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Abstract   

 

This investigation aims at identifying the approaches teachers in junior secondary schools 

utilize in the teaching of English composition writing and assesses how far the approaches 

impact students‟ development of effective writing skills. It also discusses the 

challenges/advantages posed by the use of such approaches in writing pedagogy. The study 

utilizes the qualitative technique through interviews, observations, literature reviews, 

examination of documents and students‟ artifacts. Based on the methodologies employed, the 

major findings are that teachers mainly used the product oriented approach to teaching 

composition writing. As a result of the approach, the teachers were confronted with students‟ 

inability to write in any meaningful way as a result of surface level errors, lack of 

ideas/vocabulary, lack of organization skills and students‟ inability to compose effectively 

among other problems. On the part of students, they were found to have poor writing skills 

reflected in their inability to compose, lack of ideas and vocabulary and general apathy to 

composition writing which is a disadvantage if students are to become effective 

communicators in an increasingly globalized world.  

 

Key Words:  Product writing, process writing, reading/writing connection, modeling. 

 

Introduction 

 

Botswana is situated in Southern Africa. Botswana which was formerly known as the 

Bechuanaland Protectorate became independent in 1966. The country was ruled by the British 

between 1885 and 1965. As a result of her past colonial contact with Britain, English is very 

important in the country. It is an official language and a medium of instruction in schools and 
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institutions of higher learning. It is also a major language of communication within the country, 

the Southern African region of which Botswana is a member, the continent of Africa and 

globally.  

 

After independence, efforts were made through various education policies to enhance the 

teaching and learning of the English language in Botswana, Republic of Botswana (1977; 

1994). These documents envisioned the effective preparation of students for life, citizenship 

and world of work. In addition, current trends dictate the necessity for highly proficient skills in 

English which has become a globalized language. Mckay (2004) states that currently in many 

countries, there is a tremendous pressure to learn English. This has resulted in some previously 

conservative countries such as China and Japan encouraging their citizens to develop English 

speaking and writing skills.   

 

In the national document, Vision 2016- A Long Term Vision for Botswana (Republic of 

Botswana, 1997), communication is prioritised as the citizens are envisioned as an, „educated 

and informed nation by the year 2016.‟ A pertinent paragraph says: 

 

Botswana will have entered the information age on an equal footing with other nations. The 

country will have sought and acquired the best available information technology, and have 

become a regional leader in the production and dissemination of information (Republic of 

Botswana, 1997:5).  

 

Furthermore, Recommendation 31 of the Revised National Policy on Education (RNPE) 

(Republic of Botswan, 1994) emphasises proficiency in the use of English, as a tool for 

effective communication, study and work, as well as an important goal of Junior Secondary 

Certificate (JC) curriculum (Republic of Botswana, 2008). This being the case, there is 

tremendous pressure on the students of junior secondary schools to develop competency and 

basic communication skills in the English language.  

 

Finally, the importance and use of English across the entire school curriculum cannot be 

over-emphasised. As well as being an official language in Botswana and in most of the 

countries in the Southern African region, it is also a major language of communication and 

commerce, not only internally, but regionally and in the wider global context. It is also an 

access language in technology and information services. In addition, it facilitates the 

acquisition, creation and documentation of knowledge (Republic of Botswana, 2002).   

Problem Statement  

Competency in English is important in the educational system and in socio-economic terms in 

Botswana as already explained. It also follows that there are great educational advantages in 

learning literacy and other skills in English.  Prophet (1990:115) argues that “competence in 

English is important for ensuring access to high status jobs and upward social mobility.” 

Besides, the use of English nationally in education, business and socially has not diminished. In 

fact, for many African countries, including Botswana, the inability to develop the local 
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languages as a result of lack of resources, and other logistical problems has made the learning 

of English language much more imperative.  

