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Abstract  

This study investigated English language writing planning strategies (WPSs) of Saudi Arabian 
third-year male university students and the effect of writing proficiency on the frequency of use 
of these strategies. The participants were 197 Saudi learners of English as a Foreign Language 
attending their third year of university in Saudi Arabia. The data used in this study were 
obtained using a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The collected data were 
computed and analysed via descriptive statistics, the t test, and one-way repeated measure 
ANOVA. The participants reported applying most of the strategies in the questionnaire at a level 
higher than the midpoint of the scale. They reported applying only a few of those strategies (i.e. 
less than three) but all strategies were reported to be used by at least one of the subjects. 
Concerning English writing proficiency, a significant difference between good and poor writers 
was found in the frequency of overall use of WPSs (z = -2.527, P = .011). The results showed that 
good writers claim to use WPSs more frequently than do poor writers.  

Keywords: Writing planning strategies, Writing process, Planning strategies, Writing 
proficiency  
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1. Introduction  

Writing appears to be a difficult, complex cognitive task. Writers do not simply put their ideas on 
paper in a straightforward way. Smith (1989) claimed that writing is ‘not simply a direct 
production of what the brain knows or can do at a particular moment’ (p. 33). The act of writing 
forces writers to demonstrate control of a number of variables simultaneously. Such an effort 
forces a vast burden of responsibility on writers to capture their thoughts on paper. Simply stated, 
writing ‘requires thought, discipline, and concentration’ (White 1987, 266). As Widdowson 
(1983) writes, ‘…In writing one frequently arrives at a destination not originally envisaged, by a 
route not planned for in the original itinerary’ (p. 41). Hence, the activity of writing may lead to 
an unknown destination as a result of moving in unplanned directions. In addition, it ‘seems to 
require an expense of effort disproportionate to the actual results…Most of us seem to have 
difficulty in getting our thought down on paper’ (Widdowson 1983, 34). Flower and Hayes 
(1981a) state that ‘People start out writing without knowing exactly where they will end up; yet 
they agree that writing is a purposeful act’ (p. 377). 

In fact, writers struggle with their cognitive experiences. In other words, they think up and search 
out ideas, as well as organising, developing, revising, and shaping those ideas in the best manner 
to express their messages to readers in a logical, unambiguous, and clear way. Accordingly, 
Raimes (1985) argued that the task of writers is not easy because when ‘writers struggle with 
what to put down next or how to put it down on paper, they often discover something new to 
write or a new way of expressing their ideas. They discover a real need for finding the right word 
and the right sentence’. Therefore, there is a strong relationship between thinking and writing. 
According to Flower and Hayes (1981a, 366), ‘writing is a set of distinctive thinking processes’ 
that writers goes through. The present study aimed mainly to explore writing planning strategies 
(WPSs) in a new context and so to contribute to the field of second-language (L2) writing. It 
considered the effect of writing proficiency on WPSs, which will provide the L2 literature with 
crucial information on such writing strategies. Finally, this study aimed to describe and analyse 
the WPSs that undergraduate Saudi Arabian male students of English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) use while writing in their L2 (i.e. English). 

This study is of particular significance within the Saudi males EFL context. To the best of my 
knowledge there has been only one empirical study examined the writing-composition processes 
used by Saudi males when writing and their use of writing strategies when writing in English. 
Generally, most of the literature to date regarding the writing skills of Arabic-speaking students 
learning English as a foreign language has concerned the product of writing, with the exception 
of a limited number of studies in the Middle East that each examined one particular aspect of 
Arabs’ writing processes, namely revision (Alam 1993) and the use of Arabic when writing in 
English (Al-Semari 1993). 

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Writing as a Process 

Perl (1980) stated that, ‘For over one hundred years American colleges have offered courses in 
written composition, but only in the past ten years have researchers begun to study how people 
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write’ (p. 13). Only when Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer (1963) asked, ‘What is involved in 
the act of writing?’ (p. 53) did some researchers and composition instructors start to challenge 
the product-oriented composition pedagogy. 

Emig (1971) pointed out that ‘of the 504 studies written before 1963 that are quoted in the 
bibliography of Research in Written Composition, only two indirectly address the process of 
writing among adolescents’ (p. 19). One is ‘The Sound of Writing’ by Anthony Tovatt and Ebert 
L. Miller; the other is ‘Pre-writing: the Construction and Application of Models for Concept 
Formation in Writing’ by D. Gordon Rohman and Albert O. Wieck (Emig 1971, 20). Therefore, 
the landmark research of Emig (1971) truly responded to the shift from product to process 
(Krapels 1990). Emig pioneered a case-study approach implementing the method of verbal 
reporting, observation, and post-event interviewing techniques, representing a breakthrough for 
writing research by introducing a more scientific way to study the writing process and to 
illuminate what writers were actually doing when they were writing.  

Emig met four times with her subjects, eight L1 English school seniors who were selected by 
their teachers as being good writers. She observed the students speaking aloud to express 
themselves while they wrote, took notes, and recorded this writing-aloud process. Moreover, she 
interviewed the subjects and collected their preliminary notes, outlines, and final written 
products. The most important contribution from Emig was the revelation of the complex, 
non-linear nature of the writing process among her subjects; she called attention to the 
importance of pre-planning and editing as ongoing strategies. In other words, the writing process 
was recursive rather than linear; this is one of the hypotheses in our study. The study by Emig, 
therefore, provided not only new insights but also a research design for the investigation of 
writing processes; it presented a breakthrough for writing research by legitimising the case-study 
approach, the think-aloud methodology, and the study of pauses, as well as revealing the role of 
re-reading in revision and the amount and type of revision among writers (Faigley 1986).  

