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Abstract

This small-scale qualitative study aims to explore the Saudi EFL learners’ perceptions and
experiences about their journal writing practice. The study adopts an interpretive approach to
understand the multiple realities and subjective experiences of twenty-two female students in
the Saudi context. Suiting its purpose, this study utilizes a qualitative data collection tool,
which are semi-structured interviews to elicit and gather EFL learners’ views about their
writing skills and journal writing activity. The interviews were manually transcribed and
inductively analyzed aiming to answer three research questions. The iterative process of data
analysis led to the emergence of five major themes which are: a) The Trend of Writing a
Journal in the Saudi Context; b) The Significance of Writing a Journal in the Saudi Context; ¢)
The Impact of Writing a Journal on EFL Learners’ Writing Skills; d) The Challenge of
Writing a Journal in the EFL Context; and e) The Future of Writing a Journal in the Saudi
EFL Context. In the light of the findings, recommendations and suggestions are put forward
to make journal writing an integral part of the EFL curriculum in the Saudi EFL context.

Keyword: A qualitative study, EFL students, Saudi EFL context, Writing skill, Writing a
journal
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1. Introduction

Writing is one of the four basic skills of learning a foreign or second language. It is widely
acknowledged that writing is the last language skill to be learned and mastered both by native
speakers of the language and foreign/second language learners irrespective of the contexts
(Hamp & Heasly, 2006). For most of the EFL students around the world, English writing is a
challenging phenomenon and learners face numerous difficulties overcoming their
weaknesses while mastering this skill in classroom environment. Acknowledging its vital role
in the process of learning a foreign language, Glazier (1994) states that “It is very important
to be able to write in English in college, and it will be probably an asset in the career” (p. 3).
Similarly, Nunan (1999) believes that the most difficult thing in a language is to be able to
produce a coherent, fluent, and extended piece of writing since the reader is required to
comprehend and understand without asking for any clarification of what has been written.

Owing to its intricate nature, EFL teachers often face challenges to motivate learners in
improving their writing skills. Since writing is not an enjoyable activity as compared to other
language skills, motivating learners is not an adequate strategy and teachers have to think out
of the box in a bid to enhance their writing skills (Hedge, 1991). As writing tasks are often
assessed in class, most of the EFL/ESL learners find it discouraging due to the fact that it will
come under the scrutiny of the classroom teacher who will find errors to be corrected in their
writing. Hamp and Heasley (2006) states:

Few people write spontaneously and feel comfortable with a formal writing task
intended for the eyes of someone else. When the "someone else" is the teacher,
whose eyes may be critical, and who indeed may assign an individual assessment to
the written product, most people feel uncomfortable” (p. 2).

Research shows that second/foreign language learners encounter various problems when
attempting to write in English. They often find themselves stuck with the ideas when it comes
to writing tasks since they are supposed to write what is assigned to them by their teacher;
rather than writing about their own ideas which bear some relevance to them. According to
Byrne (1991), “Being at a loss for ideas is a familiar experience to most of us when we are
obliged to write” (p.5). In a similar way, Tho (2000) states that “Non-native writers may not
have enough ideas to write down or, even worse, they have nothing to say” (p. 36). It shows
that learners’ own idea or the topics that learners can relate to are of paramount importance
that can trigger learners’ interest in the process of EFL writing.

Adding to the problems students encounter in an EFL writing class, time constraints are also
highlighted by the researchers as the learners’ writing effectiveness is hindered by the time
pressure. Students are compelled to finish their writing tasks within a certain period of time
because of which many students fail to complete their tasks, which results in their
de-motivation. On time constraints, Weir (1990) states that time pressure has always been a
problem for students as the writing process is lengthier and needs time and several tasks
before completing and producing a final outcome. In this regard, Chanderasegaran (2002)
indicates, “A problem to be expected in the writing classroom is that some students take
much longer than others to write the required parts of the essay. Many never finish their
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writing in class” (p. 14).

