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Abstract

It has been observed that Turkish university students suffer in L2 writing when they lack
background knowledge about the writing topic. Triggered by this observation, this study
intended to explore effectiveness of content-schemata activation for scaffolding Turkish
students in their challenging L2 writing practices. Study participants, students studying at
an English-medium university in Turkey, were asked to write an essay on a specific topic
at the beginning of the week before participating in any activities and then they were asked
to write a second essay on the same topic after being engaged in various skills activities
designed to activate their content-schemata. The same procedure was repeated for seven
weeks with a different topic each week. To gather data, students’ first and second essays
were compared and students’ and teachers’ perceptions regarding their experiences in
English writing classes were elicited through questionnaires. As study findings reveal that
content-schemata activation leads to the production of better essays in terms of content and
that both students and teachers are positive about the use of skills activities for idea genera-
tion prior to essay writing, integration of activities that would activate students’ content-
schemata into the language curriculum in other ESL/EFL educational contexts is highly
recommended.

Keywords Writing skill - L2 writing - Insufficient world knowledge - Content-schemata
activation - Integrated-skills approach to writing

Introduction

With the advent of Covid-19, writing has become a more valued skill globally since prac-
titioners, no matter in which sector they work, have become highly dependent on writ-
ten computer-mediated communication for effective exchange and dissemination of infor-
mation in their fields (Wood & Schatschneider, 2021). Despite this increased worldwide
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significance of writing, L2 writing is still not a popular activity for ESL/EFL students in
some educational contexts as they feel anxious and challenged when asked to do a writing
task in English (Alisha et al., 2019; Anh, 2019; Faraj, 2015; Fareed et al., 2016; Ibnian,
2017; Qomariyah & Permana, 2016; Sabuncuoglu, 2018; Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019). ESL/
EFL learners’ writing difficulties get more prominent at tertiary-level as they are required
to undertake various academic writing tasks in English, all of which have a huge impact on
their overall academic performance (Graham & Perin, 2007; Tavsanl et al., 2020). Accord-
ing to researchers, the difficulty of writing stems from the fact that it is a “complex, multi-
dimensional construct” which involves coordination of cognitive, linguistic and emotional
resources (Wood & Schatschneider, 2021, p. 2) as well as idea generation and organization,
which some learners find particularly difficult due to lack of prior knowledge about the
writing topic (Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019). These difficulties require ESL/EFL teachers to not
only understand the reasons why writing activities are challenging for their students but
also find ways of scaffolding their writing practices.

In the history of writing instruction, two approaches have been the most influential; the
traditional approach which focuses on the product of writing and the process approach that
puts emphasis on the process. The product view of teaching writing required ESL/EFL
teachers to instruct certain principles based on ideal models, which students were expected
to imitate while writing their essays in a limited period of time. Even in the early days, this
traditional approach was criticised for creating “an unproductive and inappropriate orien-
tation toward composition” (Chastain, 1976, p. 252) and its impact on students’ writing
practices was believed to be negative. Students’ having a writer’s block, writing anxiety
and the use of ineffective composing strategies were some negative effects of the product-
based approach reported in those days (Zamel, 1987). As more and more research provided
insights into its negative effects, a gradual shift to process-oriented pedagogy was observed
in writing classes. Unlike the traditional approach, in the process approach writing is per-
ceived as a non-linear process that involves consideration of the audience, the purpose of
writing, generation and organization of ideas as well as production of several drafts.

In light of recent developments in language education, ESL/EFL teachers have aban-
doned writing practices which required students to write a complete essay in one sitting
and started teaching writing as a recursive process and a means of communication in the
language classroom (Bayat, 2014; Faraj, 2015; Graham & Sandmel, 2011; Sabuncuoglu,
2018). Nowadays, language teachers view writing as a creative activity and are aware of
the fact that students need guidance not only with the linguistic aspects of writing but also
in producing the content of their essays (Fareed et al., 2016; Ibnian, 2017; Selvaraj & Aziz,
2019; Tavsanl et al., 2020) Although there is abundant research on writing pedagogies (Li
et al., 2022), studies that specifically focus on idea generation or activation are scarce (Jou-
har & Rupley, 2021; Wood & Schatschneider, 2021; Zarrinabadi & Rahimi, 2021). To fill
this research gap, there is a need for studies that will yield evidence as to how scaffolding
can be provided in L2 writing classes when students suffer from lack of background knowl-
edge on the writing topic.

Schema Theory
Schema theory, which has been mainly investigated in the reading field, asserts that a

text does not carry meaning by itself; it only provides directions as to how readers should
retrieve meaning from a text by using their prior knowledge (Carell & Eisterhold, 1988;
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Mahmood et al., 2013; Manzo & Manzo, 2013). In other words, the schema theory expli-
cates that comprehension takes place if the reader is able to bridge between his/her prior
knowledge and what is presented in a reading passage. Sometimes students state that they
do not understand a paragraph although they know every word in it. Students’ lack of com-
prehension in such cases can be explained through schema theory which “hypothesises that
knowledge is stored in the mind in abstract scaffolds or frameworks called schemata” and
modified based on experiences over the course of time (Aron, 1986, p. 11).

Prior to the schema theory, characteristics of the reader and the contexts in which read-
ing occurred were completely ignored while the text and the skills necessary to understand
it received great emphasis (Norris & Phillips, 1987). With the schema theory, educators
have realized that knowledge is stored in ‘packets of knowledge’ called schemata and that
‘meaning’ cannot be considered independent of the reader (Perkins & Angelis, 1985, p.
269). Studies on schema theory have also enlightened educators about the fact that com-
munication relies not only on the linguistic knowledge but also the interactions among
the reader, the reading context, and the text. While exploring how prior knowledge affects
reading comprehension, researchers have drawn a distinction between formal and content-
schemata (Maftoon & Babamiri, 2011) and explained formal schemata as ‘“background
knowledge of formal, rhetorical organizational structures of different types of texts” and
content-schemata as “background knowledge about the content area of a text” (Carell &
Eisterhold, 1988, p. 80).

