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ABSTRACT

English major students must deal with the assimilation of subject contents while developing foreign lan-
guage skills. This might be particularly challenging for all the actors involved, considering the future fo-
reign language teachers´ L2 command, especially regarding productive skills and, more specifically, their 
ability to express themselves though writing. The purpose of this study is to establish the effect of Content-
Based Instruction on learners´ writing skills development. This qualitative-quantitative research was ca-
rried out during the semester October 2018-February 2019, with twenty-seven English Major students, at 
Universidad Técnica del Norte, Facultad de Educación, Ciencia y Tecnología. Surveys were administered 
and tests were taken by twenty-seven students. The data collected were processed and, based on the results 
obtained, the effects of the application of Content-Based Instruction on the improvement of students´ 
writing skills were analysed.
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RESUMEN

Estrategias de enseñanza basada en contenido para mejorar la habilidad 
de la escritura en L2 de los estudiantes de la Carrera de Pedagogía de los 
Idiomas

Los estudiantes de la Carrera de Inglés deben lidiar con la asimilación de los contenidos de la asignatura 
mientras desarrollan habilidades en el idioma extranjero. Esto puede ser particularmente desafiante para 
todos los actores involucrados, considerando el dominio de la L2 de los futuros profesores de lenguas ex-
tranjeras, especialmente en lo que respecta a las habilidades productivas y, más específicamente, su capaci-
dad para expresarse a través de la escritura. El propósito de este estudio es establecer el efecto de la instruc-
ción basada en contenido en el desarrollo de las habilidades de escritura de los alumnos. Esta investigación 
cualitativo-cuantitativa se llevó a cabo durante el semestre octubre 2018 - febrero 2019, con estudiantes de 
cuarto nivel de la Carrera de inglés, en la Universidad Técnica del Norte, Facultad de Educación, Ciencia y 
Tecnología. Se administraron encuestas y se tomaron pruebas a veintisiete estudiantes. Los datos recolec-
tados fueron procesados   y, en base a los resultados obtenidos, se analizaron los efectos de la aplicación de 
la Instrucción Basada en Contenidos 
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Introducción

There are different and varied ap-
proaches teachers use to enhance stu-
dents´ learning opportunities in the for-
eign language classroom. They should 
be coherent with learners´ actual foreign 
language command, as well as with official 
regulations, institutional rules, and inter-
national standards. This is particularly 
relevant in academic settings where future 
English teachers are being trained and, 
consequently, they are not only dealing 
with the development of L2 skills, but also 
with the assimilation of contents. Semes-
ter after semester, thousands of students 
enter the Ecuadorian University system. 
Many of them are not able to use English 
fluently (Heredia, 2017). Candidates for 
the foreign language teaching profession 
are no exception. 

In previous times, university students 
were required to take foreign language 
courses, as part of their academic prepa-
ration, with no CEFR standard specified. 
Current Ecuadorian regulations, however, 
state that the foreign language level pre-
graduate students must develop upon the 
completion of their studies is B2 (CES, 
2016). Every semester, though, placement 
tests results show that most students who 
are about to start a university career at our 
University, have developed a linguistic 

command below CEFR B1 level, and that 
the lowest achievement scores correspond 
to productive skills, particularly writing. 
Among those students, some are admitted 
to the English Major, with no additional 
foreign language training required. 

Currently, an updated curricular de-
sign for the foreign languages teaching 
career is being implemented, so it is indis-
pensable to find ways to ensure learning 
outcome attainment in order to enable our 
undergraduates not only to communicate 
in the foreign language, but also to deal 
with content-based instruction success-
fully. 

Through this study, we aim to pro-
vide English Major students with more ef-
ficient academic tools for the development 
of foreign language skills through Content 
Based Instruction (CBI) strategies. In or-
der to do so, strategies will be designed 
and be applied in two specific subjects of 
the career fourth level. Later, we will assess 
the efficiency of the CBI strategies applied 
on the learners´ writing skill development. 

