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Abstract: The available literature regarding the effect of intensive programs on students’ English as a Second
Language (ESL) writing indicates inconsistencies that necessitate further research in the area. This paper
presents  the  results  of  one of the phases of an on-going school adoption project that aims at developing low-
scoring learners’ general English proficiency. The present study focused on the learners’ English writing
performance before and after an intensive intervention program. A quantitative method with a single group
quasi-experimental design was followed to meet this objective. The findings indicated that the participants’
writing skills improved in reference to five different domains of writing that included content, language use,
organization, vocabulary and mechanics. The results of paired samples t-tests also showed that the mean
differences between the pre- and post-test scores assigned for the participants’ written samples were
statistically significant (p<.05) for all the five domains. The findings and their pedagogical implications have
been discussed.
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INTRODUCTION significantly improve the English language proficiency of

In October 2011, the UPM-MRSM School Adoption A more recent study also indicated the statistically
Program was initiated by the Faculty of Educational significant effect (p<.05) of the same intensive program on
Studies, Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM), a research the Form 4 students’ general English language proficiency
university in Malaysia. The focus was on students from [2].
MRSM , Maktab Rendah Sains Mara (in Malay), MARA The present paper focuses on the effect of the*

Junior Science College (in translation) in Kuala Krai intensive program on the students’ writing performance.
(Kelantan, Malaysia). Established in 1972, MRSM is a Within the scope of the present study, writing
group of boarding schools for bright Malaysian students. performance is evaluated by the student writers’ total
As a part of this project, an intensive four-week English writing  scores  as  well  as  their  scores  in each of the
program was provided by the ELS Language Centres, sub-scales  of  the ESL Composition Profile [3]. These
Malaysia, for a group of Form 4 students. The program sub-scales help raters assign scores for students’ writing
was proposed with the primary objective of improving with respect to their:
low-scoring Malaysian school students’ general English
proficiency. The intensive English program, conducted at Content: development of thesis and relevance to the
ELS Language Centres, is called the Certified Intensive assigned topic,
English Program (CIEP), a full-time English language Organization: fluent expression; clearly
proficiency course in 9 levels of 101 to 103 (Beginning), stated/supported, succinct, well-organized, logically
104 to 106 (Intermediate) and 107 to 109 (Advanced). sequencing and cohesive presentation of ideas,
Previous  research   indicated    the   CIEP   could Vocabulary: sophisticated range, effective

a group of adult learners over a period  of  6  months  [1].
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word/idiom choice and usage, word form mastery, ways to improve L2 learners’ writing skill has become a
appropriate register, serious concern for L2 writing specialists [8, 9]. 
Language use: effective complex constructions, few In some learning-teaching contexts where learners
errors of agreement, tense, number, word, face time constraints in learning the language skills,
order/function, articles, pronouns and prepositions, intensive programs have emerged. The aim of these
and courses is to facilitate students’ learning of ESL writing
Mechanics: mastery of conventions, few errors of skills in a shorter period. For example, in the case of the
spelling, punctuation, capitalization and present study, intensive teaching format was inevitable
paragraphing [3]. due to the fact that the subjects were the low scoring

Objective and Research Questions: This study focused peers in Kuala Krai, while their school and ELS Language
on the effect of an intensive program on the students’ Centres were located far apart from each other. Therefore,
writing performance. The following research questions time planning was an important determinant since they
were addressed to meet the aforementioned objective: could attend the English courses for only a short period

Does the intensive program significantly affect the There has been debate about the efficacy of
students’ writing performance with respect to their intensive courses. Advocates of intensive courses assert
content scores? that accelerated teaching programs have a significant
Does the intensive program significantly affect the effect  on   learners’  English  knowledge  development
students’ writing performance with respect to their [10-13]. The superiority of the outcome of intensive
organization scores? English programs over regular courses has been
Does the intensive program significantly affect the corroborated in the related literaturte [14]. Lightbown and
students’ writing performance with respect to their Spada (1989) conducted a study on the second language
vocabulary scores? development of francophone learners in an experimental
Does the intensive program significantly affect the intensive English course in Quebec and their results
students’ writing performance with respect to their indicated that the program had an effective role in
language use scores? improving the students’ productive and receptive skills
Does the intensive program significantly affect the [14].
students’ writing performance with respect to their The   findings    of    a    study     by      Raymond
mechanics scores? (1995, cited in 15) revealed that intensive English courses