The main drawback of Emig’s study is that it used eight students to participate in the study, who 
were selected according to their rating from their teacher; Emig did not investigate their writing 
proficiency herself. Therefore, in the present study, we measured the writing proficiency of as 
many subjects as possible. 

Further, researchers such as Perl (1979) and Pianko (1979) looked at the composition processes 
of basic writers to investigate the problems faced by those writers during the writing process. For 
example, Perl (1979), using the case-study method, audiotaped five L1 college students 
categorised as ‘unskilled’ writers. Data were collected from the subjects’ written products, 
audiotapes of their think-aloud composition process, and interviews. The perceptions and 
memories of writing reported by the subjects were analysed. Perl created a composition style 
sheet from the data and used it to summarise writing patterns and strategies. According to Perl 
(1978, 1980), writing is a recursive process through which the writer juggles various elements of 
text already written to produce more text. Using the think-aloud technique, Perl observed that the 
occurrence of recursive portions, which are not always easy to identify, differ among writers and 
topics. 
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In her study of the writing process of five native English-speaking unskilled college writers, Perl 
(1978) devised a coding system, which she used in her study after students had finished writing, 
to describe the writing process by focusing on students’ written products and the audiotaped 
thinking-aloud portions of the sessions. She added that her methods were devised ‘to assist in 
answering the question “How do writers compose?”’ These are process measures, or ways of 
depicting what writers do as they write, moment by moment. As such, it is a descriptive method 
for portraying composition strategies as they emerge in sequence (p. 3). Further, Perl described 
the coding system as a scheme that ‘allows us to observe the composition process as it unfolds. It 
allows us to record exactly what is going on while it is occurring and then to return to the data for 
analysis. It provides writers who think they ‘don’t know how to write’ with an opportunity to see 
that they do have a process all their own. It offers writers who think they know a lot about their 
own process an opportunity to check their perceptions about themselves. Often the results are 
surprising’ (p. 4). 

Perl claimed that this coding scheme ‘can be replicated and applied to data from a range of 
different cases’ (p. 1). She concluded that the scheme may be modified and new categories may 
need to be added. 

As a consequence, writing researchers and teachers shifted their concern from the written text 
that students produced to helping students to write better by aiding them in the actual process of 
writing, finding the sources of their problems in creating well-written texts, and helping them to 
overcome those problems. Such ideas also dovetailed well with ideas expressed in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s in numerous articles such as those by Murray (1980), whose ideas emphasised 
the importance of a series of drafts in the writing process as writers gradually discover through 
writing what they want to say. 

Therefore, a process approach was born, which made it clear that the teaching of writing should 
focus on the writing process rather than on the final product. Nevertheless, this was a teaching 
approach, not a teaching method; pedagogical methods and means were not laid down or even 
clearly implied by most of those who conducted empirical research into the writing process. 

2.2 Planning Strategies  

In research on writing, planning has been viewed as one of several processes involved in the 
production of written text (Ellis and Yuan 2004). Its role, therefore, should be considered in 
relation to other composition processes. This has been addressed through models of the complete 
writing process. Graves and Murray (1980) admitted that planning includes such diverse 
prewriting or rehearsal activities as drawing and making notes about the topic when ideas are 
being incubated, in addition to setting goals and generating and organising content. Hayes and 
Gradwohl (1996) considered planning to be a type of reflection, to be examined along with other 
reflective processes. They argued that planning can be distinguished from other types of 
reflection because it occurs in an environment different from that of the task itself. They argue 
that there are two types of planning: process planning and text planning. Process planning is 
focused on the writer and how the task is to be performed, whereas text planning is focused on 
the content and form of what is to be written. This can entail abstract text planning that leads to 
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the production of ideas, notes, and outlines involving content and rhetorical organisation, 
language planning, or both.  

Whalen and Menard (1995) discussed planning in terms of the discourse levels involved. 
Pragmatic planning involves defining pragmatic objectives (i.e. identifying the audience and a 
personal or professional reason to write and detailing the content of the topic). Textual planning 
entails determining an appropriate text typology and how to achieve coherence between 
sequences of ideas. Finally, linguistics planning occurs when the writer attempts to solve a 
linguistic problem to formulate an idea. Hayes and Gradwohl (1996) reviewed a number of 
studies investigating the effect of planning and concluded that ‘the effect of planning on text 
quality is almost entirely attributable to time on task’ and that ‘planning is neither more nor less 
valuable than other writing activities’ (p. 53). In other words, planning leads to better-quality 
texts and greater fluency in writing simply because it affords learners more time overall to be 
spent on writing. 

3. Methods 

3.1 Participants  

The subjects of the study were 197 Saudi third-year undergraduate students studying at the 
Department of English at the University of Ha’il, Saudi Arabia, in the academic year 2009 to 
2010.  

