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Abstract 
Although pair and group work are commonly applied in English language classrooms, research investigating 
EFL learners’ perceptions of collaborative writing (CW henceforth) is still limited. The present study explores 
EFL students’ attitudes and perceptions toward CW. The study involved 30 L2 students enrolled in a writing 
course at one of the largest universities in Saudi Arabia. The course was divided into two parts: individual 
writing (IW) for the first month (four weeks) and collaborative writing for the second month (four weeks). The 
study uses a within-groups mixed methods design whereby the same group of students received both the 
individual writing and collaborative writing assignments for exploring participants’ attitudes toward 
collaborative writing as compared to their views toward individual writing. The same self-report survey (6-point 
Likert-scale) was used two times (after each writing condition) to determine the participants’ views of each 
writing condition. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted to gain qualitative insights while 
exploring the participants’ views toward the two writing conditions they experienced as well as to find out the 
benefits and challenges they faced. Results show that participants reported the effectiveness of CW significantly 
higher than individual writing. The analyses reveal a statistically significant difference where ratings of CW 
were higher compared to IW, indicating helpfulness of CW in enhancing not only their writing skills but also 
their learning of all four English language skills. Despite some reservations, the majority of the participants were 
supportive of the CW experience.  
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1. Introduction 
Several researchers (e.g., Daiute, 1986; Kuiken & Vedder, 2002; Shehadeh, 2011; Storch, 2005, 2011; Storch & 
Wigglesworth, 2007) argue that students should collaborate throughout the writing process. This collaboration 
should not be confined to one stage of writing, but rather the students should have joint responsibility throughout 
the stages: brainstorming, composing, and revising. As Weissberg (2006) argues, “engaging students in dialogue 
about their writings can allow them more opportunity, not only to clarify and defend their meanings, but also 
build a greater sense of ownership over their texts” (p. 74). Hence, this sense of joint responsibility and “positive 
interdependence” (Jacobs, 2004, p. 74) among the collaborators encourages them to contribute to decision 
making on all aspects of writing: content, structure, and language. And therefore, this collaboration enables L2 
learners to use their target language and pool their strengths and weaknesses, which enables them to co-construct 
greater knowledge.  

Collaborative writing (CW henceforth) is viewed as beneficial for language learners, as students learn more 
about writing by talking and listening to their peers (Bruffee, 1973; Dobao, 2012; Shehadeh, 2011; Speck, 2002; 
Storch, 2005). As Biria and Jafari (2013) state, “collaborative writing can be used as a pedagogical tool to 
encourage more classroom interaction among learners where they are accustomed to individual work” (p. 2434). 
Moreover, in CW, the four English language skills are integrated; that is, EFL learners discuss ideas, listen to 
one another, read, and revise their shared text.  

In the context of EFL, CW is not just the jointly produced text, but also collective cognition where two or more 
people reach insights that they could not have reached alone (Stahl, 2006; Storch, 2013). This collective 
cognition offers an opportunity to learn new vocabulary and improved ways of expressing ideas, as well as share 
ideas with one another. During collaboration, EFL learners receive feedback from their peers as they compose 
and revise the text together. Therefore, CW enables learners to develop their cognitive ability and expand their 
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language learning. 

Some studies have suggested that all language processes (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) are 
synergistic (Speck, 2002; Whitehead, 2004). Additionally, according to Harste (1984), learning a language relies 
on its use during social negotiation and hypothesis testing, as these elements enable the learner to gradually 
attain semantic competence. Most children learn their first language through listening and speaking to their 
parents, and learn literacy skills—reading and writing—in schools. Usually, these literacy skills cannot be 
learned independently or in the home; they are taught in schools (Prior, 2006). However, the teaching approach 
of reading and writing plays a significant role in learning how to write. In some EFL contexts, especially in 
Saudi Arabia, the traditional teaching method is still being used. This method focuses on explicit instruction of 
grammatical analysis of the target language while the teacher controls the learning environment. The teacher is 
the main source of knowledge, while students passively receive the information (in the form of lectures). This is 
considered a teacher-centered classroom. The traditional teacher view is that it is the teacher who causes learning 
to occur. This approach could cause individual differences among the students, where some of them have more 
knowledge about the target language than others.  

Unfortunately, while there are many effective pedagogical methods for writing instruction that have been well 
established in EFL/ESL contexts, the teaching of writing in Saudi colleges seems to be neglected or given little 
importance (AlKhairy, 2013). In Saudi EFL classrooms, students learn writing as an isolated activity through 
teacher-directed prompts and reading-related assignments. As such, Ansari’s (2012) research on “Teaching of 
English to Arab students: Problems and remedies” claimed that more than 50% of Saudi students do not know 
how to write in English. Moreover, Huwari and Al-Khasawneh (2013) confirmed, “Arab learners of English 
which include Saudi Arabia encounter major problems in writing” (p. 1). Therefore, this study will investigate 
the teachers’ and students’ perceptions of the CW approach at Qassim University. Students’ preferences are 
important for curriculum designers, textbook planners, and EFL writing instructors. The researcher will explore 
whether the collaborative approach is an effective teaching method from the perspectives of teachers and 
learners. 

2. Literature Review 
In the field of L2 writing, the learner-centered approach (e.g., CW) manifested itself as an emphasis on learners’ 
attitudes toward and perceptions of L2 writing practices, or in Johns’ (1991) terminology, their “personal 
theories” of literacy. Since these theories influence L2 learners’ writing behavior and shape their learning, it is 
essential for writing instructors to understand how they are formed and how they develop (Petric, 2002). For L2 
learners, teaching/learning strategies play a significant role in shaping their learning. Some students are visual 
learners, whereas others are audio learners. Likewise, some students may be extroverts, whereas others are 
introverts, and so on. Despite students’ differences in their learning styles, however, I do believe that positive 
attitudes toward a certain writing technique can lead to its subsequent positive use. It is, therefore, important to 
gain insight into learners’ personal theories of L2 writing pedagogy and their perceptions of different writing 
conditions (i.e., individual vs. collaborative) in order to come up with more effective methods and approaches in 
teaching writing that, at the same time, the students find more useful and enjoyable. 