Review of literature 

Content-Based Instruction is an ap-
proach to second language learning in 
which teaching is organized around the 
content of information that students will 
acquire, rather than around a linguistic 
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type of syllabus (Richards, 2008). Light-
bown (2014) defines Content-Based in-
struction (CBI) as an approach to teach-
ing academic subjects in a language that 
students are still learning. Dueñas (2004) 
suggests that optimal conditions for learn-
ing a foreign language occur when both, 
target language and meaningful content 
are integrated in the classroom. In Con-
tent-Based teaching, learners deal with 
diverse topics rather than language form, 
which they can become aware of in an im-
plicit way. 

Although less than three decades ago 
Content-Based Instruction was used espe-
cially in primary and high school settings, 
it has become a widespread approach in 
university-level foreign language instruc-
tion (Grabe and Stoller, 2011). Further-
more, Brown (2007, p. 49) argues that in 
CBI, “language takes it appropriate role as 
a vehicle for accomplishing a set of con-
tent goals”.

Content-Based Instruction is a useful 
way to enhance language learner’s motiva-
tion by encouraging them to acquire a new 
language through actually using it, from 
initial to independent user stages (Stryker 
and Leaver, 1997). Students tend to be sig-
nificantly more motivated when authentic 
materials, content, and contexts are used. 
This contrasts with traditional instruc-
tional methods and materials such as text-
books, rote memorization, and grammar 
rule drills (British Council, 2018). CBI fo-
cuses on what is being taught rather than 
on the target language itself, which implies 
learners are being exposed to L2 in a more 
dynamic and engaging way.

The active nature of Content-Based 
Instruction allows students to develop 
critical thinking and life skills that may 
then be used in countless ways outside of 
the language instruction environment. It 
also provides students with the opportu-
nity to think actively by engaging in rich 
materials that are genuinely connected to 
the real world. (Tahsildar et al., 2018).

According to Stoller (2008), Con-
tent-based instruction is a powerful tool 

to innovate foreign language teaching 
across an ample range of instructional 
contexts. This makes it possible to apply 
CBI strategies regardless of the age or lev-
el of instruction of the learners involved. 
This means that CBI supports, in a natural 
way, the application of methods orient-
ed towards cooperation among learners, 
low-anxiety environments and diverse 
types of project-based activities in the L2 
classroom. 

Writing in the mother tongue (L1)

Mother tongue or (L1) is the language 
that is acquired naturally, through inter-
action with the immediate environment, 
using minimal pedagogical intervention 
and scarce, or sometimes nonconscious, 
linguistic reflection. Mother tongue profi-
ciency level is essential for all subsequent 
learning experiences because it is essen-
tial for the development of thought and 
knowledge acquisition. A low L1 skills 
level, in general, makes it difficult to learn 
second languages. Therefore, the mother 
tongue has a primordial role in the sec-
ond language learning-teaching process. 
(Mota, 2006).

In Ecuadorian education, there is a 
crisis in terms of efficient learning of the 
mother tongue writing skills, an issue that 
begins in elementary school, continues in 
secondary school and is reflected at uni-
versity level. Commonly, the Spanish and 
literature classes are characterized by be-
ing monotonous, not creative and passive, 
which triggers a negative attitude towards 
the subject. In Ecuador, students are fin-
ishing high school with a very low linguis-
tic-communicative competitiveness even 
in their mother tongue (Aguirre, 2017).

According to Chávez (2017), writing 
is still just used to reply literal questions 
that are explicitly answered in the text-
book of study, or to comply with the order 
“look for information about ...”. When in 
fact what is required is the critical analysis 
of the information, most of the students 
surf on the internet using key words and 
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only copy and paste, many times with-
out even reading the information, the 
first task required to complete the task. 
In other words, L1 writing production 
is constructed around a sterile practice, 
which confuses writing with copying or 
transcribing. The creativity of the student 
is restricted by denying him the opportu-
nity to experience writing as a tool of free 
expression, which develops critical think-
ing and allows to build and share knowl-
edge. For writing consists of expressing 
our thoughts in written form, and thought 
is that process of search or realization of 
connections and disjunctions (Lipman, 
1998; Chávez, 2017). 

