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ABSTRACT

This investigative study sought to explore lIraqi EFL secondary
school students’ use of brainstorming techniques to improve their essay
writing competency. Vygotsky's (1978) Social Constructivist Theory,
which stresses group learning, influenced the qualitative research.
Therefore, in order to get students ready for future writing phases, the
teacher advised them to engage and distribute information in their pre—
writing. Three approaches of data collecting—that is, the semi-
structured interview, document analysis, and observation—were used.
EFL students were asked permission; they were questioned and their
written essays were examined. Additionally they were interviewed and
their lesson watched by their teachers. According to the results, students
find it difficult to generate ideas for their essays; so, creating essays with
inadequate introductions, weak concept support, and bad conclusions
becomes challenging. Students' comments clearly revealed that they
struggled with planning. While some of them did not follow thoughts as
stated on the mental map, others did not prepare before writing. It
follows that poor instruction of essay writing led to difficulties for the
students. Students were almost ready to complete official assignments.
They did not practise independent writing and were seldom involved with
interactive learning techniques.
Keywords: Strategic brainstorming, pre-writing exercises, essay

writing techniques, editing and proofreading.
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1. Introduction
Essay writing is a vital ability as it allows students articulate their ideas
and opinions in writing form. and is related to the development of
language acquisition that lets students interact successfully (Shields,
2010). Crystal (2012) therefore shows that a student who wants to
effectively satisfy communication in essay writing must utilize the target
language precisely, convey, and arrange thoughts clearly. Agreeing with

Lewis and Strong (2020) said that students have to understand that
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essay writing entails not only the process of finding ideas in the text but
also to put words on paper, choose, and arrange thoughts by
considering numerous elements. However, more specifically on
brainstorming, students should be taught, encouraged, and routinely
evaluated on essay writing competence if they are to master the
technique. Students who are deprived of the chance to create thoughts
on the assigned subject sometimes find it difficult to produce logical and
thorough phrases. Teachers should provide their students the required
tools for brainstorming and mentally map writing. A prewriting exercise
called brainstorming helps students structure their ideas and enable
them to participate in writing by means of their thinking. By means of the
brainstorming technique in the teaching and learning process, students'
prior knowledge is activated, new ideas and interests are generated,
motivation is raised, and even psychological influence is created
(Tomlinson, 2001).

But second language students' declining writing abilities need emphasis
on how writing is taught Many classroom teachers utilize unsuitable
writing tactics as they have poor knowledge of the writing techniques.
As a result, students exhibit a number of issues include delivering
essays with loose material, incorrect sequencing, and poor concept
arrangement (Vaughn and Bos, 2012). The bad arrangement of
concepts shapes the message students transmit. In line with the
foregoing, Leong and Austin (2006) believe that as writing calls more
time and attention, it is the most difficult ability to develop. professors
often lament not having enough time to gradually train and help students
to raise their essay writing quality. A research by Salma (2019) clearly
shows this. According to Salma's results, students regard essay writing
to be an easy chore; however, the researcher underlined the need of
giving greater weight and practice for these abilities in settings.

Nevertheless, the language teachers lack sufficient time to help students
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with classroom writing exercises. Students therefore find it difficult to
generate logical articles and ideas. Thus, this study should investigate
the brainstorming technique in improving essay writing abilities of
students in order to conscientise stakeholders in education to cooperate
to solve the issues students encounter.

2. Vygotsky's Social Constructivist Theory

The researcher adopts Social Constructivist Theory developed by
Vygotsky (1978) to direct his work. According to the learning theory
known as social constructivism—which holds that students perceive,
communicate, and understand reality via frameworks like language and
culture— That is, learning how to write an essay is transferred via
language interpreted and understood by experience and interaction
within a classroom.