 

Teachers of English in Botswana face many challenges in their effort for effective literacy 

instruction, most importantly, in the teaching and learning of the English language. A feature of 

their professional experience as teachers of English as a second language (ESL) is their 

struggle with the problem of students‟ inability to do any meaningful form of continuous 

writing, especially, at the junior secondary level in Botswana. In order to address some of the 

challenges, the current Junior Secondary English Syllabus (Republic of Botswana, 2008: iii) 

details the objectives and expected outcomes of the teaching and learning of the English 

language as follows:  

 

 Communicate accurately, appropriately and effectively in speech and writing both in and 

outside of school;  

 Understand and respond to what they hear, read and experience in a range of situations, 

settings and media. 

 Enjoy reading a range of literature, not only fiction but also general interest works and 

materials. 

 Convey information in logical order and present facts and ideas based on the subjects of the 

curriculum; and 

 Recognize and use different registers, implicit meaning and non-verbal communication 

appropriate to the situation. Republic of Botswana  

 

The above five outcomes are directly linked to the development of language skills which 

include the ability to write effectively. However, literature and experience of the researcher as 

a teacher of English for over one and a half decades indicate that both teachers and students 

face problems in the teaching and learning of English and especially, composition writing at 

the junior secondary level. It is also observed that the difficulties have been persistent over the 

years. In fact, there is continued noticeable poor performance of students in written English as 

highlighted by various government documents such as:  

 

1. The annual report of the Junior Certificate (JC) English Examination (Republic of Botswana, 

2001), commented on the poor performance of students in writing, and recommended among 

other measures that: 

a)  Teachers expose learners to varied reading materials and topics in order to enhance their 

creativity, develop vocabulary and generally enhance languages acquisition and learning. 

b) Teachers equip the learners with all the sub-skills of writing, giving lots of practice.  

2. The Botswana Ministry of Education Report of the Junior Certificate for English Paper Two 

(2) (Republic of Botswana, 2005), which consists of composition and letter writing, notes that 

some centres attained a pass rate of just below 50%. This was explained as a result of persistent 

errors arising from the problem of limited vocabulary and presumably, lack of exposure to 

wider reading.  
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3. The Junior Certificate Examination marking report for Paper Two (2) (Republic of 

Botswana, 2008) claims that „Question One‟ which was the essay was a challenge to many 

students. It went on to explain that there were many reports received from different teams to 

indicate that many candidates registered zeros in the essay question and that the candidates 

could hardly express themselves and that their vocabulary was limited. This was yet another 

attestation to the poor development of writing skills by the junior secondary level students. 

These developments are a cause for concern if the aims of basic education and social goals of 

the country are to be attained as enumerated earlier on.  

 

4. For example, the 2008 Junior Certificate Examination (JCE) report observes that the general 

performance of students in composition and letter writing has slightly gone down. It is believed 

that an important factor in students‟ inadequate writing ability is the entry-level competence of 

Standard Seven School leavers admitted to form one of junior secondary schools. For example, 

a survey project report of the learning achievement of Standard Four Pupils produced by the 

Botswana Ministry of Education (Republic of Botswana, 2001) indicates that, even at the 

primary school level, only 21.9% of the pupils tested reached the competency level in literacy 

in English domains. Actually, for composition writing, the percentage competence was 7.2%. 

Rowell (1991) points out that teachers and administrators in Botswana have made frequent 

references to inadequacies of students‟ written English by the time they enter form one of 

junior secondary schools. It is believed that the inability of students to develop composition 

writing skills at the earliest stages of education, has contributed in no small measure to poor 

performance in writing through junior secondary school, and consequently, beyond that level.  

 

Mooko (1996) elaborates on the problems encountered in the ways composition writing is 

taught in schools in Botswana, and the fact that students are not given enough writing practice. 

Fuller and Snyder (1990) observe in their classrooms study of writing in Botswana that, only 

one percent (1%) of the time allocated to English in primary and secondary classrooms was 

devoted to writing essays. They also noted that although teachers consistently assigned written 

work, only a small proportion was devoted to writing short essays in class. Rowell (1991) 

concludes that junior secondary students are not given adequate instruction on composition 

writing and reports that her study revealed that instances where students were given the 

opportunity to write paragraphs and compositions were quite rare.  

