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Enhancing Students’ Engagement and Motivation in Writing: The Case of   

High School Students in Xalapa 

Abstract 

This paper reports the first cycle of an action-research project in which an EFL writing 

program was designed and implemented with a group of young learners in a private 

high school, in order to examine the students’ perspectives on the program, as well as 

its impact on their motivation, engagement and writing performance. The instruments 

used were a questionnaire, surveys, log entries, interviews and scoring sheets to assess 

the students’ pieces of writing.  The log entries, the interviews and the scoring sheets 

were adapted from the instruments in the original study. The participants of the study 

are teenagers between 14 and 18 years old taking the beginners' English course at the 

private senior high-school they attend. The EFL writing program was implemented 

during two months, in that time, students did a variety of writing tasks, some were 

from the course book and some others from the new program, these set of tasks were 

designed according to the necessities and cultural concerns from high school students.    
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Introduction 

When examining the everyday world, one finds people engaged in a variety of types of 

texts, some of which may be overlooked as a routine, or even as something 

unimportant. These varieties, however, represent the ability to control the written 

means of language to some extent. Hence, it is fair to say that most people, on a 

typical day, practice some forms of writing (Grabe & Kaplan, 1998.) However, it is 

much commoner to see people communicating something through speaking, that is, 

face to face, rather than through writing. This seems to be one of the reasons why 

most students cannot fully develop the writing skill until they are forced to put this skill 

into practice. 

 

As we can see, motivation is an important factor during the process of writing due to it 

is a vital element of successful language acquisition and a dynamic process subject to 

continuous flux (Dörnyei, 2001). In Lo & Hyland (2007) research, the original study 

from which this one is a replica, they pointed out that motivation is influenced by 

learners’ sense of agency and feelings of mastery and control over the learning activity 

and their interest in it. It might mean that if students feel engaged with the task, they 

will be capable of achieving their piece of writing. Hence, in some cases, it seems to be 

that students, who study English as a foreign language, write tasks without intrinsic 

motivation because these do not have a “sense of self-worth” (Oldfather and West, 

1999, p. 16). 

 

 In Lo & Hyland’s (2007) context, Honk Kong, their young learners seemed to lack 

motivation despite the fact that writing is vital for them and it is included in their 

curriculum. In my own context, the majority of my students feel reluctant to write 

because they do not feel motivated or engaged with the book’s tasks or these seem to 

be difficult for them. Thus, when students carry out writing tasks they feel frustrated 

because they think they cannot complete the task successfully due to their English 

level or amount of knowledge.  Most students are used to writing tasks from the 

course books and, in some cases, these tasks do not have “ample opportunities for 

social interaction and self-expression” (Oldfather and West, 1999, p. 17, in Lo & 

Hyland, 2007).  
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In both contexts, most students seem to be reluctant when developing their writing 

tasks. They also show lack of interest and motivation when they are required to add 

their personal point of view about the topic presented. Due to these situations, , in the 

original study, a new writing program was designed in order to include topics from 

personal to social concerns and, to certain extent, to provide students self-reflection 

and a positive attitude towards writing tasks. For the present study, a new writing 

program was also designed, according to the students’ needs and interests, for the 

same purpose: to motivate students to write. 
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Chapter 1: Context and Focus 

In this chapter, I will explain some facts about English education in Mexico. Then, I will 

provide a general view of Xalapa and the main objectives or goals that public and 

private institutions here seem to have towards English. Finally, I will describe, more in 

detail, the reasons why I decided to carry out this action research project.   

 

1.1 Context 

Mexico is a nation with a wide variety of customs, traditions and socio political issues. 

There are some parts from this country in which different regional indigenous 

languages are still spoken. This means that in some cases, Spanish is seen or taken as a 

second or third language (Flores Farfán, 2001, in Basurto, 2010, p.26). Although 

Mexico is located near two countries in which English is spoken, not all students seem 

to learn the language even though it is been said that people who learn it and use it in 

a proficient way might have access to better education or job opportunities 

(Basurto,2010, p.26). Education in Mexico seems to be changing according to the new 

educational reform. This reform seeks or has as a main purpose that students have 

access to different healthy or cultural activities in all their school years, including 

learning English as a foreign language.  

 

The city in which this research was carried out was Xalapa. It is located in the center of 

the state of Veracruz, situated in the north of the country. In Xalapa, there are 86 high 

school institutions, some of which are private institutions (Wikipedia). In most of these 

private schools, English is offered from Preschool to University levels in order to 

improve their social skills. In contrast, public institutions only offer English from junior 

high to University mainly, but they have been working with the last grades of 

elementary school as well.  

 

During 2010, the SEP implemented English as a subject in the third preschool grade, 

and in first and second elementary grades. The purpose of this program is to start 

developing the children’s social and communicative skills in English. The level of 

English offered in preschool and elementary grades is very basic and designed 

according to the students’ needs; the idea is that students put into practice basic 

competencies in the language as well as their recognition skills. Those skills have to be 
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the same as the ones they are learning in Spanish in order to be prepared for real 

situations that they may face in society. Although the SEP agreed on the idea of having 

English during preschool and 1st-2nd elementary grades, it seems that not all the public 

institutions in Xalapa have put into practice this new English program. It is only private 

institutions that have implemented English in preschool (1st-3rd grades) and 

elementary grades (1st-6th).  

 

In junior high school (1st -3rd grades), students from both public and private institutions 

have had English as a compulsory subject for a long time. English at this level has as a 

main objective to expose students to the four skills and use the competency program 

made by the SEP and the SEV (Secretaría de Educación de Veracruz) in order to mold 

and have well-prepared students who can compete with other countries and 

communicate around the world (Basurto, 2010).  

 

However, students in junior high school seem to have reached only a low intermediate 

level when they are about to conclude their third grade, at best. By the time students 

finish high school, they are expected to have reached an upper intermediate level.  

However, this is hardly ever achieved because students seem to start from scratch 

every semester. Despite the fact that English learning has been implemented at the 

basic levels, in the middle ones (junior high and high school), English teaching should 

be an ongoing process, but what students learn in high school seems to be the same as 

what they learn in junior high school, always starting from scratch. Hence, teachers 

have noticed that despite the fact the DGB (Dirección General del Bachillerato) decided 

to implement its new competencies program in public and private high schools, not all 

the students seem to be capable of accomplishing all the main goals from the program 

nor increasing their level of English. One of the many reasons why the level of English 

is not higher seems to be because during junior high school students did not learn or 

acquired what was expected (Basurto, 2010).  

 

Another problem which is important to point out is the fact that once students are in 

high school, not all the institutions offer English during the three years except for the 

private ones. English in public institutions is given during the first four semesters, three 

hours per week and, in the other two semesters students can take the subject as an 
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elective. It is vital to clarify that not all the schools have this options, it depends on the 

institution. In contrast, most private institutions offer English during the three years 

and some other schools offer English courses during the first four semesters, but these 

courses have five hours or seven hours and a half a week. 

 

When we consider the number of hours dedicated to English in both institutions, we 

can see that there is a big difference between them. It is also important to mention 

that when we reflect about what has been taught, we see that in public institutions 

their coursebooks basically focus on reading, grammar and vocabulary, neglecting, to 

some extent, listening, speaking and writing activities. This is a problem which affects 

private institutions in that they receive students from public institutions that have not 

developed the English language skills expected for their level. In the private school 

where I work, for example, this situation is worsened by the fact that students from 

public institutions usually incorporate our classes one month after the school year has 

begun. We have even admitted students two months before the school year is about 

to conclude.  

