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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that there is an urgent need to reform
current methods of teaching English composition to Syrian university

students. It shows how current teaching methods relating to writing
skills in English, especially methods seeking to develop strategies
for organising information beyond the sentence 1level, are
ineffective. Having identified shortcomings in current approaches to
writing skills - and since composition is almost a neglected area in

English classes in Syrian universities - this study proposes a set

of detailed practical proposals for teaching English composition to
oyrian university students. In doing so, it takes its directions
from analysis, within the thesis, of writing problems faced by

Syrian students of English.

Generally, the principle underlying current methods of teaching
English as a foreign language in Syria is that of a focus on
providing students with knowledge of English grammar. Syrian
educationalists believe this by itself is enough to produce students
who are competent in writing. To find out how efficient such methods
actually are, or whether they produce the results aspired to, an
examination of grammatical errors in the performance of a group of
Syrian students is carried out.

Besides the question of the effectiveness of current methods of
grammar teaching, however, this research also explores other issues,
éspeclally 1issues concerning strategies wused for organising
information at both the sentence and paragraph level. The second

objective of the study, then, is to assess whether current teaching

~xii-



methods are successful in producing generally competent writers 1in
English. To meet this second aim, a corpus of data is collected and
analysed on the basis of arguments put forward by Kintsch (1974) and
Sanford and Garrod (1981). As well as investigating 1issues of
information structure in students' writing, this analysis makes 1t

possible to confirm or disconfirm Kaplan's Contrastive Rhetorical
Hypothesis (1966), and so reflects on the broad question of cross-

cultural difficulties in composition that EFL students routinely

face,

In the light of the above findings, two types of proposal are

made: recommendations regarding directions for future studies in
contrastive rhetoric and error analysis, and for the teaching of
writing in Syria in particular. It is suggested at the beginning of
the thesis that there is an urgent need for a change in emphasis in
the writing practices carried out in Syrian university classes. The

thesis concludes that, instead of concentrating primarily on the

teaching of grammatical rules, the communicative functions of

writing need to be given more attention.

Since ways of teaching writing depend on appropriate modes of
assessing writing, the thesis ends with a proposed new schedule of

assessment to suit the change in teaching focus outlined in the
thesis. Presentation of this new model of assessment is linked to

critical description of the ways in which writing is currently

assessed in DJyrian university classes; and suggestions for future

research in assessment are offered.:
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GENERAL NOTES

1. NOTES ON TRANSCRIPTION
The following table gives a description of the Arabic
consonants, semi-vowels and vowels to be used in the transcription

of the Arabic examples used in this thesis,

1.1. Arabic Consonants:

/b/
/m/
/£f/
/6/

/d/
/Z/
/s/
/S/
/z/
/t/

/T/
/d/
/D/
/n/
/r/
/17
13/
/17

/k/

voiced bilabial plosive

voiced bilabial nasal

voiceless labiodental fricative
voiceless dental fricative

voiced dental fricative

voiced velarized dental fricative
voiceless alveolar fricative

voiceless velarized alveolar fricative
voiced alveolar fricative

voiceless alveolar plosive

volceless velarized alveolar plosive

voiced alveolar plosive

voiced velarized alveolar plosive

voiced alveolar nasal

voiced alveolar flap

voiced alveolar lateral

voiced palato-alveolar affricate

voiceless palato—alveolar fricative

voiceless velar plosive
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/X/ voiceless uvular fricative
/y/ voiced velar fricative

/q/ voiceless uvular stop

/9/ voiced pharyngal fricative
/H/ voiceless pharyngal fricative

/?/ glottal stop

/h/ voiceless glottal fricative

1.2. Arabic Semi-vowels:
/w/ voiced bilabial semivowel

/y/ voiced palatal semivowel

1. 3. Arabic Vowels:

Arabic has six vowels: three short and three long. Note that length

of the vowel is indicated by duplicating the vowel:

/1/ short high front /1i/ long high front
/a/ short low central /aa/ long low central
/u/ short high back /uu/ long high back

2. NOTE ON ASSIMILATION .

Assimilation is a common feature in Arabic morphology. It occurs
in definite NPs and APs, where the definite article al- merges with
the consonant which follows 1t, giving rise to the deletion of the 1
of the definite article and the duplication of the consonant.
However, the process of assimilation is not free. On the contrary,
it is limited to some consonants., These consonants are:

(1) /t/, 18/, I/, 12/, IS/, IS/, /1,



/T, 2/, /n/, /d/, /D/ and /d/.
To i1llustrate, let us consider (ii):
(11) /al-jamsu/ becomes /af—-jamsu/
the~sun
In (ii), the definite article /al-/ is followed by the consonant
/1/, and the result 1is a duplication of the consonant and the

disappearance of the /1/ in /al-/, yellding af-famsu. On the other

hand, (iii) is ruled out:
(111) #*aq—-qamaru
Assimilation in (iii) 1is i1llicit because it involves a consonant

that does not belong to the group in (1) above.

