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Abstract 
In the second language acquisition domain, researchers have devoted tremendous efforts to studying the 
relationship between L2 learning and some socio-affective factors, such as anxiety, motivation, etc. However, 
little research has been done to examine whether and how perfectionism, a psychological trait, affects L2 
learning and L2 performance. The present study aims to fill this gap and investigate the relationship between the 
level of perfectionism and L2 performance among Chinese EFL college learners. Two specific questions are 
raised: (1) What is the relationship between perfectionism and L2 writing performance in terms of linguistic 
complexity, accuracy, and fluency? (2) What is the relationship between the six dimensions of perfectionism 
(Concern over Mistakes, Personal Standards, Parental Expectations, Parental Criticism, Doubts about Actions, 
Organization) and L2 writing performance in terms of linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency?  

To answer these questions, forty second-year students from Guangdong University of Foreign Studies majoring 
in English participated in the present study. The participants were required to compose a piece of English 
argumentative writing on the online system and then complete a 35-item Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 
online immediately. The collected data were then processed and analyzed through SPSS (v. 17). 

The results of the analysis revealed that: (1) one of the measures of syntactic complexity has a significant 
negative relationship with perfectionism; (2) Personal Standards, one of the six dimensions of perfectionism, has 
a significant negative relationship with the participants’ L2 writing performance; (3) both Parental Expectations 
and Parental Criticism are found negatively correlated with the fluency aspect of the writing performance and the 
relationships have a significant effect. The implications of the findings are suggested for pedagogy and L2 
learning. 

Keywords: Chinese EFL Learners, Correlation, L2 Writing Performance, Perfectionism  

1. Introduction 
1.1 Research Orientation 

This research intends to find out the relationship between the level of perfectionism and L2 writing performance 
among Chinese EFL college learners, utilizing a 35-item multidimensional questionnaire – Frost 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) – developed by Frost (1990) and his colleagues. To achieve this 
end, a question has been raised: does perfectionism affect the writing performance of Chinese EFL students at 
college level? This research focuses on analyzing what kind of influence Chinese EFL students’ perfectionism 
has on their writing performance and to what extent. The analysis is followed by a discussion of the implication 
for pedagogy and L2 learning. 

1.2 Rationale and Significance of the Present Study 

Perfectionism used to be a research topic among psychologists and psychiatrists, who strived to build the 
construct of and investigate the multidimensionality of perfectionism (e.g., Frost et al., 1990; Hewitt & Flett, 
1991). Researchers were also interested in how perfectionistic tendency exerts either positive or negative 
influences on one’s personality style, and thus differentiating normal and neurotic perfectionists (e.g., Hamachek, 
1978). Other researchers focused on developing perfectionism scales (e.g., Burns, 1983; Frost et al., 1990; 
Hewitt & Flett, 1991; Chan, 2007) and delved into the viability of the scales.  
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Later, more and more studies were done in the field of educational psychology, investigating the relationship 
between perfectionism and academic achievement (see Madigan, 2019). Notably, in these studies, academic 
achievement was measured in terms of individual test performance (e.g., end of term exams), class performance 
(e.g., grades) and performance across classes (e.g., grade point average, GPA) (Madigan, 2019), which didn’t 
specify any minor aspect of the student’s academic performance, that is, L2 performance.  

It is also noticeable that although some socio-affective factors, such as anxiety, motivation, etc. have been 
extensively studied in the domain of second language acquisition, little research has been done to examine 
whether perfectionism, a psychological trait, affects L2 learning and L2 performance either positively or 
negatively. Hence, the present study aims to fill this gap and explore how English as a foreign language (EFL) 
learners’ perfectionism is related to their English writing performance, with a sample of 40 second-year students 
in GDUFS who are English majors. 