 

In addition, most students who enter at this point have practically no knowledge of 

English: they can barely read, write, speak, listen and comprehend what is required by 

their teachers in the private institution, even though SEP books are said to be designed 

according to students’ levels and age. This situation was one of the triggers for my 

interest in implementing a new writing program in order to motivate students to write 

in English. In the next section I will explain and address the problem of this study more 

in detail and the main reasons why I decided to motivate and help my students with 

the writing skill, as well as the constraints my students and I have faced in order to 

achieve this goal.  

 

1.2 Problem 

In the institution where I work, the importance of English has been growing constantly, 

maybe because private institutions tend to compete between them, and so we as 

teachers have to develop the four skills and finish the coursebooks students’ are asked 

to buy. Regarding the four skills, speaking has been given more importance than 

writing in our EFL classrooms. According to students, in their previous courses they did 
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not develop writing tasks except for some short text opinions from their coursebooks.  

Students from this private high school cannot write any other type of text nor feel 

engaged and motivated at the time of developing any writing task.  Their level of 

English (basic) has been a constraint for developing a wider variety of writing tasks. 

Implementing a new writing program using a diverse range of tasks with different 

situations and topics which students feel comfortable and identified with might 

motivate or help them rather than make them feel limited, frustrated, reluctant or 

demotivated with their writing sessions. According to students, they had never 

experienced real writing classes, in the sense that nobody had taught them how to 

produce a text.  

 

In Lo & Hyland's (2007) research, students’ social interaction, self-expression and 

motivation increased to a certain extent after implementing the new writing program. 

There is evidently a variety of differences between Hong Kong and Mexico, the main 

difference being that the school in Hong Kong is a semi-bilingual institution in which 

English is seen as a second language. Nevertheless, the situations regarding the 

students’ motivation to write were similar, so I decided to implement the same tools 

and project in one of my EFL classes in order to determine its impact and results in 

terms of the students’ perspectives about new writing tasks.  

 

1.3 Objective 

To find out whether the use of the new ESL writing program motivates and engages 

students in this context as it was the case in Hong Kong. 

 

1.4 Question 

To what extent will the implementation of a new ESL writing program enhance 

students’ motivation and engagement on students’ writing performance? 

 

1.5 Rationale 

There are many reasons which triggered my desire to carry out this research about 

motivation in writing. One of them was because I realized that education in Mexico 

seems to be still struggling with English language learning in all the educational levels. 

There have been new reforms in which English is incorporated to preschool and 
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elementary school, and it is said that policy-makers expect students’ knowledge of 

English to increase with this reform. If all the students from all the public and private 

institutions receive English from preschool to University levels, students should be able 

to reach a C1 level according to the Common European Framework of Reference 

(CEFR), which is definitely not the case. However, it is usually the case that the schools, 

the teachers and the students are not prepared for all the changes that the 

government attempts with those reforms. It is a long process, and to begin with, 

English should be seen as an important subject at all levels, including kindergarten and 

elementary school.  

 

Recently, according to the SEP (2010), English is one of the subjects which students fail 

the most because of their lack of motivation, teachers without a proper profile or 

because it has not been given enough support, or even importance. This has very likely 

had a negative impact on students’ language learning. If policy-makers do not take into 

consideration these aspects, and start hiring teachers with the corresponding profile 

for this subject, English education will never change for good. 

 

Moreover, as there is no real continuity in the English learning process from one level 

to another, or even within, schools approach language teaching in different ways. For 

example, the main focus in some public institutions tends to be grammar and 

vocabulary, while the development of the writing and speaking skills in English has 

been neglected. In the private institution where I work, speaking, grammar and 

vocabulary are the main focus. This has affected students’ language learning process to 

a certain extent because when I ask them to write a task from the book, the majority 

of them have no idea of how to start, develop or conclude it, regardless their level of 

English. For them, writing in English seems to be difficult, boring and a waste of time. I 

decided then to find a solution and help them throughout different tasks or special 

writing lessons during the week, and when I read about the action research study 

carried out in Hong Kong, I considered that since there was a similar problematic 

regarding English writing and motivation, I should try to do something similar with my 

students.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

In this chapter the role of writing in EFL is presented in order to narrow the 

implications that writing has for students whose mother tongue is not English. 

Furthermore, it explains how motivation is important in the Mexican context and, how 

the original study was developed, providing a detailed description of their objectives, 

procedure and findings.  

 

2.1 Writing 

Writing is essential for humanity, and its vital role cannot be denied either nowadays 

or in the past. As a matter of fact, the invention of writing is what defined the end of 

prehistory and the beginning of history writing (Larousse Encyclopedia, 1991, p. 344). 

In Arndt and White’s opinion:    

 

Writing is far from being a simple matter of transcribing language into writing symbols: it 

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. Furthermore, precisely 

because cognitive skills are involved, proficiency in language does not, of itself, make 

writing easier. (1997, p.3) 

 

According to the aforementioned definition, writing is a process that not only requires 

writers to be proficient in the language they are to use, but also entails a more 

complex process which involves putting thoughts into a written form to be 

communicated effectively. Therefore, this might be the reason why many people find 

writing to be one of the hardest skills to be developed, especially when it comes to a 

foreign language.  

 

Hence, it seems to be that the writer is viewed by society as the creator of a written 

text, and the process through which the writer goes to create and produce his/her final 

product is the most important in the theory (Kroll, 1993, p. 7).  This is precisely what 

makes it difficult for many writers to accomplish it, regardless if they are English 

native-speakers or EFL learners. However, it might be because writing a task is a real 

hurdle to overcome for some of these EFL learners. Many of them cannot reach a high 

level of proficiency in English even after years of studying the language, even though 

their language level is not the only aspect to consider when developing the writing 
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skill, this lack of proficiency in writing puts this skill at risk of fossilizing mistakes 

(Thornbury, 2002, p.20). 

 

On the other hand, the ability to write properly and effectively is something which 

many of us evade, it can be in our mother tongue or in any other language we may 

want to learn, and this is in spite of the many years which are frequently dedicated to 

the development of this skill, (Tribble, 1996, p. 9).   Thus, it can be said that writing, as 

a productive skill, is not a skill that can be developed completely autonomously and 

should be taught to learners. That is to say, most writers have to receive training 

regarding how to write in order to become proficient writers. Nonetheless, native-

speakers as well as EFL learners do not seem to like spending time in a process that is 

slowly developed and that they may not regard as essential for their current lives; as 

Tribble (1996, p.1) points out, “writing is a language skill […] in which relatively few 

people are required to be expert.” But, this does not mean that writing is an 

unimportant skill. 

 

Yet, the belief that writing is a productive skill difficult to master might have become a 

barrier that hinders learners’ development. That is, it might demotivate learners and 

even cause them to give up. On the other hand, thinking of how this process is carried 

out step by step and how its results can be seen after a certain time in a written paper, 

it can be said that it may encourage some others to continue making an effort to try to 

master this skill; it will depend on the type of writing task students have to complete 

and if it appeals to them.   

 

Writing is also a vital skill which helps students to develop their own perception of the 

world through literacy. Nowadays, it seems to be that it is becoming more important 

than in the past, it might be because there are more teachers who are increasing their 

writing sessions and guidance (Cushing, 2002). So if students have more writing 

sessions in their mother tongue and in English guided by their teachers, it will help 

them to develop this skill easily and without too many constraints. 

   

Cushing (2002) also points out that writing effectively is becoming increasingly 

important around the world, and instruction in writing is more common now than in 
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the past in both second- and foreign-language education. When students write a task, 

they usually use the vocabulary they know, but mainly from their cultural, social and 

personal point of view; this is because most writing activities that are meaning-making 

are socially and culturally shaped and individually and socially purposeful (Sperling, 

1995, p.55 in Cushing 2002, p.19). More to this point, Hayes (1996, p.5) points out that 

all the types of writing texts are part of our social concerns and developed by our 

history of social interaction.  

