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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate the EFL learning problems facing senior
English major students at Al-Quds and Birzeit universities, as perceived by those
students, regarding their writing skill, and the resultant weaknesses. The study, also
examines the differences among the students in their perception of these problems and
their writing weaknesses, due to the differences in the university enrollment, the place of
residence, the school type and the secondary school stream of study. Furthermore, the
study examines the correlation between the learning problems, namely, those related to
the learner, the teacher, the curriculum and the learning environment, and the writing
weaknesses on the essay, the paragraph, the sentence, the word and the mechanics of
writing levels.

The population of the study consisted of 62 senior English major students at Al-Quds and
Birzeit universities in the academic year 2004-2005. The learning problems and
weaknesses were investigated using a refereed questionnaire and a writing test, which
were answered by those students. The reliability of the questionnaire was tested using a
pilot sample and its internal consistency factor (Chronbach Alpha) turned out to be (0.75)
at (0.05) significance level. Three raters (including the researcher) assessed the writing
test on the essay and the paragraph levels using an agreed upon checklist. The average of
the marks given by the three raters was taken as a reliable measure of the writing
weaknesses. The researcher also conducted a thorough error analysis to assess the
weaknesses on the sentence, the word, and the mechanics of writing levels. The data
collected from the questionnaire, the checklist-based assessment, and the error analysis
processes were statistically analyzed.

The results of the statistical analysis have shown a low level of the learner related
problems, a medium level of the teacher related problems, a high level of the curriculum
related problems, and a medium level of the learning environment related problems. The
mean comparison tests have shown that that there are no significant differences among
the students’ perception of the EFL learning problems due to the differences in the
university, the place of residence, the school type, and the secondary school stream of
study. The results of the statistical analysis have shown high level of weaknesses on the
essay and the paragraph levels. Regarding the weaknesses on the sentence, the word, and
the mechanics of writing levels, the results have shown that the sentence level has the
highest percentage of errors followed by the word and the mechanics of writing levels
respectively. The mean comparison tests have shown that there are no significant
differences in the students’ writing weaknesses due to the differences in the university,
the place of residence, the school type, and the secondary school stream of study. The
correlation test which was applied to each combination of the items of the EFL learning
problems and the writing weaknesses has shown significant relationships between a
considerable number of the EFL learning problem items and the writing weaknesses items
on different levels of weaknesses and different types of the EFL learning problems.

In order to generalize the results obtained from such a study, the author recommends that
the study must be applied to a larger number of universities and students with a collective
effort from the teachers, the students, and the Ministry of Higher Education. Also, the
study must be applied a number of times over different periods of the academic year.
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1.3 Problem Statement and purpose of the Study

It is unfortunate to observe the general weakness among EFL students at the
university level in Palestine. It has been the case to lay the blame for this weakness at
students who in turn tend to blame the teaching-learning circumstances. As such, it is
our purpose here to investigate the problems that cause weaknesses of the major
English language department students in the writing skills at Al-Quds and Birzeit
universities.

1.4 Significance of the Study

As will be shown in chapter 2, several studies, conducted on English major students at
Arab universities have revealed serious weaknesses in those students communication
skills. Some of the studies, also, tried to identify the problems causing these
weaknesses. Other studies only address the learning problems quantitatively.
However to the best of our knowledge, there isn’t any study which has identified
qualitatively and quantitatively the weaknesses in the writing skill and the problems
facing English major students in developing it then statistically attributes the
weaknesses to the learning problems. The importance of our study stems from being
an analytical study in addition to being a descriptive one. So this study is of great
importance to people working on the development of the English language
teaching/learning process in the Arab world in general and in Palestine in particular. It
is particularly important for EFL teachers and students at Palestinian universities. For
teachers, it gives a feedback of the teaching process elements and results in their
departments. It also draws their attention to the students attitudes, motivations and
needs so as to improve their teaching methods, the curriculum used in the departments
and the learning-teaching environment in a way that serves improving the students
abilities and performance. For students, this study raises their awareness of the
weaknesses they have in writing and urges them to improve themselves by taking the
responsibility of curing the sources of the problems they face during and after their
academic life.

1.5 Questions of the Study
The study aims at addressing the following questions:
I. What problems do English major students at Al-Quds and Birzeit universities have
in developing writing skill , as perceived by those students?
II. Are there any differences in the students’ perception of the learning problems due
to:
1. The university to which the student belongs, Al-Quds or Birzeit
University.
2. The place of residence, (city, village, refugee camp).
3. The type of school from which the student graduated (private or
governmental).
4, The secondary school stream (literary or scientific).
III. What are the weaknesses that English major students at Al-Quds University and
Birzeit University, have in their writing product?
[V. Are there differences in the students’ weaknesses in writing skill due to:
1. The university to which the student belongs, Al-Quds University or Birzeit
University.
2. Place of residence, (city, village, refugee camp)
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3. The type of the secondary school from which the student graduated (private,
governmental).
4. The secondary school stream (i.e. scientific or literary).
V. Are there any relationships between the weaknesses EFL students at the two
universities show in their writing skill and the problems they face?

As will be shown in chapter 3, these questions were stated to deal with a
population. As only 62 out of 83 students of the population successfully participated
in the study, we had to consider them as a voluntary sample. So, null hypotheses for
questions two and four are needed and will be as follows:

- For question two, the null hypothesis is “There are no significant
differences, at significance level (a = 0.05), among the students in
their perceptions of the learning problems due to the differences in
the university, the place of residence, the type of the secondary
school from which the student graduated, and the secondary school
stream”.

- For question four, the null hypothesis is “There are no significant
differences, at significance level (a = 0.05), in the students’
weaknesses in writing skill due to the differences in the university,
the place of residence, the type of the secondary school from which
the student graduated, and the secondary school stream”,

The statistical analysis will be conducted on this basis.

1.6 Limitations of the study
In implementing our study, the following limitations were considered:

1. The population consisted of the senior English major students of the academic
year 2004-2005 only. This is because they have almost completed all the
writing courses.

2. The population is restricted to the senior English major students of Al-Quds
and Birzeit Universities only.

3. The study is only concerned with the writing skill.
4. The writing test involved writing a four paragraph essay only.
5. The students were asked to write their essays on a specified topic, and to fill

the attached questionnaire.

1.7 Organization

In this chapter we gave an overview of the learning process, including its elements
and problems, in general. The learning elements and problems of learning English as
a foreign language are identified with a special concentration on the writing skill. The
aspects of the study like, problem statement, the purpose, limitations and the
guestions of the study are also defined.

Chapter-2 includes a literature survey of the weaknesses which the Arab EFL
learners suffer in the writing skill. The problems facing the EFL learners in general,
and the Arab EFL learners in particular, are also surveyed. The problems are
presented and classified in association with the learning elements (the learners, the
curriculum, the instructors and the environment). The weaknesses are then attributed
w0 the problems according to what the literature suggests.



Chatpter-3 includes a detailed description of the methodology. This includes a
rationalization of the sections and the items of the questionnaire and the checklist
prepared for assessing the essays written by the students. An explanation of the error
analysis process of the written essays is provided. Also, the chapter includes a
description and an explanation of each step of the data collection and the statistical
analysis processes.

In chapter-4, the results of the statistical analysis are presented. Their implications to
answering the questions of the study are discussed and clarified.

Chapter-5 includes the conclusions of the study, the recommendations and the
suggested further work in this field of study.



