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Abstract 
This study reports the findings of a survey in second language (L2) writing in English with undergraduate students 
across disciplines in Bangladesh. Students who come to pursue an undergraduate course at university have already 
studied English as a compulsory subject from primary through higher secondary education. By the time they have 
passed the Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) examination, they are supposed to have acquired sufficient proficiency 
in English to write free and guided compositions. However, there is a gap between what undergraduate students are 
supposed to know and what they have really acquired. Their writing falls short both on the mechanical and rhetorical 
grounds that Silva (1992) identifies with ESL students. The study aims to understand students’ perceptions of L2 writing 
in English and their actual writing performance at the tertiary level in Bangladesh. The data are collected through the 
methods of survey from 70 participants and then analysed through content analysis. The instruments used in collecting 
data are the questionnaire and the authentic student writing sample. The results of the study indicate the importance 
of strengthening the current students’ writing skills through the integration of the writing process into school and college 
curricula to develop a keen sense of writing from a very young age. 

Resumen 
Este estudio informa los hallazgos de una encuesta sobre escritura en inglés como segunda lengua (L2) con estudiantes 
universitarios de todas las disciplinas en Bangladesh. Los estudiantes que vienen a realizar un curso universitario de 
pregrado ya han estudiado inglés como materia obligatoria desde la educación primaria hasta la secundaria superior. 
Para cuando aprueban el examen del Certificado de Secundaria Superior (HSC), se supone que han adquirido suficiente 
competencia en inglés para escribir composiciones libres y guiadas. Sin embargo, existe una brecha entre lo que se 
supone que deben saber los estudiantes universitarios y lo que realmente han adquirido. Su escritura se queda corta 
tanto en los fundamentos mecánicos como retóricos que Silva (1992) identifica con los estudiantes de ESL. El estudio 
tiene como objetivo comprender las percepciones de los estudiantes sobre la escritura en inglés como L2 y su desempeño 
real en la escritura a nivel terciario en Bangladesh. Los datos se recopilan mediante métodos de encuesta a 70 
participantes y luego se analizan mediante análisis de contenido. Los instrumentos utilizados en la recopilación de datos 
son el cuestionario y la muestra auténtica de escritura de los estudiantes. Los resultados del estudio indican la 
importancia de fortalecer las habilidades de escritura de los estudiantes actuales a través de la integración del proceso 
de escritura en los currículos escolares y universitarios para desarrollar un agudo sentido de la escritura desde una edad 
muy temprana. 

Introduction 
Writing in English remains a major concern for undergraduate students across the disciplines in Bangladesh. 
Students at the tertiary level are expected to have the capacity to write well academically. The students 
who come to pursue an undergraduate course at university have already studied English for a decade as a 
compulsory subject. After passing the Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) examination, they should have 
acquired proficiency in English, enabling them to write a free and guided composition. Nevertheless, a gap 
is diagnosed between what undergraduate students are supposed to know and what they have acquired. 
There has been much criticism against their inability to write at the accepted standard. They cannot write 
coherently. When asked to write, they fall short of the accepted standard. Their writing appears 
“unsatisfactory and disproportionately low” (Afrin, 2016, p. 105) in tertiary-level education. 
Despite the lengthy exposure of undergraduate students to the English language, they fail to show minimal 
academic competence in writing (Shamsuzzaman & Everatt, 2013). Due to incompetence in writing, they 
often feel disillusioned in the middle of the First Year when it is equally difficult for them to proceed or 
retreat (Dutta, 2001). Realizing the seriousness of the situation, a handful of them drop out, and a 
considerable number of those who take the test fail to procure a minimum pass. As a result, the number of 
students in the Second Year sharply declines, sometimes even to half that of the First Year. Bangladeshi 
undergraduate students consider writing in English as the most difficult skill (Karim et al., 2018).  
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Given their extended exposure to English, their writing still appears “vapid as such” (Shamsuzzaman, 2019) 
in tertiary-level education has prompted debate. Though there has been some work on this theme in recent 
years, it isn’t enough. In response to this problem, this study strives to find out the correspondence between 
students’ perceptions of writing and their actual practices of writing. This is significant because there is an 
obvious need to find out how students’ writing is affected by the way they perceive writing in order to further 
improve its development at tertiary-level education in Bangladesh. 

Literature Review 

Theoretical framework of the study 

The current study used the cognitive process theory of writing (CPT) as a lens to view English as a foreign 
language (EFL) students’ perceptions and practices of writing. CPT postulates that writing consists of a series 
of cognitive operations, including planning, drafting, and revising (Flower & Hayes, 1981). The current study 
examined how EFL students use these cognitive operations to plan, draft, and revise their writing. In 
addition, it explored how their perceptions of the writing process affect their practices, providing insights 
into how EFL students think about and approach the task of writing. 