In this paper, the social constructivist theory focuses on the students'
acquisition of the brainstorming approach in essay writing to generate an
essay revealing efficient idea production, precise language, excellent
structure, and appropriate content of written texts. Students are seen as
active co-constructors of knowledge and meaning. Emphasizing
assessment as an active process of revealing and equipping shared
knowledge, the theory stresses the idea of guidance as it builds a
teacher—learner relationship, seeks to engage students in challenging
but worth trying essay writing activities (Jacobs et al., 2020). What a
learner absorbs is vital throughout the essay teaching and learning
process; the teacher's job is to help students reach information beyond
their level by means of efficient evaluation. Constructivism as an
educational philosophy stresses, according to Mackenzie (2007), that
teachers should take into account the essay writing previous knowledge
of their students and expand on it to enable them to utilise their
knowledge in practice to generate a better essay. Teachers should

educate how to come up with concepts and regularly assign students to
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create more difficult works. Understanding the difficulties of the essay
writing of the students and the recommended suitable instructional help
requires an awareness of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and
Scaffolding ideas related with Vygotsky's theory.

Vygotsky (1978) defined ZPD as the difference between the degree of
potential development found by a learner working alone to solve a
problem and the actual developmental level established by a learner
directed by the teacher or in cooperation with competent peers.
Scaffolding is the help and direction given to a student by a teacher or a
more informed individual. The two ideas are related in that as students
grow within their ZPD, they become confident to approach writing
assignments with the support of peers or an teacher (scaffolding).
Strategic relevance rests on knowing the ZPDs of the students. It affects
how educators use scaffolding strategies to help students produce better
essays. Understanding the ZPDs of the students helps to optimize the
chances for learning so that they may achieve their best possible
performance (Pulsford, et al., 2023).

The researcher therefore argues that teachers use the ZPD and
scaffolding to make sure students follow the writing processes. Students
should be grouped and assigned a theme in the planning period. They
have to talk about the theme, exchange thoughts, create a mental map.
They would be conversing and learning from one another by so
behaving. Every student should create their first draft using the
mentioned mental map. Students are supposed to arrange their phrases
logically to form cohesive paragraphs fit for the essay they are writing.
They should help each other to proofread, edit, and improve their
manuscripts. Finally, students should start writing their last essays.

Seel (2021) verified that Vygotsky developed the ZPD idea as a mostly
creative solution for the problem that learning must be linked with the

degree of development of the child. This implies that when students
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acquire the basic ideas of an essay and techniques applicable to fresh
essay assignments and challenges, their improvement in essay writing
becomes evident. Therefore, the researcher argues that teachers should
assess the past knowledge of essay writing of the students, expand on
what they already know by grouping them, and let them participate and
help their learning. This might improve their current understanding to
help them to properly prepare by means of concept generation prior to
essay writing.

Dochy and Segers (2018) maintained that students need greater social
engagement if they want to attain full ZPD. When working with others,
the students' rising ZPD rely more on their successful social interaction
to acquire more information and enhance their essay writing abilities
than when working alone. This makes the theory and its principles
pertinent to this research. They helped the researcher to list the
difficulties, reasons, and remedial techniques for enhancing the essay
writing abilities of the students. The research could provide teachers a
clear outline of how to enable students to actively engage and meet
their essay writing objectives by facilitating and mediating learning in
classrooms.

3. The Statement of the Problem

Much research has been done on essay writing reveal that pre—writing
stage of essay writing challenges students (Faez and Wyatt, 2024).
Pre-writing strategies in teaching writing are used seldom which are
usually accompanied with a problem of idea generating, language
inaccuracy, poor organization and inadequacy of the contents of written
texts that have significant effects on students' proficiency writing; the
studies show that students encounter problems when required to
systematically start to write a text; they get difficulties expressing their
ideas in words or sentences; they tend to be bored and are less

motivated to learn writing. Hyland (2019) claims that time restrictions,
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thus teachers tend to set aside the relevance of pre—writing especially if
they need to cover a syllabus over a limited period of time. Writing
difficulties are not only caused by the students themselves, but also by
the diverse and boring techniques the teachers used in teaching writing.
Not enough chances exist for students to produce essays in the
classroom (Fletcher-Wood, 2018). Therefore, the research revealed the
current discrepancy among students in the classroom when it comes to
essay brainstorming. With Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement
in mind that emphasizes that the senior phase is, to most unlucky
students, the conclusion of compulsory school, this research thus
attempts to explore brainstorming approach in improving essay writing
abilities of grade 9 students. Most students either continue vocational
paths or look for employment after grade 9. Therefore, it is essential to
make sure that students in senior face have the ability to write as it will
be quite vital for their post-school activities.