3. NOTE ON ABBREVIATIONS

The following abbreviations are used to refer to some

linguistic terms, and grammatical entities:

Art: Article

Aux: Auxiliary
CA: Contrastive Analysis

CESP: Centre for teaching English for specific purposes

IL: Interlanguage, the language of the 1learner while in the

process of learning

Li: First or native language
L2: cecond or foreign language
N: Noun

NP: Noun phrase

RP: Received pronunciation

P: Preposition
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PP:

S0:

SVO:

TL:

VP:

VSO:

Preposition phrase

Sentence \

Subject object: usually used to refer to the surface structure
of a VSO language where the verb element 1is deleted in the

surface but not the deep structure.

Subject verb object: usually used to refer to the stucture of

those languages such as English whose constituents are in the

following order: subject verb object.

Target language, the foreign language taught and learnt

Verb
Verb phrase
Verb subject object: usually used to refer to the stucture of

those languages such as Arabic whose constituents are in the

following order: verb subject object.

4. OTHER NOTES

/*/: An asterisk preceding an example indicates that the

construction is ungrammatical, or ill-formed.

ouperscripts: Superscripts are used to refer to footnotes given at

the end of each chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction
In Syria, current methods of teaching English provide Syrian
university students with knowledge of English grammar (conscious
understanding of grammatical rules), because teachers belleve that
students will acquire a knowledge of English grammar capable of
giving them ability to produce grammatically acceptable sentences.
More significantly,- however, this knowledge of English grammar 1is
also believed to be sufficient in itself to produce students who are

competent in writing. -But -are there equally important writing skills

(e.g. “strategies for ‘organising information which lie beyond or
outside the narrow sphere of''grammar') which must also be learnt if
students are‘to:become effective writers? This study answers °yes’
to this question. It ‘seeks to identify shortcomings in current
methods adopted in the teaching of English composition in 'Syrian

university classes in order to suggest a set of practical proposals

for teaching English composition.

To pursue the aims: described above, it 1is necessary first to
understand the operation “of current- methods of teaching English
within the Syrian educational system. Chapter Two, accordingly,

contextualises my research: it offers a detailed description of the

N\

Syrian educational system, with special reference to the teaching of
"y,

English writing at university level, I examine the operation of the

educational system in general, and how this shapes the methods. used
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in teaching English as a foreign language. But since the teaching of
English is also determined by the particular prevailing reasons for
interest in English in Syria, a description is also offered at this
stage -of the historical as well as the international context of
English in~Syria, by reference to the world situation of English
(Kachru, 1982 and 1983a). Chapter Two also identifies needs of
Syrian univergity students, especially 4in relation to writing:
alternative ways of teaching English coﬁposition need to be
Justified by thelr appropriacy to specific skills Syrian university

students need to learn.

To 1dentify and explain shortcomings in current teaching

methods of English composition 1in Syrian university classes, an
analysis of student performance within the prevailing system is also
offered, in an attempt to discover how successful the system is in
achieving its own professed goalé. These goals are dominated by the
objective of providing studeﬁfs with- appropriate knowledge of

English grammar, which 1s considered to be sufficient to make

ot

students competent in writing.

To investigate aspects of th”e efficiency of the method, a
selection of compositions written by first year students at the
Department of English Studies at Damascus University is collected
and analysed, using Corder's aﬂr:alythic model (Corder, 1978). In an
effort to present a tgeoretical context }g; this analysis, Chapter
Three begins with a discussion of the concepts of ‘errors’,
'interference', ‘transfer’, and 'interlanguage'. It then offers

explanations of the particular grammatical errors identifiable in
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the Syrian learner corpus.. My snalysis indicates-that most of the
errors can be traced.to.interference between L1 (Arabic) and Lz
(English). More generally, however, since my Syrian subjects fail 1o

implement- the grammatical rules they have been taught, I conclude as

regards pedagogic strategy that:

.:. (1) current teaching-methods of English in Syrian
universities are not effective,.