 
Figure 1: The writing process (Flower & Hayes, 1981) 

Generating/prewriting is the stage before words emerge on paper. At this stage, expert writers plan to set 
a goal and organize it before they begin writing a draft of their text. Prewriting is the stage of discovery in 
the writing process (Rohman, 1965). Different writers can approach this stage differently. However, the 
most widely practiced prewriting strategies involve freewriting, listing, mapping, and outlining. 
Translating/drafting is the stage in which a product is produced, whereas reviewing/revising is a final 
reworking of that product. Revision is the key to effective writing. Here writers think more deeply about 
their readers’ needs and expectations. Their writing becomes reader-centered. Consequently, understanding 
the various stages of writing is essential for anyone who wishes to improve their writing skills. Each stage 
serves a distinct purpose and must be given due attention if one hopes to produce a well-crafted piece of 
writing. This echoes Cooper’s (1986) writing process model of the cyclical journey: prewriting, drafting, and 
revising your work until you are satisfied with how it comes out. 

The writer’s knowledge of writing 

Beaufort (2007) proposed a conceptual model that contains five specific knowledge domains that expert 
writers must focus on as they compose. Beaufort argued that five domains of knowledge must be taught 
concerning the discipline of writing, so students can write even when they leave their composition course 
which for many students is the only place writing ever takes place. The students believed that writing might 
seem like a very useless skill if they pursue a technical or skill-focused career (e.g., a computer programmer, 
electrical engineer, architect, or plumber). Beaufort posited that writing must be portrayed as a 
multidisciplinary activity. Beaufort’s five knowledge domains can help students competently write across the 
disciplines (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Five knowledge domains of an expert writer (Beaufort, 2007) 

Figure 2 above shows the intersections between the various domains of a writer’s knowledge and how they 
must work together to elicit a writer’s optimal performance. Students must be aware of this function of 
writing, and instructors of writing must mention to their students that these five knowledge domains 
inseparable. Some of the domains of knowledge stipulated by Beaufort directly are included in the areas of 
writing covered by this study.  

EFL learners’ difficulties in writing 

The theories and practices of L2 writing mainly relate to English as a Second Language (ESL) contexts, even 
though a majority of the courses in Asia are engaged teaching writing for English as a foreign language 
(EFL) (Lee, 2017). Due to this over-reliance on ESL-oriented research g, teachers and students in Asia 
experience incompatibilities in teaching and learning L2 writing (Bhowmik, 2009). Scholars must look 
beyond ESL contexts when considering the future of EFL writing. 
In the context of EFL, the learners often find writing challenging. As a result, many professionals look for 
ways to help learners improve their level of writing. In Saudi Arabia learners are exposed to the English 
language from the time of they start formal schooling. However, Saudi learners still consider writing in 
English challenging to learn and master. Alharbi (2019) at Majmaah University, Saudi Arabia, investigated 
the difficulties faced by 74 university students while writing a paragraph. He found that most students had 
difficulties writing, mainly related to mechanics. This study also found that university students struggle to 
create a well-developed paragraph or even to write a good sentence. Another study by Huwari and Al-
Khasawneh (2013) explored the writing weaknesses among undergraduate students at Taibah University, 
Saudi Arabia. The study’s findings indicated that students’ weaknesses in writing were due to their lack of 
knowledge of vocabulary, grammar and lack of practice before entering the university. The students who 
participated in the study indicated that they had not had much opportunity to write outside of school. In 
addition, they said they felt unprepared for the writing demands of university.  
Sawalmeh (2013), in his study, examined the errors made by 32 EFL learners in their 32 essays in the 
Preparatory Year Program at the University of Ha’il, Saudi Arabia. Most errors were related to spelling, 
punctuation, capitalization, verb tense, number, preposition, sentence fragment, article, and subject-verb 
agreement. They reported that students should not make errors in their writing, especially at the tertiary 
level. Grammatical, lexical, syntactic, and mechanical errors are undesirable and can be avoided with proper 
exposure to the English language.  
Even though writing in English is an essential skill for EFL students in Indonesia, they still have difficulties 
mastering it. Most Indonesian university students still struggle to figure out their problems in the 
grammatical area (Ariyanti, 2016). In this connection, Haryanto (2007) found 84 grammatical errors in the 
28 students’ compositions at State University Makassar, Indonesia. These errors were spread out in several 
grammatical errors of number, verb tense, article, subject-verb agreement, and the passive form of a verb. 
Generating ideas was another difficulty EFL learners encountered when writing in English. Salem (2007) 
studied the views of 50 undergraduate students on writing in English at the University of Al-Azhar, Egypt. 
Most students were overwhelmed when asked to write on a specific topic. Students were unaware of how 
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to start the essay, generate ideas, or conclude it. In addition, students went off-topic in their writing and 
committed errors in punctuation and grammar.  
In China writing in English is a significant skill for students who have English as a non-major in universities. 
It is an integral and essential part of English learning. Students’ writing is often unsatisfactory and 
problematic (Ai, 2015). Liu and Xu (2013) conducted a study to find syntactic errors in 90 English essays 
composed by 30 Chinese university students in Beijing. They found a total of 622. The study showed that 
these errors were the students’ most significant problems in writing. The errors committed were grouped 
into parts of speech, tense, voice, agreement, run-on sentences, word order, mixed structures, misuse of 
an article, incorrect comparisons, and errors in number. 
Mostly in Asia, the skill of speaking is considered more important and interesting than writing (Nazara, 
2011). A person who can speak well in English is considered good at English. Most of courses give more 
priority to mastering the skill of speaking than that of writing. This is not necessarily because the students 
find writing to be complicated or unenjoyable. Instead, it is often because they do not see the point in 
learning to write well. In their minds, writing is something they will only need to do for school assignments, 
and they do not see the value in improving their skills outside of that context. As a result, they fail to see 
how becoming a better writer can benefit them in their daily lives. With practice and perseverance, they 
may enjoy writing more than they thought. Otherwise, this negative attitude towards writing may cause 
them problems when they try to learn the skill (Ahmed, 2015). 
To effectively communicate in English, it is essential to have a strong command of vocabulary. This is 
especially true when writing, as the ability to articulate complicated concepts clearly can be the difference 
between a successful paper and one that fails to make its point. As Laufer (2013) argued, lexical 
development must therefore be a central focus for any student who wishes to improve their English writing 
skills. By learning the relevant lexicon, students can expand their range of expression and better 
communicate their ideas on paper. In addition, a strong vocabulary can also help to impress readers and 
convey a sense of professionalism. Hence, it is clear that the importance of lexis in writing should not be 
underestimated. 
Learning English can be difficult and time-consuming, but it can also be gratifying. For many people, the 
motivation to learn English comes from the desire to better communicate with friends or family or to travel 
to new and exciting places. However, for some students, the primary motivation for learning English is to 
further their professional ambitions (Nishanthi, 2018).  