4. The Importance of the Research

The findings of this research might shed light on the relevance of
brainstorming techniques and the reasons behind the difficulties faced
by students in essay writing for many educational stakeholders. The
DBE should plan long seminars to properly equip trained English
teachers in using brainstorming techniques to improve the essay writing
skills of their growing students. This might also help to decrease the
senior phase lower performance rate.

5. The Questions of the Study

The study addressed the following key research questions:

1 » What difficulties secondary school students have in writing an essay?
2+ What are the reasons behind the difficulties in essay writing of
students?

3+ Which techniques find application in the classrooms?
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6. Method

6.1. Sample of the Study

The sample included secondary school in Misan (for the study year
2024) province makes up the research environment for this project.
make up the sample for this research. Secondary school students
ranging in age from 15 to 17 years made up the sample, along with
their English language teacher. Since homogeneous purposive sampling
is a kind of purposive sampling, which let the researcher choose the
subjects with comparable characteristics like their language background
and so provide the data suitable to respond to the research questions.
6.2. Data Collecting

The semi-structured interview, document analysis, and observation
methodologies used in data collecting let the researcher personally meet
with the subjects.

» Study of Documents

This approach let the researcher examine the written works of the
students. Students underwent an essay writing exam to use the
technique. The essay style was an argumentative one headed:
"Education is key to success."

The researcher went over their noted scripts. Marking helped the
researcher to pinpoint the difficulties students had generating essay
topics.

* Semi-Structured Interview

The interviews were personalized prepared. To gain understanding of
how students are taught, evaluated, and how the teaching and learning
process influences their essay writing abilities, the researcher spoke with
secondary school teacher (who taught them at school). The study
included eight students. The six students include those who scored level
1 (0-29%) and two who scored level 4 (50-59%). The two students

were asked to make sure the level 1 achievers were not stigmatized.
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Although the students answered in English, the researcher clarified the
questions in their original tongue—Arabic. This let students properly
express themselves and grasp the questions.

e Observation

The researcher used another tool of measurement to have a thorough
idea of the teaching situation in the class; where he watched the
secondary school teacher using the observation schedule to note her
observations. This allowed the researcher to investigate closely the
instructional strategies and how they helped students to be creative and
imaginative writers. The class ran around sixty minutes. The researcher
may see the teacher's interactions with students by means of a table set
for him in front. The observation had no effect whatsoever on the daily
classroom operations. The researcher did not engage personally with
the subjects.

6.3. Data Analysis

The content analysis was used for the document and observation data;
the thematic data analysis was applied for the interview data. The data
from the interview, observations, and documents came from many
sources therefore their analysis would not be suitable using the same
method.

6.3.1 Thematic Examination

Data compilation comprised phase one. Here the researcher familiarized
with data. Written the interview data, went over and reread it, and noted
the first thoughts. To create first codes, the second step broke apart
data. The researcher gathered and merged data pertinent to each code
after systematically coding fascinating elements of the data throughout
the whole data sets. The researcher clearly and meaningfully arranged
the data. Looked for themes; compiled programs into possible themes;

acquired all pertinent information for every possible theme.
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The third step understood data. That is, themes were examined and
evaluated whether they functioned with respect to the coded extracts
(phase 1) and the whole data set (phase 2), and then summary of the
study was prepared. The researcher defined and gave names for topics.
She continued to analyze data in order to improve the details of every
topic. The whole narrative of the study was articulated to provide exact
tittes and meanings for every topic.

