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Recent studies of Japanese EFL student writing have revealed characteristic
weaknesses in a variety of language areas: compositions that were
organized as one extended paragraph, a discourse structure that appears
illogical to a native speaker reader, a lack of credible support or an over-
reliance on an emotional response to the topic. This study collected
English writing samples from a cross-section of Japanese high school
and college learners and considered them in terms of a native speaker’s
expectations. Features such as composition organization, paragraph
structure, transition signals, vocabulary, collocations, and style were
analyzed across a wide range of language proficiency with the aim of
identifying students’ difficulties in writing and exploring how these are
resolved in tandem with English language development. Writing samples
were collected from six levels of Japanese EFL learners and a group of
native speakers. These were compared and any specific problem areas
or patterns which may be generally applicable to Japanese students were
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identified. The results revealed that some features develop naturally and
others require conscious learning under formal writing instruction.
Possible implications of the results are discussed as they pertain to
assisting teachers in creating a more precise and effective composition
writing curriculum.

INTRODUCTION

Producing a coherent and fluent piece of writing is an intimidating
endeavor for most ESL/EFL students. Writing demands not only the
integration of a wide variety of largely unfamiliar skills and strategies
(Matsuhata, 2000), but success is often dependent on shared writing
conventions between writers and readers, and familiarity with genre type and
rhetorical conventions (Olshtain & Celce-Murcia, 2003). For Japanese EFL
students, writing in English appears to be particularly challenging. Kroll
(1990), for example, has shown that Japanese rank worst in rhetorical
competency, had the most errors, and collectively generated the smallest
corpus. 1zzo (2002) echoes her findings in his studies and asserts, “Japanese
students have great difficulty developing the level of English writing skill
that is expected of university EFL students.” Critically, despite many years of
English instruction, students do not effectively learn how to write in English.

In general, English grammar rules are emphasized in Japanese junior and
senior high schools, and English linguistic forms are introduced through
composition textbooks which stress the reproduction of accurate English
sentence patterns. High school students are seldom required to produce
paragraphs; consequently, by the time students reach college, they find it
difficult to convey their ideas and opinions effectively in written English. It is
common for students to simply transfer the characteristically ambiguous
Japanese writing style into English (Hirayanagi, 1998; Takagi, 2001).

To compensate for this omission in instruction and to encourage more
appropriate English writing production, it would be helpful for English
teachers to know where and how their students’ writing efforts deviate from
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standard English organizational patterns and how these gaps narrow as
students accrue English learning experience. The objectives of this study
were (a) to investigate previous research and identify the weaknesses
revealed in Japanese students’ writing, and (b) to collect writing samples
from students at different English levels in order to investigate which
weaknesses are corrected and which remain as students’ exposure to English
instruction increases year by year. It is hoped that the results of this study
may assist Japanese teachers of English in creating more precise and effective
English writing curricula.

WEAKNESSES FOUND IN ENGLISH WRITING
SAMPLES OF JAPANESE STUDENTS

It is often pointed out that Japanese students are unaware of the differences
of composition organization between Japanese and English. Kobayashi
(1984), Oi (1986) and Takagi (2000) examined this characteristic and
discovered that the flow of ideas in Japanese students’ English compositions
was a reflection of Japanese compositional order (introduction, development,
turn, and conclusion®) as opposed to the conventional English pattern of
introduction, body and conclusion. A study by Nishigaki and Leishman
(1998) revealed a prevalence of compositions that were organized as one
extended paragraph, or just “body” paragraphs with no introduction or
conclusion. In an earlier study, Harder and Harder (1982, p. 23) reported that
impressionistically the discourse structure of Japanese college students’
essays seemed “disorganized and illogical, filled with nonrelevant [sic]
material, [and] developed incoherently with statements that remain unsupported,”
and that instead of objective explanation and support, the writers’ personalities
often dominated the content. In light of this research, composition organization
was identified as one weak element in Japanese student writing of English.

! For an illustrative discussion of the introduction, development, turn, and

conclusion (Ki, sho, ten, ketsu) structure, see Hinds (2001).
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Other studies have shown that English compositions by Japanese students
tend to be made up of a large number of paragraphs, with many of the
paragraphs consisting of only one, two, or three sentences (Nishigaki &
Leishman, 2001; Sato, 1988). Taniguchi (1993) found that 42% of the 213
compositions she analyzed did not use the paragraph form. Rather, students’
compositions resembled paragraphs in a Japanese composition with most
sentences beginning at the margin. Thus, paragraph structure was identified
as a second weak element in Japanese student writing of English.

Since readers expect signposts in writing, transition signals which help
readers follow the logical thread of a writer’s ideas, are very important in
English. This contrasts expectations in Japanese writing where determining
the links between parts of a composition and the composition as a whole is
the reader’s responsibility, and an absence of signposts is not considered a
flaw. In a 1998 study, Nishigaki and Leishman found that Japanese students
showed little variety of transition signals. The top five most frequently used
transition signals (and, but, so, because, and when) made up 81.7% of the
total used in their compositions. The repeated use of these same transition
signals made the student writers’ ideas seem simplistic and often obscured
their meaning. Therefore, a limited variety of transition signals was identified
as a third weak element of Japanese student writing in English.

