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Abstract 
Iraqi EFL students face difficulties in writing composition, especially academic writing, which affects negatively 
their exam results. This study has been conducted in the Department of English at College of Education for 
Women, University of Baghdad, in order to identify first year EFL students’ incompetence in writing. This may 
enhance their achievement by some weekly writing activities. It deals with Iraqi EFL students’ difficulties in 
writing paragraphs such as descriptive, process, opinion, and factual paragraphs. The study aims to identify these 
difficulties and to suggest suitable solutions for them. The researcher perceives that it is necessary to enhance 
students’ skills in writing because it is an important tool in their education progress. The study proved that the 
distinction is considerable. However, the researcher had a group sitting for pre and post- test to assess the output 
of the means of students’ results.  
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1. Introduction 
Writing in a correct and good form is a big challenge for non- native students, especially to EFL (English 
Foreign Language) learners. Students at University of Baghdad learn English for a specific academic purpose to 
achieve the educational requirements Therefore; they need to be proficient in the writing process, elements, and 
characteristics such as formality, objectivity, and complexity in order to use the language correctly. Writing is 
seen as a tool of language learning and is considered a crucial skill in everyday life and a basic category of 
foreign language teaching, i.e., it is an important productive skill for EFL students in particular, for it is the main 
field for successful academic achievement in educational circles. Better usage of English language needs more 
practice, deep understanding, and massive comprehension of the target language vocabulary (Aajami, 2018a). 
Getting the exact meaning of each word helps in bettering up the students' performance in writing (Aajami, 
2018b).  

1.1 Problem of the Study 

The researcher has observed that most students lack self- confidence when they are to write a paragraph such as 
(describing persons, places, giving opinion… etc.). The students are unable to express themselves in writing 
which hinders their creativity. Writing a composition needs the proficiency to use suitable vocabularies in a 
grammatical construction to form meaningful sentences of different types, the ability to choose appropriate 
conjunctions to link sentences, and the ability to choose correct punctuation marks. Since the duty of Department 
of English is to provide schools with adequate teachers of English, the researcher as a composition instructor 
recognizes that enhancing the students’ writing is badly needed; graduates must be highly skilled in order to be 
able to teach the basis of writing. 

1.2 Significance of the Study 

The result of this study will be of benefits to EFL students to master good writing. Students who are skilled in 
writing can gain better scores than those who are unskilled. It might help students to improve their writing skills 
by using English. So, the basics of good writing should be taught and practiced from the early years of learning. 
It is also important for the instructors to generate and develop the methods of teaching writing rules. 
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2.2 Steps of the Writing Process 

Zemach et al. (2003) state that writing paragraphs depend on four steps, that is, pre-writing, drafting, revising, 
and editing as clarified by Gebhard (2006) below:  

Pre- writing: starts with choosing a topic, collecting and arranging ideas, in other words, it is the way of 
collecting ideas and thoughts about a specific topic. Mogahed (2013) claims that pre-writing indicates the first 
step of the writing process followed by the other steps.  

Drafting: start your writing by using your notes about your thoughts (forming your sentences). Gebhard (2006) 
states that drafting means constructing a suitable sentence with logical meaning. 

Revising: re-arranging ideas, forming, shaping meaning and enhancing language. It may involve providing 
additions or corrections, rethinking, or/ and rearranging details.  

Editing: (Rewriting) this involves identifying and checking problems in structure context and grammar such as 
spelling, punctuation, subject-verb agreement, using in correct verb tenses, …etc., and mechanics such as 
spelling and punctuation errors. 

2.3 What is Academic Writing? 

Academic writing is a means of success at higher educational levels if mastered carefully by students. Academic 
writing is a “mental and cognitive activity, since it is a product of the mind” (Al Fadda, 2012, p. 123) thus it is 
the representation of a student’s mind workings as a mental and cognitive activity. Abdulkareem (2013) points 
out that academic writing has a basic function in learning a foreign language. EFL students must recognize the 
writing process, elements, and properties such as formality, objectivity, and complexity to practice the language 
distinctly and carefully, whereas Li (2007, p. 43) assumes that writers’ structures must identify some ideas about 
the identifications and expansion of English as second language contexts concerning the use of efficient lesson 
plans during teaching academic writing. 

2.4 Classification of Difficulties 

Iraqi students face some difficulties when writing paragraphs. In order to develop one’s skills and ability in 
writing, one should first perceive problems regarding sentence structure, to write well-formed sentences. Alfaki 
(2015) reviews some linguistic difficulties and problems that EFL students face through the writing process such 
as grammatical problems, mechanical problems, sentence structure and diction problems.  

