
Journal of English Language Teaching 
Vol. 67 No. 2 (March 2025) 

 

From Struggle to Mastery:  
Writing as a Transformative Skill in Second Language Learning 

Ishan Pandya 1 & Azim Saiyad 2 

Abstract 
Writing is a complex and multifaceted ability that underpins effective communication and learning. 
This research article examines its mechanics, significance in learning, and role in second language 
instruction. Writing, as a productive language skill, requires mastery of linguistic, technical, and 
organizational aspects to achieve coherence and cohesion. The article explores writing’s evolution 
from being viewed as a mere supplement to speech to becoming a powerful tool for dialogue, learning, 
and self-expression. It highlights the challenges faced by second language learners in mastering 
writing skills, particularly the interplay between limited language exposure, cognitive load, and lack of 
pedagogical focus. Simultaneously, it emphasises the opportunities that targeted interventions, such 
as structured writing tasks and feedback mechanisms, provide to overcome these challenges. Writing 
fosters critical and creative thinking, and its pedagogical approaches—both product and process—
are integral to developing proficiency. This study serves as a foundational exploration of writing as a 
critical skill, offering insights into its complexities and its indispensable role in second language 
education. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The four essential language skills – listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing – are critical to 
effective communication and language learning. 
Among these, writing stands out as one of the 
most challenging and yet indispensable skills, 
especially in academic and professional contexts. 
Writing is not merely an extension of speech but a 
structured, deliberate activity requiring significant 
cognitive effort and linguistic competence. 
Despite its importance, writing often receives 
limited attention in language instruction, 
particularly for second language learners, who 
struggle with the unique demands of this skill. This 
disparity is supported by research, including 
studies by Djigunovic (2006) and Weshah (2011), 
which highlight the insufficient emphasis on 
writing compared to other language skills. 

Writing is defined by Nunan (1991) as a process 
requiring mastery over mechanics, grammar, and 
organization, alongside the ability to construct 
coherent and meaningful paragraphs. Successful 
writing allows individuals to articulate their 
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thoughts clearly, expand their cognitive abilities, 
and effectively engage with their audience. In the 
context of second language learners, writing is a 
particularly valuable tool for bridging the gap 
between linguistic competence and 
communicative performance, enabling students 
to refine their ideas and express themselves with 
clarity and precision. 

Scholars such as Walsh (2010) emphasise the 
critical role writing plays in higher education and 
professional settings. Students rely on writing for 
diverse purposes, including composing essays, 
drafting technical reports, and preparing resumes 
or cover letters. For professionals, strong writing 
skills are essential for effective communication 
with colleagues, clients, and stakeholders. The 
ability to organize thoughts, present information 
logically, and convey ideas persuasively is a 
hallmark of proficient writing. Employers 
increasingly recognize writing as a core 
competency, vital for success across various 
industries. 
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From both the writer’s and the reader’s 
perspective, writing offers unique attributes that 
distinguish it from other language skills. Unlike 
speech, writing creates a permanent record that 
can be revisited, analysed, and critiqued over 
time. It transcends temporal and spatial 
limitations, enabling communication across 
distances and generations (Jordan, 1997). Writing 
requires deliberate attention to linguistic choices, 
rhetorical strategies, and structural coherence, 
ensuring that the final product effectively conveys 
the intended message. 

Despite its importance, writing remains a complex 
skill to teach and learn, particularly for second 
language learners. Factors such as limited 
exposure to authentic language use, inadequate 
feedback, and challenges in mastering grammar 
and mechanics often impede their progress. 
According to Crystal (2003), writing demands not 
only technical proficiency but also creativity and 
critical thinking, which must be nurtured through 
effective pedagogy. Writing is both a tool for 
learning and a medium for self-expression, 
serving as a bridge between knowledge and 
communication. 

This paper explores writing as a profound skill in 
second language education, addressing its 
mechanics, pedagogical approaches, and 
challenges faced by learners. It argues that writing 
is not only a mode of discourse and learning but 
also a transformative skill that fosters critical 
thinking and intellectual growth. By examining the 
problems and possibilities associated with 
second language writing, this study seeks to 
provide actionable insights for educators and 
learners alike. 

