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The paper presents preliminary findings of a project which investigated whether learner back-
ground, in terms of instruction mode (i.e., school or intensive first-year course at university) and
first language (i.e., character based or non-character based), has an impact on the development
of writing skills in Japanese as a second language (JSL). Many students in second-year Japanese
at university are post-secondary (i.e., they completed Year 12 Japanese at school). They are in
class with students who started Japanese at university (i.e., are post-beginners). The intensity
of instruction that the two groups have received is very different. A large number of the students
learning Japanese at tertiary institutions in Australia are also native speakers of character-based
languages (e.g., Chinese). Although there is a substantial volume of studies comparing the effects
of instruction mode on L2 development, little is known of how instruction mode and L1 background
together may affect L2 development in adult L2 learning settings. The data for the present study
include writing samples collected on two occasions from 34 students from a variety of back-
grounds. The samples were analysed in terms of length, grammatical complexity and schematic
structures, use of kanji (Chinese characters), and vocabulary. The results were compared in terms
of study experience and first language. In general, the performance of post-beginner learners
from character-based language backgrounds was higher on kanji use and a few other areas, but
their superior performance was derived from the interaction of two background factors (L1 and
study background). The results show complexity in how different backgrounds affect L2 writing
task performance. The study has strong pedagogical implications for teaching a character-based
language to students from diverse study backgrounds.

INTRODUCTION
At many tertiary institutions in Australia, students who enrol in second-year Japanese
are characterised in terms of two background factors: their study experience and first
language (L1). Some students commenced their Japanese study at university (hereafter
‘post-beginners’) and others at secondary school (hereafter ‘post-secondary’). A substantial
number of students who complete Year 12 Japanese continue Japanese study at a tertiary
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institution. Many of those first-year post-secondary students enrol in second-year Japanese
and study alongside post-beginners. This means that first-year post-secondary and post-
beginner students are expected to commence second year with more or less the same
level of Japanese. Many post-secondary students have studied Japanese at secondary
level for four to six years (one to two hours per week at lower secondary level, and four
to five hours at upper secondary level) prior to university. On the other hand, post-be-
ginner students have studied Japanese six to nine hours per week in an intensive mode.
In other words, the intensity of instruction that post-secondary and post-beginner students
have received is very different. In addition to this, the learners’ L1 backgrounds vary. A
substantial number of the students learning Japanese are native speakers of character-
based languages (e.g., Chinese). The present study examines to what extent the effects
of the two different backgrounds (i.e., L1 and study experience) affect L2 development
of writing skills in Japanese. In the present study the term ‘intensive mode’ refers to ‘more
compacted instruction’ in that the amount of material taught over several years at sec-
ondary school is covered in one academic year at tertiary level.

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

The effects of intensity of instruction on L2 learning have been investigated mainly by
researchers in Canada in the contexts of intensive ESL instruction in Quebec and French
immersion programs in Ontario. The intensity of instruction and its relationship with
subsequent learning has long been researched in cognitive and educational psychology
in terms of the spacing effect. That is, presenting information at intervals (‘spaced
presentation’) yields much better learning than presenting at one time (‘mass presentation’)
(e.g., Dempster, 1987, 1991, 1996) because spaced presentation provides more oppor-
tunities to encode and retrieve information presented earlier in a variety of contexts than
does mass presentation. The theoretical implications of the spacing effect are derived
from encoding variability theory (Dempster, 1996). According to Dempster (1996), there
are a number of different ways in which information can be encoded, and as the number
of different encodings increases, the number of potentially effective retrieval routes in-
creases (p. 325). Consequently, additional opportunities to review previously presented
material may affect not only the amount of learning, but also the quality. A number of
encodings may not only result in improved learning, but also may shift the learner’s at-
tention away from the verbatim details of the material being studied to its deeper concep-
tual structure (p. 326). In other words, additional study opportunities enable a learner
to use increasingly more sophisticated encoding strategies based on knowledge obtained
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in previous encounters with the materials, thereby affecting what is learned (e.g., Amlund
et al., 1986; Dempster, 1996).