 

Therefore, what people in general write is socially concerned, such as shopping lists, 

text messages, emails to friends or short notes to relatives. Filling in forms (it will 

depend on the age of the person) for job applications, insurance forms or 

questionnaires are also part of the daily writing routine which students or adults are 

familiar with. On the other hand, there are other types of writing genres which are 

developed inside and outside the classroom like: poetry, fiction or literature in general. 

Some other types of less formal compositions which sometimes are requested inside 

the classroom are related to a daily routine, a favorite pastime, a diary, and so forth 

(Byrne, 1988, p.2). These tasks are examples that have been required from my young 

English foreign learners. These tasks can be interesting and/or motivating depending 

on the students, but it is very common that they find them boring and/or repetitive, 

probably because of their English level or their English course book. It might also be 

because what they seem to expect about writing is to learn to write about their social 

context, which prepares them to fit in society (Kroll, 1993, p.7). 

 

Thus, it seems that the role that has been given to writing in the EFL context may be 

putting the development of the writing skill to a second place, as it is approached with 

tasks that do not seem to strongly affect the learners’ everyday lives. Nevertheless, 

writing is an essential skill for those who pursue working in places where writing is 

required, which is a considerable number of places. 

 

2.2 Motivation and Writing in the Mexican Context 

Motivation is an important factor for people’s daily life. When people feel motivated 

and engaged with something, they usually succeed in their goals. In order to be 

motivated, a person needs to feel impetus or inspiration to act towards something, 
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that is, to be motivated means to be moved to do something (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p.54). 

In the language teaching context, teachers usually use the term “motivation” to refer 

to students’ attitudes towards language learning. Some students show enthusiasm, 

commitment and persistence to certain activities or period of time, but some others 

might react completely different, and this does not mean that they are not able to 

learn. In some cases motivation could affect even the most intelligent students due to 

their lack of interest (Dörnyei, 2001, p.5). 

 

Motivation also determines the learners’ interest in a topic, or in a writing task, due to 

external and/or internal factors as well as the sociocultural and contextual 

background. As Brown (2007) mentions intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are the ones 

which define the real interest to learn something or accomplish it. Intrinsic motivation 

refers to the internal drive of students or people in general to do something because 

they feel attracted to it and actually enjoy it. Extrinsic motivation is when something or 

someone else gives or triggers their interest towards something which they may not 

particularly like. 

 

According to Noels (2001, in Lo & Hyland) motivation also seems to be affected by the 

learners’ background and feelings. It might be because when teachers ask students to 

write about things they have not had any experience, or it reminds them about sad or 

bad situations from the past, students may show themselves reluctant to do it. 

However, Noels (2001, in Lo & Hyland, p.220) also explains that in the psychological 

area, there are three important aspects which are important to take into consideration 

to enhance motivation:  

1) a sense of competency achieved through seeking out and overcoming challenges, 

2) autonomy and,  

3) relatedness –being connected to and esteemed by others belonging to a larger social 

whole.  

 

Hence, being engaged with a task helps students to feel autonomous and empowered 

because what they do might be related to their personal background.  
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Autonomy is the freedom which determines people actions, behavior and the 

individual human will (word reference, 2013). Students who are autonomous are 

capable of carrying out a numerous set of tasks which will help them to recall his/ her 

memories. If students are motivated enough and then, they give their own opinion 

through writing, students could carry out their own tasks as homework first and then 

as independence learners. 

 

Despite the fact that  English is one of the subjects which most students from junior 

high and high school fail the most in Mexico, according to Sandoval (2011; p.5) “in the 

Mexican context, few studies have analyzed the role of motivation in the acquisition of 

a second language”. It might be because in Mexico English seems to be regarded as a 

compulsory subject with no evident usefulness in the future. As a matter of fact, in 

Mexico, there seems to be a lack of motivation towards not only English, but any kind 

of language; apparently for some people languages are not important for their daily 

life.  

 

Another problem which is undeniable and has a big impact on language learning in 

Mexico is that most students do not like reading books not even in their mother 

tongue. It is well known that reading and writing are linked in the process of acquiring 

the language, so if students do not read, it will be more difficult for them to develop 

the writing skill. Therefore, if they do not like reading, writing will very probably be 

more difficult for them and thus will not like it either.  

 

So, for example, when teachers ask students to read a book or an article in English and 

then write a reflective note, report or essay, students need certain reading and writing 

skills from their mother tongue and from the foreign language in order to complete the 

task, but in the end we realize that the writing task was not delivered or successfully 

completed, and in some cases, it was only a “cut and paste” task. With this example, 

we realize that students need to be encouraged to read something in English, which 

should be of their interest, in order to trigger their attention and make them carry out 

the task.  
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Another important aspect to bear in mind is that if teachers want to succeed with their 

reading and writing classes, they should teach and help their students to carry out 

certain writing tasks during the school year and, the next step would be to help 

students realize about the importance of preserving that knowledge for the next 

school year. In Mexico, it is not uncommon for students to forget most of what they 

learnt about a subject in a school year when they pass to the next school year. 

 

In addition, according to Basurto (2010, p.16), “the prevailing situation of EFL learning 

within the Mexican educational system has resulted in students having to start from 

scratch every time they start a new level in which EFL is compulsory throughout their 

student career.” Apparently, police-makers have not found or designed an instrument 

which helps teachers to motivate students and make them gain knowledge instead of 

starting from scratch every time they go to high school or a different school year.  

 

The EFL situation in Mexican schools might not be the best one, but it may be because 

of many circumstances like students’ attitude, engagement, commitment and mainly 

the kind of motivation they have in learning the language, which is not intrinsic, they 

do not see any real use for it, they do not connect it to their daily lives, and therefore 

have no internal drive to learn it. It is also evident that some of the educational 

reforms are not helping students to develop their skills, in this case reading and 

writing.  

 

2.3 The Original Study 

The Hong Kong study was carried out by Julia Lo and Fiona Hyland, in 2007. It took 

place in a well-established elementary girls’ school in which most subjects were in 

English. This institution is said to be one of the very few bilingual primary schools in 

Hong Kong (Cantonese Chinese-English). As the writers claim, English is seen as a 

second language for the vast majority of the students in the class and in the institution 

per se, however, they point out students were not, on the whole, fluent or confident 

English language speakers and writers. In writing, students showed a heavy reliance on 

memorization of essay types and model answers. The researchers realized that the 

writing tasks from the traditional program, taken from the course book, did not 
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encourage, motivate or give the students a meaningful display, and therefore lacked 

relevance and were not interesting for them. 

 

In order to enhance motivation in the Hong Kong context, the researchers designed a 

new writing program because they noticed that students were not expressing 

themselves when they were asked to write, but only repeating what they have been 

taught to write. During a month and a half, they followed the traditional writing 

program, and when it was completed, the new writing program, which also lasted one 

month and a half, was followed, promoting topics which were related to the ten-to-

eleven-year-old children’s socio-cultural context and self-reflection.  