Factors that affect EFL learners’ writing 

The ability to write efficiently is not a natural gift. Instead, it demands a lot of effort and practice. To put it 
more simply, learners must spend time studying and practicing writing extensively to develop writing skills. 
Learning to write in English when a student’s first language is different is often complicated by factors such 
as a lack of interest or of knowledge about the process of writing, little or no mentoring, limited reading 
experience, a lack of motivation, the influence of the mother tongue, a previous medium of instruction, or 
lack of confidence. 
According to Bandura (1993), students’ perceived self-efficacy for success, or their belief in their potential 
to succeed, influences their academic accomplishment, motivation, and aspiration. In other words, 
confidence is can be a key when it comes to writing. If students believe in themselves and their ability to 
produce quality work, they are more likely to put forth the necessary effort and achieve success. On the 
other hand, a lack of confidence can lead writers to feeling overwhelmed and unsure of themselves, which 
can in turn lead to poorer writing quality and lower grades. It is therefore essential that students cultivate 
a healthy sense of self-efficacy in order to reach their full potential as writers. 
Fareed et al. (2016) mentioned that at the tertiary level low motivation can have a significant impact on 
writing. Firstly, it can lead students to disengage from their work, making it difficult for them to produce 
quality writing. Secondly, low motivation can cause students to procrastinate, leading to them have to rush 
to complete their work and as a result, they make mistakes. Finally, low motivation can make it difficult for 
students to keep up with their peers, making them feel discouraged and eventually they give up altogether. 
While low motivation can be a challenge for any student, it is especially problematic at the tertiary level, 
where the expectations are higher, and the stakes are greater. As such, students must find ways to stay 
motivated throughout the writing process. 
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L2 writing in Bangladesh 

Most people in Bangladesh use Bangla to communicate with friends, family members, and others around 
them. In everyday conversations, they hardly ever use English as a medium of communication. At 
universities in Bangladesh, it is commonplace that students also usually speak with their teachers in Bangla, 
even in English classes. Bangla is all-pervasive.  
In Bangladesh, the education system comprises primary (Grades 1–5, ages 6–10), secondary (Grades 6–
10, ages 11–15), higher secondary (Grades 11–12, ages 16–17), and tertiary (university, ages 18+) levels, 
similar to many other countries. Across Bangladesh’s education system, writing in English is a widely used 
skill in assessing students’ performance. Students take various examinations and their writing ability is 
graded. Though the other three skills of English are, to a certain extent, practiced in our context of learning 
and teaching, ability in writing in English is primarily evaluated for grades in the exam. Despite over a 
decade of practicing English writing, students in Bangladesh still experience writing problems in English at 
the university level. Uddin (2014) stated, “Writing is the most focused but the least developed English 
language skill among the learners in Bangladesh. At the tertiary level, the situation is not different”. Afrin 
(2016) found that university students in Bangladesh have an inadequate command of sentence construction 
skills in English. She also found that students lacked the confidence to express ideas in writing, do not use 
any prewriting technique, and have no concern about the organization of ideas. According to Mustaque 
(2014), Bangladeshi students’ writing at the tertiary level reveals repetition, inappropriate organization of 
ideas, use of vague words, and a lack of appropriate information.  
In Bangladesh, the medium of instruction at primary, secondary and higher secondary levels is typically 
Bangla, and the National Curriculum and Textbook Board (NCTB) designs its curriculum. Interestingly, the 
predominant use of Bangla as the previous medium of instruction affects students’ writing skills in tertiary 
levels in Bangladesh. A study by Islam (2019) found that, students writing in Bangla can plan their writing 
more effectively than students writing in English at the secondary level, as they are not used to thinking 
and expressing themselves in English. However, both Bangla and English-medium learners struggle with the 
writing process. 
Considering the above, the research questions in this study are: 