In applying the concept of the spacing effect to the L2 learning and teaching context,
it is assumed that presenting some aspects of a foreign language over time rather than
all at once or on fewer occasions will result in a higher retention rate. Having students
engage in various types of activities over time may also result in a higher level of
achievement than cramming many activities into fewer occasions. Post-secondary learners
take four to six years to study the same amount of content that post-beginners study at
tertiary level over one academic year. Even if the hours of instruction at high school and
at university and the amount of material covered in the two programs is comparable,
post-secondary learners have far more opportunities to review the same content through
class activities, homework, preparation for exams, extracurricular activities etc. than do
post-beginner learners. These opportunities may help post-secondary learners to develop
sophisticated encoding strategies and to use the language in a wider range of situations,
resulting in a higher level of achievement.

As mentioned earlier, a number of researchers in Canada have studied and compared
the learning outcomes of students receiving similar amounts of L2 exposure in two dif-
ferent instruction modes, i.e., intensive or distributed (spaced) modes based on the spacing
effect studies in educational and cognitive psychology (e.g., Collins et al., 1999; Lapkin
et al., 1998; Lightbown, 1989; Lightbown and Spada, 1991; Turnbull et al., 1998).
Results showed some advantages for intensive learning. Lightbown (1989) compared
Grade 6 intensive ESL learners in a five-month program with older secondary students
who had comparable amounts of exposure over a longer time. The results showed that
the intensive instruction mode (i.e., mass mode) resulted in superior outcomes to the
distributed (spaced) instruction mode on tests of listening and reading comprehension
and oral fluency. Lapkin et al., (1998) studied different time distributions of three French
Grade 7 classrooms in Ontario (two intensive conditions and one distributed condition:
a half-day per week over ten weeks, 80 minutes per day over five months, and 40 minutes
per day over ten months respectively). Greater improvement by the intensive groups on
some reading and writing measures was observed.

Collins et al. (1999) compared the learning outcomes in two versions of an intensive
program (referred to as ‘mass’ and ‘mass plus’) and one version of a distributed (spaced)
program of students of the same age and first language with similar amounts of prior
exposure to English. In the two intensive modes (i.e., ‘mass’ and ‘mass plus’) students
spent most of every day in an ESL class for five months of one school year. While for
students in the mass mode the use of English was limited to the ESL classroom, students
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in the mass plus mode had the opportunity to use English outside the classroom, including
the school cafeteria, corridors and playground. Students in the mass and mass plus pro-
grams experienced a wider variety of interpersonal communication in English, including
many non-instructional activities, during the school day. In the distributed mode, students
received approximately two hours of ESL instruction per day over the full ten months
and did not have the opportunity to use English outside the ESL classroom except for
contact with teachers and students in the intensive ESL program offered in the same
school.

The results showed that students in the two types of intensive instruction modes (i.e.,
‘mass’ and ‘mass plus’) did better on both listening and vocabulary tests than the students
in the distributed programme. In some aspects of grammar assessed in the writing task
(e.g., verb inflection and sentence structure) students in the two intensive mode programs
did better than those in the distributed program. Of the two types of intensive instruction,
the students who had extra exposure to English (‘mass plus’) generally did better than
those in the mass mode. Collins et al. (1999) raised several points related to the findings
of the superior performance of students receiving mass instruction: the amount of exposure
to L2 through extra curricular activities, the wider variety of interpersonal communication,
and the longer instructional time;1 the type of activities used in the three programs; and

the positive attitudes of the students in the intensive programs. Students in the mass and
mass plus programs experienced a wider variety of interpersonal communication in
English, including many non-instructional activities, during the school day. Combinations
of these factors may have resulted in higher levels of performance in the post-test. Collins
et al. (1999) further explained that the findings from the psychological literature that is
superior learning outcome in presenting information at intervals (‘spaced presentation’)
to presenting at one (‘mass presentation’) could be attributed to the differences in learning
targets and conditions. The ESL programs under investigation adopted a communicative
language methodology which include repeated exposure to the target language items but
also a number of activities to enhance communication.