Researchers contend that activating ‘semantic memory’, another term used for content-
schemata, is an effective pedagogical device that prepares students for reading as it “trig-
gers off a series of associations, and all the connotations are activated and brought, as it
were, to the front of the mind” (Statman, 1981, p. 232). They explain that in this way stu-
dents can develop expectations of what is to come, and they do not feel that the subject is
completely new. It is also reported that ‘semantic memory’, knowledge that develops in the
brain when a meaning-loaded term is encountered, is limited in the working memory of
students with low proficiency, which makes activation of their world knowledge difficult
(Jouhar & Rupley, 2021). Hence, schemata activation is particularly suggested for these
students to enable them to build new concepts and have a sense of direction and security in
the learning process. As research findings indicate that students’ reading can be improved
when they are helped to build background knowledge on the topic prior to reading (Tag-
lieber et al., 1988), engaging students in activities that activate their content-schemata
before reading tasks has long become a common practice in L2 classrooms. Despite the
focus on reading skills in language research and acknowledgement of additional reading
support needs of students who come from low socio-economic backgrounds due to lack of
technological resources during the pandemic (Sucena et al., 2022), the impact of content-
schemata activation on students’ writing skills is still an under-researched area.

L2 Writing and Pre-writing Activities

As writing in ESL/EFL educational settings is part of learning a foreign language, stu-
dents face a set of linguistic difficulties such as using tenses incorrectly, missing out
articles or not finding the right words to express their thoughts depending on their lan-
guage proficiency level. Another problem ESL/EFL students have in L2 writing is find-
ing what to write. Sometimes students cannot generate ideas due to insufficient knowl-
edge about the topic of the writing task and hence they end up with essays empty of

@ Springer



2408 Journal of Psycholinguistic Research (2023) 52:2405-2427

original ideas. The lack of knowledge about essay topics also causes students to feel
anxious during writing lessons and to dislike L2 writing (Bayat, 2014; Ibnian, 2017).
Since university students are expected to hand in well written term papers and reports or
to provide coherent responses to essay-type examination questions in tertiary-level edu-
cation systems, their negative attitudes towards L2 writing generally affect their overall
academic performance negatively (Tahmouresi & Papi, 2021).

With recent studies on process approach, language teachers started to attach impor-
tance to the stages of writing such as generating, formulating, refining ideas, drafting,
and revising (Faraj, 2015; Graham & Sandmel, 2011; Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019). Reali-
zation of how significant idea generation is in L2 writing has perhaps been the most
crucial outcome of research as it has led scholars to put more emphasis on pre-writing
activities, which are defined as “any structural experiences that influence active student
participation in thinking, talking, writing and working on the topic under focus in a
writing lesson” (Oluwadiya, 1992, p. 12).

Different kinds of pre-writing activities may be used to help learners acquire new
knowledge and skills or build on what they already know (Sabuncuoglu, 2018). Use of
skills activities at the pre-writing stage may bring students’ prior knowledge into a form
that can be used in their writings enabling them to acquire new information and add to
their existing knowledge. While engaging students in activities that will generate their
ideas, it is necessary to help them to connect their own experiences to the world outside.
To this end, recent studies suggest integration of a variety of activities into the language
classroom for improving language learners’ knowledge regarding their disciplines and
structural analysis (Li et al., 2022) and particularly all four language skills based on the
rationale that “the four language skills support each other and are found together in real-
life language use” (Sabuncuoglu, 2018, p. 128).

Primarily, reading and writing activities are suggested for the pre-writing stage as
they are mutually reinforcing processes. Researchers note that development of students’
reading strategies result in the improvement of their writing as well because the process
of reading involves both extraction and the supply of information (Jouhar & Rupley,
2021; Sabuncuoglu, 2018). Reading activities also encourage students to think criti-
cally as it engages them in “logical reasoning, independent thinking and careful analysis
of text” (Spack, 1985, p. 721; Jouhar & Rupley, 2021). Integration of reading skills is
therefore suggested for activating ESL/EFL students’ content-schemata and expression
of ideas in a meaningful way in their L2 writing practices (Jouhar & Rupley, 2021).

Listening tasks can also be used as authentic activities in writing lessons because in
real life people note down ideas and then re-use them in another form (Byrne, 1988).
The use of listening activities before L2 writing can be beneficial especially for ESL/
EFL students who study at universities where the medium of instruction is English as
they need to use both skills to participate in lectures, seminars or discussions. Listening
activities are also useful for activating ESL/EFL students’ content-schemata on the writ-
ing topic because to understand the fundamental ideas expressed in spoken discourse,
they need to refer to their world knowledge and prior experiences. Similarly, in speaking
activities students depend on their world knowledge and prior experiences to a great
extent because this is the main source for them to express their ideas. While conveying
and receiving information in speaking activities, students’ content-schemata are natu-
rally activated because they continuously refer to their knowledge and experiences in
order to keep the conversation going on. Writing activities also provide a means for get-
ting students to think, write and work on a topic about which they will write later. These
activities may involve brainstorming, clustering, looping, outlining, or using graphic
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organizers and formative assessment as suggested by recent research (Mahmood et al.,
2013; Tavsanl et al., 2020).

