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Abstract: Academic writing is becoming an integral and required skill for EFL learners,
especially when confronting written assignments, reports, and examination purposes.
However, many Vietnamese students find it challenging to complete a writing task with
success. The study investigated factors affecting EFL learners’ writing performance in Task
2 of the Vietnamese Standardized Test of English Proficiency (VSTEP). In this study, after
writing a discussion essay, five participants were interviewed to figure out factors affecting
their writing performance. The report also suggested implications for further research in
teaching and learning essay writing.
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1. Introduction

Writing, especially academic writing, is one of the most essential skills for students. At
the tertiary level, academic writing has long been regarded as the most challenging task in English
learning for both English as a second language (ESL) and English as a foreign language (EFL)
undergraduates and graduates (Bitchener & Basturkmen, 2006; Bunton, 2005). In the process of
writing, learners’ writing performance might be affected by several factors. Al-Khairy (2013)
revealed students' issues with grammatical mistakes, improper vocabulary selection, irregular
verbs, inaccurate punctuation, and spelling. In the Vietnamese context, EFL learners also
encounter many factors in academic writing. According to Dang et al. (2020), students struggled
with linguistic competence (vocabulary, grammar, and coherence), the organization and creation
of an argumentative essay, and critical thinking Moreover, Phuong (2021) employed two
guestionnaires and an interview as the instruments to find out the factors influencing English
majored sophomores’ writing performance. The results indicated allotted time, background
knowledge, idea organization, and mother tongue. Among these difficulties, “allotted time” was
most problematic to the learners.

However, just a few studies have been conducted to investigate factors affecting EFL
learners’ writing performance, especially in the Mekong Delta. Therefore, this qualitative study
was conducted to extensively discover the factors affecting EFL learners’ writing performance in
the VSTEP. To make that research aim realized, this study addressed one research question:
“What are the factors affecting EFL learners’ performance in writing task 2 of the VSTEP?”
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2. Literature review
2.1. Definitions of writing

Writing is also a multi-step activity. Elbow (1973) demonstrates writing as a two step
process. The first step is to determine the meaning, and the second is to translate that meaning
into language. When learners begin to search for reasons to write and produce written sentences,
they encounter challenges. Also, Rivers (1981) defines that “writing is conveying information or
expression of original ideas consecutively in the new language” (p.294). Moreover, according to
Brown (2001), writing is a cognitive process. He also mentioned that one might prepare the
writing notion and make as many modifications before publishing.

2.2. Definitions of writing performance

Writing performance, according to Fernandez and Gunashekar (2009), referred to
learners' capacity to effectively transmit concepts into written words. To achieve good writing
performance on an essay, a writer needs to meet the four elements, including task fulfillment,
organization, vocabulary, and grammar. These factors must be presented in a five-paragraph
essay. Oshima and Hogue (2006) proposed a three-part structure for an academic essay: an
opening paragraph, a body paragraph, and a conclusion paragraph. The three sections were
interrelated on a particular topic.

2.3. Assessing the VSTEP’s writing performance

In this study, the four assessment criteria for a discussion essay were adopted from Nhat
(2021) in A proposed revised version of the scoring rubrics of the VSTEP 3-5 levels). These
fundamental criteria serve as the theoretical foundation for assessing the quality of EFL students'
discussion writing in response to writing assessment tasks.

(1) Task fulfillment: Task fulfillment is the criterion for task 2 on whether candidates formulate

an argument in response to the prompt in the task and the argument is supported by their
knowledge, individual experiences, strong evidence, and concrete instances. Responses to
statements or questions must be at least 250 words long.

(2) Organization is a criterion closely related to the clarity and fluency of the passage. Coherence
is an important characteristic of an organization related to how each sentence and paragraph is
logically linked. Coherence is concerned with adequately using cohesive devices (e.g.,
conjunctions, pronouns, synonym repetitions, conjunctions) to construct conceptual relationships
and references between sentences and paragraphs.

(3) Vocabulary: Vocabulary criterion involves assessing the range of vocabulary used by the
participants and the appropriateness of using the vocabulary in the context to respond to the given
topic. Spelling is also evaluated in this criterion.

