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Abstract

Often assumptions are made about the effectiveness of certain activities in the English
as a Foreign Language writing class. One such assumption is that prewriting activities
used with the process writing approach common in second language writing classes is a
key step in helping students to begin compositions. It seems, however, that the usefulness
of these activities is sometimes taken for granted without considering student opinion. In
this action research project, an EFL writing class of first year university students at Toyo
Gakuen University was surveyed on the effectiveness of prewriting activities as the first
step in composition writing. The results of the survey provided mostly encouraging results.
In general, the students endorsed freewriting, brainstorm, and clustering as useful activities
to initiate composition writing especially with a bias towards freewriting. This article will
then conclude with a discussion on how to further apply prewriting activities and possibly
make them more effective.

1. Introduction

When activities are used in the EFL class, it is usually assumed that students will benefit for
a specific reason based on the approach of which the activity is designed for. Sometimes, however,
it seems that these benefits are logically justified by the instructor with little input from the
students for whom the activities or tasks are intended. Also, due to the vast diversity among EFL
learners, feedback from one group of students does not necessarily represent the norm for all EFL
learners in general. Student feedback on classroom activities should be a high priority and may
lead to revised expectations and provide direction to tailor activities to suit a specific group of

learners.

In the EFL writing class, activities such as freewriting, brainstorming, and clustering are
part of the prewriting stage of the process writing approach to writing and are commonly used
in class. These activities are designed to help students generate ideas and get their thoughts down
on paper. Though these types of activities have been used for years, do students see value in these
activities? If so, which of the three; freewriting, brainstorming, or clustering do they find the most

effective for helping them to get started on their compositions?
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The aim of this action research project was to do as mentioned previously; survey students in
an EFL writing class to find out if the students themselves believe that prewriting activities do
indeed help them get started on their compositions and which of the three they felt was the most
effective. I will discuss how these activities were used in class and I will discuss the results of the
questionnaire and how this information can be used to make decisions about the future use of

prewriting activities.
2. Process Writing and Prewriting Activities

The process writing approach, commonly used in contemporary EFL writing classes, was
developed because linguists in the 1970’s and 80’s felt approaches at that time focused too much
on the imitation and manipulation of model text or on the rhetoric of paragraph structure. The
problem according to Zamel (1987) is, “Methods that emphasize form and correctness ignore how
ideas get explored through writing and fail to teach students that writing is essentially a process
of discovery” (p.267). Therefore, the process writing approach was created to provide students
with a guideline to create, develop, and refine their compositions. This process is explained by
Seow (2002) as, “..process writing in the classroom may be construed as a programme of
instruction which provides students with a series of planned learning experiences to help them

understand the nature of writing at every point” (p.316).

In process writing, Blanchard and Root (1997) state that there are five basic stages; prewrit-
ing, planning, drafting, revising, and editing. At the prewriting stage, students need to gather their
thoughts and generate ideas before planning and beginning their compositions. This stage is very
important especially for lower level students who often struggle with the ominous task of
beginning a composition. Kroll (2001) suggests investing a fair amount of time working with
prewriting activities and introducing a variety of them so that students can discover which
strategy works best for them to generate ideas. The most common of these prewriting activities
are; freewriting, where students are instructed to write nonstop for a short duration of time on
a topic; brainstorming, where students in groups randomly generate and record words or phrases
relating to a topic; and clustering, where the topic is written in the center of the page and related

items are linked radiating from the center from general to specific.

Although these prewriting activities have been developed to assist EFL students to begin
their compositions, it is difficult to say how effective they truly are with a specific group of

learners. Writing is perhaps the most difficult language skill to master and is a very personalized
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activity by nature. It is worth considering the opinion of students who are required to use these
strategies in class to find out how they feel about these activities so adjustments can be made

which will benefit future students in similar conditions.