3.2 Instruments of the Study  

3.2.1 Assessment of Writing Proficiency 

As a means of assessing writing proficiency, the students were asked to participate in the 
proficiency measure of writing. They were told that their participation was voluntary. 

3.2.1.1 Choice of Topics 

The argumentative essay type was chosen because the aim of this assessment was to distinguish 
between good and poor writers. Previous research indicates a much wider range of differences in 
the quality of argumentative writing compared with other writing types and higher cognitive 
capacity engagement in this mode of discourse (Freedman and Pringle 1984, Andrews 1995). 
Argumentative-type writing is considered by most teachers to be academically rigorous, 
challenging, and probably more difficult than the narrative style; therefore, this style best reflects 
students’ writing ability. 

The students were not given a list of topics from which to choose because allowing a choice of 
topics would introduce too much uncontrolled variance into the study (i.e. differences in scores 
that cannot be interpreted as occurring due to writing proficiency differences but to different 
topics). Jacobs et al (1981) indicated that ‘there is no completely reliable basis for comparison of 
scores on a test unless all the students have performed the same writing task(s)’ (p. 16). Hence, 
the topic was carefully selected to reflect students’ cultural background. The researcher wanted 
to control the amount of background knowledge the students had of the topic so he chose a topic 
for which all students had a lot of knowledge but on which they had not previously written, as 
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verified by the students’ teachers. Hence, students would be able to fully retrieve topic-related 
information from their own experience and knowledge. The topic assigned for the proficiency 
measure in writing was ‘Success in education is influenced more by students’ home life and 
training as a child than by the quality and effectiveness of the educational program. Do you agree 
or disagree?’  

3.2.1.2 Procedure 

The students who volunteered for the study were asked to handwrite an argumentative essay in 
English. The writing sample was collected under carefully controlled conditions. The students 
were neither allowed to talk to their peers nor to ask the questions about the topic. Additionally, 
dictionaries were not allowed because the researcher wanted to put his subjects in an 
examination-like situation. The purpose of this writing task was to group students according to 
their writing proficiency, which is a key variable in our study. 

3.2.1.3 Scoring 

The essays were rated on content, organisation, vocabulary, language use (i.e. grammar), and 
mechanics, according to a criterion-referenced rating instrument from the English as a Second 
Language (ESL) Composition Profile developed by Jacobs et al (1981). This instrument was 
chosen for its reliability and endorsement by other researchers. According to Haswell (2005), it 
was called ‘ESL Composition Profile’ because since this scoring guide was published in 1981, it 
has proved very popular. Its reliability derives from the fact that it is broken down into evaluative 
ratings of separate aspects of writing rather than yielding one single overall rating. The more one 
breaks the scoring into additional parts, the more reliable is the profile. The main features of the 
ESL Composition Profile (Haswell 2005, 107) are as follows: 

 It has a limited number of basic criteria or main traits (e.g. content, organisation, 
vocabulary, language use, grammar, and mechanics). 

 Each trait fits into a proficiency scale, the levels of which are also small in number and 
usually homologous or corresponding (e.g. 1, 2, 3, or 4 for each trait). 

 Each trait is broken down into subtraits, which are also small in number and homologous 
or corresponding. For instance, there are four subtraits, each with corresponding levels of 
the main trait content in Jacobs et al (1981): knowledge of the topic, substance, 
development of the topic, and relevance. It should be noted that the homology does not 
allow for writers who have ‘a limited knowledge’ of the topic but applies what little they 
know in a manner that is relevant to the topic. 

Haswell reported that the ESL Composition Profile encourages an evaluation of student 
proficiency. which is complex, It is probably able to record high achievement in content yet low 
achievement in mechanics, a complexity that suits writers who often show rough writing skill in 
a second language. Thus, this profile differs with holistic scoring methods, which remove the 
possible roughness in writing achievements by reporting a single score. However, the kind of 
rating that underlies the ESL Composition Profile is the same as the holistic rating in that it 
merely asks the rater to carry out the holistic rating process five times. Further, the limited 
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number of traits allows comparison of group rating behaviour, probably contrasting the way 
native and non-native English-speaking faculty evaluate ESL and EFL essays. In addition, the 
scaling of traits and subtraits allows study of rater reliability along with the development of 
training methods that produce high inter-rater reliability coefficients needed to defend the results 
of commercial testing or research studies. Finally, the decrease of rough and otherwise complex 
writing proficiency to units, as well as the internal ordering of traits or subtraits as homologous 
and mutually exclusive, allow the generation of empirical outcomes useful in research, 
placement, and program validation (Haswell 2005; 107, 110).  

Secondly, the researcher decided to use this instrument in this study because it has been used by 
other researchers (e.g. Chaudron 1984, Hvitefldt 1986, Al-Hazmi 1998, and El Mortaji 2002). It 
was described as ‘the best-known scoring procedure for ESL writing at the present time’ 
(Hamp-Lyons 1990, 87). Further, it is not very different from the methods with which the 
teachers in SA are already familiar. 