WRITING AS A MODE OF DISCOURSE 
Discourse refers to a systematic and structured 
form of communication, encompassing both 
spoken and written language. Writing, as a mode 
of discourse, involves organizing ideas and 
thoughts into a coherent framework that extends 
beyond individual sentences. It is a process that 
relies on an intricate interplay of vocabulary, 
grammar, and syntax to convey meaning 
effectively. Jordan (1997) asserts that discourse is 
central to all languages, serving as the foundation 
for extended texts, conversations, and organized 
paragraphs. For second language learners, 
mastering written discourse is essential to 

expressing complex ideas and engaging in 
meaningful communication. 

A key feature of effective written discourse is its 
emphasis on cohesion and coherence, which 
ensure the text’s readability and logical flow. 
Halliday and Hasan (1976) identified various 
elements of cohesion, including grammatical 
devices such as conjunctions, substitution, and 
ellipsis, as well as lexical devices like synonyms, 
collocations, and reiterations. These tools enable 
writers to maintain a consistent narrative, making 
their writing accessible and engaging for readers. 
Coherence, on the other hand, refers to the logical 
organization of ideas, ensuring that the content 
aligns with the reader’s expectations and 
purpose. 

For second language learners, achieving cohesion 
and coherence can be particularly challenging. 
The absence of a strong lexical foundation often 
leads to fragmented sentences and poorly 
connected ideas. Furthermore, cultural 
differences in rhetorical structures may result in 
writing that appears disorganized to native 
speakers. As Kachru and Smith (2008) point out, 
effective written discourse requires an 
understanding of both linguistic norms and 
cultural contexts, making it a multifaceted skill for 
second language learners to master. 

Writing styles, including descriptive, narrative, 
expository, and argumentative, represent 
different forms of discourse tailored to specific 
purposes. Each style requires unique 
organizational strategies and rhetorical 
techniques, making it imperative for learners to 
adapt their writing based on context. For instance, 
descriptive writing relies heavily on sensory 
details to create vivid imagery, while 
argumentative writing demands logical reasoning 
and evidence to persuade the reader. By 
understanding these distinctions, learners can 
craft writing that meets the demands of various 
academic and professional contexts. 

To ensure effective written communication, 
writers must also pay attention to mechanics, 
syntax, and organization of ideas. The integration 
of topic sentences, supporting details, and 
concluding statements within paragraphs creates 
a structured and compelling narrative. Writers 
must also consider their audience’s expectations, 
adapting their diction and tone accordingly. 
Without these elements, written discourse fails to 
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achieve its primary objective – conveying meaning 
in a manner that resonates with the reader. 

In conclusion, writing as a mode of discourse is 
integral to effective communication. For second 
language learners, mastering this mode involves 
not only linguistic precision but also cultural and 
rhetorical awareness. By developing cohesion, 
coherence, and an understanding of writing 
styles, learners can create texts that effectively 
communicate their ideas and meet the 
expectations of diverse audiences. 

WRITING AS A MODE OF LEARNING 
Writing is more than a communicative skill; it is a 
powerful mode of learning that deepens 
understanding and enhances cognitive abilities. 
Vygotsky (1962) emphasised that language serves 
as a tool for thought, and writing, in particular, 
fosters critical and creative thinking. Through the 
act of writing, learners engage in a process of 
organizing, synthesizing, and articulating their 
ideas, thereby reinforcing their knowledge and 
expanding their intellectual capacity. 

As a learning tool, writing allows students to 
actively engage with course material. The process 
of note-taking, brainstorming, and drafting 
encourages learners to process information 
critically and reflect on its implications. Writing 
also promotes metacognition, enabling students 
to evaluate their understanding of a topic and 
identify areas for improvement. Graham and Perin 
(2007) argue that writing is a unique form of 
learning because it involves the simultaneous use 
of cognitive, sensory, and motor skills, making it a 
highly effective medium for knowledge retention. 

In the context of second language education, 
writing serves as a bridge between passive 
knowledge acquisition and active knowledge 
application. Students who write about a subject 
are better equipped to understand its nuances 
and complexities. Sommer (1989) highlights that 
writing is not confined to language learning but 
extends to other disciplines, where it aids in the 
synthesis of information and the development of 
higher-order thinking skills. For instance, 
engineering students who write technical reports 
not only improve their linguistic proficiency but 
also gain a deeper understanding of the technical 
concepts they are documenting. 