1.3 Research Questions 

To fill the before-mentioned gap, the present study intends to figure out the relationship between Chinese EFL 
college learners’ perfectionism and their English writing performance by adopting a 35-item multidimensional 
questionnaire – Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) (Frost et al., 1990). Specifically, the present 
research attempts to answer the following two questions: 

1) What is the relationship between perfectionism and L2 writing performance in terms of linguistic complexity, 
accuracy, and fluency?  

2) What is the relationship between the six dimensions of perfectionism (Concern over Mistakes, Personal 
Standards, Parental Expectations, Parental Criticism, Doubts about Actions, Organization) and L2 writing 
performance in terms of linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency? 

2. Literature Review 
2.1 Definitions of Perfectionism 

In terms of definition, perfectionism is often linked to setting high personal standards, excessive concern over 
making mistakes, perception of high parental expectations, worry about high parental criticism, doubt of the 
quality of one’s action and a preference for order and organization (Frost et al., 1990).  

Hewitt and Flett (1991) also delved into the multidimensionality of perfectionism and put perfectionism in both 
self and social contexts, proposing three perfectionism dimensions, namely self-oriented perfectionism, 
other-oriented perfectionism, and socially prescribed perfectionism. Self-oriented perfectionism is defined as the 
perfectionistic behavior directed to a person himself, involving “setting exacting standards for oneself and 
stringently evaluating and censuring one’s own behavior” (p. 3). Other-oriented perfectionistic behavior is 
directed outward, including the setting of unrealistically high standards for others’ abilities and performance. 
Different from self-oriented and other-oriented perfectionism, socially prescribed perfectionism is attributed to 
others who hold unrealistic beliefs and expectations for and consequently exert pressure on an individual (Hewitt 
& Flett, 1991).  

Apart from the multidimensionality of perfectionism, researchers were also interested in how perfectionistic 
tendency exerts either positive or negative influences on one’s personality style. Thus, Hamachek (1978) 
classified perfectionists into normal and neurotic perfectionists. The former tend to set high standards for 
themselves, yet they “feel free to be less precise as the situation permits” (p. 27). Neurotic perfectionists also set 
high standards but are less tolerant of making mistakes, which renders them always dissatisfied with their 
achievements (Hamachek, 1978).  

Perfectionism is often associated with other psychological traits and psychopathology symptoms. Gregersen and 
Horwitz (2002) conducted research among language learners with different degrees of anxiety and looked into 
their reactions to their oral performance and found that perfectionism is linked to anxiety. They thus suggested 
that procedures used to overcome perfectionism be adopted to mitigate foreign language learners’ anxiety. It has 
also been tested that perfectionism is associated with a variety of psychopathology symptoms, compulsive 
experiences, and procrastination (Frost et al., 1990).  

In this study, the definition of perfectionism proposed by Frost et al. (1990) was adopted. The reason for this 
choice of the definition was based on the following consideration. Frost (1990) and his colleagues define 
perfectionism in terms of a number of dimensions: setting high personal standards, excessive concern over 
making mistakes, perception of high parental expectations, worry about high parental criticism, doubt of the 
quality of one’s action and a preference for order and organization. So this definition manifests the 



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 13, No. 8; 2020 

37 
 

multidimensionality of perfectionism and matches the multiple dimensions specified in the Frost 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) utilized in the study to measure participants’ perfectionistic 
tendencies. 