Choosing a word with the appropriate nuance is difficult for EFL student
writers in general and no less so for Japanese students. Oi (1986) compared
words used in the compositions of Japanese and American students and
found that Japanese students used the same words repeatedly while American
students used more synonyms. One factor that contributes to this weakness is
a limited vocabulary. Another factor in accurate word choice is pointed out
by Nation (2001, p. 323) who reminds us, “...fluent and appropriate language
use requires collocation knowledge.” Although there has been little research
to date investigating the usage of collocations among EFL students
(Hasegawa & Chujo, 2003), a lack of productive knowledge of collocations
is a factor in having fewer lexical choices. Thus, vocabulary and collocation
usage were identified as a fourth weak element for Japanese student writing
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in English.

Another challenging feature for Japanese students is writing in an
appropriate style, particularly, academic discourse. Shaw and Liu (1998)
have drawn attention to the prevalence of spoken conventions found in
ESL/EFL writing. Nishigaki and Leishman (2000) had similar findings for
Japanese students in their study; for example, 14.5% of the students’
sentences included spoken conventions such as “Second, | am going to tell
you their histories,” “Why do we feel so? Let’s search for the reason,” and
“To my surprise, the condition they can divorce is different.” Other studies
have examined the style of Japanese students’ compositions by focusing on
common expressions found in their writing. For example, statements
beginning with expressions such as “I think,” “I feel,” and “I suppose” were
ubiquitous and functioned to avoid bluntness and to soften statements while
unintentionally mystifying English-speaking readers (Harder & Harder, 1982;
Oi, 1986, 1997; Takagi, 2000). Therefore, style was identified as the fifth
element in need of improvement for Japanese student writing in English.

In short, based on this research of areas in which Japanese students appear
to need improvement, five elements considered critical to understanding the
flow of students’ ideas in written English were chosen to be analyzed for this
study: (a) composition organization, (b) paragraph construction, (c) transition
signals, (d) vocabulary and collocation, and (e) style. The English writing
samples collected from a cross-section of high school and university students
were analyzed in terms of the factors that influenced these five elements.

METHODOLOGY
Participants
A total of 192 English compositions from seven different groups ranging

from high school freshmen and college sophomores to English native
speakers were collected (see Table 1). We felt that this sampling was
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representative of a progression of English writing proficiency from group S1
through S6 based on two factors: (a) how many years the six Japanese
student groups had studied English; and (b) the results of their TOEFL (Test
of English as a Foreign Language) scores. The data here provides a general
picture of developmental levels from which, given the similarity of curriculum at
each level, we can infer progress over time.

TABLE 1
Participants
S1: 29 public high school freshmen (10™ graders)
S2: 40 public high school sophomores (11" graders)
S3: 31 public high school seniors (12" graders)
S4: 36 freshmen and 28 sophomores from a private technical university
S5: 8 national university freshmen
S6: 13 national university sophomores
NS: 7 native speaking high school or college English teachers in Japan

The high school freshmen, sophomores and seniors (S1, S2, and S3
respectively) attended the same school.? The S1 freshmen studied English
for three years in junior high before taking the high school’s entrance
examination. The S2 sophomores had one additional year of high school
English and the S3 seniors had two additional years. Although all three
groups took what is technically termed an English composition class,
students were asked to produce sentences and practice grammar structures
and had yet no experience in completing extended English compositions.

S4 was comprised of college freshmen and sophomores from the same
private technical university, all of whom had studied English for six years in
high school before taking the university’s entrance examination. The college

% We understand that the English level of students in these groups is very low and
linguistically they belong to the same English level under an international ELT
standard such as described by the Common European Framework of Reference for
Language by the Council of Europe. However, for a local schoolteacher, the
differences between the grades are critical to understanding students’ developmental
stages of writing. Therefore, we kept the grade division in this paper.
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freshmen had taken two English courses and the sophomores had taken one
additional English class as a liberal art subject. The average TOEFL score for
the S4 freshmen was approximately 350 and for the sophomores, 360. Since
there was not significant difference in the average TOEFL scores between
these two groups, and since neither group had received any formal writing
instruction, it was decided to merge the data of the freshmen and sophomores
into one group.

The freshmen of S5 and sophomores of S6 attended the same national
university and had studied English for six years in high school before taking
the university’s entrance examination. The average TOEFL scores for S5 and
S6 were 485 and 492, respectively. Although the TOEFL scores for S5 and
S6 were not significantly different, S6 had taken Basic English Writing, a
course that focused on process writing and introduced paragraph structures
such as comparison, cause and result, and so forth. Therefore, we hypothesized
that the formal paragraph writing instruction S6 received might make the writing
samples between S5 and S6 qualitatively different, and hence these two groups
were separated.

