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1 Introduction
1.1 Background

In the midst of increasing attention being paid to industry-university liaisons with
respect to the use of English, it is worth investigating how well English education in
universities has reflected the needs of society. Previous industrial surveys show a high

frequency in the use of writing and reading skills among others (Tsuji 2014), and the
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64 Syntactic Competence and Writing Performance

prioritized significance of written communication skill to convey one’s thoughts in society
(Kurosaki 2014). Rise in demand for writing performance is also claimed by Matsuda
(2010), who states that there has been “a growing need for international written
communication due to the globalization of economy as well as the dominance of English as
a lingua franca of international communication” (p. 15).

Incidentally Cummins claims that Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP)
is necessary to deal with highly demanding tasks in real society beyond basic
interpersonal communication skills (BICS) (Cummins 2008). From this point of view it is
crucial to consider what should constitute the foundation of CALP in writing for Japanese
students, whose native language is linguistically farthest from English (Elder & Davies
1998).

1.2 Research Question

The objectives of the present study are
1) to investigate on how a rise in syntactic competence affects the development of writing
performance.

2) to briefly describe students’ direct voices on the course content.

In general, “competence refers to knowledge of something, while performance refers
to the ability to use the knowledge stored in competence” (Hirvel, 2004, p. 112). In this
study syntactic competence is defined as the knowledge to construct the fundamental
framework of a correct sentence, and writing performance as the ability to properly use

syntactic competence in actual written communication.

2 Literature Review

On the supposition that syntactic competence is indispensable for Japanese learners
of English to attain adequate English proficiency, it is worth lending our ears to previous
research results which claim the importance of grammar in SLA. Ur (1999), based on the
definition that grammar is “the way words are put together to make correct sentences” (p.
75), claims that grammar teaching helps develop English proficiency if it is taught not as
an end in itself but a beneficial means to enhance comprehensive skills. Wilkins (1976)
asserts that “the acquisition of the grammatical system of a language remains a most
important element in language learning” (p.66). He also claims that the capacity for

communication is heavily limited if knowledge of grammar is limited (ibid.).
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With regard to explicitness in grammar instruction, Krashen (1993), from the non-
interface position, claims that conscious attention to form is thought to have limited use.
From the same point of view, Schulz (1991) asserts that grammar consciousness has little
influence on spontaneous English use. On the contrary, the interface position argues that
grammatical structure should be first presented explicitly and practiced until it is fully
proceduralized (Ellis 2006). De Graaff and Housen (2009) claim that explicit instruction
serves as a significant engine for second language development. Swan (2006) also asserts
that explicit teaching can assist learners to walk along rough and bumpy roads towards
adequately correct production. In addition, Scheffler and Cinciata (2011) recommend that
EFL/ESL teachers “invest some classroom time in explicit grammar instruction” (p. 22)
with the presentation of explicit grammar rules. In line with these affirmative viewpoints,
this study takes the position that explicit grammar instruction would help learners develop
spontaneous writing performance.

With reference to what should count in teaching English writing, it became clear in
the 1960s that “the knowledge of below-sentence-level structures alone does not
adequately prepare students for the task of writing for communication” (Matsuda, 2010,
p.16). While affirming the importance of grammar for writing, he asserts that not only
grammatical knowledge but also sociolinguistic and procedural knowledge should be
developed for practical communicative competence (ibid.). Keeping these views in mind,
this study aimed to raise students’ awareness toward writing organization and contents, in
addition to linguistic aspects.

Supported by the above-mentioned studies and theories, this study attempted to
examine the efficacy of development in syntactic competence on the improvement of
actual writing performance by analyzing developmental changes in students throughout

the relevant course in Japanese university.

3 Methods
3. 1 Participants

A total of two hundred thirty university students participated in this study including
124 males and 106 females (in their first and second year). Their majors ranged widely,
including economics, business management, law, foreign studies, cultures, science,
computer science, and biological science. They represented a wide range of English

proficiency levels from low to high intermediate (with TOEIC score ranging from 450 to
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780). The study was conducted in a 15-week required English course which met once a
week for 90 minutes. The total enrollment was 241, of which 11 students who did not

complete all the necessary tasks for this study were eliminated.