2.2 The Development of Perfectionism Scales 

Researchers also devoted much effort to develop perfectionism scales. Burns (1983) developed a scale with a 
deficiency caused by “unidimensional focus on personal standards and concern over mistakes” (Chan, 2007: 79). 
Later a 35-item multidimensional questionnaire – Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) – by 
Frost (1990) and his colleague emerged, digging deep into the multiple dimensions of perfectionism. These 
dimensions include excessive concern over mistakes, high personal standards, the perception of high parental 
expectations, the perception of high parental criticism, the doubting of the quality of one’s actions, and a 
preference for order and organization (Frost et al., 1990). Hewitt and Flett (1991) also developed a 45-item 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS) that assesses self-oriented, other-oriented, and socially prescribed 
perfectionism. Out of the concern that the existing perfectionism scales put too much stress on the negative 
forms of perfectionism, ignoring that there are also good sides in perfectionism, Chan (2007) designed a Positive 
and Negative Perfectionism Scale (PNPS), which looks into both positive and negative perfectionism, containing 
self-oriented perfectionistic items as well as other-oriented ones. All these attempts to develop a perfectionism 
scale that is comprehensive, reliable, and objective pave the way for future research on the issue of perfectionism 
and its relation with other domains such as L2 learning. 

The perfectionism scale used in this study is the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS), designed 
by Frost et al. (1990). FMPS is a 5-point Likert scale containing 35 items in total that assess six dimensions of 
perfectionism – Concern over Mistakes (CM), Personal Standards (PS), Parental Expectations (PE), Parental 
Criticism (PC), Doubts about Actions (DA), Organization (O).  

The reason why the FMPS is adopted in the present study is that it contains several dimensions, ranging from 
self-oriented perfectionism (CM, PS, DA, O) to socially-prescribed ones (PE, PC), that allow detailed analysis of 
the causes of perfectionism and provision of specific suggestions to combat any negative perfectionism in 
accordance. 

Burns’ perfectionism scale is excluded because of its biased focus on self-oriented perfectionism – personal 
standards and concern over mistakes (Burns, 1983). The Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS) designed 
by Hewitt and Flett (1991) is not suitable for this study either because the L2 writing task in the present study is 
not collaborative and thus is not likely to provoke interpersonal perfectionistic behavior that is specified in the 
MPS. The Positive and Negative Perfectionism Scale (PNPS) developed by Chan (2007) is tailored only to gifted 
children. Although the PNPS contains both self-oriented perfectionistic items and other-oriented ones, the 
positive and negative dimensions tend to lead participants into approving positive items and disagreeing with 
negative ones. Besides, the number of items in PNPS (20 items in total) is relatively small, so that it might leave 
out some perfectionistic behavior. 

2.3 Previous Empirical Studies on Perfectionism  

Previous researchers have delved into the definition of perfectionism and strived to design a multidimensional 
measure of perfectionism. For instance, Frost et al. (1990) proposed a multidimensional perfectionism scale and 
tested the nature of perfectionism in four separate studies. They identified six dimensions of perfectionism, 
namely setting high personal standards, excessive concern over making mistakes, perception of high parental 
expectations, worry about high parental criticism, doubt of the quality of one’s action, and a preference for order 
and organization (Frost et al., 1990). In their studies, the association between perfectionism and a number of 
psychopathological symptoms such as compulsive experiences, depression, etc., was also investigated (Frost et 
al., 1990). Hewitt and Flett (1991) also made a similar attempt to probe into the multidimensional construct of 
perfectionism and designed another multidimensional perfectionism scale to assess three dimensions of 
perfectionism they proposed: self-oriented perfectionism, other-oriented perfectionism, and socially-prescribed 
perfectionism. Their research also suggested the correlation between perfectionism and psychological 
maladjustment (Hewitt & Flett, 1991).  

Later, the relationship between perfectionism and academic achievement has captured the interest of many 
educational psychologists. Madigan (2019) conducted an in-depth meta-analysis to explore and generalize their 
relationship, based on the findings of 37 previous studies. The analysis differentiated two higher-order 
dimensions of perfectionism – perfectionistic strivings and perfectionistic concerns; the former dimension 
includes the personal standards subscale, the self-oriented perfectionism subscale, the striving for perfection 
subscale, the high standards subscale and the striving for excellence subscale while the latter dimension consists 
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of the concerns over mistakes, doubts about action, socially prescribed perfectionism, negative reactions to 
imperfection and discrepancy subscales (Madigan, 2019). Academic achievement was measured in terms of GPA, 
grade, and examination performance. The results revealed that perfectionistic strivings were significantly and 
positively correlated to academic performance. In contrast, perfectionistic concerns demonstrated a significant 
negative relationship with academic achievement (Madigan, 2019). 