Al Fada (2012) reports that transformation is a common writing difficulty EFL student face. Students believe that 
once they can produce sentences and paragraph in their native language (L1), they will transfer those to the 
target language. The reason why writing is a skill difficult to master is that, there are “cultural differences in the 
way academic register is perceived and understood in different countries" (Klimova, 2014, pp. 433-434). 
Additionally, social reasons can influence writing. They include negative view towards the target language, 
shortage of progressing in the FL, a big social and psychological gap between them and the “target culture, and, 
a lack of integrative instrumental motivation for learning” (Klimova, 2014, pp. 433-434). 

Muhammed et al. (2016) reveal that student writers may face many writing difficulties and problems at different 
stages of their learning. These difficulties can be linguistic, psychological, cognitive and pedagogical Kellog and 
Raulerson (2007) assert the importance of “cognitive control” in writing, given factors of intentional exercises in 
the practice of college-level writers and proof of their importance. They also explain the problem of performance 
of intentional exercises in writing. They report that students must practice rather than be instructed so that they 
can develop “knowledge of correct spelling, punctuation, grammar, diction, thesis statements, topic sentences, 
and cohesive relates with a paragraph” (Kellog & Raulerson, 2007, p. 23). All of these factors are so important 
but not enough for effective writing. Without practicing to use what the students know, their knowledge will not 
be active through writing paragraphs. Mohammad (2018) believes that the reason behind the students’ errors is 
that English differs from Arabic and it has many different rules, patterns, and structures. The difficulties of the 1st 
year students can be classified as shown below:  

2.4.1 Grammar 

According to Hajana (2006) an effective way to help EFL students in improving their grammar is to use students’ 
writing as the fundamental tool for discussing grammatical concept meanings. Every acceptable paragraph is 
easy to be read and understood. Moreover, Abdulmajeed & Hameed (2017) clarified that grammar is a subject 
that does not have an easy solution. It is difficult and complex. Grammatical difficulties can be classified as 
follows: 

a. Misuse of tenses. 
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b. Subject- verb agreement 

c. Articles 

d. Word order 

e. Identifying sentence patterns 

f. Identifying types of sentences. 

2.4.2 Spelling 

Bancha (2013) confirms that spelling mistakes appear when a student does not so focus properly because of 
weariness or neglecting correctness of words. Presenting any piece of writing depends on arranging ideas into a 
written form. According to the effect of other languages, the English spelling system is difficult and complex for 
Iraqi students. Alenazi (2018) assumes that Arabic is different from English especially with orthographic system 
(spelling system of a language) in that Arabic is read from right to left; therefore, he divided the problems into 
phonological and orthographical problems. Spelling difficulties can be classified as follows: 

a. Wrong spelling 

b. Confusing sounds and letters. 

2.4.3 Punctuation  

Punctuation “is more important than spelling” Betham (2011, p. 37). So punctuation marks provide words with 
meaning and they can change the meaning of words if they are not used correctly. According to Harmer (2007), 
language contains numerous important prospects such as punctuation and capitalization. In other words, when 
students try to write, they are learning more about the rules of punctuation and capitalization. They depend on 
writing for all the lessons, thus their exams require writing referred to by Meyers (2006) as writing for the sake 
of writing. Punctuation difficulties can be classified as follows” 

a. Misuse of capitalization 

b. Misuse of full stop 

c. Misuse of commas 

2.4.4 Handwriting 

Handwriting is a means of expressing language. It is a tool that helps students express their ideas and for them it 
can cause shortage or pass the exam, since instructors do not spend time to decode what is written. Good writing 
includes the size, shape, and style of letters, and spacing between words which marks clear handwriting. 
Handwriting difficulties can be classified as follows: 

a. Missing spaces 

b. Letters are written incorrectly 

c. style of letters 

3. Methodology  
To enhance the level of the target students, the researcher tries to use some activities and steps such as putting 
the students into small groups to discuss a particular question and suggest answers. Later one of them is asked to 
read the answers loudly and write the correct answers on the board. The researcher made a competition between 
groups such as asking the groups to think of various ideas, and write them, then asking the groups to read the 
answers loudly to write the most suitable one on the board. Additionally, the researcher asks students to write 
some topic sentences on papers, and exchange their papers with each other’s giving them corrective feedback, 
providing them with some practical writing exercises and attracting the students’ attention.  

4. Experiment  
The experiment of this study aims at identifying and classifying the difficulties committed by Iraqi students 
when writing. The researcher conducts an experimental group design of pre and post-tests to assess the 
experiment. The researcher thinks that an indicated design is adequate for the purpose of the current study. To 
achieve this aim, the researcher follows the following steps:  

a) Thirty paragraph samples were taken as a data collection method (samples were chosen randomly). 

b) At first, the students were given a pre-test in order to evaluate their competence in the basics of writing. 

c) The researcher assigns the first ten minutes of each lecture for reviewing topics discussed in the previous 
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lecture and asks the students to give some examples. 

d) Students were divided into five groups; each group contains six students. 

e) Each group will work hard to compete with other groups. 

f) Focusing on the practical part, the researcher tries to discuss the rules of punctuation, pattern of sentences, 
types of different sentences, how to use conjunctions, how to use articles, and how to write paragraph by 
describing a picture by using visual aids with exercises and examples and teach students how to choose 
suitable sentences and suitable titles for their paragraph. 

g) The students are asked to do exercises on each expression of information immediately after explaining it 
and receive feedback on their answers. 

h) Results of pre and post-tests were quantitatively performed by using the statistical program SPSS.  