Two primary pedagogical approaches to teaching 
writing – product-oriented and process-oriented – 

underscore its role as a learning tool. The product 
approach focuses on the final output, 
emphasising grammar, structure, and clarity. It 
helps students develop foundational skills 
necessary for effective communication. In 
contrast, the process approach emphasises the 
stages of writing, including pre-writing, drafting, 
revising, and editing. This approach fosters 
creativity and critical thinking by encouraging 
learners to refine their ideas through iterative 
feedback. 

Writing also plays a transformative role in 
enhancing students’ problem-solving abilities. 
Hedge (1988) observed that writing enables 
learners to integrate prior knowledge with new 
information, leading to innovative solutions and 
creative insights. For example, writing reflective 
essays allows students to connect their personal 
experiences with academic concepts, fostering a 
holistic understanding of the subject matter. 

Finally, writing encourages collaboration and peer 
learning. Group writing tasks, peer reviews, and 
collaborative projects provide opportunities for 
students to learn from one another, share diverse 
perspectives, and improve their writing through 
constructive feedback. These activities not only 
enhance linguistic proficiency but also build 
teamwork and communication skills. 

In conclusion, writing is an invaluable mode of 
learning that transcends the boundaries of 
language instruction. It equips learners with the 
tools to think critically, express themselves 
creatively, and engage deeply with academic 
content. By incorporating writing into the learning 
process, educators can foster a culture of 
intellectual curiosity and lifelong learning among 
their students. 

WRITING AS A PROFOUND SKILL 
Writing is a critical component of language 
learning, encompassing a combination of 
mechanical, grammatical, organizational, and 
discourse-related skills. It is a productive skill that 
demands not only linguistic competence but also 
the ability to effectively organize ideas and convey 
meaning to a target audience. Unlike receptive 
skills such as reading and listening, writing 
requires the active construction of language, 
making it one of the most complex abilities to 
master.  
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For second language learners, writing is often 
perceived as a daunting task due to the intricate 
interplay of various elements, including 
vocabulary, syntax, punctuation, and coherence. 
Graphology, capitalization, and punctuation form 
the foundation of writing mechanics, and their 
proper use is essential for producing clear and 
intelligible text. According to Jordan (1997), 
effective writing begins with attention to 
mechanics, as errors in spelling or punctuation 
can significantly hinder communication. For 
instance, punctuation acts as a "road sign," 
guiding the reader through the flow of ideas and 
indicating pauses, emphasis, or connections 
between thoughts. Second language learners 
must become proficient in the use of commas, 
periods, quotation marks, and other punctuation 
tools to ensure their writing is precise and 
professional. 

Grammar is another vital aspect of writing, 
enabling writers to construct sentences that are 
both grammatically accurate and contextually 
appropriate. Mastery of tenses, articles, 
prepositions, conjunctions, and auxiliary verbs is 
essential for second language learners to express 
their ideas clearly. As Krashen (1985) emphasised 
in his work on second language acquisition, 
grammatical accuracy is closely linked to 
communicative competence, as it ensures the 
message is understood as intended. Additionally, 
the use of cohesive devices, such as conjunctions 
and lexical ties, plays a crucial role in maintaining 
the logical flow of a written text. 

Equally important is the organization of ideas, 
which involves structuring paragraphs with a clear 
topic sentence, supporting details, and a 
concluding statement. Writing is not merely about 
putting words on paper; it requires careful 
planning and sequencing to ensure the message 
is coherent and impactful. Learners must be 
taught to organize their thoughts progressively, 
moving from general ideas to specific details, 
while maintaining unity and consistency 
throughout the text. Effective organization helps 
readers follow the writer’s line of reasoning, 
making the text more engaging and persuasive. 

Moreover, writing is inherently tied to higher-order 
cognitive processes, such as critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and creativity. Writing forces 
learners to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate 
information, enabling them to articulate their 

thoughts with clarity and precision. Hedge (1988) 
noted that writing promotes the integration of past 
knowledge with new insights, encouraging 
learners to think critically about their subject 
matter. For example, writing a reflective essay or a 
research report requires the learner to draw 
connections between theoretical concepts and 
real-world applications, fostering a deeper 
understanding of the topic. 