As the current university student generation has grown up in digital environments
with the internet, integration of computer-mediated learning platforms and online forms
of communication into their writing experiences is a logical pedagogical approach to take
in tertiary level language education (Thorne & Reinhardt, 2008). However, as cautioned
by researchers, limitations of technological tools such as lack of personalization and emo-
tions, which play a significant role in students’ written performance, need to be considered
(Shahriar & Hayawi, 2023; Zhang & Hyland, 2018). In brief, the use of pre-writing activi-
ties, whether it is a reading, listening, speaking, or writing task in digital or non-digital
format, enables ESL/EFL students to think about the content of their essays in advance
by establishing a connection between their background knowledge, their prior experiences,
and the topic at hand. While thinking about the content, students’ content-schemata are
activated because they strive to better understand, analyse, or view the issue from a differ-
ent perspective. In other words, these activities help students to uncover what they already
know and think. Thus, as suggested in a relevant study, engaging students in language
activities that get them to use all four skills can enable the creation of real-life like situa-
tions in the language classroom (Sabuncuoglu, 2018).

Methodology

Considering the significance of writing for Turkish students in tertiary level education and
particularly the students who suffer in L2 writing due to lack of sufficient world knowledge,
the present study made use of skills activities to activate Turkish ESL/EFL students’ con-
tent-schemata and intended to find out whether content-schemata activation has an effect, if
any, on their L2 writing practices.The study had a sequentially exploratory mixed method
research design as it employed the use of quantitative and qualitative methodology in an
integrated way in successive stages (Ivankova et al., 2006). The former was used to test the
following hypothesis: When students are exposed to skills activities that activate their con-
tent-schemata, they will write better compositions—in terms of content—than when they
are not, and the latter was employed to elicit students’ and teachers’ perceptions about their
experiences regarding the use of skills activities for the enhancement of students’ writing
skills. To guide qualitative data collection and analysis processes, the following research
questions were posed:

e How did the participating students perceive the use of skills activities for activating
their content-schemata prior to essay writing?

e How did the participating teachers perceive the use of skills activities for activating
their students’ content-schemata and improving their writing skills?

Data Collection

The present study was conducted in a class of the foundation school at an English-medium
university in Turkey. Participants were students studying in the upper-intermediate (B2)
level of the Intensive English programme. In this programme, an in-house course-book,
designed by the curriculum team of the school, was used as teaching material. Participating
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students, who were between 18-20 years old, were provided the same time and conditions
throughout the study. 14 students could participate in the study because the school man-
agement determined the maximum class size for B2 level classes as 14. To gather data,
students first and second essays were evaluated, and student and teacher questionnaires
were employed to elicit perceptions. All the participants were informed about the research
purpose, procedures and their informed consent was secured prior to the implementation of
the study.

Student Essays

The students were asked to write their first compositions at the beginning of the week
before being engaged in any activities. To ensure and maintain the same conditions for
all students, the researcher asked them to write their compositions in class without using
any sources and the time for writing the first composition was limited to fifty minutes.
The activities used for activating students’ content-schemata prior to writing their second
composition included all four language skills either in an integrated way or separately. To
elaborate, students read passages about the weekly topic, listened to recorded texts and
took notes, spoke about the topic in class discussions, created mind maps in brainstorm-
ing activities and took part in many other activities. Each week students were engaged in
skills activities about a different topic and afterwards they were asked to write the second
composition of the week. The principles of process approach were used to guide students
to write their second compositions. Students wrote their first drafts in class, and they were
again given fifty minutes to write it. In this way, the influence of outside variables like pla-
giarism or getting someone else’s help could be avoided.

After considering the writing criteria used in the language school in the context of the
study as well as another scale used in the English preparatory school of a well-established
university in Turkey, a scale was designed for evaluating student compositions (Please see
Appendix A). As the evaluation scales used in these language institutions focused on every
aspect of a composition (content, grammar, vocabulary, and organization), the researcher
felt the need to design a specific scale for evaluating students’ first and second composi-
tions mainly in terms of ideas. Designing an original set of criteria for the purposes of this
study was an intricate process since every sentence or even a word written by a student
could be representing an idea. However, considering that counting every sentence or word
written by a student would not reveal reliable results for an academic study, writing tasks
assigned to the students in the research context were analysed before the creation of a spe-
cific evaluation scale for the purposes of this study.

The evaluation scale was employed every week to determine whether students’ first and
second compositions differed in terms of ideas. After evaluating both compositions, the
scores students got from their first and second composition were compared to find out the
difference between the two compositions in terms of content. For the organization criterion
in the checklist, students’ ideas in the development paragraphs were evaluated in terms of
the main idea’s relevance to the thesis statement and the successful use of supporting ideas
to develop it. In the conclusion paragraph, the expression of students’ personal comment
was the main criterion. As students were exposed to many words related to the composi-
tion topic via the skills activities, it was presumed that the appropriate use of these words
would indirectly show the improvement of ideas. Thus, based on the idea that clear expres-
sion of ideas can be maintained by appropriate choice of vocabulary related to the topic,
vocabulary was added as a component to the evaluation scale and to reward students who
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had original ideas in the essay with some extra points, the content component was also
integrated into the evaluation criteria.

Students’ compositions were evaluated by two teachers, one of whom was the researcher.
For the purposes of anonymity and confidentiality, students’ names were not disclosed and
the papers which were assigned different grades by the evaluators were moderated to reach
an agreement. To ensure the two evaluators’ objectivity and inter-rater reliability, allocated
scores were cross-checked by three other teachers who randomly selected and read three
pairs of compositions written by the students each week.

Questionnaires

Questionnaires were designed to elicit students’ and teachers’ perceptions about the writing
skill in general and the use of skills activities before writing an essay. Prior to the design
of the questionnaires, several sample instruments used at language schools were consid-
ered. However, as the study was a novel in terms of the activation of content-schemata in
L2 writing, the questions were originally written by the researcher of the study in accord-
ance with the research design. To ensure reliability of each questionnaire, an interactive
approach was adopted during the questionnaire administration. In this way, participating
students and teachers were able to raise questions about instructions and/or content of the
questionnaire when needed. This provided a constructive context for the provision of con-
sistent feedback to all participants by the researcher, relevant responses by the participants,
and overall reliability of the questionnaires.

