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Does Collaborative Prewriting Discussion Always Help?

HIEU MANH DO

Murray State University
Email: domanbhienbo@gmail.com

Collaborative prewriting discussion (CPD) is one of the most popular activities in L2 writing classes. With the
CPD task, students can discuss their writing plan with each other before they start to write. As a language teacher,
however, I ask myself: does CPD always help? In fact, without providing instructions, EFL students typically talk
about their ideas when they are asked to discuss, and they seldom provide feedback and discuss the organization
of ideas on one another, which results in a meaningless discussion (Do, 2023; Huang et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020;
McDonough et al., 2018; Neumann & McDonough, 2015; Tatiana, 2021). Considering this important issue, I
conducted a small CPD project and will share what I found from the two discussions. I hope that these
explorations bring some valuable information about the CPD task to writing teachers teaching in similar EFL or
ESL contexts.

INTRODUCTION

Collaborative prewriting discussion (CPD) is one of the most popular activities in L2 writing
classes. With the CPD task, students discuss their writing plan with their friends before they
start to write. As a language teacher, however, I ask myself: does CPD always help? In fact,
without providing instructions, EFL students typically talk about their ideas when they are
asked to discuss, and they seldom provide feedback or discuss the organization with each
other, which results in a meaningless discussion (Do, 2023; Huang et al., 2021; Li et al., 2020;
McDonough et al., 2018; Neumann & McDonough, 2015; Tatiana, 2021). Considering this
important issue, I conducted a small project of CPD before I brought this activity to my large
writing classes to find out what instructions I could develop to provide to students before
their discussions. The project includes two discussions implemented by two volunteer
Vietnamese EFL students named Sao and Hang (pseudonyms) at different English levels
(high-intermediate and low-intermediate levels, respectively). They were third-year college
students at the time they joined the project. In the first discussion, I asked students to discuss
the given writing topic (Appendix A) without providing instructions (natural discussion) in
order to see whether the outcomes were consistent with those of previous research conducted
in other EFL contexts. Accordingly, the discussion between Sao and Hang was recorded using
Z.oom, and one of the students sent it to me after the discussion. I watched the recorded video
and took notes on what they talked about. I also collected their written papers (consent was
obtained) and had an individual meeting with them when the process was done. Based on the
results from the first discussion, I developed guidelines and instructed two students before
they participated in the second discussion with a different writing topic (Appendix A). The
process of this discussion is the same as the first discussion. Of note is that students were
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allowed to use Vietnamese for both discussions because of their different English proficiency
levels. I will share what I found from the two discussions and hope that these explorations
bring some valuable information about the use of CPD task in L2 writing classes.

REFLECTION
First Discussion: Unstructured Collaborative Prewriting Discussion Task

When students were asked to discuss the given writing topic in pairs naturally, the two students
talked more about their ideas. They occasionally offered feedback on one another's ideas;
however, they did not discuss it thereafter. It is called “non-reflective content” (Neumann &
McDonough, 2015), where students talk about ideas without evaluation or justification. For
example, Hang suggested Sao add numbers (data) to support her statement regarding the
impacts of tourism on water and air, but Sao did not share her thoughts about or engage critically
with Hang’s suggestion, and she instead moved on to other ideas (Appendix C — first discussion).
When I talked to students one-on-one after the discussion, I recognized that they were not aware
of the purposes of discussions. They thought that sharing their ideas about the writing topic
with their partner was their main responsibility. In addition, throughout the discussion, they did
not talk about the organization of ideas (how they gather and organize their ideas into their
written papers) (reflective organization). As a result, Hang (at a lower level) found it hard to turn
her ideas into written prose since she was unsure of where to begin. These findings are in line
with those of other EFL students, such as Chinese and Thai students (Huang et al., 2021; Li et
al,, 2020; McDonough et al., 2018; Neumann & McDonough, 2015; Tatiana, 2021), indicating
that students focused on talking about their ideas but ignored the organization of content and
evaluating ideas when they were asked to discuss without providing instructions.