1. What are students’ perceptions of writing in English at the tertiary level in Bangladesh? 
2. How well can students write in English at the tertiary level in Bangladesh? 
3. How do students’ perceptions of writing correspond to the reality of their writing? 
4. Methodology 

Participants 

This study was based a sample of 70 participants who were first-year undergraduate students at a private 
university in Bangladesh. At the time of data collection, the participants were enrolled in the course ENG 
101: English Fundamentals, which was compulsory for all students across the disciplines to earn a bachelor’s 
degree. The participants were from 18 to 22 years old. Their English proficiency level was predicted to be 
mixed since they had come from diverse academic backgrounds. They had received their primary and 
secondary education through three distinct mediums of instruction: Bangla, English, and Madrasha. Sixty 
three participants were from institutions using Bangla, seven from those using English, and none was from 
institutions using Madrasha. 
Out of the 70 participants, 41 were males and 29 were females. In this study, great care was taken to obtain 
consent from all participants before collecting any data. Participants were explicitly asked for their consent 
(Appendix 4) at the beginning of each survey questionnaire. The participants’ responses were voluntary, 
and they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time. Furthermore, participants were informed 
that their responses would be confidential and anonymous. As such, this study was conducted ethically, and 
the participants’ rights were respected. 

Instruments 

The instruments used in collecting data were the questionnaire and the student writing sample. The two 
sets of questionnaires were used for the survey. One was a 12-item questionnaire to investigate the 
participants’ backgrounds and perceptions of writing and the other was a 9-item composition questionnaire, 
prepared following the research instruments of Shamsuzzaman (2015). Since it was a replication and 
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extension of Shamsuzzaman’s (2015) study, we can trust the reliability and validity of the study without 
piloting. Additionally, a writing sample was used as a research instrument to assess how well participants 
could write. This was also adapted from Shamsuzzaman’s procedure since it effectively measures writing 
ability. The study employs the questionnaires and writing samples as research instruments because they 
are relatively easy to administer and can provide a wealth of information about many participants in a short 
period of time.  

The background questionnaire 
The background questionnaire (Appendix 1) was developed to collect information on the participants’ 
background and how it influences the learning of writing in English in the context of Bangladesh. It included 
questions about the participants’ age, previous language of instruction, length of study English, purpose of 
learning this language, skills they considered most difficult (reading, writing, listening, or speaking), 
opinions about the study of writing, and rating of themselves as a writers of English.  

Composition questionnaire 
The composition questionnaire (Appendix 2) was developed to gather data on how participants perceived 
writing in English. In the questionnaire, participants were asked to fill out writing-related information, such 
as their understanding of the writing process (brainstorming, drafting, revising), the aspects of writing they 
found most challenging (vocabulary, grammar, generating ideas), and their awareness of the mechanics of 
writing (spelling, punctuation, capitalization, vocabulary, grammar).  

Writing sample 
The study examined the writing samples (Appendix 3) of the participants. These samples were collected 
from these first-year students taking a mandatory writing course (ENG 101: English Fundamentals). The 
samples required a descriptive paragraph. This information was intended to represent the participants’ 
actual level of writing. 

Data collection procedure 

To collect data for this study, the Google Forms was utilized. A faculty member who taught four sections of 
ENG101, each comprising approximately 30 students, was responsible for distributing the links to both of 
the questionnaires to the students. The faculty member sent the links to the students through different 
platforms like Messenger, WhatsApp, and email. The students were given the flexibility to complete the 
questionnaires at their convenience, allowing them to devote ample time and attention to each question.  
Along with the questionnaires, writing samples were also collected from the same cohort of first-year 
students taking the same course. These samples were on descriptive paragraph writing and were assigned 
by the faculty member responsible for the course. It was ensured that the prompts for the writing samples 
were relevant and appropriate for the students’ level of proficiency. As descriptive paragraph writing was a 
part of the syllabus, students did the tasks in the classroom, and they were given enough time to complete 
them.  
The utilization of both questionnaires and writing samples helped to provide a comprehensive view of the 
students’ backgrounds, their perceptions towards writing, and their writing abilities, ensuring that the 
study’s results were accurate and reliable. 

Data analysis  

After the data from the surveys were collected through Google Forms, they imported into Google Sheets for 
analysis. The data are presented in pie charts to facilitate visual representation and identification of patterns 
and trends within the data. 
Apart from the questionnaires, the writing samples provided additional information on the participants’ 
writing abilities, and these samples were analysed through content analysis. An experienced language 
teacher assessed the samples using a rubric developed by the Brac Institute of Languages (BIL) at Brac 
University (Appendix 5), scoring them on a scale of 0-10. The scores were then compiled and analysed using 
tables to provide a clear distribution and comparison of errors in the writing tasks students attempted.  
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Results 

Results from the background questionnaire  

 
Figure 3: Skills that students find most important 

Figure 3 provides information about the skills students find most important in English. Out of the total of 70 
students, 41 considered speaking to be the most vital skill, indicating a significant emphasis on English-
speaking abilities in our country in spite of it not being their native language. This could be due to the 
students not being confident of their ability to speak English, making them realize its importance. On the 
other hand, writing was only reported as the second most important skill by 12 students, despite its high 
value in academic institutions for students of any academic background. Despite a massive gap between 
the first two skills, it is noteworthy that both play a vital role in communicating with others. The data showed 
that ten students prioritized listening over reading, indicating that students found it much easier to 
understand English than to express themselves in it. In addition, students had the least difficulty in reading 
as they had been practicing it from a young age. 