 

After that time, the researchers chose nine students who were in three different level 

characteristics based on the principle of “maximum variation in sampling” (Merriam, 

1998, p.62 in Lo & Hyland, 2007). Students who were chosen for this study had a 

variety of levels in order to see how the programs might affect students’ ability and, 

according to their scores from their English tests taken at the beginning of the year and 

their academic profiles throughout their primary careers. Six students were selected 

because of their achievement levels: two high-achieving students, two medium-

achieving and two low-achieving. They were interviewed about their feelings towards 

the two different types of writing tasks. They realized that students seemed more 

motivated when writing the tasks from the new program, but the quality of their 

writing was slightly below average. Nonetheless, most students forgot about writing 

only models and they became young writers who could express their own ideas and 

concerns about different topics.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter presents the type of study chosen for this project, the context in which 

this research was developed, the data collection method, the instruments and the data 

collection and analysis procedures.  

 

3.1 Type of study 

This study was the first cycle of action research whose main purpose was to reflect and 

observe students’ attitude towards the writing tasks they were required to do for their 

language class, and implement a writing program that took into consideration their 

reality and interests in order to motivate them to do them, improving their writing 

skill.  

 

Action research involves different stages which the researcher, most of the time the 

teacher in charge of a group, carries out in order to find a solution to a problem, reflect 

about his/her teaching practice and/or simply to change the way the teacher gives 

his/her classes (Burns, 2008). Burns (2008) also points out that action research has also 

been defined as a self-reflective, critical, and systematic approach whose main 

purpose is to explore our own teaching contexts. This is why most teachers could be 

seen as researchers: teachers reflect about their own practice and the constraints or 

problems they perceive at the time they are giving their lessons and, when they 

identify something wrong, they implement a strategy or a tool in order to solve it. 

However, one of the main ideas about carrying out the “action” part is to get involved 

in the changes and improvements in practice (Burns, 2009). Action research also 

improves the rationality and justice of teachers' own practices (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, 

p.162). 

 

The present study followed the steps suggested by Burns (2009) for the first cycle of 

action research: First, you need to identify a problem, and once you have done so, the 

second step is to plan the action and see how we can solve the problem, thinking 

about the possible and feasible instruments in order to narrow your main objectives. 

During the third step, you have to put the plan into action, using data collection 

methods in order to gather your information. In step four, you need to observe the 

results of the plan, analyze the data and, finally, step five, reflect and plan for further 
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action. The last step will help you to build knowledge about curriculum development, 

explore and expand your conclusions in order to design a second cycle in which you 

can implement new strategies and methods. 

 

As Burns (2009, p.146) also claims, teachers have to be prepared to face “successes” 

and “failures” during the first cycle, so a second cycle or third cycle is actually useful, if 

the teacher considers it is necessary to implement this action once again.  

 

3.2 Context 

This action research was carried out in a private institution in Xalapa, Veracruz, 

Mexico. They are giving more hours and asking teachers to give students’ 

presentations. English is not the only language which is offered in this institution; 

French is offered from preschool to high school as well, but the only difference is that 

French is seen as a workshop and part of the extra education from the school. 

However, English and French are seen as foreign languages so that not all the students 

are confident and accurate in English rather than in French. 

 

For this study the level of education chosen was high school. The purpose of the 

English program in this institution has as a main objective to offer English as a 

communicative skill, preparing students from this level in a better way in comparison 

to public schools; providing them with more hours during the week, more material, 

support, personal attention and improving their English knowledge. This institution 

was founded in 2006. It is a relatively new school in Xalapa which started offering only 

secondary and elementary education. This young institution is growing year by year in 

number of students; nowadays, it offers studies from preschool to high school levels 

and it might in some years have a University level.  

 

When the high school level was first offered, for the English courses they selected 

different course books in order to improve the quality of education, according to the 

high school principal. The English subject is seen as an important tool for students’ 

improvement in their process of professionalization; and although it is based on a four-

skill program, speaking is given a special emphasis. Writing is the skill that is given less 
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attention and the only writing tasks students are required are those that appear in 

their course book. 

 

Students from high school are divided in three levels of English during their first week. 

The levels are basic, intermediate and advanced. At the beginning of every school year, 

new students take a placement test in order to identify the level in which they will be 

during their two terms, a test which does not include a writing section. Students who 

are placed in the basic group usually have different levels that can range from true 

beginners, practically no English, to lower intermediate, A1+ according to the CEFR.  

 

There was a wide range of levels in the basic group I had at the moment this study was 

carried out because of three reasons. The first one was because some students who 

should have been in the intermediate level answered some questions of their 

placement tests incorrectly on purpose; this in order to be with their friends who had a 

lower level and not to worry about the subject too much. The second reason was 

because there were some students who came from public institutions and, their 

English level was practically zero in comparison with those students who have been 

learning English since they were in elementary school. The third reason was because 

there were some students who, despite not having only a basic level, were reluctant 

towards English. This meant that motivating them to write and finding the right 

activities to do so would not be a simple task. 

 

In this institution, there is no specific syllabus which mentions the contents, objectives 

and methodology for the course but the one in the course books. Nevertheless, at the 

end of the school year, authorities require teachers to show “good results” apparently 

in terms of the students’ speaking skill, as there are no evaluations to corroborate 

these expected “good results”. Writing has not been given much weight in the 

students’ assessment; they usually only have to write a paragraph about one of the 

topics presented as options in their final exam, and it is only a 10% of the grade in this 

exam. This also has a negative backwash effect for the students, as they get the 

message that writing is not worth paying attention to. 

 

 



21 
 

3.3 Participants 

The participants of this research were part of a beginners class of twenty students 

from second and fourth semester in a private High school in Xalapa, Veracruz. They 

were ten girls and ten boys between 14 and 18 years old who had been placed as basic 

students. Their economic status went from middle to high. (real levels of the students 

and school background) 

 

I decided to choose this group to carry out my action research because, regardless 

their real language level, when I asked them to do the first writing task from the book, 

I realized that they had no idea how to start, organize or conclude an email, which is 

supposed to be a type of text familiar to learners of their age. 

 

In order to keep the anonymity of my students I decided to give them nicknames that 

started with the first three or two letters of their real names. In the following section I 

will explain how I planned the new writing program and implemented my instruments 

in order to gather data.  

 

3.4 Instruments and Procedures 

For the purpose of this research project, most of the instruments used in Hong Kong by 

Lo & Hyland in 2007 were implemented in this recent study in order to see the impact 

these would have on my students. Some parts/sections were modified in order to 

adequate them to my students’ context and needs.  In both studies the instruments 

included log entries, a scoring sheet and a semi-structured interview with nine 

students from different levels. However, the writing programs themselves, the 

traditional and the new one, could also be considered as instruments because of the 

role they play in the action research process. In the present study, there was also 

another questionnaire administered before implementing the writing programs. 

 

In the study carried out in Mexico, the instruments and procedures were slightly 

different in some aspects. I adopted and adapted the methods from the original study 

in order to generate my own information, and during two months, because of time 

constraints, I implemented the following instruments in this order: 
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3.4.1 Questionnaire 

Before I started with the traditional and new programs, I administered an informal 

questionnaire to find out the type of writing students were more likely to carry out. I 

asked them to write their answers in Spanish in case they felt more comfortable 

expressing their interests towards carrying out writing tasks in English. In this 

questionnaire I asked students three questions in order to know their interests and 

previous experiences. The first questioned was: Do you like to write in English? If so, 

explain the reasons why you like or do not like. The second question was about 

previous writing courses: Have you had previous courses in which teachers were 

focused on writing? If so, describe them. Finally, the third question was:  What kind of 

writing task do you prefer or would like to carry out? Describe it/them. After having 

administered the questionnaire, I took into account the results to prepare a set of 

tasks for the new writing program which would likely encourage and motivate the 

students to write as well as help them improve their writing skill. 