In relation to the application of the results of the Canadian studies to adult tertiary
L2 learning, differences between the two settings (i.e., secondary and tertiary) can be
identified: exposure to TL activities and student attitude (Collins et al., 1999). Even if
the amounts of instruction for post-beginner and post-secondary students are similar,
the extra exposure to the TL through various extra-curricular activities (e.g., excursions,
study trips) is seen as advantageous for post-secondary learners. In contrast, in tertiary
language study, unless learners voluntarily seek opportunities to hear and use a TL (e.g.,
language clubs, language exchange), organised non-instructional activities are generally
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not on offer. As for learner attitudes, it is hard to compare the two groups of students,
as post-secondary students’ attitudes to language study may fluctuate over the years.
Also, it should be noted that, unlike students in the Canadian studies, in comparing the
performance of post-beginner and post-secondary students, post-beginners have one
clear advantage in terms of their familiarity with the tertiary instruction mode. They
have studied the language in the intensive mode in their first year and will continue to
study the language in that mode. On the other hand, post-secondary students switch
from a distributed or spaced to an intensive mode when they commence language study
at university. Finally, considering the factors mentioned here (i.e., availability of extra
curricular activities for post-beginners students, attitudes, and familiarity with the instruc-
tion mode), let alone the different ages of the learners in the two settings (i.e., upper
primary and lower secondary students in the Canadian studies and young adults in the
current study), it is hard to apply the results in the Canadian studies to the context of
the current study,. Also, as mentioned earlier, in the case of Japanese language study, a
substantial number of students at tertiary level in Australia are from a character-based
language background (McNamara et al., 2002).

Some researchers have investigated the effect of learners’ first language background
on achievement (e.g., Brown and Iwashita, 1996, 1998; Iwashita and Liem, 2005). It is
widely acknowledged that it is easier to learn a language that is similar to a learner’s
first language than one that is typologically very different. For native speakers of Chinese,
learning to write in Japanese is easy because one set of Japanese characters (i.e., kanji)
is the same as characters used in the Chinese language. Research shows that learners
who are native speakers of other non-alphabet languages (e.g., Korean) also find it easier
to study Japanese than do native speakers of English (Koda et al., 1998).

Summarising the discussion above, the superiority of the intensive over the distributed
mode found in the Canadian studies (e.g., Collins et al., 1999) may not be confirmed in
adult L2 learning at tertiary level due to a number of differences between the two contexts.
In the Canadian studies’ comparisons of the performance of post-beginners and upper
primary or lower secondary learners, in addition to study background, two aspects were
not considered: possible L1 influence (many learners of Japanese are from a character-
based language background, whereas the learners in the Canadian studies had an alphabet-
based L1) and familiarity with the current instruction mode (i.e., post-secondary learners
start their L2 study in a distributed mode and then switch to an intensive mode at tertiary
level). Little is known about whether these two factors in addition to study experience
have an impact on L2 development. As mentioned earlier, these issues are also pedago-
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gically important in considering whether students from different study and L1 back-
grounds should be placed in the same class.

In the present study we chose writing skills as a focus of our investigation, because
to become a competent writer in Japanese, learners are expected to acquire a number of
kanji. Learning kanji is considered as the most challenging aspect of Japanese study for
many learners due to the typological differences between kanji and alphabets (Gamage,
2003). As mentioned above, it is easier for learners from character-based language
backgrounds to learn kanji than those from non-character-based language backgrounds.
However, little is known of the extent to which knowledge of kanji affects the develop-
ment of writing skills. Native speakers of Japanese take many years to master numerous
kanji, yet learners in an intensive mode are required to learn a number of kanji in a short
time. Although there is anecdotal evidence about the development of kanji knowledge
by post-beginner and post-secondary students, it is still not known how the background
factors mentioned above affect the development of writing skills.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The present study addresses the following two research questions:

1. To what extent do background factors (i.e., study experience and familiarity with
the current study mode and/or L1) affect the development of writing skills?

2. Which background factor (i.e., study experience and familiarity with the current
study mode and/or L1) has greater influence on aspects of writing task performance?

METHODOLOGY

PARTICIPANTS

Students enrolled in Intermediate Japanese at a university in Australia participated in
the study. A substantial number of the students were post-secondary; that is, they had
studied Japanese at secondary level for four to six years (1–2 hours per week at lower
secondary level, and 4–5 hours at upper secondary level) prior to entering the university.
The post-beginner students had undergone a first-year Beginners’ Japanese course with
nine contact hours per week in an intensive mode (216 hours in total). The students were
from character-based and non-character-based language backgrounds. Based on a
background survey collected earlier in the course, the students were grouped in four
categories (post-beginners, character-based background; post-beginners, non-character-
based background; post-secondary character-based background; and post-secondary
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non-character-based background). Students who did not fit into a category were excluded
from the analysis. Also, as there was only one student in the post-beginners non-character-
based category, this group was also excluded. Altogether, 34 students in the remaining
three groups (Group A: post-beginner and character-based background N =15; Group
B: post-secondary and character-based background N =5; Group C: post-secondary and
non-character-based background N =14) participated in the study.