With more and more research being done to examine the relationship between perfectionism and academic 
performance, a few researchers started to investigate whether and how perfectionism is correlated with a minor 
aspect of academic achievement – L2 performance. Rastegar et al. (2017), for example, conducted a study to 
“explore any significant relationships between perfectionism and its dimensions as a whole and language 
proficiency of students of Kerman institutes” (p. 1), using the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale 
(FMPS). The students in their study were EFL students at intermediate, upper-intermediate, and advanced levels. 
The result showed that perfectionism and its dimensions as a whole had a significant positive relationship with 
language proficiency. On the contrary, upon assessing the perfectionism level of, and obtaining grades of four 
separate skills (reading, speaking, listening, writing) of a sample of 300 junior and senior students of English in 
Iran, Pishghadam and Akhondpoor (2011) yielded a contrasting result indicating a significant negative 
relationship between reading, speaking, listening skill, and perfectionism. The perfectionism scale adopted in 
this study was Ahwaz Perfectionism scale (2000), but not the common perfectionism scales utilized in other 
research. 

As can be seen from the studies mentioned above, the number of research on the relationship between 
perfectionism and L2 performance is far from enough to give a clear and full picture. In both studies done by 
Rastegar et al. (2017) and Pishghadam and Akhondpoor (2011), researchers took a holistic conceptualization of 
perfectionism, which failed to manifest the multidimensionality of perfectionism. The two studies examined 
participants’ L2 performance, however, in completely different ways. Rastegar et al. (2017) elicited the 
participants’ scores of the Michigan Test of English Language Proficiency (Briggs et al., 1997), which was a 
holistic assessment of participants’ L2 performance. Although Pishghadam and Akhondpoor (2011) obtained 
participants’ grades of four separate skills (reading, speaking, listening, writing) to have a comprehensive picture 
of participants’ L2 performance, the skill of writing was shown not to have any significant relationship with 
perfectionism.  

Therefore, the present study is designed to fill these gaps and strives to draw a clearer picture of the relationship 
between L2 writing performance and perfectionism, manifesting the multidimensionality of perfectionism and 
three linguistic aspects of L2 writing. 

3. Research Methods 
3.1 Participants 

Forty second-year students from Guangdong University of Foreign Studies who major in English participated in 
the present study, including 8 males and 32 females. These Chinese students had learned English as a foreign 
language at schools for at least 8 years, and they were selected from two natural classes of grade two in the 
Faculty of English Language and Culture.  

3.2 Instruments 

Two instruments were utilized in the present study to measure variables: an argumentative writing task and the 
Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) (Frost et al., 1990). 

3.2.1 Argumentative Writing Task 

An argumentative writing task was designed on the topic of Internet buzzwords. The materials were provided 
and evaluated by professional English writing teachers to ensure that the difficulty of the task was suitable for 
the subjects. The writing task required participants first to summarize the pro and con sides’ opinions on the use 
of Internet buzzwords according to the materials and then give their own opinions on this issue.  

3.2.2 Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) 

The Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS), designed by Frost et al. (1990), was utilized to 
measure the perfectionistic tendency of the participants. MPS is a 5-point Likert scale with five alternatives: 1 
(Strongly Disagree), 2 (Disagree), 3 (Not Sure), 4 (Agree), and 5 (Strongly Agree). It consists of six subscales 
and altogether 35 items that assess different dimensions of perfectionism – Concern over Mistakes (CM), 
Personal Standards (PS), Parental Expectations (PE), Parental Criticism (PC), Doubts about Actions (DA), 
Organization (O). A total score, which indicates perfectionism, can be obtained by adding the 35 items together. 
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Higher scores manifest a higher level of perfectionism, whereas lower scores display smaller perfectionistic 
tendencies. The reliability of the FMPS has been computed, and it showed that the subscales’ coefficients of 
internal consistency ranged from .77 to .93 and that the reliability of the total scale was .90 (Frost et al., 1990). 