As it can be seen in Appendix B, the student questionnaire consisted of 25 items, five of
which aimed to explore students’ awareness of the writing skill while the remaining ones
intended to elicit students’ ideas related to the ‘content’ of their compositions. The teacher
questionnaire consisted of 11 structured questions (please see Appendix C). Open-ended
questions were not included in the questionnaire to minimize evasive answers that would
cause analysis problems and to save on time. The student questionnaire was administered
at the end of 7 weeks, that is, after students had written seven first compositions, been
exposed to various skills activities and written seven second compositions. Both ques-
tionnaires were administered at the end of 7 weeks and teacher respondents were fourteen
teachers who had taught B2 level students and used similar skills activities and writing
tasks in their classes.

Results and Discussion
Student Essays

Student compositions were analysed using a reliability test and a paired samples T-test.
150 papers were collected in total. Each essay was evaluated by two scorers. The Pearson
Correlation Coefficient Test was used to check the reliability of the evaluators’ scores. The
correlation coefficient, shown by r (Pearson coefficient) in Table 1, ranges in value from -1
to+1 and O indicates that there is no relationship between the two variables. The signifi-
cance level, shown by p (two tailed significance) in Table 1, was set as p <0.05. Table 1
displays that the evaluators’ scores were almost perfectly related since the correlation is
very close to+1 and the two tailed significance is smaller than 0.05 in all cases except
Week 2.
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Table 1 Results of the reliability

test for the evaluators’ scores First essay Second essay
Week 1 r 0.8140 0.9479
11 Students p 0.002 0.000
Week 2 r 0.9642 0.7040
8 Students p 0.000 0.0051
Week 3 r 0.9071 0.8762
11 Students p 0.000 0.000
Week 4 r 0.9953 0.9723
9 Students P 0.000 0.000
Week 5 r 0.9039 0.9614
14 Students P 0.000 0.000
Week 6 r 0.9787 0.9031
11 Students p 0.000 0.000
Week 7 r 0.9023 0.9738
11 Students p 0.000 0.000

Table 1 shows an exact correspondence between evaluator scores in 20% of the papers.
There was 1 grade difference in 30.33% of the papers. In these papers, the higher grade
was considered. There was a 2-grade difference in 24% of the papers. In these papers,
the middle score was taken into consideration. There was a greater discrepancy between
the remaining 26.6% papers. These grades were computed without making any changes
to ensure effective application of the correlation test. However, for the paired samples
T-test, these papers were re-read and discussed by the evaluators until an agreement, which
included a maximum of 2 grade difference, was reached.

T-Test Results

Paired Samples T-test was used to compare the scores of the first compositions and the
second compositions on a weekly basis. These results are displayed in tables on a weekly
basis.

The composition topic of week 1 was “How to be an efficient learner”. Three students
were absent when the compositions were written. As it can be seen from Table 2, there is
a significant mean difference between Composition 1 and Composition 2 (0.002 <0.05),

Table 2 Paired samples T-test results of week 1 compositions scores

Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 7.2727 3.165 954

11 968 .017
COMP2 12.0909 5.281 1.592
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig

Paired differences
—-4.8182 3.816 1.151 -4.19 10 .002
95% CI (—17.383,—2.254)
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Table 3 Paired samples T-test results of week 2 compositions scores

Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 9.6250 5.397 1.908
8 130 759
COMP2 16.3750 2.264 .800
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig

Faired differences
—6.7500 5.574 1.971 —343 7 011
95% CI (—11.411,-2.089)

Table 4 Paired samples T-test results of week 3 compositions scores

Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 6.0000 3.606 1.087
11 395 229
COMP2 12.5455 2.806 .846
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig

Faired differences
—6.5455 3.588 1.082 —6.05 10 .000
95% CI (—8.956,—4.134)

which reveals that there was enrichment of ideas in the students’ second compositions in
the first week.

The composition topic of week 2 was “The Differences between Men and Women”.
Only 8 students wrote both compositions. Some of the students were absent while others
participated in another school activity. As Table 3 displays the mean difference between
Composition 1 and 2 in week 2 is 0.011 <0.05. Hence, it can be stated that there is an
improvement in the content aspect of students’ compositions in week 2.

The composition topic of week 3 was “Many species are becoming endangered. Why
is this and what can be done to protect them?”. 11 students wrote both compositions. As it
can be seen from Table 4, the mean difference obtained this week is again significant since
the p level is 0.000.

The composition topic of week 4 was “The role of tourism in your country”. Nine stu-
dents wrote both compositions of week 4 and as can be seen in Table 5, the mean differ-
ence in week 4 is again quite significant since it is 0.001.

In week 5, students were given the following instruction before writing their composi-
tions: “Government is considering banning TV for one or two days per week. Write a letter
to a local newspaper stating your opinion”. All 14 students wrote both of the compositions.
Table 6 shows that the results are again significant since the mean difference is 0.000.