The complete procedure was ended in the fourth step. That is, the
researcher examined data, gathered a few chosen instances, completed
the analysis of the chosen extracts, and connected the analysis to the
study issues. Subsequently, an academic report on the analysis was
generated.

6.3.2 Content Analysis

a. Analysis of Essay Scripts

Examining the essay writing scripts of the students, the researcher
categorized the developing themes and formed inferences from the
coded information. The following elements found in the student essays:
the formation of ideas in a mind—map was assessed, flow of ideas in
sentences and paragraphs, which lets the reader comprehend the major
points and its structure (introductory paragraph, body paragraphs, and
ending paragraph). Students should view the essay as a process. More
specifically in the pre—writing stage, they were supposed to follow the
guidelines for essay writing.

b. Examination of Observational Data

The researcher arranged the field notes according to certain topics to
categorize the data systematically. This kind of data analysis allowed the
researcher to understand and summarize the course of the lecture or
lesson. This included problems the participants may not have brought up
during the interviews, including the lack of knowledge to guide essay

writing as a process rather than a result. This approach helped the




Nasaq Journal VOL (43) No.(1) September 2024-1445 h

researcher to surpass the impression derived from grasp of personal
knowledge.

7. Interpretive Analysis of the Results

As told earlier, this study aimed to investigate how second language
students may use their brainstorming techniques in essay writing.
Following results from observations, document analysis, and semi-
structured interview data collecting process:

7.1 Information from Sources Including Papers

Students' writings clearly showed that they lacked the ability of
brainstorming, which influences their works. They turned in essays with
bad conclusions, weak supporting structures, and inadequate openings.
Following the concepts shown in the mind map turned out to be the
main challenge for the students. They so battled with paragraphing,
particularly the introduction section. Their concepts in every paragraph
lacked any logical link between one another. Once again, their scripts
revealed that their opening lines lacked arresting aspects meant to grab
the reader's interest. Its mistakes impede the creative flow.

7.2 Information Extracted from Observations

Part of the approach to solve problems is brainstorming, which
generates creative ideas free from criticism. It is the way the students'
free association of numerous concepts. Some researchers develop their
state of mind to solve difficulties. In terms of content and arrangement,
mechanics of writing, language usage, and creative development,
brainstorming helps the students to improve their creative writing
abilities. Cognitive capacities (fluency, adaptability, inventiveness, and
elaboration). It motivates students to express themselves honestly in
writing and participate actively in the learning process. Consequently,
the results of this study reveal that the process of essay writing for the
students depends on brainstorming. The teacher urged students to pair

off their ideas during the class observation. Clearly, brainstorming
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allowed them to exchange ideas and grow personally as most of them
found working alone difficult.

Effective group brainstorming of ideas enabled students to grasp the
subject matter.

At the same time, Experts (2020) said that by using brainstorming,
teachers inspire students to consider the theme and enable them to
access different ideas. It is said that teachers who answer the concerns
of the students about the lack of ideas in writing utilize brainstorming to
inspire their thoughts and urge them to start. That is how the study's
teacher persuaded students to organize their essays. The teacher
pushed students to cooperate to exchange opinions on the theme.
Furthermore supporting this is the theory used in this research, which
stresses classroom learning by means of interaction

7.3. Data from Semi-Structured Interviews

7.3.1 Students’ Writing Encounters

It is usually said that students had no understanding how to keep to the
essay subject, so they found it difficult during interviews. Teachers
should so carefully educate process writing to improve the essay writing
ability of their students. Dombek and Herndon (2004) back up the
aforementioned conclusions because students produce essays with
inadequate opening, weak supporting structures, and bad conclusion.
Interviews conducted in this research revealed that the subjects said
that,

Teacher P1

“Students struggle, | have seen, with using pertinent material that
advances the theme. Written plans are not well-defined. They overlook
sequential organization of the thoughts or occurrences.”

