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Abstract 

The objective of this research is to investigate the dynamics of English as a Second Language 

(here onwards, ESL) writing and to present a theoretical framework for empirical testing the 

proposed factors affecting ESL writing. The analysis of literature showed that ESL writing 

anxiety and the use of first/native language (L1) are among the key factors that significantly 

affect ESL writing performance of students at various academic levels. Additionally, it is also 

revealed that ESL writing self-efficacy is a factor that is related to ESL writing performance 

as well as ESL writing anxiety and the interference of the first language in ESL writing. The 

interference model, the linguistic interdependence model, common underlying proficiency 

hypothesis and the self-efficacy theory are the theories that theoretically support such 

empirical investigation. Therefore, it is proposed that ESL writing self-efficacy should be 

examined as a moderating variable in the relationship of ESL writing anxiety and the use of 

L1 with ESL writing performance in future research. 

Keywords:  ESL writing performance, native language, ESL writing anxiety, ESL writing 

self-efficacy.  

 

I. Introduction 

 Due to colonialism and globalization, English has become the dominant language in 

the world (Rassool, 2013). English plays a number of crucial roles in developing countries, 

especially those which were British colonies in the past, including Pakistan, India and 

Bangladesh (Mansoor, 2003; Mohanty, Panda, & Pal, 2010; Rahman, 1999; Rahman, 2005; 

Tickoo, 1996). In Pakistan, English is one of the official languages, thus a pre-requisite for 

most professional jobs (Rahman, 2005). It is also the language of education, especially higher 

education. Hence, English is considered a source of self-improvement and career success as it 

provides access to the local and global resources (Mansoor, 2003; Norton & Kamal, 2003; 

Rahman, 2002, 2005). 
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 In academics, written assignments are normally a requirement because of its 

importance in the examination process. However, it has long been claimed that writing in the 

second language is a challenging skill to acquire, thereby, producing a feeling of fear among 

the second language (L2) learners (Gupta, 1998). The use of English in education and English 

medium instruction in developing countries is a source of failure for many people (Coleman, 

2010; Manan, David, & Dumanig, 2015; Rahman, 2004). Coleman (2010) challenges the 

usefulness of English in daily life in Pakistan. He stated that more often the English language 

is considered as a formal prerequisite for entering the civil services or other forms of jobs; 

therefore, English is playing a gate keeping role in Pakistan. As a result, the major function of 

English teaching in Pakistani schools is to prepare students for different examinations, 

because passing examinations in the English language opens the doors for employment. 

Therefore, this research intends to investigate the issue of ESL writing performance and 

proposes a theoretical model that may explain the differences in ESL writing performance of 

students.  

II. ESL Writing Performance and ESL Writing Anxiety 

 Writing, one of the four basic language skills, is a means of narrating feelings, 

thoughts, desires and events using specific symbols in accordance with certain rules (Berk & 

Ünal, 2017). Sever (2004) referred writing action as expressing one‟s senses, thoughts, plans 

and experiences through writing. Since writing is intertwined with mental processes, it 

contributes to the development of many skills. It helps to widen students‟ thoughts, organize 

their knowledge, use language, enrich their knowledge accumulation and develop their mental 

dictionaries (Berk & Ünal, 2017). In addition, it makes easier to examine what is being 

thought by putting them on paper.  

 For second and foreign language learners, writing is a demanding activity because 

this skill helps students to perform better in course work and examinations especially, at the 

university level. An excellent expertise in English writing is crucial to enhance university 

students‟ writing performance, thus academic success. Regardless of its significance, many 

students consider English writing as difficult, challenging, and frustrating because their 

writing is generally poor in terms of vocabulary, organization, content, and the use of 

linguistic features (Liao & Wong, 2010). The students often do writing only in exams and this 

link between examination and writing may produce the feeling of fear in them in the process 

of writing (Shang, 2013). 
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 The poor performance in ESL writing is attributed to a number of factors. Studies 

have shown that when students do not enjoy learning the target language, they will perform 

negatively in the language (Andrade & Williams, 2009; Gregersen & Horwitz, 2002; Tuncay 

& Uzunboylu, 2010). Anxiety is one of the key factors that makes the process of learning a 

second language difficult for many language learners (Luo, 2018). Although its effects may 

vary from one individual to another, it plays an important role in determining the performance 

of a language learner in a target language, in this case, the English language. 