Literature Review: Second language (L2) writing has addition, Carson and Kuehn (1992) carried out a study on
always presented serious difficulties for language a  group  of  Chinese students attending academic and
learners. Hence, it has been widely studied and hotly pre-academic intensive English courses in the US [16].
debated by various researchers and scholars since 1960s. The main focus of their study was on the possible
Traditionally, there was a widely-held view that writing relationship between L1 and L2 writing development of
was nothing more than the written representation of the learners in an L2 environment. However, the positive
speech which only functioned as a tool for the practice results associated with L2 writing development of those
and learning of certain lexical and grammatical rules [4]. learners attending pre-academic intensive English
Indeed, writing was not seen as one of the goals of programs could be taken as the proof of the program
language learning which was worth spending the time of efficacy.
class since the dominant idea was that as far as language In the US, Paulus (1999) compared the effect of
learners had enough knowledge of grammar and spelling, teacher feedback with peer feedback in a study on 11 ESL
they would have the ability of writing. students  attending  an  intensive  writing  course  [17].

However, this view has been challenged by many This course which was held four times a week for ten
researchers from various linguistic fields in the recent weeks was regarded as an intensive English language
decades. In fact, the prevalence of information course by Jun (2008) in his review of L2 writing studies.
technology, learners’ practical needs and the However, Paulus himself did not describe the course as
development in the various areas of English for Specific intensive or non-intensive. Paulus’s study was conducted
Purposes have highlighted the significance of L2 writing on a group of learners who were attending an intensive
as a crucial skill which needs time and practice in English course and the results indicated some positive
language learning settings [5, 6, 7]. Thus, finding viable changes in the learners’ writing performance. The findings

students who needed more practice to catch up with their

during their school holidays.

could help learners develop competence in L2 writing. In
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of his study also revealed that most of these significant one to level 105. A majority of the students (56.7%) were
changes were effected by the teacher’s comments which placed in 103, a few (26.7%) in 102 while only 3 (10%) in
lent support to the claim of teacher intervention 104. After the placement test, the participants went
proponents [17]. through the intervention in their respective levels. The

Contrary to the above-mentioned studies, a study intensive intervention was a full-time  program
conducted by the Abestrie School Board reported mixed (Mondays-Thursdays,  8.30-15.30;   Fridays, 8.30-12.30)
results about the effectiveness of intensive English and overall lasted 4 weeks (20 days). The participants in
courses (Gouvernement du Québec, 1993, cited in 15). each level took 28 lessons with a duration of 55 minutes
More precisely, the L2 achievement of a group of learners every week in all language skills, including, speaking,
after having attended an intensive English course was listening, reading, writing, pronunciation, vocabulary and
examined and the results indicated that the intensive grammar. The components that the participants went
program could not improve the L2 writing competencies through comprised (I)  Structure  and  Speaking  Practice
of all the learners. In other words, the findings suggested (2 periods daily, each period being 55 minutes), (ii)
that only a group of learners could benefit from the Reading and Writing (2 periods daily), (iii) Conversation
program and increase the level of their writing (1 period daily) and (iv) E-Learning Language Technology
performance. Similarly, although a study by (1 period daily). The overall effect of the program has
Jacques-Bilodea (2010) indicated positive effects of been reported in a previous publication [2]. The present
intensive English courses, a deeper analysis of the results paper focuses specifically on the Reading and Writing
revealed that the participants did not feel satisfied with componentof the intensive program.
their writing competencies. They found writing to be one The Reading and Writing component aimed at
of the most challenging skills in the intensive courses improving learners’ reading and writing skills in an
which needed more time and practice [15]. integrative way. The focus was on learners’ reading

As the review of this body of the related research comprehension and reading speed while practicing skills
indicates, first, studies that investigate the effect of such as predicting content, skimming, scanning, drawing
intensive writing interventions are scarce and second, the inferences and conclusions, guessing meanings of new
few available studies indicate little consistency in their vocabulary from context and summarizing information.
results. Hence, there is still a need for more research on Then, they responded to the reading material through
this issue. group discussions and writing in English. Depending on

MATERIALS AND METHODS genres of writing ranging from basic descriptive essays at

The objective of the present study was to investigate essays at the higher levels. The reading materials included
the effect of an intensive English program on a group of the ELS U.S. Proprietary Materials that emphasize reading
ESL students’ writing performance. To meet this objective comprehension and reading speed. They provide practice
quantitative method was used. A single group quasi- for reading skills like scanning, skimming, predicting
experimental design was followed. This section presents content, drawing conclusions and inferences and
the participants, treatment, tasks, instrument, evaluators guessing meanings. Table 1 indicates the writing skills
and the data analysis method of the study. that the participants covered at their respective levels:

Participants: The participants of the study were randomly Tasks and Instrument: The participants were asked to
selected low-scoring students (n=30) in English Language write a 200-word story about ‘a memorable trip/day’ (at
from Form 4, MRSM Kuala Krai, Kelantan, Malaysia. They the pre-test) and about ‘a terrible experience/day’ (at the
were 16 years of age and about 73% of them were males. post-test). The topics were similar and both prompted a

Treatment: The participants went through a four-week The rating scale that was used to rate the samples
intensive intervention program at ELS Language Centres, was a generic analytic scale, the ESL Composition Profile
Subang Jaya in December 2011. They took a placement [3]. The scale consists of five ESL writing sub-constructs
test and were assigned to 5 different levels (101-105; that of writing, including, content, language use, organization,
is, elementary to intermediate) based on their scores. In vocabulary  and mechanics. With a total score range of
ELS Language Centres, levels 101-103 are categorized as 34-100, the scale distinguishes four groups of student
‘basic’ while 104-106 are referred to as ‘intermediate’ writers, namely ‘very poor’, ‘fair to poor’, ‘good to
levels. Only one student was assigned to level 101 and average’  and  ‘excellent to very good’. Each sub-scale of

their level of proficiency, they were exposed to different

the beginning levels to more advanced argumentative

narrative response. 



World Appl. Sci. J., 22 (12): 1677-1684, 2013

1680

Table 1: Writing skills covered in the Reading and Writing component
Level Writing skills
101 Description of self, family, friends and daily activities (Personal attributes/ Daily routines) Applying basic punctuation in writing; periods,

question marks and observing capitalization rules Writing a single paragraph with topic and concluding sentences
102 Writing instructions (Process/ Directional) Showing mastery of simple sentence structures Using common punctuation conventions Organizing

a single paragraph using correct form, indentation, basic sentence structure Organizing facts using rank and order into a paragraph
103 Writing a single paragraph descriptive narrative of people and lifestyles or describing an event Writing good topic sentences and supporting

sentences Using correct word order, punctuation and capitalization Editing for mistakes in spelling, punctuation, vocabulary or grammar
104 Writing a 3 paragraph Process Informational essay Writing effective thesis statements to introduce the process Writing good topic sentences and

supporting statements Demonstrate a good mastery of high frequency punctuation principles, capitalization and use of transition words Making
a summary or concluding statement

105 Writing a 4 to 5 paragraph Classification essay Writing effective thesis statements Applying appropriate classification principles Using vocabulary
appropriate to the level Using high frequency punctuation correctly Applying revising and editing skills

the instrument carries a different weight. Content is given According  to  Table  2,  the result of the within
the highest weight (30% of the total score). Language use, group comparison indicated that  the   subjects’  post-test
organization and vocabulary have been assigned (M = 77.21, SD = 4.10) scores were considerably higher
moderate weights (25%, 20% and 20% of the total mark, than their pre-test (M = 53.13, SD = 6.60) scores.
respectively),  while  mechanics  receives   the  lowest Additionally, the statistical significance of the mean
(only 5% of the total mark). Based on the scale, the lowest difference between the learners’ scores in the pre-test and
and highest scores that a rater could assign for different post-test was tested (Table 3).
dimensions of writing include 13 to 30 for content, 5 to 25 As Table 3 demonstrates, the mean difference of
for language use, 7 to 20 for organization as well as 24.08 between the pre-test and post-test scores was
vocabulry and finally 2 to 5 for mechanics. statistically significant, (29) = 15.98, p= .000. Hence, the

Raters: Two English Language Teaching (ELT) experts learners improve their writing.
holding PhD degrees in Teaching English  as  a  Second A deeper analysis on separate dimensions of the
Language (TESL) with a minimum teaching experience of subjects’ written works revealed that the intensive
10 years rated the samples. It is common practice to have program  could   have   beneficial   effects   on   all  the
two raters evaluate the same samples and then have a sub-constructs  of  writing,  including  content,
third rater evaluate the samples if the two raters fail to rate organization,  vocabulary,  language  use  and  mechanics.
consistently [18]. In order to measure the inter-rater In other words, as Table 4 indicates, the subjects’ pre-test
reliability the Pearson Product Moment Correlation was scores for each sub-scale were significantly lower than
employed. Inter-rater reliability tests indicated very their post-test scores.
high reliability coefficients both for the pre-test The mean differences between the pre-test and
(r = .90) and the post-test (r = .93). Therefore, the samples post-test  scores  for  each  sub-scale  of  writing  were
were not given to a  third  rater  to  be  scored. The tested for their statistical significant using paired samples
average values of the two rater’s scores were used for t-tests. Table 5 summarizes the SPSS output for these
data analysis. tests.