In week 6, students were asked to design a form of transport for the future. A lot
of students in class refused to write the first composition. Some students stated that
they didn’t have any ideas to write about on this topic and others shared that they felt
overwhelmed because they had an exam on that day. Although the teacher, also the
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Table 5 Paired samples T-test results of week 4 compositions scores

Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 3.6667 3.202 1.067

9 471 201
COMP2 11.2222 4.868 1.623
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig
Faired differences
—7.5556 4.391 1.464 -5.16 8 .001
95% CI (—10.931,—-4.180)
Table 6 Paired Samples T-test results of week 5 compositions scores
Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 4.5714 2277 .609

14 424 131
COMP2 11.1429 4.688 1.253
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig
Faired differences
-6.5714 4.256 1.137 -5.78 13 .000
95% CI (—9.029,—-4.114)
Table 7 Paired samples T-test results of week 6 compositions scores
Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 1.8182 3.157 952

11 .502 116
COMP2 12.3636 3.075 927
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig
Faired differences
—10.5455 3.110 938 —11.25 10 .000

95% CI (- 12.635,—8.156)

researcher of this study, insisted on getting a first composition from the students, she
realized that some students had only written the introductory paragraph of their first
composition or left the paper blank. Because of this reason, most of the first compo-
sitions were given a score of ‘0’, which explains the reason why the mean difference
shown in Table 7 is 0.000. Despite the problems faced in writing the first composition in
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this week, it can be claimed that students benefited from skills activities done before the
second composition because some of them reported that they couldn’t write their first
compositions due to insufficient knowledge about the topic.

The composition topic of week 7 was “Food”. Students were dictated five statements
about food and they were asked to write their first and second compositions about the state-
ment they most agreed with from the given statements. As it can be seen from Table 8,
there was a significant mean difference (0.000 <0.05) between composition 1 and compo-
sition 2 in this week as well.

Overall, T-test results showed that there was a significant difference between the scores
of students’ first and second composition in each week which can be attributed to the use
of skills activities which activated students’ content-schemata and led to the enrichment of
ideas in their second compositions.

Questionnaires

Quantitative data collected from questionnaires were analyzed using the SPSS (Statistical
Package for Social Sciences) programme. After the analysis of quantitative data, question-
naire results were interpreted considering participants’ perceptions about their experiences
in the writing class and content-schemata activation via skills activities prior to essay writ-
ing. To this end, qualitative data which consisted of participants’ opinions and feelings
were content analysed and emerging themes were highlighted.

Student Questionnaires

Student responses revealed that all students thought of writing as an important skill. Half
of the students said that writing was important for them because they had to do notetaking
from different sources and a minority stated that they needed to use the skill of writing
for answering essay-type examination questions. Many students reported that they did not
enjoy writing activities in their course-book because they found them boring. Interestingly
however, students noted that writing topics were contemporary as they were about daily
life, environmental or cultural issues. Almost half of the students (42.9%) shared that ‘con-
tent’ is the most important component of a composition. This finding is in line with results
of the paired samples T-test and the assumptions made in the study since the majority of
students (71.4%) mentioned that they prefer their teacher to support them via skills activi-
ties before a writing task. This was confirmed by 78.6% of the students who stated that the

Table 8 Paired samples T-test results of week 7 compositions scores

Variable Number of pairs Corr 2-tail Sig Mean SD SE of mean
COMP1 2.1818 2.228 672
11 433 .183
COMP2 9.3636 2.976 .897
Mean SD SE of mean t-value df 2-tail Sig

Faired differences
—7.1818 4.423 1.334 -5.39 10 .000
95% CI (—10.154,—-4.210)
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teacher’s attitude during the first composition was demoralizing as she did not give any
guidance. Furthermore, 64.3% of the students reported that the support provided by the
teacher prior to the writing process of the second composition caused them to enjoy writ-
ing classes and increased their motivation to improve their writing.

A great majority of the students (92.9%) stated that the first composition was more dif-
ficult to write and most of them (71.4%) attributed this difficulty to their insufficient knowl-
edge about writing topics. They explained that they could acquire necessary knowledge
about the writing topic because of the activities they did in class prior to writing the sec-
ond composition. 7.1% of the students noted that these activities increased their knowl-
edge by a hundred percent, 14% said that they increased their knowledge by seventy-five
percent, 50% stated that they increased their knowledge by fifty percent and 28% reported
that they increased their knowledge by thirty percent. None of the students chose the 0%
option which denied the influence of the activities on the improvement of their knowledge
regarding the essay topic. Analysis of students’ responses also revealed that more than half
of the students found reading activities done prior to second compositions beneficial. A
vast majority of students stated that they prefer the use of reading activities before writing
compositions.

Despite their positive perceptions about reading activities, students reported that they
didn’t benefit from the listening activities. Students reported that they were content with
speaking activities because participation in speaking activities enabled them to exchange
ideas and share information with their friends and the teacher. A great majority said that
speaking activities should be used before writing tasks while only a minority reported that
the speaking activities should not be done at all. Likewise, most of the students reported
that writing activities were beneficial and should be used before writing compositions
because they give them the opportunity of combining their own ideas with what is done in
class. Some students underlined the fact that writing will be even more important for them
when they start taking their departmental courses. A small minority, on the other hand,
reported that they did not believe in the benefit of writing activities because they thought
that these are the kind of activities that can be done better at home than in class and also
because they did not find the writing topics interesting.

Overall, the results obtained from the student questionnaires showed participating stu-
dents’ awareness of the significance of L2 writing in tertiary-level education and the gaps
in their knowledge regarding the writing topics. Student perceptions also revealed that they
benefited from the use of skills activities as they reported that they felt more competent
while writing the second composition of the week after participating in various skills activ-
ities. Related to their experiences about L2 writing in general, some of them even shared
that they started to enjoy essay writing in English.

Teacher Questionnaires

Parallel to student responses, teachers reported that most of the students in their class
did not enjoy writing. The majority of the teachers (71.4%) explained the underlying
reason for their students’ dislike of writing as students’ feeling indifferent, some getting
anxious when given a writing task and some feeling bored. Similarly, recent research
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reveals that there can be differential growth in the writing of students who come from
different backgrounds (Wood & Schatschneider, 2021). In contrast to students’ dislike
of the writing activities in the course-book, the majority of the teachers (71.4%) thought
that the writing tasks in the course-book were much better than the writing activities
in commercial textbooks. Students’ and teachers’ different perceptions related to the
writing activities in the in-house course-book used in the B2 level programme can be
related to the use of the process approach, which required students to invest more time
and effort for the writing tasks. The discrepancy between students’ and teachers’ ideas
can also be seen in research as one study reports that the process approach does not
improve students’ writing performance (Graham & Sandmel, 2011) whereas others dis-
cuss its’ positive influence on students’ writing (Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019).