 Second language learning is a process in which emotional and particularly 

psychological factors play a dominant role. Majority of ESL students acknowledge second 

language writing as a difficult task because writing is an affective and cognitive activity as 

well (Cheng, 2002; Lee, 2005). Since 1970s, the effect of anxiety on second or foreign 

language learning has been investigated (Liu, 2006), and attempts have been made by the 

researchers to identify and develop the measurement of anxiety in second language 

classrooms for many years since students are usually anxious about their writing ability for 

the purpose of successful communication (Schmidt, 2004). Foreign language anxiety is a 

distinct type of anxiety specifically related to foreign language learning (Horwitz, Horwitz 

and Cope, 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). They defined anxiety as “a distinct complex of 

self-perceptions, feelings and behaviours related to classroom language learning process” (p. 

127). In addition, they claimed that language courses often provoke anxiety. A number of 

researches have revealed that students who utilise skills such as, speaking and writing, 

experience a substantial amount of anxiety in their learning process (Hilleson, 1996; Jun 

Zhang, 2001). 

 As a productive skill, writing has also been examined by many researchers in terms 

of anxiety. Cheng, Horwitz and Schallert (1999) have shown that writing anxiety and foreign 

language anxiety are two related but independent constructs, while second language writing 

anxiety is a language-skill-specific anxiety. Due to its unique inherent nature, there have been 

several studies focusing on writing anxiety (Atay & Kurt, 2006; Cheng, 2002; Erkan & 

Saban, 2011). According to Hassan (2001), foreign language writing anxiety involves 

avoiding writing and its evaluation. Cheng (2004b, p. 319), however, maintained that “L2 

writing anxiety is a relatively stable anxiety disposition associated with L2 writing, which 

involves a variety of dysfunctional thoughts, increased physiological arousal, and maladaptive 

behaviours”. As writing anxiety may significantly affect writing performance of learners (F 
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Pajares & Johnson, 1994; Smith, 1984), second language writing anxiety has gained more 

significance as a field of study. 

 Writing anxiety is a common problem affecting ESL learners‟ writing performance. 

As writing skill is considered the most difficult skill that needs to be acquired by ESL 

learners, it is pertinent to manage the anxiety level to encourage learners to write. The 

facilitative effect of anxiety is important in enhancing writing skills, particularly among low 

proficiency students (Rahim, Jaganathan, Sepora, & Mahadi, 2016). Studies such as Scovel 

(1978) and Hassan (2001) have shown that students‟ ESL writing anxiety is positively related 

to ESL writing performance. 

 Moreover, it is found that high anxious learners obtain lower scores in standardized 

writing tests (Shang, 2013) and their written essays receive lower grades (Ying & Krashen, 

2002). Numerous studies such as Daly, (1978), Cheng (2002), Andrade and Williams (2009), 

Tuncay and Uzunboylu (2010), Rezaei, Jafari and Younas (2014) also found that ESL writing 

performance is negatively affected by ESL writing anxiety supporting the claim made by 

Horwitz et al. (1986) that three sources of foreign language anxiety, namely; fear of negative 

evaluation, test anxiety and communication anxiety may adversely influence ESL/EFL 

writing performance. The level of writing anxiety even increases among students if the 

contribution of written assignments is substantially high to the final grades of the course 

(Schmidt, 2004). The students suffering from writing anxiety may experience increased 

anxiety if they are asked to write, and their written work, behaviours and attitudes reflect this 

anxiety. Moreover, such students experience more difficulty in the process of ideas creation 

for writing, production of shorter words, and with the usage of grammar and mechanics in 

written assignments (Reeves, 1997; Shang, 2013). Therefore, ESL writing anxiety can be a 

hindrance to enhancing ESL writing performance. 