Second Discussion: Structured Collaborative Prewriting Discussion Task

Based on the findings from discussion 1, I developed a structured collaborative prewriting
discussion adapted from Neumann and McDonough (2015). Accordingly, students were
required to pay attention to two important components of writing: content and organization
of ideas. In particular, students provided their ideas and commented on each other’s, indicating
whether they are relevant to the writing topic. Following that, students commented on the
organization of ideas and whether they are well-organized (writing rubric — evaluation adapted
from Weigle, 2002). Furthermore, learning from discussion 1, I asked students to prepare
those two elements and questions they wanted to ask their partner before the discussion. At
the same time, I reminded students to take turns during the discussion and provide feedback
right away in order to avoid missing ideas (Appendix B).

Consequently, both students managed their discussion better than the first discussion.
They discussed each part of a written text separately: introduction, body, and conclusion. After
finishing all three parts, they also discussed a little bit about language use (grammar,
vocabulary) before they ended the discussion. In particular, Sao started the discussion by
sharing how she wrote the introduction. Then Hang provided her feedback, and they took
turns discussing it. After that, they moved on to discuss their paragraphs (how many ideas they
had for the body parts and what examples to support their ideas) and finally came to a
conclusion. However, the interactions between students were not the same. Sao did not
actively discuss her own ideas more deeply with Hang. As before, all her ideas shared during
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the discussion were written in the subsequent text with no change. She agreed with the writing
topic that children are better suited to learning foreign languages at a young age, and she had
two main ideas to support her statement, which would be explained in her body text. Hang,
meanwhile, astonished me by being more engaged than she had been in the first discussion.
Importantly, she had not yet decided on her final outline for her writing before the discussion.
Hang shared all her ideas and options (total agreement/half agreement) and tried to ask Sao
to think about her plans (“what do_you think?”’) and the organization for those ideas (sample
discussion in Appendix C — second discussion). When I watched their discussion via recorded
video, I realized that Sao had already determined which ideas she was going to include in her
written text because she did not ask Hang much about her ideas. Thus, I could easily visualize
what her written text would look like. In contrast, it was difficult for me to predict what Hang
might write in her individual text because of the uncertain ideas (I am wondering there?) that she
brought to the discussion. I was therefore eager to read their written performances.

Surprisingly, Hang presented a clear structure in her text, and her ideas were relevant
to the writing topic, whereas Sao had some misunderstandings. Accordingly, Hang finally
chose to agree with the idea that children are more successful in foreign language studies than
adults. In the body of her written text, she provided factors to support children learning
languages better than adults. She pointed out, for instance, that children have better memory
abilities and are seldom afraid of making mistakes as opposed to adults (Appendix D).
Meanwhile, Sao wrote about the reasons why children should learn languages at a young age.
One of the reasons she mentioned is for a better future (having a good job with a good salary
it knowing more languages) (Appendix D). This expression does not support her statement
that children are more successful than adults in learning languages. It would be preferable if
she clarified that youngsters have more time than adults to prepare and learn languages.

Hang told me about what she learned through the two discussions in the one-on-one
meeting. She mentioned that she listed all her ideas (disagreement or agreement or partial
agreement) that could be used in her later written text before participating in the second
discussion. In other words, she had not yet decided on her final outline before the discussion
because she planned to ask her partner in the discussion and then figure out which way was
better. She shared her experience from the first discussion, saying that she found it hard to listen
to her partner’s comments, discuss them further, or change some ideas because she had already
determined her final outline of ideas for what she was going to write later before the discussion.
Then she just shared ideas with her partner as her responsibility for the discussion and started
to write about them right after. Taking this expetience into account, Hang did not act the same
way in the second conversation. She asked more questions and interacted more with her partner
during the discussion. This also helped her learn from her partner. After receiving her partner’s
suggestions, she decided on her final ideas and outlined them. As a result, she did well in her
written text in terms of idea development, which is relevant to the writing topic. She was so
happy based on what she had learned. On the other hand, Sao (higher level) kept her ideas the
same as before and after the discussion. She seemed confident about her ideas, so she might not
have needed to discuss them further with her partner. This could be a reason why her second
idea expressed in her written text was not relevant to the writing topic, which was not analyzed
thoroughly. Sao recognized this mistake when I explained it to her in the one-on-one meeting.
All in all, the explorations from the two discussions lead me to the conclusion presented in the
following section.
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CONCLUSION

