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Abstract
The current research aims at developing EFL Majors' language

performance in general, and writing in particular at Al- Azhar University
in Palestine in the light of the inquiry approach. To achieve this, a group of
3" year, English department students (n=115) participated in the study. The
researcher designed a writing performance test of 6 components;
identifying main ideas, posing questions, paraphrasing, narrating, problem-
solving and argumentation. The pretest revealed that most of the
participants' writing performance was not up to the required level.
Therefore, the researcher engaged them in a program based on the inquiry
approach which took place in the academic year 2017-2018. This study
employed the one group experimental design along with mixed research
approach incorporating quantitative and qualitative analyses. After
treatment, the post-test showed that there was a significant development in
students' writing performance. Furthermore, the participants showed
positive reflections towards the program. The study findings indicated the
effect of the program in developing the participant's writing performance.
In light of these findings, the researcher stated some pedagogical

implications, limitations and recommendations.

Keywords: inquiry approach, language performance, writing

performance
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Introduction

It has become clear that education reform in the 21% century should
focus on students' performance in all aspects of learning. This elicits the
students' self-direction and independence. The need to teach students to
perform and act well in foreign language is essential for successful

learning.

The concept of performance grounded in Hymes (1972), quoted by
Newby (2011) refers to the actual use of language. It includes students'
responses either in an oral or a written form (Abbott & Wren, 2016). The
importance of integration of oral and writing areas is emphasized by
Rivard and Straw (2000) who indicated that many studies in the fields of
oral and written performance get benefits of both of them. The role of
language performance is evident in creating a real-life situation for learner
to practice language performance. According to the study of both Nation
and Newton (2009), learners should write and speak about issues that they
are familiar with and use communication strategies so as to convey
messages to someone else.

Language performance integrates both oral and written areas.
However, it might be beneficial to deal with the written aspects in order
to make it easier for assessment. At the same time the target functions
imply the integration of both oral and written activities such as arguments,
questioning, group dynamic activities through the students' preparation of
providing evidences, comparing cases, discovering contradictions,
criticizing, and asking questions (Harpaz, 2005).

It is worth mentioning that writing comes out naturally with oral

activities. Also, it could be helpful for some inspiration after oral
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activities. However, oral performance may follow writing which makes
the discussion more evidence-based. This finding provides empirical
evidence verifying several scholars' hypothesis about the value of the use
of talk and writing in sequence (Berland & McNeill, 2010; Erduran &
Jimenez &, 2008).

The significance of using writing performance to assist students in
the construction of knowledge is emphasized by Torrance, Galbraith and
Waes (2007) who stated that writing is not just a speech written down. But
it also includes understanding the processes involved in producing and
evaluating thoughts rather than the processes involved in translating

thoughts into the language.

Due to the importance of writing performance, students should be
given the opportunities that would develop their writing performance.
Therefore, it is important to shed light on some strategies and techniques
that may enhance the students’ writing performance. The following areas

may be included in the inquiry approach:

Developing student-centered approach (Renau, 2016).

Improving critical thinking (Duran & Dokme, 2016).

Increasing higher order thinking (Lin & Kharrufa, 2014).

Presenting authentic communication (Hart & Lee, 2003).

Offering hands-on activities (Hart & Lee, 2003).

Generating students’ questions (Hart & Lee, 2003).

Giving priority to evidence, explanation, and justification (NRC, 2000).
Engaging students in analyzing concrete data for writing tasks (Graham
& Perin, 2007).
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- Providing activities that guide learners to generate meaningful questions
(Ismael, 2006).

In contrast to traditional pedagogy, inquiry-based engages
students in learning activities which are based on constructivism theory.
The focus shifted from teacher-led to student-centered learning (Ozmon
& Craver, 2008). In the opening phases of the inquiry approach, educators
may support learners' success by activating or building their background
knowledge. So, the teacher's role is to present puzzling events, question,
or problem whereas the students formulate hypotheses, collect data, test
the hypotheses, draw conclusions, and reflect on the original problem
(Banchi & Bell, 2008; Lasley et al. 2002; Woolfolk, 2013).
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Figure 1. Inquiry Based Learning Cycle (Dewey, 1910).