In addition, writing samples were collected from a group of native
speakers of English who taught English at university and high school to
present a target goal for EFL writing instruction.®> The comparison between
S6, who had taken a one year writing course, and NS showed how formal
writing instruction improved students’ writing skills and in what ways their
writing still deviated from standard English rhetorical and organizational

% Under the notion of “World Englishes,” English has a number of standard
varieties, not only the two globally used versions of British and American English.
This fact has led ELT researchers to advocate language variation in classroom
instruction and testing (Jenkins, 2006). However, Timmis (2002) explores the trend
that most students show a preference for British or American native-like varieties on
grounds of “authenticity” and “non-artificiality.” Taylor (2006, p. 52) points out that
“applied linguists may see things differently but we should not ignore or override the
attitudes and perceptions of learners themselves.” Based on these arguments, we
chose NS writing samples as typical examples of the norm for EFL/ESL writing
practice.
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patterns. We believe the results of this comparison would illustrate the
distance students need to cover toward their further improvement of writing
in English.

Data Collection

To produce the writing samples to be analyzed in this study, the students
were given an extra-curricular writing assignment. Due to the wide range of
proficiency and cognitive levels of the students, special consideration in
planning the topic was required; that is, it was important to find a topic that
would be of interest to all students, but would also be within the skill level of
each group. The topic chosen for the writing assignment was to describe and
justify three things the student would bring to a deserted island in order to
survive for one month. Additionally, specific instructions for each group of
students were geared to that groups’ English level. Since high school students
generally lack both experience and skills in writing English compositions,
they (S1, S2, and S3) were instructed by their teacher (one of the researchers)
to state and explain the reasons for their three selections. The college students
(S4, S5, and S6) were instructed to begin their compositions with the
sentence head, “If | were stranded on a deserted island... .”

As composition writing is a process that includes consulting references and
revision, providing the students with sufficient time to develop their
compositions was an important aspect of the study. As White and Arndt
(1991, p. 3) point out, “[w]riting is a thinking process in its own right. It
demands conscious intellectual effort, which usually has to be sustained over
a considerable period of time.” Without a considerable period of time
students are not able to draft, structure, and review their output. Therefore,
the students were assigned two weeks to complete the task as a take-home
assignment, and they were encouraged to use a dictionary and other resources
and to understand the task as a process with multiple recursive steps.
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Data Analysis

To identify some of the weaknesses of the students’ writing, for example,
characteristics such as “listing” versus “paragraph organization,” initial
evaluations were conducted independently by each researcher and then
compared. Discrepancies were investigated by reviewing the work in question
until a mutually satisfactory agreement was reached. The quantitative data was
produced by scanning the compositions into a computer, and using software
such as MS Word and WordSmith Tools to calculate percentages of use of
occurrence for specific writing elements.

Composition Organization

In general, compositions produced in ESL/EFL writing classes should
involve a series of related and well-organized paragraphs on a given topic,
and contain an “introduction + body + conclusion” format (Arnaudet &
Barrett, 1990). To examine if students had acquired this standard English
writing pattern, the sample compositions in this study were initially analyzed
and categorized as being either in “list” or “paragraph” form. As was found
in previous studies, rather than being able to produce paragraphs, lower level
students often produced lists. Here is an example of a list composition from
Sl

| take the book and apples and a fishing tackle.
Because | like to read books.

And | like apples.

And | like fishing.

As can be seen, a list composition is a collection of itemized sentences. Of
the total number of compositions, the percentages of list and paragraph
compositions were calculated. The paragraph compositions were further
divided into groups based on the following five patterns: (a) introduction +
body + conclusion; (b) introduction + body; (c) body + conclusion; (d) body;
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and, (e) no breaks (compositions containing only one paragraph without any
indentation). Finally, the percentage for each pattern was calculated.

Paragraph Structure

The structure of a paragraph is commonly understood to consist of three
parts: an introduction made up of one or two general sentences about the
topic or the main idea; a discussion made up of three to eight sentences using
specific examples, explanations, or definitions; and a conclusion made up of
one or two sentences restating the main idea (Lites, 1989). As has been
discussed, however, paragraphs produced by Japanese students often consist
of only one or two sentences, a characteristic not uncommon in Japanese
writing. Therefore, the number of one-sentence paragraphs and the total
number of sentences contained in a paragraph were determined to be
indicators of the degree of Japanese students’ familiarity with paragraph
structure and were tabulated.

Transition Signals

Transition signals function as signposts to connect sentences and clauses,
allowing the reader to easily follow the writer’s ideas. In this study, all the
sentence connectors (coordinators and subordinators) were identified and
classified according to the Chart of Transition Signals by Oshima and Hogue
(1991). Since previous studies had shown that students heavily depend on
only a limited number of transition signals in their compositions, the ability
to use a variety of transition signals is a sign of more advanced writing skills.
Thus the percentage of use for the top five most frequently used transition
signals was calculated as an inverse measure of writing fluency.

Vocabulary and Collocation

In order to analyze the level of vocabulary proficiency, the words used in
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the students’ compositions were compared to those that appear in the most
widely used Japanese junior high school textbooks: New Horizon 1 (1997),
New Horizon 2 (1998), and New Horizon 3 (1999). If the number of the
junior high school words relative to the overall number of words appearing in
the students’ compositions decreased, it meant students had learned more
precise and accurate vocabulary use. Therefore, the percentage of the junior
high school words included in the students’ compositions was calculated.

