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Foreign language writing has been taught through the traditional focuson-product (or product-based) approach, but the recent demands for
training IELTS candidates for better test performance has highlighted
the pressing need for crash coaching courses that empower IELTS test
takers to gain the ability to perform much more efficiently on the test.
To see if the process-based approach to FL writing has any merit over
the traditional product-based approach, 76 (N=76) upper-intermediate
IELTS-trainee candidates took part in the current study. They were
matched into the control (or product-based) and experimental (or
process-based) groups (38 each) to make sure both groups were
homogeneous at the onset of the study. The appropriate teaching
approach was adopted for the teaching of IELTS writing tasks to each
group. The pretest and post-test data were analyzed using a mixed
between-within design ANOVA. It was found that the process-based
approach to the teaching of writing in IELTS training courses results in
much greater achievement.
Keywords: EFL Learners; IELTS; IELTS Writing Achievement; Process-Based
Instruction; Writing Task
1. Introduction
Ever since the academic teaching of foreign languages began in Iran in the
early 20th century, foreign language (FL) writing has been taught through the
traditional focus-on-product (or product-based) approaches, and many FL
instructors still resist to change (Al Shalabi& Salmani Nodoushan, 2009;
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Bhatia & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015; Johns & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015). Yet,
the gate-keeping role of high-stakes proficiency tests, such as the IELTS and
the TOEFL, require that writing (as well as other language skills) be taught in
such a way as to guarantee test-takers’ optimal test performance (Karami &
Salmani Nodoushan, 2011; 2014); they require coaching—or what has been
termed as teaching to the test (Brown, 2013, 2016; Brown & Salmani
Nodoushan, 2015; Hou, Loerts, & Verspoor, 2018; Kumazawa, 2016; Li, 2013;
Runnels, 2012; Salmani Nodoushan, 2003, 2020b; Trisnawati & Netta, 2020).
This is a requirement that traditional product-based approaches to the
teaching of language skills—especially the teaching of writing—fail to fulfill
(Nemati, Salmani Nodoushan, & Ashrafzadeh, 2010). As such, process-based
approaches to the teaching of language have been recommended by scholars
and welcomed by language educators (Salmani Nodoushan, 2006, 2008a,
2008b, 2011a).
Whether process-based approaches to the teaching of writing yield better
results is an empirical question that needs to be studied, and no research has
yet compared traditional product-based approaches and process-based
approaches to the teaching of writing in Iran, specifically in connection to
coaching for IELTS task performance (Salmani Nodoushan, 2011b). To fill this
research gap, the current study sought to compare Iranian IELTS trainee
candidates’ IELTS writing task 2 performance in connection to traditional
product-based approaches versus process-based approaches. It was
hypothesized that process-based approaches to the coaching of IELTS-trainee
candidates for IELTS writing tasks 2 would afford greater achievement.
2. Background
As a complex activity, writing requires that writers be attentive to many
different aspects of language production. Chief among them are (1) textual
features, (2) the writing process, and (3) the context of writing (Anderson,
Vanderhoff, & Donovick, 2013; Archibald and Jeffery, 2000; Salmani
Nodoushan, 2007a, 2009; Weigand, 2018). Attention to textual features and
teaching activities that focus on them has been a long tradition in the teaching
of writing; it has been called the product-based approach to the teaching of
writing skill. More recently, however, the process-based and the context-based
(or genre-based) approaches to the teaching of writing have been preferred
(Bektas-Cetinkaya, 2020; Luchini, 2010; Luchini & Roldan, 2007; Menghini,
2017). The context-based (or genre-based) approaches are not the focus of
the present paper, so we will focus on the product- and process-based
approaches in this paper.
Over the past few decades, the ‘product’ and ‘process’ approaches to the
teaching of writing have been the domineering approaches in writing classes
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and courses. In the product approach, the writer goes through four stages: (1)
familiarization, (2) controlled writing, (3) guided writing, and (4) free
writing—and this approach was adopted for coaching the control group (CG)
in the current study. Throughout the approach, the writer is focused on
linguistic knowledge, and the product approach has therefore been criticized
for considering writing as an imitation of model essays that are merely
concerned with the structure and mechanics of language (Pennarola, 2019;
Salmani Nodoushan, 2007b, 2007c, 2014, 2016b, 2018a, 2020a). In this
approach, the knowledge and the skill that the students bring to the class are
undervalued (Badger & White, 2000; Nordlund & Norberg, 2020). The
shortcomings and cons of the product-based writing approach has therefore
led to the development of the process approach
The proponents of the process approach argue that not only aspects of
linguistic knowledge (e.g., vocabulary, syntax, and cohesive devices) matter in
writing instruction but also the process of writing is of prime importance; the
process of writing includes (1) collecting information, (2) making plans, (3)
writing process, (4) peer review, and (5) editing (Safadi & Rababah, 2012;
Svensson, 2020; Zamel, 1987); according to Zamel (2003), the process
approach to writing is a “non-linear, exploratory, and generative process
whereby writers discover and reformulate their ideas as they attempt to
proximate meaning” (p. 165). As such, writing is much more than a way of
practicing grammar; the teachers’ job is no longer merely limited to assigning
and evaluating the end-products of students’ writing.
Likewise, Zhou (2015) summarized the shortcomings of the product-based
writing approach. It gives students opportunities to imitate, practice and
rehearse fixed structures and grammatical patterns, and the amount of
practice is barely sufficient for the mastery of the skill. Moreover, the productbased approach deprives language learners of (a) opportunities to interact
and communicate with each other, (b) teacher’s just-in-time help, and (c)
peer’s scaffolding and support; we will return to these points in the
discussion section below. Zhou (2015) further argues that the process-based
approach is student-centered and views writing as a recursive process of
“planning, drafting and revising that overlap and intertwine” (p. 90). Students
are free to interact with their peers, communicate and share ideas with their
teacher, and receive corrective feedback (Salmani Nodoushan, 2012, 2015;
Shaaban, 2014).
As Ariza Martinez (2005) has argues, the process approach has the following
advantages:
(1) It is focused on the process of writing rather than the product.
(2) It is reader-oriented and not writer-based.
(3) It is written to a real audience.
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(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)