There is a long tradition of research into attitudes (e.g., Horwitz, 1999; Kennedy & Kennedy, 1996; Leki, 1995) 
focusing on the area of learners’ individual differences and learning strategies as factors that affect L2 learning. 
This line of research has shown that there is a correlation between attitudes and achievement, and that attitudes 
have an indirect impact on achievement (learning). Petric (2002), for instance, confirmed that “attitudes towards 
learning writing may be based on beliefs about language learning strategies in general” (p. 11). 

It is important to mention that Petric’s (2002) findings in his study on learners’ attitudes toward L2 writing have 
also shown that “attitudes determine learning behavior in a complex way, but also emerge as an outcome of 
language learning” (p. 11). That is, learners’ beliefs are not only grounded in underlying attitudes, but are also 
formed or changed in light of new experiences. In other words, when an individual learner has a positive attitude 
toward a certain writing strategy, learning will be successful because attitudes influence behavior and are key 
indicators of the results. Hence, attitudes influence a learning process significantly. 

L2 learners’ preferences, including the types of learners and their learning strategies, are important for 
instructors to know. Storch (2013) stated that “learners bring to the classroom a complex cluster of attitudes, 
expectations and preferences, all of which form significant contributory factors in the language learning process” 
(p. 93). Other researchers have also recognized the importance of learners’ attitudes to the success of L2 learning 
(Dörnyei & Kormos, 2000; Shehadeh, 2011; Storch, 2005). Their studies have shown that learners’ engagement 
in certain activities may be affected by whether they believe that an activity is likely to facilitate their language 
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learning. In addition, in a study on learners’ uptake of written corrective feedback, Storch and Wigglesworth 
(2007) found that learners’ attitudes on the type of feedback given impacted how much of the feedback they 
heeded. This research raised the importance of taking learners’ perspectives into consideration when teachers 
attempt to understand learners’ attitudes on language learning.  

Without a doubt, learners’ beliefs and perceptions shape their attitudes, performance, and inclination to act in 
certain ways (Storch, 2013). If learners believe, based on their experiences, that one way of learning a language 
is by practicing using the language, they are likely to be positively predisposed toward participating in any tasks 
that require interaction and communication in the L2. As a result, they may not have any difficulties accepting 
and participating in the types of activities associated with the communicative approach, such as collaborative 
group work.  

Language learners’ beliefs toward learning a certain language may be influenced by the activities they are 
exposed to in learning the language and/or the activities teachers use in the classroom. Green (1993) conducted a 
study using a large-scale survey on 263 EFL students to rank a list of classroom activities and practices based on 
their frequency of exposure, level of enjoyment, and perceived helpfulness for language learning. The study 
found a weak correlation between the level of enjoyment and helpfulness and learners’ previous experiences 
with these activities. That is, the learners were willing to rank an activity highly even if they had very little 
experience with the activity. These findings suggest that students’ preconceived beliefs affect their judgments of 
the enjoyment and the effectiveness of classroom activities. 

Peng (2011) investigated the changes of EFL learners’ beliefs about English teaching and learning since their 
enrollment. In the seven-month-long study, participants experienced different teaching approaches and a number 
of classroom activities. Based on the data collected through interviews, classroom observation, and students’ 
daily learning journals, the findings revealed that changes in beliefs are context-responsive; the learners shape 
their beliefs according to the nature of the classroom’s activities, assessment practices, level of enjoyment, and 
perceptions of progress. The findings also showed that learners held positive attitudes toward oral 
communicative activities (collaborative group work), which they found more authentic, enjoyable, and 
conducive to their language learning. The researcher concluded that learners perceived the communicative 
approach (group work) not only as an effective means to learn a language, but also as a means to maintain their 
interest and motivation. In addition, this study suggests that when an activity (collaborative group work) is 
perceived by EFL learners as meaningful and enjoyable, they are more encouraged to participate actively in the 
group work discussion.  

In a similar study of 16 Thai EFL students, McDonough (2004) examined whether learning opportunities 
attributed to small group activities occurred in an intact classroom, and whether participants who actively 
participated in group work activities showed any improvement in the target language. He found that the learners 
showed improvement in the use of the target language after engaging in collaborative group work, and most of 
them found group work conducive to improving their grammatical knowledge. Even though some students in the 
study expressed their concerns over learning possibly incorrect grammar from their peers, analysis of the group 
work discussion showed that these students still provided one another with useful and grammatically correct 
feedback.  

From a pedagogical perspective, it is important to know, based on learners’ attitudes and perceptions, which 
activities they find useful, enjoyable, and attributable to their language learning in order for instructors to 
subsequently plan their classroom activities as well as to review or change their teaching of writing activities. In 
other words, it is essential for teachers, writing course designers, and textbook planners to recognize students’ 
perspectives, perceptions, experiences, and attitudes of classroom activities (such as group work) in deciding 
what activities to focus on and what to avoid. In fact, many scholars have emphasized the importance of students’ 
perspectives and have called for writing teachers, writing course designers, and language tutors to take the 
students’ perspectives into account in a more informed way. Furthermore, studies that investigated L2 learners’ 
attitudes on collaborative group or pair work showed that learners preferred to work in groups (e.g., Green, 1993; 
Littlewood, 2011; Mishra & Oliver, 1998; Trinder, 2013), especially in communicative activities that required 
them to work in small group or pairs. Nevertheless, these studies on students’ perceptions and attitudes are still 
rare, and there is a need for more of such research.  

2.1 Collaborative Writing in the L2 Context  

In the ESL/EFL context, studies investigated learners’ perceptions of CW activities. One of the first studies to 
address this issue was by Storch (2005). Storch collected her data from 23 adult ESL learners during a writing 
course. In this writing class, 5 participants completed a writing task individually, while 18 students worked in 
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pairs. The participants were interviewed after completing their writing tasks. Most students who worked in pairs 
(16 out of 18) expressed their positive attitudes about the experience, except two participants who had some 
reservations. According to the researcher, these two students felt their pair work was effective for oral interaction 
rather than writing activities. These two Japanese ESL students believed that writing is a solitary act and felt that 
working in pairs made it harder for them to concentrate and agree with their partners. They also reported that 
they did not want to lose face due to their limited level of English proficiency. Moreover, if they were obliged to 
work in pairs, they would prefer to self-select their partners. On the other hand, the other 16 students mentioned 
that CW provided them with an opportunity to discuss writing, learn from each other, share ideas, and learn how 
to best express their ideas in writing. They also said that they improved their grammatical accuracy as well as 
learned new vocabulary words. Storch concluded that collaboration offered learners an opportunity to pool their 
ideas and provide feedback to each other.  

