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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated discourse level revising skills among three groups of Japanese EFL 
writers and the relationship between these skills and the two factors of English proficiency and 
writing experience. The three groups of university students (N = 53) differed in terms of their 
educational level and the amount of writing instruction they had received. Group 1, 
undergraduates with no writing instruction; Group 2, undergraduates with one year of English 
writing instruction; and Group 3, graduate students, were asked to revise English texts containing 
coherence problems at three discourse levels: intersentential, paragraph, and essay. The results 
showed that at the essay level, Group 2 outperformed Group 1, demonstrating revision skill close 

to that of Group 3, whereas Group 3 outperformed the other two groups overall, particularly at 
the intersentential level. While English proficiency and writing experience were both 
significantly related to revision performance, English proficiency was most strongly related to 
revision at the intersentential level. The results also imply that explicit instruction played an 
active role in students' essay level revisions and use of correction strategies. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Learning to write in a second language is a complex process, involving students' L1 background 
and writing expertise, L2 linguistic proficiency, and classroom instruction (Cumming, 1989; 
Cumming & Riazi, 1996). The nlost recent view of learning to write as a social act emphasizes 

the importance of context, arguing that writing is not a product of a single individual, but can 
be understood as a product of interaction with the context where writing takes place (Grabe and 

Kaplan, 1996: 94). Whereas this social view provides insight into L2 writing research and 

pedagogy (e.g., Candlin & Hyland, 1999; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1992; Lockhart & Ng, 1995), 

the cognitive based approach still remains important because it can contribute to the 
development of L1 and L2 writing by serving as a tool to investigate the role of processes that 

underlie such development (Whalen & Ménard, 1995). 
The cognitive approach, which views writing as problem solving, has devoted a great 

deal of attention to revision (Johns, 1990). The writing process model that Flower and Hayes 
(1981) have developed based on think aloud protocols reflects such a view; "the model is 
intended to show the range of potential writing problems which a writer could face during tlie 

composing process" (Grabe and Kaplan, 1996: 114). Because problem solving has been found 

to occur very frequently when a writer modifies the text, the reviewingprocess which constitutes 
an important part of the composingprocess in the Flower and Hayes' model has been further 

elaborated into a full revision model (Hayes, Flower, Schriver, Stratman & Carey, 1987). 
In the Hayes et al. (1987) model, revision consists of sequenced subprocesses by which 

writers eventually madi@ text andlor a plan for the text. First, in task definition, writers must 
define the task to be performed, for example, in terms of the goal and scope of revision; then in 
evaluation, they employ the reading process to comprehend, to evaluate, and to define text 

problems at al1 possible levels. The outcome of this process is problem presentation, consisting 

of derecrion and diagnosis (see detailed explanation in section II.3.2), which subsequently leads 

writers to strategy selection, including ignoring the problem, rewriting the text, or revising it. 

The new model of revision proposed by Hayes (1996) postulates a control structure or revision 

task schema that selects the necessary components for revision and determines the sequencing 

in which these components are applied. 
Some empirical evidence supports the notion that the acquisition of revision ski11 is 

sequential. Bartlett (1982) found that both skilled and less skilled L1 writers detected more 
problems, such as ambiguous reference, than they corrected, while more skilled writers could 

detect and correct more problems than their less skilled counterparts. Similarly, L2 students have 
been found to be sometimes able to "identi@ pragmatic and textual weakness in their writing 
without being able to propose appropriate solutions" (Whalen & Ménard, 1995: 404). These 

studies suggest that the ability to detect problems in a text may be acquired before the ability to 

correct them.2 
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1. 1. Factors Affecting Revision Skills 

With an increased focus on the role of revision in the development of writing ability, 
observations and empirical research have shed light on L1 and L2 writers' use of revision. By 
looking at the amount and kinds of revision performed by different groups of L1 writers, 
researchers have attempted to investigate the relation between revision and the quality of writing 
(e.g., Beach, 1976; Bridwell, 1980). Many other studies have focused on L1 and L2 writers' use 
of revision strategies (e.g., Faigley & Witte, 198 1 ; Gosden, 1996; Kobayashi, 1991 ; Matsumoto, 
1995; Porte, 1996; Raimes, 1994; Zamel, 1983). Al1 these studies have found that less skilled 
writers attend mainly to surface-leve1 features, whereas skilled writers show more concem for 
content and larger segments of discourse, revising on both local and global levels. 

According to Wallace and Hayes (1991), one difficulty unskilled L1 and L2 writers have 
in revising is "inappropriate task definition" for revision; that is, a lack of awareness that 
revision means attending to both local and global concems, including purpose and overall 

organization of the writing, as well as concern for audience. A lack of such awareness on the part 
of unskilled writers may result at least in part from their previous writing experience and 
instruction. For example, instructors may tend to focus on particular pedagogical activities such 
as grammar practice drills in class (Devine, Railey & Boshoff, 1993) or put emphasis on 

wordlgrammar leve1 correction rather than content in revising (Porte, 1996, 1997). 
However, revision task definition appears to be particularly amenable to improvement 

through instruction. For example, L1 studies have shown dramatic effects of instruction as short 
as 8 minutes on global vs. local revising strategies (Wallace & Hayes, 1991). A few questions 
regarding audience concems had the same kind of positive effects on the quality of L1 students' 
revisions (Roen & Willey, 1988). Similarly, L2 students given explicit instruction in global, local 
and general revising strategies were significantly better able to revise their own and other 
writers' essays (Yin, 1996), changing their view of revision from simple correction of errors to 
a task necessitating multilevel concems, including the importance of the reader (Senguputa, 
2000). Thus, al1 these studies suggest that explicit instruction plays a central role in shaping 
students' task definition for revising a text. 

Whereas explicit instruction that includes revision practice has been shown to lead to 
better quality of writers' essays (Kobayashi, 1991; Senguputa, 2000), the effect of second 
language proficiency on the revision process has not been explored much yet, despite the fact 

that this factor has been found to make a significant contribution to the development of L2 
writing ability (Cumming, 1989; Pennington & So, 1993; Sasaki, 2000; Sasaki & Hirose, 1996). 
Yet a few studies on L2 writers' revision suggest that second language proficiency is related to 
L2 writers' revision performance. Raimes (1994) observed that ESL students of higher English 
proficiency tended to do more frequent revising and editing than those of lower proficiency, and 
Aoki (1992) found that EFL students' English grammar test scores significantly related to 
correction of local errors (e.g., grammatical errors and misspelling), but not to correction of 
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global errors (e.&., organizational problerns). Although it can be assurned that as L2 writers 
"learn more English and develop more fluency, concern about options sets in" (Rairnes, 1994: 
160), it is not yet clear what aspects of L2 writers' revision performance are related to second 
language proficiency. 