 
Figure 4: The difference between writing in L1 and L2 

Figure 4 presents the participants’ awareness of the difference between writing in their first language (L1) 
and second language (L2). According to the data, 86% of the participants could distinguish between L1 and 
L2, whereas 14% were unaware of the difference.  

Results from the composition questionnaire 

 
Figure 5: Awareness of the difference between revision and editing 
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Figure 5 demonstrates the participants’ awareness of the difference between revision (the content, 
structure, and organization) and editing (mechanical errors such as grammar, punctuation, spelling, and 
sentence structure). According to the pie chart, 37% of the participants were always aware of the difference 
between the two, while an equal percentage were only sometimes aware of it. Additionally, 20% were only 
often able to distinguish between revision and editing. However, some participants may have found the 
concept difficult to grasp, as seen by the majority’s response that they were only sometimes or often aware 
of it. Furthermore, 6% of the participants reported never being able to differentiate between revision and 
editing. 

 

Figure 6: Revision and editing of the first draft 

Figure 6 provides data on the frequency at which the participants revised and edited their first draft. It 
shows that 19% of the participants often revised and edited the first draft they created. In contrast, a larger 
number of participants (53%) only sometimes revised and edited their initial draft. The remaining 28% of 
participants always revised and edited it before moving on to subsequent stages of writing, recognizing the 
importance of this step in achieving more accurate and polished final work. 

 
Figure 7: Awareness of the rhetorical features of writing 

Figure 7 reveals the students’ awareness of the rhetorical features such as audience, context, logic, and 
purpose while writing. The data showed that 37% of students were always aware of the rhetorical features 
while writing, with an equal percentage of students sometimes being aware of them. Additionally, 22% of 
the participants were only often aware of them. 

 
Figure 8: Difficulties that students attribute to while writing 
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Figure 8 provides data from a survey of students’ experiences when writing. According to the data, 39% of 
all students reported experiencing difficulties when writing due to a lack of information about the writing 
process. Only 10% of the students attributed their writing challenges to a lack of mentoring. Furthermore, 
24% of the students reported that their challenges were due to a lack of motivation in writing, which could 
occur when students are assigned writing tasks on topics that do not engage them. In addition, 22% of the 
students cited a lack of interest in writing as a source of their confusion. Finally, 21% of the students blamed 
their challenges on a lack of available resources for writing. 

Results from the writing performance analysis 

Type of Error Frequency Percentage 

Spelling  6 1.59% 

Punctuation  78 20.69% 

Capitalisation  50 13.26% 

Subject Verb Agreement  22 5.86% 

Verb Tense  12 3.18% 

Word Order  14 3.71% 

Fragmentation  32 8.49% 

Article  20 5.31% 

Preposition  20 5.31% 

Number  35 9.28% 

Vocabulary  67 17.77% 

Run-ons  21 5.57% 
Total     377 100% 

Table 1: Frequency of errors made by students in writing 

Table 1 shows the frequency of the different types of errors made by the students in their writing. The 
majority of the students, 20.69%, made mistakes in punctuation due to ignorance and a lack of 
understanding of the text. The frequency of vocabulary errors among students was the second highest, 
17.77%, while the frequency of capitalization errors was 13.26%. Interestingly, the data revealed that 
students seemed to have a good grasp of English spelling, as spelling errors were relatively infrequent at 
1.59%. However, 9.28% students made mistakes in number, indicating that this is an area that students 
need to work on. Inaccuracies in prepositions and articles were a common issue for a similar percentage 
(5.31%) of the students, while subject-verb agreement and fragmentation were common mistakes for 
5.86% and 8.49% of the students, respectively. 

Discussion and Suggestions for Implementing Changes 

What are students’ perceptions of writing in English? 