III. Use of L1 and ESL Performance  

 Similarly, using the first language of students in the second language (L2) 

classrooms has been a contentious issue. One camp strongly believes that L2 should be 

exclusively used (Cook, 2001; Howatt, 1984). Those who support the use of L1 do so mainly 

for the following reasons: lowering students‟ memory constraints (Harbord, 1992; Kern, 

1994); facilitating communication (Pennington, 1995); lowering their affective filters (Meyer, 

2008); for task management (Swain & Lapkin, 2001); and as a means of social equality 

(Adendorff, 1996; Auerbach, 1993). Previously, in the Indian context, the role of L1 as a 

resource to learn L2 (English) was acknowledged and practised (Sastri, 1970; Tickoo, 2003).  
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Theoretical support for the idea that the L1 can be used as a scaffolding device for the L2 

came only in 1986, with Jim Cummins‟ concept of a „common underlying proficiency‟ 

(CUP). This term refers to a set of higher order academic skills (e.g., reading, inferential 

skills, summarizing skills), and an implicit metalinguistic knowledge that is required for 

academic success. These skills, Cummins argued, once acquired through one language, are 

open for transfer. So, they can be drawn upon from the stronger to the weaker language. 

 The ESL teachers have given emphasis on the need for thinking and writing in 

English as completely as possible for ESL writers. This is due to the belief that if the work is 

done by the ESL writers in their native language, it will hinder the acquisition of the second 

language, thereby, interfering in the process of the generation of second language structures, 

because of the transfer of vocabulary and structures from the native language in an 

inappropriate manner (Friedlander, 1990). However, a voluminous literature has shown that, 

regardless of a language prescription, the strategies and skills from native language, whether 

deficient or good,  are transferred to the second language. For example, Mohan and Lo (1985) 

cited a study conducted by Das who highlighted that students lacking in first or native 

language strategies show a similar pattern in the process of writing in their second language 

(English). They contended that this deficiency is developmental in nature which means that 

students cannot have suitable strategies to transfer in the second language until they do not 

develop good strategies for writing in their native language. The study of Edelsky (1982) on 

writing in a bilingual program of first, second, and third graders also found the evidence of 

the transfer of writing knowledge across two languages. The findings of her research reveal 

that writers utilise the knowledge and strategies of their first language to write in and support 

their second language.  

 Likewise, Jones and Tetroe (1987) in another research study, examined the process 

of texts generation by ESL writers in both their native and second languages. They also 

reached the same conclusion as Edelsky (1982) that ESL writers transfer their writing skills, 

both weak and good, from their first language to the second language. Moreover, they noted 

that the failure of weaker writers in using writing strategies in their second language was due 

to their failure to utilise these writing strategies in their first language. Alternatively, 

strategies never acquired in the first language cannot be transferred to the writing in the 

second language. In contrast, Silva (1986) argued that individuals have effective first 

language strategies to transfer to their second language writing context; the first language and 
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second language composing processes of individuals displayed similar high-level goal 

structures and problem representations.  

 The advantages of using L1 for L2 are manifold and have been widely researched. 

One such positive impact has been found in using L1 writing and academic skills to develop 

L2 writing skills. A common belief is that L2 proficiency is a primary determinant of success 

in acquiring L2 academic skills such as writing skill. But studies that have tested the 

Cumminsian transfer hypothesis have shown that L1 writing skills can be a determinant of 

success in L2 writing such as Lanauze and Snow (1989) and Woodall (2002) among others. 

Likewise, Friedlander, (1990) found that L1 use in planning ESL writing has a positive 

impact on the L2 writing quality of adult students. Similarly, Mukhopadhyay (2015) also 

tested the Cummins‟ hypothesis and found L1 as a determinant of enhanced ESL writing 

performance.  

