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Abstract

This paper partially replicates Bonzo’s 2008 study, which found a significant
increase in writing fluency when students control writing topic selection. The
authors collected six timed-writing samples from 52 participants. For three
samples, the participants selected the writing topics. For the other three samples,
the authors selected the writing topics. The authors transcribed the writing
samples and used text analysis software to calculate the total word count and
the total unique word count for each sample. The fluency index employed in
Bonzo’s 2008 study was then used and a paired samples #-test was performed
in SPSS to measure how topic choice influenced writing fluency. The authors
found a statistically significant increase in student writing fluency when students
selected their own topics. Pre- and post-study surveys, in addition to post-writing
surveys, were used to gather learner preferences on topic selection and the writ-
ing activities. The writing fluency index employed by Bonzo and in this study
has serious limitations; however, instructors may find this paper useful when

considering topic choices in their writing courses.
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Introduction

A primary goal of foreign language teachers and learners is the development
of fluency. Brumfit (1984) characterizes fluency as showing continuity, coher-
ence, context-sensitivity, and creativity in language. Learners often indicate
that they would like to become more fluent in their target language and that it is
the responsibility of teachers to develop this aspect of language. Teachers can
promote and develop fluency in students by encouraging them to make mistakes,
providing opportunities for students to use language, developing activities that
focus on getting a message across, not assessing students for accuracy but for
fluency, and openly speaking with students about fluency (Brown, 1996). In
other words, fluency is an important consideration in any EFL course. As one of
Nation’s (2001) four strands of a well-balanced language course, fluency occurs
when learners are not working with new language but becoming more capable
with the language they already possess.

In relation to writing, fluency is how comfortable a second language writer is
with producing language (Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim, 1998) as well as the
rate and length of output (Lennon, 1990). Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) adapted
Lennon’s measure of oral fluency of words per minute into writing fluency by
measuring the number of words or structural units produced by a writer in a set
time period. One way to determine this is through quick writing, timed writing,
or continuous writing, where a writer will write about a topic for a set amount
of time. Elbow (1998) noted the importance of timed writing and characterized
some of the general guidelines with a ten-minute limit a writer selected topic,
and no feedback or editing by anyone, including the writer. This type of writing
meets the criteria that Nation (2001) established for developing fluency which
are activities that involve familiarity, meaning focus, pressure, and language
processing.

This study is a partial replication of Bonzo’s (2008) study of 81 students

studying German as a foreign language at an American university. Bonzo
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analyzed the 10-minute timed writing samples to determine the role of topic
selection in writing fluency and found that there was a significant increase in flu-
ency when students selected their own topics. Further studies by Cohen (2013),
Dickinson (2014), Sponseller & Wilkins (2015), and Ottoson & Crane (2017)
have all confirmed these results while Retting-Miki and Sholdt’s (2014) study
showed that students’ fluency was higher when they wrote about teacher-selected
topics. This current study seeks to determine the impact of topic selection on
EFL student writing fluency while also examining learner preference on topic

selection.

Methods
Participants

This study was conducted at a private university in central Japan with 52
participants (N= 52) who were second-year English majors in the Department
of British and American Studies. Classes were grouped by student number, not
ability, so all four classes were comprised of students with mixed English levels.
Participants met once a week in a 90-minute compulsory second year writing
course and came from four different classes taught by two different instructors.
Instructor A taught Class 1 (n=13) and Class 2 (n=10) and Instructor B taught
Class 3 (n=15) and Class 4 (n=14).

Procedures

Before starting this study, all participants were given a consent form in
Japanese and English, explaining that their participation was voluntary. Only
participants who signed the consent form and completed all of the writing
assignments were included in this study.

In each of six weeks, participants completed a ten-minute timed writing
activity on either a teacher-selected topic or a student-selected topic. Before this

study, participants in all four classes had been doing timed writing on topics as
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a form of brainstorming and were, therefore, already familiar with the format.
Participants did the timed writing in pencil and were told to cross out mistakes
rather than erase them. Unlike the original Bonzo (2008) study, participants were
not allowed to use dictionaries or smartphones. To avoid potentially influencing
the results, no feedback was given on the writing, though students were informed
that their instructors would carefully read each sample for analysis. The writing
was transcribed into an electronic format verbatim by both of the researchers.
After the transcription, an online text analyzer at UsingEnglish.com (King &
Flynn, 2002-2017), provided the total word count and total unique word count
for each sample, and these were used to calculate the fluency measure using the
same fluency index employed the in Bonzo (2008) study. This will be discussed

in more detail in the Data Analysis Section.

