274 00 67 073 182 344
CG 6 288 67 74 658 195 360
E GG 6 265 33 70 543 193 371
BG 6 240 17 75 964 148 330

4 2 2 Accuracy

Table 7 reportsthe mean number of errors per 100 words for each group and the significance levels
bet ween the four groups The English group had an average number of 3 31 errorsfor every 100 words
the brainstormng group 3 95 the English Chinese group 4 38 andthe Chinesegroup4 71 Thefewer
mean errorsthere wereinthe compositions the better was the quality Therefore compositions witten
after prewiting discussionin L2 were betterinterns of errors per 100 words than those co mposed after
prewiting discussionin L1 orin both L1 and L2 andthose composed afterindividual brainstor mng The
brainstor mng group outperformed the Chinese group and the English Chinese group Repeated
nonparametric 2 i ndependent samples tests Mann Witney tests showed that the differences bet ween
any t wo groups did not reach significancelevels
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Table 7 Mean number of errors per 100 words and significance levels

Descriptives
G oup N Mean Std Deviation Mni mum MVBaxi mum
EG 6 3 31 2 08048 70 6 90
CG 6 4 71 1 71564 3 20 7 95
E GG 6 4 38 1 87047 2 70 7 50
BG 6 3 95 94816 2 70 5 60

4 2 3 Complexity

The compl exity of compositionsinthe current study was measured bythe ratio of clausesto T units
which reflected syntactic complexity Table 8 shows the mean ratio of clauses to T units of the
compositions witten by the four groups and thesignificance levels among the groups The higher the
rati o of clausesto T units the more complex theinternal structures of the sentences The English group
had a meanratioof 1 66 which wasslightly higher t hanthose of the ot her three groups which had mean
ratiosof 1 53 1 54 and 1 58 respectively Athough repeated nonparametric 2 independent samples
tests Mann Witneytests demonstratedthat there were nosignificant differencesintheratio of clauses
to T units bet ween the four groups compositions witten by the English groups were slightly more
complex than those of the other three groups

Table 8 Meanratio of clausesto T units andsignificancelevels

Descriptives
Q oup N Mean Std Deviation Mni mum MVaxi mum
EG 6 1 66 44513 1 31 2 50
CG 6 1 53 13030 1 36 1 74
E GG 6 1 54 28630 1 07 1 86
BG 6 1 58 14416 1 43 1 86

A re examnation of the ASunits onlanguage use produced by thethree prewiting discussi on groups
and the notestaken by the students of the prewriting self brainstor mng group reveal ed t he reason why
there were no obvious differencesinthelanguage score thelength the number of mean errors per 100
words and the mean ratio of clausesto T units bet ween the compositions produced by the four groups
The AS units onlanguage use by the three discussion groups accounted for just small percentages of the
total ASunits wth 10 71 for the English group 4 5 for the Chinese group and 4 1 for the
English Chinese group Wth most of the 15 m nute discussi on sessions generatingideas the students did
not spend much ti me tal ki ng about language use The same wastrue withthe brainstor mng group who
accordingtotheir notestaken duringthe 15 mnute prewiting self brainstor mng session focused mainly
onidea generation Therefore consideringthe small amount of ti me devotedto discussing language use
by all the students it was natural that no significant differences were foundin thelanguage use of the
compositions witten by the four groups of students

At hough there were nostatistical signifi cance bet ween the compositi ons witten by t he English group
and the other three groups the averagel anguage score for the English group was much higher andtheir
compositions were much more accurateinter ns of errors per 100 words and moresyntactically compl ex
The out perfor mance of the English group mght be attributedto their collective pretask rehearsal of the
topic whichleadthemto“ opti mzetheir resourcesandto perfor mat a more sophisticatedlevel thanthey
woul d other wise achieve” Bygate Samuda 2005 In addition in dealing with the problensinthe
discussion the participants provided” scaffolded hel p” Donato 1994 for each other therefore they
also out perfor med the self brainstormng group who mght also have rehearsed the topic However
participantsintheself brainstor mng group could only do so i ndependently

L2 learners especially those of low L2 proficiency are believedto have ali mted pool of resources
Kellogg 1996 M CQutchen 1996 while dealing with L2 tasks \WWen task demands exceed their
resources they haveto” slow down their execution of processes or to prioritize certain processes at the
expense of others” Manchon Roca de Larios 2007  The individual witingtask in the present study
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was more demanding for the studentsinthe Chinese group and the Chinese English group who discussed
thetopicin Chinese or mainlyin Chinese becausethey haveto® translate” into English what they had
talked about in Chinese However the colective rehearsal of the English group and the possible
individual rehearsal of theself brainstor mng group gavethe partici pantsinthoset wo groups moreti meto
polish their | anguage and t 0“ upgrade” Roca de Larioset al 2006 their sentence structures

5 Concl usion

Thisstudyisaninvestigationintothe effects of three prewiting discussions on thelanguage quality
of argumentative compositions produced by first year Chinese English majors In the discussion the
English group not only generated hi gher percentages of AS unitsin most categories of discussion activities

e g intask management idea generating and |language use but also out perfor med the Chinese
group andthe English Chinese groupinter ns of the quality of discussion All thethree groupsspent most
of the discussion ti me generating ideas while they allocated just a small portion of the ti me discussing
language use In terns of |anguage use although no statistically significant differences were found
bet ween any t wo of the four groups the English group did perform better than the other three groups
especi all y than t he Chinese and Chinese English groups Their compositions contai ned fewer errors and
were more syntactically complex

The study has some |i mtations For example wth a very small sample size the results of the
present study should be taken with carein terns of their generalizibility Therefore future research
should include more subjects to insure more valid comparison bet ween the groups The effects of
prewiting discussion on different topicsis anot her area whichis wort hy of exploration sincesomestudies
reveal that witers perform differently on different topics The use of L1in prewiting discussions also
needs furt herinvestigation Futurestudies may comparethe effects of several prewiting discussi on groups
in both L1 and L2 onthe quality of compositions witten after the discussions Thesubjectsare allowedto
use both L1 and L2 at their wll and then the relationship bet ween the amount of L1 use in the
prew iting discussion and the quality of compositi ons produced after t he discussion can be examned
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