Second language learners also face unique 
challenges when developing writing skills, such as 
limited vocabulary, unfamiliarity with rhetorical 
conventions, and difficulty maintaining 
coherence. Addressing these challenges requires 
a pedagogical approach that emphasises both the 
process and the product of writing. While the 
product approach focuses on the final outcome, 
the process approach encourages learners to 
engage in pre-writing activities, iterative drafting, 
and peer feedback. This combination not only 
improves writing proficiency but also builds 
learners’ confidence in their ability to express 
themselves. 

In conclusion, writing is a multifaceted skill that 
combines linguistic, cognitive, and organizational 
elements. For second language learners, 
mastering writing requires a comprehensive 
approach that addresses mechanics, grammar, 
organization, and discourse. By developing these 
skills, learners can overcome the challenges of 
writing and achieve proficiency, enabling them to 
communicate effectively in academic and 
professional contexts. 

GLOBAL TRENDS IN WRITING SKILLS FOR 
SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS 
Low Proficiency Levels: According to the EF 
English Proficiency Index (2022), nearly 50% of 
second language learners globally struggle with 
intermediate-level writing proficiency, indicating 
the need for targeted interventions. 

Table 1. Writing Proficiency in Different Regions 

Region Average Writing Proficiency 
(on a scale of 0–100) 

Asia 56 
Europe 71 
Latin America 59 
Middle East & Africa 52 

Time Required for Mastery: Research by Graham 
& Perin (2007) suggests that second language 
learners require approximately 400–600 hours of 
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structured instruction to achieve significant 
improvement in writing skills. 

COMMON CHALLENGES FACED BY SECOND 
LANGUAGE LEARNERS 
◼ Grammar and Mechanics: A study conducted 

by Hedge (1988) revealed that 75% of ESL 
students struggle with grammar accuracy, 
particularly in tenses and sentence structure. 

◼ Cohesion and Coherence: Research by 
Halliday & Hasan (1976) found that 60% of 
second language learners exhibit difficulty in 
maintaining textual cohesion, leading to 
fragmented communication. 

◼ Limited Vocabulary: A 2019 survey of 500 ESL 
students highlighted that 70% felt restricted by 
inadequate vocabulary, impacting their ability 
to express ideas effectively. 

RELEVANCE TO SECOND LANGUAGE 
WRITING INSTRUCTION 
◼ Teacher Feedback: A study by Ferris (2003) 

shows that 85% of ESL students value direct 
teacher feedback, citing it as the most effective 
method for improving their writing skills. 

◼ Peer Review: Collaborative learning tasks 
have been found to enhance writing quality by 
35%, as reported in a meta-analysis by Zhang 
(2020). 

CONCLUSION 
This study has examined writing as a multifaceted 
and essential skill, exploring its mechanics, 
cognitive significance, and role in second 
language acquisition. Writing is not merely a mode 
of communication but a tool for learning, self-
expression, and critical thinking. The research has 
highlighted the challenges faced by second 
language learners, including limited exposure to 
authentic language use, difficulties in mastering 
grammar and mechanics, and the cognitive 
demands of organizing ideas coherently. 

The findings underscore the importance of 
targeted interventions and pedagogical strategies 
in developing writing proficiency. The process and 
product approaches, as discussed in the study, 
play a crucial role in enhancing learners’ writing 
abilities, fostering creativity, and promoting 
critical thinking. By emphasising the interplay of 
mechanics, grammar, organization, and 
discourse, educators can create a supportive 
environment that enables learners to overcome 
the challenges of writing. 

Writing, as discussed in this study, is not just a 
skill but a profound ability that underpins 
successful communication and learning. It 
bridges the gap between knowledge and 
expression, empowering learners to articulate 
their ideas with clarity and precision. As a mode of 
discourse, writing facilitates meaningful 
interactions and allows individuals to contribute 
to academic and professional dialogues. As a 
mode of learning, it deepens understanding and 
fosters intellectual growth. 

In addressing the problems and possibilities of 
writing in second language education, this 
research provides valuable insights for educators, 
learners, and policymakers. It emphasises the 
need for a holistic approach to teaching writing, 
one that integrates linguistic proficiency with 
cognitive and critical thinking skills. By doing so, 
educators can equip learners with the tools they 
need to succeed in an increasingly 
interconnected and competitive world. 

The study sets the foundation for further 
exploration of writing as a profound skill, inviting 
future research into innovative strategies and 
technologies that can enhance second language 
writing instruction. As writing continues to play a 
pivotal role in education and professional life, its 
mastery remains a key objective for learners and 
educators alike. 
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