Majority of the teachers (92.9%) reported that they prefer using different kinds of activi-
ties in their writing classes prior to essay writing. Since both the teachers and students
are positive about the use of skills activities before writing tasks, different skills activi-
ties should be used to help students generate ideas as suggested in the literature (Ibnian,
2017; Sabuncuoglu, 2018). Teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the ‘idea’ component
of a composition were also parallel since all the teachers reported that they prefer a com-
position with some grammar mistakes or organization problems yet rich in ideas to a well-
organized composition with very few grammar mistakes but poor in ideas. Participating
teachers noted that their students struggled with writing because they did not possess suf-
ficient world knowledge about the writing topics. Related to this difficulty, a great majority
(85.7%) reported that this gap in students’ knowledge can be filled by using skills activities
that activate their content-schemata. This finding is in line with research which suggests
integration of all four skills into the language class to help students acquire new knowledge
and skills or build on what they already know (Faraj, 2015; Sabuncuoglu, 2018).

The great majority of the teachers noted that all types of skills activities are useful for
helping students to write their compositions as they facilitate acquisition of information
about the writing topic by providing background knowledge. This finding is in line with
recent literature which discusses that teaching of writing should be harmonized with teach-
ing of reading, listening and speaking skills (Anh, 2019; Ibnian, 2017; Sabuncuoglu, 2018).
Regarding the effectiveness of reading skill activities, students’ and teachers’ responses
were parallel. A great majority of the students asked for the use of reading activities prior
to writing tasks. Similarly, almost all of the teachers (92.9%) reported that reading activi-
ties should be used on a large scale because they are useful for not only expanding stu-
dents’ knowledge about the writing topic but also for learning about the writing style and
organization of different kinds of genres as discussed in the literature (Anh, 2019; Jouhar &
Rupley, 2021).

Related to listening activities, some teachers mentioned voice quality of the record-
ings to be a problem. Like students, teachers noted that listening activities were less
useful than reading activities in terms of scaffolding students’ writing. Study results in
this respect are in line with research which calls for the use of different skills in an inte-
grated way rather than separately (Anh, 2019; Faraj, 2015; Ibnian, 2017; Sabuncuoglu,
2018). Parallel to student perceptions, a great majority of the teachers (92.3%) stated
that speaking activities should be used on a large scale. Teachers explained their posi-
tive views about speaking activities by saying that during speaking activities students
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can express their ideas in a short time, which is helpful in stimulating their interests
and activating their ideas or related vocabulary. These teacher beliefs are in accordance
with the advocates of teaching pedagogies that aim to reduce anxiety and increase stu-
dent motivation in the writing class (Bayat, 2014; Tahmouresi & Papi, 2021; Tavsanl
et al., 2020).

In the study, a great majority of teachers (89.2%) noted that writing activities should be
employed before assigning an essay topic to the students because students need to consider
writing activities as a natural part of learning a language rather than an occasional chore. A
few teachers (7.7%) stated that they were against the use of pre-writing activities because
they thought that students can use other means to collect information on a topic and that
students can get bored when they are asked to do too many writing tasks. Related to this
concern, consideration of methodologies that enhance students’ motivation and their per-
ception of themselves as successful L2 writers can be a good idea as suggested in a recent
research study (Tahmouresi & Papi, 2021).

Analysis of all the responses given to the questionnaire items reveals that both the students
and the teachers found the use of reading and speaking activities more beneficial than listen-
ing and writing skills activities. The fact that students’ perceptions of skills activities were
highly positive indicates that they were aware of the benefits of these activities for improv-
ing their writing performance and were also satisfied with the support these activities pro-
vided for idea generation. In this regard, findings of this study are parallel with the positive
results of a recent study which revealed that the reading skills of students were significantly
improved after a 5-week period of additional support on reading skills (Sucena et al., 2022).
As the use of the process approach and skills activities that activate their content-schemata
can provide scaffolding for students in L2 writing, ESL/EFL teachers should consider making
use of both in their writing classes as recommended in relevant literature (Selvaraj & Aziz,
2019). In this regard, language instructors can benefit from Al tools like ChatGBT, however,
while acknowledging the potential of most recent technological tools, they should be aware of
their limitations like lack of personalization and emotions (Shahriar & Hayawi, 2023) as they
can influence students’ attitudes, interest, attention, persistence, and engagement in writing
tasks, all of which contribute to their writing endeavours (Zhang & Hyland, 2018).

Conclusion and Recommendations

Although plenty of research studies have been conducted on the “effectiveness of inten-
sive language programs” (Li et al., 2022, p.11), a considerable number of ESL/EFL stu-
dents who study in these programmes still find L2 writing challenging (Alisha et al., 2019;
Anh, 2019; Faraj, 2015; Fareed et al., 2016; Ibnian, 2017; Qomariyah & Permana, 2016;
Sabuncuoglu, 2018; Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019). Considering the scarcity of research on ESL/
EFL students’ writing problems due to their insufficient knowledge about L2 writing topics
(Bayat, 2014; Ibnian, 2017; Selvaraj & Aziz, 2019), the present study intended to investi-
gate the use of content-schemata activation as a means for scaffolding ESL/EFL students in
their challenging L2 writing practices. Similar to the positive outcomes of a research study
on the activation of formal schemata for the improvement of students’ writing (Maftoon
& Babamiri, 2011), the present study yielded promising results for the improvement of
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ESL/EFL students’ writing skills by disclosing that content-schemata activation leads to
the enrichment of ideas in ESL/EFL students’ essays.