Participant L2 presented her concern this way.

“My issue is with words. Usually, | find the issue difficult and have no

clue how to properly arrange my views.”
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Participant L3 acknowledged this as well.

“Writing from the thoughts | developed on the mind—-map challenges
me.”

Clearly, students find it difficult to create a coherent essay as their
thoughts are not well organized. Liach (2011) emphasized that poor
motivation and ignorance of grammatical elements and vocabulary items
cause students to struggle in learning writing. Once again, the following
answers of the participants reveal that lack of efficient preparation
causes students to find it difficult to produce logical and cohesive
essays. Many cogent mistakes in their sentences and paragraphs
impeded the development of ideas and meaning. Students produce
essays with ineffective introduction, inadequate support systems, and
bad conclusion, therefore; According to Hyland (2019), coherence
suffers when students struggle with brainstorming. Their main concern
was paragraphing. particularly in regard to the introduction. Their
concepts in every paragraph made no sense whatsoever. The learner's
first paragraph does not have any arresting elements to grab the
reader's interest. Its mistakes stop the thoughts from flowing.

7.3.2 Reasons behind the Difficulties Students Experience

Since writing is the means of communication in the classroom and at
the school and a significant determinant of academic efforts, students
should pay great attention to this ability (Gelati et al., 2014). Goller et
al. (2021) claim that several types of writing techniques are needed for
students to utilize in class. Still, the employment of techniques must be
in line with pragmatic activities to help students become comfortable
writers. Inadequate practical work in the classroom therefore results in
writing difficulties for the students. Once again, Fisher et al. (2016)
underline how little time teachers have dedicated to writing; 19% of them
do not provide their students with chances to produce texts in the

classroom. Students also stated in this survey that they are not often
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given essay writing assignments. Their frequency of receiving essay
writing assignments was enquired upon them. They underlined the
following:

Participant L1 said that,

“We are not taught essay writing techniques. | find it difficult sometimes
to organize concepts on a mental map. Furthermore, we lack sufficient
essay writing exercises. Usually, we just provide formal assignments
without any kind of practice writing exercise.”

Participant L2 advised that most of the time | run out of ideas and that |
get anxious while writing.

Participant L4 clarifies that our lack of instruction in class is probably the
reason.

Participant L5 said thus: We learn nothing in class about essay writing.
We do not engage in personal writing. We only compose an essay when
we are assigned a project.

Participant L6 answered thus: Not planning the mind map before to
starting my article.

The teacher also verified that students are not routinely taught and
evaluated in essay writing. She was questioned about her frequency of
evaluating students and teaching. Once in a term, students are
evaluated on essay writing skills under direction from the yearly teaching
plan and program of assessment, Teacher P] admitted that “ | educate
them twice a week or twice every semester. It depends on the workload
as sometimes | have many seminars to attend, therefore | have less
time with my students.”

The findings imply that less commonly taught essay writing among
teachers. One may argue that teachers have too much on their
calendars to consistently show for their courses. They basically equip
students for assignment writing. The outcomes also suggest that, when

assigning students writing assignments, the teacher follows the yearly
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teaching plan and evaluation program. This suggests that students
struggle in writing as they are not provided sufficient practical exercises
in the classroom. Still, it is the teacher's duty to make sure they
evaluate and instruct students on their essay writing. This is so because
the expected essay writing experience exposes the understanding of
grammatical rules and their application among students under
examination. Should students get an essay writing assignment once a
term, they will not develop the necessary essay writing techniques to
become proficient and confident writers.

7.3.4 Methodologies of Instruction Used in Essay Writing
Vanslander (2023) claim that teachers neglect to educate their students
efficient writing techniques and abilities, thereby causing difficulties for
them while writing. Agreeing, Winstone and Carless (2019) say that the
strain in writing resulting from outmoded and poor teaching methods
causes difficulties for students learning to grasp writing. Encouragement
of students to engage with others throughout the writing process will
help the teacher to use a brainstorming technique. Groups of students
should discuss concepts regarding essays, their goal, organization,
linguistic characteristics, and register of the text type. Students have to
understand the need of using the correct methods while writing essays
to generate understandable works.