Similarly, the amount of L2 writing experience also appears to affect the quality of L2 

essays (Hirose & Sasaki, 2000; Sasaki & Hirose, 1996). For example, students with experience 
of writing paragraph-length or longer texts were found to be better writers than those without 
such experience (Sasaki & Hirose, 1996). Furtherrnore, Fathrnan and Whalley's (1 990) finding 
that the act of  rewriting with or without teachers' feedback sirnilarly led to better quality of L2 
essays lends support to the comrnon notion that writing more leads to writing better. At the sarne 
time it irnplies that there could be apositive relation between L2 writing experience and revision 
performance. However, given the finding that journal writing experience led to the signiticant 
irnprovernent of essay writing rnechanics only (Hirose & Sasaki, 2000), it is irnportant to 
examine more precisely what kind of L2 writing experience is related to revision performance. 

1.2. This Study 

The rnain purpose of the study is to examine how L2 writers revise texts, focusing on their 
detection and correction of discourse level problerns in expository prose. More specifically, the 
study atternpted to investigate the relation between university EFL students' revision skills and 
each of two factors (L2 language proficiency and L2 writing experience), while exploring 
possible effects of explicit instruction on students' revision performance. 

In this study, we were particularly concerned with L2 writers' ability to deal with 
coherence problerns at three discourse levels: intersentential, paragraph, and essay. Coherence 
here is defined as logical consistency of ideas at any given discourse level, including cohesion 
rnarked by grarnmaticallsernantic links (Halliday & Hassan, 1976). Although L2 writers 
encounter a great nurnber of lexical and syntactic problerns in cornposing processes, coherence 
appears to be "one of the most irnportant, yet rnost difficult analytic skills" (Gregg, 1988: 5) for 
both L1 and L2 student writers to learn (Bartlett, 1982; Gosden, 1996; McCulley, 1985). In fact, 
L2 writers have been observed to have difficulty creating coherent texts; for exarnple, they 
frequently make reference ties unclear, miss sentence connections, or shift a topic abruptly in 
the middle of a text (Wikborg, 1990). Similarly, as has been discussed extensively in the 
contrastive rhetoric literature, problerns with paragraph and essay level coherence in English 
have been widely observed among L2 writers. Many such problerns have been attributed to 
differences in culturally preferred rhetorical organizational pattems and notions including unity, 
specific support, and readers' vs. writers' responsibility (e.&.. Connor, 1996; Hinds, 1987; 
Hinkel. 1994; Kobayashi & Rinnert, 1996; Rinnert & Kobayashi, 2001). Thus, the acquisition 
of English discourse features tends to be problematic for L2 writers frorn different linguistic 
backgrounds. 
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ln dealing with these discourse problems in a text, we were particularly interested in 
finding out how undergraduate students who had received two semesters of writing instruction 
(Group 2) differed from undergraduates with no writing instruction (Group 1). That is, writing 
instruction was included as the defining factor distinguishing Group 1 and Group 2. Furthermore, 
in order to examine how English proficiency and L2 writing experience relate to students' 
revision performance, graduate students (Group 3), who presumably had higher proficiency and 
more writing experience than the two undergraduate groups, were asked to participate. Thus, a 
total of three groups took part in this study (see Participants under Method, below). 

In short, the research was operationally designed to investigate the main effects of two 
variables, group (Group 1, Group 2, Group 3) and discourse leve1 (intersentential, paragraph and 
essay), on students' revising performance (detection and correction), and further to examine 
correlations between such revising performance and the two other factors of English proficiency 
and writing experience. More specifically, the study focused on the following five research 
questions: 

1. How does the revision performance of Group 1 (undergraduates with no writing 
instruction) differ from that of Group 2 (undergraduates with writing 
instruction)? 

2. How do the three groups differ in their detection and correction of revision 
problems at al1 three levels (intersentential, paragraph and discourse)? 

3. How do the three groups differ in terms of the kinds of strategies used when 
revising the texts? 

4. 1s there any relation between English proficiency and revision performance? 
5 .  1s there any relation between amount of English writing experience and revision 

performance? 

11. METHOD 

11.1. Participants 

A total of 53 Japanese university students (40 female, 13 male) participated in this study. These 
students were members of three distinct groups: Group 1 (19 second year students with a mean 
age of 19.7, ranging from 19 to 21); Group 2 ( 22 third year students with a mean age of 20.8, 
ranging from 20 to 22); and Group 3 (12 graduate students with a mean age of 25.3, ranging 
from 24 to 3 1). 

The first two groups, drawn from the Faculty of Intemational Studies of a public 
Japanese university, were al1 enrolled in English writing classes, but differed in the amounts of 
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instruction they had previously received. The Group 1 students had no prior writing instruction, 

although they had been taking general English classes since their first year. The Group 2 students 

had received two semesters of prior writing instruction, one semester in their second year and 

the other in the first semester of their third year. In these classes, they learned features of English 
writing conventions (e.g., topic sentence) and wrote and revised 5 to 10 paragraph- or multi- 

paragraph-length pieces of writing. The process-oriented instructional approach adopted in these 
classes included the foIlowing activities in recursive sequences: pre-writing activities to generate 
ideas before writing a first draft, teacher or peer review of one or more drafts, and multiple 

revisions based on the comments of the reviewers. It should be noted that although such an 

approach is becoming more common at universities in Japan, it cannot be considered 

representative of the Japanese EFL context as a whole, where much of the writing instruction 
is still based on traditional grammar-translation methodology (Kamimura, 1993). 

Whereas the first two groups of students performed the tasks during their respective 
writing classes, the graduate students (Group 3) were asked to participate in the study 
individually. The graduate students were al1 from a different Japanese public university from that 
of the undergraduate students; half of the graduates were MA students and the other half were 
doctoral students. Their areas of specialization varied from AmericanIBritish literature to 

linguistics and English teaching pedagogy. Five ofthe 12 students had overseas study experience 
with the length of stay ranging from one month to over a year. Unlike the first two groups, the 

graduate students were not taking any formal writing instruction at the time of this study. 