3.2 Analyses

As a principal analysis method, this study employed structural equation modeling
(SEM) to help understand how the rise in syntactic competence affects the change in
writing performance. SEM is a useful method for theory testing and development, and
“provides a basis for making meaningful inferences about theoretical constructs and their
interrelations, as well as avoiding some specious inferences” (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988,
p. 411). As SEM is a large-sample technique with a recommended samples size of 200 or
more (Kline 2005), a large number of participants were collected to sufficiently satisfy the
conditions for SEM analysis. As an analytic tool this study employed the MVN package of
the statistical environment R for multivariate normality test and the Lavaan package for
SEM analyses. The following statistics were checked to assess the fit of the models: scaled
comparative fit index (CFI), scaled root mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA),

and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR).

3. 3 Instrument
3. 3. 1 Syntactic competence
In order to assess the development of syntactic competence, the following three tasks

were assigned to the participants.

@ Quiz on syntax (S1)

The quiz consisted of 20 questions formulated by the present author, focusing
exclusively on evaluating syntactic competence. The same questions were used for pre-
and post-tests to ensure adequate fairness in evaluation of changes of syntactic
competence, as it was impossible to make two tests identical in terms of their level of
difficulty. Answers were given only after the post-test, which was conducted twelve weeks
after the pre-test, in order to minimize the study effect, accompanied by adequate explicit
explanation on each syntactic item.

@ TOEIC Part V (S2)

As an additional variable for SEM analysis, 20 questions were selected from Part 5
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questions in commercially available TOEIC® textbooks, and modified to focus on syntax.
Again the same questions were used for pre- and post-tests, and answers were not given
until after the post-test for the same reason explained earlier.

@ Gapills (S3)

This was a syntax-based gap-fill task. Passages were collected from NHK World!news
articles, both domestic and overseas. Although not a few English educational studies have
used news articles as teaching materials, it seems that most have focused on “spoken”
English. The current study, however, dealt with “written” English news, which was
considered to help deepen students’ understanding of sentence structure, which is rather
difficult to attain through listening and speaking activities. The articles were current, and
usually selected from within one week before each class, in order that the students would
have a fresh memory of the stories they had likely seen on the news. This could greatly
reduce their burden to understand the news contents, facilitating concentration on
syntactic aspect of each news article. Lastly no grammatical and lexical simplification was
made so that students could benefit from exposure to real English usage.

This task had been conducted weekly for 12 weeks through week 2 and week 13 as a
core task in this study to construct foundation of syntactic competence. Specifically, two
printed articles from the NHK World website were used each week with ten words or
short phrases omitted from the articles, which students were asked to fill in by choosing
the best answer from among four choices. According to the objective of this study, only
those serving a crucial role in terms of syntax were blanked out. Specifically targeted
grammatical items included subject-verb structure of principal and dependent clauses,
parallel construction, relative clauses, conjunctions, and participles generally considered
to have key roles in the formation of correct sentences. This was a timed task of five
minutes, which was calculated based on the appropriate time for TOEIC® Part 6 (as the
format of the gapill activity in this study was similar to that of TOEIC® Part 6) for the
level of the current participants.

Once students filled in the blanks, they were told to discuss their answers in groups
of three to five, focusing particularly on their own grammatical reasons regardless of
accuracy or appropriateness of their explanations. It was a meaningful process which

prevented students from overlooking their paucity of necessary knowledge. This was

U http:/ /www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/
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followed by discussion between students and the teacher (the present author), who
ultimately gave an explicit explanation whenever necessary. As data for SEM analysis, the
total score of weeks 2 and 3 (with a full score of 20) was used as pre-S3 data, and that of
weeks 12 and 13 (with a full score of 20) as post-S3 data.

3. 3.2 Writing

Development of writing performance was measured by the following procedures.
Writing tasks were assigned twice in a single semester on week 2 and week 14. On both
occasions participants were asked to handwrite on A4 paper a summary and opinions
about any news item of their interest, in a classroom setting with a time constraint of 20
minutes. They were notified of this task in advance so that they could select the news item
and collect relevant information to help expand the scope of their composition prior to the
execution of the task. Dictionary use was allowed based on the claim that dictionary use is
an authentic and legitimate activity and corresponds with language in actual use or
represents real world practice (Wiggins 1989).