(4) Grammar: This criterion evaluates the range and accuracy of the participants' sentence-level
grammatical usage, including the appropriate use of punctuation.
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2.4. Factors Affecting EFL Learners’ Writing Performance

When it comes to academic writing, a learner's academic writing performance can be
hindered by several factors. Alfaki (2015) identified numerous factors influencing students'
writing performance, which are listed below.

Lack of Practice

To master any skill in general, especially academic writing, learners need to practice what
they have learned. According to Davies (1998), "Writing is basically a creative activity, and
successful writers must learn to express their ideas coherently to an invisible audience”.
Therefore, it takes writers a lot of practice to achieve their writing goals. In other words, the
greatest approach to becoming a skilled writer is to write a lot. Furthermore, from Hedge’s (1988)
personal experience, a student has to spend a large amount of time writing to become an excellent
writer. In addition, learning too many skills without allocating time for practice will make
knowledge meaningless. And to Grabe and Kaplan (1996), writing is never instantaneous; rather,
it requires effort and practice.

Lack of Learners’ Motivation

One of the reasons for causing a lack of students’ motivation is due to unfamiliar themes.
As aresult, students often become bored and have trouble writing. Students will be driven to write
because they are interested in the subject, according to Davies (1998). Besides, allowing learners
to pick their topic can boost their writing motivation (Silva, 1997). Furthermore, Byrne (1988)
argues that most writers write less competently if they are forced to write about something they
do not desire to write about.

Writing anxiety

Anxiety is the body's natural reaction to stress. According to Hamka (2016), anxiety was
a complicated term influenced by not just one's sentiments or self-efficacy but also one's
perceptions of possible and perceived risks. Anxiety significantly affects the learning process in
general and writing skills in particular. Zhang (2001) and Hilleson (1996) claimed that students
suffer significant anxiety when doing activities that demand productive skills. The origin of
writing anxiety has long been a matter of concern by several scholars. Writing anxiety is caused
by the intricacy of language and the difficulty of writing as a skill in particular (Bruning & Horn,
2000; Schweiker-Marra & Marra, 2000). As a result, learners who want to overcome this obstacle
and succeed in writing should focus on self-expression, a fluid flow of ideas, fulfilling outer
expectations, increasing confidence, and enjoying L2 academic writing (Bastiirkmen & Lewis,
2002).

Lack of background knowledge

The term background knowledge can be explained in a variety of ways. Background
knowledge is defined by Biemans and Simons (1996) as all knowledge learners have when they
join a learning environment potentially relevant for gaining new knowledge. Another definition
formulated by Brody (2001) is that “Background knowledge" relates to "concepts, experiences,
facts, and text structures that are related to the text under study”. In terms of academic writing,

211



Journal of Inquiry into Languages and Cultures ISSN 2525-2674 Vol 6, N° 2, 2022

Knudson (1992) expresses his view that learners are expected to create an essay on a topic they
are aware of. "A lack of background knowledge will lead to students making unsubstantiated
statements that may or may not be logically related to the argument, warrant, or opposition," he
added (p.176). From the previous definitions, it can be seen that background knowledge is an
essential part of the quality of writing. Students who lack sufficient knowledge cannot convey
their views or opinions on new topics or concerns and produce coherent essays.

2.5. Related studies

Numerous studies on factors affecting learners’ writing performance have been
conducted. Al Badi (2015) investigated academic writing difficulties and the factors that may
cause these difficulties. The participants were 20 students of four nationalities studying at a
university in Australia. The main factors were the lack of previous experience and knowledge
about the conventions of academic writing and the expectations of the institution they were
studying at.

Fanene (2021) investigated a study of the academic writing problems of New Zealand-
born Samoan students in tertiary institutions. The instruments employed in the study were a
written questionnaire, face-to-face interviews, and students' essay assignments. The findings
indicated that the influence of variables such as low self-motivation and time management, poor
reading skills, and a lack of knowledge and exposure to academic discourses were factors that the
students at the tertiary level encountered in academic writing.

In the context of Vietham, Quynh and Nguyen (2008) researched the challenges and
practices of writing for Vietnamese students. The data collected from in-depth interviews revealed
that the participants did not pay sufficient attention to grammar or spelling mistakes when writing
essays.