3.3 Data Collection 

The study was carried out online. To relieve the participants’ burden, they were told by their writing teacher that 
it was an exercise and would not be counted as part of their final scores of the course.  

Before the participants did the experimental task, the writing teacher read the instruction and explained the 
procedure to them during the writing class, making sure that they understood how to finish the task online. The 
participants were then required to compose a piece of English argumentative writing after class on the online 
system www.pigai.org. The instruction and materials were all presented on this platform. Participants had to 
finish the composition within 60 minutes and write about 300 words. The topic of the writing was identical for 
each participant to ensure that the difficulty of the task was even. All the writings were collected and assessed 
automatically by the online system. The use of this online system provides a fair and reliable assessment of all 
the participants’ writings. To prevent participants from being aware of the purpose of the research prior to the 
writing task, they were required to finish the Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (FMPS) right after 
finishing their writing, on a questionnaire distribution website – https://www.wjx.cn/. The FMPS needs 10 to 15 
minutes to complete. So the whole procedure lasted for 70 to 75 minutes.  

3.4 Data Coding and Analysis 

3.4.1 Data Coding 

There were 40 students who both finish the writing task and the scale. The linguistic errors in each text were 
marked and calculated by the researcher. 

3.4.2 Writing Production Measures 

The scores of the writing samples were given by www.pigai.org. The computer algorithm of this online system 
evaluates English writing by comparing the uploaded writing with a standard corpus in terms of vocabulary, 
grammar, structure, and pertinence with the topic. 

In the field of second language acquisition, the notions of complexity, accuracy, and fluency are often used to 
evaluate L2 learners’ L2 performance and L2 proficiency (Skehan, 1998; Ellis, 2003, 2008; Ellis & Barkhuizen, 
2005). Based on several researchers’ findings, some widely used measures were adopted to evaluate the accuracy, 
fluency, lexical complexity and syntactic complexity of Chinese EFL learners’ writing production.  

In the present study, accuracy was measured by error-free T-units per T-units (EFT/T), which is defined by the 
proportion of T-units that are free of errors (Arent, 2003; Rahimpour, 2010). According to Wolfe-Quintero, 
Inagaki and Kim’s (1998) findings, the ratio of error-free T-units is an appropriate measure for proficient L2 
learners and was thus adopted to measure the accuracy of participants’ writing production in the present study, as 
the participants were upper-intermediate EFL learners majoring in English. In Hunt’s (1965) definition, T-unit is 
“one main clause plus whatever subordinate clauses happen to be attached to or embedded within it” (p. 4). As a 
result, a simple or complex sentence is seen as one T-unit, whereas a compound or compound-complex 
constitutes several T-units. In terms of errors, typical errors made by Chinese EFL learners summarized by 
Wang and Wang (2015) including number agreement, incorrect use of articles, misuse of the copula, misuse of 
non-finite verbs, and tense errors, plus syntactic errors and inappropriate lexical choice were counted as errors in 
the present study. Spelling mistakes such as capitalization and punctuation, however, were not regarded as 
errors. 

The mean number of words per T-unit (W/T), which means the total number of words of the text divided by the 
total number of T-units (Ishikawa, 2007), was adopted to measure the fluency of the participants’ writing 
samples. The larger the number, means greater fluency.  

In terms of the complexity of the writing, both syntactic complexity and lexical complexity were taken into 
consideration. The measurement of both syntactic and lexical complexity was done by the web-based version of 
Lexical Complexity Analyzer and L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer developed by Lu (2010, 2011). They are 
reliable tools that allow language teachers and researchers to analyze the lexical and syntactic complexity of 
written English production, utilizing a number of measures proposed in the first and second language 
development literature.  