In addition to positive statistical analysis results of quantitative data, qualitative data
obtained from participating students and teachers indicate that skills activities have a
positive impact on students’ writing performance and that both students and teachers
find the use of skills activities for the activation of students’ content-schemata prior to
L2 writing beneficial. Based on the positive results of this study and in light of recent
research, it is recommended that content-schemata activation is considered as a com-
plementary component of language teaching programmes for improved writing practices
in ESL/EFL educational settings not only in the current pandemic era which we are in
but also in the post-pandemic era since “impairments in reading and writing acquisition
skills have the potential to seriously limit personal aspirations” (Sucena et al., 2022, p.
2), which in the case of university students clearly include academic achievements.

Although the use of quantitative and qualitative methods for data collection and analysis
in the present study can be considered as its strength, generalizing the present study results
to large student populations is not possible due to its limitations such as the 7-week research
process, small sample size and the limited number of scorers for evaluating student compo-
sitions. Consequently, due to the limited duration of the research process, it was not possible
to provide training to the participants in terms of the use of computer-mediated learning
environments or most recent Al tools for content-schemata activation in the study context.
This can be undertaken in a longitudinal follow-up research. Despite these limitations, the
present study contributes novel empirical data to the pertinent literature indicating that the
use of skills activities prior to essay writing enables students to advance their cognition and
to become better writers in the target language. In light of these positive findings, program
designers are advised to integrate activities that activate ESL/EFL students’ content sche-
mata into the curriculum of their language programs so that L2 practitioners can seamlessly
use them to enable their students to connect their previous knowledge with new information
which in turn leads to the enrichment of ideas in their L2 essays.

As students in tertiary level ESL/EFL education institutions are expected to not only
participate in academic activities but also produce well-written academic English texts
in terms of content and format, it is hoped that the results of this study will shed light
onto endeavours towards the improvement of L2 writing in different ESL/EFL settings
and inspire further research on the activation of content-schemata. Prospective stud-
ies might of course consider focusing on different aspects of schema theory such as
comparing the impact of content-schemata activation with formal schemata. However,
taking recent developments into consideration, future research should primarily investi-
gate the integration of computer-mediated communication into L2 writing classes since
“merely traditional teaching methods of writing skills are no longer appropriate” and
we are living “in the age of fierce information technology development” (Anh, 2019, p.
82), which has without doubt become even more fierce after the breakout of the Covid-
19 pandemic.
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Appendix A

EVALUATION SCALE

Week:...... Topic: ...... Student NAME: .o

Put a v to the criterion that applies to the student’s composition.

Introduction

The thesis statement is completely relevant and adequate to the task 2
The thesis statement is just about relevant and adequate to the task
The thesis statement is missing 0

=

Development Paragraphs

The main idea is completely relevant to the thesis statement 2
The main idea is just about relevant to the thesis statement
The main idea is not relevant to the thesis statement at all

O+

Development Paragraphs

The main idea is fully developed with successful use of supporting ideas 2
The main idea is fairly developed with few supporting ideas
The main idea is missing or not developed at all

o=

Conclusion

There is a very clear final comment on the topic 2
There is a vague final comment on the topic
There is no final comment on the topic 0

-

Vocabulary

1-5 inappropriate choices of vocabulary 2
5-10 inappropriate choices of vocabulary 1
More than 10 inappropriate choices of vocabulary 0

Ideas in the Whole Essay

Quite original 2
Interesting but not original
Not interesting at all 0

[y

Overall grade: ............./ 20
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Appendix B

THE STUDENT QUESTIONAIRE

This questionnaire has been prepared to collect information about your writing skill. The information obtained
from the questionnaire is going to be used for research purposes only. Please read the questions carefully and
respond to all items sincerely.

Please mark one of the choices which applies to you with a v

1.

Do you think writing is an important skill?

( )a.Yes ( )b.No

If yes, please mark the item(s) that shows why it is important for you:

Because in my department | will have to do the following:

) a. Summarizing (from notes, textbooks and journals)

) b. Note-taking during lectures

) c. Laboratory reports

) d. Writing answers to examination questions

) e. Homework

) f. Reports/ term papers

) 8. Book reports/ reviews

) h. Note-taking from reference materials

) i. Others (PlEase SPECITY) ...iviiiveiiie ettt e ettt b et et sae s
On comparing the writing activities in B. A. S. E 3 with the writing activities in other textbooks | used
before, | can say that writing activities in B. A. S. E 3 are

()a. better

( )b.worse

( )c.thesame

The writing topics we wrote about in B. A. S. E 3 were generally

() a. quite interesting topics about which | had considerable knowledge and experience.
() b.somewhat boring and most often outside my knowledge and experience.
() c.very uninteresting and completely outside my knowledge and experience.
On which of the following did the topics of the compositions concentrate?

() a. Daily life and environment in the world
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() b. General knowledge and culture
() c.Lifein Turkey
() d. Others (please specify) ..
6. Put the following components of a composition into order of importance as (1) very important (2)
rather important (3) important (4) slightly important (5) has almost no importance.
( )a.ideas
( )b.grammar
() c.vocabulary
(
(

) d. organization
) e. punctuation and spelling
7. Which one do you prefer? Please put a v
() a. ! prefer my teacher to simply assign a writing topic and ask me to write a composition by giving
a time limit.
() b. I prefer my teacher to use some preparatory activities which will help me in my composition.
() c. Other (please specify) ...
8. What can you say about your teacher s roIe whlle wrltlng the flrst composmon at the beginning of
each unit?
() a.ltdemoralized me and decreased my motivation to learn writing.
() b. I'was not affected negatively as | am familiar with this kind of writing lessons.
() C. Others (PlEase SPECITY) ..ivureeeiriiereieirieet et see s s sesses e sss s st ess s
9. What can you say about your teacher’s role in writing the second composition during the week?
() a. It demoralized me and decreased my motivation to learn writing.
() b. It caused me to enjoy writing classes and increased my motivation to learn writing.
() . Others (Please SPECITY) c.uvcverririeiresireiriresireesie st e es e es et ess e s s see s
10. Was sufficient time allocated to writing the first composition?
( )a.Yes ( )b.No
11. How did the time factor affect your success in writing the first composition?
() a. Negatively
() b. Positively
() c.Itdid not have an effect at all.