It offers many different techniques.
It requires the teacher to guide, facilitate, and read.
It requires the student to share and collaborate.
It views grammar as a means, not an end.
It gives more importance to meaning than the form.
It requires constant evaluation and feedback during the process, but
not just at the end of the process.

Like the product approach, the process approach, too, has been criticized on
several grounds. Badger and White (2000), for instance, argues that:
(1) It gives insufficient importance to the kind of texts writers produce.
(2) It does not say why writers produce the texts they produce.
(3) It often regards all writing as being produced by the same set of
processes.
(4) It offers learners limited input to write successfully—especially in
terms of linguistic knowledge.
Nevertheless, Badger and White (2000) do not deny that the process-based
approach recognizes the significant role of skills in writing, nor that it
highlights the role of what students bring to the classroom in developing
writing. Badger and White (2000) further argue that the teacher is also a
facilitator who draws out learners’ potentials and nurtures them.
Drafting

Structuring

Re-viewing

Generating Ideas

Focusing

Evaluating

Figure 1. White and Arndt’s (1997) model of process writing.
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In their discussion of process writing, White and Arndt (1997) identified six
inter-connected stages that are not linear; they are recursive. Figure 1 (above)
illustrates the model of process writing developed by White and Arndt
(1997).
Figure 1 clearly shows the inter-connected stages of the process of writing as
delineated by White and Arndt (1997). In this model, the ‘focusing’ stage has
to do with the reasons why a written text should be produced. The
‘structuring’ stage is focused on the organization of ideas and the way of
presenting those ideas in such a way as to make sure the reader will find them
acceptable. The ‘drafting’ stage underscores the significance of readers and
readership to the writer, and the writer normally produces several drafts each
of which is influenced and brushed up by the feedback and comments the
writer receives from his immediate readership—i.e., the teacher or peers. The
drafts produced in this way are reader-based rather than writer-based
(Kazemi, 2016; Svensson, 2018). The feedback the peers and the teacher
provide may focus on content, organization, language, grammar, and so forth.
Reviewing requires that the writer stand back from the text, see it with a new
vision, and check if everything is correct. ‘Generating ideas’ requires
searching for a topic and justifying the purpose of the text to be produced. As
Pritchard and Honeycutt (2007) put it, “in the process approach, not every
prewriting activity will lead to a final draft, but students’ understanding of the
movement from first idea to finished product is an essential feature” (p. 30).
This approach to writing requires (a) brainstorming, (b) discussing, and (c)
evaluation (Zarei & Alibabaee, 2008).
Writing is a cognitive and developmental task (See also Hekmati, Ghahremani
Ghajar, & Navidinia, 2018; Salmani Nodoushan, 2007b, 2007c, 2015, 2016b,
2018a; Wyatt, 2014); it is also a social activity in that it moves from egocentrism and writer-centeredness to the readers. As Pritchard and Honeycutt
(2007, p. 31) assert, process writing instruction must:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)

deal with emotions surrounding writing,
develop learners’ understanding of the writing process,
model and teach self-regulation processes and metacognitive strategies,
train and monitor peer response,
guide writing development through targeted strategy instruction
develop a writing vocabulary, and
address the ‘Six Traits” of writing—ideas and content, organization,
voice, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions.