As far as is shown above by inquiry cycle diagram, it is noticed that
it comes up with five stages where asking comes at the first in which
students try to prepare their tasks and formulate meaningful questions
about a problem or topic they have to discuss. Next, investigating, in
which students get together in sub-groups and narrow the topic, is called
information-gathering step. Then comes creating; in which students are to

make connections. After that comes discussing, in which such new
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discoveries are shared with other members of their sub-group. At this
phase, students meet the purpose of their research and start comparing
notes and discussing conclusions with members. The final stage is
reflecting, in which students get together once again in order to analyze
once more the whole research process and the conclusions made,
including the information received by online collaborators. They also
prepare for the final written reports and oral group presentations. It is
indicated that inquiry cycle moves through different phases; asking,
investigating, creating, discussion and reflecting (Dewey, 1910 & Pedaste
etal., 2015).

The integration of inquiry approach into teaching requires certain
features, for example, inquiry approach involves generating questions,
designing experiments, gathering evidence, making claims, and justifying
claims. It also includes learning by discovery, problem-solving, learning
projects, generating questions, designing experiments, gathering
evidence, making claims, and justifying claims. Each of these approaches
stresses different parts of what is considered “inquiry”. The inquiry also
varies along a continuum of teacher-directed to student- directed where
students should have an opportunity to understand the whole world
around deeply through collecting data, solving problems and thinking
logically and critically. Thus, the students of the inquiry-based classrooms
reported being more interested and satisfied regarding the subjects they
studied (Kahle et al. 2000; NRC, 2000; Westwood, 2000). Hence, it is

beneficial to make use of such features in the present study.
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Context of the Problem

Writing performance is important for students. Most EFL majors
in Palestine lack a clear understanding of writing performance. This may
be due to the lack of applying strategies and techniques in an authentic
context focusing on this type of writing performance. Within the previous
frame, the following studies show the weakness of students' writing
performance and the reasons behind such situation:

The interference of the mother tongue might be one of the reasons
as mentioned by Nik et al. (2010) and Derakhshan & Karimi (2015) who
investigated the relation between first language and second language
acquisition. They confirmed that the problem of students' writing
performance is related to their first language. The researchers found out
that those students who do not read or write well in their first language
need to work harder in their second language.

Another reason for inefficient writing performance is the deficiency
of writing argumentative texts which is evidenced by Ibrahim (2015) who
stated that most of 2" year English majors lacked the ability to write a
comprehensive, well-organized and logically supported argumentative
text which negatively affected their writing performance. The researcher
recommended that more attention should be paid to investigating and
implementing approaches that may enhance students' writing
performance.

The difficulty of writing is also extended to extracting ideas which
is concluded by Chin (2016); the difficulty of writing is resulted from
reformulating and integrating new ideas. The researcher, therefore,

asserted the need for more training courses on how to rearrange and
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reorganize ideas. In general, writing is a complex task which requires a
higher level of thinking. Therefore, prospective teachers should waste no
effort to have students achieve that well (Alfaki, 2015; Nik et al. 2010;
Schoonen et al., 2003).

In addition, some teachers are not clearly aware of the current
writing strategies. Therefore, much of teaching writing still focuses on a
traditional approach that concentrates on the language structure
knowledge and mechanical writing improvement too; as a result of
imitation of input in the form of texts provided by the instructors
(Kakandee, 2017).

On the other hand, the following studies adopt inquiry approach and
show the effectiveness of adopting the inquiry approach in comparison to
ordinary teaching methods. For example, Bularafa & Preece (2015)
investigated the effectiveness of community of inquiry method in preparing
students to develop listening and speaking skills in a sample about 100
participants of junior secondary school. The study revealed that community
of inquiry approach is a good method of teaching speaking skills and
teachers should be encouraged to master and employ the framework for

developing English language.

A large study conducted by Applebee et al. (2003) examined the
relationship between student performance and discussion-based inquiry
approaches and its affects on the development of English students in order
to determine whether the teacher primarily focused on fostering student
inquiry into literary themes or whether they emphasized simple recall of

details of plot and character. The results revealed that discussion-based
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inquiry approaches are significantly related to improving student

performance.

Implementing the inquiry approach into the cooperative atmosphere
Is essential as seen in AbuelSaman (2008) and Asiala (2011) which showed
the great effect of applying inquiry-based cooperative learning in
comparison with traditional strategy. This comparison reveals that the
students who were exposed to both strategies of inquiry and cooperative

learning were better than those who were exposed to traditional strategies.

Other studies have been conducted to improve the educational
experience in light of inquiry approach (Castkovaa & Kropaca, 2014;
Darayesh, 2003; Mc Gregor, 2001). They adopted a variety of activities
based on the inquiry approach, discussion, questioning, mind mapping and
brainstorming in order to develop self-concept, cultural, linguistic and
creative solutions respectively. Hence, it is beneficial to make use of such

activities in the present study.