All the writing samples were first statistically analyzed by three linguistic factors,
complexity (C), accuracy (A), and fluency (F) as specified in Table 1, and the change in
each factor was assessed by the difference between pre- and post-tasks. With regards to
accuracy assessment, only syntactic errors were counted, with spelling, articles,
collocation, capitalization, or punctuation errors excluded.

Another writing assessment factor employed was criticality. This factor was added due

to the author’s assumption that the more proficient the syntactic competence is, the more

Table 1 Summary of Eight Measures

Factor Code Measure

S (Syntactic competence) S1 Syntactic questions (20)
S2 TOEIC Part 5 questions (20)
S3 Gapills (20)

WL (Writing linguistically) C DC/T; No. of dependent clauses per T-unit
A EFC/C; Error-free clauses per clauses
F Total number of words

‘WC (Writing criticality) CO Comprehensibility

CR Criticality
Note. Measures for codes C, A, and F (Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, & Kim 1998)
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critical writers could be either affirmatively or negatively. This is based on the theory that
insufficient syntactic competence might cause “syntactic avoidance” (Brown, 2007, p. 138)
which possibly makes one tend to abandon further argument of one’s ideas and thoughts
when not equipped with sufficient syntactic knowledge.

Criticality was assessed from two aspects; comprehensibility of writing samples (CO),
and criticality (CR). The former evaluates the intelligibility of each writing sample, while
the latter judges the extent to which one’s views and opinions were described, going
beyond the plain summary of selected news content. As this is a subjective evaluation, it
was conducted by three raters, two educated English native speakers and the present
author, based on an original rubric constructed by the present author (Appendix. 1).
Coding was done independently for all the writing samples with the utmost attention paid
to consistency in assessment. The native raters were not informed which were pre- or
post-writings, and any coding discrepancy or disagreement between the three raters was
resolved and compromised through discussion whenever necessary.

Both comprehensibility and criticality were analyzed respectively to measure the

difference between pre- and post-writings for SEM analysis.

3. 3. 3 Questionnaire

To collect participants’ direct voices on the entire course content, participants were
asked to complete a questionnaire at the end of the course, in which they answered on
their motivation toward grammar learning (Q1), their consciousness of the importance of
grammar (Q2), and the effects of syntactic competence on actual writing performance
(Q3). Responses to the questionnaire were based on a 5-point Likert scale (Likert 1932),

as shown in Table 2, accompanied by voluntary comments.

Table 2 Scales for Questionnaire
5] 4 3 2 1
Q1 | Very motivated |Motivated | Neutral Not very motivated | Not motivated
Q2 | Very important |Important |Neutral Not very important | Not important
Q3 | Very effective Effective |Neutral Not very effective | Not effective
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4 Results and Discussions

4. 1 Descriptive statistics of the three factors

Syntactic Competence and Writing Performance

Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of syntax-based task scores, Table 4 linguistic

assessment of writing, and Table 5 criticality.

In Table 5, the mean value of the assessment made by the three raters based on the
rubric were used as final data, as the inter-rater reliability was .92 for CO (pre), .91 for CO
(post), .91 for CR (pre), and .94 for CR (post) respectively.

Table 3 Descriptive Statistics of Syntax-based Tasks (N = 230)

Mean SD Min Max Skewness  Kurtosis
S1 (pre) 7.45 2.16 4 14 1.06 0.69
S1 (post) 9.83 3.03 5 18 0.96 0.28
S2 (pre) 7.90 2.00 4 14 0.87 1.13
S2 (post) 10.26 2.73 6 18 0.57 -0.21
S3 (pre) 8.28 1.34 5 12 0.26 0.21
S3 (post) 12.97 1.86 9 18 0.29 0.22

Note. S1: syntax-based questions, S2: TOEIC Part 5 questions, S3: gap-ills.