 

3.4.2 Log entries 

The main purpose of this instrument was to make students reflect about their own 

feelings regarding the different tasks and provide their perceptions and personal point 

of view about the two programs. A log entry, according to MacLean and Mohris, is a 

keeper which describes the events and interactions in the classroom (MacLean and 

Mohr (1999) in Anderson n.d.). Eight writing tasks (see Table 1), four from the tradition 

program and four from the new program, were required from students during the two 

last months of their English course, one per week. The tasks from the new and 

traditional program were given to students according to the topics from the book so 

that in some weeks one task from the traditional was required and in others one of the 

new program. The order in which the compositions were asked for was different from 

the one in the original study.  

 

After each task the log entries were required, this entry was adapted from the original 

study. Before students started answering the first log entry, I helped them to translate 

the first one, sentence by sentence, in order to clarify and understand some of their 

vocabulary doubts. Students were answering sentence by sentence with me in the first 

and in the second tasks. For the rest of the tasks, they answered them on their own.  
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The following table shows the writing tasks that were required from the students: 

 

Traditional program tasks New program tasks 

A friend description 
A letter/email to a friend/strange person 
you wanted to meet. 

A letter to a doctor 
A letter to Bruno Mars ( Their own “Lazy 
Day” description) 

An important city from Mexico 
(description: location, traditions, 
sightseeing, etc.) 

A complaint letter to an Airline Manager 

* Paragraph writing: opinion about Prince 

William’s biography. 
A letter/e-mail inviting a friend to a party 

Table 1. Tasks from the traditional and new program 

 

*This writing task was included as part of the course book because in one section students 

were required to read about a famous person. This reading was delivered to all the students 

and they wrote their own opinion about the small book. 

 

3.4.3 Survey 

Twenty surveys were administered at the end of the course, regarding how many tasks 

they had actually done and if they had not done one of them, they had to explain why. 

This survey contained the eight writing tasks from both programs in a chronological 

way, and in the chart which was added, students had to explain the reasons why they 

did not do or complete the task. It helped me to have a better control of the number 

of tasks each student did, and in this way I could also obtain data about the reasons 

why they had not carried out some of the tasks. 

 

3.4.4 Scoring sheet  

To assess writing, I used Lo & Hyland’s scoring sheet from Arnold (1991) and Tompkins 

(2004) (See Appendix B). This sheet helped me to focus on three main categories: 

content, organization and language, as in the original study.  Its purpose was to help 

students to see and analyze all their mistakes from each task. Score content would 

show me what I could do in order to help students with their grammar and vocabulary 

as well as their language because they would need it for the writing section in their 

final exam. I realized that most of their tasks lacked organization, so this category 

would support them to put their ideas in a more logical order.  
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Every student’s task was scored, but for their analysis, only the tasks from six students 

were chosen for this study. The tasks analyzed were some from the book and some 

from the students’ comments in their questionnaires.  Those six students were chosen 

according to three different levels in relation to their exams’ grades. Each two students 

obtained high, medium and low grades. 

 

3.4.5 Semi-structured interviews 

Finally, six semi-structured interviews were conducted in Spanish at the end of the two 

programs in order to obtain data regarding the implementation of the writing 

programs. They were conducted in Spanish for students to feel more comfortable and 

confident at the time of answering the questions. These interviews ranged from 5 to 7 

minutes with each student. The interviews focused on students’ feelings about writing 

in general and their perceptions and preferences regarding the new topics and 

procedures in the two programs. The six students who were required for these 

interviews were the same whose writing tasks were analyzed.  

 

In the following chapter, the findings will be presented in the same order as the 

instruments were described. The discussion will be included after the findings and will 

be followed by the comparison and contrast from both studies.    
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Chapter 4:  Findings and Discussion 

In this chapter I will present the findings gathered from the instruments during the two 

months, and compare and contrast them with the ones from the original study in Hong 

Kong. But before that, as follows, I will briefly explain some details about the 

procedures to obtain the data, which allowed triangulating the information to a great 

extent.   

 

As I have already mentioned in the previous chapters, the questionnaire’s purpose was 

to find out what would be interesting and motivating for students to write. The first 

question inquired if they liked writing in English and their reasons why. The majority of 

them (18 out of 20 students) pointed out that they did not like to write in English 

because it was boring, difficult and that they preferred to develop the rest of the skills 

instead of developing writing. Two students, however, said that they wanted to 

develop this skill because it was important for their future; they wanted to be capable 

of writing poems, love letters or apply for a job in a different country. It would be 

clearly a difficult task to motivate the group to write.  

 

In the second question, I asked them about their writing experience in previous 

courses, so as to know if they had been taught how to give an opinion in a short essay, 

or send letters or emails, which are very common tasks in all English courses. The great 

majority had only written activities from their course books, which means exercises 

involving writing two or three sentences. They did not recall having done anything else. 

The rest claimed that they had received writing classes because they were taking 

private English courses in order to reinforce their knowledge.  

 

In the third question, I asked them to mention the kind of topics they would like to 

write about. Despite the fact that most of them expressed not being keen on writing in 

English, everybody answered this question. They pointed out that they would like to 

write to friends, poems, biographies about famous people, love letters and about 

songs.  

 

From the answers to this last question, it could be said that, to a certain extent, some 

tasks from the traditional program were really important for the students. This was 
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evidently taken into consideration to develop the new program, but there was also 

another type of text included: a letter of complaint. I decided to include this type of 

letter because the three previous tasks only required informal or semi-formal 

language, which means students would not have the opportunity to face formality in 

their writing tasks or cover the professional side, such as applying for a job or 

complaining for something in an appropriate way.    

 

Students had to write one task from the traditional program and then one from the 

new program. For every task, students had to write a log entry. This should have given 

a total of 160 log entries, but not all the students wrote all of their compositions, and 

therefore the total number of log entries was 114 (see appendix A). At the end of the 

course, all of the students were given a survey (see appendix E) to establish which 

tasks they had written and which tasks they had not, and why. Finally, the 6 chosen 

students were interviewed (see appendix D). The following categories present the 

information gathered from all these instruments, although mainly from the log entries 

and the interviews. 

 

4.1 Students’ motivation and engagement when writing 

In the first task from the book, “A friend description”, all the students participated but 

not all of them liked this task. In their log entries, eight out of twenty students 

reported not to have enjoyed writing on this topic. Some of these students mentioned 

that they did not know how to describe his/her friend from the classroom because 

they were afraid of being criticized or offend the physical appearance of his/her 

classmate.  The following table shows how students felt regarding this first task:  

 

(N=20 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 4 8 8  

The things I’ve written are very important 3 14 2 1 

I had negative feelings when I was writing  6 11 3 

I felt excited while I was writing about this 4 10 6  

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 3 4 8 5 

Table 2. Results from the task: “A Friend description”    
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In the interview two out of the six students mentioned that this task was one of the 

most difficult because:  

 

Jess: “no sabía que palabras utilizar para describirlo y no se molestara” 

 
Yar: ”no quería describir a alguien, no me gustó” 

 

The rest of the students enjoyed the task and wrote in their log entries that it was 

interesting for them because through that description they could imagine each of their 

classmates.  

 

In the following writing task, this time from the new program, “a letter/email to a 

friend/strange person you wanted to meet”, the majority of students seemed to be 

engaged and agreed with most of the positive statements as we can observe in Table 3 

about log entries. In the interview, one of the students expressed this positive 

reaction, which embraces the comments of most of the students in their log entries, as 

follows: 

 
Jess: “la carta al amigo sobre la descripción porque pude ponerles cosas sobre mí al igual 

que inventarle cosas ya que me sentí con más libertad”. 