Since writing is considered an important skill, Saudi EFL learners often need more time and
effort to improve their writing skills. The public universities across the Kingdom and their
Preparatory Year Programme (PYP) have put a great emphasis on developing the EFL
learners” writing skills. Various strategies, top-notch techniques, and up-to-date
methodologies have been added to the teaching repertoire in order to bring up the Saudi EFL
learners' writing skills to an acceptable level in the market. In this respect, a newly introduced
technique of writing a journal as part of free writing has been introduced in different
universities; however, it has not been granted an indispensable place in curriculums and
syllabi. As its significance is widely acknowledged, this study will explore the perceptions of
Saudi EFL learners about their experience of writing journals and find out what difficulties
they encounter in a typical journal writing activity. This qualitative and exploratory research
aims to answer the following three research questions:

1. To what extent do EFL learners consider journal writing an important tool for
improving their writing skills?

2. What are the EFL learners’ perceptions of their experience of journal writing in an
EFL classroom?

3. What are the factors that hinder the process of journal writing in the Saudi EFL
context?

2. Literature Review
2.1 The Nature of Journal Writing

It is widely acknowledged that academic achievement cannot be measured without improved
writing skills as students always require to writing assignments, papers, articles, thesis, and
dissertations in their academic endeavors. Parallel to the students’ academic writing activity
inside the classroom, writing outside the classroom is also a useful tool for improving the
writing skill (Chanderasegaran, 2002). One of the best ways to practice writing outside the
classroom is to keep journals, “which are the notebooks in which the writers record their
ideas, opinions, and descriptions about their daily lives. Keeping or writing a journal helps
the writer to develop his/her creativity” (Spaventa, 2000, p. 168). Moreover, writing a journal
allows students to write freely without thinking much about their grades as it is an
opportunity for them to write on topics of their choice. As a result, their writing skill
improves and they grow into confidence. Hamp and Heasley (2006):

The most obvious way you can help yourself become a good writer is by writing. We
strongly suggest that in addition to completing the tasks, you also keep your own
personal journal. Buy yourself a notebook, and try to write down some ideas every
day, in English, about anything that interests you (...). You will surprise yourself by
producing pages and pages of writing. (p. 5)

It is an undeniable fact that giving the students a chance to write about the relevant things is
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an “an active learning technique” (Chickering & Gamson, 1987, p. 5). Keeping the journals
helps the learners to keep a record of their personal or life activities. The importance of
personal or life writing has been valued by many scholars. Moreover, journal writing is
considered an enjoyable experience by most of the students keeping in view the primary aim
of keeping a journal, which is “to encourage students to become involved and interested in
writing” (White & Arndt, 1991, p. 63) without thinking much about errors and time pressure
(Spaventa, 2000, p.168). To add to the benefits that “journal writing provides students with
good opportunities to improve their writing skills individually and good chances to record
their thoughts and feelings” (Ngoh, 2002, p. 27). In a similar way, Spaventa (2000) observes:

There are a lot of perks of keeping a journal. In addition to the informal conversation
that takes place in it between you and yourself and you and your instructor: when
you have finished the course, you will have a record of what you read, what you
experienced and what you thought about during that time. (p. 168)

There is a consensus among the researchers that journals do not just help students write better
but they also help the students with their motivation and self-esteem. When used as a tool for
response to literature, which is either dictated to the students or read by the students
themselves, journals prove to be a valuable medium for developing critical thinking and
reading comprehension. Some students could even notice an increase in their analytical
approach to learning, as a result of which, their performance in other classes improved as
well (Simpson, 1986).

A lot of work has been done on the effectiveness and usefulness of journal writing as a
learning resource in the ESL/EFL classroom. Dotson (2001) in journal writing pathfinder
gives information of the ways to access resources in journal writing. The author presented
resources focusing on different journal types and benefits, the logistics to implement journal
writing, and the role of the teacher in this process as both observer and participant. According
to Pierson (2004) while discussing on the Perspective of Journal Writing for ESL/EFL
Classroom, defined the dialogue journal based on its definition, goals and procedures,
benefits and limitations and he found out that the learners were eager to start writing, once
they understood the overall writing process.

Ediger (2001) has identified the following advantages of journal writing:

(1) Each student has ownership of his/her written script. The student then is the
chooser as to what to write about.

(2) Students may feel that writing is individualized in that each may select,
organize, and sequence content to write about.

(3) Writing is personalized in that the learner writes about feelings, subject matter,
attitudes, and values; about what is prized in the social studies curriculum.

(4) Learners may choose to write in an intrapersonal or interpersonal manner.
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(5) Self-evaluation of the journal is possible as well as theuse of qualified
adults to assess journal entries

Ediger (2001) has identified the following advantages of journal writing:

(1) Each student has ownership of his/her written script. The student then is the
chooser as to what to write about.

(2) Students may feel that writing is individualized in that each may select,
organize, and sequence content to write about.

(3) Writing is personalized in that the learner writes about feelings, subject matter,
attitudes, and values; about what is prized in the social studies curriculum.