Table 4 Descriptive Statistics of Writing Performance (Linguistic) (N = 230)

Mean SD Min Max Skewness  Kurtosis
C (pre) 0.35 0.09 0.17 0.62 0.14 0.52
C (post) 0.44 0.11 0.00 0.77 0.17 1.44
A (pre) 0.47 0.03 0.40 0.50 -0.53 -1.00
A (post) 0.47 0.11 0.20 0.77 0.30 0.01
F (pre) 96.82 17.52 68 141 0.34 -1.00
F (post) 109.97 18.26 78 148 0.21 -1.03
Note. C: Complexity, A: Accuracy, F: Fluency.
Table 5 Descriptive Statistics of Writing Criticality (N = 230)
Mean SD Min Max  Skewness Kurtosis a
CO (pre) 3.25 0.68 1.75 4.75 0.30 -0.49 .92
CO (post) 3.32 0.70 2.00 4.83 0.26 -0.60 91
CR (pre) 2.85 0.82 1.17 4.66 0.36 -0.69 91
CR (post) 3.16 0.82 1.50 4.66 0.22 -1.14 94

Note. CO: comprehensibility, CR: criticality. CO and CR refer to the mean of assessment by three

raters. a: Cronbach’s coefficient alpha.
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Table 6 shows the difference between pre- and post-data for each variable. Prior to
SEM analysis, multivariate normality (MVN) was checked for the data in Table 5 using
Mardia’s MVN test. The result indicated the skewness value was non-normal (2
skewness: 233.9526, p = < .001). As an option for non-normal outcome variables, a robust
test with Satofra~Bentler (SB) correction (Satorra & Bentler 2010) was selected, which is

“the best known example of corrected model test statistics” (Kline, 2005, p. 177).

Table 6 Difference between Pre- and Post-data (N = 230)

Mean SD Min Max Skewness  Kurtosts
Sl 2.38 1.61 -2.00 8.00 -0.01 0.09
S2 2.36 1.72 -1.00 7.00 0.07 -0.31
S3 4.70 1.80 0.00 9.00 -0.08 -0.38
C 0.09 0.13 -0.29 0.46 0.20 -0.13
A 0.00 0.12 -0.30 0.31 0.13 -0.28
F 13.15 13.26 27 44 0.21 0.22
CO 0.07 0.14 -0.33 0.50 0.92 1.01
CR 0.30 0.50 -1.05 2.00 0.67 0.92

4.2 SEM analysis

In order to answer the research question, “How does a rise in syntactic competence
affect the development of writing performance?”, three base measurement models were
proposed. Model 1 examined the effects of S (increase in syntactic competence) on W
(increase in writing performance) integrating WL (increase in linguistic performance) and
WC (writing criticality), along with the WL’s influence on WC. Model 2 directly
investigated the effect of S on WL, and WL's influence on WC. Finally Model 3 was
constructed nearly identically with Model 1, except for the intended examination of WL's
effect on WC. In these models, S1, S2, and S3, C, A, F, CO, and CR are dependent
variables, with S, W, WL, and WC as independent variables for fourfactor Models 1 and 3,
and S, WL, and WC for threefactor Model 2.
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Model 1 Model 2
Figure 1. Three base measurement models

Of the three models, Model 1 and Model 2 were not identified as fit models.
Accordingly it was decided to use Model 3 as the best model for the subsequent analysis.
The fit statistics of Model 3 are presented in Table 7. The Satorra-Bentler scaled y 2was
18.54 (df: 17, p = .36), scaled CFI was .99, scaled RMSEA was .02, and scaled SRMR was
.04, which indicate good fit of this model.

Table 7 Model Fit Statistics of Model 3

SB-scaled y 2 ar P Scaled Scaled Scaled
CFI RMSEA SRMR
Model 3 18.54 17 .36 .99 .02 (.00-.07) .04

It was clear from the data in Figure 2 and Table 8 that a rise in syntactic skill had a
certain amount of impact on increase in writing performance (.78). This suggests that the
acquisition of syntactic competence could significantly help enhance practical English
writing performance integrating linguistic writing skill in terms of complexity, accuracy,
and fluency, and also overall writing criticality evaluated based on comprehensibility and
criticality itself. This result agrees with previous research results described in Chapter 2 of
this paper (Ur, 1999; Wilkins 1976; Matsuda, 2010), which largely claim that sufficient
communication can not be realized without grammatical skill. The result also implies that
learning syntax through explicit instruction could have a strong positive effect on
developing Japanese students’ writing performance represented in this study by linguistic
performance including complexity, accuracy and fluency, and criticality. It seems the
significance lay in the fact that writing performance assessed not only linguistic aspects
but also comprehensibility and criticality. In other words, this means that enhanced

syntactic competence positively affects “what they write”, as well as “how they write”.
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Figure 2. SEM result for fit Model 3