 

Research Objectives  

 

The following are the research objectives for this paper: 

 

1. To find out the approaches utilized by teachers in the teaching and learning of English 

composition writing in a classroom situation; 

2. To identify the challenges posed by the use of such approaches in the teaching and 

learning of English composition writing in the classroom context; and 

 

3. To discuss the challenges identified above. 
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Methodology  

 

Data collection methods and analysis 

The study adopted the qualitative approach using a variety of methods or triangulation. These 

included observations, interviews, examination of school documents such as syllabus, 

teachers‟ lesson plans, marking rubrics, students‟ artifacts and the use of observation and 

assessment protocols over a period of one school term of approximately twelve weeks.  

 

The strategies employed in the study included the use of interviews conducted with teachers 

and students. Purposive sampling was used for the choice of three junior secondary schools, 

thereby enabling the advantage of targeting those informants whose information might apply to 

a majority of similar settings in other locations, in this case, other schools and classes in the 

locality. Field notes were gathered by conducting an observation of three different teachers and 

101 students in a natural classroom setting in the role of a non-participant observer for one 

school term of about thirteen weeks. One-on-one open-ended semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with the participating teachers and students, combined with the examination of 

students‟ artifacts, such as their draft compositions, brainstorming efforts, composition writing 

exercise books/artifacts. The teachers‟ lesson plans, marking rubrics and textbooks used by 

both the students and the teachers were examined where applicable. The field notes made 

during observations, interviews, examination of documents, notes and students‟ artifacts were 

then categorized for analysis in line with the research questions from which conclusions were 

drawn for discussion and recommendations made.  

Literature Review 

The literature reviewed for this study included issues such as the problems of ESL writing, the 

product and the process approaches to composition instruction and issues of writing at the 

secondary school level. Furthermore, the different dimensions to the role of the teacher in the 

students‟ writing skills development and assessment and their implications in writing 

instruction were reviewed. These reviews were critically examined with a view to identifying 

the sources of most students‟ lack of effective writing skills. 

 

The Difficulties of L2 language Teaching and Learning.  

 

The differences between the processes of mother tongue (L1) acquisition and the second 

language (L2) learning have been well documented. The mother and immediate family initially 

play a critical role in the child‟s acquisition of (L1), and then the peer group plays the next 

crucial role, Pongweni (1999). Lyons, (1981:233) asserts that, „The native speaker‟s 

knowledge of their language is a set of rules which they have constructed by virtue of an innate 

capacity for language-acquisition to the language data that they have heard around them in 

childhood. This implies that all babies do have an innate ability to learn language in addition to 

external stimuli they receive from family and peer group.  

In contrast to the L2 user‟s language behaviour, the L1 speaker creatively uses the productivity 

of the language system largely unconsciously or effortlessly (Lyons, 1981). The L2 speaker on 
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the other hand is at a disadvantage because they are learning the language (English) as a second 

or probably, third language (Honey, 2000) and may not have the ability to exploit the creativity 

of the target language effectively and as such will have to make a conscious and laborious 

effort to learn the target language.  

 

In the African context in general, and in Botswana in particular, there is the indication that the 

appropriate enabling environment for learning English (L2) as indicated by Pongweni (1999) 

cannot be guaranteed. This is because the teacher cannot rely on the community to reinforce the 

English language learning adequately. Also, the average parent‟s unfamiliarity with English 

and probably the child‟s own lack of confidence and other socio-economic factors that may 

hinder the child‟s exposure to the language may become a hindrance. Also, the competency 

limitations of the teacher, who is equally an L2 learner of the English language, may be an 

additional impediment.  