Shehadeh (2011) conducted a longitudinal investigation into the effectiveness of CW in an EFL writing 
classroom. The participants of his study were divided into two groups to complete the same writing assignments. 
One group worked individually, while the other worked in pairs. Shehadeh embarked on finding out whether or 
not CW had any effect on learners’ quality of writing after engaging in such activities. The study lasted for 16 
weeks and included pre- and post-tests. The study involved 38 college students who had low-intermediate levels 
of proficiency in English. A holistic rating procedure was used to rate the students’ writing. The findings showed 
that CW had a significant effect on students’ writing in regard to content, organization, and vocabulary. 
Shehadeh also administered questionnaires after 16 weeks of CW sessions. Most students who worked in groups 
reacted positively to their experience. Although CW activity was new to them, they felt that it contributed to 
their language development. Moreover, some of these students reported that CW activities helped them not only 
with their writing skills, but also with their speaking skills, because they used the language during their 
discussion, as well as their self-confidence.  

To gain a deeper understanding of students’ attitudes toward writing, Dobao and Blum (2013) investigated EFL 
learners’ attitudes on pair and small group writing as well as learners’ perceptions of the learning value of CW. 
There were 55 EFL students participating in the study. These learners were divided into two sets: one set 
consisting of pairs and another set consisting of four students per group. The researchers examined the students’ 
reaction to CW tasks and analyzed their preferences, not only between individual and collaborative writing, but 
also between pairs and the groups of four members. The researchers examined the learners’ preferences and how 
these preferences were influenced by their engagement. The researchers also analyzed the learners’ perceptions 
of CW activities as an approach to English language learning. The findings of this study showed that the students 
reacted positively to the experience of CW. Participants who worked in pairs commented that they found it 
helpful because it offered them a chance to participate actively. Students who worked in groups of four reported 
that there were more ideas to discuss and knowledge to share, and therefore, it was an opportunity to improve 
their English writing. Only 4 out of 55 participants reported that they would have preferred to work individually. 
The researchers concluded CW has an impact on both the grammatical and lexical accuracy of their texts.  

Studies investigating the effect of CW and IW on language learning using a pre- and post-test research design 
are still few (e.g., Kim, 2008; Kuiken & Vedder, 2002; Nassaji & Tian, 2010; Reinders, 2009). These studies 
used language-focused tasks to track students’ improvement on language learning. The studies showed an 
advantage on collaboration on learners’ language learning and writing skills in particular. However, an 
exploration of the literature proved that there is no study that has been conducted to gauge the same group of 
students’ preferences for CW as compared with individual writing in Saudi college EFL students. Thus, this 
study will gauge students’ perceptions of CW compared with IW. The students will experience IW for the first 
month and CW for the second month. Then, they will be surveyed after each writing condition to track their 
opinions across time. The researcher will investigate whether the students are able to recognize the benefits of 
writing collaboratively or individually as well as if their experience influences their perceptions and if they are 
aware of the learning value of CW. By using a Likert-scale questionnaire, the researcher will look at how the 
learners’ preferences may have been influenced by their engagement in CW vis-à-vis IW.  

3. Research Questions 
1) What are the students’ ratings of IW assignments with regard to improving their writing skills? And what are 
their ratings of IW assignments with regard to improving their English language skills? 

2) What are the students’ ratings of CW assignments with regard to improving their writing skills? And what are 
their ratings of CW assignments with regard to improving their English language skills? 

3) After having the opportunity to engage in CW assignments, what are students’ attitudes toward CW? 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 10, No. 3; 2020 

36 

4) Judging from students’ perceptions, what are the perceived benefits and challenges of CW for EFL learners? 
What difficulties do they experience when engaging in CW? 

4. Methodology 
4.1 Participants 

A total of 30 full-time second-year students majoring in English (4-year diploma) participated in the present 
study. The English program that they were taking at the university is a 4-year program of English courses since 
the students are expected to become EFL instructors at elementary schools upon graduation. The students’ ages 
ranged between 20–22 years, and they are considered to have an intermediate level of English proficiency. The 
participants were all Saudi males and share Arabic as their first language. 

The program participants were enrolled in consists of eight levels of English (each level is a 3-month semester 
except the summer semester, which is 2 months long). Level 4 is the last level of the second year, and the 
students were considered to have intermediate English language proficiency. Participants have an intermediate 
level by this point (Level 4) because they have advanced in the program. They had been admitted to the 
university based on their placement examination scores, which are considered as the program’s entrance exam. 
Their scores on the placement examinations ranged from 100 to 150 out of 900 scores (roughly equal to 1.5–2.5 
on the IELTS [International English Language Testing System]). The university considered them to be 
intermediate learners.  

4.2 Research Design and Procedure 

The study used a within-groups design whereby the same group of students received both the IW and CW 
assignments. The study also used a mixed-methods research design to explore participants’ attitudes toward 
collaborative writing as compared to their views toward individual writing. A self-report survey (6-point Likert 
scale) was used to investigate learners’ perceptions of CW. Also, semi-structured interviews were conducted to 
gain qualitative insights while exploring the participants’ views toward the two writing conditions they 
experienced as well as to find out the benefits and challenges they faced. This research paradigm was expected to 
yield new insights into what EFL learners think of individual and collaborative writing and how these two 
different writing assignments help them with their language learning and writing skills.  