Since there is currently no fixed definition of “collocation” (Kjellmer,
1994), the authors have accepted the interpretation described in the
Guidebook for the Course of Study (Japanese Ministry of Education, 1989, p.
61%) which is that collocation is “a series of words which functions as one
word such as “a piece of,” or a combination of words which functions as one
word such as ‘get up,” ‘have to,” or a set of words which connects two
sentences such as ‘so... that.”” There is no known computer program to
extract collocations automatically, therefore expressions entered as an “entry”
or “sub-entry” in one of the three major students’ dictionaries widely used in
Japan, Light House (Takebayashi et al., 1996), The Super Anchor (Yamagishi
et al., 1996), and Sunrise Quest (Inami et al., 1999) were identified as a
collocation and were counted for frequency. Since the counting of the
number of collocations can be subjective, the researchers repeated the same
procedure three times on different days.

Style

In general, it is understood that “there is a perception that the [sic] more
formal expressions are more suitable to writing whereas speaking is better for
more informal and more personal exchanges” (Cornbleet & Carter, 2001, p.
76). As was found in previous studies, Japanese students frequently used
expressions more common to spoken language in their writing such as “By
the way, which do you like...?” resulting in compositions that sounded overly

* 1t was renamed the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in
2001.
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casual (Nishigaki & Leishman, 2000, 2001). The students’ compositions were
therefore analyzed for characteristics of informality in their language, that is,
the use of spoken expressions in their compositions.

Spoken language differs from written language in three broad areas:
grammar, lexis, and discourse (Cornbleet & Carter, 2001). Grammatically,
since there is not enough time to construct long and complex sentences in the
immediacy of conversational give and take, short and simple structures are
more common. In terms of lexis, spoken language tends to use general
vocabulary (Spratt, Pulverness & Williams, 2005), for example, “use” as
opposed to “incorporate,” “utilize,” “apply,” or “exercise,” and written text
shows longer average word length (Flowerdew & Miller, 2005). According to
Chujo and Nishigaki (2006), more technical and professional words which
refer to specific and exact meaning are likely to be longer in word length than
more general ones. It can be understood that formality of language affects
word length to some extent, and that formal language is likely to be longer
than casual language. Finally, in terms of discourse, conversation is
interactive and commonly incorporates prompts for responses and devices for
calling or keeping attention (Biber, 1988). Based on these areas, elements of
style were analyzed by tabulating the occurrence or frequency of use for the
following features: (a) the number of simple sentences containing one
subject-predicate pair (grammar); (b) the average length of words (lexis); (c)
the occurrences of exclamations, questions, question-answer pairs, and
sentences that directly address the reader (discourse); and (d) the occurrences
of colloguial expressions more commonly used in conversational English,
such as “I think,” “I feel,” “I suppose,” and “I guess” (discourse).

RESULTS
Overview

To gain a general picture of the students’ overall writing production in the
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collected writing samples, we first examined the average number of words
included in the compositions (Figure 1), paragraphs (Figure 2) and sentences
(Figure 3). The color of the bar distinguishes the students’ level of English
with the light color representing the high school students, the dark color
representing the university students, and the white bar on the far right
showing the target level, that is, the native speaker samples.

Figures 1 and 2 show that compositions and paragraphs became longer as
students’ English experience and level increased. The average number of
words in the compositions written by S6 exceeded those of the native
speakers’ by 58 words (Figure 1) and their paragraphs were almost as long as
those of the native speakers (Figure 2). Sentence length, shown in Figure 3,
however, leveled off at an average of 13.2 words compared to an average NS
sentence length of 19.6 words. It is also interesting that a considerable
improvement in the length of compositions, paragraphs, and sentences was
found between high school students (S1, S2, and S3) and college students (S4,
S5, and S6). This improvement can be attributed to the highly competitive
entrance examinations high school students must pass to get into university in
which English is one of the major subjects. High school students study
English intensively to prepare for these examinations.
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FIGURE 1
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FIGURE 3
Words Number of Words in Sentences
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S6 showed a notable increase in the length of compositions and paragraphs,
although not of the sentences themselves. This may be due to the previous
year’s formal writing instruction in which S6 practiced expressing themselves in
written English and wrote longer compositions. If we consider sentence
length as an indicator of the complexity of grammar or density of information
communicated, it may be that the writing class S6 took put more emphasis on
process over production, and organization patterns over well-structured
sentences, and hence a lack of improvement in overall sentence length. We
can conclude that one requirement in learning to produce more appropriately
complex sentences is focused instruction on sentence structure.

Organization

Composition organization was categorized initially as “list” or “paragraph”
and the results are shown in Figure 4. Nearly half of the high school students
did not produce paragraphs, but instead only itemized sentences. This
tendency, however, steadily decreased from S1 to S5, (S1’s 48.3% to S5’s
0%, respectively) as students’ English proficiency levels improved. Although
organization by list was still seen in S4 (21.6%), no lists were found in S5
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and S6. These results indicate that about half of the high school students
had no clear concept of how to create a paragraph. However, as their
exposure to English increased and their English level improved, students
appeared to become more familiar with the paragraph format and by S5
began constructing paragraphs.