According to this profile, readers make five holistic evaluations of the same composition, each 
from a different perspective: content (30 points), organisation (20 points), vocabulary (20 points), 
language use (25 points), and mechanics (5 points). The total score can range from 100 
(maximum) to 34 (minimum). The individual scales and the overall summed scale are further 
broken down by Jacobs into numerical ranges that correspond to four mastery levels: excellent to 
very good (83-100 points), good to average (63-82 points), fair to poor (52-63 points), and very 
poor (34-52 points). As Jacobs states, ‘These levels are characterised and differentiated by key 
words or “rubrics” representing specific criteria for excellence in composition’. To divide our 
students into groups to select them for interviewing, as well as to use their data for the main 
analysis, the researcher decided to designate those who scored between 34 and 62 as poor writers 
and designate those whose scored between 63 and 100 as good writers. In fact, the cut off score 
of 63 given by Jacobs et al (1981) is said by those authors to serve as a broad dividing line 
between the fair and good writing levels: any score of 63 of higher is considered to be good to 
excellent and any score below 63 is considered fair to poor. The results showed that 91 students 
were rated as good writers and 103 as poor writers. 

3.2.1.4 Classification of Good and Poor Writers 

The researcher contacted some of the university lecturers who teach the students in our cohort to 
rate the students’ argumentative essays. The essays were evaluated by two different raters. The 
researcher provided the lecturers with a complete set of essays, correction criteria, and a letter of 
request. Moreover, the researcher held two sessions with each rater during which he trained them 
separately and discussed any point that the raters might raise before they assessed the writing 
samples. The researcher substituted code numbers for the students’ names to preserve the 
anonymity of those students. By following the procedure stated by Jacobs et al (1981), each 
essay was read by at least two raters; if there was more than a 10-point variation in the total 
scores of the two raters, the essays were to be judged by a third rater, and the final score of the 
essay was to be based on the average of the two closest scores. In this study, we did not need a 
third rater because the scores of the two raters were highly similar, with approximately a 
three-point maximum variation. 
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3.2.2 Questionnaire  

The questionnaire in our study was developed based on a careful examination of the 
questionnaires and think-aloud studies used by El Mortaji (2001), Sang-Hee (2002), Alnofl 
(2003), and El-Aswad (2003). Further, the researcher designed many of questions, all of which 
were reviewed by two professors of applied linguistics as a form of content validation. 
Considerable attempts were made to ensure the content validity of this instrument by reference to 
items in the previous studies referred herein. The Arabic version of the questionnaire was 
discussed and checked by professional Arabic-language teachers to ensure content validity and 
to avoid any ambiguity in the wording of the questionnaire that could lead to problems of 
interpretation on the part of the respondents. Moreover, we checked that the terminologies used 
would definitely be known and understood by the participants.  

A total of sixteen statements are included in the questionnaire. The students were asked to rate 
the statements using one of the following responses: (1) never, (2) seldom, (3) sometimes, (4) 
often, or (5) always.  

3.2.3 Interview  

The semi-structured interview used a schedule of questions that strongly resembled those in a 
questionnaire. The questions were open and the responses were taped for later transcription.  

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis  

The questionnaire was administered to the students by the classroom teacher during a regular 
class period (spring 2009-2010). The full descriptive instructions regarding the procedures of 
administration were provided to, and discussed with class instructors before the administration. 
The students were told that there were no right or wrong answers to any question, and that their 
confidentiality was secured and their responses would be used for research purposes only. They 
were also informed that while their participation would not affect their grades, they still had the 
option not to participate.   

Data was analysed using SPSS. The data was analysed using frequency, means, and standard 
deviation to identify the strategies used. A two-way repeated measure ANOVA was used with a 
post hoc comparison test to investigate the variation in strategies used by the participants. 

4. Results 

In this section, the researcher explores differences in the frequency of use of WPSs by Saudi 
male students. The mean frequency ratings of the statements in table 1, range from 2.65 (1.32) 
through 4.28 (1.04). Of note, most of these planning strategies yielded a mean rating between 
3.00 and 4.00.  

 

 

 

 