The course was divided into two parts: individual writing for the first month (4 weeks) and collaborative writing 
for the second month (4 weeks). As mentioned earlier, the intervention of CW occurred within the same group 
and was taught by the same instructor. Given the level of the participants’ English language proficiency, the 
focus of writing tasks was at the essay level. Prior to taking this Level 4 writing course, participants had 
previously taken three writing courses in the first three levels. The Level 1 writing course was a basic writing 
course where students were introduced to sentence types and structure. In the Level 2 writing course, students 
were introduced to academic writing where they wrote short paragraphs. In the Level 3 course, students were 
trained to write different types of paragraphs with unity and coherence. At the fourth and final level, the focus of 
the writing course was at the essay level where students were trained to write different types of essays. All 
participants experienced each type of writing condition (individual vs. collaborative) for the same amount of 
time (i.e., they followed the same writing processes for each writing condition).  

The researcher of the present study designed the syllabus for the writing course. Given the aim of the present 
study, the course was divided into two different writing conditions where students would experience both of the 
conditions (individual and collaborative writing) for equal amounts of time. For the first month, the students 
practiced writing individually, whereas for the second month, they practiced CW. All the variables were held 
constant during the two writing conditions and between the first and the second month. That is, the students did 
an equal amount of work for the first month as for the second. After the completion of the IW assignment, they 
completed the survey assessing their individual work. They filled out the questionnaire two times: first, when 
they finished the first month’s assignments (presurvey), and second, when they completed the CW assignments 
at the end of the second month. This questionnaire (6-point Likert-type) was designed to measure students’ 
views on and perceptions of CW and IW. Table 1 shows the course design and how the individual and CW 
conditions were divided.  
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Table 1. The schedule of the writing course and the division of the writing assignments 

Week First Month 
(Individual Writing) 

Second Month 
(Collaborative Writing) 

First week Compare and contrast essay Cause and effect essay 
Second week Writing process continues Writing process continues 
Third week Descriptive essay Narrative essay 
Fourth week  Writing process continues 

• Presurvey administered 
Writing process continues 
• Postsurvey administered 
• CW opinion survey administered 
• Interviews 

 
4.3 The Writing Course 

The main goal of the course was to teach students to write a three-paragraph essay. The course lasted for 2 
months (8 weeks) and students met twice a week (3 hours each). For the first month (4 weeks), students wrote 
individually, whereas for the second month, they wrote collaboratively. The students were introduced to four 
types of essays during the course, out of which two types were designed for IW and two for CW. The four types 
of essays are as follows: (1) compare and contrast, (2) descriptive, (3) cause and effect, and (4) narrative. These 
types of essays were chosen because they are the most likely types of essays that students would write during 
their course of studies. Two types of essays (i.e., compare and contrast, descriptive) were selected for IW, and 
cause and effect and narrative were assigned for CW. The course instructor had been guiding the students to 
follow a particular process while writing their essays. The students spent 2 weeks on each type of essay.  

4.4 The Writing Tasks 

Four writing prompts were prepared for the writing assignments: two prompts for IW and two for CW. These 
prompts were different and based on the essay type. For instance, for the cause and effect essay, the students 
were given the question “Do you agree or disagree that using the phone while driving causes accidents? Use 
specific reasons and examples to support your opinion,” and for compare and contrast, the students were given 
the question “Do you agree or disagree that there is a difference between watching a movie at the cinema and 
watching the movie at home? Use specific reasons and examples to support your opinion.” These questions were 
purposely one level above the students’ current proficiency level of English so that the students felt challenged 
and would learn while writing about the topic. Also, for CW, these topics allowed the students to brainstorm and 
discuss together as they shared ideas and experiences. Table 2 shows the schedule of writing each type of essay 
and the writing process that the students followed.  

 

Table 2. The writing process schedule that students followed in writing each type of essay 

Day Hour Week 1 Week 2 

Monday  First hour Introducing the lesson (type of essay) Drafting/writing  
Second hour Prewriting process: 

• Brainstorming 
• Mind-mapping 

Revising, editing, and proofreading 
Turn in their first draft for grading 

Third hour Planning and outlining the first draft 

Thursday   Search using resources:  
• Library 
• Computers in lab 

Teachers’ feedback:  
All hours • General revision  

• Students work on teacher’s feedback 
• Exercise to foster the lesson   

 
4.5 Data Collection and Analysis  

4.5.1 Self-Report Scale 

Previous literature on EFL learners’ perceptions on CW tasks reveals that CW activities offer language learners 
two opportunities: CW helps them improve writing skills as well as the four language skills (Shehadeh, 2011; 
Storch, 2005, 2011, 2013). Therefore, a Likert-type scale was designed to gather students’ responses regarding 
the contribution of CW to their writing skills as well as their overall English language skills. This scale was used 
as a pre- and post-survey to track respondents’ perceptions across time. Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS, v. 23) was used to conduct statistical analyses.  
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The questionnaire consisted of 12 items to gauge respondents’ views regarding the two writing conditions they 
experienced. The survey was divided into two sections, each section having six items. The items in the first 
section were designed to ask students’ views of how the assignments over the past month (i.e., either IW or CW) 
helped them improve their writing skills, whereas the six items in the second section focused on how the 
assignments contributed to their language learning improvement in general. For instance, items about writing 
skills included “I learned a lot from completing the assignments over the past month,” and items about English 
language learning included “The assignments I received over the past month improved my overall English 
language skills.” In responding to the questions, each item required students to choose one of the following 
options: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) agree, (5) strongly agree, and (6) not applicable (see 
Appendix A). Through comparisons I sought to find out whether the participants changed their views after they 
had experienced CW compared to their views after experiencing IW assignments. The reliability of the survey 
was determined by assessing internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha. For the IW survey (i.e., presurvey), 
the six questions measuring writing skill had an alpha of .62, whereas the six questions measuring overall 
language skills had an alpha of .73. For the CW survey (i.e., post-survey), the six questions measuring writing 
skill had an alpha of .80, whereas the six questions measuring overall language skills had an alpha of .39. The 
low Cronbach’s alpha may be partly due to the fact that only six items constitute each subscale. 

To gauge students’ responses about their CW experience exclusively, a third questionnaire was designed and 
used in this study as a postsurvey only (see Appendix B). This survey consisted of 13 items to measure students’ 
opinions regarding the CW process. The purpose of the questionnaire was to gain a sense of student perceptions 
of the CW process. The survey assessed students’ attitudes toward the CW process, asking whether they: (1) had 
expressed their views in the group, (2) felt that the group got along well, and (3) found their collaborative 
process helpful overall. The questionnaire had specific questions about CW such as “People in my group listened 
to each other’s ideas” and “one person in the group tended to be the leader.” Each item of the survey allowed 
participants to choose one of the following five options: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) 
agree, and (5) strongly agree.  