Data Analysis Method: In order to analyze the data SPSS the pre-test and post-test scores for each sub-scale
(Version 18) was used. Paired samples t-tests were used to [Content t(29)= 26.39, p= .000,  Organization  t(29)=  5.77,
test the significance of the difference between the p= .000,   Vocabulary   t(29)=  8.79, p=  .000,  Language
students’ pre- and post-test scores. The significance level use t(29)= 13.49,  p=  .000  and  Mechanics  t(29)=  4.78,
was set at .05 for all the tests. p= .000<.05] was statistically significant. That is, all the

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION affected by the intensive teaching format provided at ELS

To answer the research question dealing with the The significant improvement observed in the writing
effectiveness of the intensive English program on the performance of the subjects of this study corroborates the
subjects’ writing performance, their pre-test scores were results of the previous studies which proved the
compared with their post-test scores (Table 2). efficacy of  intensive  instructional  formats  [10,12,19,13].

result proved that the intensive course could help the

According  to  the  table,  the   difference  between

dimensions of the learners’ writing were positively

Language Centres.
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics for pre and post-test scores

N Mean (upon 100) SD

Pre-test 30 53.13 6.60

Post-test 30 77.21 4.10

Table 3: Paired samples t-test results

Mean t df Sig (2-tailed)

Pair 1

Pretest-Posttest -24.08 -15.98 29 .000*

* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)

Table 4: Descriptive statistics for pre and post-test scores (n=30)

Dimension Test Mean SD

Content Pre-test 20.10 1.91

(score upon 13-30) Post-test 29.76 .62

Organization Pre-test 11.73 2.33

(scores upon 7-20) Post-test 14.36 .96

Vocabulary Pre-test 10.53 1.25

(scores upon 7-20) Post-test 13.60 1.22

Language use Pre-test 7.46 2.19

(scores upon 5-25) Post-test 15.20 2.36

Mechanics Pre-test 3.26 .44

(scores upon 2-5) Post-test 3.76 .56

Table 5: Paired samples t-test results

Mean t df Sig (2-tailed)

Pair 1 (Content)

Pretest-Posttest -9.66 -26.39 29 .000*

Pair2 (Organization)

Pretest-Posttest -2.63 -5.77 29 .000*

Pair 3 (Vocabulary)

Pretest-Posttest -3.06 -8.79 29 .000*

Pair 4 (Language use)

Pretest-Posttest -7.73 -13.49 29 .000*

Pair 5 (Mechanics)

Pretest-Posttest -.50 -4.78 29 .000*

* Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)

Furthermore, these findings are consistent with Carson
and Kuehn’s study [16] which revealed that the language
learners’ writing abilities could be enhanced through
intensive courses. They conducted a study on 48 Chinese
students attending pre-academic intensive English
courses, universities and graduate schools in the U.S. to
explore the possible relationship between their L1 and L2
writing competence. Although Carson and Kuehn [16] did
not mention anything directly about the impact of the

intensive programs on their subjects’ L2 writing
development, their results can be regarded as proof of the
effectiveness of intensive courses on L2 learners’ writing
enhancement. In other words, the results associated
with the performance of those subjects enrolled in
pre-academic intensive English programs revealed
the positive effects of the programs on their writing.

Moreover, the findings of the present study are in
line with Raymond’s (1995, cited in 15) study which
indicated that an accelerated teaching format could have
a beneficial effect on L2 writing development. The study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of the intensive
English program with the regular English program on
the learners’ oral and written language performance.
The analysis of the data revealed that although the
learners could develop their writing competence in both
intensive and regular programs, attending compressed
courses could help them achieve their goals in a shorter
period.

In summary, the present study suggests that
enhancing L2 writing through time-shortened courses is
not beyond the bounds of possibility. Hence, the results
reported in this study are in contrast to the claim of
intensive program opponents [20, 21] that accelerated
language courses are too rapid and compressed to be
beneficial for language learners. In addition, this study
does not support the findings of previous research [15].
Jacques-Bilodeau (2010) carried out a study on 15 high
school students attending an intensive English program
in Quebec in order to investigate the long-term effect of
intensive English courses on the learners’ language
knowledge development [15]. Jacques-Bilodeau’s findings
showed that majority of the participants believed their
writing competence was far from the satisfactory level
[15].