Since both approaches have their own advantages and disadvantages, it is
necessary to compare them to see which one has more merits and returns
much higher achievement. It is on this assumption that the present study set
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out to compare the two approaches to the teaching of writing in the context of
IELTS training courses.
3. Method
This study drew on a pre-and-post-test experimental design with a control or
placebo group and an experimental group. The current paper is part of a PhD
dissertation, and several other papers will follow this one.
3.1. Participants
The population from which the participants of this study were selected
comprised 140 Iranian EFL learners who had registered for IELTS preparation
courses in Farazmon Tak Roham Language Institute which exclusively offers
Academic IELTS courses in Tehran, Iran. All of these learners took an IELTS
original mock test, and they were classified into different proficiency groups
based on their band-score performance on the mock test. From among the
participants whose language proficiency level was upper-intermediate, 38
pairs were selected purposively, and one member of each pair was randomly
assigned to the experimental group (EG) and the other member to the control
group (CG). As such, each of the groups consisted of 38 participants and the
whole study had a sample size of 76 (N=76).
3.2. Instruments
The main instrument used in this study was an IELTS original mock test which
was administered to the participants as both the pretest and the post. For
purposes of sampling, the total test scores for all of the IELTS modules were
used for the selection of the upper-intermediate participants for the study.
However, for purposes of examining the independent variables under study
(i.e., process-based versus product-based approaches to teaching writing),
only the scores from writing task 2 were analyzed as the data of the present
study. This task comprises an argumentative topic of interest on which IELTS
candidates are supposed to write a 250 word essay. The time limit for the
whole test including both pretest and post-test was almost 2 hours and 43
minutes. 40 minutes were allocated to the Writing Task 2 section. This time
limit was strictly observed in both the pretest and the post-test phases to
comply with the standards and requirements of the IELTS exams. The tests
used were standard and original copies from IDP Educational Center
( Australia).
For the teaching of writing to the two groups (i.e., through process-based
approach to the EG and product-based approach to the CG), the first author of
this paper used a set of teacher-designed lesson plans. The materials used for
teaching writing to the two groups include: (a) The Official Cambridge Guide to
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IELTS for Academic & General Training (2014) published by Cambridge
University Press, (b) Cambridge Practice Tests for IELTS Series (volume 3 to
14) published by Cambridge University Press, (c) Cambridge Mindset for IELTS
Series (2017) published by Cambridge University Press, and (d) IELTS Writing
Skills (2016) written by H. Iravani and published by Zabankadeh publications.
3.2. Procedure
An original mock test obtained from IDP IELTS Center in Australia was
administered to the population of 140 IELTS candidates at Farazmon Tak
Roham Language Institute, in Tehran, Iran. Based on their test performance,
the candidates whose language proficiency was upper intermediate were
identified. From among them 38 pairs were purposively selected, and one
member of the pair was randomly assigned to the EG and the other member
to the CG. Simple random sampling (i.e., coin-flipping) was used for the
assignment of the participants to the two groups. this was done to make sure
that the two groups would be homogeneous at the onset of the study.
Then the instruction or treatment phase began. The EG received writing
instruction through the process-based approach described in section 2 above.
The CG, by way of contrast, EG received writing instruction through the
product-based approach described in section 2 above. The same instructor
taught both groups. As such, type of treatment (i.e., product-based versus