Before the presurvey was administered, the students were assigned numbers from 1 to 30. Only the instructor 
and the researcher had access to students’ assigned numbers. Numbering the participants allowed the researcher 
to link their responses across time and keep track of their responses in both the pre- and post-surveys. Students 
were told to use their assigned number, and not their names, when completing all study material to ensure 
confidentiality. 

5. Results 
5.1 Research Question 1: Ratings of Individual Writing Assignments 

A dependent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether students’ ratings of CW differ significantly 
from ratings of IW with regard to writing skills. The analyses revealed a statistically significant difference: 
ratings of CW (M = 3.54, SD = 0.82) were higher than ratings of IW (M = 2.72, SD = 0.67), indicating that CW 
was rated as leading to higher writing skills, t(29) = 3.17, p = .004, η2 = .26 (see Figure 1). The effect size 
indicates that 26% of the variance in writing skill ratings can be attributed to differences between CW and IW 
assignments, a large effect size by conventional standards (Cohen, 1988). 

5.2 Research Question 2: Ratings of Collaborative Writing Assignments 

Similar to the analysis above, a dependent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether ratings of CW 
differ significantly from IW ratings with regard to overall English language skills. The analyses revealed a 
statistically significant difference: CW ratings (M = 3.61, SD = 0.51) were higher than IW ratings (M = 2.89, 
SD = 0.68), indicating that CW was associated with higher English language skills, t(29) = 3.99, p < .001, η2 
= .35 (see Figure 1). The analysis indicates that 35% of the variance in English language skill ratings is 
attributable to differences between the two assignment types, a large effect size by conventional standards 
(Cohen, 1988). 
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Item 2 in the survey was “I prefer doing collaborative writing than writing individually.” Of the total (N = 30), 7% 
(n = 2) strongly disagreed, 17% (n = 5) disagreed, 23% (n = 7) agreed, and 30% (n = 9) strongly agreed. Twenty 
percent (n = 6) of the participants were neutral while 3% (n = 1) responded not applicable. Taken as a whole, the 
level of agreement among participants (i.e., 53%) indicates a higher level of positive attitudes toward CW 
compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 24%). A higher tendency in responses toward agreement indicates 
that students preferred CW to IW. 

Item 3 in the survey was “My ideas got into the papers we wrote.” Of the total (N = 30), 13% (n = 4) strongly 
disagreed, 27% (n = 8) disagreed, 37% (n = 11) agreed, and 10% (n = 3) strongly agreed. Ten percent (n = 3) of 
the participants were neutral, while 3% (n = 1) selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of agreement 
among participants (i.e., 47%) indicates a slightly higher level of positive attitudes toward CW compared to the 
level of disagreement (i.e., 40%). Students’ responses show positive attitudes toward the incorporation of their 
ideas in papers, slightly higher than students who reported negative attitudes toward CW when it came to the 
incorporation of their ideas into papers. 

Item 4 in the survey was “I got along with everybody in the group.” Of the total (N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly 
disagreed, 10% (n = 3) disagreed, 27% (n = 8) agreed, and 33% (n = 10) strongly agreed. Twenty-seven percent 
(n = 8) of the participants were neutral while 3% (n = 1) selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of 
agreement among participants (i.e., 60%) indicates a very high level of positive attitudes toward CW compared 
to the level of disagreement (i.e., 10%). Such a higher tendency toward CW in students’ responses indicates that 
CW encouraged group coherence among students, which is one of the defining characteristics of CW.  

Item 5 in the survey was “People in my group listened to each other’s ideas.” Of the total (N = 30), 7% (n = 2) 
strongly disagreed, 10% (n = 3) disagreed, 30% (n = 6) agreed, and 43% (n = 13) strongly agreed. Twenty 
percent (n = 6) of the participants were neutral while none of them selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the 
level of agreement among participants (i.e., 63%) indicates a higher level of positive attitudes toward CW 
compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 17%). Such a higher tendency toward CW in students’ responses 
indicates that CW encouraged students to listen to one another’s ideas and incorporate them accordingly for the 
benefit of the writing process. 

Item 6 in the survey was “Writing together we spent more time revising papers than I do when I write alone.” Of 
the total (N = 30), 3% (n = 1) strongly disagreed, 10% (n = 3) disagreed, 30% (n = 9) agreed, and 43% (n = 13) 
strongly agreed. Seven percent (n = 2) of the participants were neutral, while 7% (n = 2) selected not applicable. 
Taken as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 73%) indicates a very high level of positive 
attitudes toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 13%). A very high level of tendency toward 
CW in students’ responses indicates the effectiveness of CW in terms of time saving. 

Item 7 in the survey was “Writing together we spent more time checking spelling, punctuation, and grammar 
than I do when I write alone.” Of the total (N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly disagreed, 7% (n = 2) disagreed, 27% (n 
= 8) agreed, and 43% (n = 13) strongly agreed. Twenty percent (n = 6) of the participants were neutral, while 3% 
(n = 1) selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 70%) indicates 
a very high level of positive attitudes toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 7%). The highest 
level of agreement in students’ responses tends to show that CW effectively offers students the opportunity to 
save time on revisions and error corrections as compared to IW.  

Item 8 in the survey was “Every member of the group put about the same amount of effort into writing the 
papers.” Of the total (N = 30), 3% (n = 1) strongly disagreed, 10% (n = 3) disagreed, 23% (n = 7) agreed, and 43% 
(n = 13) strongly agreed. Seventeen percent (n = 5) of the participants were neutral, while 3% (n = 1) selected 
not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 70%) indicates a higher level 
of positive attitudes toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 13%). The highest level of 
agreement in students’ responses indicates that CW encouraged group collaboration, and students’ individual 
efforts in terms of input effectively contributed to the final product. 