Nevertheless, 11 of the 12 had received formal university leve1 writing instruction. For four of 

them, the instruction included in-class revision of their own writing based on peer and teacher 

feedback, whereas for the other seven, no such in-class revision took place, and the emphasis 

was placed on the study of model paragraphs or essays. 

11. l. l .  English proficiency 

An English proficiency test, which consisted of 43 question items: 25 structure and 18 reading 

comprehension items, had been previously developed, on the basis of item reliability testing, for 
the purpose of class placement at a national university.' Group 1 and Group 2 students took this 

test in class, and Group 3 students self-administered it individually at such available places as 
a library or home. Reference to dictionaries or other books was not allowed. Although 30 

minutes were allocated for the administration of the test, time limits were not strictly maintained 
and most students took less time. 

The groups differed significantly in terms of their English proficiency scores. According 

to a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test (F= 10.9 1,  p < .O]) and follow-up Scheffe tests 

O, < .Ol) on the English proficiency scores, Group 3 (35.67) significantly outscored both Group 

1 (28.50) and Group 2 (27.14), whose levels were basically the same. 
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11. l .  2. Writing background 

A questionnaire in Japanese was devised to elicit individual information regarding prior writing 
instruction, writing experience, and revision practice (selected questions are presented in 
Appendix 1). In particular, in order to quantify students' writing experience, we asked them to 
report how many times at the university leve1 they had written short (less than 5 pages) and long 
(5 or more pages) English papers, by indicating one ofthe following categories: 0, 1-2 times, 3-5 
times, 6-8 times, 9-12 times, or over 12 times. Table 1 displays the responses by the three 

groups. 

Much more writing experience was reported by Group 3, as shown in Table 1. For short 
English essays, al1 of Group 3 reported having written 6 or in rnost cases many more, as 
compared to almost al1 of Group 2 reporting 1-5, and most of Group 1 reporting 0-2. For long 
essays, the majority of Group 3 reported 6 or more, whereas almost al1 of Groups 1 and 2 
reported having written none. 

11.2. Revision Task 

The texts which students were asked to revise were originally written by Japanese university 
students and modified by the researchers to contain a specific number of coherence problems. 

Using such manipulated texts has obvious limitations, in particular that they were not actually 
produced by the students themselves. Nevertheless, this method was chosen because it enabled 
us to control specific factors, including topic and types of revision problems, and compare the 
three groups in terms of their revision performance on an equal basis (see Bartlett, 1982; Hayes 

et al. 1987; Wallace & Hayes, 1991, for use of similar methods). Nevertheless, we are aware that 
we need to be cautious in interpreting the results of this study due to the limitations of the 
method. 
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The texts (shown in Appendix 2) were both on comparison topics: Comics and novels, 

and TV and newspapers. The choice of two different topics was made to minimize any serious 

topic effect on the students' revising performance.4 Each text was carefully constructed5 to 
contain 12 discourse coherence problems at three different levels: intersentential (1), paragraph 
(P), and essay (E). The intersentential level included three cases of missing information, one 
ambiguous reference, and one wrong transifion. The paragraph level consisted of one missing 
topic sentence, one missing sub-topic sentence, one digression, and one wrong order qf 

sentences. The essay level contained oneglobal incciherence problem (e.g., discrepancy between 

introduction and conclusion), one digres.sion (changing the topic in the middle of the text), and 

one afierfhought (reflecting on a given topic after a conclusion is stated). 

The three kinds of intersentential problems, which have often been o b s e ~ e d  in L1 and 
L2 students' writing (Bartlett, 1982; Wikborg, 1990), are related to ambiguity or lack of clarity 

at an intersentential level of text. The coherence problems at the paragraph level are related to 

features of English paragraph structure, which requires careful sequencing of ideas to support 

a main topic. Those at the essay level are also related to features of English essay structure, 
where paragraphs are tightly organized around a thesis. These problems at the three discourse 

levels tend to interrupt the flow of information in a text, creating difficulty on the part of readers 
in the smooth processing of the text. 

11.3. Procedure 

11.3.1. Task a~iministration 

The background questionnaire, English proficiency test, and revision task were given to Group 
1 and Group 2 students in their respective classes. Students were asked first to read the 
composition and underline where they thought revision (of words, phrases, or sentences) was 

required. They were told that most of the grammatical or lexical errors had been corrected, but 

that some problems concerning sentence structure and coherence remained; they were also 

requested to consider the relation and unity among sentences. They were next asked to revise the 

underlined parts to improve the composition, using any of the following methods: 1) addition, 

2) deletion, 3) substitution, 4) combining and reordering. Finally, they were instructed to simply 

explain what the problem was if they could not revise the underlined part. 
The suggested time for completion of the revision task was 30 minutes, but the 

participants were allowed to take as much time as they needed. The actual times varied from 20 
to 40 minutes or slightly longer. For the revision task, each of the topics was assigned to half of 

the students. Group 3 students individually completed the same set of procedures as the other 
two groups. 
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11.3.2. Analysis of revision performance 

To investigate students' ability to detect and correct specified discourse leve1 problems in the 
given texts, we quantified data under the two large categories of detection and correction. One 
point was given for detection whenever a participant indicated one of the problematic portions 
of the text, either by drawing an underline, as instructed, or by noting a problem or proposing 
a change of some kind. Scoring for correction ranged from 1 to 3 points, depending upon how 
participants approached the text problems. We awarded 1 point for a minimally appropriate 
correction, 2 points for a correction that was nearly but not fully successful, and 3 points for full 
and appropriate correction. No points were awarded for comments or changes that were either 

inaccurate or unrelated to the 12 problem areas. 
It should be noted that the way we operationalized this scoring system differed somewhat 

from earlier studies. In the previously mentioned, widely accepted model of revision (Flower et 
al., 1986; Hayes et al.. 1987), both detection and diagnosis constitute problem representation, 
which takes place while reading to evaluate the text. In the detection process, revisers recognize 
that some kinds of  problems exist, noticing that "this does not sound right," but they do not 
articulate what the problems are (Flower et al., 1986: 36). On the other hand, in the diagnosis 
process, the revisers offer explicit definition of problems by locating them in the text and 
identifiing their sources, as in the following example from our data: "if  is not clear here, it can 
mean TVor newspaper." Dueto this nature of being "procedurally explicit" about how to fix the 
problems (Flower et al., 1986: 39), such comments appeared closer to correction than to simple 
detection. Moreover, without access to introspective data, it was difficult in practice to 
differentiate between diagnosis and actual suggestions for ways to correct the problem (e.g., 
"He/she shouldchange 'if ' fo  'TI: "7 ) .  Thus, we decided to count bothdiagnosis and suggestions 
as part of correction in the present study. However, because they did not constitute actual 
revision of the text, only partial points were given: 2 points for an accurate diagnosis or 
suggestion, 1 point for a partially successful one, and O points for an inaccurate or irrelevant one. 