FIGURE 4
Percentage of List and Paragraph
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Table 2 indicates the percentage of compositions that followed a
conventional composition pattern (introduction, body, and conclusion). No
steady progress can be found from S1 to S5. However, a noteworthy
improvement was observed between S6 (53.8%) and previous groups. This
remarkable improvement can be attributed to the freshmen writing class
students had taken the previous year. After one year of formal writing
instruction, more than half of the S6 students began to grasp the introduction-
body-conclusion pattern of English composition. From this, we might infer
that conventional organizational patterns of composition do not improve as a
natural course of English learning, but that they require formal and explicit
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instruction. However, 46.2% of the S6 students still lacked the ability to write
an introductory or concluding paragraph or both. This indicates that the
acquisition of the English organizational pattern of “introduction, body, and
conclusion” is difficult for EFL learners whose first language has a different
organizational pattern such as the Japanese “introduction, development, turn
and conclusion.”

TABLE 2
Percentage of Compositions Containing an Introduction, Body, and Conclusion
Groups S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6
% 13.3 5.9 26.8 23.1 125 53.8

Paragraph Construction

Figure 5 shows the percentage of paragraphs that consisted of a single
sentence and Table 3 indicates the average number of sentences in a
paragraph. While a paragraph comprised of a single sentence is relatively
uncommon in compositions of native English speakers, they were a
prominent feature of students’ compositions though declining in frequency as
students’ proficiency level increased. Paragraphs produced by S1, S2, S3 and
S4 were two to three times as likely to consist of only one sentence,
compared to the percentage of one-sentence paragraphs for S5 and S6. Table
3 shows that on average the paragraphs of S1, S2, and S3 (high school level)
included fewer than three sentences; S4 averaged 3.9 sentences; S5 averaged
5.4 sentences; and S6 averaged 6.3 sentences. From Figures 5 and Table 3,
we can conclude that as the length of study of English increased and
students’ proficiency level improved, students seemed to have learned to
produce paragraphs of a more appropriate length.
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FIGURE 5
Percentage of One-Sentence Paragraphs
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TABLE 3
Average Number of Sentences in a Paragraph
Groups S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6
# 2.6 2.3 2.6 3.9 5.4 6.3

Transition Signals

The top five frequently used transition signals in the students’ compositions
were: if, because, and, so, and but. Figure 6 illustrates the usage of these top
five transition signals among the total number of transition signals identified
in the students’ compositions. As can be seen, the top five frequently used
transition signals comprised 84.9% of all transitions used in S1 and this
percentage decreased gradually to 74.5% in S5 as students’ exposure to
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FIGURE 6
Percentage of the Top 5 Frequently-Used Transitions
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English and skill in English increased. The percentage of use for these five
transition signals then decreased markedly to 67.3% for S6. This indicates
that because of the paragraph writing instruction S6 received, they acquired a
wider variety of transition signals and learned to avoid repeatedly using the
same transition signals. However, there was still a limited variety of
transition signals used by S6 compared to the variety used by NS. Therefore,
to convey students’ ideas more logically with a wider variety of transition
signals, students may benefit from more explicit instruction in this area.

Vocabulary and Collocation

To analyze the level of the students’ vocabulary proficiency, the words
used in the students’ compositions were compared to those appearing in
junior high school textbooks. Table 4 shows the percentage of junior high
school words used in the students’ compositions. The percentage gradually
decreased from 88.9% to 83.2% as students’ English proficiency increased.
From this we may infer that students improved both their vocabulary and
their skills for using a dictionary. However, even for S6, the percentage of
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junior high school vocabulary was still much higher than that of the NS
(83.2% and 77.1%, respectively). Since the words used in junior high school
textbooks tend to convey a more basic and general meaning, we can conclude
that to write more fluently, students need to learn to use more specific words
to communicate their intended meaning more precisely.

TABLE 4
Percentage of Junior High School Words
Groups S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 NS
% 88.9 88.5 87.1 86.3 84.8 83.2 77.1

The use of collocations was examined in terms of (a) the percentage of
students who used collocations in compositions (Figure 7), and (b) the
average number per 100 words of different types of collocation found in the
compositions (Table 5). As can be seen in Figure 7, only 58.6% of S1 used
collocations in their compositions. Steady improvement is observed from S1
to S4, and by S5 all students were using collocations. Although students had
been introduced to collocations in junior high school textbooks, many of S1
(41.4%) did not use this knowledge at all in their writing. As students’
English proficiency improved for S2, S3 and S4, more students started using
collocations. These results suggest that the use of collocations in production
requires time to take hold, thus teachers at junior high school need to help
students become more familiar with the collocations learned in class through
activities and practice.