(4) Learners may choose to write in an intrapersonal or interpersonal manner.

(5) Self-evaluation of the journal is possible as well as the use of qualified
adults to assess journal entries

In another study, Ediger (2001) has identified the following advantages of journal writing.
For example, students can feel the ownership of the script and they can have a choice about
the topic. as writing is a personalized effort, learners can write about their feelings, attitudes,
subject matter and values which they can select and organize themselves. Choosing their
intrapersonal or interpersonal style, learners can evaluate and assess their writing in a much
better manner (Ediger, 2001).

Owing to that personalized effect, journal writing is not only beneficial to learners but it is
helpful to teachers as well as it not only improves the relationship between a teacher and the
learner but also gives a glimpse of what is going on in the mind of their learners. It has been
well defined that journal writing is the process of “thinking aloud” on the paper. To
corroborate with the view, one of the students in Mllynarczyk’s (1998) class wrote: “it is free
writing. I wrote the first sentence and then I continued writing almost without any stops.”
Another student wrote: “I didn’t decide. It came by itself” (p. 45). Mllynarczyk explains: “by
writing freely, without focusing on form or organization, these writers had a chance to
experiment with language and follow their own ideas” (p. 45).

Motivation can play a key role in not only helping the learners write about their own interests
and the subjects relevant to their lives but also in helping them to go beyond personal subjects
and focus on much bigger issues in their writings. As shown by many studies, language
learning is a complex process and in this whole process the learners' expectations, beliefs,
and values play an important role. Relying only on the linguistic input and output of the
classroom will not help, but learners' selves need to be tapped and heard what they think
about. One of the best way to learn about their perceptions would be to ask them to regularly
write about their feelings in a journal.
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2.2 Journal Writing and its Impact on Students’ Learning

Journal writing is a means of students' engagement and classroom interaction. It is a learning
process that encourages students to reflect, brainstorm, think about the content, discuss and
develop a rapport with classroom teacher (Surbeck, 1994). It also allows the teacher to read
and respond to the students’ entries with comments on their written work. Although the work
is mainly done outside classroom, the whole process involves learners and teachers sharing
their views in a very comfortable environment.

Research indicates that journal writing is not merely a learning tool for the students, it assists
teachers as well. Apps (1991) considers it a learning and teaching tool for adults that helps in
brainstorming of new ideas. In Haglund’s (1998) view, journal writing is a way of connecting
learners’ school lives to events in history and instances in the real world. More importantly, it
creates a trusting relationship between the students and teachers as they share their true
stories.

Studies show that reflective journal writing enhances learners’ information synthesis skills
(Hettich, 1976). It enables learners to ask questions, make connections, admit confusion and
develop their ideas in an organized manner (Good, 1999). Similarly, Cisero (2006) states that
journal writing may not prepare students for exams, but it certainly helps in enhancing their
reading and content engagement skills. Cisero (2006) also believes that students with low
motivation and underachievement can benefit from journal writing. However, Heron (2003)
suggests that it should not be pre-planned or repetitive in nature.

Hashemi and Amerian (2017) conducted a quantitative study in the lranian context to
determine the impact of journal writing on EFL learners' grammar acquisition. The findings
suggest that EFL learners who took part in the experiment of journal writing showed significant
improvement in grammar learning compared to the controlled group. Interestingly, the learners
were not given any instruction on grammar who learned or improved grammar aspects by
themselves through reflecting on and correcting their mistakes. Like other researchers,
Hashemi and Amerian (2017) also concluded that EFL learners can benefit a great deal from
writing a journal since free writing ease the process of thinking and organizing ideas. Therefore,
they suggest that EFL teachers include such activities in their teaching repertoire.

2.3 Journal Writing in the Saudi EFL Context

Bearing in mind the importance of writing skill, educational institutions around the world
have made it a compulsory component for students at the undergraduate and graduate levels.
In the context of Saudi Arabia, students in preparatory years take an 18-hours language
course per week for one academic year. The focus of the course is mainly to develop the EFL
learners' English proficiency and upgrade their academic skills to compete in local and global
markets. Nevertheless, in classrooms, writing tasks mainly focus on the improvement of
students’ writing skill and their overall English proficiency irrespective of their
appropriateness and effectiveness. As part of a teaching and learning tool, journal writing is a
fairly new phenomenon in this context, which may be an effective tool to develop EFL
learners' writing skills outside the classroom. In connection to this tool, this exploratory study
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aims to understand the Saudi learners’ views and experiences about this language learning
tool and its effectiveness.