In addition to the numerical scores, the corrections for each problem were categorized 
in terms of the type of correction strategy used. These categories included addition, deletion, 
substitution, and reorderingtrecombining, identified in previous studies (e.g., Bridwell, 1980; 

Hall, 1990), as  well as two additional categories that emerged from our data: multiple categories 
(combinations of  the preceding four strategies) and metacomments (explaining or suggesting 
solutions for the problems, which we included under correction in this study, as explained 
above). Examples of correction strategies for each of the problems in Essay 1 are given in 

Appendix 3. To give an idea of how the task was actually carried out, a sample revision of Essay 
2 is presented in Appendix 4. 

The authors. two EFL writing researchers and teachers, served as the raters for the 
revision task. To establish reliability between the two raters in coding data, an inter-rater 
reliability test on 20% of the data was carried out. The results indicated that there was 
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considerably high agreernent: 88% for detection and 93% for correction. For the actual scoring, 
the data were coded separately and scores were given for detection and correction when there 
was full agreernent between us. When there was less than full agreernent, discrepancies were 
resolved through discussion. 

111. RESULTS 

Descriptive statistics and reliability measures for the rnain variables investigated in this study 
are shown in Appendix 5. The reliability estimates were based on the Kuder-Richardson 20 
formula for the English proficiency test and on inter-rater agreement correlations (as explained 
above) for the detection and correction scores. Skewness and kurtosis for the proficiency test and 
revision rneasures can be considered relatively normal because their absolute values did not 
exceed 2.00 (Sasaki, 1996, p. 67). 

111.1. Group Differences in Revision Performance 

The results of a three-way rnultifactorial analysis of variance (MANOVA) of the students' total 
revision scores, with repeated measures on the dependent variables (detection and correction 
scores), showed significant effects of al1 three factors: group, level (intersentential, paragraph, 
essay), and cornponent (detection vs. correction). In terms of overall revision percentage mean 
scores (detection and correction scores cornbined), Group 3 (61 3 % )  significantly outscored 
Group 2 (44.2%), who in turn significantly outscored Group 1 (24.7%), F = 26.10, p < .01. For 
the three groups combined, rnean detection scores (49.1%) were significantly higher than 
correction scores (33.3%), F = 155.39, p < .01, and the interaction between cornponent and 
group was also significant ( F  = 9.90, p < .01). The factor of level was significant ( F  = 6.47, p 
< .01), and the interactions between level and group (F = 5.79, p < .01) and between level and 
cornponent (F= 8 . 1 5 , ~  < .01) were also significant, as explained in more detail below. 

First, Figure 1 shows the group meanpercentage scores for both detection and correction. 
As shown in this figure, al1 three groups performed better on detection than on correction; 
however, Group 2 displayed a distinctive pattern. Although this group, like Group 3, 
significantly outscored Group 1 for detection and correction (both at p < .01), their detection 

scores were closer to those of Group 3 (Group 3: 67.2%; Group 2: 55.1%; Group 1: 30.7%), 
whereas their corrections scores were closer to those of Group 1 (Group 3: 56.5%; Group 2: 
33.3%; Group 1 : 18.7%). 
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67.2% ---.. - - - - _ _ _ _  Group 3 - - - _ _ _  - - - -  - 
55.1% 

- - - _ _  56.5% 

Group 2 --\---- 30.7% _ - 33.3% 
Group 1 

-1- 1 -- 
-1 

-'- 18.7% 

I I 
Detection Correction 
G I  vsG2 *G1 vs G2 
G 1  vsG3 G I  vsG3 
*G2 vs G3 G2 vs G3 

Figure 1: Detection and Correction Mean Scores by Group 
*p < .O5 

Next, Table 2 shows the group mean percentage scores and standard deviations for 
detection and correction of  problems at the intersentential, paragraph and essay levels. 

Figure 2 presents the same information graphically for detection, and Figure 3 shows that 
for correction. As shown in these figures, Group 3 markedly outscored the other two groups for 
both components (detection and correction) at the intersentential level, whereas both Group 3 
and Group 2 outperformed Group 1 at the essay level. However, in relation to paragraph level 
problems, Group 2 showed a different pattern from the other two groups: Groups 1 and 3 both 
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performed better at the intersentential than at the paragraph levels for detection and correction; 

in contrast, Group 2 performed slightly better at the paragraph (44.3%) than the intersentential 

level (39.1 %) for detection, and little difference was found between the two levels for correction. 

Group 2 

--. -. --- 
Group l 28.9 ----- 26.3 

Figure 2: Deiection Mean Scores by Group and Level 
1: Inurscnlential. P: P~agraph. E: Essay 
.p < .o5 

20 1 u:: 
/ Group 2 

'. Gmup I 
'.------. 12.9 

13.6 

1 I I I 
1 P E 

G I v s G 3  *G1 vs G3 G I  vsG3 
G2 vs G3 O l  vrG2 

Figure 3: Correction Mean Scores by Group and Level 
1: Inurscnlential. P: Partgraph. E: Ersay 
.p < .O5 

In spite of their similarity in terms of essay level revision skills, Groups 2 and 3 differed 

in the kinds ofcorrection strategies they employed. 'The analysis of the types of corrections used 

when the three groups revised the texts, shown in Tables 3 and 4, reveals such differences. 'l'able 

3 shows the frequency of occurrence (in percentages) of each type of correction strategy by 
group. Table 4 presents the number of times each strategy was used by revision problem and 

group. According to these tables, Group 2 offered very frequent metacomments across al1 
problems including essay level: explaining or diagnosing the problems, and offering suggestions 

for improvement. In contrast, Group 3 used a much wider variety of strategies, including 
multiple options for the same corrections, but relatively few metacomments. 
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Table 3: Frequency of Correction Strategy by Group  

Correction Type 

Deletion 
Addition 
Substitution 
Recombininglreordering 
Multiple types 
Metacomments 

Group 1 

22.0% 
22.0% 
19.3% 
14.7% 
5.5% 
16.5% 

Group 2 

20.8% 
9.5% 
7.2% 

6.8% 
5.0% 

50.7% 

Group 3 

22.1% 
9.0% 

2 1.4% 
13.8% 
2 1.4% 
12.4% 
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In sum, al1 these results suggest that the three groups differed from each other in terms 
of their ability to detect and correct problems at the three discourse levels and in the types of 
correction strategies they used. Thus, the first three research questions can be answered as 
follows: 

(1 )  Group 2 outperformed Group 1 in terms of essay level revision, but not in terms 
of intersentential or paragraph level revision. 