 International Journal of Linguistics 
ISSN 1948-5425 

2012, Vol. 4, No. 3 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 86

Table 1. Mean frequency of use of English PLs used by all subjects 

English Planning Strategies Mean SD 

1.I discuss the topic with others 3.30 1.35 

2. If the topic is not known to me, I decide to write about ideas that are 
closely, although not strictly relevant. 

3.39 1.24 

3. I create a mental plan for the ideas in Arabic. 3.77 1.25 

4. I create a mental plan for the ideas in English. 3.22 1.25 

5. I create a written plan for the ideas in Arabic. 3.12 1.46 

6. I create a written plan for the ideas in English. 3.08 1.23 

7. Before I start writing, I create a mental plan for the entire content and 
organisation in Arabic. 

2.69 1.29 

8. Before I start writing, I create a mental plan for the entire content and 
organisation in English. 

2.71 1.25 

9. Before I start writing, I create a written plan for the entire content and 
organisation in Arabic. 

2.65 1.32 

10. Before I start writing, I create a written plan for the entire content and 
organisation in English. 

3.02 1.28 

11. When I write, I think about the purpose of my writing. 3.84 1.16 

12. When writing, I think about the reader of my writing. 4.28 1.04 

13. When I am planning, I rehearse for the actual words and phrases that I 
might use. 

4.05 .934 

14.I switch from L2 to L1 in order to plan 2.97 1.27 

15.I switch from L1 to L2 in order to plan 3.11 1.28 

16. I plan the wording of each specific part of the text just before I write it 3.77 1.06 
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Thinking about the reader of one’s writing is reported as the planning strategy most frequently 
used by Saudi male students, with a frequency rating of 4.28 and SD (1.04). In studies involving 
L2 writers, including this study, the notion of audience is recognised to be fundamental to writing 
in the English language. The students’ responses during their interviews showed their awareness 
of an audience; they demonstrated that when they write, they bear in mind the reader of their 
writing, usually their teacher. Thus, they focus on the aspects with which the reader is concerned, 
such as correctness of language. Also, the students in our study demonstrated that they would 
write differently for a different reader, as illustrated in the transcript of the interview with subject 
16, who said, ‘When writing, I keep in my mind the reader of my essay, who would usually be 
my teacher. But if I write to another reader, I would write differently, I mean I will see what the 
new reader focuses on and do it.’ This parallels the findings of other studies, such those by as 
Brooks (1985), Al-Semari (1993), and Li (1999). 

Comparing all sixteen WPSs, our results are significant according to one-way repeated measures 
ANOVA (F = 35.202, P = .001). Multiple comparisons with Bonferroni adjustment showed that, 
as stated by subject 13, ‘thinking about the reader of [my] writing is significantly different from 
all the strategies except…when I am planning, I rehearse the actual words and phrases that I 
might use’. 

Rehearsing the actual words and phrases that might be used is reported to be the second most 
popular planning strategy. This finding agrees with those of Alnofal (2003) and El-Aswad 
(2002), most of whose subjects asserted that they always planned carefully and looked for words 
and phrases they wanted to use. Generally, during the brainstorming phase, thinking of words 
and even writing related words, phrases, and sentences that articulate ideas pertaining to a 
specific topic help learners to activate this kind of linguistic knowledge and rhetoric. Hence, 
these techniques are not only effective for carrying out the writing task but also serve as a form of 
practice and rehearsal for further mastery, consequently enhancing the process of language 
acquisition. In response to the question about the characteristics of a good English-language 
essay, our subjects demonstrated that one of the major characteristics is to avoid repetition and to 
use a wide variety of vocabulary. 

Thinking about the purpose of writing was ranked the third most important planning strategy 
used by Saudi male EFL students. The students reported in their interviews that they usually keep 
the purpose of writing in mind as they try to present ideas, to convey their message, and to 
achieve the purpose of the essay. For example, for a descriptive essay, they try to describe details; 
for an argumentative essay, they attempt to argue and to show their opinions. For example, 
subject 2 said, ‘Keeping the purpose of writing in your mind is very important, as it helps you to 
focus on the type of essay and try to cover it and present ideas and convey the message.’ Further, 
subject 6 said, ‘I always [try] to keep the purpose of writing in my mind because if I am asked to 
write a descriptive essay, I try to describe everything, and if the essay I am writing is 
argumentative, I try to present my argument logically and show my opinion.’ This parallels the 
findings of other studies, such as those by Al-Semari (1993). Nevertheless, our finding is 
inconsistent with that of Victori (1999), who found that none of her subjects overtly expressed, in 
the interview or the protocol, any concern for purpose. Thus, their state of mind on this point 
could be inferred only from what they had written. However, it could be argued that finding this 
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might be attributed to her subjects, who had been classified as poor writers; immediately after 
stating their opinions, they were reported to have experienced great difficulties in generating 
more content. Hence, they seemed to be limited to presenting ideas and opinions without much 
argumentation to back them up. A drawback of that study is its small sample size, namely, four 
undergraduate university Spanish-language students. 

Planning the wording of each specific part of the text just before writing it ranked fourth among 
the planning strategies used by Saudi male students, with a frequency rating of 3.77 and SD 
(1.06). This finding agrees with that of El-Aswad (2002), who found that most of his subjects 
adopted local planning of words with single sentences or with each paragraph separately. He 
argued that this type of planning guided the subjects’ writing process and made them remember 
that they needed other paragraphs to support the first. This finding is in line with the subjects’ 
responses in the interview: they reported that they prefer to plan the wording of each specific part 
of the essay to be sure that they use suitable and appropriate words, cover all ideas, ensure that all 
the paragraphs develop well, and ensure that each idea in a paragraph supports the ideas that 
follow it. For example, subject 11 said, ‘When I write an essay in English (L2), I prefer to plan 
the wording of each specific part separately in order not to use confusing words and not to miss 
any idea.’ 

Creating a mental plan for the ideas in Arabic was the fifth most popular among the planning 
strategies used by Saudi male EFL learners. This agrees with the findings of Uzawa and 
Cumming (1989), Pennington and So (1993), El-Aswad (2002), and Cohen and Brooks-Carson 
(2001), who found that their subjects thought and organised their ideas in their L1 and then 
translated ideas into the L2, rather than proceeding directly from the concepts to their L2 
representation. The students’ responses in their interviews indicated that they use their L1 (i.e. 
Arabic) and create mental plans for ideas in their L1 to aid their writing in their L2. 