DATA

The composition data were collected at two different times (Semesters 1 and 2 in 2004).
The written tasks were given to students as part of the end-of-course assessment.. The
topics of the written task were ‘Introducing Australia to Japanese people’ (Semester 1)
and ‘Opinions about thanking customs in Japan’ (Semester 2). The required length of
the compositions was 300–400 characters (approx. one A4 page). The composition task
accounted for 20 per cent of the total assessment. The composition scores given by the
teachers of Intermediate Japanese and the total assessment scores were cross-referenced
with the results of the analysis conducted in the current study.

METHODS OF ANALYSIS

The handwritten compositions were typed and then analysed according to four categories:
structure, grammatical complexity, lexical richness and use of kanji. Details of the ana-
lysis are given in the following sections.

STRUCTURE

In order to examine composition structure, a 1–6 rating scale was developed, with 6 in-
dicating the highest level. In determining the levels, consideration was given as to
whether structure included the three basic components of introduction, body and conclu-
sion. Consideration was also given to task fulfilment. Two assessors (the researchers of
this study, with a number of years’ teaching experience) graded all the compositions.
Most grades given by the two assessors were either the same or within a difference of
one level (in rare cases that the difference was more than one level, moderation took
place between the assessors.) The two scores were averaged.

VOCABULARY

Lexical competence in terms of word type and word token was examined. In the Japanese
language, the definition of ‘word’ is different from in other languages, for example
English. The definition of tango (word) in Japanese is the minimum unit of the word
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(Martin, 2004). There are two types of tango: independent words (jiritsugo) (e.g., noun,
verb, adjective, adverb, conjunction) and dependent words (fuzokugo) (e.g., particle,
suffix, prefix) (Martin, 2004). The definition of ‘word’ in English is a single item belonging
to some lexical category, having an identifiable meaning and grammatical function
(Fromkin et al., 1990). Words in English include both independent words and some de-
pendent words in Japanese. For example, dependent words in Japanese such as auxiliaries
(e.g., -ta, -nai, -masu) are inflectional (or bound) morphemes (keitaiso) in English and
not words. In order to calculate the number of inflectional morphemes in a word, the
word was further transcribed as stem and morpheme, as in katta [kau-ta] 
(bought: buy+past-tense morpheme), following the guidelines developed by Minami and
Morikawa (1995).

In the present study, we calculated the number of both independent and dependent
word types and tokens (i.e., frequency of a word in a text). For example, in the sentence
below (1), nine different independent word types, 11 word tokens, 10 dependent word
types and 14 tokens are used. In total, 19 word types and 25 word tokens were observed.
Note that all examples given in the paper are taken from the written compositions of
the participants.2

Nihon jin wa purezento o morattara [morau-tara] ikkai [ichi-kai]

shika orei o iwazu [iu-nai-i] ni, orei o san kai ka yon kai demo iu.3

When Japanese people receive a present, they not only say ‘thank you’

once but also they send their gratitude for the gift three or four times.

Lexical richness was examined using the CLAN (Computerized Language Analysis)
program from the CHILDES project (MacWhinney, 1995). The CLAN program allows
researchers to perform a large number of automatic analyses of the transcribed data,
including frequency counts, word searches, co-occurrence analyses, and type–token ratios.

KANJI WORDS AND CHARACTERS

The use of kanji (Chinese characters) was examined in terms of the number of character
type tokens and kanji word type and token. In Japanese, more than two kanji characters
can form a single word (e.g., Japan; custom), as can a
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single character on its own or with a morpheme written in hiragana (e.g., thanking,
gratitude; see, observe). For example, in sentence (2), 8 different character types

and 10 tokens were
observed. As for kanji word analysis, the same sentence includes 6 kanji word types

and 7 kanji word tokens 

Nihon no orei no shuukan to oosutoraria no shuukan o kuraberuto,

chigai ga takusan mirukoto ga dekiru.

Comparing the thanking customs in Japan with Australia, a number

of differences between the two countries are observed.