(2) Group 3 outperfornied Group 1 in terms of al1 three levels of revision, but 
outperformed Group 2 only at the intersentential level. 

(3) Group 1 used a limited number of correction strategies, Group 2 tended to offer 
mainly metacomments, including diagnoses of the problem and suggestions for 
improvement, and Group 3 employed a wide variety of correction types, 
including multiple strategies. 

111.2. Language Proficiency and Writing Experience 

Correlations7 among revision scores and the two factors of language proficiency and writing 
experience are shown in Table 5. Significant positive correlations were found between English 
proficiency and three of the four revision scores. English proficiency scores correlated most 
closely with intersentential level revision scores (r = .64) and total revision scores (r  = .62), 
slightly less so with paragraph revision scores (r = .56), but not significantly with essay level 
scores (r = .32), according to Bonferroni adjusted probability values.* As shown in Table 5, 
significant positive correlations were also found between most of the writing experience and 
revision scores. The number of long essays correlated significantly positively with intersentential 
(r = .63) and overall (r = .51) revision scores (both at y < .01) and barely significantly with 
paragraph (r = .36, p = .05) revision scores; the number of short essays correlated somewhat 
significantly with overall (r = .49), essay (r = .44), paragraph (r = .42) and intersentential (r = 

.41) revision scores (al1 a t p  < .05). Overall, these results indicate a significant relation between 
discourse level revision and both English language proficiency and the amount of writing 
experience reported. However, when the overlap (r2) was calculated for each of the two highest 
correlations obtained (r = .64 for English proficiency and intersentential revision; r = .63 for 
number of long essays and intersentential revision), the strength of the relationship was shown 
to be 41% and 40%, respectively. That is, although these relationships can be considered fairly 
strong, it should be kept in mind that 59% and 60% of the variance remains unexplained. ln 
addition, the two variables of English proficiency and writing experience correlated significantly 
with each other and showed a substantial amount of overlap (r2 = .16 for English proficiency and 
short essays, and r2 = .27 for English proficiency and long essays). Therefore, caution is 
warranted in interpreting the relationship between students' revision behavior and each of the 
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two measures, and further research is needed to assess with more rigorous statical procedures 

what factors affect students' revision. 

With the above cautions in mind, the last two research questions can be answered as follows: 

Essay revision 

Total revision 

(4) For al1 of these students combined, English proficiency level was significantly 

positively related to al1 aspects of revision performance except that at the essay 
level. 

(5) Amount of English writing experience as reported by the students in this study 
was significantly positively related to revision performance. 

IV. DISCUSSION 

*p<.05, **p<.O 1 

0.32 

0.62** 

Although writing instruction was not treated as a primary variable in this study, the findings 

suggest that writing instruction together with writing practice may help to facilitate the 
acquisition of L2 revision knowledge and skills. After two semesters of writing instruction, the 

Group 2 students showed a clear advantage in terms of essay level revision ability over Group 

1,  the undergraduates with no writing instruction and very little writing experience. In essence, 

the results indicate that L2 writers can learn to improve essay level coherence problems through 
instruction combined with the experience of writing and revising in an instructional setting. 

Effects of such instruction can be further seen in Group 2's use of strategies in correcting 
essay level coherence problerns. Group 2's frequent use of metacomments (2.6 times per student 

on average) differentiated them from Group 1 (0.5 times on average) and Group 3 (0.9 times on 
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0.44* 

0.49** 

0.27 

0.51** 

0.45** 

0.83** 

0.68" 

0.88** 

1.00 

0.82" 1.00 



average). Unlike Group 1, many of the students in Group 2 appeared to have leamed how to 
diagnose problems in a text and offer suggestions for improvement. However, as opposed to 

Group 3, who had higher language proficiency, Group 2 may not have developed adequate 
means to solve essay level problems. In solving global incoherence, for example, whereas 5 out 

of 12 students in Group 3 offered corrections by employing addition, substitution or reordering, 

only one student in Group 2 made an actual correction (by using multiple strategies) and the 

majority (16 students) offered metacomments. However, because Group 2's frequent use of 

metacomments may have been prompted by frequent classroom practice giving comments on 
their peers' writing, we cannot infer that al1 of the 16 were necessarily unable to correct the 

global incoherence they observed. 
The positive relation between amounts of writing experience and revision performance 

in this study accords well withprevious studies (e.g., Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1992; Matsumoto, 

1995; Riazi, 1997) that found extensive writing and revising with and without feedback led to 
improved L2 writing ability in a variety of contexts. The L2 writing experience reported by the 

students in this study, particularly the graduate students, tended to be academically related, 
including graduation and Masters theses. Such writing experience appears to contribute to the 

development of revision skills, which constitutes an essential part of writing ability. This 
tendency is substantiated by the graduate students' responses to another item on the background 

questionnaire. Asked to evaluate five activities in terms of their contribution to the development 
of their writing ability (see Appendix 1, question 8), the majority of the graduate students 

unequivocally agreed on the importance of repeated experience with both writing English papers, 
presumably related to their area of specialization, and revising them based on readers' feedback. 
Their responses support the notion that L2 writing experience, when it is related to students' 

academic needs or disciplines, may greatly facilitate the development of writing ability, 

including revision skills, as suggested by research on genre (Swales, 1990) and the acquisition 
of academic literacy (Johns, 1997). 