12. Was sufficient time allocated to writing the second composition?
( )a.Yes ( )b.No
13. How did the time factor affect your success in writing the second composition?
() a. Negatively
() b. Positively
() c.Itdid not have an effect at all.
14. Which composition was more difficult to write?
() a.first one — at the beginning of the unit
() b. second one — during the week
15. Why was it difficult?
() a.because | was lacking in vocabulary.
() b. because | did not know much about the topics of the compositions.
() c.because | had to spend too much effort and time before writing the compositions.
() d. other (pPlease SPECITY) .uirieeeirirere sttt e ess e see s es
16. Did you possess necessary knowledge and vocabulary about the topics when you wrote the second
composition?
( )a.Yes ( )b.No
17. To what extent did the activities done in class increase your knowledge about the topic (prior to
writing the second composition)?
( )a.%0 ( )b.%30 ( )c.%50 ( )d.%75 ( )e.%100
18. Writing activities done prior to writing the final product of the second composition were
() a.very beneficial
() b. rather beneficial
() c. not beneficial enough
() d. not beneficial at all Reading activities done prior to second compositions were
(

19. ) a. very beneficial
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20.

21

) b. rather beneficial
) c. not beneficial enough
) d. not beneficial at all

(
(
(
L
() a. very beneficial
() b. rather beneficial
() c. not beneficial enough
() d. not beneficial at all
. S
(
(
(
(

peaking activities done prior to second composition were

) a. very beneficial

) b. rather beneficial

) c. not beneficial enough
) d. not beneficial at all

istening activities done prior to second compositions were

On what scale should the following skills activities be done before starting to write compositions

22.

23.

24.

25.

Reading activities;

( )1.0nalargescale

( )2.0nasmallscale

() 3.Should not be done at all

Why? (please Specify) .....curivecrinneneeceniecireseeceeee

Listening activities;

( )1.0nalargescale

( )2.0nasmallscale

() 3.Should not be done at all

Why? (please SPecify) ...cccivrerecrreseierceseeire s s s

Speaking activities;

( )21.0nalargescale

( )2.0nasmallscale

() 3.Should not be done at all

Why? (please specify) .....cccrivecrinneniecnieiciesercieee

Writing activities;

( )1.0nalargescale

( )2.0nasmall scale

() 3.Should not be done at all

Why? (please SPECITY) ....cccoerrreeve et e e
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Appendix C

THE TEACHER QUESTIONAIRE
Dear Colleagues,

This questionnaire has been prepared to collect information on the writing needs and difficulties of upper-
intermediate students at BUSEL. The information obtained from this questionnaire is going to be used for
research purposes only. | would appreciate it very much if you could read each question carefully and respond
to all items sincerely.

Instructor’'s Name: ......cccveevneeirieneninnnns Textbook used: .......ccuveeeeienceniicceciie

1. What do you think about the emphasis given to the writing lessons in the curriculum that you are
following?

() a. more than enough ( )b.enough () c.lessthan enough
2. How do your students feel about writing?

() a.they enjoy writing

() b.they get anxious

() c. they feel indifferent

() d. others (Please SPECIfY) ...civeuieeieieeieerieee ettt b s seaebes

3. What can you say about writing activities in B.A.S.E 3 when you compare them with the writing
activities in other ELT textbooks?

They are

() a. better
()b.worse
()c.the same
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4.  Which approach have you adopted to help students in improving their writing skill?

() a.lhave assigned students a writing topic, | have given them a time limit and when the allocated
time to writing is over | have collected their compositions for evaluation.

() b. 1 have used preparatory activities before assigning the writing topic to my students; | have not
expected them to finish their compositions in one sitting and | have provided them help during
their composing processes.

() C. OTher (PIEASE SPECITY) cuviviueuerieieriteiet et e sttt st et ettt sts s st se ettt sbe ses s sbsbes et sesabesesaresessasenas

5.  Which one would you prefer?
() a.Awell-organized composition with very few (or almost no) grammar mistakes; however, poor
in terms of ideas.

() b. Acomposition with some grammar mistakes, with some organization faults; however, rich in
terms of ideas.

6. Do you think that some students at BUSEL suffer in writing because they do not possess sufficient
world knowledge and vocabulary about composition topics?
( )a.Yes ( )b.No

7. If yes, do you think students’ lack of knowledge and vocabulary can be overcome by using activities
which address all four skills and which activate students’ background knowledge (world knowledge)
about the composition topics?

( )a.Yes ( )b.No

On what scale should preparatory activities that activate students’ background knowledge (world
knowledge) be used before students start writing their compositions?

8. Reading activities; ( )1.0nalargescale
() 2.0nasmallscale
() 3. Should not be done at all

Why? (please specify) ....

9. Listening activities; ( )1.0nalargescale
( )2.0nasmallscale
() 3.Should not be done at all

WhY? (PlEASE SPECITY) cuvrviiieirererireet et ettt e s et ettt s s s sns e stnes
10. Speaking activities; ( )1.0nalargescale
( )2.0nasmallscale
() 3.Should not be done at all
Why? (please specify) ....
11. Writing activities; ( )1.0nalarge scale

( )2.0nasmallscale
() 3.Should not be done at all

WhY? (PlEASE SPECITY) cuvevrueieriectieeieire st ettt ettt s s s e es bttt s s ennes
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