process-based approaches) was the independent variable, and IELTS writing
task 2 performance was the dependent variable of this study. The treatment
took 16 weeks, and the post-test was immediately administered to the
participants after the treatment. It should be noted here that only the scores
of writing task 2 from the writing module of the administered mock test were
used as the data for this study and were analyzed for hypothesis testing. All of
the rubrics of the IELTS were followed, and the timing of the test sessions was
not altered.
The first author of this paper (a certified TESOL expert) and two official IELTS
examiners from Asre Din va Danesh and IRSAFAM IELTS test centers in
Tehran used the band descriptors of the IELTS test for the writing sections
(task 2) in both the pretest and the post-test, and the results were recorded as
the pretest and post-test data. The inter-rater reliability of the pretest was
estimated at alpha=0.907, and that of the post-test was alpha=0.933. For
purposes of hypothesis testing, a mixed between-within design ANOVA (also
known as SPANOVA) was conducted.
4 . Data analysis
A mixed between-within design ANOVA (SPANOVA) was conducted to analyze
the data. This was done to see if the EG (taught through the process-based
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approach) and CG (taught through the product-based approach) had the same
or different levels of writing achievement. for purposes of data analysis, the
difference between the pretest and the post-test is called the ‘Time’ factor, and
the difference between the EG and the CG groups is called the ‘Group’ factor;
the former is the within-subjects factor and the latter the between-subjects
factor. As such, it was concluded that the SPANOVA (or the mixed betweenwithin subjects analysis of variance) is the most robust test for data analysis
(cf., Pallant, 2001; Salmani Nodoushan, 2016a).
The SPANOVA was employed to analyze and elicit the probable differential
effects of types of treatment (i.e., process-based versus product-based
approaches) on IELTS-trainee candidates’ writing achievement and their
IELTS writing task 2 performance. The SPANOVA can show if there are any
main effects for subject groups (EG versus CG) and time; it also measures the
group-time interaction. The main aim of the study was to show if the change
in IELTS writing task 2 performance over time was statistically different for
the process-based and product-based groups.
One of the main steps in data analysis is to check for the assumptions of the
statistic used for data analysis. SPANOVA requires that the homogeneity of
intercorrelations be checked. In other words, we had to check to see if the
pattern of intercorrelations among the levels of within-subjects variable (i.e.,
time) were the same for each of the levels of the between-subjects variable
(i.e., type of teaching). This assumption can be checked through the Box's M
statistic. The alpha level set for this study was 0.05, and we hoped to come up
with an insignificant Box's M statistic. In other words, we hoped that our
observed p level would be greater than our chosen alpha level, or greater than
0.05. According to Pallant (2001) and Salmani Nodoushan (2016a), Box's M
statistic tests the null hypothesis that the observed covariance matrices of the
dependent variables are equal across the groups under study. Table 1 displays
the result and indicates that this assumption was fully met (Sig.=0.989).
Table 1
Box's Test of Equality of Covariance Matrices
Box's M
F
df1
df2
Sig.
Design: Intercept+Treatment
Within Subjects Design: Time

.124
.040
3
985680.000
.989

An inspection of the Multivariate Tests table also showed that there was a
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change in the participants’ writing achievement across time. The main effect
for time was significant. It was also observed that the two groups were also
different in terms of writing achievement across time. The main effect for the
interaction between time and type of treatment (i.e., group) was statistically
significant. The Wilks' Lambda values and the associated probability values
given in the column labeled Sig. in Table 2 support this claim.
Table 2
Multivariate Tests
Effect
Time

Value

F

Sig.