Despite its numerous advantages for learners and teachers, journal writing seems to be a
novel concept in the Saudi EFL context. The PYP contains the writing component and there
are writing centers in some of the universities in the Kingdom, however, this notion has not
been fully implemented in the Saudi educational institutions. It may have been applied in
some settings, but there appears to be no published research on this topic. Since the topic is of
paramount importance for language learners to improve their writing skills, this research will
contribute to the literature by enabling the EFL learners to share their experiences and
perceptions about journal writing. Indeed, EFL learners and teachers in other EFL contexts
can take the findings as a guideline for their endeavors in learning about and teaching the
techniques of journal writing.

3. The Study Design
3.1 The Context of the Study

As English has acquired the status of a global language, it has been made a mandatory
foreign language in Saudi educational institutions across the Kingdom. As a language policy,
Saudi schools and universities have implemented English as a foreign language and a
medium of instructions for Arts and Science students at secondary and tertiary levels. To meet
the policy criteria, PYP has been established in all public and private universities that meet
the language learning needs of thousands of Saudi EFL learners. In the context of the current
research, the English Language Institute (ELI) offers an intensive EFL program to more than
6000 students. The course is delivered by more than 100 language teachers with various L1
backgrounds. The focus of the PYP is to develop the EFL learners’ integrated language skills.

The PYP runs over four modules over the period of 10 months. Following a weekly pacing
guide, teachers apply a level-based learners’ textbook and workbook for a module of 7 weeks.
Students take a placement test prior to their distribution into appropriate levels. The
placement test is designed following the Common European Framework (CEF) that
facilitates the process of placing students in suitable levels, such as Beginner (A0Q) to
Pre-Intermediate (B1). EFL students are promoted to the next level once they complete a
module successfully.

3.2 Methodology

This exploratory study is situated in the interpretive paradigm to explore the EFL learners'
perceptions and experiences of journal writing in the EFL context. According to Marshall and
Rossmans (1999)," for a study focusing on individual lived experiences, the researcher could
argue that one cannot understand human actions without understanding the meaning that
participants attribute to these actions, their thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptive
worlds" (p. 57).

The interpretive approach is suitable for the nature of the current research as it allows us to
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interact with the participants and understand the research phenomenon in-depth. Being
classroom teachers, our role has been both as investigators and observers as explained by
Borg and Gall (1983) that “by being actively involved in the situation that the researcher is
observing, the researcher often gains insights and develops interpersonal relationships that are
virtually impossible to achieve through any other method” (p. 26).

A\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of English Language Education

3.3 Method of Data Collection

This exploratory study employed qualitative techniques for data collection to achieve a fuller
understanding of the research phenomenon (Jupp, 2006). For this purpose, semi-structured
interviews were conducted to explore EFL learners’ perceptions and experiences of journal
writing in the Saudi EFL context. Qualitative interview is defined as “a uniquely sensitive
and powerful method for capturing the lived experiences and lived meanings of the subjects’
everyday world” (Kvale, 2007, p. 11). Similarly, Scott and Usher (2006) further highlight that
“the core issue for researchers who use interviews in qualitative research is to seek in-depth
understandings about the experiences of individuals and groups, commonly drawing from a
small sample of people, selected purposively. Such types of interviews are called
semi-structured” (p. 147). This research has employed semi-structured interviews to benefit
from its flexible structures that give the EFL learners freedom to express their views (Flick,
2002) as well as it allows the researchers to develop unpredicted themes and problems that
emerge during interviews (Cohen et al., 2007; Mason, 2002). The questions, probes, and
prompts for the purpose of semi-structured interviews were generated in the light of the
reviewed literature on the topic of journal writing and our personal observation and
experience of journal writing in this context.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted in the English language as the EFL learners
could communicate in English and were able to share their views fluently, which helped us
transcribe the interviews easily. All interviews were audio-recorded and each interview lasted
for 20 to 30 minutes.

3.4 Participants

In this qualitative study, twenty-two female EFL learners participated whose consent was
sought before the start of the study. All the learners were intermediate level students who had
studied the English language for more than six years in schools and for about seven months in
PYP. Prior to the start of the research, the participants were communicated the aims and
objectives of the research and were given the right to withdraw at any stage of the study.
Before the study was initiated, ethical approval was granted from the vice dean of the
graduate studies at the ELI.