CATEGORISATION OF JAPANESE SIMPLE AND COMPLEX SENTENCES

In order to examine the depth of students’ ability to produce complex sentence structures,
every sentence in the compositions was categorised as simple or complex. Since the
number of sentences each learner produced varied, the ratio (percentage of the number
of complex/simple sentences out of the total number of sentences) was calculated in order
to compare learners across groups. The definitions of simple and complex sentences are
adapted from Martin (2004) and examples are given below:

• Simple sentences contain only one verb and only one main idea.

oosutoraria jin wa rirakkusu shisugida.

Australians are too relaxed.

sono shuukan wa bunka dewa nai

Custom is not culture.

• Complex sentences contain two or more verbs, consist of two or more clauses and
contain more than one main idea. (In this study, we categorised compound-complex
sentences as complex sentences.)
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daremo ga yuki ga furu to omotteiru

Everybody thinks it is going to snow.

yuki ga furu to densha ga tomaru

If snows falls, trains stop.

The results of the analyses of these four aspects of the compositions (i.e., structure,
grammatical complexity, lexical richness and use of kanji) were compared across the
study experience and first language background groups (i.e., Groups A, B and C).

RESULTS
Tables 1 and 2 summarise the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviation) of
the analysis of the Semester 1 and 2 composition tasks according to first language and
study background. In general, the post-beginner character-based background students
(Group A) performed the best in both semesters. This is especially evident in the aspect
of kanji usage.

As for other aspects, the highest number of word types was produced by the post-
secondary character-based background students (Group B) in Semester 1 and by the
post-secondary non-character-based students (Group C) in Semester 2. In fact, in Semester
2, the post-secondary non-character-based students (Group C) produced the highest
number of word types and tokens overall. The post-beginners (Group A) wrote the
longest compositions in both Semester 1 and Semester 2, as shown by the number of
sentences. This group also produced the highest number of simple sentences in both
semesters, but the number of complex sentences in the Semester 2 composition task was
larger in the post-secondary non-character-based language group (Group C). The highest
mean rating for structure was awarded to the post-secondary character-based group
(Group B) in both Semester 1 and Semester 2.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of various aspects of performance (Semester 1 Exam)
Note: The mean scores of structure and topic ratings reported here are the average scores of the two raters.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of various aspects of performance (Semester 2 Exam)
Note: The mean scores of structure and topic ratings reported here are the average scores of the two raters.
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A MANOVA analysis was conducted to examine whether the various aspects of
performance in the composition differed statistically among the three groups. This was
performed for three sub-sections of the analysis (vocabulary, kanji, sentence). ANOVA
analysis was performed for structure and topic. The results of the MANOVA and ANOVA
analyses are summarised in Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3. Results of the MANOVA analyses

Table 4. Results of the ANOVA analysis (Structure)

In the Semester 1 assessment, a significant difference was observed in kanji usage
(including kanji words and characters). The effect size of the difference was small. Post
hoc analysis (Tukey’s HSD) showed that the post-beginner character-based group (Group
A) did significantly better than the post-secondary non-character-based (Group C) group
for kanji word token (p <.001) and kanji word type (p < .006). As shown in Table 5,
the significant differences between groups A and C indicate that the interaction of two
background factors (L1 and study experience) resulted in different levels of performance
on two aspects of kanji usage.
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Table 5. Summary of results of post hoc analysis (Tukey’s HSD) (Semester 1)
Notes: Group A: Post-beginners and character-based background; Group B: Post-secondary and character-based background; Group
C: Post-secondary and non-character-based background. Interaction: Interaction effect of L1 and study experience.

In the Semester 2 assessment, significant differences were found for kanji usage and
sentence analysis (i.e., the number of sentences, and simple and complex sentences). The
effect size of the difference in both aspects was small. Post hoc analysis (Tukey’s HSD)
showed that the learners in the post-beginner character-based group (Group A) did sig-
nificantly better in kanji word token (p <.03) and kanji character type (p <.006) than
those in the post-secondary non-character-based group (Group C). In the number of
sentences and complex sentences students in the post-secondary non-character-based
group (Group C) produced significantly more complex sentences (p <.001) and sentences
(including both simple and complex sentences) (p <.015) than did students in the post-
secondary character-based group (Group B). Post-beginners from a character-based
background produced significantly more complex sentences (p <.001) and more sentences
(p <.001) than did learners in the post-secondary character-based group (Group B). In
the number of simple sentences between the post-secondary non-character-based (Group
C) and post-beginner character-based (Group A) groups, significantly more simple sen-
tences were produced by Group C than Group A (p <.042). As shown in Table 6, signi-
ficant differences in all aspects of kanji usage indicate that the interaction effect of two
background factors (study experience and L1) influenced the performance on all aspects
of kanji. However, in the case of sentence analysis, both L1 and study experience factors
independently contributed to the difference, except for the number of simple sentences.