Two measures were adopted to reveal lexical complexity: lexical sophistication, and mean segmental type/toke 
(MSTTR). Linnarud (1986) and Hyltenstam (1988) defined lexical sophistication as the ratio of the number of 
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sophisticated lexical words to the total number of lexical words in a text. MSTTR, another lexical variation 
measure, refers to the range of vocabulary a learner used in his or her production (Lu, 2012).  

The syntactic complexity was measured by mean length of sentence (MLS), clause per T-units (C/T), and 
coordinate phrase per clause (CP/C). MLS is calculated by the total number of words in a text to the number of 
sentences. C/T, reflecting the amount of subordination, refers to the ratio of the total number of clauses to the 
total number of T-units in the text. CP/C means the ratio of the total number of coordinate phrases to the total 
number of clauses (Rahimpour & Hosseini, 2010; Ishikawa, 2007; Gilabert, 2007; Robinson, 1995). 

Table 1 summarizes all the measures used in the present study to assess participants’ writing performance in 
aspects of accuracy, fluency, lexical and syntactic complexity. 

Table 1. Measures for accuracy, fluency, and complexity 

Variables Measures 

Accuracy 

Fluency 

Lexical complexity 

 

Syntactic complexity 

error-free T-units per T-units 

mean number of words per T-unit 

lexical sophistication 

mean segmental type/toke ratio 

mean length of sentence 

clause per T-units 

coordinate phrase per clause 

3.4.3 Data Analysis 

The digital data were submitted to the Lexical Complexity Analyzer and L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer on 
http://aihaiyang.com/software/ to obtain the results of the 5 before-mentioned complexity measures, as well as 
the number of words and T-unit. With the number of error-free T-units calculated by the researcher, the data of 
accuracy and fluency measures were counted by Microsoft Excel. 

The researcher then used SPSS (V. 17) to analyze and interpret all the well-grouped data. To find out the 
relationship between perfectionism and the writing performance of Chinese EFL students at college level, 
correlation analysis was employed in the present study. 

4. Results and Discussion 
4.1 Overall Results for the Writing Performance and the Questionnaire 

As shown in Table 2 and Table 3, there were 40 participants in the study. The descriptive statistics of the writing 
performance and the questionnaire are presented below. 

Table 2. The means and standard deviation of the writing performance 

N                   Mean                 SD 
Writing score 40 81.7125  

Accuracy   
EFT/T 40 .3115 .26739 

Fluency   
W/T 40 17.0322 3.06665 

Lexical Complexity   
LS 40 .2707 .05544 

MSTTR 40 .7598 .03655 
Syntactic Complexity   

MLS 40 18.7129 3.99822 
C/T 40 1.6594 .22814 

CP/C 40 .3669 .14640 

Note. EFT/T = error-free T-units per T-units; W/T = words per T-unit; LS = lexical sophistication; MSTTR = 
mean segmental type/toke ratio; MLS = mean length of sentence; C/T = clause per T-unit; CP/C = coordinate 
phrase per clause. 
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Table 3. The means and standard deviation of the questionnaire 

 N Mean SD 

Perfectionism 40 74.9250 12.020004 

CM 40 21.8500 5.95087 

PS 40 20.6500 4.23992 

PE 40 12.7750 3.21445 

PC 40 8.2250 2.74084 

D 40 11.4250 2.87239 

O 40 22.1750 3.54377 

Note. CM = Concern over Mistakes; PS = Personal Standards; PE = Parental Expectations; PC = Parental 
Criticism; D = Doubts about Actions; O = Organization. 

4.2 Results for Research Questions 1 

The first question of the present study is: What is the relationship between perfectionism and L2 writing 
performance in terms of linguistic complexity, accuracy, and fluency? To investigate their relationships, Pearson 
Correlation was conducted. 