 

Freedom, motivation and engagement were important factors during this task. It was 

one of the tasks from the new program which was more successful among the 

students. 

 

 (N=17 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 6 9 1 1 

The things I’ve written are very important 4 9 2 2 

I had negative feelings when I was writing  6 11 3 

I felt excited while I was writing about this 4 8 5  

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 3 4 5 5 

    Table 3. Results from the task: “a letter/email to a friend/strange person you wanted to meet” 

 

In the third task, only ten students developed “a letter to a doctor”. It was from the 

traditional program. The rest did not do it because, as they reported in the survey, it 

was complicated for them even though they had two letter samples as reference. Four 
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students did not do it because some of them did not feel engaged or missed that class 

due to their soccer match. Students who carried out the task (see Table 4) reported in 

their survey and interview that when they feel sick they go with their parents to the 

doctor, they do not have to write a letter to him/her in order to ask for medicine. This 

task was not connected with their daily life, and that was mainly why they did not feel 

motivated or engaged.  

 

Task: “a letter to a doctor ”  (N=10 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 1 2 4 3 

The things I’ve written are very important 2 4 3 1 

I had negative feelings when I was writing 1 3 4 2 

I felt excited while I was writing about this 1 2 5 3 

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 1 4 3 2 

    Table 4. Results from the task: “a letter to a doctor ”   

 
In the interview, two students stated the following aspects: 

 
Chi: “no me gusto la del doctor porque yo no les mando cartas” 

Yec: “¡me gustó mucho! Fue muy entretenida” 

 
As we can see there is a big difference between these two opinions, and even if most 

students did not feel connected to this task, there was one student who actually found 

it entertaining. This can be taken as a representation of the variety of likes and dislikes 

that students in the same class may have.  

 

In task four, the topic was not linked with topics and activities I was seeing in class. The 

reasons why I decided to include a writing task throughout a song was because the 

song provided them with a good and peaceful atmosphere as well as a relevant 

situation in which all of them would have at least once been involved. The final results 

were interesting because the majority of them enjoyed this activity because they could 

imagine that the composition was going to be read by Bruno Mars, an American singer 

( see Table 5).  
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 (N=20 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 7 11 2  

The things I`ve written are very important 5 14 1  

I had negative feelings when I was writing  2 15 3 

I felt excited while I was writing about this 8 10 2  

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 1 2 8 9 

    Table 5. Results from the task: “writing to Bruno Mars, describe your lazy day”   

 

Interviewed students mentioned the following aspects about this task:  

Tan: “fue de los más fáciles y divertidos” 
 
Chi: “de los difíciles el de Bruno Mars… bueno no se me hizo difícil pero no tenía ganas de 
describir lo que hacía en un día así como él lo describía” 
 
Jess: “sentí que ya sabía lo que tenía que decir, lo conocía y me llamó más la atención.” 

 

When students feel that something is interesting or it is part of their social and cultural 

context, they have the opportunity to make connections with their previous 

experiences, and they will more likely feel motivated to do it. 

 

In task five, eighteen students developed the task “an important city from Mexico”, 

and two missed that day because personal problems. Students seemed to be engaged 

with this task but not as much as in the previous one. They also mentioned that it was 

more difficult and demanding in terms of vocabulary. Cultural aspects from the place 

chosen affected some of them to certain extent; they did not have enough knowledge 

about the city.  

 

 (N=18 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 6 10 1 1 

The things I`ve written are very important 6 10 2  

I had negative feelings when I was writing 1 12 5  

I felt excited while I was writing about this 3 6 7 1 

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 1 6 9 2 

    Table 5. Results from the task: “an important city from Mexico”        
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When students wrote this composition, they had to take into consideration their 

previous knowledge and experiences. It was not easy for some of them but it was 

entertaining for some others. Some students from the interview stated: 

 
Jess: “para mí fue difícil el de la descripción de un lugar turístico porque no sabía sobre qué lugar 
hablar o que ponerle” 
 
Maj: “el del lugar turístico (me gustó) porque era de leer más, investigar o escribir más formal” 
 
Tan: “el del lugar turístico me gustó porque yo hablé de la ciudad de México porque me gustan 
las torres, en especial la de México, recordé y aprendí algo sobre su historia.” 
 

Although not all the students were engaged, most of them felt excited and enjoyed 

this task, again, because they found some connection between the task and their 

own experiences. 

 

Task six, “a complaint letter to an Airline Manager” was from the new program. The 

majority of students were not in class because they had a presentation in the 

festivals from the institution, so I only had five students. I wanted to put this task 

off but I did not have more time because they had exams. So, I collected the opinion 

from five students. As we can observe in Table 6 although students were engaged 

with the topic, although it was quite difficult for them because of the range of 

vocabulary they had to use, the number of words I required from them and the fact 

that it was a formal letter.  

 

  (N=5 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 3 2   

The things I`ve written are very important 3 2   

I had negative feelings when I was writing 1 1 3  

I felt excited while I was writing about this 3 1 1  

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic 1 2 1 1 

   Table 6.  Results from the task: “a complain letter to an Airline Manager” 

 

Students’ comments were more focused on the idea of talking about racism in the 

USA. They know this was a complicate topic because not all of them have experienced 

this, only one student wrote in her log entry that she had already visited the United 
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States and that she realized that this topic was really important to her. It was difficult 

as well because of the formal vocabulary. She pointed out that: 

 

Yec: “el de mandar una queja a la aerolínea fue difícil porque no sabía cómo expresarme 

ya que teníamos que ser muy formales y no podíamos hablarle como a un amigo” 

 

When teachers ask students to write in a formal way, some of them seem to be 

frustrated or blocked because they do not know how to start their compositions, even 

when they have already experienced the situation. They seem to be aware, though, 

that the purpose and audience of a piece of writing make a difference in the way they 

have to write. 

 

In task seven, an opinion from the short book called “Prince William” was suggested by 

the book. It was about writing about a famous person, and I decided to bring the story 

about his life to the class. The reason why I chose that book was because the grammar, 

vocabulary and content in general were appropriate to their level. Most students 

agreed on the idea of reading it and sharing their points of view. I found that once they 

had read it, they perceived it boring and with lack of relevance. In the log entries many 

students claimed that they did not complete the task because they were in exam days 

and, because of this, they did not have time for reading it and write an opinion about 

the book. They found it time-consuming and not all of them found it as relevant as 

they had expected (see Table 7). Some students from the interviews mentioned their 

disagreement towards this task: 

 
Tan: “el del príncipe William lo tomo como difícil porque bueno no estuve pero creo que si me 

hubiera gustado hacerlo.” 

Ed: “el del príncipe William no me gustó tanto porque fue muy largo, me tarde en hacerlo” 

Yec: “en este tuve que leer, investigar y escribir más” 

 

(N=4 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic  1 3  

The things I`ve written are very important  3 2  

I had negative feelings when I was writing 1 2 1  

I felt excited while I was writing about this  1 3  

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic  3  1 

    Table 7. Results from the task: “an opinion from the book Prince William”        
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Finally, in task eight “writing to a friend, a party invitation” was one of their favorite 

tasks. It was because all of them felt identified with the experience and therefore felt 

motivated and engaged (see Table 8).  All the students carried out this composition, 

the only constraints were the use of vocabulary and the number of words. Vocabulary 

because despite the fact I had already given them enough vocabulary, they were 

asking for more, hence, they needed more time and, due to this reason, one student 

mentioned in his log entry that he did not like writing it because he could not finish. On 

the other hand, some of them outrun the number I gave them at the beginning, 

another reason to believe they did feel engaged and motivated.  