Writing in second language L2

Concerning writing skills develop-
ment, the problem in the mother tongue 
has a significant impact on the learning 
of a foreign language. As Durgunoglu & 
Goldenberg (2010) pointed out, writing 
production knowledge and skills in the 
mother tongue, whether deficient or not, 
are transferred to writing in a foreign 
language. This statement corresponds to 
the hypothesis of linguistic interdepen-
dence proposed by Jim Cummins in 1979 
reviewed by Jiménez and O’Shanahan, 
(2010), which predicts that children who 
have problems in the L1 acquisition will 
also present difficulties when learning a 
second language. 

Assuming that writing skills are 
transferred from one language to anoth-
er, it is possible to affirm that the ineffi-
cient performance of the Ecuadorian high 
school graduates, in terms of the written 
production in their L1, will be reflected 
at the time of writing in the foreign lan-
guage, in this case English. This would 
partly support the fact that the teaching 
and learning of foreign languages in our 
country has not attained the expected re-
sults, since the young graduates from high 
school do not manage to improve the ba-
sic skills in receptive and productive lan-
guage abilities. Evidence of this problem 

is found in results of studies as the one 
conducted by the international company 
specialized in teaching Languages Educa-
tion First in its eight-edition entitled EF 
English Proficiency Index. In this study it 
was announced that Ecuador was ranked 
65 out of 88 globally and 13 out 15 among 
Latin America countries with a score of 
48.52 out of 100 (Education First, 2015). 
Given the described scenario, it is vital to 
promote activities that create an adequate 
context to address learners´ formative and 
academic needs, which boost not only the 
language communicative skills, but also 
general cognitive skills.

The development of writing in a for-
eign language is a continuous process, 
which requires the application of a series 
of strategies and activities based on the-
oretical contributions that point towards 
the appropriation of writing as a tool for 
expressing ideas, building knowledge and 
the expansion of culture. That is, it should 
not be limited to dealing with vocabu-
lary and isolated grammatical structures, 
but also to develop cognitive skills while 
understanding the language as a tool and 
not as an end. One of the approaches that 
meet these requirements is Content Based 
Instruction. (Arismendi, et al., 2008).

Previous studies 

According to Arslan and Saka (2010), 
who conducted a research at a Turkish 
university, with students from different 
majors, argued that Content-Based In-
struction proved to increase motivation 
related to the foreign language acquisition 
process. Students needed to develop skills 
such as understanding lectures presented 
in English, writing assignments and proj-
ects related to their field of study, and un-
derstanding the detailed information in 
texts in L2. After the introduction of Con-
tent-Based Instruction through thematic 
units related to their own field of study, 
students reported improvement of their 
academic language skills.

In a 2011 research carried out at the 
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Colombian Universidad del Norte, with 
Medical English Program students, it 
has been reported that the participants 
learned language and content through CBI 
because the information was meaningful, 
interesting, and met their present and fu-
ture needs (Corrales and Maloof, 2011). In 
this study, students related that they found 
the material meaningful because it met 
their present and future needs. Students 
commented that studying medical topics 
and vocabulary in English helped them in 
their other classes where they had to read 
articles and books in English. 

As Spenader, A., Wesley, P. and 
Glynn C. (2018) studied 36 unit plans 
developed for a graduate-level course on 
Content-Based Instruction in one North 
American institution. They intended to 
identify and describe teachers’ under-
standing of this methodological approach. 
In some cases, teachers connected the lan-
guage and content objectives with more 
than one academic content area, offering 
learners a more multidisciplinary scenar-
io. They found that focusing on multiple 
content areas provided a more complete 
view of the topic and allowed students to 
analyse the topic from multiple perspec-
tives. Similarly, we intend to improve our 
learners´ writing skills by implementing 
Content-Based Instruction class activities 
in research and psychology related topics. 