We used purposive sampling to select female leaners who had the experience of writing
journals. The chosen participants were in the best position to give the most relevant

[l

3.5 Data Analysis

The qualitative data were inductively analyzed employing interpretive phenomenological
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analysis approach (Patton, 2002; Silverman, 2011). The interview transcripts were repeatedly
read through in a bid to make sense of the participants’ views as Marshall and Rossman (2006)
explains: “Reading, reading, and rereading through the data, once more, forces the researcher
to become intimately familiar with those data” (p. 158). An initial reading of the transcripts
helped us locate relevant and important information. We used an iterative and inductive
approach throughout the analysis of the qualitative data. We manually coded the data that
generated codes and categories. Initial coding generated 105 open codes. Later, identical
codes were merged and 30 categories were created. After prolonged deliberation, 30
categories were collapsed under 5 overarching themes which were aiming to answer the three
research questions. The major themes were: A) The Trend of Writing a Journal in the Saudi
Context, B) The Significance of Writing a Journal in the Saudi Context, C) The Impact of
Writing a Journal on EFL Learners’ Writing Skills, D) The Challenge of Writing a Journal in
the EFL Context, and E) The Future of Writing a Journal in the Saudi EFL Context.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Prior to the research, ethical issues were considered as ethics is a vital consideration for
educational research. First of all, the research proposal was shared with the vice dean of the
graduate studies and her permission for conducting research on the site was sought.
Afterward, the students were told the aims, benefits and expected outcomes of the proposed
research. For the purpose of anonymity of the participants and the confidentiality of their
views, they were given a choice to use pseudonyms which were cited in the data analysis
section (Neuman, 2006).

4. Findings

This section of the paper presents the qualitative data in the form of students’ most significant
quotes which resulted as inductive analysis. Later in section 5, the findings are discussed in
the light of the existing literature. The themes presented in this section are representative of
the participants’ views which aim to answer the three research questions.

4.1 The Trend of Writing a Journal in the Saudi Context

The qualitative data suggest that journal writing is not a common practice and the notion is a
novel one in the Saudi EFL context. The learners express their dissatisfaction with the
existing practice and consider it a concept that receives no or little attention in the Saudi
context.

I do write a journal on weekly basis, but I don't think it’s a popular thing with most
of the Saudi students. (Participant 18)

Writing a journal is a new concept here. We were encouraged by teachers who made
us believe that we wouldn't succeed without having excellent writing skills. But
generally speaking, students have little interests in journal writing and teachers
don t often motivate students to write journals. (Participant 4)
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The findings also indicate that students have an exam-oriented approach. They are focused on
tests and grades and thus writing for pleasure has no room for EFL learners in this context.

Grades are the most important thing for us. If we don't get rewarded for our tasks,
we wouldn 't put extra efforts. I believe students always need grades to achieve a
higher GPA; however, journal writing doesn't have this attraction for students at
large. motivation. (Participant 2)

The point is whether journal writing has any tangible rewards. If yes, I will
definitely do it regularly, if not, there won't be any motivation. Most of us do it for
pleasure, but that too in our free time and of course not during the exam week.
(Participant 6)

4.2 The Significance of Writing a Journal in the Saudi Context

The findings of this research consider the practice of journal writing an important aspect of
foreign language learning, however, it has not been given its due importance by the
management or policy makers. The learners believe that journal writing has contributed to
their improved writing skill, but it is their individual effort and not a mandatory part of their
language course or program.

If writing a journal becomes compulsory, it will help the students become effective
writers. Unfortunately, it has not been part of the curriculum in our college.
(Participant 9)

Journal writing has no importance for the top management. Although students find it
an interesting activity that impacts their writing skills, leadership has not realized its
role in the academic achievement of EFL learners. (Participant 2)

To me, there is a lack of opportunities for students to practice the English language
outside the classroom. For this reason, | deem it an important activity in this context
and would like the management to integrate it into classroom syllabus so students
can benefit from it. (Participant 3)

The above quotes illustrate that the ELI curriculum places little or no emphasis on the
practice of journal writing. Although, the findings do not shed light on the reasons for its
absence in pedagogical practices, it is interesting to note that participants have noticed the
pivotal role of journal writing in developing their English proficiency as they do not find it
easy to practice the English language outside language classrooms.

4.3 The Impact of Writing a Journal on EFL Learners’ Writing Skills

The EFL learners in this study have underscored the crucial role of journal writing in their bid
to develop writing skills. They think that journal writing practice has influenced their thought
processing, the organization of ideas and putting ideas on a paper with confidence. As a result
of journal writing, they have become autonomous writers who can choose their topics and
write about them freely. The following excerpts are specimens of what the participants at
large shared.