The finding that L2 language proficiency is related to revision performance is not at al1 
surprising in light of the studies that have found such proficiency to contribute to overall and 

specific aspects of writing performance (e.g., Cumming, 1989; Pennington & So, 1993; Sasaki 
& Hirose, 1996; Sasaki, 2000). However, the results of this study indicate that L2 proficiency 

was related to intersentential and paragraph revision performance, but not to that at the essay 

level. This accords with Aoki's (1992) findings that grammar knowledge was correlated with 

correction of local errors but not of global problems. These results support the notion that essay 

level knowledge and concerns that underlie revision ski11 at this level may be somewhat 

independent or separable from language proficiency. This may explain why relatively short term 

instruction can result in raising students' awareness of such issues as audience or global vs. local 

revising strategies, which subsequently may lead to better quality of students' revision (Roen & 

Willey, 1988; Senguputa, 2000; Wallace & Hayes, 199 1; Yin, 1996). 

On the other hand, the ability to detect and correct intersentential level problems such 
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as missing information and ambiguous references may develop relatively gradually, in 

conjunction with more advanced language proficiency. It should be noted that al1 of the errors 
in our study were "meaning errors," which involved discourse level text processing and were 

thus more difficult to correct than surface errors would have been (Lee, 1997, pp. 470-471). 

Because the correction of such intersentential coherence problems appears to require higher 

overall English proficiency, particularly reading ability to evaluate the text, it may be less 

amenable to improvement through direct instruction. 
The results of this study suggest that the relation between detection and correction skills 

still remains to be clarified. On the one hand, this study, like those of Bartlett (1982) and Whalen 
& Ménard (1995), found that students could detect some problems that they did not know how 

to correct. In such cases, the acquisition of detection skill can be assumed to have preceded that 
ofcorrection skill. On the other hand, Lee (1997) found that in many cases students could correct 

problems they were unable to detect by themselves, as long as the problems were pointed out 

(detected) by someone else. In those cases the acquisition of correction skill appears to have 

preceded the acquisition of detection skill. However, these findings may not actually contradict 

each other if we consider the differing nature of the two skills. According to the Hayes et al. 

(1987) model, detection depends on the ability to read and evaluate the text to identi@ the 
presence of a problem, whereas correction requires the selection of an appropriate strategy, 

presumably based on accurate diagnosis, once the problem has been detected. Further research 
is required to determine how these two skills are acquired and how they interact. 

Finally, although we need to be cautious in our interpretation because of the nature of the 
task and the small number of participants, the findings from this cross-sectional study can be 
interpreted as suggesting a possible progression in the acquisition of both detection and 

correction skills, from the inexperienced undergraduates (Group 1) to the graduate students 

(Group 3), with the experienced undergraduates (Group 2) representing an intermediary position 

between the other two groups. Moreover, as implied earlier, the high proportion of diagnostic 

metacomments among the Group 2 corrections provided some evidence for the existence of a 
3-part developmental sequence of detection - diagnosis - correction (Flower et al., 1986) at least 
for some students. As pointed out by Bartlett (1982), although diagnosis (naming or defining a 

problem) is not necessary in order for correction to take place, "it is possible that development 

of revision skill is accompanied by an increasing ability to articulate and reflect on specific text 
problems and that in fact development of new revision skills begins with an ability to reflect on 

a new type of problem" (p. 354). If so, the Group 2 students who had leamed through instruction 

to analyze and consciously articulate the problems to be corrected could be seen as actively 

engaged in the process of acquiring higher level revision skills. 
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V. LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

One of the rernaining questions concerns the role of "task definition" for the students in this 

study. For some students, the revision task rnay not have been well defined (Wallace & Hayes, 

1991), as discussed in the Introduction. In particular, some of the graduate students who had 
received little writing instruction apparently tended to view revision as correcting surface-leve1 
errors or problems, and thus received very low scores on their revisions. Similarly, some revision 
scores rnay have been lower because of potential conflict over the ownership of the essay being 
revised. That is, some students rnay have been hesitant to make corrections because it was not 
their own writing. 

Although revising someone else's writing can be seen as a lirnitation, it can also be 

considered a strength of this study. We suggest that peer revision should be further explored in 

future research because it allows for systernatic comparison across individuals and groups and 

reveals abilities that would not be evident if we look only at how writers revise their own papers. 
In particular, the rnost proficient revisers in this study might not have had to do the same kind 
of revisions of their own papers if they had created more coherent writing in their earlier drafts, 
and thus they would not have demonstrated the scope of their revision skills. 

A more significant lirnitation of the study was a lack of introspective data from the 
participants, which could have helped to clarifi some of the questions that arose frorn the 

analysis of their written responses. Future studies could alleviate this problern by incorporating 

a post-task interview with each participant shortly after the cornpletion of the task to clarify such 

questions as precisely which problerns were detected and why metacomrnents were given instead 

of actual corrections. 

Finally, because of the nature of this controlled study and the srnall nurnber of 
participants (particularly at the graduate level), the results require further validation. One 

approach would be a larger, more rigorous cross-sectional study that investigates the effects of 
writing instruction and experience, L2 proficiency, and other relevant factors (such as 

metacognitive knowledge) on revision performance. Another possibility would be a longitudinal 
study to determine whether the results of the cross-sectional study are representative ofthe actual 
acquisition of revision skills over time. 

NOTES 

1. An earlierversion ofthis paper was presented at the AAAL Annual Confcrcnce in Seattle in March. 1998. We are very 
grateful to al1 the participants in the study, which would not have been possible without tlieir effons. We wish to tliank 
Chiaki Iwai, the instructor for Group 2, both for his cooperation in collecting the data and for his many helpful 
suggestions for improvement of the paper. We also very much appreciate thc niany valuablc comnients by Miyuki 
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Sasaki, Rosa Manchón, and the anonymous reviewers, and want to thank Chris Schreiner, Nobuyuki Aoki, and Monika 

Szirmai for making additional suggestions to improve the clarity and style. Our special gratitude goes to Richard C. 

Parker for al1 his work on the tables, figures and appendices. 

2. I t  should be noted, however, that Hayes et al. (1987) found that both expert and novice writers fixed some text 

problems without explicitly detecting them. They attributed this tinding to the fact that the writer's use o f  a rewriting 

strategy in correcting problems can eliminate other problems at the same time. 