3. Action Research Project

3.1 Purpose

The purpose of this action research project was to obtain feedback from a first year
university EFL writing class to find out if the students found activities commonly used in the
prewriting stage of the process writing approach useful and if so, which of the three prewriting
activities; freewriting, brainstorming, or clustering they found the most useful and why. Also, I
wanted to find out their experience using these activities and if they would consider using one or

more of these activities on future writing assignments.

3.2 The students and course

The class consisted of 24 first year university students of a first year compulsory English
writing class (Kiso Eigo) at Toyo Gakuen University, a university located in the Kanto region of
Japan. Of the 24 students 22 were 18-19 year-old (10 male and 12 female) Japanese as a first
language speakers and two male students were Chinese as a first language speakers, 20 and 23
years old respectively. At Toyo Gakuen University, all first year students are given a placement
test, and in general, students are placed in classes ranked from ten (the highest) to one (the
lowest). Students are also separated by major; ‘G’ for Gendai Keiei (Business Administration), ‘K’
for Kokusai Komyunikashon (International Communication), and ‘N’ for Ningen Kagaku (Human
Science). The class used in this study, K9, represents a high level class (one from the top) of the
Kokusai Communication majors, though in reality they have very little experience, practice, or
instruction in writing in English. Their experience is probably limited to high school English

classes only.

The goals of this writing class were to introduce and practice paragraph writing and to
practice language forms, such as conjunctions and articles, to improve accuracy and quality of
writing. Therefore, a structural syllabus was adopted which also included some functions to allow
students practice writing in different genre. There were four writing assignments in the spring
term in which their grades were based on: a letter of introduction, a description of a friend or
a family member, a day when everything went wrong, and a descviption about a favorite place to

go shopping.
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Since the general syllabus focused mostly on form, process writing activities were also
incorporated to promote skills and processes for developing content. These included activities for
generating ideas, increasing writing fluency, organizing ideas, and revising, which are typical of
the process writing approach. The main focus of the first term (the duration of this study) with
respect to process writing was to introduce activities to generate ideas and improve writing
fluency in the prewriting stage. The three main prewriting activities used were freewriting,

brainstorming, and clustering.

3.3 The use of prewriting activities in class

The prewriting activities, freewriting, brainstorming, and clustering were intended to be
used in conjunction with writing assignments, however, I felt it was necessary to first introduce
and give students practice with these as independent activities. After students became familiar
with these activities, they were later used as prewriting activities linked to specific writing

assignments.

The concept of freewriting was introduced in the first class according to guidelines similar
to those listed by Martin (2010) in which students were given the following instructions: write
nonstop for ten minutes, do not use an eraser, do not worry too much about grammar and
mistakes, and do not stop to use a dictionary. In total, freewriting activities were used seven
times throughout the term and the topic of the freewriting activities usually related to the topic

of upcoming writing assignments.

Brainstorming was also introduced in the first class and students worked together in groups
of four or five during this activity. The general procedure of brainstorming was first modeled as
a class activity followed by group work where each group selected a general topic from a list.
After 15 minutes of generating ideas, students were told to consider ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘who’, ‘why’,
and ‘how’ as they relate to the topic of their brainstorm to help generate more ideas. In the
following class, groups were told to organize their ideas generated from the previous week’s
brainstorming into three or four categories in an attempt at planning; however, since essay
writing was not a goal of the course, this activity was only carried out to form a simple outline.
No further specific brainstorming activities were done in class, however, students were encour-

aged to use brainstorming before beginning assignments and were given time to do so in class.

Clustering was introduced later in the course, in the fourth week, where students were asked

to read a short passage about a man and fill in a partially completed cluster diagram about the
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man. Students were then instructed to complete a cluster about themselves as a homework
assignment. A similar cluster activity was done in the sixth class in which students were asked
to complete a cluster diagram about a friend or a family member which later became the topic

of one of the writing assignments.