56 www.macrothink.org/ijele



ISSN 2325-0887

\ MacrOthi“k International Journal of English Language Education
A Institute™ 2019, Vol. 7, No. 2

Freewriting has never been my hobby. Due to writing a journal | developed my
interest in it and made it a regular practice. As a result, I learned how to write freely
without any fear of mistakes. (Participant 8)

It was never easy to think in English. with writing journals, |1 can now easily think
and organize ideas in English. I can write about whatever | consider important or
relevant. (Participant 11)

Since there is no fear of losing marks, | can write better. (Participant 18)
The practice of writing a journal gave them a purpose and they managed to write with a goal
in mind.

| write daily, so | can become a good writer. For me, writing a journal is writing for

pleasure and | enjoy it. (Participant 7).

Writing a journal developed my interest in my daily diary and now | feel as | write
my autobiography. No doubt, it is recording my daily activities and I try not to miss
it. (Participant 5)

My writing skill has certainly improved and | feel that | will be able to write a
research paper. (Participant 20)

It helps me write what I really like and I don't have any fear of failure. (Participant
13)

It’s a great way of keeping a record of my life stories. There is always something
interesting to share with others. (Participant 21)

The above quotes suggest that learners have the options of choosing the topics that interest
them and can keep the record of their entries which they consider a good learning experience.

4.4 The Challenge of Writing a Journal in the EFL Context

The findings of this small-scale qualitative study show that writing a journal is not easy due
to certain factors. These factors are contextual, academic and pedagogical.

It is evident from the findings that learners’ lack the required knowledge of vocabulary to
write in English. As writing a journal requires more effort, students often experience
difficulty to write at length and express their opinions.

Writing is not easy. I think its difficult to write on unfamiliar topics and use a
variety of words. The main reason is that we do not have a lot of words to write on a
complex topic. (Participant 2)

The existing course doesn't focus much on developing vocabulary that can be used
to write about anything we want. The topics of journal writing can be very different
from typical classroom topics and we need to increase a vocabulary range for it.
(participant 10)

The data reveal the learners’ awareness of their basic weakness which is probably a
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culturally specific phenomenon. The students’ lack of interest in reading books and
magazines is one of the reasons that affects their ability to write. Since they do not have
sufficient vocabulary to express themselves, their performance in writing a journal is
negatively influenced.

The Saudi students don't get enough writing practice in schools and when they come
to universities, they usually lack the skills to write in English. They don't like reading
as well, which also affect their vocabulary acquisition. The lack of vocabulary leads
to their failure to express their views while writing on a specific topic. (Participat 16)

Another factor that has an impact on the learners’ inability to write a journal is lack of time.
Students have 18 hours of English course in a week along with other subjects. The burden of
other courses makes it difficult for them to put in extra effort and write a journal. The
participants’ responses also indicate that EFL teachers lack time and resources to introduce
the practice of journal writing in classrooms. Since teachers have to cover a prescribed
syllabus while following a specific course outline, they cannot afford to supplement material
or add to the students’ work.

We do not have time for journal writing. We need to study other subjects as well and
journal writing consumes a lot of time. | believe students need more time and space
in order to focus on writing their personal journals. (Participant 2)

Teachers stick to the pacing guide and cannot afford experimentations. This is an
obstacle to the teaching or encouraging the practice of journal writing. (Participant
12)

We don't have time for journal writing due to other subjects that we have to cover.
There are too many quizzes and tests which don t allow us to spare time for such a
time-consuming activity. (Participant 16)

One of the major barriers that the findings of this study brings forth is the lack of parental
support or the parents’ attitudes to their children’s learning. Ideally, parents should keep a
close check on their children’s learning progress and frequently ask them to exhibit their
performances. However, the findings suggest that students do not enjoy the support of their
parents, teachers and management in this respect.

Our parents mostly do not know about their learners’ achievements or failures at
university. Parents can play a positive role if they hold their kids accountable for
under performance. If parents take show interest, teachers cannot do much about
learners. Writing a journal will require both parents and teachers to push students
for extra efforts. (Participant 2)

Overall, the Saudi students don't get encouraged by their parents and peers to write
their journals. I think lack of support from parents, teachers, and management are
factors that make the process of journal writing a challenging phenomenon for
Saudi EFL learners. (Participant 1)

I think if we do not have sufficient support from the teachers, writing journal is
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never an easy task. (Participant 10 )

In general, the teachers seem to know little about journal writing. They usually
focus on the textbook and of course, journal writing isnt part of the textbook.
(Participant 19)

The problem is that we don't get immediate feedback on our journal writing drafts
and at times, | feel as there are too many mistakes in my work. Since teachers lack
time to correct our work and give feedback, most of the time we consider it a futile
activity. (Participant 15)

The above excerpts from the interviews make it clear that students may find it a pleasing
experience if the abovementioned barriers are removed. Support from their parents and
teachers can help them write their journals and improve their writing skills in a comfortable
fashion.