This finding forms a basis for suggesting recommendations, in later

stages of the thesis, for future studies 1in error analysis,
contrastive analysis, error correction, and interlanguage (IL). My

orientation with regard to these issues is as follows:

(2) providing L2 learners with a great deal of
conscious knowledge of L2 grammatical rules,

and correcting them repeatedly, 1s not a

R particularly effective teaching strategy if

the aim is to make learners competent users of
-« grammatical rules.

(3) error analysis and contrastive analysis need
to supplement each other's results.

(4) error correction can be ineffective, since it

is not always successful in eliminating errors
in students' performances,

(5) variation in the nature: of ILs of different

groups of learners  1s due to learners’
differences 1in exposure to the target

language, as well as difference in the nature
of the input.

While Chapter Three addresses the question of the effectiveness
of exlsting grammar teaching methods, Chapter Four examines whether
current teaching methods are successful in producing writers in

English who are competent in organising information at both sentence

and paragraph level.



To explore issues in students' writing, namely how efficient
students are in organising information units, a corpus of data from
an experiment involving eleven Syrian and British students 1is
collected and analysed. ' This analysis of data, comparing Syrian
learners’ performance with performance of native speakers in a range
of tasks, suggests that Syrian subjects fail to be as efficient as
the British writers (judging efficiency in a technical sense based
on arguments put forward by Kintsch (1974), and Sanford and Garrod
(1981)). My Syrian subjects fall to be efficient :in the specific
sense developed by Kintsch that comprehending their writing involves
the memory in more distinct cognitive processes, especially those
which can be: described as ‘recalling’ rather than ‘'recognition®
(Kintsch, 1974). Accordingly,

(6) when they write in English, Syrian writers are
not as efficient as the native speakers of
English in organising information units.

More significantly, my Syrian writers fail to be efficient in
English, but not in Arabic, which suggests that:'

(7) Syrian writers' -failure is language

independent, i.e. it has nothing to do with
them being native speakers of Arabic.

My Syrian subjects' success in achieving contextual effects while

writing in Arabic suggests’'that different languages manipulate the

same organisational strategies while writing. Thus,

(8) rhetorical strategies cut across all cultures,
because strategies followed to chunk
information wunits and -infer the intended
message are not exclusive to a certain
language group.

(9) different language groups only vary 1in
realising different cultural concepts because
background assumptions are different as a

result of cultural difference, and not
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lanéuage difference.
This, . in-turn, suggests that reason and logic (the logic followed in
organising propositions in a . piece of discourse) are universal and
not, as -Kaplan: has claimed .(Kaplan, ~ 1966), language dependent.
Kaplan argues -that the internal.logic of languages is different, and
this is why different.- languages . use different rhetorics or different
styles. One consequence of this. view is that native speakers of a
language -do not have much choice in the rhetorical .forms of their
writing; and LZ learners of a second/foreign language-are likely to
transfer the mode of writing of their L1!- unless. they are taught
‘contrastive rhetoric’., Questioning the validity of Kaplan’s claims,

the-study suggests that:

(10> Kaplan's ‘Contrastive Rhetorical Hypothesis’
as well as Shouby’'s <(Shouby, 1951) claims
- - about Arabic style, are not sustainable, in

that the problems my Syrian writers face are
'not directly the result of L1 (Arabic).

Exploring the consequences of my analysis in Chapters Three and
Four, Chapter Five suggests new ways of teaching composition to
Syrian. university students. It puts forward - proposals geared to
freeing students' attention from the constraints of. form, directing
their. efforts towards considerations of the communicative functions

of writing. This shift of emphasis is based on the conclusion drawn

from my analysis that:

--  (11) there 1s an ‘urgent need for a change 1in
emphasis in the writing practices carried out
in OSyrian university classes: instead of
concentrating primarily on the teaching of

grammatical rules, the communicative -
functions of writing need to be given more
attention.

_5_



Chapter Five begins by discussing three different views of
composing, these being . the expressive view (Moffett, 1982), the
cognitive view (Flower and Hayes, 1981 and 1984), and the social

view (Faigley, 1985), and it-explores their applications in language
teaching. This introductory section contextualises my approach to
writing and the proposals I make in relation to existing research in
the field. As part of the concern with teaching practice in this
theslis, the chapter also .discusses how workshops can be organised

and designed (Grellet (1981), Nuttall (1982), and Jolly (1984)); and

it provides a range of examples of appropriate workshops. To

1llustrate fully how the workshops proposed can teach the aspects of
language use identified as necessary in the preceding chapters ({i.e.

how workshops make 1t possible to explore both communicative

function and form), reports on trials undertaken with a number of

selected workshops are presented.