Al Amrani (2019) developed a re-
search to assess the impact of Con-
tent-Based Instruction (CBI) on devel-
oping comprehension and vocabulary in 
a course of English for Specific Purpos-
es at an engineering school in Morocco 
where English is learnt as a Foreign Lan-
guage. Forty students participated. They 
were taught a fifteen-hour course of legal 
English over a period of six weeks, twice 
a week. It was found that Content-Based 
Instruction strategies helped participants 
improve their comprehension and vocab-
ulary skills in their specific are of knowl-
edge. The researcher concluded that the 
content aspect of the language should be 
considered as important as the language 

aspect. Besides, relevant content was in-
teresting to learners and enhanced their 
motivation.

Methodology 

This project was developed through 
a qualitative - quantitative research type, 
using inductive-deductive methods, in 
order to find out if fourth level English 
Major students´ writing skills might be 
improved by the application of Content 
Based Instruction strategies. Observation, 
surveys and interviews were used in order 
to collect all the required data. Five teach-
ers with at least ten years’ experience and 
twenty-seven students from the fourth se-
mester of the English Major were actively 
involved in this research process. These 
students have been exposed to the foreign 
language for at least two years in higher 
education. So far, they are getting familiar 
with and showing progress corresponding 
to B1 Common European Framework of 
Reference (CEFR) standard. 

A diagnose exam was administered to 
identify the students´ actual writing skill 
command. Students were given a real B1 
Cambridge practice exam, which is divid-
ed into three different parts: Reading and 
writing, Listening and Speaking. The B1 
exam attempts to assess learners´ L2 com-
mand at intermediate level. Then, based 
on the exam results, the research team 
designed and applied strategies based on 
the syllabus contents of Psychology for 
language teachers and Research in TEFL, 
which are two of the subjects studied 
at this level of the career. Students were 
working on these activities for four hours 
a week along the whole semester. 

Interviews were conducted to iden-
tify teachers´ main concerns dealing with 
students´ writing difficulties, and to de-
termine the strategies they have already 
applied to deal with them. On the other 
hand, students were given a questionnaire 
in order to identify their perception of the 
relevance and usefulness of the writing 
tasks used by teachers in the class. 

Content-Based intrction strategies to improve...
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At the end of the semester, students 
took a post-test with the same B1 stan-
dard difficulty level, in order to find out 
the effect of CBI strategies on their writ-
ing skill command. As the objective of 
this research project was to improve stu-
dents´ skills through the afore mentioned 
method, the class tasks involved a series 
of assignments such as bar charts and pie 
charts analysis, writing survey results and 
paragraph structuring. Learners were ex-
pected to expand their writing skills as a 
real means of communication. 

RESULTS TEACHERS´ 
INTERVIEW AND SURVEY 
RESULTS

Source: Own elaboration

Teachers were required to identify 
writing tasks usefulness using a using a 
1-5 scale, in which 1 means “not useful 
at all” and 5 “very useful”. Teachers con-
sider that the following activities have 
affected students´ writing skills deeply: 
“Answering questions based on a reading”, 
“Paragraph construction”, “Paraphrasing”, 
“Summaries” and “Journal writing”, all of 
them with five points, meaning they are 
the most useful. On the other hand, the 
activities perceived as the least useful are 
“Dictation” and “Writing the appropriate 
word”, with two points each. However, 
these are the types of tasks used out of the 
scope of CBI and usually in subjects deal-
ing with L2 skills development, where En-

glish is not the vehicle for learning content 
but the end itself. 

Source: Own elaboration

After the application of CBI writing 
tasks for one semester, teachers were re-
quired to identify their effect of the CBI 
class tasks carried out along the semester 
on the learners´ writing quality. Teachers 
perceived that chart analysis, paragraph 
structuring, and writing survey results 
were the most relevant activities in terms 
of the writing aspects involved in the writ-
ing process. 