 

Product Writing 

Traditional approaches to writing instruction focus on written products. Teachers evaluate the 

written product, judge its form and content, according to set criteria. It was also traditionally 

believed that writing was something that teachers expected learners to do in class without 

giving any prior thought to the meaning of the finished product (Meriwether, 1997). Williams 

(2003:2) argues that the product approach is, „Mindless, repetitive, anti-intellectual‟. Again, 

Escholz (1980) says that the approach merely resulted in mindless copies of a particular 

organizational plan or style. Silva (1993) dubs it as, „an exercise in habit formation.‟ All these 

assertions on the product paradigm is rooted in the behavourist theory which sees language as a 

system of structurally related elements for the coding of meaning, and the product of language 

learning being the mastery of elements of this system (Richards and Rodgers, 1995). This view 

probably accounts for the pre-occupation with „form‟ and „correctness‟ inherent in the product 

approach. 

 

Hairston (1982:78) details some further flaws in the product paradigm as she states that, 

„proponents of the product approach apparently viewed the composing process as linear, 

proceeding systematically from prewriting to writing to rewriting‟. It is believed that the 

product approach limits the writers to a single production of text as opposed to the multiple 

rewrites allowed in process writing, and while allowing for a certain amount of revision; 

product writing seriously underestimates the importance of rewriting generally. Johnston 

(1987) says that in the product classroom, the teacher is not only pre-occupied with 

grammatical accuracy, but also acts as a judge of students‟ writing rather than a facilitator.  

 

The above, unfortunately, is a scenario which continues to influence most classroom practices 

today. Nowadays, however, researchers into writing feel that there is more to writing than the 

product. The question has shifted into more fundamental cause and effect dimensions. Hayes, 

1996; Cox, 2002; Sunflower, 2006; Urbansky, 2006 and a host of other authors note that there 

is now a widespread recognition that, writing is a process, which involves several identifiable 

steps or stages.  
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Writing as a Process  

 

Modern understanding now views writing as a process. According to Jordan (1997), the 

process approach was developed by way of reaction to the confines presented by the product 

approach. The idea that children needed to experience the writing and composing of their own 

texts was alien to these earlier methods (Wyse and Jones, 2001). There was also a lack of 

understanding of the ways that all writing is created as part of a process.  

 

With this approach, the focus of writing instruction shifted from the product to the process. The 

process of writing refers to what writers do which Graves (1996) describes as having five 

stages which are brainstorming/pre-writing, drafting, revising, editing and publishing. Again, a 

common assumption is that the process approach empowers its students, by enabling them to 

make decisions about the direction of their writing through discussions, tasks, drafting, 

feedback and informed choices, thus encouraging them to be responsible for making 

improvements themselves (Jordan 1997; Urbanski 2006; Frederickson 2003). 

 

Generally, writing is seen as a process in which students are given time to think about and 

discuss their ideas on a specific topic, to write a draft or framework of what they want to say, to 

discuss this again and then to write a more detailed account (Kilfoil and der Walt, 1997:252). 

The approach has also been schematized by White & Arndt (1991) to show the cyclical and 

recursive nature of writing.  

 

Terms like brainstorming, drafting, revising, editing and publishing are useful for talking about 

the parts of the writing process, which do not necessarily occur in a fixed order for individual 

writers in specific situations (Graves, 1996). Also, in the process approach, the students do not 

write on a given topic in a restricted time and hand in the composition for the teacher to 

„correct‟ – which usually means to find errors. Process writing enables learners to explore a 

topic through writing, showing the teacher and each other their drafts, and using what they 

write to read over, think about and move them on to new ideas (Meriwether, 1997). A student 

should be given the time for the process to work, along with the appropriate feedback from 

readers such as the teacher or other students. This would enable the student to discover new 

ideas, new sentences, and new words as they plan, write a first draft and revise what they have 

written for a second or subsequent drafts depending on their level of competence. Finally, it is 

believed that the process approach to writing is especially effective for learners of English as 

L2. It also lends itself to the student-centred learning supported by the communicative 

approach to the teaching of English as recommended in the Botswana junior secondary 

education syllabus (Republic of Botswana, 2008).  