Finally, Chapter Six outlines a schedule for assessing writing

which aims to be consistent with the new teaching approaches

proposed 1n Chapter Five, and which 1s 1linked to a critical
commentary on the way‘s in which writing is cﬁrrently assessed 1in
Syrian university classes. The chapter begins with a presentation of
relevant background informatidn, to élarify ;he ambiguous term
' assessment’ (Rowntree.- 1985). and to contextualise my approach to
assessment, In order to find out how consistent the marking scheme
(adopted by Syrian teachers) i1is with regard . to-.decisions on
students’ final product, an analysis. of comments by ten Syrian and
ten British teachers (who annotated and graded .-identical

_6_



compositions) is presented., Developing the results of Hillocks's
(1982) study (which indicate that activities which precede writing
are more powerful i1in causing effective change than assignments
alone), and Gee's (1972), Taylor and Hoedt's (1966), and OStevens
(1973) and Hausner's (1975) studies <(which show that teachers’

comments on  students’ compositions have 1little effect on the

quality of later writings), my analysis highlights the arbitrariness
and idiosyncracy of marking and comments. I argue that marking can

be shown to be an unreliable mode of assessment of writing, and can
even undermine students’ progress. On the strength of this

discussion, Chapter Six reachs the following conclusions:

(12) emphasizing the grammaticality of the final
product can be misleading. Students are led
to believe that grammaticality is the most
important factor which has to be maintained
to produce an acceptable piece of writing.

(13) summative assessment (marking) does not
provide good evidence of how good students’
performances are; marks are arbitrary and
idiosyncratic. X

- (14) general comments are unlikely to Dbe
beneficial to students, because they can be
applied to any piece of writing.

(15) instructional activities which precede
writing can have ©powerful effects on
enhancing the quality of students’ writing.

(16) comments have no significant effect on the
quality of students' writings; so time used
for commenting could be better redirected
towards planning activities. In the case of
Syrian learners, time used practising drills
(as a remedy for grammatical errors) might

- be better used in planning activities and
carrying them out in the class.

Besides new ways of teaching composition, appropriate modes of
assessment of writing are needed to suit change in the focus:
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continuous feedback and peer editing could usefully be introduced

for this purpose.

-' »

For ‘ease of ‘reference, the main findings of this thesls are

presented here, and are also summarised in Chapter Seven. The page

number in brackets indicates where the finding is discussed within

the relevant chapter. They are:

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

current teaching methods of English in Syrian univereities are
not effective (page 127).

providing L2 learners with a great deal of conscious knowledge
of L2 grammatical rules, and correcting them repeatedly, 1is not
a particularly effective teaching strategy if the aim is to make
learners  competent users of grammatical rules (page 129).

error analysis and contrastive analysis need to supplement each
other's results (page 123).

error correction can be ineffective, since it 'is not always

successful in-eliminating errors in students’ performances (page

125).

variation in the nature of ILs of 'different groups of learners
s due to learners’ differences in exposure to the target
language, as well as difference in the nature of the teaching
input (page 126).

when they write in English, Syrian writers are not as efficient
as the native speakers of English in organising information
units (page 170).

Syrian writers' fallure 1s language independent, 1i.e. it has

_8_



nothing to do with them being native speakers of Arabic (page
170),

(8) rhetorical - strategies cut across all cultures, Dbecause
strategies followed to chunk information units and infer the
intended message are not exclusive to a certain language group
(page 188).

(9) different 1language groups only vary 1in realising different
cultural concepts because background assumptions are different
as a result of cultural difference, and not language difference
(page 188).

(10) Kaplan's ‘'Contrastive Rhetorical Hypothesis’ as well as

Shouby's <(Shouby, 1951) claims about Arabic style, are not
sustainable, 1in that the problems my Syrian writers face are
not directly the result of L1 (Arabic) (page 189).

(11) there is an urgent need for a change in emphasis in the writing

practices carried out in Syrian university classes: instead of
concentrating primarily on the teaching of grammatical rules,

the communicative functions of writing need to be given more
attention (page 252).