Due to the previous reasons, the researcher decided to design inquiry
approach program to present activities in order to develop the target

students' writing performance.

The researcher believes that there is an urgent need to develop
writing performance for students at the English Department, Faculty of

Education at Al-Azhar University.

Based on the researcher's experience in teaching at Al-Azhar
University, she noticed that the students' writing performance is almost

poor. This may be due to the traditional teaching and learning techniques
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used in teaching writing. This elicited further accurate investigation to

reveal the deficits of their writing performance through the pilot study.
The pilot Study

The researcher conducted a pilot study on 50 students randomly
selected to investigate their writing performance. The results proved that
many of these students lacked essential writing performance; their mean
score was 22%. The researcher asked some questions that can reveal their
actual performance features (Appendix A). The pilot study showed a clear
weakness of students' writing performance in terms of finding main ideas,
paraphrasing, posing questions, narration, problem-solving and

argumentation.
The following results were arrived at;

e Students could not almost identify ideas.

e Even their paraphrasing texts could not show deep understanding.

e Their writing was a mere direct answer of the suggested questions.

e They could not build or narrate a story because they lack vocabulary,
and had no idea about joining words, events, characters, plot...etc.,
I.e the storyboard.

e They were not used to solving problems if they had any because they
do not know the problem solving techniques.

e They could not engage in argumentative writing, as it needs

presenting supporting and opposing ideas.
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Statement of the Problem

Based on the previously mentioned analytical points, there is a
necessity to conduct a program based on the inquiry approach to develop
the EFL majors' language performance at Al- Azhar University in

Palestine.
The present study attempts to answer the following main question:

What is the effect of a program based on the inquiry approach on
developing the EFL majors' writing performance at Al-Azhar University

in Palestine?

In an attempt to answer the above question, the following sub-

guestions were also raised:

1- What is the existing level of the EFL majors' writing performance?

2-What are the activities and writing prompts based on the inquiry
approach to develop the target students' writing performance?

3-What are the components of a program based on the inquiry
approach?

4-What is the effect of the proposed program on the target students'
writing performance?

Design of the Study

The present research adopts one group experimental study design.
The intact group members were tested before conducting the program.
During the program, the group members were taught using some activities
based on the inquiry approach. At the end of the experiment, the group

members were post-tested.
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Delimitations
The current research is delimited to the following:

- Participants are group of 3" level female English majors (n=115) at Al-
Azhar university.

- The study was carried out over a period of 3 months, 32 sessions, 32
hours in the academic year 2017-2018.

- Writing performance was selected for flexibility of assessment.

- Some face to face and online activities based on the inquiry approach
relevant to the targeted writing performance components for the study
participants.

Significance of the Study
This study is expected to be of importance for:

— Students: they can apply various strategies and activities by which they
can enhance writing performance towards different issues, thinking
deeply to ask deep questions, paraphrasing effectively to give deep
meaning, narrating smoothly to provide experience towards different
topics, thinking positively to suggest solutions of problems, and arguing
with people to accept and reject others’ opinions in a logical way.

— Teachers: as they will be provided with a variety of suggestions and
activities that can effectively enhance their EFL students' writing
performance.

— Policy makers: they make use of inquiry approach in attempting to
develop or renew the curricula and teaching materials, in order to

enhance learners’ writing performance.
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Hypotheses
The study hypotheses were as follows:

1- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing main ideas in favor of the post-test.

2- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing posing questions in favor of the post-test.

3- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing paraphrasing in favor of the post-test.

4- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing narration in favor of the post-test.

5- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing solving a problem in favor of the post-test.

6- There would be a statistically significant difference between the
mean scores of the pre-test and the post-test of the study group in terms
of developing argumentation in favor of the post-test.

Definitions of Terms
Writing Performance

Using the term of performance in writing classes provides a clear

description of language use in expressing, explaining, justifying, critizing
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and asking within academic contexts (Harpaz, 2013; Harris & Jones, 2016
& Nik et al., 2010).

In the present study, writing performance is an integration process
through which students identify ideas, paraphrase to show deep
understanding, pose deep questions, narrate stories, find alternatives for
problem solving and present supporting and opposing ideas of

argumentation.
Inquiry approach

The inquiry approach focuses on investigation, exploration,
searching, questing, researching, pursuing, and studying. It is not only
developing questions but also examining how these questions affect the
world around them. Therefore, it is escalated by social, historical and
cultural interaction where learners are more involved with a community.
It is also concerned with the historical world (Melorose et al., 2015;
Hebrank, 2000 & Kuklthau et al., 2007).

