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A Longitudinal Study of Students’ Grammatical Accuracy during
Their Production of Unscripted English
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Abstract[] In this study the authors examine progress in grammatical accuracy expressed in timed free
compositions (“free writing”) over the course of the Intensive English program at Tottori University of
Environmental Studies. The primary purpose of these writing exercises is to increase students’ ability to express
themselves quickly and smoothly, but they also provide a snapshot of students’ grammatical accuracy. Gains in
accuracy evinced by these writing assignments were lower than expected during the course of the program. Pre-

0 O IE and Free Writing

O The Intensive English program at Tottori University
of Environmental Studies is currently a three-semester
program designed to improve the English ability of
first- and second-year students. It is comprised of
Reading and Writing, Grammar and Translation, and
Speaking and Listening. This improvement is expected
to appear in improved Eiken scores.

0 One of the essential components of the current

program is the use of free writing, a ten-minute activity
in which students are asked to quickly write all their
thoughts on an assigned topic without attention to
grammatical or orthographic accuracy and without the
aid of dictionaries. It is expected that at a certain level
of overall English competence, students will come to
produce writing that is both fuent and grammatically
accurate without conscious attention to grammar; that
is, that rules of expression will become internalized
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not in a consistent pattern. As noted above, it is
possible that specifc topics induced students to draw
on their native language to a greater degree than
others. The lower groups appear to have had more
difculty using English to express concepts relating to
school, fashion and entertainment, while the
intermediate group demonstrated a remarkably high
rate of L1 substitution while also producing
significantly less text[ see Figure 100 These results
were counterintuitive.

0-00 It was expected that instructors adhered to
and enforced the guidelines for free writing as
prescribed in the curriculum, including keeping
sessions to ten minutes, determining that students did
not use dictionaries, etc., and indeed, adherence to
these strictures must be as strict as possible to yield
the most accurate results. Rigid control of when and
how many times free writing was done, however,
would preclude the flexibility necessary to adjust
syllabi to meet particular class needs, and so there is
some variation in sample size among diferent groups.
In addition, among the three markers of accuracy we
have chosen to evaluate, there may be differences
among individual instructors in terms of the degree to
which they reinforced these aspects of writing,
particularly in the case of coordinating conjunctions.
Ferris(] 20020 explores the lack of consistency in error
correction made by different instructors at different
times and concludes that problems with the specific
process of correction undercut student progress in
accuracy. Citing a previous study of a large number of
student texts in which errors were marked by
teachers, Ferris fnds a signifcant lack of accuracy in
the teachers themselves as well as a small but
signifcant proportion of unnecessary correction, which
may interfere with more necessary correction. Indeed,
the authors here fnd varying degrees of emphasis on
the specific markers of accuracy selected for this
analysis.

0 O Test Scores Analysis and Interpretation

0O From the outset there were concerns over the
presence of any statistically verifiable correlation
between progress evinced by free writing and increase

in standardized test scores. Saegusall 19851 found that
the number of hours of study required to gain one point
on the TOEIC, for example, increased as students’ scores
increased; with a TOEIC score of 250, for example, only
an hour of additional study was needed to gain one
point, whereas a starting score of 850 required an
additional four hours of study. It may be estimated that
by the time of entry into the TUES IE program,
students have undergone six years of public schooling
with between three and four classes per week. However,
when students took the Eiken pre-test0 0000000
00 BO it was found that students in this study had
lower scores than would be expected after six years of
study. Although MEXT has set a goal of Eiken Level 3
by the end of middle school, approximately two-thirds of
students in this class had scores below this at the time
of admission to university. The authors found this
somewhat surprising.

O The authors were also disappointed to find that
there were not larger changes in students’ ability to
use grammar accurately and produce fluent English
00 as measured by volumel after three semesters of
study in the IE program.

0 The IE program began in 2001 as a three-times-a-
week program for frst and second year students. In
2005, the second year became an elective class for
some departments. In 2010 the second year classes
were further reduced to twice a week. In academic
year 2012, the program was cut from four semesters
to three; that is, second year students only study
English in frst semester. The authors believed that a
comparison of data from students taking the four-
semester program might show a greater improvement
in accuracy and fuency than that found in the three-
semester group. To explore this, Eiken pre- and post-
test scores for the last group of students to take the
four-semester program and the scores for the first
students to complete the three-semester program were
analyzed.

O In the four-semester program, students received 240
hours of instruction, compared to a maximum of 180 in
the three semesters; three koma per week for the frst
and second semesters, and two koma per week for the
third semester. The authors postulated that one cause
for the lower-than-expected improvement was simply
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was particularly slow to develop. The authors of the
present study postulate that internalization of
grammatical rules] automaticityd is one of the last
components of competence to develop; for this reason
the authors expect that a greater length of time than
the three semesters under study may be required to
evince substantial gains in this area. The second
objective in this study, “to evaluate the utility of this
type of statistical analysis,” requires more data, ie., a
larger sample size, measured over a longer time.

0 O Conclusion

0 Statistical analysis of certain markers of accuracy in
student free writing indicated no great improvement
in student English accuracyover the course of three
semesters, but the apparent absence of measurable
progress was disproved by the results of standardized
test scores. Although Eiken scores demonstrated
significantgains at the end of the three-semester
program, similar gains were not found in fluency or
grammatical accuracy expressed in student free
writing. In consideration of the incongruence of the
two different sets of data, the authors tentatively
postulate that four semesters of study may lead to an
increase in grammatical accuracy as expressed in free
composition independent of that shown by the
standardized tests. In addition, with reference to this
incongruence in results between Eiken and the free
writing analysis, as noted above, the method of
analysis of grammatical accuracy in free writing seems
to require additional refnement before the authors will
be satisfed. One goal of English education in Japan is
to foster human resources capable of functioning in
English; in other words, capable of using English in a
practical way. Although the significant Eiken test
score gains are laudable, and in particular the rather
dramatic improvement in both groups’ reading
comprehension shows that students are indeed making
progress, the lack of improvement in production of
English means that students have not yet reached the
point of being able to use English. The authors believe
that because of the greater amount of time required
for grammar to become internalized and automatic,
four semesters of study would be benefcial in making
the transition from “test English” to the ability to

write, and by extension, speak English.

0 Both types of analyses—that of changes in markers
of accuracy evident in free writing over time, and
statistical changes in standardized test scores—may
be used in conjunction to isolate specific areas of
student progress and weakness. It is hoped that
further research will reveal more pronounced patterns
in these areas and assist IE teachers in developing
strategies to further boost student progress.
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