From Table 5, we can also see that the number of collocations that the
students used in their compositions gradually increased from S1 to S3, but
stopped and leveled off between S4 and S6. The gap in the frequency of
collocation usage between NS and S6 remained large. The use of collocation
has a direct impact on clear and communicative writing, therefore collocation
knowledge and use, along with vocabulary study, should be targeted actively.
As research on EFL students’ use of collocation is currently limited, the
results in Figure 7 and Table 5 provide an interesting picture of the transition
of students’ use of collocations to their writing.
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FIGURE7
Percentage of Students Who Used Collocations
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TABLE S5
Number of Collocation Types per 100 Words
Groups S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 NS
# 1.3 2.7 3.1 3.5 3.6 3.5 5.7

Style

In examining the structure of students’ sentences, first, “simple sentences”
were identified and the percentage of use was calculated (see Figure 8).
Overall, when compared to NS compositions, the Japanese students’
compositions contained a far greater number of simple sentences. Table 6
shows the average length of words used in students” compositions. The word
length leveled off between S2 and S6. It is clear that Japanese students used

shorter and more basic words.
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FIGURE8

Percentage of Simple Sentences
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TABLE 6
Word Length
Groups S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 NS
# of letters 3.8 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.3

The number of students who used (i) either an exclamatory sentence, a
question, a question-answer pair, a direct address to the readers or (ii) a
hedging sentence beginning with “I think,” “I feel,” “l suppose” and “I
guess” were identified, and the percentage of use was calculated.
Interestingly, the results shown in Figure 9 indicate that the percentage of
students who used spoken discourse elements increased along with progress
in students’ overall English skills. Since the more advanced students wrote
longer compositions, the potential occurrence of colloquial expressions
increased. However, there was a considerable gap between S6 (76.5%) and
NS (42.8%). Although the assignment topic of this study was more creative
than strictly academic, the majority of NS writers nonetheless employed a
recognizably formal written discourse style, whereas the Japanese student
writers quite often spoke to the reader, for example:
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S1: But, anyway, | will not join the plan.

S2: But, | think..., | don’t take part in this experiment.

S3: And then, don’t be surprised. Number three is a *“soccer ball”.

S4: Why do | bring a shampoo? The answer is keep of a hair’s quality.

S5: Great! What a good idea! Am | a genius in making any plans? But in
this case, | get a big and fatal problem.

S6: If 1 actually faced with this situation, | cannot decide easily as I did this
time | suppose. Do you understand my ideas?

With little awareness of genre or style differences between spoken and
written English, students simply wrote what they knew. From these results, it
is clear that students need formal instruction to be attentive to the differences
in style that characterizes written and spoken English.

FIGURE9
Percentage of Students Using Spoken Discourse
%
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CONCLUSION

This study is based on a relatively small sampling of different groups and
covers a cross-section of ability and skill levels. The findings apply to the
students in this study and while progress over time may only in a general way
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be inferred from the different levels, the findings may be helpful none-the-
less in targeting writing elements that need attention.

First, among the writing skills observed in this study, composition length
and paragraph length improved with increased exposure to English and
reached the same level as NS compositions after one-year of formal
paragraph writing instruction (Figure 1 and Figure 2). Second, the production
of complex sentences (Figure 3 and Figure 8), and the use of more precise
and accurate words and collocations (Table 4 and Table 5) leveled off after
entering college and remained unchanged. We concluded that college
students (S4, S5, and S6) need further instruction to produce more complex
and accurate sentences, a greater variety of collocations and more meaning-
specific words than general words. Third, the use of the composition
organization pattern of introduction-body-conclusion (Table 2), correct
paragraph structure (Table 3 and Figure 5), and variety of transition signals
(Figure 6) appeared to have improved along with students’ increased
exposure to English. However, even S6, the most advanced group of students,
still showed the need for improvement to reach the level of fluency as
exemplified by NS. Finally, the Japanese students’ compositions often sounded
overly conversational. This might be attributed to their propensity for using
simple sentences (Figure 3 and Figure 8), their choice of general vocabulary
(Table 4 and Table 6), and their excessive application of spoken discourse
elements such as direct address to engage readers, or hedges to soften
opinions (Figure 9).

In summary, the findings in this study suggest that different elements of
writing require different approaches to instruction. In order for EFL
instructors to most efficiently address the students’ needs within writing
instruction it is helpful to be aware that some writing elements, such as the
length of a composition or paragraph, develop in the natural course of
learning English. For the improvement of other writing elements, such as the
organization of a composition, the complexity of sentence structure, and the
effective use of transition signals, students might benefit from formal
instruction.

50



The Journal of Asia TEFL

THE AUTHORS

Chikako Nishigaki is associate professor at the Faculty of Education of
Chiba University in Japan. Her current research interests cover listening and
vocabulary teaching. Her recent publications include The Development and
Use of CALL Material for Teaching English Vocabulary (2006) and A
Comparison of Words Appearing in Overseas and Japanese Picture Dictionaries
(2006) with K. Chujo.

Kiyomi Chujo is associate professor at the College of Industrial Technology,
Nihon University in Japan. Her current research interests cover vocabulary
learning and the pedagogical applications of corpus linguistics. Her recent
publications include Selecting Level-specific Specialized Vocabulary Using
Statistical Measures with M. Utiyama (2006) and An Investigation into the
Star-Rated Words in English-Japanese Learner's Dictionaries with S.
Hasegawa (2006).

Sandra McGoldrick is a master’s candidate in applied linguistics at
Birmingham University. Her current research interests are L2 writing and
classroom discourse. She also regularly contributes to creating listening
material. Her recent publications include English Conversation 3-step Listening
(2001) and VOA English News 3-Step Listening (2004) with Y. Takefuta.