Deciding to write about ideas that are close to the topic, although not strictly relevant if the topic 
is unknown, ranked sixth among PLs and is reported generally at higher than 3 on our scale (i.e. 
‘sometimes’). In other words, our subjects do not rely heavily on this strategy; this agrees with 
the findings of Junju (2004). In the present study, the students’ responses in the interview support 
this finding. The students demonstrated that sometimes they had encountered great difficulties in 
their writing processes regarding the generation of ideas about the topic; therefore, they tended to 
write about ideas even if they are not relevant to the topic. For instance, subject 19 said, 
‘Sometimes when I write about a certain topic, I face the problem of generating relevant ideas 
and in this case, I tended to write about close ideas, although [they were] not so relevant.’ 

Discussing the topic with others (e.g. the teacher) was reported to be the seventh most commonly 
used planning strategy. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, in English-language writing 
courses, teachers lead an open discussion with the students in English before they start writing on 
the topic. The students reported that they sometimes discuss the topic with others to obtain clear 
knowledge about it and to see different opinions and ideas, which would help them to create their 
own topic. This agrees with the findings of Zamel (1982). 
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Creating a mental plan for ideas in English was reported to be the ninth most common planning 
strategy used by our subjects. This is consistent with the findings of Rashid (1996) and El-Aswad 
(2002), who found that their subjects took time to plan locally in their minds for ideas in English. 
In other words, they thought of ideas in English, clearly before actual writing took place, and 
while writing, they would explore, elaborate, and develop their ideas fully. 

Creating a written plan for ideas in Arabic appears to be a less popular strategy because it ranked 
tenth among the planning strategies used by Saudi male EFL learners. Further, it was among the 
seven least-used WPSs. The students admitted that sometimes the topic is too long and requires a 
lot of information so they tend to write some ideas in Arabic to help them avoid forgetting any 
ideas. This parallels the findings of other research such as Uzawa and Cumming (1989), 
Khaldiah (200_), and Woodall (2002), who found that some of their subjects wrote out notes in 
their L1. 

As expected by the researcher, subjects would switch back and forth from one language to 
another, particularly from their L1 to their L2; more surprisingly, switching from L1 to L2 in 
order to plan was the eleventh most common PLS used by Saudi male EFL students. That 
strategy is used more often than switching from L2 to L1 for planning; however, results of the 
Wilcoxon test show no significant difference (z = -1.353; P = .176). In any case, this type of 
strategy is not very popular among our subjects. The interview answers support this finding: our 
students start to plan in one language and change during the last part of the planning process to 
the other language, as the students illustrated in the interview. For example, subject 6 said, 
‘Actually, when I write in [my] L2, I sometimes switch from one language to the other; what I 
mean is that when I start planning, I switch from [my] L2 to [my] L1 or from [my] L1 to [my] L2.’ 
Further, subject 20 said, ‘When planning my essay, I start in one language and then change to the 
other language for the last part.’ This finding agrees with that of El Mortaji (2001), who called 
this type of switching intentional language switch.  

Creating a written plan for ideas in English was reported to be the twelfth most popular WPS 
used by our subjects; in other words, it is not popular among Saudi male students. This could be 
because they prefer to write their plans in Arabic rather than in English, and writing a plan 
requires more effort than forming it mentally. This theory agrees with the finding of Junju (2004), 
who found that her subjects, whom she commented had poor command of English (their L2), 
rarely create written plans in English. 

Creating a written plan for the entire content and organisation of one’s writing in English before 
starting to write ranked as the thirteenth most popular PLS used by our subjects, with a mean (SD) 
frequency rating of 3.02 (1.28). To explain this finding, it could be argued that the lack of L2 
proficiency among the cohort caused it to be used less often. The interviewees’ responses support 
this finding: the interviewees admitted to sketching a rough outline for the entire content in 
English to prepare themselves before they began to write the composition; however, this 
happened only occasionally if the topic was easy and they knew enough words and expressions 
to write on the topic in English. Switching from one’s L2 to one’s L1 to plan was the fourteenth 
most popular WPS used by Saudi male EFL learners. Therefore, the subjects reported that they 
switch from their L2 to their L1 to plan their essays and that this facilitated the act of writing for 
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them. For example, subject 18 said, ‘When I write in English ([my] L2), I switch from [my] L2 to 
[my] L1, which could help me in planning and facilitate my writing.’ The subjects reported 
switching to their L1 if they failed to generate ideas in English, believing that it would be easier 
to think in Arabic when writing in English because of their habit of thinking in Arabic in their 
everyday life. The students interviewed gave reasons for their switching from their L2 to their L1; 
for instance, subject 15 said, ‘In fact, when I failed to generate my ideas in English, I switch to 
Arabic.’ Another interviewee, subject 8, said, ‘I switch from [my] L2 to [my] L1 when planning 
because I believed that thinking in Arabic is easier than in [my] L2, as I use my L1 everywhere.’ 
This parallels the findings of other researchers, such as Raimes (1987), Rashid (1996), El-Aswad 
(2002), Wang (2003), and Junju (2004). These authors claimed that switches to their L1 during 
writing in their L2 occurred when the students were planning what to include and write.  

Creating a mental plan for the entire content and organisation of one’s writing in Arabic, doing 
the same in English, and creating a written plan in Arabic before starting to write in English 
ranked the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth most commonly used WPSs; in other words, 
these strategies were not popular among our subjects. Generally speaking, Saudi male students 
prefer to create local plans rather than global ones; this finding agrees with those of Rashid (1996) 
and El-Aswad (2002). 