Item 9 in the survey was “We wrote all parts of the paper together rather than dividing up the work.” Of the total 
(N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly disagreed, 7% (n = 2) disagreed, 17% (n = 5) agreed, and 60% (n = 18) strongly 
agreed. Thirteen percent (n = 4) of the participants were neutral, while 3% (n = 1) selected not applicable. Taken 
as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 77%) indicates a higher level of positive attitudes 
toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 7%). The highest level of agreement in students’ 
responses indicates that CW encouraged group collaboration and a cohesive product. 

Item 10 in the survey was “Members of my group sometimes disagree about what to say or how to say it.” Of the 
total (N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly disagreed, 10% (n = 3) disagreed, 23% (n = 7) agreed, and 33% (n = 10) 
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strongly agreed. Twenty-three percent (n = 7) of the participants were neutral, while 10% (n = 3) selected not 
applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 56%) indicates a higher level of 
positive attitudes toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 10%). The highest level of agreement 
in students’ responses indicates that CW allowed students to disagree on some points which, in turn, encouraged 
the incorporation of the most relevant ideas into the product. 

Item 11 in the survey was “One person in the group tended to be the leader.” Of the total (N = 30), 27% (n = 8) 
strongly disagreed, 11% (n = 37) disagreed, 3% (n = 1) agreed, and 3% (n = 1) strongly agreed. Fifteen percent 
(n = 5) of the participants were neutral, while 13% (n = 4) selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of 
disagreement among participants (i.e., 57%) indicates a higher level of positive attitudes toward CW compared 
to the level of disagreement (i.e., 26%). The highest level of disagreement in students’ responses indicates that 
CW encouraged students to disagree on some points which, in turn, encouraged group work and inclusion of 
every team member as a core part of the team and discouraged an individual student’s dominance. 

Item 12 in the survey was “I would like to write collaboratively again.” Of the total (N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly 
disagreed, 3% (n = 1) disagreed, 40% (n = 12) agreed, and 33% (n = 10) strongly agreed. Seventeen percent (n = 
5) of the participants were neutral, while 7% (n = 2) selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of 
agreement among participants (i.e., 73%) indicates a very high level of positive attitudes toward CW compared 
to the level of disagreement (i.e., 3%). The highest level of agreement in students’ responses shows the tendency 
toward encouragement of CW and discouragement of IW. 

Item 13 in the survey was “I learned more from collaborative writing assignments than individual writing 
assignments.” Of the total (N = 30), 0% (n = 0) strongly disagreed, 3% (n = 1) disagreed, 27% (n = 8) agreed, 
and 57% (n = 17) strongly agreed. Three percent (n = 1) of the participants were neutral, while 3% (n = 1) 
selected not applicable. Taken as a whole, the level of agreement among participants (i.e., 84%) indicates a 
higher level of positive attitudes toward CW compared to the level of disagreement (i.e., 3%). The highest level 
of agreement in students’ responses indicates that CW was highly productive in terms of learning as compared to 
IW. 

To conclude, it is noteworthy that the mean across all 13 items is 3.86 (SD = 0.43), indicating that participants as 
a group have positive perceptions of CW (i.e., given that an answer of 4 on every item indicates agree). 
Similarly, the most frequently provided answer across all scale items was strongly agree, amounting to 138 of 
the 371 (37%) responses. Lastly, the highest rated item was Item 13, “I learned more from collaborative writing 
assignments than individual writing assignments” (M = 4.47, SD = 0.86), providing further evidence that 
students felt the CW assignments were more worthwhile and educational than the more traditional IW 
assignments. The lowest rated item, on the other hand, was Item 11, “One person in the group tended to be the 
leader” (M = 4.47, SD = 0.86), suggesting that the CW assignments were indeed collaborative and all group 
members contributed and participated in the assignments (see Table 3).  

6. Results and Discussion 

This study aimed to explore participants’ attitudes toward CW as compared to their views toward IW. A 
self-report survey (6-point Likert scale) was used to investigate learners’ perceptions of CW (see Appendices A 
and B). Also, semi-structured interviews were conducted to gain qualitative insights while exploring the 
participants’ views toward the two writing conditions they experienced as well as to find out the benefits and 
challenges they faced. Four research questions guided the study, and the results are listed and explained as 
follows. 

Question 1: What are the students’ ratings of IW assignments with regard to improving their writing skills? And 
what are their ratings of IW assignments with regard to improving their English language skills? A 
questionnaire (Likert-type) was used to answer the above research question. The questionnaire items were 
designed to ask students’ views of how the IW assignments helped them improve their writing skills, specifically, 
and their overall English language skills, in general. The questionnaire was divided into two sections, with six 
items in each section. The items in the first section were designed to ask students’ views of how the IW 
assignments helped them improve their writing skills, whereas the six items in the second section focused on 
how these assignments contributed to their language learning improvement in general (see Appendix A).  

The findings revealed that students rated IW assignments low with regard to improving their writing skills as 
well as improving their English language skills in general. This low rating of individual assignments indicates 
that they did not prefer writing individually because it does not boost their language learning in general or their 
writing skills in particular. As shown in Figure 1, students’ ratings of IW assignments with regard to writing 
skills were (M = 2.72, SD = 0.67), and their ratings with regard to their language learning improvement in 
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general were (M = 2.90, SD = 0.89) (see Figure 1). This low rating of IW assignments indicates that these 
assignments were not effective in helping students improve their writing skills or their overall language learning. 
In other words, students did not find the IW assignments to be a useful method to develop their writing skills or 
their language learning in general.  

Question 2: What are the students’ ratings of CW assignments with regard to improving their writing skills? And 
what are their ratings of CW assignments with regard to improving their English language skills? Similar to 
Question 1, that is, to determine whether students’ ratings of CW assignments differ significantly from their 
ratings of IW assignments, the same scale was used. The questionnaire items were designed to ask students’ 
views of how the CW assignments helped them improve their writing skills and their English language skills. 
The first six items were designed to ask students’ views of how the CW assignments helped them improve their 
writing skills, whereas the other six items focused on how these assignments contributed to their language 
learning improvement in general (see Appendix A).  