Through these studies, it can be seen that academic writing is a massive challenge for
students. Therefore, the current research will be expected to contribute to and enrich the factors
affecting EFL learners’ writing performance.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research design

The study was conducted and followed the descriptive design. The instrument used in the
current study was semi-structured interviews. The purpose of the semi-structured interviews was
to find out the factors affecting the participants’ writing performance in writing Task 2 of the
VSTEP.

3.2. Participants

The participants in this research were 5 English-majored sophomores majoring in English
at a university in the Mekong Delta. All of them were in the same class, and their ages range from
19 to 20. Regarding gender, there were 3 female and 2 male students in the study. In terms of
their English writing proficiency, all of them were at the Intermediate level based on the scores
they gained after the two previous courses of sentence writing and paragraph writing. All the
participants had learned how to write a discussion essay, so they were familiarized with this genre
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of writing. These five learners were chosen to take part in the semi-structured interviews to find
out the factors affecting learners’ writing performance in Task 2 of the VSTEP.

3.3. Data collection instruments and data analysis
Research instrument

Semi-structured interviews were used in the study to examine factors affecting learners’
writing performance.

3.4. Data analysis

The data from interviews were transcribed and analyzed, using thematic analysis. The
researcher first got familiar with the data by rereading it many times to look for key information
and take initial notes. Next, the excerpts were coded by highlighting the text sections, which
expressed the primary content for analysis. Then, the main themes and sub-themes were
identified. Finally, the researcher interpreted and presented the data to find out the factors
affecting learners’ writing performance.

4. Results and discussion

The results from the semi-structured interviews indicated that the participants
encountered several factors affecting their writing performance, including lack of background
knowledge, lack of writing practice, writing anxiety, and lack of learners' motivation.

Lack of background knowledge

The lack of background knowledge was the most challenging factor for the interviewees.
Kellogg (1987, p.256) believes that because knowledge is important in other tasks, it should also
be a vital feature in writing. For discussion essays, learners need to understand social knowledge
better, update current news to enrich the logic, and convince readers.

Khang (PV2) stated his point of view about the importance of background knowledge as
follows.

| have a problem with my lack of background knowledge. That’s why I frequently struggle and
have trouble writing a short paragraph regarding the VSTEP format.

Similarly, Thinh (PV3) expressed how essential background knowledge plays in essay
writing.

In my opinion, the lack of background knowledge is an important factor that affects how we will
write the essay and we will not know how to arrange it appropriately and accurately.

Y (PV5) also viewed background knowledge as an essential factor affecting her writing
performance.

I think the most important factor is background knowledge. Lack of this component results in poor
connections among ideas.

According to the presented excerpts, background knowledge is extremely vital in writing
an essay. Without background knowledge, writers will be unable to convey ideas on a topic and
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produce unlinked arguments. For a better discussion essay, learners need to understand social
knowledge better, update current news to enrich the logic, and convince readers.

Lack of writing practice

In addition, the lack of regular writing habits was considered a barrier to improving essay
quality. Not maintaining the habit of writing on a regular basis confuses the writer when asked to
write an essay.

Thinh shared his views as follows.

As for myself, | don't have the habit of reading and writing, so when | start to write something, |
don't know how to organize my ideas and refine my sentences so that they are good and
appropriate, especially when asked.

An also stated the lack of writing practice as one of her most challenging when writing a
discussion essay.

In my opinion, not having much practice is the biggest influence that | have when writing a
discussion paper because when we practice a lot, our writing ability will improve and teachers
will point out mistakes so that | can correct them for the next lesson even though I lack vocabulary.

Similarly, Vuong mentioned the reason why she encountered the factor.

In my opinion, the lack of practice is the biggest influence on the problems that | face when writing
a discussion essay.

As can be seen in the excerpts, lack of writing practice causes many troubles and affects
learners’ writing performance. Lack of regular exposure to writing makes it difficult for learners
to form correct and contextualized sentences in their essays. Therefore, the ability to write will
be constrained.