 

      (N=20 responses) Strongly 
Agree 

 Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

I like the composition topic 9 10 1  

The things I`ve written are very important 3 17   

I had negative feelings when I was writing 7 3 9 1 

I felt excited while I was writing about this 5 9 3 3 

I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic  1 15 4 

    Table 8.  Results from the task: “writing to a friend, a party invitation” 

 

 

4.2 Increased opportunities for self-expression 

The tasks from the new program encouraged students to give their personal point of 

view, and therefore, they had stronger feelings in most compositions because they 

could remember their previous experiences through those tasks. An example of this: 

 

Jess: “sentí que ya sabía lo que tenía que decir, lo conocía y me llamó más la atención.” 

 

This student mentioned that she felt confident in task 4 (new program). They seemed 

to have the need to share their experience with “Bruno Mars”. Another example which 

shows how important it could be for students to express themselves and what they 

feel is the following:  

 

Ed: “la de la fiesta me gustó porque  ya tengo una idea si alguna vez invito a alguien en 

inglés y le digo como será mi fiesta.” 
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This student also stated in his log entry that this task allowed him to write about his 

own birthday party, use his imagination and think of his future and past birthday 

parties.  

 

In the log entry, students were also required to write about how relevant they found 

the topics. Most of them stated that the topics were not from the book were more 

attractive and appealing, because they knew how to express their ideas; unlike some 

of the traditional program tasks, in which it was hard for them to find the words to 

express themselves:  

 

Jess: “el de la descripción de un lugar turístico no me gustó porque no sabía sobre qué lugar 

hablar o que ponerle, el de mandar una queja a la aerolínea porque no sabía cómo expresarme 

ya que teníamos que ser muy formales y no podíamos hablarle como a un amigo, pude más con 

las que no eran del libro. 

 

4.3 The impact on students’ writing quality 

I marked all the writing tasks and the criterion for each one was taken from the original 

study scoring sheet. All the tasks were marked but only the tasks from the six 

interviewed students were analyzed. The following table contains the grades from the 

new program in contrast with the traditional program. 

 

Maximum score: 100 
Average in the Traditional Program Average in the New program 

Content Organization Language Content Organization Language 

High achieving 

Students 

 Ed 89 87 89 91 88 93 

Maj 90 89 90 91 90 94 

Medium achieving 

students 

Jess 82 81 80 84 80 86 

Tan 79 77 80 81 79 82 

Low achieving 

students 

Yar 55 50 54 59 60 62 

Chi 56 56 59 67 63 70 

Table 10.  Average scores over the programs for the high-, medium- and low-achieving students 

 

As we can see in Table 10, the majority of students improved their writing skill. They 

seemed to have acquired more vocabulary and expressions and, as a consequence, 

they increased their grades. Students with low grades had a big change in the last task, 
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they showed a wider knowledge of vocabulary and content although they still had 

problems with their organization.  

 

In the interviews, students from the low- and medium-achievement group mentioned 

the following:  

 
Chi: “mejore un poco, ya no pido tanta ayuda como al principio pero hay voy.” 
 
Yer: “considero que si mejoré porque yo era una persona que no le gustaba escribir en inglés y a 
partir de que comenzamos a hacer los escritos como que me empezó a interesar más, además de 
que vi cuales eran mis errores.” 
 
Tan: “si más o menos porque hay palabras que no sabía y las aprendí al escribirlas además de 
tener más idea de cómo hacer ciertos escritos en inglés.” 
 
Jess: “siento que más o menos si mejore y que algunos escritos, los que me gustaron si me 
ayudaron a ganar más confianza.” 

 

During the new and traditional programs students were taught to write in paragraphs, 

have a specific format according to the type of task and use more vocabulary 

expressions. But it was in the new program where they seemed to apply this. Most 

students improved their writing skill considerably except for Yar (see Table 10). She 

was the only student who only slightly improved the three aspects of writing assessed. 

It might be because she mentioned that writing in English and in Spanish was difficult 

for her, and that time and lack of vocabulary and good spelling are a big problem when 

writing: 

 
(…) ningún tema se me hace fácil ya que todos toman tiempo, buena ortografía y cierto 
vocabulario… creo que cuando escribo en español hay muchos aspectos que a veces olvido… 
por lo que escribir en inglés, es aún más difícil para mí.  

 

This comment might imply that despite finding a task attractive, students may have 

problems at the time of developing it due to their lack of vocabulary or grammar in 

their mother tongue and foreign language. 

 

4.4 Word count impact 

For all the tasks of the new program, there were a number of words required, which 

they had to write during the fifty-minute class (only the one about “Prince William” 

was written at home and shared in class). In the following table, we can observe this 

number and the number of words that students actually wrote:  
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Word count Task 2 Task 4 Task 6 Task 8 

Required 50-100 70-160 50-100 80-160 

Range written 60-85 70-155 40-70 75-172 

Average written 73 90 55 110 

Table 9. Word count 

 

As we can observe, because of the number of words they wrote, task 4 and 8 were 

clearly easier, motivating and engaging for students, probably because of the topics, 

experiences and their own context. Apparently, task number 6 was the most difficult 

from the new program, probably because it was formal writing, and students seem not 

to feel very comfortable with it. 

 

In the interviews, there was a difference of opinion regarding word count:  

Jess: “no me gustó que se nos pidiera un número porque muchas de las veces me sentí 
presionada y no sabía que escribir como que me bloqueaba y no tenía idea de cómo llegaría a ese 
número de palabras” 
 

For some students, seeing a word count might make them feel too much pressure, 

and, as Jess mentioned, this could block them. 

 
Yec: ·” no me gustó tanto que se nos pidieran palabras porque no podía cumplir con todo ese 
número en todos los escritos, solo en unos cuantos lo hice como en el de la fiesta o en el de 
Bruno Mars porque sí estuvo interesante.” 
 

This comment supports the idea that fulfilling a word count requirement is an 

indicator of when students feel more engaged with a writing task. 

 
Tan: “pues me gustó mucho (que me pidieran palabras) porque me ayudó a tratar de entender 
bien y a poner más texto en inglés y hacer una mejor descripción.” 

 
Maj: “pues si me gusto (que me pidieran palabras) porque cuando me faltaban palabras veía que 
le podía agregar ya que si no nos pedía escribía lo menos posible…je je tres renglones.” 
 

These last two comments, unlike the first one, may imply that for some students 

having a word count to meet has a positive impact in their writing. However, further 

research would be needed to deepen into this topic. 
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Chapter 5: Implications  

In this chapter I present the implications of the findings regarding motivation and the 

quality of writing, aspects which set the importance of carrying out relevant tasks. 

 

5.1 Regarding motivation 

In the original study, both researchers thought that the topics from the traditional 

program were not updated or related to the students’ experiences in their daily lives, 

yet they found that students could back up topics from both programs even if those 

seemed to be topics that lacked of relevance for them. In the present study, students 

were very reluctant towards English writing at the very beginning of the 

implementation of the action research, but eventually they felt more engaged with the 

tasks from the new program because they pointed out that those were funnier, 

interesting and relevant to them. Students’ responses in both studies seemed to 

respond more positively to the new writing programs. These tasks made students feel 

more confident and motivated, as they focused on their experiences and thus made it 

easier for them to develop them. 

 

Moreover, both studies seem to indicate that asking for a certain number of words in a 

writing task has an impact on students’ performance and motivation. It can cause 

positive but also negative feelings, which affect motivation. It also seems that the use 

of this word count requirement can make students write more words than the ones 

they would were no word count required, forcing them in a way to improve their 

writing skills.  