WRITING DIAGNOSE EXAMEN 
RESULTS 

Tabla 2 
Perceived effect of writing tasks on 

writing aspects 
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No student got a perfect score of ten 
over ten in the B1 section. Three students 
got nine over ten; four students got eight 
and eleven students got seven. In total, 
seventeen students got grades over sev-
en points. Nine students got grades from 
three to six in this section of the diagnose 
quiz. Since these students are required to 
have reached the B2 level upon completion 
of their career, and they were taking fourth 
level at the moment this research was con-
ducted out, it is expected that through the 
implementation of strategies like this, they 
will improve their language command in 
the next four semesters of the career. No 
student got a perfect score of ten over ten 
in the B1 section. Three students got nine 
over ten; four students got eight and elev-
en students got seven. In total, seventeen 
students got grades over seven points. 
Nine students got grades from three to 
six in this section of the diagnose quiz. 
Since these students are required to have 
reached the B2 level upon completion of 
their career, and they were taking fourth 
level at the moment this research was con-
ducted out, it is expected that through the 
implementation of strategies like this, they 
will improve their language command in 
the next four semesters of the career.

Ten students got grades over seven in 
the B2 section of the exam. Seventeen stu-
dents got grades below seven. This section 
of the quiz focuses on upper intermediate 
level and students are not expected to ful-
ly master it yet. Based on the results of 
the writing quiz section, we can see that 
students are not ready to deal with B2 dif-
ficulty level writing tasks yet.

Tabla 3
A2 standard written quiz results 

Tabla 4
B1 standard written quiz results 
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By comparing the results of the diag-
nostic and final test, it can clearly be seen 
a score improvement in the three language 
standards indicators shown in each table 
above. In the A2 standard, however, the 
same number of students in the highest 
possible 9 and 10 ranges are maintained, 
in the grade of 8 from having a 14% of stu-
dents who obtained this grade, to a 33% of 
students placed in this range. Concerning 
indicator B1, the range of grades 9 and 8 
placed a 22% of the study participants, in 
the second test 48% of students reached 
the range. Finally, in the highest possible 
indicator of this test B2, one student got 
the grade of 9 in the diagnostic test, while 
6 students reached the same range in the 
final test results. Finally, in the grade of 8, 
it went from 5 students to 11. Putting in 
percentages the range of 9 and 8 numer-
ically increased from 22% to 62% of the 
population of the study. 

Students´survey results
 
 The following data were collected at 

the beginning of the semester, before the 
application of CBI writing strategies 

Tabla 5
B2 standard written quiz results 

This question was aimed at finding 
out students´ general perception on writ-
ing. Most students feel writing is a difficult 
task, 41%, while 18% of 27 students feel it 
is easy. On the other hand, 22% find writ-
ing tasks fun, and 19% find them boing. 
This might reflect students’ experiences of 
failure and success, as well as their writing 
skills development and fluency not only in 
L2 but also in L1 (Cárdenas-Hagan et al, 
2007).

54% of students like writing composi-
tions. 21% of students enjoy writing essays. 
14% of third level students prefer writing 
letters, and 11% like writing summaries. 
These percentages might reflect the fact 
that students perceive compositions as 
freestyle writing, and therefore not rigid 
templates nor citation rules are required.
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30% of students state they need to im-
prove their use of connectors. 26% of stu-
dents require help with connectors. 18% 
of students have trouble dealing with spe-
lling. 15% of students find it hard to deal 
with vocabulary issues. 11% of students 
claim they need help with writing gene-
ral layout, which means templates should 
be provided for students as a guide. These 
students are aware of their weaknesses in 
the writing process, and can describe the-
se aspects with greater precision due to the 
nature of the subjects they have been stu-
dying in the English Major (Universidad 
Técnica del Norte, 2020). This academic 
journey includes linguist and methodolo-
gical subjects.

37% of students find the most diffi-
cult class-writing task is structuring para-
graphs. 30% of students feel paragraph 
sequencing is a very demanding writing 

task in class. 22% of third level students 
think finding the main idea in a text is a 
difficult task. 11% of students perceive text 
analysis as a complex process. In general 
terms, our educational system, at all lev-
els, suffers from a lack of emphasis on the 
development of reading and writing skills. 
Students´ perception of the difficulties 
they experience when required identifying 
or articulating ideas, reflecting the Minis-
try of Education findings regarding func-
tional illiteracy: 10.62% of Ecuadorians do 
not understand what they read, nor can 
they solve basic calculations (El Telégrafo, 
2017).