Writing anxiety

One of the factors mentioned in interviews is the fear of making mistakes. Erkan and
Saban (2011) describe anxiety in writing as "a person's tendency to avoid the process of writing-
particularly when it is to be assessed in some way" (p.181). When students have an idea in mind,
they do not dare to express it for fear of judgment, criticism from others, or fear of low scores.
They often have the habit of carefully checking for grammar points after writing a sentence.

Y stated her view as follows.

Being afraid of making grammatical mistakes, so when | wrote, | had to think for a long time...
not knowing what to use correctly.

Khang also encountered anxiety in writing in English, as demonstrated in his sharing
below.

For me, the biggest problem is that I'm afraid to write in English because | don't have many ideas
and don't know how to write them well. | find essay writing much more difficult with speaking
skills because sentences have to be academic and coherent with one another. In addition, my
vocabulary and grammar are also limited, so every time | face a writing test, | feel a bit more
stressed than other students in the class.
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Anxiety is regarded as one of the affective elements that have a significant impact on
EFL writing. The main causes of this fear are often related to low self-esteem in grammar and
vocabulary, as well as strict academic and coherence requirements.

Lack of motivation

The last factor affecting learners’ writing performance is the lack of motivation. One of
the manifestations of this problem is writing only when required or for exam purposes.

An expressed her opinion on motivation when writing essays.

I lack motivation because normally | focus a lot on listening and speaking until |1 have exam
pressure to practice writing.

Khang shared his point of view on how the factor could be solved as follows.

To overcome this problem, I think I should find my own passion and interest to be able to learn
this language well in the future.

Lack of motivation to write has a negative effect on learners' writing performance.
Motivation can be generated when pressure approaches from writing tests or exams. To overcome
this factor, learners need to find for themselves a passion for regular practice.

5. Conclusions

This study was conducted to find the factors affecting EFL learners’ writing performance
in Task 2 according to the VSTEP framework. Firstly, the lack of background knowledge poses
a massive challenge to the participants in academic writing. In fact, without a solid foundation of
background knowledge, students will encounter a variety of problems in expressing their
thoughts, developing ideas, and organizing paragraphs appropriately. The second factor that
hinders learners' academic writing is the lack of practice. To make a well-written text, learners
need the opportunity to practice writing skills both in class and at home. Thirdly, the fear of
writing also has a negative effect on essay quality. Making mistakes makes learners shy when it
comes to academic writing. This factor adversely affects and gradually reduces the confidence of
the writer. The last factor discussed concerns the lack of motivation of the learners. If no pressure
from exams is approaching, learners will be demotivated to maintain the habit of academic writing

To make the results more generalizable, further studies should be conducted with a larger
sample including students of different disciplines across cohorts of students. The obtained results
will then be more convincing. Moreover, in future research, more research instruments such as
observations should be used in writing skills classes to understand deeply and have a broader
view of the factors that hinder learners’ writing performance.
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CAC YEU TO ANH HUONG PEN KET QUA BAI VIET PHAN 2
TRONG PINH DANG BAI THI VSTEP CUA NGUOI HQC
TIENG ANH

Tém tat: Viét hoc thuat dang trd thanh mot k§ nang khong thé thiéu cho ngudi hoc tiéng
Anh nhu 1a m§t ngoai ngit, dac biét 1a khi ddi mat voi cac bai tap viét, cac bao cdo va muc
dich kiém tra. Tuy nhién, nhiéu sinh vién Viét Nam cam thay khé khan trong viéc hoan thanh
bai viéc thanh cong. Nghién ctru da diéu tra cac yéu t6 anh huong dén két qua viét cua ngudi
hoc EFL trong Phan 2 ctia Bai kiém tra chuin héa tiéng Anh danh cho Viét Nam (VSTEP).
Trong nghién ctru nay, sau khi viét mot bai ludn thao luan, nam nguoi tham gia da duoc
phong van dé tim ra cac yéu t6 anh hudng dén hiéu suét viét ciia ho. Bao cdo ciing dua ra
mot s6 dé xudt cho nhitng nghién ctru sau nay vé day va hoc viét lun.

Tir khéa: Viét hoc thuat, cac yéu t6, VSTEP, hiéu suit viét
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