Table 4. Results of Pearson Correlation analysis between perfectionism and L2 writing performance  

                                          perfectionism 

L2 writing performance  

Writing score -.204 

Accuracy  

EFT/T .012 

Fluency  

W/T -.181 

Lexical complexity  

LS -.027 

MSTTR -.024 

Syntactic complexity  

MLS -.126 

C/T .073 

CP/C -.313* 

Note. EFT/T = error-free T-units per T-units; W/T = words per T-unit; LS = lexical sophistication; MSTTR = 
mean segmental type/toke ratio; MLS = mean length of sentence; C/T = clause per T-unit; CP/C = coordinate 
phrase per clause. 
*P<.05. 

As indicated in Table 4, the correlation between perfectionism and L2 writing performance, r=-.204, is negative 
but not significant. The relationship between perfectionism and accuracy is positive, while the relationship 
between perfectionism and fluency is negative; both relationships are not significant. As for the complexity 
aspect of the writing, both measures of lexical complexity are negatively correlated with perfectionism, without 
significant effect. Among three measures of syntactic complexity, only the relationship between coordinate 
phrase per clause (CP/C) and perfectionism has significance (r=-.313). Except for clause per T-unit (C/T) that 
has a positive relationship with perfectionism, the mean length of sentence (MLS) and coordinate phrase per 
clause (CP/C) are both negatively correlated with perfectionism.  

4.3 Results for Research Questions 2 

The second question of the present study is: What is the relationship between the six dimensions of 
perfectionism (Concern over Mistakes, Personal Standards, Parental Expectations, Parental Criticism, Doubts 
about Actions, Organization) and L2 writing performance in terms of linguistic complexity, accuracy, and 
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fluency? To answer this question, correlation coefficients were computed between the variables mentioned 
above. 

Table 5. Results of Person Correlation analysis between six dimensions of perfectionism and L2 writing 
performance 

                          CM        PS       PE       PC        D         O 

L2 writing performance       

Writing score -.229 -.323* .015 .125 -.089 -.028 

Accuracy       

EFT/T -.015 -.070 .245 .116 -.164 -.024 

Fluency       

W/T -.123 .092 -.337* -.340* -.041 .025 

Lexical complexity       

LS .031 -.030 -.022 -.146 -.007 .023 

MSTTR .006 .056 -.203 -.025 -.058 .085 

Syntactic complexity       

MLS -.036 .023 -.277 -.277 .060 -.019 

C/T .144 .182 -.170 -.182 .117 .014 

CP/C -.159 -.225 -.213 -.261 -.195 -.079 

Note. EFT/T = error-free T-units per T-units; W/T = words per T-unit; LS = lexical sophistication; MSTTR = 
mean segmental type/toke ratio; MLS = mean length of sentence; C/T = clause per T-unit; CP/C = coordinate 
phrase per clause; CM= Concern over Mistakes; PS= Personal Standards; PE= Parental Expectations; PC= 
Parental Criticism; D= Doubts about Actions; O= Organization. 
*P<.05. 

As can be seen from Table 5, the correlations between six dimensions of perfectionism and L2 writing 
performance and its three aspects are complex. Only Personal Standards (PS) has a significant and negative 
correlation (r=-.323) with L2 writing performance. Except for PS, among all dimensions of perfectionism, 
Concern over Mistakes (CM), Doubts about Actions (D), and Organization (O) are negatively correlated with L2 
writing performance but don’t have any significant effect. Notably, both Parental Expectations (PE) and Parental 
Criticism (PC) have negative relationships with fluency, and their correlations have a significant effect (r=-.337 
and r=-.340, respectively). It is also noticeable that coordinate phrase per clause (CP/C), one of the measures of 
syntactic complexity, is negatively correlated with all six dimensions of perfectionism, but all the relationships 
are not significant. 

4.4 Discussion 

The findings of the present study aim to answer the two research questions which sought to find out the 
relationship between perfectionism and the writing performance of Chinese EFL students at college level. 