3. The structure items were drawn from the structure section (75 items) ofthe Comprehension English Language Test 

for Learners o f  English (CELT) B-version, and the reading comprehension questions were selected from the reading 

section o f  a practice book (Phillips, 1996) for the Test o f  English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). The Kuder- 

Richardson 20 measure o f  .80 indicates a reasonable level o f  reliability for this proficiency test in this study. 

4. There were no significant differences between the revision scores for the two topics. The mean revision scores 

(detection and correction combined for al1 participants) for the two topics were 17.96 (for comics and novels) and 17.1 1 

(for TV vs. newspapers), out o f  a possible score o f  48 points for each. 

5. The texts and task instructions were revised several times on the basis o f  trials with Japanese and native English 

speaking EFL writing teachers. The final version was piloted with two other teachers, who each successfully identified 

and corrected al1 the problems. Replication o f  the study should be carried out in the future to confirm the reliability o f  

the instrument. 

6. This distribuiion was intcnded to represent theproportionsoferrors found at the different discourse levels in empirical 

studies o f  Japanese students' writing (e.g., Kobayashi, 1991). Although it  would have been preferable in terms o f  

statistical analysis to have the same number o f  problems at each discourse level, i t  would have been highly unnatural 

to include as many essay or paragraph level problems as intersentential level ones. For this reason, in order to avoid 

biasing the study in favor o f  intersentential errors, the analysis was conducted in terms ofpercentages o f  errors corrected 

at each level. 

7. These were Pearson correlations between revision and proficiency test scores, and Spearman correlations between the 

revision scores and the categorical writing experience report scores. Although the total number o f  participants (53) was 

small, the data appeared to be fairly normally distributed (as shown in Appendix 5 )  and examination o f  the scatterplots 

showed a basically linear configuration, which suggests a meaningful correlation. 

8. Bonferroni probabilities were used for al1 correlations to avoid a Type 1 error(rejection o fa  true null hypothesis) that 

might result from the use o f  multiple correlations. 
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Appendix 1 
Background Questionnaire Selected Items (Translated from Japanese) 

1. Fill in the requested inforrnation. 

1) Age: 

2) Major at a university: 

(Circle each applicable item.) 

2. Gender: Male Fernale 

3. Year: First Second Third 

Graduate School (Masters Doctorate) 

Fourth 

4. Have you ever lived in a foreign country? 

Yes No 
For those who answered "Yes," 

What country and how long have you lived tliere? 

Country: Period: 

5. Have you taken an English coniposition class in a Japanese university or graduate school? 

1) Yes No 

2) For those who answered "Yes", 
How niany times have you taken such classes? (count one semester's class as once) 

3) What kind of activities did the class iiiclude? (Circle al1 applicable answers) 

a. Analyzing rnodel paragraphs or essays, and then writing English compositions 

following the niodels 

b. Translating sentences from Japanese to English 

c. Doing niultiple revisions of your own English essays 

d. Writing English essays on various topics without revising thern 

e. Doing exercises to learn about the features of English cornposition (e.g.. topic 

sentences) 

f. Doing exercises to learn appropriate English expressions and difficult grarnrnar 

points 

g. Others (explaiii concretely: 1 
4) In the class. what features of English expository essays did you learn about? 

(Circle al1 applicable answers) 
a. Topic sentence and paragraph structure 

b. Thesis statenient and essay structure (introduction, body, conclusion) 

c. Differences behveen Japanese and Eiiglish written organization 

d. None 

e. Others (explain concretely: ) 
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6. Have you taken any Eiiglisli composition classes at a university or graduate school outside of Sapan? 

[SAME SUB-QUESTIONS AND lTEMS AS 1N QUESTION 51 

7. Have you ever written English reports or papers of the following length? (Circle the most appropriate 

answer for each: O = Zero, meaning "no experience") 

1) One to four pages 

O 1-2 3-5 6-8 9-1 2 over 12 

2) Five to ten pages or more 

O 1-2 3-5 6-8 9-12 over 12 

8. What was usefiil to improve your writing ability? Rate the contribution ofthe following activities from 

I to 5 ("iiot useful" to "very useful"). (Circle the most appropriate answer for eacli.) 

not useful very useful 
a. Writing many English reports 

or papers 1 2 3 4 5 

b. Revising your own Englisli reports 

or papers based on readers' comments 1 2 3 4 5 

c. Usiiig Englisli as a real 

coinmunication tool 1 2 3 4 5 
d. Reading inany Eiiglish essays 

and studying the structure for yourself 1 2 3 4 5 

e. Leaming about the features of English 

writing in a coinposilion class 1 2 3 4 5 

f. Other ( ) 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 2 
Essays for Revision Task and Summary of Problems to be Detected and Corrected 

Essay 1 : Comics and Novrls 

,Today, comics are more popular amorig yoiing people. ZConiics have the largest circiilation of 

al1 books and magazines, and it is nice to read comics on tlie train. ,However, soine adults consider them 

as iindesirable books because they think comics lower tlie ability to tliink iii  oiie's own mind. ,ls this 
really true? 

,Comics have pictures and words, biit novels maiiily Iiave sentences. ,So, generally speaking, 

novels take a lot of time to read aiid need the imagination of readers. ,In short, tlie advantage is to be able 

to understand easily, but the disadvantage is to influence our thiiiking. ,We understand tlie story easily 

because of the pictures. ,But, if there are no pictures, we Iiave to iinagirie the circumstances in the novel. 

,,As for price, a comic book costs about 390 yen. , ,A novel costs from 390 to 25000 yen. ,lTlieii, 

comics often cost less thaii novels. 

,, As for readers, because of the price, comics are popular ainong yourig people. ,,The fashioii 

ofcomics is chaiigeable. ,, So there are few comics that have beeii read fora long time. ,,However, iiovels 

have beeri read for centuries. ,,Tliey are popular ainoiig adults. ,, Ofcourse, some adults prefer to watcli 

videos every iiight. ,, They enjoy watching inovies at Iioine while eating snacks. 

,,There are inany advantages of coinics compared with iiovels. z,So, I think comics are inore 
suitable for tlie young people even if teachers reconimend iiovels. 221 tliink it is good to read tlieni for 

recreation. ?,1 also thiiik it is good to use them for study (for example. Japanese liistory). ,,l remeniber 
European history 1 read in my childhood. ,,Comics can Iielp cliildren uriderstaiid difficult things. 