Shuji Hasegawa is a teacher of English at Mobara High School in Japan.
His research focuses on English collocations and idioms. His recent
publications include A Chronological Study of the Level of Difficulty and the
Usability of the English Vocabulary Used in University Entrance
Examinations (2006) with K. Chujo and C. Nishigaki, and An Investigation
into the Star-Rated Words in English-Japanese Learner's Dictionaries (2006)
with K. Chujo.

REFERENCES

Arnaudet, M. L., & Barrett, M. E. (1990). Paragraph development. New Jersey:
Prentice Hall Regents.

51



A Cross-Sectional Contrastive Analysis of Japanese Students’ English Composition Skills

Biber, D. (1988). Variation across speech and writing. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Chujo, K., & Nishigaki, C. (2006). Creating spoken academic vocabulary lists from
the British National Corpus. Practical English Studies, 12, 19-34.

Cornbleet, S., & Carter, R. (2001). The language of speech and writing. New York:
Routledge.

Flowerdew, J., & Miller, L. (2005). Second language listening: Theory and practice.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Harder, B. D., & Harder, H. K. (1982). Cultural interface and teaching English
composition in Japan. Eigo kyouiku , 4, 19-23.

Hasegawa, S., & Chujo, K. (2003). Koukousei to daigakusei no eisakubun ni
shiyousareru ren-go no gakushuu-dankai-betsu chousa [A graded study of
collocations utilized in English composition by high school students and
university students]. Eigo hyougen kenkyuu, 20, 20-28.

Hinds, J. (2001). Reader versus writer responsibility: A new typology. In T. Silva & P.
K. Matsuda (Eds.). Landmark essays on ESL writing (pp. 63-73). New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.

Hirayanagi, Y. (1998). Writing to improve analytical and organizational skills. The
Language Teacher, 22(12), 21-23.

Inami, Y. et al. (Eds.). (1999). Sun raizu kuesto eiwa jiten [Sunrise quest English-
Japanese dictionary] Tokyo: Obunsha.

Izzo, J. (2002). Common English writing errors of Japanese university students.
Retrieved April 20, 2006, from http://www.hagi.ac.jp/gakubu/izzoweb/
MonbRptPart1.htm

Japanese Ministry of Education. (1989). Chugakko gakushu shido yoryo. Tokyo:
Kairyudo Shuppan.

Jenkins, J. (2006). The spread of EIL: A testing time for testers. ELT Journal, 60(1),
42-49.

Kjellmer, G. (1994). A dictionary of English collocations: Based on the Brown corpus.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Kobayashi, H. (1984). Rhetorical patterns in English and Japanese. TESOL Quarterly,
18(4), 737-738.

Kroll, B. (1990). What does time buy? ESL performance on home versus class
compositions. In B. Kroll (Ed.), Second language writing: Research insights
for the classroom (pp. 140-154). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lites, E. (1989). Visions: An academic writing test. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

Matsuhata, S. (2000). Writing no jyuyosei 3-gino tono soukankankei wo saguru [The
importance of writing]. Eigo kyouiku, 49, 8-10.

52



The Journal of Asia TEFL

Nation, 1. S. P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

New horizon English course 1. (1997). [Authorized by the Ministry of Education].
Tokyo: Tokyo Shoseki.

New horizon English course 2. (1998). [Authorized by the Ministry of Education].
Tokyo: Tokyo Shoseki.

New horizon English course 3. (1999). [Authorized by the Ministry of Education].
Tokyo: Tokyo Shoseki.

Nishigaki, C., & Leishman, S. (1998). Some effects of classroom instruction developed
from students’ needs analysis: Composition at the university level. Chiba
daigaku kyouikugakubu kiyo, 46, 61-69.

Nishigaki, C., & Leishman, S. (2000). An analysis of composition of Japanese college
students. Chiba daigaku kyouikugakubu kiyo, 48, 87-99.

Nishigaki, C., & Leishman, S. (2001). Needs analysis, instruction, and improvement
in writing class: Developing textual features in Japanese EFL college writing.
JACET Bulletin, 34, 57-71.

Oi, K. (1986). Cross-cultural differences in rhetorical patterning: A study of Japanese
and English. JACET Bulletin, 17, 23-48.

Oi, K. (1997). Nihonjin gakushusha no kaku eibun wa naze “I” de hajimaru bun ga
ooinoka — Hitotsu no shian [Why does English composition written by
Japanese include many ‘I’s?]. Gendai eigo kyouiku, 33(12), 22-25.

Olshtain, E., & Celce-Murcia, M. (2003). Discourse analysis and language teaching.
In D. Schiffrin, D. Tannen & H. Hamilton (Eds.). The handbook of discourse
analysis (pp. 707-724). Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Oshima, A., & Hogue, A. (1991). Writing academic English. New York: Addison-
Wesley.

Sato, K. (1988). Paragraph writing to setsuzokushi [Paragraph writing and transition
signals]. Nagoya gakuin daigaku gaikokugo kyouiku kiyo, 18, 69-76.

Shaw, P., & Liu, E. T. (1998). What develops in the development of second-language
writing? Applied Linguistics, 19(2), 225-254.

Spratt, M., Pulverness, A., & Williams, M. (2005). The TKT course. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Takagi, A. (2000). Contrastive rhetoric: Language transfer from Japanese to English
writing. Kantokoshinetsu eigo kyoiku gakkai kenkyu kiyo, 14, 21-33.