(12) emphasizing the grammaticality of the final product can be
misleading. Students are led to believe that grammaticality is
the most important factor which has to be maintained to produce
an acceptable piece of writing (page 273),.

(13) summative assessment <(marking) does not provide good evidence

of how good students' performances are; marks are arbitrary and

idiosyncratic (page 272).

(14) general comments are unlikely to be beneficial to students,
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(15’

(16)

because they can be applied to any piece of writing (page 275).
instructional - activities which precede writing can have
powerful effects on enhancing the quality of students' writing
(page 285).

comments have no significant effect on the quality of students’
writings; so time wused for commenting could be better

redirected towards planning activities. In the case of Syrian

learners, time used practising drills (as a remedy for

grammatical errors) might be better used in planning activities

and carrying them out in the class (page 286).
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CHAPTER TWO
The Context Of Current Methods For Teaching English In Syria:

Composition In Syrian University Classes

2.0, Introduction

This thesis outlines an urgent need for reforming current
methods of teaching English composition to Syrian university
students. It suggests that current teaching methods relating to
writing skills in English, especlally methods seeking to develop
strategies for organising information beyond sentence level, are

ineffective, Thus, the main objectives of this study are:

(1) to identify and explain shortcomings in current approaches to
teaching writing skills to Syrian university students.

(2) to propose alternative ways of teaching English composition to
Syrian university students.

(3) to investigate whether current teaching methods are linked to
appropriate modes of assessment.

Besides pursuing these three objectives, however, the thesis also

comments on issues related to error analysis, contrastive analysis,

contrastive rhetoric, and assessment in the 1light of the Syrian

teaching seituation, and seeks to reach theoretical, as well as

pedagogical, conclusions,

To identify shortcomings in current methods of teaching English
composition 1in Syrian wuniversity classes, 1t 1s necessary 1to
understand the context for such work within the Syrian educational
eystem. For this reason, an 1initial outline of the Syrian

educational system 1s presented:

- 11 -



(a) to contextualise my discussion of the ineffectiveness of
teaching methods currently followed, since the teaching of
English composition in Syrian university classes is

dependent on general policies in the Syrian educational
systenmn.

and (b) to familiarise non-Syrian readers with general and specific

features of the methods of teaching of English composition

in Syrian university classes,

Detailed presentation of the Syrian educational framework is the

subject matter of this chapter. But more specifically, Chapter Two

aims to consider the teaching of writing to OSyrian university

students in relation to the following practical issues:

(1) When do Syrian students start learning English?

(2) What methods are used in teaching English as a foreign language
to Syrian students, specifically in higher education?

(3). What functions does English fulfil in the Syrian context?

(4) Why is English taught in Syria? |

(5) What 1s the status of English in Syria, i.e. why is it that
English is the first foreign language to be taught after Arabic?

Each of these questions is addressed in the sections which follow.

2.1, Importance of English in Syria

2.1.1. Historical context: colonialism (French and English)

Between 1925 - 1947, Syria was occupled by France; hence French
was the colonial language. Both French and Arabic were taught at
schools during the French occupation and shortly after Independence.

.Certainly, this does not mean that all Syrians knew French and

- 12 -




nobody knew English. There were some people who knew English -

mainly people who were planning to pursue a degree 1in English
language and literature. But certainly, most people were interested
in French more than in English since French, besides being the
colonial language, was also at the time an international language.
At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth century, French was on firm foundations (see Roberts
(18963)). From 1877, the French empire developed, due to the French
colonial echeme of expansion as well as economic protection. This
growth of the French empire led to the global spread of French.

Thus, being an international language as well as the colonial

language, French was the first foreign language to be learned in
Syria after Arabic. - However, this status given to French did not
last long. In the sixties, the decline of French as an international
language brought about a shift towards English as the first foreign
language to be learnt (see Kachru (13983a)) by the majority of Syrian
students. A survey carried out by the Syrian Ministry of Education,
(see tables (2.1.) and (2.2.)), shows clearly the competition
between French and English during this period. In the sixties, the

number of students learning English was much bigger than the number

learning French, (see diagrams (2.1.,), €2.2.), (2.3,), and (2.4.)).
In the seventies, French recovered its position again: the number of
learners increased, while the number of English learners decreased,
compared with numbers of French and English learners in the sixties,
(see diagrams (2.1.), (2.2.), (2.3.), and (2.4.)). The revival of
French was only partially successful, however: success - in terms of
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