The following steps represent procedures of effectiveness of repetition, competition, and feedback on helping 
students to improve their writing.  

4.1 The Research Instrument and Procedure 

A written test form was selected as the tool of the study. Pre and post-tests were formed to measure students’ 
performance.  

4.2 Pre-test 

The test aimed to measure the student’s efficiency in the basics of writing, and to identify the difficulties faced 
by the students of Department of English, College of Education for Women, University of Baghdad in writing 
appropriate English paragraphs. Results of pre- test were 30 marks gathered by the researcher. It showed that the 
students faced difficulties while writing and committing so many spelling mistakes. The scores indicated that the 
students failed to use correct grammar rules and punctuation marks. Furthermore, they revealed that the students 
were not able to organize their ideas appropriately in order to present themselves and convince the reader.  

4.3 Post-test 

Eight weeks of explanation were spent to explain the basics of writing. During this term the researcher focused 
on grammatical constructions, punctuation, and basic steps of writing. During this period, the students worked in 
groups and were asked to give examples and discuss them. The researcher showed the students pictures and 
asked them to describe those pictures. When it was time for the test, they performed the same task but separately. 
The results of the post-test indicated a noticeable progress in the students’ writing. They were able to write 
correctly without spelling mistakes and with good punctuation. They also showed that they are able to express 
and organize their ideas clearly.  

The following table presents a comparison between pre and post- test results. The marks are not written here to 
save space. SPSS statistical editor was used to analyze the collected data in both tests.  

 

 

Table 1. The differences between pre and post- tests 

[DataSet0] 
One-Sample Statistics 
 N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Pre-test 30 9.1333 2.73840 .49996 
Post-test 30 12.6000 2.69866 .49271 
One-Sample Test 
 Test Value = 0.5 

t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference 95% Confidence Interval of the Difference 
Lower Upper 

pretest 17.268 29 .000 8.63333 7.6108 9.6559 
posttest 24.558 29 .000 12.10000 11.0923 13.1077 

* If the differences between both tests are less than (0.5), then the study is invalid, if the differences are more than (0.5), then the study is 

valid. 

Table 1 shows the number of students (which is 30), and the average in the pre-test (which is (9.1333)), and the 
average in the post-test (which is (12.6000)). The students showed progress (12.6000 of 9.1333 = 2, 5). Since the 
differences between the two means of both tests showed progress which was more than 0.5, this study is valid. 
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In comparison, the scores of both tests indicated that the students suffered from difficulties in writing and the 
experiment proved effective in overcoming these difficulties. 

5. Results and Findings 
The main purpose of this study has been to diagnosis some difficulties of Iraqi students in learning English as a 
second language particularly in writing. It reveals that 1st-year students at Department of English, College of 
Education for Women, University of Baghdad have different writing difficulties. From the analysis of the 
findings, the researcher proposes that students’ errors can be classified into grammar, punctuation, spelling, and 
handwriting errors. 

In the Pre-test, each student committed 5-7 grammatical mistakes, while in the post-test, grammatical mistakes 
were fewer. Also, no attention was paid to capitalization, full stops, and commas in the pre-test, while the 
post-test showed a significant progress in students’ awareness of the significance of punctuation marks. 

There were more than 4 letters not written correctly in the pre-test; a problem which no longer existed in the post 
test answers.  

Each sample group committed 4-5 spelling mistakes in Pre-test, while in the post-test spelling mistakes were 
fewer. The post-test results showed effective use of articles in students’ writings.  

Results of tests yielded effective outcomes because of using visual aids, and explaining a single item at a time 
directly followed by exercises which strongly assisted students to develop their writing.  

6. Conclusion 
This study concludes that: 

a) Arranging paragraphs by using good style of word structures and correct conjunctions should be mastered 
and studied. 

b) Most students commit mistakes in sentence structure, vocabulary, tenses, subject- verb agreement, articles, 
and word order. 

c) Instructors need to work hard to improve and develop the students’ writing and decrease the pressure that 
students feel when doing this activity. 

d) The question that may be raised here is that what is the source of these errors? Are they inter- lingual or 
developmental in nature? It is important to say that most mistakes come from mother –tongue interference. 
It seems that students might have their first thought in their mother tongue and then translated it into 
English. 

e) Using competitions, repetitions, visual aids, group work, and using effective feedback help students to 
improve their writing. 
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