Research Questions

As this study is a partial replication of Bonzo (2008), it looks to confirm his
findings of the impact of topic selection on student writing fluency. Additionally,
student perception of the timed writing activities and their perceived value in

improving student writing ability were explored.

Research Question 1:

What impact does topic selection have on writing fluency?
Research Question 2:

What are student preferences regarding topic selection?
Research Question 3:

What impression do students have of the timed writing activity?

Pre-study Questionnaire and Participant Background Questionnaire
On the first day of the study, participants were asked to fill out a background

questionnaire regarding their experience with English. These questions included
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how long they had studied English, where they had studied, and if they had
studied abroad in an English language program. Participants were also asked
to complete a pre-study questionnaire (see Appendix 1) in order to discover
student perceptions of their writing ability as well as their impressions of timed
writings in general. The questionnaire included four questions on a five-point
Likert scale as well as space for participants to share additional thoughts they

had about writing in English.

Writing Samples and Post-activity Questionnaire

Every week, participants were assigned either a teacher-selected or student-
selected topic. Table 1 presents the order, condition, and topic for each timed
writing. The topics alternated every week so that odd number weeks were
teacher-selected topics and even numbered weeks were student-selected topics.
Before the beginning of each timed writing, the participants were reminded not
to use dictionaries and erasers and were told of the topic. Upon completion of
each timed writing, participants completed a post-activity questionnaire with
five questions on a five-point Likert scale (see Appendix 2) which asked about

the ease of doing the timed writings as well as their perceptions of writing about

the topic.

Table 1

Design of the Study

Week Condition Topic

1 Assigned Life After Graduation
2 Self Free Topic
3 Assigned My Friends
4 Self Free Topic
5 Assigned Free Time
6 Self Free Topic

Note. Assigned = teacher-selected topics; Self = student-selected topics
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Post-study Questionnaire

At the end of the final timed writing activity, a final post-study questionnaire
(see Appendix 3) was completed by all of the participants to determine their
feelings on the study. The questionnaire consisted of six questions on a five-point
Likert scale as well as two open ended questions asking why students felt their
writing was better or worse when they chose the topic as well as their opinion

on if they would prefer to continue the ten minute timed writings.

Data Analysis

The students composed all of the timed writings by hand, so first the research-
ers transcribed each of the hand-written samples into Microsoft Word documents
organized by student and assignment. This enabled the researchers to analyze
the samples with the online text analysis software at Using English.com (King &
Flynn, 2002-2017) to more easily quantify the total number of words, or tokens,
and the total number of unique words (unique tokens) for each sample.

In calculating these totals, all words were counted as tokens, including
Romanized Japanese words, though the total of unique tokens was adjusted in
the case of misspellings or typos. Contractions were counted as single tokens.
Hyphenated words were counted as unique tokens, though not if inconsistently
used. Erroneously combined words were adjusted for in the same way by count-
ing them as unique tokens when used consistently, though subtracted from the
unique token count when used inconsistently. Abbreviations were also counted
as unique tokens only if used consistently. Possessive nouns were also counted
as unique tokens from the nouns themselves and numbers were counted as
single tokens, though not when presented as a range (i.e. 10-15 was counted as
a single token). Typos, whether introduced in the original handwritten sample
or introduced during transcription, were either corrected in the transcription (in

cases of transcription error) or adjusted for in the total token counts. For example,
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if a student had written “agood”, the researchers subtracted one token from the
unique tokens count and added one token to the total token count. Erroneously
combined words were adjusted for in the same way by counting them as unique
tokens when used consistently, though subtracted from the unique token count
when used inconsistently.