Furthermore, as the analysis of the data revealed, the
kind of the teaching techniques used in the four-week
intensive intervention, including integrating writing and
other language skills and sub-skills, encouraging learners
to respond to the reading material, teaching them
paragraph and essay development skills, focusing on
both form and meaning, exposing them to different models
of genres and emphasizing revision and editing skills,
proved to be highly effective in assisting the L2 learners
with their writing enhancement. Additionally, a deep
analysis of the subjects’ writing indicated that the course
had an effective role in improving all the five aspects of
their writing; that is, organization, content, vocabulary,
1 grammar and mechanics.
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Thus, these findings are in sharp contrast to the approaching reading and writing skills in a
expressivists’ theoretical view that rejects any kind of transactional way. According to Flower et al. [29],
teacher intervention and solely emphasizes the literacy is more than being able to read or to write;
importance of peer evaluation. In other words, the it is the ability to use reading and writing skills in an
advocates of expressivism, like Elbow [22] and Moffett integrative way to achieve a purpose in the context at
[23], believe in a ‘teacherless writing class’ where only the hand. As Leki [30] argues,
writer, as the individual, matters and peers are the only If we use reading and writing reciprocally in L2
sources of responses since the teacher’s authority and classrooms, focusing less on teaching language, reading,
feedback hamper the natural relationship between the or writing and more on allowing students to engage
writer and the reader. intellectually with text, the engagement with text fosters a

The significant progress observed in the written view of reading and writing as active construction of
works of the participants of this study at post-test stage meaning. (p. 22)
also backs up Hatlen’s [24] claim that teacher The idea behind integrating reading and writing is
intervention is necessary in writing classes to help to teach the student to read like a writer and to
learners with their writing development. Hatlen write like a reader [31]. Reportedly, although both
criticizes expressivist theory on the ground that “it traditional and integrative methods could have a
wrongly supposes that students already have within positive effect on learners’ reading comprehension and
themselves everything they need in order to write well" writing expression skills, integrating reading and writing
(citedin 25, p. 648). In addition, Bartholomae [26] also proved to be significantly more effective on the
emphasized the need for an active role of teachers in experimental group’s achievement and retention levels
composition courses and challenged Peter Elbow’s [32]. Based on the findings of the present study, it seems
pedagogical theory [22] in his ‘Writing with Teachers: A logical to assume that learners benefit from integrating
Conversation with Peter Elbow’. language skills.

The necessity of teacher intervention was also
supported by Paulus’s study [17] which compared the CONCLUSION
effect of teacher feedback to peer feedback and
demonstrated that although peer feedback could be The results showed that language teachers and
beneficial for language learners, teacher feedback program developers should reconsider the role of
could affect their performance more significantly. intensive courses. Based on the findings of this
Furthermore, Ferris [27] also reported positive results study intensive programs can have a positive effect
associated with teacher intervention in her study, on learners’ writing skills. As it is the case in
which examined the influence of teacher feedback Malaysia students experience only a 45-minute
on the students’ writing performance. Similarly, the period every other week the effect of which is
findings of Saito’s [28] study, which was done on 39 negligible compared with that of an intensive course.
students attending ESL intensive programs and an In Malaysia, researchers have pointed out the
ESL Engineering writing class, indicated the students’ students’ unsatisfactory writing skills after years of
preference for teacher feedback. The data from the taking English lessons at school [33, 34]. Based on
questionnaire given to the subjects of his study the results of the present study, it seems logical to argue
revealed that all types of providing teacher that these students should go through writing courses
feedback were preferred to peer and self-feedback. more frequently than they do.
On the whole, the significant improvement in the Another important implication that this study
writing performance of the participants in this has is the strong relationship between reading and
study proved that intensive teaching formats could be writing. As mentioned earlier, the intensive program
highly beneficial for language learners in L2 learning consisted of different components one of which was
settings. called ‘Reading and Writing’. The students went

Another point worth noting is the effect of through this component twice a day. Reading is regarded
integrating reading and writing skills. A wealth of as one of the best pre-writing activities which can engage
literature is available on the positive effect of the learner in writing (as a response) [35]. In addition, from
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a pedagogical perspective, suitable reading passages can 7. Onozawa, C., 2010. A Study of the Process Writing
provide useful models for student writers by showing
them the characteristics of an acceptable piece of writing.
The related literature emphasizes integration of reading
and writing skills [36] and the findings of this study, at
least in part, indicate its positive outcome.

The study may have useful implications for language
instructors but research-wise it has some limitations.
However, a number of points should be considered before
such findings can be generalized. One of the limitations of
this study was the short time interval (one month)
between the pre- and post-tests. This could control the
threat of maturation effect, but the pre-test itself could
have helped the participants to write better at the
post-test. Further studies with more sophisticated
designs, replicating the procedure followed in this
research, may lead to more useful findings. Adding a
delayed post-test to the design or making it more in-depth
through qualitative research methods could also result in
richer findings.
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