Takagi, A. (2001). The need for change in English writing instruction in Japan. The
Language Teacher, 25(7). Retrieved April 14, 2006, from http://www.jalt-
publications.org/tlt/articles/2001/07/takagi

Takebayashi, S., et al. (Eds.). (1996). Laito hausu eiwa jiten [Lighthouse English-

53



A Cross-Sectional Contrastive Analysis of Japanese Students’ English Composition Skills

Japanese dictionary] (3rd ed.). Tokyo: Kenkyusha.

Taniguchi, M. J. (1993). Descriptive analysis of Japanese writers’ L2 English
compositions. Bunkyo daigaku jyoshi tanki daigaku-bu kenkyu kiyo, 36, 17-27.

Taylor, L. (2006). The changing landscape of English: Implications for language
assessment. ELT Journal, 60(1), 51-60.

Timmis, I. (2002). Native-speaker norms and international English: A classroom view.
ELT Journal, 56(3), 240-249.

54



Cross-cultural differences and perceived quality in written paraphrases of English expository prose. Applied Linguistics, 4, 3, 2594€“68.
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A Cross-sectional Study with Particular Reference to Finnish-speaking and English-speaking learners of German. Anu llomaki B.A.
(Mod.) CSLL Final Year Project, May 2005 Supervisor: Dr. David Singleton.A The analysis of the present study aims to discuss and
explain what triggered the cross-linguistic influence to appear in individual cases. While the results of the present study give an insight
into the influence different languages may have on the acquisition process of an additional language, these results cannot be fully
trusted to represent an entire population of learners. Contrastive analysis: comparing languages side-by-side, usually with the intent of
discovering the relationship between them. Often used to reconstruct historic language trees, showing how whole language families
developed and diverged. For example, we look at how French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese say a€ceto make/doa€ and draw some
assumptions on how theya€™re related to one another. Applied linguistics: a subfield of linguistics that uses theory, rules, techniques,
etc. from linguistics to solve useful problems in the real world. For example, we use known rules about semantics and lexicograp
Introduction The Third Edition of Developing Composition Skills: Academic Writing Grammar presents an integrated program of writing
for intermediate students of English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL). It combines extensive practice in rhetorical strategies
and techniques with a review of appropriate grammatical structures and verb tenses. Its appendices serve as a handbook for writing,
grammar, and mechanics. The primary audience is the academically oriented ESL/EFL student; however, the text also can be useful in
developmental writing courses for native speakers who could benefit f In medical research, social science, and biology, a cross-sectional
study (also known as a cross-sectional analysis, transverse study, prevalence study) is a type of observational study that analyzes data
from a population, or a representative subset, at a specific point in time&€"that is, cross-sectional data. In economics, cross-sectional
studies typically involve the use of cross-sectional regression, in order to sort out the existence and magnitude of causal effects of one
independent variable upon



Introduction: Definition: Contrastive Analysis means the comparison of two languages by paying attention to differences and similarities
between languages being compared. a€¢ It was first suggested by Whorf (1941) as contrastive linguistics , a comparative study which
emphasizes on linguistic differences.A Contrastive Analysis. How to compare two syntactic /grammatical structures?A In contrastive
studies a teacher should instruct the students in this area. For example: A: at last | bought it. . @+@~ @§3+ Ut U @§ @ Ut 320§ 3§ B:
really! Cross-sectional research is often used to study what is happening in a group at a particular time. Learn how and why this method
is used in research.A Kendra Cherry, MS, is an author, educational consultant, and speaker focused on helping students learn about
psychology. Learn about our editorial process. Kendra Cherry. A cross-sectional study is a type of research design in which researchers
collect data from many individuals at a single point in time.A Cross-sectional vs longitudinal example. You want to study the impact that
a low-carb diet has on diabetes. You first conduct a cross-sectional study with a sample of diabetes patients to see if there are
differences in health outcomes like weight or blood sugar in those who follow a low-carb diet. You discover that the diet correlates with
weight loss in younger patients, but not older ones. You then decide to design a longitudinal study to further examine this link in younger
patients. Without first conducting the cross-sectional study, you would not have known to focus on younger patients i...A Other students
also liked. Contrastive Analysis is based on the prediction of errors on the basis of differences between the source and the target
languages. The more difference between the two languages, the more difficulty the L2 learners may face.A Then a contrastive analysis
of English and Persian syllable structures, sound systems and stress patterns is provided. It is concluded that, due to the differences,
Persian learners of English are often faced with so much difficulty. Their pronunciations are almost erroneous and on the basis of
differences available, those flaws are attributable to the negative transfer from L1. Contrastive analysis is the study and comparison of
two languages. There are two central aims in contrastive analysis: making...A For example, this can be comparing English with Latin or
Basque with Iroquois. This is done by looking at the structural similarities and differences of the studied languages. There are two
central aims to contrastive analysis; the first is to establish the inter-relationships of languages in order to create a linguistic family
tree.A The idea of contrastive analysis grew out of observing students learning a second language. Each student or group of students
tended to repeat the same linguistic mistakes as previous groups. This turned into an assumption that the mistakes were caused by the
studenta€™s first language interfering with the second.