The Composing Process 

In composing, certain distinctions have been drawn from several studies. Myers (1983) 

highlights that freshmen who engage in pre-writing consisting of dyadic conversation compose 

better essays. Cox (2002) also says that prior discussion results in writing that is longer, has 

more subordination, and has fewer common sentence errors. Writing an effective composition 

requires a search for information, an incubation period during which thoughts can be 
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developed, writing and often re-writing until the composition presents the intended message to 

the appropriate audience (Grabe & Kaplan 1996; Cox 2002; Collins 1998). Taba, Samuel & 

Freeman (1964) point out in their work on cognitive development, the necessity for gathering 

and processing data prior to the final abstraction. This process is also vital to writing: the author 

needs to search, select and reflect about information, main ideas, supporting information and 

accurate conclusions or ideas. Skills in structuring sentences, paragraph development, 

grouping, listing and classifying related ideas, identifying main ideas and logical sequence of 

ideas, are all important and help students to be effective writers. 

 

Writing at Secondary School Level   

 

At secondary school level, there are immediate and long term objectives for writing. Extended 

writing or composition writing is taught to enable students to develop writing skills to cope 

with their academic work, as well as develop functional writing skills to manage the type of 

writing needed both inside and outside the school situation. Students at this level depend to a 

large degree on extended writing skills in examinations, and the process approach to writing 

may provide a valuable head start.  In the communicative approach to the teaching of English 

which is recommended and emphasized throughout the junior and senior secondary school 

(Republic of Botswana, 2008; 2000) English syllabi, writing is seen as a process. Students are 

guided to plan, draft and revise their writing and are also encouraged to „learn to write‟ as 

opposed to „writing to learn‟ (Tribble, 1996).  

 

Consequently, writing activities at the secondary school level imply that students will have to 

write for examination purposes, as well as for social and economic purposes and graduate on to 

academic writing of the type they are going to encounter at post-secondary level and in life 

outside school. All the above factors have the potential to increase students‟ motivation for 

writing. Apart from concentrating on forms of writing that have a practical value to students at 

this stage; the aims of the basic education and social goals of Botswana for each citizen would 

be met at personal, social and global levels.   

 

The role of the teacher in process writing 

 

Leki (1990), talks about the role of the teacher as real reader (audience), coach and evaluator. 

Criticism of the way teachers respond to students‟ compositions arises from the fact that they 

seem to concentrate more on their role as evaluators and judges and do not coach. This means 

that teachers are seen to be judging students‟ work rather than guiding students through their 

writing. In process writing, the outcome or product of the writing becomes of a secondary 

concern and the teacher becomes a facilitator in providing formative feedback during the 

process of each student‟s writing. Teacher feedback given is incorporated during the process as 

opposed to the traditional system of assessment that focuses on the final written product. A 

system of assessment that focuses only on the final written product provides unclear feedback 

on what students are capable of doing as writers (Kasule & Lunga, 2010).  
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Findings and Discussions  

 

It was found that the teachers‟ approach to teaching writing was mainly product oriented and 

that their method showed lack of value/importance placed on writing and creativity as a skill. 

The teachers did not seem to see the future benefits of the development of their students‟ 

writing skills. Composition teaching was probably done just to go through the motions. The 

teachers‟ lessons were uninspired, as they showed no passion for the activity. These were 

reflected in the way the teachers handled the teaching of composition writing in their 

classrooms as well as their penchant to teach composition writing as homework to their 

struggling students citing time limitations as well as large class size (about forty students in a 

class).  

 

Product Approach to Writing 

The teachers in this study focused on the evaluation of the finished product, and awarded 

number grades to students without evaluating any aspects of the process or the various stages of 

the writing. Furthermore, evidence from the teachers‟ evaluation suggested that the focus 

neglected the content/meaning of the students‟ writing and concentrated on form and surface 

level errors of spelling, punctuation and organization. A common characteristic of the product 

oriented paradigm is that the teacher is not only pre-occupied with grammatical accuracy, but 

also acts as a judge of students‟ writing rather than a facilitator. This gave rise to teachers 

making such negative comments as, „Mind your grammar‟, „Pay attention to your spelling‟ and 

so on without much comment on meaning/communication.  