A questionnaire on 70 tertiary students was conducted to grasp the students’ perceptions about writing 
entirely. The results indicated that 41 students believed speaking was the most significant skill, while 12 
believed writing was the most important skill. In Bangladeshi culture, it is apparent that speaking is given 
greater weight or precedence over writing (Nazara, 2011). This may be because students believe that 
mastering speaking abilities can lead to mastering all skills.  
The study also indicated that 29% of students believed writing was the most challenging skill in English 
(Alharbi, 2019). Upon further query, it was observed that only 32% of students made an outline of their 
writing before starting, and only 9% followed the drafting process. According to Cooper (1986), writing is 
best described as a cyclical process because it involves at least three stages, including prewriting, drafting, 
revising, and editing. Furthermore, good writers adhere to the writing process to produce coherent work. 
Therefore, it is recommended that students acquire an understanding of the writing process and be given 
additional support in understanding the difference between revising and editing, as it is a crucial aspect of 
effective writing. It is also suggested that students emphasize the significance of revising and editing the 
initial draft in order to write effectively and correctly. 
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When asked about the most challenging aspect of writing in the English language, 49% of students 
responded that vocabulary was the most challenging aspect. Laufer (2013) suggested that to articulate 
complicated concepts in English writing skills, it is necessary to learn the relevant lexis. Furthermore, our 
capacity to articulate concepts in a second language is hampered when we have a limited vocabulary. As a 
result, this study supports learning a sufficient vocabulary since the findings reflect Laufer’s point of view. 
When asked whether they utilize the knowledge of writing formally, including understanding the rhetorical 
aspects of writing such as audience, context, logic, and purpose, most students did not always apply it 
effectively. This finding supports Silva’s (1992) conclusion that effective communication through writing 
heavily relies on the proper utilization of these rhetorical aspects. Therefore, students need to understand 
that effective communication through writing requires more than just the ability to string words together in 
a grammatically correct way. It also involves an understanding and utilization of the rhetorical aspects of 
writing, such as audience, context, logic, and purpose. 
When asked about students’ experiences with writing, the data revealed that 39% of the students reported 
difficulties in writing due to a lack of information about the writing process, which could be attributed to 
their inattentiveness in class. This highlights an area where schools and educators could focus on improving 
writing instruction. Interestingly enough, only 10% of the students attributed their writing challenges to a 
lack of mentoring, indicating that the students did not necessarily view their teachers as the sole source of 
mentoring when it comes to writing. The data also showed that 24% of the students reported a lack of 
motivation in writing, which could be due to being assigned writing tasks on topics that do not engage them. 
This resonates with the research finding of Fareed et al. (2016) that low motivation can have a significant 
impact on writing at the tertiary level. This underscores the need for educators to consider ways to make 
writing tasks more engaging for students. Furthermore, 22% of the students cited a lack of interest in 
writing as a source of their confusion, suggesting a potential disconnect between students’ attitudes toward 
writing and their perceived expectations and requirements. Lastly, 21% of the students blamed their 
challenges on a lack of available resources for writing, indicating a potential need for greater access to 
writing support. All these results suggest that educators need to be aware of these various factors that can 
impact students’ writing experiences and consider ways to provide support and improve writing instruction. 
Lastly, when asked how they would rate themselves as English writers, 63% students rated themselves as 
‘fair,’ indicating a neither a good nor poor level of proficiency. Belief in one’s ability to succeed is an important 
factor in academic success, motivation, and aspiration. This is according to Bandura (1993), who states that 
students’ perceived self-efficacy for success impacts their academic accomplishment. So, the tertiary level 
students do not have confidence in their writing. The lack of awareness between writing in L1 and L2 could 
be one of the reasons for the students’ struggles with writing in English at the tertiary level in Bangladesh. 
This lack of awareness could be due to students’ disinterest in learning about the differences between 
languages, their different attitudes toward the languages they speak, and their lack of knowledge about the 
norms of writing in English. 
The results showed that students generally prioritized speaking over writing, with only a small percentage 
of students considering writing to be the most important skill. Most students struggle with writing, 
particularly in terms of vocabulary and understanding the writing process. There is also a lack of awareness 
and utilization of rhetorical aspects such as audience, context, logic, and purpose. Students reported various 
challenges with writing, including low motivation and a lack of interest in writing. Moreover, many students 
do not consider themselves competent writers, indicating a lack of self-confidence in their writing abilities. 
As a result, Bangladeshi tertiary students cannot produce high-quality writing that can be portrayed through 
their academic writing performance. These results highlight the need for educators to provide additional 
support in writing instruction, such as a greater focus on the writing process, rhetorical aspects, and 
motivation. 

How well are students able to write in English? 

From the analysis of students’ writing, it is evident that students make many errors in their writing. Most of 
these errors are grammatical, lexical, syntactic, and mechanical. Even after an exposure of 12 years to 
English, the errors students make at the tertiary level are entirely undesirable (Sawalmeh, 2013). Basic 
elements of writing, such as articles, numbers, and prepositions continue to pose a challenge for some 
students. From the types of errors students make, it is apparent that they are not adequately prepared for 
the tertiary level of education in English, and that they should focus on these areas to improve their writing. 
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While spelling seems to be one of their strengths, students should still be mindful of grammatical and 
syntactical errors that they may be making. 
At the tertiary level, students often struggle to write in English. They face several challenges and make 
numerous errors, resulting in below-average writing. Most students are unfamiliar with writing conventions 
and lack a firm grasp of the language, possibly due to a lack of practice, which is necessary for having 
expertise in writing as noted by Huwari and Al-Khasawneh (2013).  
From the analysis of students’ writing, many students in this study found themselves struggling with writing 
tasks. This could be caused by more than a lack of experience, but it could be augmented by a lack of 
motivation. Fareed et al. (2016) said that a lack of motivation often contributes to this struggle when it 
comes to writing. It can occur if students are assigned writing tasks that do not interest them. To address 
this issue and promote a love of writing, it is essential to select tasks that resonate with them. When students 
are allowed to write about something they are passionate about, they are more likely to be motivated and 
produce their best work. Furthermore, when students feel a personal connection to their writing, they are 
more likely to persevere through the challenges that inevitably arise. A lack of motivation can be a significant 
hurdle, but it can be overcome by selecting tasks that inspire and interest students. 
It is also evident that many students reach the tertiary level of education without a clear understanding of 
the writing process. This lack of knowledge often results in poor writing, leading to lower grades. To address 
this issue, it is recommended that students be taught about the writing process from an early age. By 
familiarizing themselves with the steps involved in composing a piece of writing, students will be better 
prepared to produce high-quality work when they reach university. This, in turn, will result in improved 
grades and a greater appreciation for writing. 