To summarise the findings above in light of the two research questions, we found
that there were significant differences in various aspects of kanji usage among the three
groups of learners in both Semester 1 and 2 composition tasks and in the number of
sentence productions in the Semester 2 composition task. The post hoc analyses showed
that the interaction effect of the two background factors was influential in the significantly
different kanji usage for both Semester 1 and 2 compositions. On the other hand, in the
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case of sentence analysis, both factors separately contributed to the significantly different
performances. These results will be discussed further in the Discussion section.

Table 6. Summary of results of post hoc analysis (Tukey’s HSD) (Semester 2)
Notes: Group A: Post-beginners and character-based background; Group B: Post-secondary and character-based background; Group
C: Post-secondary and non-character-based background. Interaction: Interaction effect of L1 and study experience.

DISCUSSION
In the present study we investigated how two background factors (study background
and L1) may influence the development of writing skills in Japanese as a second language.
Unlike the studies conducted in Canada, we did not find that one instructional mode
(intensive or spaced) was superior to the other in the development of writing skills.

As we expected, character-based background language learners performed better on
various aspects of kanji use due to the L1 influence. We found a significant difference
in the four aspects of kanji use between the post-beginner character-based group (Group
A) and the post-secondary non-character-based group (Group C). This suggests that the
difference between these two groups lies not only in language background but also in
study background. The combination of these two background factors contributed to the
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significant difference in kanji use by these two groups. Surprisingly, no difference in kanji
usage was found between the post-secondary character-based group (Group B) and the
post-secondary non-character-based group (Group C). The non-significant result may
be attributed to the L1 literacy level of learners in the post-secondary character-based
group (Group B), as was found in the study by Iwashita and Liem (2005), who investig-
ated the achievement in second language learning (Chinese) in primary school in relation
to learner variables such as amount and duration of instruction and home language
background. The background survey for the present study revealed that many students
in this group had lived in Australia for a long time and done the major part of their
schooling in Australia. In contrast, a substantial number of students in the post-beginner
character-based group (Group A) were overseas students from Taiwan or Hong Kong
who had been educated in a Chinese medium. These characteristics of character-based
background learners may have affected the different levels of kanji usage in the two
composition tasks. Furthermore, it should be noted that the sample size of the post-sec-
ondary character-based group (Group B) was very small (N=5). With a larger sample
size and close examination of background, this finding could be pursued further.

As for sentence production, an independent contribution of each factor (i.e., L1 and
study experience) resulted in significant differences between the character-background
and non-character-background groups (B and C) and the post-beginner and post-second-
ary groups (A and B). It was interesting to find that learners in the two distinct groups
in terms of L1 and study experience (Groups A and C) showed a similar level performance
in the number of sentences, and in simple and complex sentences. The performance of
learners in the post-secondary character-based group (Group B) was substantially worse
than that of the other two groups. Across the three groups, we found a similar sentence
production pattern in the results of both the word type and word token analyses. It is
noteworthy that the performances of groups A and C differed little, apart from in kanji
usage, despite the previous study experience of the two groups; therefore, a mixed lan-
guage background class did not seem to have a negative impact on the development of
writing skills investigated in the current study (i.e., structure, grammatical complexity,
lexical richness and use of kanji).

Another aspect in which we found no significant difference among the three groups
was the rating of structure. Descriptive statistics showed the learners in the post-secondary
character-based group received the highest mean rating of the three groups, but the dif-
ference was not statistically significant. This finding corresponds with the results of L2
writing studies which investigated the effect of L1 skills on L2 performance (e.g., Cum-
ming, 1990): Cumming examined rater orientations in assessing L2 writing in terms of
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second language proficiency or writing expertise of learners (L1 writing skills), and found
separate effects of L1 writing skill (measured by the factorial organisation of the compos-
itions) and L2 proficiency. There was no interaction effect on the score. This means that
what makes a good writer in terms of composition structure is not affected by L2 profi-
ciency, on which learners’ study background and L2 may have some impact, but by skills
transferred from L1.