31% of students think doing teach-
er-guided tasks would improve their writ-
ing skills. 24% believe that incorporating 
writing correction code and correcting 
mistakes would help them write better; 
while 21% feel feedback would be a useful 
teacher´s strategy to identify and under-
stand why they are making mistakes. Be-
fore writing, students should be provided 
with checklists about the goals related to 
the type of text they will produce (British 
Council, 2020). This will enable them to 
gradually avoid making the same writing 
mistakes. 

Discussion 

Content Based Instruction was orig-
inally designed in the mid-1980s, and ap-
plied by full immersion programs to sup-
port non-English-speaking students in L2 
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scholar systems. Therefore, some difficul-
ties may appear when adapting this meth-
od to EFL settings at different stages of the 
language learning process. Applying CBI 
in an EFL context has yielded positive and 
negative results, some of which are synthe-
sized in the next paragraphs.

There is strong empirical support for 
CBI, and the success of many well-docu-
mented programs offers additional sup-
port for the approach. Moreover, numer-
ous practical features of CBI make it an 
appealing curricular approach to language 
instruction.

As some previous studies results 
show, the application of BCI strategies for 
one semester, four hours a week, while 
studying the contents of Research in TEFL, 
in fourth level of the English major, had an 
effect on students ‘writing skills. Students 
also reported increased interest towards 
the L2 and the subject matter. 

The data analysed also shows that 
students of the sample groups in this study 
obtained higher scores in their post-tests, 
compared with their pre-tests.

As Arismendi, Díaz, and Salazar 
(2008) state in their study, it could be ev-
idenced that CBI, allows students a better 
organization and assimilation of the struc-
tures, vocabulary and concepts, and forces 
them to express themselves understand-
ing the language as a tool and not as an 
end. Therefore, they have strong reasons 
to use the language that they are learning. 
They are not memorizing words for a test, 
which they will soon forget. Instead, they 
need to use L2 to talk to classmates, read 
textbooks and write reports. 

As Bentley (2010) pointed, the teach-
ing of curricular content through a foreign 
language fosters the development of cog-
nitive skills, such as reasoning, creativity 
and evaluation. These skills development 
occurs when the student works collabora-
tively in class. Students can develop their 
cognitive skills when, working in a group, 
they are able to share their point of view 
on a given topic and support their argu-
ments. It is in this way that the CBI model 

promotes the development of reasoning 
among the participants. Consequently, 
the subject matter chosen for this study, 
Research in TEFL, presented appropriate 
conditions for the unfolding of L2 writing 
skills and the development of cognitive 
skills, through the analysis and assessment 
of data collected as part of the course ob-
jectives.

Bula (2014) explains that peer evalu-
ation is a characteristic of the CBI model. 
During the implementation of this teach-
ing-learning model, students form the 
English major exchanged points of view, 
while evaluating the opinions expressed 
by their classmates.

Since CBI might not be explicitly fo-
cus on language skills development, using 
Content-Based strategies might repre-
sent a cognitive challenge for students. As 
Pérez and Luque (2005) identified, they 
can sometimes feel confused, saturated 
or even frustrated. They could also have a 
limited time to achieve an adequate aca-
demic level. The case scenario presented, 
was perceived mostly in students that were 
at a lower English level than the class av-
erage.

Conclusions
 
CBI offers a wide variety of strate-

gies, techniques and activities integrating 
language teaching and curricular content, 
that promote an adequate context to ad-
dress learners’ formative and academic 
needs, and that boost not only students´ 
language communicative skills, but also 
general cognitive skills. However, it is es-
sential to point out that both, teachers 
and students, must face several challeng-
es when working with the Content-based 
approach.