How do students’ perceptions of writing correspond to their actual practices of writing? 

The study includes a correspondence between students’ perceptions of writing and their actual practices of 
writing. It is noticeable that most students do not consider writing as interesting or important. Some of the 
reasons for which this mentality prevails could be:  

• Previous medium of instruction: The study reveals that most students, about 93% of students come 
from a Bangla medium background, while only 7% are from an English background in this study. Most 
students cannot write constructively or productively because of the poor teaching methods in the 
Bangla medium, which is supported by the research of Islam (2019). The NCTB curriculum does not 
concentrate much on improving students’ writing skills, particularly in English, and the syllabus is 
poorly structured. Consequently, most students cannot acquire the essential writing skills needed from 
their academic studies.  

• Non-alignment of interests: The study reveals that students do not find writing as interesting compared 
to other aspects of the English language. This lack of interest makes it difficult to develop better writing 
skills. Although the students are aware of writing strategies like brainstorming, drafting, and outlining, 
they still fail to produce quality work. Ahmed’s (2015) research shows that a lack of interest in writing 
makes it difficult to produce high-quality written work. It is essential to understand that fostering an 
interest in writing plays a crucial role in improving students’ writing skills. 

• Learning English mostly out of professional needs: The study suggests that many students are 
primarily motivated to learn English due to its perceived importance for their professional 
development. This is consistent with the research of Nishanthi (2018), which emphasizes the practical 
value of English in the workplace. While it is understandable that students prioritize the acquisition of 
language skills that are relevant to their career goals, this approach does have some negative 
consequences. Namely, it can restrict students from pursuing other areas of interest that may not 
align with their professional development. As a result, their writing practices can become overly 
focused on conforming to a standardized structure, which can stifle creativity, innovation, and fluidity. 
However, it should be noted that there are exceptions to this general trend, and it is possible to balance 
the practical demands of language learning with a more expansive approach that encourages 
exploration and experimentation in writing.  

It is apparent that students’ perceptions of writing significantly affect their actual writing practices. It is 
evident that many students lack interest in writing and do not consider it a priority, resulting in the 
production of shoddy academic work. Thus, there is a reciprocal connection between perceptions and 
practices of writing: the way students think about writing shapes the way students perform. This indicates 
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that addressing the root causes of students’ negative perceptions towards writing can lead to improved 
writing practices and ultimately, better academic work.  

Conclusion 
This study demonstrates the need for a shift in how undergraduate students across disciplines perceive and 
practice writing in English. The current system often sets students up for failure by teaching them to view 
writing as a mysterious process that only experts can understand (Shamsuzzaman & Everatt, 2013). 
However, if we change our perceptions of writing, we can help students to understand that writing is a skill 
that can be learned and practiced. By changing students’ perceptions, we can change their practices and 
improve how they write. The study suggests valuable insights into the importance of perception in shaping 
writing practice. The information gleaned from this study can be used to improve how undergraduate 
students across disciplines perceive and practice writing in English. 
The study suggests that students do not comprehend writing conventions, which results in the inferior 
quality of academic writing. Based on the analysis of students’ writing, the common errors they make are 
spelling, punctuation, capitalization, verb tense, number, preposition, sentence fragment, article, subject-
verb agreement, word order, vocabulary, and run-on sentences. The study also finds that most of the errors 
students make are due to their perceptions and practices of writing that go against the grain of L2 writing 
literature.  
To improve the current students’ writing, improvements should be made from the root level. While English 
medium schools already have effective methods of teaching English, the NCTB curriculum lacks such a 
utility. Integrating the primary process of writing, consisting of prewriting (brainstorming, outlining, listing, 
mapping), drafting, and revising, into the school and college curriculum can help students develop a keen 
sense of writing from a very young age. Instead of pressuring to write a fixed-format 
paragraphs/compositions for exams, students should be encouraged to express themselves freely while 
writing. In this way, they can implement the writing process properly and can continue developing this 
particular skill set. Ultimately, the goal is for students to become better writers, and giving them the freedom 
to express themselves is the best way to achieve this goal. 
Moreover, the academic writing process can be daunting for students who are not taught about it at an early 
education level. This is because they are not familiar with the rules and conventions of academic writing. As 
a result, they may suffer in their studies or feel pressure to conform to the expectations of their tertiary 
institution. Therefore, students must be taught about the academic writing process at an early stage in their 
education as Bazerman (2013) argues that those who succeed in most arts, including writing, start early in 
their life. This will enable them to understand academic writing requirements and avoid difficulties later in 
their studies. Introducing students to the writing process early on could positively impact their academic 
performance and future success. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1 
 

The Background Questionnaire 
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Appendix 2 
The Composition Questionnaire 
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Appendix 3 

Writing Task 

Name:  

Instruction: Write a descriptive paragraph on one of the topics below.  