The following table lists the date/class number, prewriting activity used, the topic, and any

additional comments:

Date /  Class | Pre-writing Topic Comments

number activity

April 9 (class #1) Freewriting Self Introduction The topic of the first writing
assignment

April 9 (class #1) | Brainstorming | Various Group activity

April 16 (class #2) | Freewriting Topic of brainstorm | To help generate more ideas

from the previous week. | for the brainstorm
April 16 (class #2) | Brainstorming | Same as previous week | Included  activities  for
planning paragraphs

May 7 (class #4) Freewriting Golden week
May 7 (class #4) Clustering Who am 1? Homework assignment
May 14 (class #5) | Freewriting My family

May 21 (class #6) | Freewriting My best friend
May 21 (class #6) | Clustering A friend or a family | The topic of the second

member writing assignment

June 11 (class # 9) | Freewriting A bad day The topic of the third
writing assignment

June 18 (class #10 ) | Freewriting Shopping The topic of the fourth

writing assignment

4. Results

After one term (Spring 2010-13 lessons) where students had been introduced to and had
extensively practiced using prewriting activities, I conducted a survey to obtain student feedback
on the effectiveness of the prewriting activities in general and which of the three, if any, that they
particularly favored. On the last day of class, I gave them a questionnaire (see appendix) in both
English and Japanese with questions relating to prewriting activities. In total, 22 out of 24

students (two students were absent) completed the questionnaire.
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The following table shows the question by question results of the survey:

1. Did you find “freewriting” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in English?

Very much Somewhat A little Not at all Other

7 12 3 0 0

32% 54% 14% 0% 0%

2. Did you find “brainstorming” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in
English?

Very much Somewhat A little Not at all Other

7 12 3 0 0

32% 54% 14% 0% 0%

3. Did you find “clustering” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in English?

Very much Somewhat A little Not at all Other

5 16 1 0 0

23% 73% 4% 0% 0%

4. Which of these activities (freewriting, brainstorming, or clustering) did you think
was the most useful?

Freewriting Brainstorming | Clustering Blank Other
13 6 2 1 0
59% 27% 10% 4% 0%

5. Have you used any of these activities before in other writing classes, in either
English or Japanese?

Yes, freewriting | Yes, Yes, clustering | Yes, undecided | No
brainstorming

7 0 0 4 11

32% 0% 0% 18% 50%

6. Do you think you will use any of these activities in the future if you write a paper
in English?

Yes, freewriting | Yes, Yes, clustering | Yes, undecided | No
brainstorming

12 1 1 3 5

55% 4% 4% 14% 23%

7. Do you think you will use any of these activities in the future if you write a paper
in Japanese?

Yes, freewriting | Yes, Yes, clustering | Yes, undecided | No
brainstorming

12 0 1 3 6

55% 0% 4% 14% 27%

The first three questions asked if the students found the prewriting activities, freewriting,
brainstorming and clustering to be useful for generating ideas for writing and all students
surveyed agreed to a certain extent. For both freewriting and brainstorming, 329 of the students
agreed ‘very much’, 549 ‘somewhat’, and 149§ ‘a little’. Student endorsement for clustering was
slightly less at 2394 for ‘very much’, 739 for ‘somewhat’, and 149§ for ‘a little’. When asked which

of the three prewriting activities they preferred (question #4), the majority chose freewriting
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(59%), followed by brainstorming (279), and clustering (1094). Therefore, freewriting is clearly
the favorite; however, as mentioned earlier, it was the most commonly used prewriting activity

in class.

Another reason for the popularity of freewriting is, as question 5 indicates, 329 of the
students claimed to have used freewriting (or perhaps a similar activity) in the past while none
of the students claimed to have used brainstorming or clustering, though 18% were undecided and

509 claimed to have no prior experience.