Table 8 Parameter Estimates of Model 3

Parameter Syntactic Writing Writing Error

estimates performance (linguistic) (criticality)
Syntactic 1.00
performance (S)
Sl 1.00 - - .00
S2 .60 - - .65
S3 34 - - .88
Writing (W) 78 .65 39 .39
Writing (WL) .58
C - .59 - .66
A - .61 - .63
F - A2 - .82
Writing (WC) .85
CO - - .60 .64
CR - - .56 .70

4. 3 Questionnaire

Table 9 indicates mean and standard deviation of results of each question. A small
space at the end of a questionnaire sheet was filled with students’ frank and honest
comments, except for around 12 per cent left blank. Table 10 shows those comments
labeled and categorized according to Grounded Theory Approach (GTA) by Saiki-
Craighill (2005), which could help demonstrate characteristics of respective data while

possibly eliminating any biased views of a researcher (ibid.).
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Table 9 Results of Questionnaires

5 4 3 2 1 Mean SD
Ql 38% 45% 10% 6% 0% 4.15 0.84
Q2 78% 12% 6% 4% 0% 4.65 0.75
Q3 79% 12% 5% 3% 1% 4,66 0.77

Note. Based on 5-scale Likert scale. Q1 (Motivation toward grammar learning), Q2 (Importance of

grammatical knowledge), Q3 (Effects of syntactic competence on writing)

Table 10 Free Comments in Questionnaire

Category Label
Affirmative Negative
Motivation @ Rise in confidence © Still too difficult
toward grammar ® Increased interestin grammar @ Communication rather
learning @ Desire to enhance writing skill than grammar
@ Effective use of news articles
Importance of ® Necessary to write well @ Not necessary for practical
grammatical communication
knowledge
Effects of @ Enhanced expressiveness ® Notrecognized due to
syntactic ® Decreased frustration in writing insufficient syntactic
competence on @ Ease of sentence construction competence
writing ® Increase in writing speed
Grammar ® Significance of grammar ® Distressed in grammar
learning learning opportunities discussion

opportunities & ® Previous grammar learning
environment experience
® Pleasant peer work

It is a core belief of the present author that one of the crucial requirements of
education in universities is to seek autonomy among students rather than teach
knowledge and expertise. In this sense it was an encouraging sign that the participants are
generally motivated to continue learning grammar (with a mean of 4.15), and recognized
the significance of grammar learning (with a mean of 4.65). In addition, it was revealed
that nearly 70 per cent of the respondents attributed their enhanced motivation to learning
with news articles. Use of authentic, latest news for grammatical study seemed to have
been a successtul strategy for boosting their motivation towards grammar learning. With

regard to the effects of syntactic knowledge on writing (with the mean of 4.66), it is
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significant that 68 per cent of the respondents confessed that they felt more satisfied with
their expressiveness in writing due to enhanced grammatical knowledge. It is highly
recommended for learners to experience difficulty in expressing their opinions in English,
by which they recognize a necessity of grammatical knowledge, rather than to be only
advised as to this need. As for grammar learning environment, 75 per cent wrote about
discussing grammar in groups, saying that it was a unique experience and a preferable
method of learning grammar.

Meanwhile, it should be noted that three students showed their desire to acquire
practical communication skill without learning grammar. The same students wrote that
grammar is not necessary for real communication. As to the effects of syntactic
competence on writing, those who marked “Not very effective” and “Not effective”
admitted that it is due to their insufficient syntactic competence. It should also be alerted
that five students revealed that grammatical discussion in groups had been rather
annoying to them due to their limited knowledge employed for discussion with their

classmates.