 

The three teachers observed moved in the order of prewriting, drafting and writing of the final 

copies. There was very little attempt on their part to let students understand that writing is 

recursive and that they could write as many copies as possible in order to produce an excellent 

piece of text. Even the students when asked what they normally do in a composition writing 

lesson, responded to indicate a linear view of writing: 

 

- We discuss the topic in a group and after that we make a draft and correct the mistake in 

the draft and copy them into our composition notebooks. 

- We work in groups to do the following: 

Brainstorm 

Arrange points 

Make a draft 

Write the final composition. 

 

   Writing on a given topic/inappropriate topic  

The three teachers gave students pre-determined topics to work on. Examples of the topics 

included, „The day I will never forget, „A view from my bedroom window‟ and „An April 

Fool‟s joke that got me into trouble‟ and so on. There were no indications that the topics were 

related to a previous topic of discussion or if there were, there was no allusion or reference that 

might help the students to articulate the requirements of the task. Besides, the topics appeared 
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to be culturally inappropriate in some cases. Sometimes, the view from the bedroom may be 

just another house or somebody else‟s wall or compound.  Also, the idea of „April Fool‟ may 

be a bit alien. The teachers just assumed that the students understood.  

 

Students’ Inability to Compose  

 

Evidence of students‟ artifacts, and students‟ interviews showed that they had serious problems 

with composition writing. The type of writing students did was physical, rather than cognitive. 

This was shown in the students‟ difficulties with surface level errors such as spelling, 

punctuation and paragraphing. In fact, students were failing to communicate in any effective 

ways in writing. It was clear that many of the students lacked understanding of the topics 

and/or ideas to express them. Besides, students were limited in their use vocabulary and even 

substituted with the L1 in some cases. For instance, in writing about, „Abuse‟ a student wrote: 

„He always eat the money‟ meaning, „He spends the money meant for the upkeep of the 

family‟. On the topic, „A view from my bedroom window‟, a student showed lack of 

communication when he wrote, „I have like the view that my Mother should buy bigger 

window to see lot of things than that I have seen.‟   

 

Again, the lack of adequate vocabulary ensured that students wrote paragraphs of a few lines in 

their compositions. It was also noted that the teachers in all the cases did not offer helpful 

feedback to the students during the writing to ensure that they produced a meaningful piece of 

text. The minimal feedback the teachers gave was usually after the final draft has been written 

and it is too late for the students to incorporate these in their writing.  

 

Focus on Surface Level Errors 

 

Feedback given to students focused on surface level features of spelling, punctuation and so on, 

which did not enhance students‟ composing skill. As the main focus was on structure as 

opposed to content/meaning, the students‟ compositions were sparse and mostly meaningless, 

as attested to by the teachers themselves who observed that their students lacked 

communication, grammar and vocabulary skills. This lack of vocabulary resulted in the mother 

tongue interference noted by the teachers in my interview with them. Intentionally or not, the 

message to the students was that their inability to write effectively was largely due to spelling, 

punctuation, and grammar errors, rather than the core issues of communication and meaning. It 

was not surprising that students attributed their inability to write effectively to spelling and 

grammar as in the following interview responses: 

 

- I have problems with composition writing because of the spelling - - - and not arranging the 

composition well. 

- The problems I have with composition writing are spelling and using of punctuation marks. 

Definitely, there is more to composition writing than the mere issues of spelling and 

punctuation. 
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Lack of Motivation to Write 

 

The constructivist theories describe how learning should happen and is associated with 

pedagogic approaches that promote active participation by considering such issues as the 

nature of the learner, the nature of the learning process and the motivation for learning. Such 

factors as the unique needs, background and complexity of the learner should be taken into 

account in the teaching and learning process. Apparently, these factors were largely ignored in 

the pedagogical practices pertaining to the teaching of writing. This oversight on the part of the 

teachers contributed a lot to the apathy and lack of motivation shown by the students in 

learning composition writing. This was evident in the interviews with the students in the 

following responses:  

- Thinking too much about what to write makes me have a headache. I‘m not able to 

understand the topic and sometimes get my spelling wrong. 