Effective CBI application requires 
considering various guidelines, the most 
important along this study can be summa-
rized as follows: 

1. The teacher should clearly define 
the content and language objectives, en-
suring that they are appropriate for the 
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students of a specific class. 
2. Educators must also adapt the con-

tents to the academic-linguistic needs of 
the students, using complementary mate-
rial. It is important to highlight and prac-
tice new language items, to connect them 
with students’ personal experiences and 
the content knowledge that will be stud-
ied. 

3. It is also necessary to emphasize 
that teachers must explain tasks by using 
visual aids, gestures, negotiating meaning, 
realia, among others, to adapt content ex-
planations to student current knowledge 
and skills development level and in order 
to minimize L1 use in the foreign language 
class. 

4. It is worth mentioning that this 
methodology does not deny the impor-
tance of grammar but approaches it in 
a different way. In CBI, rather than the 
learning object, grammar, which is con-
scious and transferable knowledge, is seen 
as a tool to help students improve their 
language use.

5. Students must be actively engaged 
in the foreign language class in order to 
make the most of the learning opportu-
nities available for them, to fully immerse 
in the new language learning experience, 
being aware of their own learning process, 
and to assume their irreplaceable role as 
co-constructors of knowledge.

6. By applying this method daily with 
English Major fourth level students, it was 
evident that they acquire more than aca-
demic vocabulary as they learn through 
content. They also learn the ways of writ-
ing and jargon used in different academic 
fields. The language learned includes the 
knowledge of the various genres used in 

several academic disciplines. For instance, 
English Major fourth level curricula in-
clude subjects like Research in TEFL, Psy-
chology for language teachers and Meth-
odology. 

7. Concerning CBI possible disad-
vantages in an EFL setting, three major 
difficulties arose while conducting this 
research. First, in order to use CBI it is 
necessary that educators are not only con-
tent specialists, but also have be at a high 
English proficiency level. In Ecuador´s 
higher education context, it is sometimes 
challenging to find experts on a specific 
subject who can additionally speak fluent 
English. On one hand, it is very common 
that instructors in Ecuador are not pro-
ficient enough to teach a content-based 
course; on the other hand, English teach-
ers may not be content specialists. 

8. Finally, excessive use of the native 
language from both, students and teachers, 
is a potential issue in the process. Given 
the fact that the lesson is explicitly focused 
on the content rather than the teaching 
of the language per se, students could 
find it much easier to use their mother 
tongue during the class. Teachers could 
find themselves in a dilemma, try sharing 
a rationale with students using only L2, 
that would take longer and require more 
resources, or switching from time to time 
to L1 to optimize the time and available 
materials. It is imperative to be aware that 
students in the class do not have the same 
abilities understanding L2, some learners 
might lose interest in the lesson due to 
lack of content comprehension taught in 
the target language. 
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APPENDIX

UNIVERSIDAD TÉCNICA DEL 
NORTE. FACULTAD DE EDUCACIÓN  
CIENCIA Y TECNOLOGÍA - FECYT. EN-
GLISH MAJOR RESEARCH PROJECT: 
CONTENT BASED INSTRUCTION TO 
DEVELOP FOURTH LEVEL STUDENTS 
WRITING SKILLS

ANNEX 2

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
1. How do you feel about writing 

Most students feel writing is a diffi-
cult task, 41%, while 18% of 27 students 
feel it is easy. On the other hand, 22% find 
writing tasks fun, and 19% find it boing. 
This might reflect students past experi-
ences of failure and success. This question 
was aimed at finding out students´ general 
perception on writing.

2. What do you like to write?

51% of students like writing compo-
sitions. This might reflect the relatively 
simple structure of a composition. 21% of 
students enjoy writing essays. 14% of third 
level students prefer writing letters, and 
11% like writing summaries.

3. What do you need help with in your 
writing?

30% of students states they need to 
improve their use of connectors. 26% of 
students requires help with connectors. 
18% of students have trouble dealing with 
spelling. 15% of students find it hard to 
deal with vocabulary issues. 11% of stu-
dents claim they need help with writing 
general layout, which means templates 
should be provided for students as a guide.