In the present study, the inquiry approach is the framework that
provides the students with rich opportunities to perform writing in an
authentic context, so that they can identify ideas, paraphrase, raise

guestions, narrate, solve problems and argue.
Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of
a program based on the inquiry approach for enhancing the English

department students’ writing performance. Based on the previously
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discussed findings and quantitative and qualitative analyses conducted in

chapter 4, the following conclusions were gleaned:

- Implementing the inquiry approach proved to be effective in
developing English language majors' writing performance.

- The qualitative analysis of students' writing performance indicated
that they became more aware of what is meant by writing
performance, had the chance to practice writing easily without stress,
received constructive feedback on what they wrote and finally
developed their vocabulary and oral performance along with their
writing performance.

- The participants were provided with successful language learning
experiences which motivated their participation and improved their
writing performance.

- The participants were satisfied with the inquiry approach as they
expressed in their opinions in chapter four.

- The program provided hands-on experiences that included different
techniques of the inquiry approach.

Pedagogical Implications

The findings of this study revealed that there are some pedagogical
implications that may provide positive effects when adopting the

inquiry approach in teaching writing performance:

- The program shed light on the importance of the inquiry
approach as an authentic context and rich environment for

learning.
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- The face to face and online activities of the inquiry approach
served to deepen the participants' understanding.

- The inquiry approach was flexible enough to be adapted to meet
specific lesson objectives and participants' needs.

- The program provided a rich knowledge through which
instructors could facilitate these types of learning processes for
all of their learners.

- The program changed the role of the teacher— led to student—
centered learning.

- The program provided different tasks and techniques to learn
language performance in general and writing performance
specifically.

- The participants reflected their deep appreciation towards the
effect of the inquiry program, in comparison to the traditional
applied techniques.

Difficulties Encountered throughout Treatment
There are some limitations encountered throughout the treatment:

- It was found that most participants were afraid of writing and
using graphics or storyboard. Therefore, the researcher provided
different techniques and tasks that facilitated the process. This
will likely to be effective in developing their ability to write
topics with little mistakes.

- It was less difficult for most participants to debate because they
did not have enough knowledge. As a result, the researcher

suggested different topics related to their interest. With this
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variety of topics, they will expand their knowledge so that they
could discuss any topic easily.

- In the beginning of the classes, the participants were a bit
careless. However, as they benefited more from the course, they
started to attend class regularly. Therefore, instructors should
motivate their students in order to engage them into learning.

- It is not sufficient to teach some students to show deep
understanding when they paraphrase or pose questions. This can
be attributed to their lack of deep thinking. Therefore, the
researcher provided the inquiry approach activities to explore the
hidden meanings.

- As for argumentation and narration, most participants were not
able to engage in this activity. This can be attributed to their lack
of vocabulary and shyness to deliver correct phrases. Therefore,
the researcher provided students with different techniques of
storyboard and prewriting techniques to organize their thoughts
and enhance their writing performance.

- The classes were not really adequate for learning through the
inquiry sessions. There were some obstacles which included; a
regular cut of electricity and poor use of computer lab. However,
the researcher tried to use the microteaching labs and the library
to create a rich environment for the participants.

- It was a challenge for the researcher to meet all the participants'
needs and wishes due to their big number. Therefore, it is
necessary to use different techniques based on effective

approaches to enhance their writing performance.
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Recommendations

In the light of the review of literature, theoretical framework and the

study results, the researcher recommends:

- Incorporating the inquiry approach in all language classroom.

- Choosing topics that appeal to students' interest and background
knowledge.

- Using pre-writing graphic organizers and storyboard for developing
students' writing performance.

- Presenting materials based on internet search to the students to
simulate their inquiry abilities.

- Developing teachers' pedagogical knowledge of the inquiry
approach and the attached strategies.

- Enhancing self-expression ability as a prerequisite for language
learners.

- Participating in oral and written activities as highly appreciated
practices of learners.

Suggestions for Further Research

Researchers may further explore the effectiveness of using the
inquiry approach in developing writing performance. The following are

some examples of the studies that may be attempted:

- Conducting ethnographic case studies using the inquiry approach to
develop writing performance.
- Investigating the effect of using the inquiry approach on teachers'

professional development.
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Exploring the students' perceptions of using the inquiry approach in
learning the English language in general and in improving their
writing performance in particular.

Designing a training program to encourage teachers to use the
inquiry approach.

Using the task based inquiry approach to develop students’ writing
performance.

Using storyboard based research in an action research study.
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