Essav 2: TV and Nrwspapers 

,These days, we can get a lot of information in various ways about world events, local events, 

the weather and sports. ,It is nice to hear about these things. ,Especially TV aiid newspapers are the inost 

common ways. ,lf we get informatioii wliich is necessary for our daily lives, are there more siinilarities 

than differences? 

,TV talks to us with the hiiman voice aiid moviiig pictures. ,Newspapers have words writteii by 

a reporter and pictures that do not move. ,Therefore, i t  can give us clearer iiiforinatioii. ,If an irnportant 

event happens this aftemoori, we caniiot kiiow about it in the iiewspaper before toinorrow inoriiing. 

,However, we will be able to get the inforination right away the saine niglit. ,,Recently, computers are 

beconiiiig a popular iiew way to get information quickly. ,,More aiid inore yo~iiig and older people are 
usirig the iiiternet every day. 

,,Then, newspapers are not less useful than TV. ,,We can read them any time we iieed aiid at any 

places we like. ,,ln short, we can get the information more actively froin newspapers thari TV. ,,We can 

choose to read any articles lhat we want, but \ve do not have to read aiiy that are not iriteresting. 
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,,There are still rnaiiy differences between TV and newspapers. ,,However, both of them are 

necessary and iiseful to our lives. ,,They are the most irnportant information services. ,,We can't say 

whicli is better. ,,l want to use botli well. ,,But sometimes TV and newspapers don't tell the truth. ,,So 

1 thiiik we have to listeii and read carefully. ,,We do not have to believe everyíhing they say. 

List of Discourse Level Problems 

lntersentcntial Level: Missing infonnation 

Ainbiguoiis referente 
Wrong connector 

Paragraph Level: Digression 
Missing silb-topic 

Missing topic sentence 

Wrong order 

Essay Level: Global incoherence 

Digression 

Afterthoiight 

O Servicio de Publicaciones. Universidad de Murcia. All rights reserved. 

Sentence Numbers 
(Essay 1) (Essay 2) 

1,7,8 3,4,9 

2 2 
before 14 before 8 
before 5 before 5 
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Appendix 3 
Examples of Correction Strategies by Discourse Level and Problem 

(Essay 1: Comics and Novels Topic) 

PROBLEM STRATEGY 
(Sentence number)* 

Essay Level 
Digression 
(18-19) Deletion 

Global Incoherence 
(4) Substitution 

(4) Metacomment 

Afterthought 
(22-24) Deletion 

(22-24) Recombinind 
Reordering 

Paragraph Level 
Missing Topic 
Sentence 
(before 5 )  Addition 

Missing Subtopic 
(before 14) Multiple 

EXAMPLE 

Sentences 18 and 19 CROSSED OUT 

"However, there are many reasons 1 recommend them 
[rather] than novels." (FOR "1s this really true?") 

Sirlce lhis essay is comparing comics and noizels. il is 
recommended that the writer should make i/ clear that 
rhe essay will deui wilh  he question "Do comics really 
lower abilities lo ~hink? " thwugh rhe comparison ~f 
the hvo, comics and novels.** 

Sentences 22 to 24 CROSSED OUT 

Sentences 2 1 ,22,23 and 25 MOVED 
BEFORE Sentence 16. 

''1 think that comics have advaritages over novels. First 
they are easier to iinderstand." 

Sentences 10 through 13 REWRITTEN (with 
DELETION Strategies and SUBSTITUTION) and 
COMBINED into one paragraph: "As for price, comics 
have [an] advantage over novels. 
Comics often cost less 1Iian novels. A comic book 
costs about 390 yen. A novel costs from 390 to 2500 
yen. That is wliy comics are popular among young 
people." 

Wrong Order 
(7-9) Substitution "ln contrast, we can easily iiiiderstaiid comics 

because of tlie visual aids." (FOR Sentence 7) 
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Recoinhini~igl Sentence 7 MOVED AFTER Sentence 9 
Reordering 

Digression 
(2) Deletion "and it is nice to read comics on the train" CROSSED 

O U T  

(2) Metacomment "and it is nice to read comics on the train " 
unnecessary * * 

lntersentential Leve1 
Missing lnformation 

(1) Addition "than novels" (AFTER "comics are more popular") 

(7) Recombinind Sentences 20 and 21 MOVED BEFORE 
Reordering Sentence 7 

(7) Metacoininent "comics or novels, which one? " ** 
(AFTEWthe advantage") 

Ambiguous 
Reference 
(22) Substitution "coinics" (FOR "them") 

(22) Metacomment ivhich?** (UNDER "them") 

Wrong Connector 
(12) Deletion "Then" CROSSED O U T  

(12) Substitution "However," (FOR "Then,") 

*Sentence number in Essay 1 (see Appendix 1). 
**Translated from the original Japanese. 
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Sample Revision by One Participant (Group 3) 
(Essay 2: TV and Newspapers Topic) 

TV and Newspapers 

,These days we can get a lot of information in various r 
local events, the weaiher and s p o ~  ,It ir nice 

d~ 
,Especially T V  and newspapers are the most 

;\e- f-- 
+hich is necessary for our daily lives, are there more similatities than differences? 

-=. - - .  

~ T V  talks io us with the huma 

words wntten by a reponer and pictures that d o  not move,\íTherefore, &ian give us 
l,, , , U ; I / ~  + 

clearer information.8if an irnponant event happens this afternoon, we cannot know 

* about it in the newspaper before tomonow morning. ,Hmvcwf 
M 

, we will be able to 
R,@' 7 - . . oit T 

I get the informationV&ht away the same night. I,pecently. cornputers are becoming 

- 

a popular new way to get information quickly. ,,More and more young and older 
-21 

-- ..- \ people are v s i n y h e  internet every day. 
1 

.--- 
I . ,,We can read them any time we . 

MwdL' 
needxnd at any places we ~ i k e F  ,,In shon, we can get the information 

*- fiom newspapers than TV. ,,We can choose to read any articles ihat . - * -1. 

newspapers. ,,However, both 

of them are necessary and useful to our lives, ,They are the most imponant 
)r 

information sewices. e can't say which is better +anttouse bothwell. 
--- - _ 

,,So 1 think we have to 

\ listen and read carefully. ,,We do not have to believe everything they say. l 
\.-~-~-- __C.- 

I- * 
------ 

k\ 1% 
J 

* (Japanese for 'deleie') 
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Appendix 5 
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