The findings revealed that students’ ratings of CW assignments were high with regard to improving their writing 
skills as well as their English language skills in general. This high rating of CW assignments indicates that they 
favored writing collaboratively because they found it helpful to support their language learning as well as their 
writing skills. As shown in Figure 1, students’ ratings of CW assignments with regard to writing skills were (M = 
3.54, SD = 0.82), and their ratings with regard to their language learning improvement were (M = 3.61, SD = 
0.51) (see Figure 1). These high ratings of CW assignments indicate that these assignments were effective in 
helping students improve their writing skills as well as their overall language learning. Unlike students’ ratings 
of IW assignments, their ratings of CW assignments were high, which indicates that they found CW more 
helpful and that it contributed not only to improvement of their writing skills but also of their language learning 
in general. In other words, students’ ratings of CW showed that they found CW a useful method in developing 
not only their writing skills but also their language learning in general. This means that the majority of the 
students favored writing collaboratively over IW because they found it useful to improve their writing skills as 
well as their learning of English language skills.  

Question 3: After having the opportunity to engage in CW assignments, what are students’ attitudes toward CW? 
To gauge students’ responses about their CW experience exclusively, a questionnaire was used in this study to 
answer the third research question (see Appendix B). This survey consisted of 13 items to measure students’ 
opinions regarding the CW process. The purpose of the questionnaire was to gain a sense of student perceptions 
of the CW process. The survey assessed students’ attitudes toward the CW process, asking whether they: (1) had 
expressed their views in the group, (2) felt that the group got along well, and (3) found the collaborative process 
helpful overall. The questionnaire had specific questions about CW such as “People in my group listened to each 
other’s ideas and one person in the group tended to be the leader.” Each item of the survey allowed participants 
to choose one of the following five options: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neutral, (4) agree, and (5) 
strongly agree. Descriptive statistics were applied to assess the respondents’ scores and present the findings (i.e., 
means, standard deviations, frequencies, and response percentages). 

The analysis of the questionnaire revealed that the mean across all 13 survey items was 3.86 (SD = 0.43), 
indicating that participants as a group have positive perceptions of CW (i.e., given that an answer of 4 on every 
item indicates agree). Similarly, the most frequently provided answer across all scale items was strongly agree, 
amounting to 138 of the 371 (37%) responses. Lastly, the highest rated item was Item 13, “I learned more from 
collaborative writing assignments than individual writing assignments” (M = 4.47, SD = 0.86), providing further 
evidence that students found CW assignments more worthwhile and educational than the more traditional IW 
assignments. The lowest rated item, on the other hand, was Item 11, “One person in the group tended to be the 
leader” (M = 4.47, SD = 0.86), suggesting that the CW assignments were indeed collaborative and all group 
members contributed and participated in the assignments (see Table 3). 

The above findings based on the questionnaire data revealed that the majority of the participants expressed 
positive attitudes toward the incorporation of their ideas in papers. Also, a statistically significant number of 
participants not only liked writing with their partners more than writing alone, but also thought that they wrote 
better papers with their partners than alone. Moreover, a statistically significant number of participants liked the 
writing processes of planning, writing, and editing/revising when they did them with their partners rather than 
doing them alone. This indicates that they preferred CW to the IW assignments. The respondents’ positive 
attitudes on the questionnaire toward the CW process showed that they found CW helpful for their writing, 
particularly for idea generation, essay organization, grammar, and vocabulary. 

Question 4: Judging from students’ perceptions, what are the perceived benefits and challenges of CW for EFL 
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learners? What difficulties do they experience when engaging in CW? Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted to gain qualitative insights while exploring the participants’ point of view toward the two writing 
conditions they experienced as well as to find out the benefits and challenges they faced. This research paradigm 
was expected to yield new insights into what EFL learners think of individual and collaborative writing and how 
these two different writing assignments help them with their language learning in general and writing skills in 
particular. 

After students completed the course, I randomly selected 10 students (1 participant from each group) out of the 
total sample for a semi-structured interview aiming to gauge students’ opinions about their experience with the 
two writing conditions. The interview was conducted in English and lasted for 20 to 30 minutes with each 
participant. I audiorecorded and transcribed the interviews verbatim. The participants were asked questions such 
as: (a) how they felt about each writing condition, (b) whether the condition hindered or assisted them in the 
writing process, and (c) how they felt about each assignment. Participants were also specifically asked how they 
found IW different from CW, which writing condition they found more useful and enjoyable, and which 
condition contributed more to their language learning.  

The interviews with the participants were conducted immediately after the class and yielded some noteworthy 
insights about their reaction to CW. The majority of the participants responded that they were able to improve 
their writing and speaking skills to some extent. They were able to benefit from the CW experience as they 
gained new ideas and vocabulary, and learned a number of learning innovations and revision strategies. In 
addition, they developed a broader perspective of thinking in regard to language learning. Many of them 
affirmed that they learned how to produce more complex sentence structures and how to follow the rhetorical 
aspects of academic essays more systematically. For instance, Student 6 affirmed: 

My problem when I write I don’t know how to connect the sentences together because paragraph is not 
good but when I write with my friends we write good essay together, they bring sentences, and we connects 
them together. They always said to me I must connect the sentences together. 

In a similar vein, Student 17 stated: 

Sometimes I ask the teacher about how write good sentences and he doesn’t answer very well. He answers, 
but in quickly and different way. When I work with my group with my classmates, and I ask them questions 
about how to start to write first line and until last line in essay. They always answer, and how we do that 
together.  

Furthermore, their confidence in writing grew and many of them felt less apprehensive about writing on their 
own. As Student 7 mentioned: 

I always worried about writing when I have homework because I think my writing is very bad, but now I 
am happy because my writing is like my friends. We write the same way and we learn from each other 
when we writing together. 

They also developed a sense of audience and tried to write clearly. For instance, Student 9 affirmed: 

I feel I learn from my friends now more about grammar and new words in English more than before. 
Sometimes, while we write I give them one word and they say, “No, no. We should use another word much 
better.” I like their ideas. They always bring good words, and we use them in our writing. Also, I will use 
what I learn from my friends when I write my homework next time. 

In fact, they intended to apply the knowledge they gained during the collaboration into their own individual 
writing.  