5 Conclusions

This study made an attempt to investigate the effects of increasing syntactic
competence on development of writing performance from a longitudinal perspective using
SEM analysis, which helped explain the interrelationships between relevant factors and
variables. Results showed a strong relationship (.78) between the two principal factors, a
rise in syntactic competence and an increase in writing performance, suggesting that
English writing performance tends to be largely enhanced commensurately with the
amount of syntactic competence accumulated through explicit instruction. It seems this is
a reasonable outcome in accordance with previous study results on the importance of
grammar acquisition for practical English communication (Ur 1999; Wilkins 1976),
significance of explicit instruction and knowledge (Ellis 2006; Swan 2006), and the efficacy
of grammar on writing performance (Matsuda 2010).

Another significance of this study was the fact that writing performance assessed not
only the linguistic aspect but included its overall comprehensibility and criticality,
considering one’s ability as an English user in society is measured by whether a writer's
views and opinions are clearly expressed. Results demonstrated that acquisition of

syntactic competence improved both linguistic level (complexity, accuracy, and fluency)
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and the level of criticality. This led to the conclusion that accumulation of syntactic
competence might contribute to students’ enhanced proficiency as critical writers.

A subsequent pedagogical implication is that explicit instruction to provide explicit
syntactic competence could be recommendable in order to improve practical English
writing performance of Japanese university students. It might be a meaningful suggestion
to provide students with opportunities to acquire explicit syntactic competence through
explicit instruction, along with writing activities. For instance it seems favorable to spend
some time to reflect on and structurally analyze one’s own written sentences with an aid of
error correction feedback by a teacher or peer review, thus enabling learners to
accumulate explicit knowledge. It seems these attempts might turn out to be highly
beneficial from a long-term perspective. According to the results of this study, such a
balanced learning of explicit knowledge and writing skill could possibly generate more
fruitful outcomes than just repeatedly assigning spontaneous writing tasks to the students.

As a limitation of this study, it is certainly necessary to make replication in different
contexts such as involving different tasks, measures, and participants before reaching
adequate generalization of this outcome. Another limitation of this study is that
assessment of writing criticality was executed by only three raters, who closely examined
as many as 460 writing samples (230 X 2) over the course of ten months. Although it
might be a strength in terms of consistency in assessment, it is of some concern,
considering rather heavy burden imposed to the raters, whether adequate intra-rater
reliability could have been retained.

For future studies it might be worth integrating writing and reading as practical
English performance, and examining the interrelationships among three major factors,
syntactic competence, writing, and reading performance. In addition it is necessary to
conduct a thorough qualitative analysis of the questionnaires through category
classification in order to disclose the students’ voices in a more constructed way.

It is hoped that this study will help Japanese university students and teachers
reconfirm the importance of explicit syntactic competence to boost practical writing
performance, so that students could expand their career paths globally as confident and

competent English users.
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Appendix 1: Rubrics for criticality assessment

Major viewpoints are clearly and accurately identified and interpreted.

Important claims and arguments are identified and analyzed clearly and accurately.
Writers' views are intelligible, and ideas and opinions are expressed clearly and
strongly.

Relevant data and information are incorporated effectively and in an organized way
for further discussion of writers’ personal views.

Conclusions are demonstrated clearly and strongly based on the key concepts.

Major viewpoints are generally identified and interpreted.

Important claims and arguments are comprehensibly identified and analyzed.
Writers’ views are intelligible, and ideas and opinions are expressed clearly.

Relevant data and information are incorporated for further discussion of writers’
personal views,

Conclusions are reasonably demonstrated.

Major viewpoints are superficially identified and interpreted.

Important claims and arguments are identified and analyzed superficially.

Writers’ views are understandable, and ideas and opinions are expressed in general
terms.

Relevant data and information are incorporated, with a limited connection with
writers’ personal views.

Conclusions are acceptable.

Major viewpoints are not identified clearly enough.

Important claims and arguments are presented with some misunderstanding.
Writers’ views are difficult to discern, and ideas and opinions are not expressed
clearly.

Relevant data and information are very limited or misused.

Conclusions stray from the key concepts.

Major viewpoints are identified incorrectly, or not identified at all.

Important claims and arguments are presented incorrectly, or not presented at all.
Writers’ views are hardly understandable, and ideas and opinions are irrelevant to
the key concepts, or not demonstrated.

Writers' views are almost impossible to discern, and ideas and opinions are irrelevant
to the key concepts, or not demonstrated.

No relevant data or information is presented.

No conclusions are demonstrated.