4.1 English-language Writing Proficiency in Relation to Planning Strategies 

In this section, we examine the differences in the use of WPSs between good and poor writers. 
Thus, WPSs were divided into two groups, the first being planned content and ‘when’ strategies, 
the second being other Pls. 

 

Figure 1. The frequency rating with which good and poor  writers use what is planned and 
when strategies in English 
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As seen in figure 1, good writers use five of the WPSs more frequently than do poor writers; the 
other five WPSs are reported to be used more frequently by poor writers than good writers. This 
finding could be related to the fact that all five of the other strategies require higher L2 
proficiency; therefore, one might expect those strategies to be used with more success by better 
writers. In fact, the five strategies reported to be used more frequently by poor writers were L1 
use-related strategies; in other words, the lower the writing proficiency, the higher is the use of 
the L1. Significant differences were found in the use of six WPSs, as illustrated in table 2. These 
significant differences can be sorted into strategies used more often by good writers than poor 
writers and strategies used more often by poor writers than good writers. 

Table 2. Summary of the significant differences between good and poor writers in the use of 
English-language writing planning strategies 

 
English-language writing planning 
strategies 
 

Proficiency level of writers Inferential statisticsa 
Good Poor 

z Value P Value 
Mean SD Mean SD 

I create a mental plan for ideas in 
English. 

3.54 1.14 2.95 1.29 -3.25 .001 

I create a written plan for ideas in 
English. 

3.44 1.22 2.77 1.16 -3.95 .001 

Before I start writing, I create a mental 
plan for the entire content and 
organisation of my writing in English. 

3.51 .75 2.01 1.19 -8.29 .001 

When I am planning, I rehearse the 
actual words and phrases I might use. 

4.21 .86 3.92 .98 -2.16 .031 

When writing, I think about the reader 
of my writing. 

4.45 .99 4.15 1.08 -2.41 .016 

I create a written plan for the ideas in 
Arabic. 

2.87 .1.47 3.36 1.43 -2.34 .019 

Before I start writing, I create a mental 
plan for its entire content and 
organisation in Arabic. 

2.18 1.31 3.15 1.11 -5.75 .001 

I switch from L2 to L1 to plan before 
committing any ideas to paper. 

2.79 1.30 3.15 1.23 -2.02 .043 

Four strategies were found to be used more significantly by good writers than by poor writers. 
Table 2 and figure 1 show the significant relationship between WPSs and the use of creating a 
mental plan for ideas in English strategy (z = -3.25, P = .001): good writers use these strategies 
more often (mean 3.54 and SD [1.14]) than poor writers (mean 2.95 and SD [1.29]). This finding 
could be related to the fact that good writers are able to use the English language more 
extensively than poor writers. 

Creating a written plan for ideas in English was also found to be used significantly more by good 
writers (z = -3.95, P = .001). Further, a significant relationship was observed between EWP and 
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the use of creating a mental plan for the entire content and organisation of one’s writing in 
English (z = -8.29, P = .001). 

The results of Mann-Whitney testing show that EWP had a significant effect on the strategy of 
rehearsing the actual words and phrases that might be used (z = -2.16, P = .031), indicating that 
the students with higher English writing proficiency were more likely to use this strategy. 
Moreover, good students presumably have a bigger vocabulary, making it more worthwhile for 
them to use the strategy. This finding is in line with that of Angelova (1999), who found that 
good writers more often tended to use that strategy. 

Two strategies were found to be used more significantly by poor writers than good writers: 
creating a mental plan in Arabic for the entire content and organisation of one’s writing (z = -5.75; 
P = .001) and creating a written plan in Arabic for one’s ideas, as can be seen clearly in table 4 
and figure 4 (z = -2.34; P = .019). This could occur because of lack of command of the English 
language among poor writers, consistent with the results reported by Rashid (1999). 

 

Figure 2. The frequency rating with which good and poor writers use other PLs in English 
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two strategies, writing about ideas close to the topic and switching from one’s L1 to one’s L2, are 
reported to be used almost equally by both groups. 

A significant difference was found between good and poor writers in thinking about the reader (z 
= -2.41; P = 016), as can be seen in table 4 and figure 4, although both groups admitted their 
concern for the reader. This is consistent with the findings of Victori (1999); in their interviews, 
the two skilled writers, compared with the poor writers, made more reference to considering the 
targeted reader when writing. Nevertheless, some of the poor writers believed that when the text 
is addressed to the teacher, its content and, therefore, their opinion are not as important as 
linguistic accuracy. For instance, one student, a poor writer, answered an interview question by 
saying, ‘I think [that] once my essay will be read by my teacher, linguistic accuracy is more 
important than the teacher’s opinion.’). This finding agrees with that of Horwitz (1989). 

A borderline difference was observed in the use of switching from one’s L2 to one’s L1 to plan (z 
= -2.02; P = .043); poor writers rely more on switch to L1 than good writers. This finding is in line 
with those of Zamel (1982) and Rashid (1996). The use of one’s native language in L2 writing 
could be necessary for students with limited English proficiency but may not be advisable for 
advanced ESL or EFL students. The major characteristic of the use of planning strategies is that 
for all PLs performed in one’s L1, good writers used planning strategies less than poor writers, 
and on all PLs performed in L2, good writers used planning strategies more than poor writers. 
This finding agrees with those other researchers (such as Raimes [1985], Angelova [1999], and 
Junju [2004]), .showing that the use of planning strategies in L2 writing is differently dependent 
on EWP.  