On the whole, the participants did not report serious complications while working within their groups. The 
majority of them liked working in groups because they were exposed to new ideas and learned new ways of 
writing. For example, Student 1 affirmed, “If writing alone, I stick to one point. But with my group, we can share 
points and ideas, and discuss, and we can produce better writing. I like to write with my friends in my group.” 
Similarly, Student 2 said, “Writing in the group is better than writing alone because in group writing help to 
bring more ideas and then we will have good writing essay.” They also seemed to be delighted working with 
peers whom they were familiar with. Their dislike of group work was due to a sense of inadequacy, working 
with unknown partners. For instance, Student 7 stated, “Sometimes, my group have some problems because we 
don’t know each other before [and] not close friends. It’s our first time to be in one group, we don’t want to hurt 
each other.” Time constraints were also highlighted as one of the problems in CW as Student 8 pointed out: 

…the problem I have, I think, we need more time. The teacher did not give enough time for writing. We 
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take more time in first draft. We brainstorm, plan and it’s very difficult to do many things in short time. 

It is quite evident that the participants found it easy to participate in groups despite the disagreements and 
differences in opinions. The weaker students obtained assistance and help from stronger members as Student 8 
stated, “I think I have two friends in my group, who are weak in writing. I always teach them when we write the 
essay, and I think they improved their writing at the end.” Similarly, Student 2 affirmed, “I learn new ways in 
writing every essay because I see how my friends write. My friends tell me how to introduce the topic and 
summarize the essay, and also how much I should write in the main body.” At the same time, the participants felt 
that they expanded their writing repertoire by observing how other members explored and tested their ideas. By 
the time the second task began, students’ collaboration had already been improved. 

7. Discussion 
Based on the survey findings and interview responses, it is evident that the majority of respondents had a 
positive perception of the use of CW in the classroom in terms of a variety of aspects. For example, in terms of 
motivation, students felt that CW improved their confidence to write in English. This finding aligned with 
Shehadeh (2011), whose subjects found CW helpful in enhancing their self-confidence, and Yang, Badger and 
Yu (2006), who proposed that collaboration fosters camaraderie and self-confidence. Two sociocultural 
constructs commonly identified in CW, the co-construction of knowledge and languaging, were also cited by 
students as major benefits. Most of the respondents agreed that the group discussed the best way to use the target 
language to express their ideas in terms of grammar, vocabulary, sentence structure, and spelling. This 
corresponds to instances of languaging or language-related episodes identified in Swain (2006) and used as a 
variable in a number of studies (e.g., Dobao, 2012; Jafari & Ansari, 2012; Shehadeh, 2011; Storch, 2005, 2009) 
on CW. It was shown, for instance, that frequencies of language-related episodes corresponded to quality of 
written text produced (Watanabe & Swain, 2007).  

The results of the present study confirm Storch’s (2005) findings that most of the students who participated in 
her study (16 of 18) were generally positive regarding the CW experience. Almost all the participants in the 
present study were also positive about the activity, enjoyed the experience, and stated that it was a source of 
learning for them, although two students stated that they would prefer to be given the choice to select their 
partners (Shehadeh, 2011).  

Furthermore, the interview responses suggest that the respondents perceived CW to have had a positive impact 
on their grammar. This is in line with numerous past studies (e.g., Storch, 1999, 2005; Storch & Wigglesworth, 
2007), which found that collaboration had a positive effect on overall grammatical accuracy. Storch (2005) and 
Chao and Lo’s (2011) studies also revealed that students perceived greater grammatical accuracy to be one of the 
benefits of collaboration. In addition to that, the participants who showed a preference for writing in groups felt 
that there were more ideas to share and more opportunities to provide and receive assistance from peers. Their 
perceptions reflect the findings of previous research, which indicates the CW tasks, both in pairs and in small 
groups, offer learners the opportunity to pool their individual ideas and knowledge (e.g., Dobao, 2012; Jafari & 
Ansari, 2012; Kim, 2008; Storch, 2005; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2007; Swain & Lapkin, 1998). 

On the other hand, as observed in previous studies, such as Storch (2005) and Shehadeh (2011), the number of 
students who expressed a preference for individual over collaborative writing was extremely limited, that is, only 
4 out of 55. In previous research, the most commonly cited argument in favor of IW is the idea that writing is an 
inherently individual task (Elola & Oskoz, 2010; Storch, 2005). Learners have also been found to prefer 
individual work when they lack confidence in their own language skills or feel uncomfortable correcting or 
criticizing their peers (Storch, 2005). Perhaps these were major concerns for the present study’s participants 
because of the nature of the task, which was oriented to develop not only learners’ writing skills, but also their 
vocabulary and grammar knowledge. The only two learners who stated a preference for IW raised issues of them 
being less confident in their English or afraid of offending their partners, such as “I like to work alone because I 
think my friends don’t understand my English” or “I want to write alone because sometimes I feel my friends get 
angry when I correct their English or writing.” Taking these points into consideration, learners who lack 
self-confidence in English proficiency or fear offending others would be impeded from working in their ZPD.  

It is also necessary to point out that the majority of the participants felt that CW assignments helped them 
develop their lexical and grammatical knowledge, because, as Student 8 stated, “again, we use English in 
discussion.” These learners saw the positive impact of CW not only on their writing abilities, but also on their 
learning of the English language in general. This may happen due to their use of the target language, which 
improved their fluency and overall speaking skills as well. These findings are in line with other studies (e.g., 
Dobao & Blum, 2013; Jafari & Ansari, 2012; Shehadeh, 2011; Storch, 2005, 2009) that found that their 



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 10, No. 3; 2020 

45 

participants expressed a preference for CW to IW assignments due to the opportunities that CW offered not only 
to learn from each other about writing, but also to practice their English with peers without being afraid of 
making mistakes.  

Finally, obtaining insights from students who have used the collaborative approach is important for curriculum 
designers, textbook planners, and EFL writing instructors to implement writing tasks for students to collaborate 
on. The findings of the present study showed that the CW approach is a preferable teaching method from the 
perspective of learners. Therefore, the main pedagogical implication that arises from the present findings is that 
L2 teachers, particularly EFL writing instructors, could benefit from using CW tasks to enhance their students’ 
writing as well as offer them an opportunity to learn from one another. The present study demonstrated that CW 
assignments have a place in EFL writing classrooms.  
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