Finally, students were asked if they would use any of these activities in the future if writing
a paper in either English (question 6) or Japanese (question 7) and only 23% and 27% of the
students respectively responded with ‘no’ indicating that approximately three quarters of the
students would consider using prewriting activities in the future prior to writing papers in either
their first language or second language. This indicates that the students value these prewriting
activities enough to consider using them not as class activities but independently as strategies to
generate idea for writing assignments in the future. Also, in both cases, 55% of the students

responded, ‘yes, freewriting’, thus making freewriting clearly the preferred prewriting activity.

5. Conclusion

From the results of the questionnaire, the students overwhelmingly agreed that the prewrit-
ing activities, freewriting, brainstorming, and clustering were beneficial in helping them to
generate ideas for writing assignments. Of the three activities, freewriting was chosen as the most
popular, however, as mentioned in the results, some students had prior experience using freewrit-
ing and it was the most commonly used prewriting activity in this class which may have skewed
the results somewhat. Though it may not come as much of a surprise that the students in this class
found prewriting activities a useful first step in composition writing, it is rather curious at first
glance that freewriting was selected as the most useful because it seems to be the most straight-
forward and mechanical method as opposed to brainstorming which involves group interaction or

clustering which requires linking related ideas in designing a cluster diagram.

There are several possible reasons for these results. Perhaps the most influencing factor is
the language ability of the students, which is low, resulting in the students having difficulty with
brainstorming activities. The students seemed to struggle to generate ideas which was probably
compounded by a lack of confidence resulting in an apprehension to list ideas rapidly. Also, with

brainstorming, groups generally listed only a narrow range of items and failed to diversify into
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different categories related to the topic, for example, with the topic ‘movies’, the group listed
almost exclusively titles of movies. One possible explanation for this is that the students’
cognitive ability to think of other possibilities was severely limited due to the need to focus on

language.

Age and motivation are also possible contributing factors. In general, first year university
students lack intrinsic motivation and quite often fail to take the initiative in classroom activ-
ities. Students often take a passive approach which may limit the success of group activities such
as brainstorming. Also students in this age group tend to have short attentions spans and often

need to be reminded to stay on task, especially when working in groups.

An activity such as freewriting is easy to understand and allows students to focus individu-
ally for a relatively short period of time on one task. Although, freewriting may seem like a
rather dry approach to prewriting, it proved to be the most effective method as chosen by the
students. Most likely it is this ‘keep it simple’ factor which contributed the most to the success

of this activity.

6. Discussion

The purpose of any action research project is to gather data which will allow the teacher to
make changes or modifications in the classroom resulting in a more effective learning environ-
ment for students. This action research project has allowed me to reflect on how I presented these
prewriting activities and how I could modify my instruction to make them more effective and

efficient for my students in the future.

In regards to freewriting, students, especially lower level students, usually benefit if the
teacher allows some time before the beginning the freewrite for students to collect their thoughts
on the topic. It is a good idea to write the topic on the board and give a few examples verbally
of personal anecdotes followed by allowing a few minutes for ideas to be developed. Although the
primary function of freewriting is to promote writing fluency and content, it is worthwhile to
monitor students’ writing and encourage students to write ‘margin to margin’ to include the whole
width of the page. Students have a habit of beginning a sentence on a new line instead of
continuing to the end of the right margin of the page. This is a habit which seems to be

surprisingly difficult for students to break.

Brainstorming was surprisingly ineffective probably due to the reasons listed in the results.
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Possibly, group brainstorming would benefit by introducing an element of competition, for
example, to see which group can brainstorm the most ideas in a certain period of time, perhaps
ten minutes. The same principle could probably be applied to clustering to see which group has
the most links or bubbles from the center. Also, rotating different brainstorms on poster paper or
cluster diagrams among groups could be useful in adding variety and an element of excitement

to both of these activities.

Reference:

Bailey, K. (2001). Action Research, Teacher Research, and Classroom Research in Language Teaching. In
Celce-Murcia, M., (Ed.). Teaching English as a second or foreign language, 3rd edition. pp. 489-498.
Singapore: Heinle & Heinle.