In keeping with a replication of Bonzo’s 2008 study, fluency was also defined
in the same way as a ratio of total unique tokens to the total token count. As
Bonzo pointed out, though, such a ratio gives a percentage, which causes prob-
lems when comparing writing samples with similar ratios but very different token
counts. Bonzo used a more accurate token ratio developed by Carroll (1967)
and used by Arthur (1979) to help adjust for this weakness, where fluency (F)
equals the total unique token count (U) divided by the square root of twice the
total token count (T): F = UA2T. While the authors do not consider this token
ratio to adequately measure writing fluency, the researchers applied the same
measure to maintain the integrity of the replication study.

After collecting the data from the online text analyzer online text analyzer
at UsingEnglish.com (King & Flynn, 2002-2017), the researchers organized
the data into a Microsoft Exel file, where they calculated the writing fluency
for each writing sample. This data was then imported from Microsoft Exel into
Microsoft SPSS. To check if there was a linear relationship between the fluency
rates by condition, the authors created a scatterplot to illustrate the fluency
rates, as presented in Figure 1. The fluency rates of the teacher-selected topics
(Assigned) were placed on the x-axis of the scatterplot and the fluency rates of
the student-selected topics (Self) were placed on the y-axis.

The scatterplot shows a positive, though not tightly linear correlation between
conditions. A Shapiro-Wilk test for normality returned ps > .05 for both condi-
tions (Assigned p = .24; Self p = .53), suggesting that that data are normally
distributed. The Shapiro-Wilk test for normality tests the null hypothesis that the

sample distribution is the same as a normal distribution, so if p <.05 we would
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Figure 1. Scatterplot of fluency measure by condition.

reject the null hypothesis in favor of the alternative hypothesis that the data are
not normally distributed. As the p-values are above .05, the null hypothesis that
the data are normally distributed could not be rejected (Larson-Hall, 2016). This,
along with analysis of the descriptive statistics (Table 2) and visual inspection
of the box chart (Figure 2), suggest that the data are very close to normally
distributed.

A Pearson correlation coefficient was used to quantify the strength of the

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics of Fluency Measure by Condition

n M SD Var Skew  SES Kurt SEK
Assigned 52 4.50 0.40 0.16 0.05 033 -098 0.65
Self 52 4.73 0.38 0.15 0.26 0.33 -041 0.65

Note. Assigned = teacher-selected topics; Self = student-selected topics
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positive relationship between the conditions. In the Self condition (M=4.73) stu-
dents appeared to write more fluently than in the Assigned condition (M=4.50),
with a difference favoring the Self condition by 0.23. On average, students
given the choice to select their own topics for the timed writing assignments
seemed able to write more fluently. The researchers computed effect size using
Cohen’s d because Dunlap, Cortina, Vaslow, and Burke (1996) have shown that
computing the effect size directly from ¢ in a paired-samples #-test can cause an

overestimation of the population effect size.

Results
Effect of Topic Selection on Writing Fluency
The researchers ran a paired samples #-test with bootstrapping in Microsoft

SPSS and on average students seemed to write more fluently when they chose
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Figure 2. Boxplot of fluency measure data distributions. Assigned =

teacher-selected topics; Self = student-selected topic
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their own writing topics (M = 4.73, SE = 0.05) than when the teachers assigned
the writing topics (M = 4.5, SE = 0.06). The difference, -0.23, BCa 95% CI
[-0.34, -0.13] was significant #(51) = -4.51, p = .001, and represented a small-
sized effect, d = 0.58. Cohen’s d was calculated using pooled SD and interpreted
following Plonsky and Oswald’s (2014) guidelines for interpreting effect sizes

of paired samples mean differences in L2 research.

Pre-study Questionnaire

Prior to beginning the study, each participant was asked to complete a
background questionnaire and a pre-study questionnaire that consisted of four
items on a five-point Likert scale. The items were presented in both English and
Japanese and were used to measure student perceptions of short writing activities
before participating in the study. No items were reverse scored, so a mean of 1
represents “Strongly Disagree” and a mean of 5 represents “Strongly Agree,”
with 3 representing a “Neutral” response. All participants completed each item
of the survey, with a total of 52 responses for each item.