IV. ESL Writing Self-Efficacy and ESL Writing Performance  

 Another significant factor affecting language learning is self-efficacy. The 

component of self-efficacy in Bandura‟s social cognitive theory designates how self-

perceptions regarding the capabilities to perform particular tasks strongly affect individuals‟ 

engagement in doing and successfully completing the task (Klassen, 2002). According to the 

self-efficacy theory, those who do not believe in their skills and capacities avoid engaging in 

tasks which require those skills, while people who believe in their abilities do not give up in 

the face of difficulties (Nazzal, 2008). As argued by Bandura (1986, p. 425), “if self-efficacy 

is lacking, people tend to behave ineffectually, even though they know what to do”. As far as 

writing self-efficacy beliefs are concerned, Pajares (2003) argued that if learners have positive 

beliefs about their writing skills, they feel less anxious while writing, since those positive 

beliefs lead to increased writing interest, continuous efforts and enhanced persistence when 

difficulties are encountered. 

 Particularly during the past two decades, researchers focused on self-efficacy as a 

significant predictor in explaining students‟ learning and motivation (Zimmerman, 2000). As 

one of those researchers, Bandura (1997) asserted that academic performance is strongly 

affected by academic self-beliefs. Thus, if learners believe they have the ability to write, their 

writing performance will increase (McCarthy, Meier, & Rinderer, 1985). There have been 

numerous studies which explored the relationship between second language writing self-

efficacy beliefs and second language writing anxiety. For instance, Hassan's (2001) study 

showed a negative correlation between these two variables. Also, Cheng (2004b) contended 
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that there exists a significant negative correlation between ESL writing anxiety and second 

language writing self-efficacy beliefs. Moreover, Trylong (1987) claimed that anxiety levels 

of students and their self-beliefs about language proficiency are negatively associated (as 

cited in Cubukcu (2008)). Similarly, Daly and Wilson (1983), Onwuegbuzie (1999), and 

Pajares and Johnson (1994) found that writing anxiety levels are indirectly associated to 

individuals‟ self-efficacy beliefs (as cited in Erkan and Saban (2011)). 

 Similarly, Qashoa (2014) indicated that English language anxiety can be reduced by 

enhancing self-confidence of ESL students generally, and in writing classes particularly. 

Likewise, it is argued that the effect of writing self-efficacy on writing performance is higher 

as compared to the effect of writing anxiety (Frank Pajares, 2003; Frank Pajares & Johnson, 

1998). It is claimed that enhanced writing self-efficacy decreases levels of writing anxiety 

among students, thereby, enhancing their performance in writing (Martinez, Kock, & Cass, 

2011). In a more recent study, Latif (2015) revealed that ESL writing anxiety is strongly 

related to low levels of writing as well as general language self-efficacy. Similarly, Wu, 

Lowyck, Sercu and Elen (2013) investigated the effect of self-efficacy beliefs on ESL 

performance and could not find a direct relationship between self-efficacy beliefs of 

individuals and their ESL performance. 

V. Theoretical Framework  

 Based on the above discussion, it can be stated that ESL writing anxiety, the use of 

first or native language are the major factors that significantly affect ESL writing 

performance. In this regards, inconsistency has been found in the findings of various research 

studies where the debilitative, as well as facilitative effect of ESL writing anxiety on ESL 

writing performance, has been found. Similarly, the use of L1 in composing L2 produced 

positive as well as negative results in terms of ESL writing performance. Therefore, it is 

suggested to use a moderating variable that may explain these inconsistencies. Based on the 

discussion carried in this paper, ESL writing self-efficacy is considered an important variable 

that can moderate the relationship of ESL writing anxiety and the use of L1 with ESL writing 

performance. Hence, the following conceptual framework is proposed to investigate the 

dynamics of ESL writing performance.  
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Figure 1 

The Conceptual Framework  

 

 

 

 The proposed conceptual framework presented in Figure 1 can be well supported 

with the Interference model, the Linguistic Interdependence hypothesis, the Common 

Underlying Proficiency (CUP) hypothesis and the Self-Efficacy theory. These theories are 

elaborated as follows: 

A. The Interference Model   

 The relationship between ESL writing anxiety and ESL writing performance can be 

explained using the „Interference Model‟. Before explaining the interference model, a brief 

look at the deficit model clarifies the need for developing the interference model. The deficit 

model states that poor performance of anxious students is because of their deficiency in 

acquiring the language skill. However, Horwitz (2000) disagreed with the assertion of the 

deficit model by arguing that anxiety is a strong factor which can interfere in the process of 

learning, and the deficit hypothesis may be applied in some of the situations of language 

anxiety, but not all.  