Blanchard, K., Root, C. (1997). Ready to Write Move: From Paragraph to Essay. White Plains: Longman.

Kroll, B. (2001). Considerations for Teaching and ESL/EFL Writing Course. In M. Celce-Murcia (Ed.),
Teaching English as a second ov foreign language, 3rd edition. pp. 219-233. New York: Newbury House.

Martin, D. (2010). Write Away Right Away, Second Edition. Saitama: EFL Press.

Rooks, G. (1999). Share your Paragraph: An Interactive Approach to Writing. White Plains: Longman.
Silva, T. (1990). Second language composition instruction: developments, issues, and directions in ESL. In
Barbara Kroll (Ed.). Second language writing. pp. 11-23. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Seow, A. (2002). The Writing Process and Process Writing. In W. Renandya and J. Richards (Eds.).

Methodology in Language Teaching. pp. 315-320. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Zamel, V. (1987). Writing: The Process of Discovering Meaning. In M. Long and J. Richards (Eds.).

Methodology in TESOL. pp. 267-278. New York: Newbury House.



164 Student Feedback on the Effectiveness of Prewriting Activities

Appendix
FE1 L3 Questionnaire: Pre-writing Activities

In this class we practiced several ways to generate ideas to help you begin your writing assignments.
The activities we used to generate ideas were “freewriting”, “brainstorming”, and “clustering”. I would
like to know if you found these activities to be useful and which activity you thought was the most useful.
Please answer the questions by circling one of the words in the brackets following the question. Feel free
to comment if you like.
ZNDTTATIE. 74T 4 ¥ 7OFEICI) METHOHEAM & LT, WL D DFkE v THRT % Mg 3
BrLCasgLe, HoeHEE 7)) =94 T4 > 7] [7Tv A2 =327 [ 72728 ) 7] H=D
T o TNLIEIERD D - 7220, EDFED—FRRINIZ 5 T2dp e KR HpE T 6 2 U & v g3, B
Raia, [ ] WOBEZ 20 EDBATOTHA TS v, JITFUSMA»a 2> P HFHNTLZE N,

1. Did you find “freewriting” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in English?
[70) =474 > 7] iE. FAEXDOWNEEHZ LB > 72 L v FET5 2
[ very much somewhat a little not at all ]
225 B9 Z9 /9 RRZ ) B Forl ) Bbn

2. Did you find “brainstorming” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in English?
[TV A2 =37 Hid, BIECOWNHEEH 2 DRI > 72 L F 527

[ very much somewhat a little not at all ]

3. Did you find “clustering” to be useful to generate ideas for writing in English?
[ 7722 > 7| Hlid. BIECOWNEEZH 2 DRI > 2 L3207

[ very much somewhat a little not at all |

4. Which of these activities (freewriting, brainstorming, or clustering) did you think was the most useful?
Hielziz k5T, LE=ZDODPTEDTHEDI—FARNTL72h?
5. Have you used any of these activities before in other writing classes, in either English or Japanese?
Hitzlx, FR=E20HEowWI %, 30D IAT 4> 70772 (HARE - Y5E) CHLEMLEL
727

[ yes no |

If so, which activity(s) did you use?
ves L B2 le - Dk EHERLZ Lk ?

6. Do you think you will use any of these activities in the future if you write a paper in English?
SBIFETHL - VR— P EFH DB o2 b, L= 2nlhkowT e 2iEHT 5 L v E 32
[ yes no |
If so, which activity(s) will you use?
ves L BEZ I > EDFLEETEHT 5 L MnEd 27

7. Do you think you will use any of these activities in the future if you write a paper in Japanese?
hild, GHHRFETHL - VR— P 2E LS, LRE2DHEOWIT N2 2IEHT 5 L BnFE 552
[ yes no |

If so, which activity(s) will you use?

ves LB 2 e in— DR EFHT 2 L wE a2