On average, the participants did not feel it was easy to keep writing for a full
10 minutes in English (M=2.77) or that it was easy to put their ideas into English
sentences prior to the study (M=2.44). The participants also seemed to agree that
they lacked sufficient vocabulary to express their ideas when writing in English
(M=3.67) and that it is difficult for them to think of things to write about in
English (M=3.71). Table 3 provides the items, means and standard deviations

for the pre-study questionnaire.

Post-activity Questionnaires

After each timed writing activity, students were requested to complete a short
post activity questionnaire to individually measure student perceptions of each
writing activity. Each post activity questionnaire consisted of five items on a

Likert scale. The items were presented in both English and Japanese. No items
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were reverse scored, so a mean of 1 represents “Strongly Disagree” and a mean
of 5 represents “Strongly Agree,” with 3 representing a “Neutral” response. All
participants completed each item of the survey, with a total of 52 responses for
each item. The items, means and standard deviations for each writing topic can
be found in Appendix 4. Table 4 provides the grand means and standard devia-

tions for each item on the post-activity questionnaire, organized by condition.

Table 3

Means and Standard Deviations for Pre-study Questionnaire

Item n M SD
It is easy to keep writing for a full 10 minutes in English. 52 277 092

I do not know the right English vocabulary to express my 52 3.67 0.90
ideas when writing in English.

It is difficult to think of things to write about in English. 52 371 0.78

It is easy to put my ideas into English sentences. 52 244 0.80
Table 4
Grand Means and Standard Deviations for Post-activity Questionnaires
by Condition

Assigned Self
Item n M SD M SD
It was easy to keep writing for a full 10 minutes in 52 3.14 090 349 075
English.

I didn't know the right English vocabulary to express

my ideas about this topic. 52 315 068 3.11 0.66

This topic is something I often think about outside

. 52 3.32 0.69 3.59 0.73
this class.

It was difficult to think of things related to this topic

{0 write about. 52 271 0.69 2.58 0.68

It was easy to put my ideas about this topic into

English sentences. 52 282 0.60 2.99 0.71

Note. Assigned = teacher-selected topics; Self = student-selected topics
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The grand mean for the post-activity surveys was markedly lower when
students were asked if it was easier to keep writing for 10 minutes on teacher-
selected topics (M=3.14) than on student-selected topics (M=3.49). The students
also seemed to indicate that it was a little less difficult to put their ideas into
English sentences when they chose their own topics (M=2.99) when compared
to writing on teacher-selected topics (M=2.82).

There was only a slight difference between the grand means in how students
perceived their vocabulary recall for teacher-selected topics (M=3.15) and
student-selected topics (M=3.11). This seems to suggest that students only
perceived a little more difficulty in recalling vocabulary for teacher-selected
topics than student-selected topics. If student perception of difficulty recalling
vocabulary specific to the writing topic correlates with actual difficulty, this
would appear to contradict the fluency measure assumption that recalling unique

tokens should be easier and take less time as writing fluency increases.

Final Post Study Questionnaire

After completing the study, participants were asked to complete a final ques-
tionnaire that consisted of six items on a Likert scale. The items were presented
in both English and Japanese and were used to measure student perceptions of
the short writing activities after participating in the study. No items were reverse
scored, so a mean of 1 represents “Strongly Disagree” and a mean of 5 represents
“Strongly Agree,” with 3 representing a “Neutral” response. All participants
completed each item of the survey, with a total of 52 responses for each item.

On average, the participants felt rather positive about the experience,
indicating that they would like to continue doing timed writing activities in
their classes (M=3.38), but that they only slightly enjoyed the writing activities
(M=3.19). They indicated that they perceived an improvement in their writing
after completing the six timed writing activities, responding that it became easier

to write for 10 minutes (M=3.49) and that their ability to write for 10 minutes
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improved after completing the study (M=3.29). Interestingly enough, while
participant writing fluency scores showed a significant correlation in favor of
student-selected writing topics, students indicated that they preferred writing
about teacher-selected topics (M=3.56) and that they seemed almost neutral to
choosing their own writing topics (M=3.04). These results corroborate those of
Ottoson and Crane (2017), who also found that students preferred to write about
teacher-selected topics but that they wrote more fluently when choosing their
own topics. Table 5 provides the means and standard deviations for the final

post-study questionnaire.