Some WPSs failed to yield a significant relationship with EWP; in other words, those who are 
good writers tend to plan more globally (mean [SD], 2.84 [.634]) than poor writers (mean [SD], 
2.70 [.753]); however, no significant difference was shown (z = -1.472, P = .141). The main 
reason we have suggested to explain the EWP differences is that the lower level of 
English-language proficiency among poor writers stops them using various L2 WPSs as often, 
which makes their writing poorer. 

5. Conclusion  

Much variation can be observed in the strategies the participants reported using when writing in 
their L2. In general, the participants reported applying most of the strategies in the questionnaire 
at levels higher than the midpoint of the scale. They reported applying only a few strategies at 
below level 3; however, all strategies were reported to have been used by at least one of the 
subjects. Concerning English writing proficiency and regarding the overall frequency of use of 
the WPSs detailed herein, a significant difference between good and poor writers was found in 
the frequency of the overall use of WPSs (z = -2.527; P = .011). Looking at separate WPSs, it 
seems that good writers use most of the WPSs more frequently than poor writers. Nevertheless, 
some strategies were found to be used significantly more by poorer writers.  

Regarding instruction in writing-strategy use, the results showed that most students are in need of 
training on how to write. This finding clearly indicates the inadequate amount of writing strategy 
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instruction currently given to Saudi male EFL students. It is vital that this instruction gain formal 
recognition by being included in syllabi and curricula. 

In conclusion, the present study explores WPSs in a new context (i.e. Saudi male EFL students), 
contributes to the field of L2 writing, and adds to the literature by giving new information about 
the use of writing strategies. We hope that this study offers helpful findings for the building of a 
more complete theory of EFL and ESL composition. We also hope that the current study will 
help curriculum designers and textbook writers produce books and teaching aids in ways that suit 
the learning behaviours of students and improve their achievement in their L1 and L2. 

5.1 Limitations of the Study 

Although this study was limited in some ways, none of those ways threatens the validity of the 
research. For instance, participants in this study were limited to undergraduate third-year Saudi 
male EFL students, which excludes undergraduate students at different years, graduate students, 
and female students. Further, students’ participation in our study was voluntary (only 15 students 
declined to take part); therefore, the findings may be affected by motivation bias. 

The study set out to investigate Saudi male EFL students’ use of WPSs across different levels of 
writing proficiency. This does not deny that factors other than writing proficiency may also be 
relevant and may affect the use of WPSs. Hence, the present study does not take into account all 
possible factors. Further, it could not examine changes in the writing process over time or the 
adoption of WPSs as a result of writing instruction. 

In addition, only the frequency of use was measured; no attempt was made to measure the 
effectiveness or successfulness of strategy use. We cannot tell, for example, if students with high 
and low proficiency who use the same strategy use it with equal effectiveness. Finally, as with all 
studies using questionnaires, and interviews, our study cannot illuminate the (presumably large) 
part of the writing process that is automatic and performed below the level of conscious 
awareness. 

5.2 Suggestions for Further Research 

The literature review presented in this study has revealed that Arab EFL writing processes and 
strategies, particularly those of Saudi male EFL students, have not been sufficiently investigated. 
Therefore, we highly recommend further research to conduct descriptive, experimental, and 
cross-sectional studies on Arab EFL learners, in general, and Saudi EFL students, in particular. 
These types of studies can give a more proper understanding of Arab and Saudi EFL writing 
processes. 

Other studies should investigate the other English-language writing strategies, such as revision, 
formulating, and monitoring, used by Saudi students. Moreover, other studies should investigate 
the English-language writing strategies of Saudi students of both genders and of different ages 
and educational levels (i.e. intermediate, high school, and university). 

Further research should examine English-language writing strategies of Saudi students at 
different levels of proficiency in English (i.e. beginning, intermediate, and advanced) to 
determine to what extent their proficiency level affects their writing strategies. Longitudinal 
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studies would be valuable to examine changes in students’ writing processes and strategies over 
time. Factors such as development of linguistic proficiency, information on the curriculum, and 
the influence of composition instruction on EFL students’ writing processes could be 
investigated in broader scope. 

In this study, the students were not given the topic in advance. Nevertheless, other researchers 
may want to give EFL writers the topics for writing tasks two or three days in advance of their 
participation to investigate the effect of this advanced notice on the quantity and quality of the 
writing strategies used by students. Moreover, further research should include topics chosen by 
the subjects themselves because doing so might involve other interesting cognitive processes not 
covered by this study. 

Additional study is needed to determine the role of the L1 and how the L1 can be best used to 
facilitate writing. It is highly recommended that the role of contrastive rhetoric in the writing 
process be studied, to help EFL and ESL students prepare better for future academic settings. 
Additional research is needed to determine whether the use of translation is natural or necessary 
in the development of EFL writers. 

Intervention studies should be conducted to seek to teach writing strategies and to measure their 
effects on writing performance. Either quasi-experimental or non-experimental studies could be 
performed in classroom settings in which teachers and researchers provide more or less explicit 
instruction to students regarding writing strategies and investigate students’ written test scores, 
attitudes, and self-efficacy.  
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