4. What is the most difficult class-writ-
ing task for you?

37% of students find the most diffi-
cult class-writing task is structuring para-
graphs. 30% of students feel paragraph se-
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quencing is a very demanding writing task 
in class. 22% of third level students think 
finding the main idea in a text is a difficult 
task. 11% of students perceive text analysis 
as a complex process.

5. What is the class-writing task you 
enjoy the most? 

30% of surveyed students enjoy writ-
ing stories. 26% like answering questions 
about a text. 22% of students prefer an-
swering questions and reading-writing 
tasks.

6. Do you know your writing skills de-
velopment level, according to the CEFR?

Most students ignore what Com-
mon European Framework of Reference 
(CEFR) their writing skills development 
corresponds to, 81%, while 19% can iden-
tify what CEFR standard their level is. 

7. What class tasks would help you 
improve your writing skills.

31% of students think doing teacher 
guided tasks would improve their writing 
skills. 24% believe that incorporating writ-
ing correction code and correcting mis-
takes would help them write better, while 
21% feel writing feedback would be a use-
ful tool.

8. Which class tasks have not been 
helpful?

32% of surveyed students feels mem-
orizing rules has not been a useful strat-
egy. 29% of students think dictation does 
not contribute to the development of their 
writing skills. 21% of participants perceive 
uninformative correction as a non-rele-
vant task for writing skill improvement. 
Finally, 18% of students have experienced 
that transcription does not impact their 
written production in a positive way.
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UNIVERSIDAD 
TÉCNICA DEL NORTE

FACULTAD DE EDUCACIÓN CIEN-
CIA Y TECNOLOGÍA - FECYT

Carrera de Pedagogía en idiomas 
Extranjeros 

Professor´s survey results 
RESEARCH PROJECT: CONTENT 

BASED INSTRUCTION TOOLS TO 
IMPROVE THIRD LEVEL ENGLISH 
MAJOR STUDENTS FOREIGN 

WRITING SKILLS 
COMMAND

1. Do you apply writing activities in 
your classes?

All teachers surveyed apply writing 
skills in class. One of them is in charge of 
an academic writing skills subject, the oth-
ers are teaching content-based subjects. 
Therefore, besides concentrating on the 
subject contents, students are, at the same 
time, developing their linguistic skills.

 
2. Which of the following writing ac-

tivities do you apply in your classes this se-
mester? Mark with an “X”.

Teachers are mostly applying the An-
swer questions based on a reading strategy, 
with 58% relevance. Paragraph construc-
tion based on a specific topic is another 
useful strategy, with 23%. Ordering sen-
tences and summaries are not considered 
relevant, with 9% and 10%.

3. Based on your experience, how use-
ful do you think the following activities are 
to help your students improve their writing 
skills? Write a number, considering 5 as the 
most useful and 0 as the least useful.

The activities teachers consider im-
pact writing skills deeply are Answer ques-
tions based on a reading, Paragraph con-
struction, Paraphrasing, Summaries and 
Journal writing, all of them graded with 5 
points, meaning they are the most useful. 
On the other hand, the activities perceived 
as the least useful, are Dictation and Writ-
ing the appropriate word, with 2 points 
each. 

4. In which area have you seen more 
impact after applying the following strate-
gies? Mark with an x.
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Teachers were required to associate 
strategies and area of language impact. As 
we can see, in their opinion, Grammar is 
developed by journal writing, sentence 
transformation, ordering sentences and 
correcting mistakes I sentences. Spelling is 
developed by correcting mistakes in sen-
tences. Vocabulary is positively affected by 
Role-play Conversations, Fill in the blanks 
and Paragraph construction specific top-
ic strategies. Finally, paragraph structure 
is developed by applying Journal writing 
and summaries strategies. Using cohesive 
devises is a skill developed by applying 
Role-play Conversations, Paragraph con-
struction specific topics and Summaries. 

5. Are there any other writing ac-
tivities you think should be incorporated 
in class in order to improve your student’s 
writing skill? Please explain.

Teachers surveyed suggested a set of 
tasks not considered in the data collection 
instrument, in order to be considered in 
the design of Content Based Instruction 
strategies for this research project.
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