So far, the interpretation of the results of the present study has been concerned with
the effects of background factors on various aspects of written composition in two settings.
In comparing the performances from the two settings (Semesters 1 and 2) however, it is
interesting to find that differences among the three groups were larger in Semester 2 than
in Semester 1, as is shown in Tables 1–6. We expected that the performances of the three
groups in the composition would be closer in Semester 2 than Semester 1, as the students
had studied in the same program for almost eight months by the time the second com-
position task was given. However, contrary to our expectations, in Semester 1 the differ-
ence was found only in kanji use, but in Semester 2, we found a difference in sentence
production in addition to kanji use; also, the effect size of the significant difference in
kanji use was larger in Semester 2 than Semester 1. This could be explained by a possible
task effect. Considering the overall superior performance of the students in the post-be-
ginner character-based group (Group A), the students in this group may have been more
familiar with the type of task (compare and contrast and provide their own opinions)
given the task types used in the matriculation (i.e. final year of secondary school) exam,
which might have resulted in their overall superior performance. However, the results
are not conclusive and further investigation is required. Examining performance on
other composition tasks administered throughout the year would also provide a more
detailed picture of progress in writing skills by learners from a variety of backgrounds.

Lastly, as explained earlier, our results did not confirm the findings of the studies in
Canada that students in the intensive programme did better than those in the distributed
programme (e.g., Collins et al., 1999). Although the students in the post-beginner char-
acter-based group (Group A) generally did better on many aspects under investigation
(i.e., kanji use and number of sentences, including both complex and simple sentences),
the difference was due to the combination of two factors: L1 and study experience. Also,
other factors, such as task familiarity, seem to have contributed to the superior perform-
ance of one group over another. It should be noted also that, unlike in the Canadian
studies, all students in the present study, regardless of their background, had studied
Japanese in an intensive mode at university for some time at the time of data collection.
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CONCLUSIONS
The present study investigated whether learner background (i.e., school or intensive first-
year course at university) and first language (i.e., character-based or non-character-based)
has an impact on the development of writing skills in Japanese as a second language.
The results of the analysis of various aspects of the two writing task performances showed
that, in general, character-based language background learners who started studying
Japanese at university performed better than post-secondary students regardless of
background, but their superior performance was derived from the interaction of two
factors (L1 and study background). Overall, study background itself made little difference
to performance on various aspects of L2 writing.

These findings present important pedagogical implications. First, despite the different
study backgrounds, the levels of learner performance were not as different as expected.
The most notable difference was kanji use, which was predicted, but this applied to one
group of character-based language background learners only. This means that additional
kanji instruction would be beneficial for post-secondary non-character-based language
background students and those character-based language background students who were
not educated in a Chinese medium. Also, as we noted in the discussion section, it seems
that some performance differences between the Semester 1 and 2 compositions may be
attributable to task familiarity. The use of a variety of tasks in both classroom activities
and course assessment is therefore recommended.

Finally, the present study has several limitations, including small sample size and
limited task types and conditions. As explained earlier, the sample size in each group
was relatively small (i.e., 5–15), and a post-beginner non-character-based group could
not be included because there was only one student in the group. Therefore, we could
not separate the two background factors in comparing the groups. Also, the task perform-
ances investigated in the study were collected under exam conditions and the task type
was limited to two. Performances drawn from a variety of tasks under various conditions
(exam as well as classroom) would provide finer learner profiles. Future studies taking
into account these limitations would be able to provide a more precise picture of learner
performance.
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ENDNOTES
1

Collins et al. found that the two mass programs had longer instructional time than the dis-
tributed program as the study progressed, although the teachers confirmed that the instruc-
tional time of the three programs was comparable.

2
All examples given here are presented first in the Japanese scripts followed by Romaji
(transcribed in the Roman alphabet) and the translation.

3
In [iu-nai-i] ‘iu’ is the root form of the verb ‘iu’ (tell or say); ‘nai’ represents negation and
‘i’ inflectional morphemes indicate the sentence continues.
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