Table 5

Means and Standard Deviations for Final Post-study Questionnaire

Item n M SD

It became easier to write for 10 minutes after doing the
activity at least 6 times.

52 3.49  1.00

I prefer writing about a teacher-selected topic. 52 356 0.87
I prefer choosing my own topic to write about. 52 3.04 0091

My ability to write for 10 minutes improved by the 6th

- 52 329  0.96
writing.

I enjoyed writing for 10 minutes. 52 3.19 097

I would like to continue doing timed writing activities in

this or other classes. 52 3.38 0.87

Potential Problems

In the final questionnaire, students indicated that they preferred to write on
teacher-selected topics, but the grand mean for the post-activity surveys was
markedly lower when students were asked if it was easier to keep writing for
10 minutes on teacher-selected topics (M=3.14) than on student-selected topics
(M=3.49). The students also seemed to indicate that it was easier to put their
ideas into English sentences when they chose their own topics (M=2.99) when

compared to writing on teacher-selected topics (M=2.82). While these results
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seem to conflict with the students’ preference to write on teacher-selected topics,
perhaps this has to do with the additional challenges associated with thinking
about topics on which to write or, perhaps, students perceived the additional
challenge to writing on teacher-selected topics as a preferable means of improv-
ing their writing. These differences may also be attributed to the Japanese EFL
environment and the traditional teacher-student roles within this context. If
students feel more comfortable in a teacher-centered learning environment,
writing on student-selected topics may, understandably, be less preferable.
While students seemed to write more fluently on student-selected topics and
showed a preference for writing on teacher-selected topics, corroborating the
findings in Ottoson & Crane (2017), it must be remembered that both of these
studies rely on a fluency measure that is not widely accepted in L2 research.
Another concern is that both of these studies were conducted in the Japanese
EFL context, as were similar studies conducted by Cohen (2013), Dickinson
(2014), and Sponseller & Wilkins (2015). It would be desirable for this study to
be replicated in multiple L2 contexts with a more rigorous measure of writing
fluency to see if the positive correlation between student-selected topics and
writing fluency can be rigorously demonstrated over a variety of EFL contexts

and if differing contexts demonstrates differences in student preferences.

Conclusion

The authors embarked on this partial replication of Bonzo’s 2008 study for the
purpose of professional development. In addition to gaining exposure to quantita-
tive analysis, the replication brought up concerns with how writing fluency is
being defined and measured in the original study. The authors feel that a token-
ratio formula is an inadequate measure of fluency and that the results of this study
are very limited in usefulness for making decisions about topic selection in the
writing classroom. The authors do feel that granting students more latitude in

topic selection is a more student-centered approach to instruction. However, the
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survey results indicate that students prefer a more teacher-centered approach,
with the instructor selecting the topics. This may be due to the authors’ specific
teaching context, but it is certainly worth considering explaining to students the
reasoning behind the topic selection choices made by the instructor. Along the
same lines, explaining the reasoning behind having students select their own
topics may be beneficial. However, instructors should be very cautious about
making claims that writing fluency increases when students have control over
topic choice. Replication in additional L2 contexts with a more rigorous writing
fluency measure is needed to confirm what appears to be a positive correlation

between writing fluency and student-selected writing topics.
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Appendix 1
Free Writing: Pre-Study Questionnaire
ID:
Class:
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
ZLZH) Bbhn ZHBbhe EH5THRV ZH RS JEHICZH S
1 2 3 4 5

1. Itis easy to keep writing for the full 10 minutes.
HERETI0MH & HtlT 5 2 LIZfHZ L BnE s,

2. 1do not know the right English vocabulary to express my ideas
when writing in English.
PFFHTE AT OE 2 & KT MY 2 IEFOFERVDN) T A,

3. Itis difficult to think of things to write about in English.
PRE T FeHF R, FHERVOZ L LW T,

4. TItis easy to put my ideas into English sentences.
H D% 2 % B OLEIZT HZ LIIHE T,

Share any additional thoughts on writing in English.
VEzESZEIZOWTHPEMTNEZEARRWIH UL, EFTHENWTIL
é l/)O
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Appendix 2