Likewise, Winebrenner and Kiss (2017) claimed that the inadequate
teaching strategies used in classrooms might be the reason for the
difficulties students have writing an essay. Teachers still use the
conventional method of instruction, which fails to inspire the students'
passion to absorb knowledge and engage actively in the classes. The
teacher and students responded as follows when asked about the

techniques used in teaching and learning essay writing.
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Teacher P1 said, "l teach essay writing using films and pictures to help
students envision what the essay is all about...| utilize a projector for
students to see photographs | get online. Pictures help my students
grasp things better.

Participant 6 said that because we are rather sociable when we are
among our peers, peer teaching might help.

The findings reveal that several creative approaches are used by
teachers in class to teach essay writing. This encourages students as
they start to find attraction in pictures and movies the teacher presents.
Still, these approaches are insufficient to provide students with essay
writing ability. Lessons seen also clearly showed the teacher using
images and videos but lacking the ability to include students in her
lecture delivery. Throughout the writing process, students seldom
interacted much. The teacher need to have guided students to produce
logical and cogent articles by using many instructional strategies.
Mastery of process writing would have helped students adjust to
brainstorming ideas before writing, drafting, revising, and proofreading.
The Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement stress the writing
process. Writing education should therefore include working through the
writing process, which entails following procedures like planning,
drafting, editing, proofreading, and presentation (Williams, 2017).

8. Conclusion

The research looked at creative approaches to help students strengthen
their essay writing abilities. The research found that students' essays
suffered from lack of the ability to generate ideas. Some students
penned essays without any thought forward. Students sent in essays
with bad conclusions, incoherent phrases and paragraphs, and
inadequate opening. The researcher's observations, however, revealed
that the teacher pushed them to pair off their brainstorming so they can

exchange ideas and grow from one another. Still, it is clear they need
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additional help and encouragement to follow process writing and use
brainstorming ideas. Furthermore supporting the results are Vygotsky's
Social Constructivism Theory, which holds that learning how to write an
essay is transmitted via language interpreted and comprehended by
experience and interaction within a classroom. Teachers should
therefore stress teamwork while students work on process writing, more
specifically using pre—writing or brainstorming techniques. Teachers
should realize that only if they are actively involved in their own writing
process will their students be able to develop into critical thinkers and
creative writers.

9- Pedagogical Suggestions

Based on data analysis and study findings, the following is advised:

1. Aiming at improving teacher expertise in classroom management
and scientifically certifying them, the government should create a
teacher course of training.

2. When developing the syllabus, the requirements and ideas of the
students should be included into its scope and objectives. Apart from
that, one should consider the present level of the students in secondary
schools precisely.

3. Teachers are recommended especially to pay much more attention
than ever on written practice as well as to focus on real-life events
using actual items.

4. . New courses must be offered in order to replace the very packed
ones that compromise the whole educational system; aims, objectives,
etc. and to take the current level of the students especially those who
are poor in writing skill.

5. Students cannot freely express or share ideas or engage in simple
class participation due to very limited class times. Given the large
number of students in the class, time must be given to guarantee that

every student can easily engage in all textbook exercises and activities.
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6. Students should get a lot of practice so they may improve their
performance of writing skill.

7. Cultural variation between the languages should be concentrated on
in terms of addressing concepts and presenting both cultural material in
a closely linked way that enable learning process.

8. English vocabulary is vast; so, teachers should counsel their
students to concentrate on the essential words or content words that
define the core of English language, since vocabulary plays a vital role
in developing essay writing.

9. Students need to be taught that the written and spoken forms of
language have no relationship whatsoever.

10. Grammar should be taught and practiced greatly to utilize and apply
in real life interactions and genuine situations.
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