- Writing about things that you haven’t seen or done. It is too abstract for me. 

 

The statements above suggest feelings of frustration and helplessness, which are brought on by 

the inability of the students to achieve success in their writing attempts and the teachers‟ 

methods that did not give them the required help or confidence engender confidence in their 

writing.  

 

Time Constraints  

 

It was evident that both the students and teachers were constrained by time in which to do the 

writing as well as the wrong perception by the teachers that the writing can only be done in one 

lesson. As a result, all the composition lessons observed were completed as homework by the 

students. Another dimension to the students‟ difficulties was the perception that taking much 

time to write a composition was a sign of failure on their part. On the contrary to this view, 

adequate time is a feature of the teaching of writing – time to think about the topic, time to 

research, time to write and re-write, until one becomes satisfied with the final product. 

Unfortunately, students and teachers apparently failed to utilize the opportunity of process 

writing to fulfill their tasks satisfactorily. 

The lack of the use of time to develop students‟ writing skills led to the next finding. 

 

Lack of adequate supervision of writing   

The three teachers assigned the composition writing activity to students as homework after the 

initial prewriting activities of discussion of topics and brainstorming in groups. This may not 

be a bad thing to do, but from the difficulties of composing experienced by many of the 

students, it is apparent that they needed more teacher attention and supervision in developing 

writing skills than leaving them to do the writing on their own. In this instance, composition 

writing outside the classroom setting gives the teacher very little opportunity to articulate 

students‟ difficulties in order to address them.  

Composition taught as ‘isolated’ events 
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 It was evident in this study that not much writing of the extended type was being done as the 

three teachers managed to teach only five lessons of composition writing among them for the 

school term. It was observed that composition writing was limited to „isolated‟ and infrequent 

activity done once in a while within a specified period of eighty (80) minutes or two periods of 

forty minutes each. Moreover, it was taught only once or twice in a school term. Also, the 

interactive and integrated activities associated with writing were not encouraged or developed 

long enough for students to benefit from the process. As a result, students dreaded writing 

lessons. On the part of teachers, there was the feeling that composition writing was a „chore‟ to 

be attended to once in a while. From what was observed, composition teaching and learning 

was dreaded by both the teachers and the students. Some students reported that they get scared 

when they are asked to do composition writing. 

 

Assessment of the written product 

Another related issue that came out of the study was the mode of assessment of writing. Holt & 

Willard (2000) emphasize the concept of dynamic assessment in which the interactive nature of 

learning is extended to assessment. It was noted in this study that the assessment of the writing 

was impersonal and of little help to learners. The teachers mostly emphasized surface level 

errors or mechanics of spelling, punctuation and grammar and ignored the areas of 

content/communication which has to do with communicating effectively. In addition, the three 

teachers largely awarded almost meaningless number grades to students‟ writing. Where the 

teachers offered comments on students‟ performance, they were not very helpful. Comments, 

such as, „Very good,‟ and, „Excellent, keep it up,‟ sound vague. It should indicate what the 

student did that was particularly good. It should also indicate what the students could have 

done better to improve the writing. Awarding number grades and meaningless comments is a 

traditional form of assessment that does not help learners to acquire the necessary writing skills 

or motivation. New and more effective trends dictate that learners are respected as unique 

individuals, and that teachers act as facilitators who promote learning and not as judges of 

students‟ writing.  

 

Recommendations 

 

The Reading/Modeling Approach 

On writing effectively in English, it has been argued that reading has an important role to play. 