4.5 The Future of Writing a Journal in the Saudi EFL Context

The findings indicate that journal writing will have to become an integral part of the students’
academic endeavors in order to ensure their success as EFL learners. It may not be a popular
practice in the Saudi context; however, it will gain popularity as the voices of the students
have to be heard.

Writing a journal is a popular concept in other contexts. It is not a common model
here but I'm sure that the universities will consider this option soon as students in
other countries benefit from this practice. (Participant 13)

The findings have suggested that EFL learners can only raise their language proficiency if
they develop their writing skills. The practice of journal writing will give them a chance to
exploit their creative and innovative skills. The following excerpt is a specimen of what other
participants think.

Our university courses require us to write up lengthy assignment in order to meet
certain criteria. Journal writing can be an effective tool when we need to be good
writers as we get a chance to write on various topics with no fear of being failed or
marked down. If we make it a part of a course syllabus, students can benefit in long
run (Participant 10).

As the concept of free writing is closely linked to the practice of journal writing, the
participants’ experience indicates that students gain more confidence in writing on more
complex subjects.

Journal writing involves free writing and free writing may have errors, but they
don't usually impact the students’ grades as the drafts are not evaluated. This
element enables the learners to write without thinking much about their mistakes. If
teachers emphasize on free writing as part of journal writing, it can lead to
developing students into very good writers. (Participant 2)

The above suggestions are important considerations in the light of the participants’ views
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about achieving the Vision 2030. The participants consider ‘journal writing’ a ladder to
success in their academic and professional careers.

The perception that Arab learners in general and Saudi learners, in particular, are
not good writers, must go away. To achieve the Vision 2030, we must realize the fact
that writing is a key skill and we cannot excel as a nation if we lack the ability to
write well in a global language such as English. Of course, writing journals is one
of the most effective methods for developing our writing skills. (Participant 5)

The Saudi government has invested a lot in this PYP and I don t know if it has really
made any difference to the EFL learners’ overall language proficiency. Whatever the
case may be, I strongly believe that there should be more focus on the students'
writing skills. Activities like free writing in the classroom, writing a daily diary and
writing a journal can leave a strong impact on the students’ understanding of
writing mechanics. | think sooner or later, there will be a need for such activities as
we as learners have no future without being able to write well. (Participant 2)

The above quotes illustrate the futuristic views of the Saudi EFL learners who knows the
pivotal role journal writing can play in the attainment of vision 2030.

5. Discussion

In this section of the paper, the qualitative findings of this small-scale study have been
discussed in the light of the existing literature. The findings have answered the three
overarching research questions which are:

1. To what extent do EFL learners consider journal writing an important tool for
improving their writing skills?

2. What are the EFL learners’ perceptions of their experience of journal writing in an
EFL classroom?

3. What are the factors that hinder the process of journal writing in the Saudi EFL
context?

The perceptions and experiences of Saudi EFL learners reveal that academic achievement
may not be possible without improved writing skills and writing a journal is an important
component of EFL learning. The claim is similar to what Chanderasegaran (2002) believes
that writing outside the classroom is also a useful tool for improving the writing skill.

The students’ perceptions show that the activity of writing a journal yields a number of
benefits. For instance, they can organize their thoughts, come up with new and creative ideas
and can refer to their writings or journal entries anytime. The views of the learners are in line
with Mllynarczyk’s (1998), Spaventa’s (2000) and Ngoh’s (2002) findings who also found
the creative aspect of free writing that is the outcome of writing a journal. This also indicates
the fact that EFL students were able to develop their analytical approach (Simpson, 1986) that
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helped them organize their ideas and record them in chronological order.