Partial Eta2

.709
.000
.709
Pillai's Trace
.291
180.099b
.000
.709
Wilks' Lambda
2.434
180.099b
.000
.709
Hotelling's Trace
2.434
180.099b
.000
.709
Roy's Largest Root
.592
107.177b
.000
.592
Time * Group Pillai's Trace
.408
107.177b
.000
.592
Wilks' Lambda
1.448
107.177b
.000
.592
Hotelling's Trace
1.448
107.177b
.000
.592
Roy's Largest Root
Computed using alpha = .05 (Exact statistic, Design: Intercept+Treatment, Within
Subjects Design: Time)
180.099b

Based on the values in the Wilks’ Lambda part of the Multivariate Tests table
(See table 2 above), a statistically significant change in writing achievement as
a result of treatment was observed. The value for Wilks' Lambda for time was
0.291, with a Sig. value of .000 (which means p<.0005). Because the observed
p value was less than .05, we concluded that there is a statistically significant
effect for time. This indicates that a change in writing achievement across
time has occurred; in other words, the process-based treatment resulted in a
much greater writing achievement in the experimental group in comparison
to the product-based treatment. The value for partial Eta squared for time
was 0.709. According to Cohen's (1988) criteria (i.e., 0.01=small effect,
0.06=moderate effect, and 0.14=large effect), this result indicates a very large
effect size for time (cf., Salmani Nodoushan, 2016a).
Likewise, the Wilks' Lambda value for time-group interaction was 0.408
[Sig.=.000 (which means p<.0005)]. Because the p value was less than .05, it
can be concluded that a statistically significant effect for time-treatment
interaction has been observed. The partial Eta squared value for the
interaction effect is 0.592 which reveals a very large effect for time-treatment
interaction (See Cohen, 1988, cf., Salmani Nodoushan, 2016a). This means
that the two groups did not gain the same level of writing achievement over
time. In other words, gain in writing achievement for the process-based group
was not statistically the same as that for the product-based group.
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Figure 1 (below) illustrates the difference in gains in writing achievement
across the two participant groups. As figure 1 shows, the process-based group
has achieved a much greater gain in writing achievement than the productbased group.

Figure 1. Comparison of gains in mean performance across subject groups.
Table 3 (below) displays the descriptive statistics for the experimental and
control groups across time. As the table indicates, the pretest mean for
process-based group was 4.59 while the post-test mean was 5.81; the pretest
mean for product-based group was 4.53 whereas the post-test mean was 4.69.
Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Treatment Groups across Time
Groups
M
Process-Based
4.5921
Pretest Score
Product-Based
4.5395
Process-Based
5.8158
Post-test Score
Product-Based
4.6974

SD
.49121
.48465
.58611
.56400

N
38
38
38
38
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Although the observed mean changes are mathematically acceptable, we have
to check them for statistical significance too; as such, we inspected the data
displayed in Table 4 below. Table 4 shows that the Sig. value for treatment
was statistically significant (Sig.=0.000). The Sig. value was much less than the
assumed alpha level of 0.05, and it can be concluded that the main effect for
group is significant. In other words, a significant difference in gains in writing
achievement between the process-based and product-based groups has been
observed. The effect size of the between-subjects effect also lends support to
this finding; the eta-squared value for treatment (or group) was 0.273 which
shows a large effect size (according to Cohen, 1988; cf., Salmani Nodoushan,
2016a)—0.01=small effect, 0.06=moderate effect, and 0.14=large effect. This
explains why it has reached statistical significance.
Table 4
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects
Source

Type II Sum of Squares

Intercept 3666.199
Group
13.028
Error
34.648
Transformed Variable: Average
Computed using alpha = .05

df

M2

F

Sig.