It goes without saying that the instruction is necessary for students because it helps them have
better discussions. However, the unequal proficiency between the two students may be a factor
that leads to the problem of Sao’s second idea not fitting the topic. First, Hang might not
recognize the irrelevance of Sao’s idea to the writing topic. Second, at the same time, Sao seemed
optimistic about that idea, so she neglected to discuss it further with Hang. Thus, if it is the case
that two students at different levels work together, I suggest that students play the same role,
especially at a higher level, students should not be complacent about their plans. In case the
partner (lower level) is unsure about the suggestions or evaluations, students are advised to seek
the assistance of the instructor if necessary. To warrant recommendations for language teachers
in widely varied cases, however, I recommend future researchers explore the use of CPD in
teaching .2 writing with a greater number of participants under different conditions or factors
(some conversing in L1, some in L2, and some at equal proficiency in English).
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APPENDIX A
Writing topics (adopted from the IELTS Test) and teacher’s prompt for the
composition.

First Discussion:

Writing topic: “Tourism has negative environmental impacts on tourist areas. What are these
impacts? How can damaging impacts be lessened?”
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After the discussion, each of you writes a short essay individually (300 to 400 words) and sends
it to the teacher.

Second Discussion:

Writing topic: “Children are generally more successful in foreign language studies than adults.
Thus, it is better to learn languages in childhood. Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons for
your answer and include any relevant examples from your own knowledge or experience.”
After the discussion, each of you writes a short essay individually (300 to 400 words) and sends
it to the teacher.

APPENDIX B
Pre-discussion instructions

Note*:
The instructions were provided after the first discussion and before the second discussion.
The teacher provided the guidelines first, then picked writing topic 1 as an example for practice.

Part 1: Generating and Evaluating Ideas

List ideas and provide examples as much as you can (this could be done before the discussion).
Tell your partner your ideas one by one.

Listen to your pattnet’s comments or suggestions about your ideas and discuss them with your
partner until everything is clear. At the same time, you should do the same with your partner’s ideas.
Feedback/Evaluation: Consider whether the ideas are:

e Relevant or irrelevant to the writing topic.

e Tully developed with specific facts or examples.

Part 2: Organizing Ideas and Evaluating the Structure
Considering the comments of your partner, choose the ideas that you want to write up and

how you organize your ideas.
Providing feedback about whether the outline is well-organized.
Feedback/Evaluation: Consider whether the organization is:

e Logically organized around major ideas, concepts, or principles.
e Develops ideas from general to specific.

Tips:

Be respectful.
Be collaborative.
Be on time.
Turn-taking.
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APPENDIX C
Comments made by Sao to Hang and Hang to Sao

First Discussion:

Sao: Anh huong tiéu cye .... Uhm anh
hwdng dén mdi tredrng, ddc biét 1a moi
trirorng nwwde, khong khi, dat. Moi triedng
nwdc, khi con ngwoi di du lich, ho virt rac
thai xufng nwdc (song) gay ra 6 nhiém
moi tredng. V@ 6 nhiém khong khi, lwgng
khi thai tlr transportation, phirong tién
giao thong, né cling tic ddng dén moi
trwdng. V& 6 nhiém d4t, nhw chi di néi &
trén, con ngwoi di du lich mang theo céc
chai nw&c — water bottle lam tir nhwa. Ho
st dung qua nhiéu cling gay tic dong dén
mdi trrd'ng vi nhira 1a chdt khoé phan huy.
Hang: Trong mbi ¥, chi nén dwa vi du dan
chitng cu thé dé ¥ clia chi dé hiéu hon.
Néu tim dwoc cic mau thOng ké thi chi
nén dan chirng vio.

Sao: Sy tiéu thu thirc in qui nhiéu (d6
dong hop), khi con ngurdi dn xong virt nd
di thi cling 1a y€u t0 tic d0ng tiéu circ dén
moi trrdng.

Sao: Negative influence.... Uhm affects the
environment, especially water, air, and land.
Water environment, when people are
traveling, they throw garbage into the water
(river) causing environmental pollution.
Regarding air pollution, emissions from
transportation (transportation), it also
affects the environment. Regarding land
pollution, as I mentioned eatlier, people
travel and bring water bottles - made from
plastic. They use too much, so it still has an
impact on the environment because plastic
is difficult to decompose.

Hang: In each idea, you should give specific
examples to make your point easier to
understand. If you can find statistical data,
you should cite them.

Sao: The excessive consumption of food
(canned food), when people finish eating it,
throw it away, which is also a negative
impact on the environment.

Second Discussion:

Hang: Theo quan di€m cla chi la tré con
hoc t0t hon ngudi 16m?