More importantly, as Hamp and Heasley (2006) consider it an opportunity to write freely on
daily basis with no fear of failures, findings of this study also suggest that students often feel
independent while writing a journal and there is no pressure of making mistakes that can
hinder their progress (Spaventa, 2000; Mllynarczyk, 1998). In the context of language
teaching and learning, it is important to write about topics that are relevant to the learners’
interests. Students in this study seem to be aware of this ‘active learning technique’
(Chickering & Gamson, 1987). Moreover, the findings suggest that the freedom of choosing a
topic, writing about their feelings in a comfortable environment and personalizing it are the
factors that give them ownership of the journal entries. This is exactly what Ediger (2001),
Hettich (1976), Good (1999), Cisero (2006) and Heron (2003) concluded about writing a
journal in a foreign language learning context.

More on the benefits of journal writings, the participants’ enthusiasm shows their active
involvement in their writing of journals. It also confirms the fact that writing is a reflective
process which motivates writers to think aloud, reflect on their expressions and discuss the
content with peers or teachers (Surbeck, 1994). Owing to the Saudi EFL students’ active
participation discussed by the participants, the whole practice becomes a meaningful one and
they can connect their ideas and journal entries to the real world as described by Apps (1991)
and Haglund (1998).

The findings are indicative of the fact that intermediate level female EFL students consider
journal writing an interesting and enjoyable experience. However, while talking about the
challenges, they mentioned lack of support from the management, parents and teachers. A bit
of contradiction was observed in the findings as the participants have the experience of
writing journals, and their only source of encouragement was their few teachers who
encouraged them to actively follow the practice of writing a journal, which is similar to
White and Arndt’s (1991) suggestions.

The participants have been writing journals; however, they point out lack of support from
their teachers, management and parents which cast doubts on this practice in the Saudi
context. Dodson (2001) considers teachers as a resource person and he or she should have the
materials, tools, and encouragement to enable students to write their journals. Students in this
study have also demanded the proactive roles of EFL teachers in this respect. Despite the lack
of support, the findings of this research corroborate with the results presented by Pierson
(2004) and Ediger (2001). It appears as the EFL learners are aware of the benefits as well as
the goals of journal writing as stated by Pierson (2004) and Ediger (2001). Their awareness
also indicates their level of motivation which is deemed a driving and instrumental force for
learning a foreign language.

The qualitative findings have highlighted the crucial role journal writing plays in the
development of writing skills of EFL learners; however, it has not been a commonly-used
practice in Saudi Arabian universities. Bearing its advantages in mind, it should be
considered a mandatory part of the PYP which will contribute to the learning outcomes of the
students. As the concept is novel and there is a serious dearth of research on this topic, this
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study has introduced the notion of journal writing and underscored its potential benefits for
language learners and teachers in the Saudi EFL context. Despite its numerous advantages
for learners and teachers, journal writing seems to be a novel concept in the Saudi EFL
context.

6. Limitations of the Study

This small-scale study has certain limitations. It was conducted on the female campus of the
ELI with twenty-two female students and the perceptions of male students were not included
due to social restrictions. The experiences of male EFL learners might have given interesting
insights into the research phenomenon. Moreover, this study utilized a qualitative data
collection tool; however, it used only semi-structured interviews for this purpose. Other tools,
such as observations, focus groups or surveys could have given more varied and enriched
perspectives of journal writing in the Saudi context. Moreover, mixing of data collection
methods might have yielded more valid and trustworthy data.

7. Conclusion

This small-scale qualitative study has attempted to explore the Saudi EFL learners’
perceptions and experiences about their journal writing practice. It is considered an activity
that usually takes place outside the classroom as part of free writing practice. In the orbit of
interpretive paradigm, the utilization of qualitative techniques has helped us understand the
perceptions of EFL students which indicate the significance of journal writings in this context.
The study has brought certain challenges into the light, such as lack of support for students,
time constraints and little or no feedback from the teachers on their journal entries. Despite
challenges, the EFL students seem to be keen on writing journals and have underscored its
role in the development of their writing skills. The findings have also highlighted the fact that
writing a journal has not been a popular concept in Saudi Arabia; however, it should be given
its due attention if the Saudi educational institutions have to achieve the objectives of vision
2030. The participants seem to be aware of its significance in relation to their future academic
achievement both in the individual as well as collective capacity. In terms of future goals, the
findings strongly make a point that to meet the challenges of 21* century and realizing the
importance of English as a global language, the educational institutions around the Kingdom
should integrate journal writing into EFL curriculums. This approach will enable the teachers
and students to develop rapport and work together in a conducive learning milieu in their
collective bid to attain teaching and learning outcomes. More research employing multiple
methods while including EFL learners' and teachers' views and their experiences will further
help the policymakers to consider its pros and cons and make the practice of journal writing
an effective teaching and learning tool in the Saudi EFL context.
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