1
1
74

3666.199 7830.135 .000
13.028
27.825
.000
.468

Partial Eta2
.991
.273

5. Discussion
For purposes of the current study, it was hypothesized that the process-based
approaches to the coaching of IELTS-trainee candidates for IELTS writing
tasks would afford much greater achievement in comparison to the productbased approaches. The results of the study revealed that this hypothesis is
supported. Section 4 (above) clearly shows that the IELTS-trainee candidates
taught through the process-based approaches to writing outperformed those
taught through the product-based approaches. The observed large effect size
of the main independent variable of the study (i.e., process-based teaching)
indicates that this teaching approach should be preferred to the traditional
approaches that only focus on the end product of writing—the written text.
As stated above, traditional product-based approaches are mainly concerned
with the development of the knowledge of textual features of texts. This
perspective on teaching is counter-productive in that it ignores that most
important aspects of teaching writing, namely attention to the writing process
and the context of writing. Writing is not a mechanical skill per se (Salmani
Nodoushan, 2016b). It is mainly interactive and inter-textual, and requires the
writers to assess the readership and to adjust their texts to the readership’s
level of knowledge or familiarity (Salmani Nodoushan, 2002, 2003). Moreover,
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the role of context, defined through the famous SPEAKING acronym, cannot
and should not be ignored in any act of communication of which writing is
one (Allan & Salmani Nodoushan, 2015; Capone & Salmani Nodoushan, 2014;
Chinelo Obasi & Udofot, 2013; Cummings, 2018; Kazemi & Salmani
Nodoushan, 2018; Salmani Nodoushan, 2016c, 2018b, 2019, 2021).
The results of this study lend support to the findings and arguments of several
other researchers who have been working on writing (or communication or
reading) for a long time. The results show that process-based approaches, due
to their focus on the process of written communication, can produce more
efficient writers who know how to handle writing with an eye on
communication, readership, and context. Feedback and scaffolding maybe a
major reason why achievement through process-based approaches is much
greater than that of product-based approaches (cf., Chauke, 2020; Dewi &
Muzammil, 2020; Ennser-Kananen, 2012; García-Ponce, Crawford, Lengeling,
& Mora-Pablo, 2018; Komariah, Erdiana, & Mutia, 2020; Piazzoli, 2014).
Teachers and peers function as potential readers in the process-based writing
class, and the trainee writer receives their feedback, scaffolding, and support,
and then moves back to brush up the produced text. This is an important skill
that each and every writer should master for optimal written performance in
English, or any other language.
6. Conclusion
IELTS training courses are crash courses that bring language teaching to the
market, and like any other commodity on the market, such crash courses have
to be cost-effective. IELTS trainee candidates pay huge sums of money to
training institutes and, in return, expect to achieve very high IELTS band
scores for purposes of employment, emigration, and so forth. As such, they
request just-in-time ‘coaching’ rather than just-in-case ‘teaching’, and this
coaching (or teaching to the test) requires effective teaching approaches in a
very short time (cf., Domenec, 2017; Francomacaro, 2019; Grego, 2019; Lu &
Catalano, 2015; Martín Del Pozo, 2017; Salmani Nodoushan, 2020a). It is not
guaranteed whether gains achieved through such approaches to the teaching
of language would last or would fade away in no time. This needs to be
researched. It should also be noted that this study was conducted on a
relatively small population and in connection to only one task in one skill (i.e.,
IELTS writing task 2). The finding of this study cannot be overgeneralized and
may not apply to other language skills. A better understanding of the true
impacts of process-based approaches on language learners’ overall language
achievement requires studies that involve large participant groups and
investigate all aspects of language. All in all, this study has shown that
process-based approaches are cost-effective when the aim of a language class
is teaching to the test or coaching.
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