In other words, possession of the basic skills of reading can enhance the skills to compose and 

write (Ross & Roe, 1990). Sovik (2003) believes that reading and writing, support, 

complement and contribute to each other‟s development. Other authors such as Cox (2002) and 

Tierney & Leys, (1984) rationalize that both reading and writing should be taught together. In 

fact, Heller (1995) and Ross & Roe (1990) contend that the processes involved in learning both 

skills are the same.  

 

A combination of reading/writing or modeling and process approaches is an option that is 

worth considering. In its simplest definition, modeling in composition writing refers to a 

situation whereby reading is related to composition writing activity. The reading here is used to 
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start students off in their writing or to provide a context, an example or prior knowledge for the 

new information or writing that the students need to do.  

 

Reading or modeling (McCann & Smagorinsky, 1988; Irwin & Doyle, 1992) in writing has 

been looked at from different perspectives. Meriwether (1997) and Nunan (1999) look at it 

from a product oriented perspective when linked to extended writing. Escholz (1980:63) 

defends the use of models in composition writing as highlighted below: 

 

„Certainly few people will take exception to the general rule that one good way to learn to 

write is to follow the example of those who can write well. - - - professional writers have long 

acknowledged the value of reading; they know that what they read is important to how they 

eventually write.‟ 

 

Furthermore, White & Arndt (1991) see modeling as beneficial since it explores the link 

between reading and writing to improve students‟ writing skills. In other words, reading can be 

used to prepare learners for more realistic forms of writing. Also, writing activities in this 

context can provide a basis for integrated learning through reading and writing. Modeling can 

be used as a support or scaffolding technique to help L2 learners who are having the type of 

difficulties highlighted in this study to develop their writing skills. It is believed that the 

vocabulary students see in their readings usually manages to crop up in their writing and that 

combining reading with writing provides the writer with the rich potential of the language 

needed when the situation arises. In addition, it enables students to get the exposure and 

vocabulary needed to express themselves in the L2 context.   

 

Process Writing 

 

The exposure initiated in the modeling stage can be followed with process writing activities 

based on agreed topics from the reading/modeling activities. It has been proven that the process 

approach in writing is beneficial to L2 language teaching and learning situations and this has to 

be exploited. In teaching composition skills, the teacher is concerned with the student‟s ability 

to develop clear ideas and to organize and elaborate on them. At this point, the recursive nature 

of writing should be emphasized and students are encouraged to evaluate and make any 

necessary changes that will improve the writing during and not after the process, something 

that was not observed to have been encouraged as often as it should in this study. It is believed 

that if teachers interact with students during the entire writing process, students will have 

positive feedback and an opportunity to make improvements during each step of the process. 

When students write and the teacher reacts, the student can decide on changes before the final 

writing. As a result, only minor changes may be necessary for them to produce a piece of 

writing. Also, the situation where teachers complain about the headache of marking errors 

would be minimized, as most of the errors would have been eliminated during the process. 

 

Again, the teachers in this study complained about having to cope with very large class sizes. 

This is common to many developing Anglophone African countries, of which Botswana is one. 
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Policy makers may have to address this, somehow, legitimate concern in order to foster 

effective language instruction for the realization of educational and social goals of the country.  

 

Future Research 

The above recommendations are just aspects of the options available to address the writing 

problems of L2 learners at the junior secondary school level in Botswana. The possibilities are 

numerous and cannot be exhausted in this write up. Perhaps future research should focus on the 

type of writing/creative writing students do at the primary school level to further ascertain the 

sources of students‟ composition writing difficulties.  

 

Conclusion 

The teaching and learning of ESL poses many challenges especially in composition writing at 

the junior secondary level in Botswana as well as in other similar contexts. The need to explore 

various options and strategies to overcome the challenges is imperative. Important measures 

should also be taken to improve writing instruction in schools such as the provision of better 

equipped libraries, relevant textbooks and materials for teaching language, organization of 

writing workshops, refresher courses, and remedial teaching of writing to students with severe 

cases of deficiency. After all, an important aim of literacy is to develop individual abilities to 

communicate effectively in national and global contexts.  
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