Sao: Uh. Vay y cla chi thi sao?

Hang: Em cling nghi vAy nhurng ma khi em
dwa ra y tré con hoc nhanh hon ngwoi 16,
n6 c6 mdt dé. Vi du nhw em dwa rala ...
tré em it bi tic dOng b&i nhiéu thit xung
quanh. Ngwoi 16n ho bi tic dOng vé cong
viéc, gia dinh khién ho gidm sy tdp trung
trong viéc hoc. D8i v&i tré em, ching nhuw
nhitng trang gidy trdng nén n6 dé tiép thu
hon, khong bi phan tim nhiéu. Nhwng ma
né c6 mdt ddi 14p & chd la ngudi 16m c6
muc tiéu hoc rd rang hon. Nén ho c6 quyét
tam.

Hang: In your opinion, children learn better
than adults?

Sao: So, what is your idea?

Hang: I think so, but when I said that
children learn better than adults, it has a
problem. For example, ... children are less
affected by many things. Adults are affected
by work and family, making them less
focused on studying. For children, they look
like “white pages”, so it's easier to absorb,
without much distraction. But it has the
opposite effect in that adults have clearer
learning goals. So, they have determination in
learning languages.
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Sao: Vay chi trd 101 cau d6 ca hai y ding
khong?

Hﬁngz Em dang phin van, theo chi thdy
sao?
Sao: Vay cling duoc. Quan trong l1a do 1ap

Sao: So, you answered that question with
both sides, right?

Hang: I'm wondering, what do you think?

Sao: That's fine. What matters is your own

explanation. If you choose both, then in the
body of the essay, you must argue both. You
can write that children will learn languages
well at their age, but adults can also learn well
for some special reasons. Arguments need to
be strong, if not, readers will get confused.

ludn clia minh thoi. Néu chi chon ¢d hai, thi
phin than bai, chi phai lap ludn ca hai. Chi
c6 thé viét tré em s€ hoc tdt ngdn nglt vao
Ira tudi d6 nhwng ngwgce lai ngudi 16m
~ , ~ ~ ;. N Py -
cing c6 thé hoc tot v&1 moOt sO i do dac
biét. Lap ludn cin chdt ché néu khong sé
bi lan 16n.

Hang: Uhm, em dang phan van & chd do. Hang: Yes, I'm wondering there.

APPENDIX D
Examples of Hang’s and Sao’s composition texts

Hang: After the discussion 2, Hang determined her final idea: She totally agreed with the
statement: Children are better than adults at learning languages. Although some ideas and
sentences should be reorganized, her ideas are quite relevant to the writing topic.

“First of all, children have a lot of time to become familiar with langnages. They do not have to worry about
something in life like adults. They are comfortable people, so they can easily learn anything, like langnages.
Children have the ability to learn quickly, as their brains are still in study time which they have already learned
much. This is the time they like exploring new things in life around them. For example, my little brother, who
always watches tiktok and miimics some new words from tiktoker although he does not understand them, but
in some contexts, he knows then.

Furthermore, adults are always afraid to say wrong things, but children are not. When 1 speak English, 1
always care about grammar, and vocabulary in situations, which liniit my conversation ability. But with a child,
they can say what they think. A character of fearless helps children enhance their second langnage ability, so
they should learn a foreign langnage when they are children. And especially when they matke mistakes, they can
easily be fixed if there is anyone who knows how to control them. For instance, as my student, to whom 1 am
a tutor. 1 said and he repeated everything very naturally. Right or wrong, it didn't put him to shame.”

Sao: Sao did not discuss or ask Hang about her ideas much during the second discussion. She
seemed confident about her outline, however, her second idea in her written text seems
irrelevant to the writing topic. She supported the idea that children learn foreign languages better
than adults, but she talked about the opportunity of getting better jobs and earning good salaries,
which are irrelevant to the statement. In fact, she wrote about the benefits of learning languages.
Another typical reason to prove my opinion is that learning foreign langnages will create more good
opportunities for children in their future. They can participate in international study and get a high-salary job
in the near future. For example, these days, there are a variety of universities that directly recruit entries with a
bunch of priorities when they have a good IELTS core certificate. Besides, many companies hire employees with
a requirement to have a certificate in another language based on labor marketing of these companies. Therefore,
learning foreign langnages in infancy is an inevitable part of industrialization and modernization today.”
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