 According to the interference model proposed by Horwitz (2000), the low 

performance of anxious students is because of challenges and difficulties in the process of 

retrieving information and not due to the deficiency in learning or inadequate subject 

knowledge. Most research on anxiety has used the interference model as a base, and not on 

the deficit model (Kara, 2013; Musch & Broder, 1999). The argument provided by Horwitz 
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(1986) is that anxiety and self-consciousness of the language learner are produced by the 

mismatch between mature thoughts and immature foreign or second language proficiency. 

The dysphonic effect of anxiety may aggravate in the situations of test or being observed 

rather than just an approach of communication.  

B. The Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis 

 The relationship between writers‟ native language (L1) and ESL writing 

performance can be explained using ‘Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis’. Cummins 

(1979) had explained second language acquisition using this hypothesis. In this hypothesis, 

Cummins (1979) proposed that “only if a learner has sufficient exposure to L2 and motivation 

to learn it, language skills will transfer from the first language to the second language”. This 

hypothesis describes the relationship between native language and second language learning 

and indicates how native language affects the learning of a second language. In other words, 

despite differences in first and second language, they are dependent upon each other. This 

hypothesis states that certain L1 linguistic skills and knowledge can be positively transferred 

during the acquisition process of L2, and this transfer of skills occurs automatically 

(Cummins, 1979).  

C. The Common Underlying Proficiency Hypothesis 

 In addition to the Linguistic Interdependence hypothesis, the Common underlying 

proficiency (CUP) hypothesis proposed by Cummins (2000) also provides the foundation for 

developing both the first and second language. The term CUP has also been used to refer to 

the cognitive and academic proficiency that affects performance in both languages (Cummins, 

2000). The relationship between the first and the second language literacy skills suggests that 

effective skill developments in the native language can provide a conceptual base for long-

term growth in second language literacy skills as well as performance. As Cummins (2000) 

asserted that “conceptual knowledge developed in L1 is used as an input in the L2 

comprehension.” He stated that skills learnt by a student in any language can be transferred in 

the process of learning a second language.  

D. The Self-Efficacy Theory 

 Self-efficacy beliefs are considered as an imperative aspect of human behaviour and 

motivation, and it affects the actions, which in turn, affects an individual‟s life. Self-efficacy 

and anxiety seem intuitively associated. People who feel ineffective in dealing with life‟s 

inevitable problems and challenges cannot help but be anxious at the thought of how they will 

manage these challenges when they arise. People with higher self-efficacy handle anxiety 
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differently than those with low self-efficacy (Ghaderi & Salehi, 2011). As ESL writing 

anxiety negatively affects ESL writing performance, students with higher ESL self-efficacy 

handle their anxiety, thereby, enhancing their ESL writing performance. Self-efficacy has 

often been linked to students‟ writing performance. More so than any other element within the 

cognitive-affective domain, self-efficacy beliefs have proven to be predictive of performance 

outcomes in writing (Frank Pajares, 2003; Schunk, 2003). In order to enhance language 

performance in any of the four skills, Nitko (2001) encourages teachers to be well aware of 

the language learning anxiety, which negatively affects the performances of students (Supon, 

2004). Nitko (2001) argued that the wrong self-perceptions of students about their capabilities 

or lower self-efficacy enhance anxiety, which in turn, reduces the performance of students.  

VI. Conclusion and Recommendations for Future Research 

 The present research was focused on the factors affecting ESL writing performance. 

The discussion presented earlier has shown that ESL writing anxiety and the use of L1 are 

important predictors of ESL writing performance. Moreover, these relationships are found 

positive as well as negative in existing body of literature which calls for further research in 

order to investigate the reason of such mixed findings. These evidence of mixed findings calls 

for further research by introducing a possible moderating variable such as proposed earlier 

ESL writing self-efficacy among others. Therefore, it is recommended for future researchers to 

examine the aforementioned relationships by including some moderating variables.  
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