Free Writing: Post-Activity Questionnaire

ID:
Class:
Topic(ifi):
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
L ZH) Mbkw Z9 Bbkv EH5TH RN Z9 89 JEHICZH M

1 2 3 4 5

1. It was easy to keep writing for the full 10 minutes.
1055 &2 3T - THEHT 5 2 LIdHZ - 72

2. Ididn’t know the right English vocabulary to express my ideas

about this topic.
COFFEIZOWTHD DOE 2 2 KT BY) 2 EFHEOFRP DN S Lo 72

3. This topic is something I often think about outside this class.
COFEEIE (Z0) BHEFMIFTRAFNDEEZTHEILETHD

4. It was difficult to think of things related to this topic to write about.
COFFBEICHET 2B A FE L 201 E BVno 2 L Lo 7

5. It was easy to put my ideas about this topic into English sentences.
COFEEIZT A HGOE R EFFOLEIZT H T LIHHEE -7

Share any additional thoughts on writing about this topic in English.

Z ORIV TR EE C T LT THABIITT N3 % 2 P BB, %
ACHOTC S

158



Student Perceptions of Topic Selection and Impact on EFL Writing Fluency ll

Appendix 3
POST-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE

Please rate your abilities for each of the items below on a scale between 1 and 5. Circle
your choice.

TRHROEHISHLT, 1255 THSORNIEZFHILTTF S\, AL DI
EOIF TR W,

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
AL Z) Bbhw ZH Bbiv EL5Thhn Z9 5 FEFITZH S
1 2 3 4 5

It became easier to write for 10 minutes after doing the activity at least 6 times.
A2 L BOIHEIZZ 5 2 A2, 105 E§ 5 2 LS () (2o TE 7z,
| prefer writing about a teacher-selected topic.

HEIASRAZE N Ey ZIZOWTIELT 13 ) AFE L v,

| prefer choosing my own topic to write about.

EGDEALE N E Y ZIZOWTELT 5139 2595 F L,

My ability to write for 10 minutes improved by the 6th writing.

60 HIZZE AT B EIZIE, 105 HIEL DRI M ELTE72L ) IZEL b,

| enjoyed writing for 10 minutes.

1057 ELA B L ATV,

I would like to continue doing timed writing activities in this or other classes.

1055 HELD & 9 RGO & A1ELE D7 FARMD 7 S ATH, S| 1 2 31415
TWVEW,

Do you feel your writing was better when you chose the topic? If so, why? If not,
why not?

HuT-AEPREALZINEY 7DIZIN, KVEVWITA T4 V7P TEHEE LT
The TH%5, BELLRVETL, 2 Bbrvas, ZEE) Ebhvo
T 7

How would you feel about continuing the 10 minute writings?
10574747 EX) Z2EEHTT0E I EIZBHLTE)EL TV ETH
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Appendix 4

Means and Standard Deviations for Post-activity Questionnaires by Topic

n Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Topic 4 Topic 5 Topic 6
Ttem1 52 296(1.12) 3.33(1.13) 3.13(1.16) 3.52(1.06) 3.46(0.96) 3.48 (1.08)
Item2 52 3.08(0.97) 3.25(1.01) 3.13(0.97) 3.08 (0.93) 3.17(0.88) 3.08 (0.95)
Item3 52 3.62(1.05) 3.37(0.97) 2.98 (1.15) 3.52(1.15) 3.52(1.08) 3.73(0.97)
Item4 52 2.85(0.98) 2.48(1.06) 2.81 (1.10) 2.44(1.02) 2.63(1.03) 2.67 (0.99)
Item5 52 2.60(0.89) 2.94(0.80) 2.92(0.90) 3.06(0.96) 2.98 (0.94) 2.92(0.84)

Note. Topics 1-3 were teacher-selected topics in the Assigned condition (1 = “Life
After Graduation”; 2 = “My Friends”; 3 = “Free Time”). Topics 4-6 were student-
selected topics in the Self condition.

Post-activity Questionnaire Items
Item # Question

It was easy to keep writing for a full 10 minutes in English.

[ didn't know the right English vocabulary to express my ideas about this topic.
This topic is something I often think about outside this class.

It was difficult to think of things related to this topic to write about.
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It was easy to put my ideas about this topic into English sentences.
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