• Your Best Friend 

• Your Study Room 

• Your Living Room 

• The House Where You Grew Up 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Appendix 4 
Participants’ Consent 
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Appendix 5 
 

ENG101 Rubric for Descriptive Paragraph (10 marks)      

 

Name: ______                      Section: ________             Score obtained: ____________ 

 

Criteria Exemplary 
(1- 0.75 marks) 

Good 
(0.74- 0.5 marks) 

Needs Improvement 
(0.4- 0.25 marks) 

Unsatisfactory 
(0.24- 0 marks) 

Topic Sentence 
& Concluding 

Sentence 

• Topic sentence is 
well-formed with an 
engaging and specific 
controlling idea. 
 
• Concluding sentence 
effectively restates the 
topic sentence or 
summarises the 
paragraph. 

• Topic sentence 
includes a specific 
controlling idea 
 
 
• Concluding sentence 
restates the topic 
sentence or summarises 
the paragraph 

• Vague/abrupt 
beginning of the 
paragraph; Vague or no 
concluding sentence 

• Related ideas but no 
topic sentence or 
concluding sentence  

 
Supporting 
Details & 

Vocabulary 

Exemplary 
(4- 3.6 marks) 

Good 
(3.5- 2.4 marks) 

Needs Improvement 
(2.5- 1.6 marks) 

Unsatisfactory 
(1.5- 0 marks) 

• The paragraph 
includes vivid details that 
appeal to at least 3 
relevant senses (sight, 
sound, smell, taste, and 
touch) to portray mental 
images. 
• Uses specific and 
precise vocabulary, 
rather than general ones, 
e.g., uses specific words 
such as “pale-looking” 
instead of general words 
(sad) or wordy 
expressions (very 
gloomy) 

• The paragraph 
includes details that 
appeal to at least two 
relevant senses (sight, 
sound, smell, taste, and 
touch) to portray mental 
images. 
 
 
• The details in the 
paragraph are mostly 
specific and precise. It 
may include a few 
general words and be 
somewhat wordy. 

• Includes details that 
appeal to one of the five 
senses  
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Uses mostly general 
vocabulary and wordy 
expressions 

• Includes no details 
that appeal to one of the 
five senses 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Uses only general or 
limited or vocabulary 
that does not describe 
the subject 

 
Unity & 

Coherence  

Exemplary 
(2- 1.6 marks) 

Good 
(1.5- 1.1 marks) 

Needs Improvement 
(1- 0.6 marks) 

Unsatisfactory 
(0.5- 0 marks) 

• All details are 
strongly related to the 
topic sentence.  
 
• Adequate usage of 
transitions (such as on 
top of, besides, to the 
left of, below, above, at 
the front side) to help 
the reader follow spatial 
and logical order 

• The majority of the 
ideas are relevant to the 
topic sentence. 
 
• Used transitions in 
many cases such as 
(such as on top of, 
besides, to the left of, 
below, above, at the 
front side) for spatial 
order 

• A few irrelevant 
ideas/details  
 
 
• Transition in ideas 
is abrupt and may not 
follow any spatial and 
logical order, and may 
fail to create a complete 
image of the subject 

• Unrelated details 
 
 
 
• No usage of transition 
to create a spatial and 
logical order 
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Sentence 

Variation & 
Grammar 

Exemplary 
(2- 1.6 marks) 

Good 
(1.5- 1.1 marks) 

Needs Improvement 
(1- 0.6 marks) 

Unsatisfactory 
(0.5- 0 marks) 

• Well-chosen variety 
of sentence styles and 
length 
 
 
• Mostly correct 
sentences; errors (if any) 
due to a lack of editing 

• Varied use of simple, 
complex, compound 
sentences  
 
 
• Shows some errors in 
sentence construction 
that do not hamper 
communication 

• Repetitive sentence 
patterns; few or no 
complex sentences 
 
 
• Some run-ons or 
fragments 

• Simple sentences 
used excessively, no 
variety 
 
 
• Frequent errors in 
sentence structure that 
require inference 

Mechanics 
(punctuation, 

spelling, 
capitalisation) 

Exemplary 
(1- 0.75 marks) 

Good 
(0.74- 0.5 marks) 

Needs Improvement 
(0.4- 0.25marks) 

Unsatisfactory 
(0.24- 0 marks) 

• Almost free of 
punctuation, spelling, 
capitalization errors 

• Contains only 
occasional errors in 
mechanics, but none are 
major and repetitive 

• Contains several and 
repetitive errors in 
mechanics 

• Contains many errors 
in mechanics that 
interfere with meaning 

 

Teacher’s comments:  
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