 

5.2 Regarding writing performance 

Students from Hong Kong from the high-achieving group decreased in their three areas 

in the new program, content, organization and language. The researchers stated that 

this might have been because those students were used to following certain formats 

and rigid writing tasks, which just prepares them to be test takers instead of preparing 

them to be young writers who can give a personal point of view about something they 

have experienced in the past.  
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In Xalapa, however, students from the three groups increased their scores in the three 

aspects evaluated. The medium and low groups, however, improved their language 

and content but not their organization. So, it shows us that students need to practice 

and write more tasks in order to have better coherence and cohesion in their future 

tasks.  
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Conclusions 

This action research project had as the main objective to find out whether the use of 

the new ESL writing program motivated and engaged students from Xalapa, Veracruz, 

Mexico as it was the case in the Hong Kong context. In order to explore and see which 

topics from their socio-cultural context were relevant to them it was necessary to 

know students’ likes, which were taken into consideration and in the end showed that 

the new program helped my students to increase their writing motivation as well as 

support the way in which they were used to writing.  

 

This study also demonstrated that some tasks from the traditional program were not 

relevant and motivating and, due to those reasons, students had negative feelings 

towards writing. The new program showed that if teachers ask students to develop 

relevant topics to their contexts they might be more motivated rather than frustrated.  

 

The results from the original study showed that tasks from both programs were as 

important as in the Mexican context. The quality of writing with the new program 

slightly increased the grade for low-achievement students while the medium- and 

high-achievement had better results. In the Hong Kong context, low-achievement 

students had more opportunities to improve writing tasks rather than the high-

achievement group. Although the contexts were different, both student groups were 

reluctant to write, and the findings for both studies were similar regarding the 

improvement of writing quality and motivation and engagement increase. It can also 

be concluded that when teachers give a variety of tasks which help students to be 

prepared to respond to different types of writing scenarios (Richards, 2002:24 in Lo & 

Hyland, 2007), students are able to become writers rather than  test-takers. 

 

Finally, although this project was carried out during two months and only reported 

results from one specific group, further work and a second cycle could be developed in 

different private as well as in public institutions. This could help teachers from 

different contexts to support students with similar characteristics regarding their 

attitude towards writing in English. In Mexico, as it was mentioned, teaching writing as 

a foreign language is still an on-going process which if it is not supported by policy-

makers or the government, students are immersed in an endless process which may be 
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affecting their education. Writing is one of the skills which requires more effort and 

patience due to its complexity and lack of motivation in some cases, but with more 

time and a wider variety of tasks, positive results might be achieved with respect to 

motivating and engaging students to write in English. 
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Appendix A 

(Adapted from Lo & Hyland, 2007) 

Composition Topic:____________________________________________  Date:_____ 

Name: __________________________________________________________ 

Circle the most suitable number from 1 to 4 (example: “1” for strongly agree and “4” 

for strongly disagree) 

In this composition lesson…                                       YES                              NO 

                                                                                                       Strongly        agree         disagree        strongly 

                                                           agree                                                       disagree 

______________________________________ 

 

1. I liked the composition topic.                                  1                 2                      3                      4 

2. The things I’ve written are very important.           1                 2                      3                      4    

3. I had negative feelings when I was writing.            1                 2                      3                      4    

4. I had many difficulties on writing about this.         1                 2                      3                      4    

5. I felt excited while I was writing about this.           1                 2                      3                      4    

6. I learn more when something appeals to me.        1                 2                      3                      4    

7. I learnt a lot of new things about the world           1                 2                      3                      4    

around me in this topic. 

8. I want to write more about topics like this             1                 2                      3                      4    

one in the future. 

9. I didn’t find any relevance about this topic.           1                 2                      3                      4    

10. I didn’t enjoy writing on the topic.                        1                 2                      3                      4    

 

Extra comment: 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

(Adapted from Arnold, R. 1991:40, Tompkins, Gail, E. 2004:171 in Lo & Hyland, 2007) 

Composition Topic: __________________________________________ Student:_______ 

Code: _____________________________________ 

Please   the most suitable box for each item. 

 

A. Content 

Excellent 

5 

Good 

4 

Average 

3 

Below Ave. 

2 

Poor 

1 

1.Ideas are interesting      

2.Ideas are well developed      

3. Ideas are original and creative.      

4. Audience and purpose(s) are considered.      

5. Word count is achieved      

 

B. Organization 

     

1. Appropriate paragraphing is used.      

2. Ideas are logically presented.      

3. Connectives are appropriately used.      

 

C. Language 

     

1. There is good choice of vocabulary.      

2. There is a variety of phrase and sentence 

patterns. 

     

3. Different tenses are correctly used.      

4. Spelling and punctuation are correct.      

5. Other aspects of language are 

appropriately used. (articles, pronouns, 

preposition, agreement, etc.) 

     

 

D. Other comment: 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 

(Adapted from Arnold, R. 1991:40, Tompkins, Gail, E. 2004:171 in Lo & Hyland, 2007) 

Composition Topic: __________________________________________ Student:_______ 

Code: _____________________________________ 

Please    the most suitable box for each item. 

 

A. Content 

Excellent 

5 

Good 

4 

Average 

3 

Below Ave. 

2 

Poor 

1 

1.Ideas are interesting      

2.Ideas are well developed      

3. Ideas are original and creative.      

4. Audience and purpose(s) are considered.      

5. Word count is achieved      

 

B. Organization 

     

1. Ideas are logically presented.      

2. Connectives are appropriately used.      

 

C. Language 

     

1. There is good choice of vocabulary.      

2. There is a variety of phrase and sentence 

patterns. 

     

3. Different tenses are correctly used.      

4. Spelling and punctuation are correct.      

5. Other aspects of language are 

appropriately used. (articles, pronouns, 

preposition, agreement, etc.) 

     

 

D. Other comments: 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

Adapted from Lo & Hyland, (2007) 

Interview Guidelines with students 

Warm up questions (both programs) 

*Do you enjoy writing in general? Why? 

*What do you think are the main purposes of learning to write? 

*What differences do you find between writing in English and Spanish? 

*What kinds of topics do you like to write about? 

*What topics did you find the most difficult/easiest? Why? 

 

After the traditional program: 

 

*How did you feel about these composition topics? 

*Did the words and grammar which I gave you and explain you help? 

*Every time I looked at your composition I mark the mistakes, correct them and give you feedback. Did 

you find that helpful to develop your writing? 

 

After the new program: 

 

*How did you feel about these composition topics? Compare them with the topics from the other 

lessons. 

*Did the guiding models and expressions I gave you help? Why? 

 

Both programs: 

  

*Take out of the three topics which did you like to write about the most (least) Why? 

*Take a good look at your compositions. Tell me any other thoughts/ feelings you had during or after 

lessons. 

*How did you feel when I asked you a number of words in some writing tasks? 

*Do you consider that you improved your writing skill? Why or Why not? 
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Appendix E 

 

Writing tasks done by students 

Write a   in each writing task you developed during the term.  

1. (    ) Writing from the book. A friend description. 

2. (    ) Writing about a letter/email to a friend/strange person you wanted to meet. 

3. (    ) Writing to a doctor. 

4. (    ) Writing to Bruno Mars. Describe your “Lazy Day”. 

5. (    ) Writing from the book about an important city from Mexico (description: location, 

traditions, sightseeing, etc.) 

6. (    ) Writing a complaint letter to an Airline Manager. 

7. (    ) Writing from the book a biography.  “Prince William”. 

8. (    ) Writing to a friend, a party invitation. 

In case you haven’t developed any of the writing tasks, please explain why for each of them. 

Task Number Reason: I didn’t do it because… 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 