Perfectionism has a negative though not significant relationship with the participants’ L2 writing performance. 
However, the findings reveal that Coordinate phrase per clause (CP/C) is negatively correlated with 
perfectionism, and their relationship has a significant effect. This could indicate that a higher perfectionism level 
may lead to less frequent production of coordinate phrases. This is probably due to perfectionistic L2 learners’ 
worry that they might make mistakes when trying to increase their syntactic complexity in their writing by 
producing coordinate phrases. 

Among all dimensions of perfectionism, Personal Standards (PS) has a significant and negative relationship with 
the participants’ L2 writing performance. This finding suggests that high personal standards may impair L2 
writing performance. It has also been found that Parental Expectations (PE) and Parental Criticism (PC) are 
negatively correlated with fluency, and the relationships have a significant effect. It is noteworthy that both PE 
and PC can be grouped into socially-prescribed perfectionism, which indicates that socially-prescribed 
perfectionism may result in lower fluency. This is probably because of the pressure and fear of failing to meet the 
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social standards and getting punishment. 

5. Conclusion and Implication 
5.1 Summary of Major Findings 

The present study aims to investigate the relationship between perfectionism and the writing performance of 
Chinese EFL students at college level. According to the results reported in Chapter 4, the major findings can be 
summarized as follows: 

Firstly, one of the measures of syntactic complexity–coordinate phrase per clause (CP/C) has a negative and 
significant relationship with perfectionism, which indicates that a higher level of perfectionism may impede L2 
learners from generating coordinate phrases. 

Secondly, Personal Standards (PS), one of the six dimensions of perfectionism, has a significant and negative 
relationship with the participants’ overall L2 writing performance. This finding suggests that perfectionistic L2 
learners’ higher personal standards may lead to worse L2 writing performance. 

Thirdly, both Parental Expectations (PE) and Parental Criticism (PC) are found to be negatively correlated with 
fluency, and the relationships have a significant effect. Both PE and PC, perfectionism dimensions that are 
induced by society, can be deemed as socially-prescribed perfectionism, indicating that socially-prescribed 
perfectionism may cause lower fluency in L2 learner’s writing production. 

5.2 Implications 

According to the present study’s findings, perfectionism tends to negatively affect the writing performance of 
Chinese EFL students at college level. Thus, it is necessary to provide suggestions to combat problems 
associated with forms of perfectionism that impair L2 learners’ writing performance.  

As for L2 learners, they should accept that “errors are normal, expected, and often necessary aspects of the 
learning process” (Brophy & Jere, 1996: 3) and they ought to set realistic and moderate expectations for 
themselves. 

Brophy and Rohrkemper (1989) suggested a list of methods for teachers to help and support perfectionistic 
students: 

[1] building a friendly, supportive learning environment; 

[2] establishing the expectation that mistakes are a normal part of the learning process; 

[3] presenting themselves as helpful instructors concerned primarily with promoting student learning, rather 
than as authority figures concerned primarily with evaluating student performance; 

[4] articulating expectations that stress learning and improvement over perfect performance of assignments; 

[5] explaining how perfectionism is counterproductive; 

[6] reassuring perfectionist students that they will get the help they need to achieve success; 

[7] following through with help, and communicating teacher approval of students’ progress and 
accomplishments.  

The present research also finds that socially-prescribed perfectionism (Parental Expectations and Parental 
Criticism) affects the fluency in L2 learners’ writing production. Hence, parents should not set unrealistic goals 
for their children or even punish them when they fail to conform to unreasonable standards. 

5.3 Limitations 

Some limitations of this study must be noted. First, the number of subjects in this study is small, and thus the 
generalizability of the findings might be limited. Second, since the topic of this study is quite new, relevant 
literature is limited. Thus the findings of the present study cannot be compared with other studies. More studies 
are needed in this field in the future. 
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