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ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigates the cognitive processes of five Chinese ESL undergraduates from 

University of Malaya (UM) by using Think-Aloud Protocols (TAPs) as the main research 

tool. The participants of this study are Band Three achievers in Malaysian University 

English Test (MUET) and they are required to write formal and informal letters on 

different assigned time slots. Apart from TAPs, data are also collected through interview 

and questionnaires from the participants to triangulate the results of study. The data 

findings obtained have successfully answered the research questions and achieved the 

objectives of the study, i.e. (i) to identify the thought processes related to writing as the 

respondents engage in formal and informal letter writing; (ii) to investigate the differences 

in cognitive processes between formal and informal letter writing (if any); (iii) to find out 

the factors affecting their cognitive processes during the writing duration for both types of 

letters. An additional writing category is added to Wang and Wen (2002)’s coding system, 

which is “Emotional-expressing”. Results of the study also state that there are five major 

factors contributing to challenges faced by ESL undergraduates, namely, lack of English 

vocabulary, poor grammar mastery, types of writing task, other language (Malay/Mandarin) 

interference, and personal preference. Although there is no stark difference found between 

the cognitive processes in formal and informal letter composing tasks, it is noticed that 

participants are generally more focused and organised in composing the former. 

Additionally, Emotion-expressing is found to occur more frequently in the preferred task.  
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ABSTRAK 

 

Kajian penyelidikan ini mengkaji mengenai prosess pemikiran lima orang mahasiswa 

berkaum Cina dari Universiti Malaya (UM) dengan menggunakan teknik Think-Aloud 

Protocols (TAPs) sebagai alat kajian utama. Kelima-lima peserta ini telah mendapat Band 

Tiga dalam Malaysian University English Test (MUET) dan mereka dikehendaki untuk 

menulis surat rasmi and surat tidak rasmi pada masa yang diaturkan. Selain daripada TAPs, 

data kajian juga dikumpulkan melalui sesi temuduga dengan kelima-lima peserta tersebut. 

Keputusan kajian penyelidikan ini telah berjaya menjawab soalan-soalan kajian serta 

mencapai objektif-objektif kajian iaitu, (i) mengenalpastikan proses pemikiran yang 

berkaitan semasa menuliskan surat rasmi dan surat tidak rasmi; (ii) mengkaji perbezaan 

proses pemikiran antara penulisan surat rasmi dan surat tidak rasmi; (iii) mengetahui 

faktor-faktor yang mempengaruhi proses pemikiran peserta semasa penulisan kedua-dua 

jenis surat. Satu kategori bertulis, iaitu “Penyataan Emosi” telah ditambah ke dalam sistem 

pengekodan Wang dan Wen (2002). Berdasarkan keputusan kajian, lima faktor-faktor 

utama yang menyebabkan kesulitan menulis bagi pelajar ESL adalah kekurangan kosa kata 

English, penguasaan tatabahasa yang lemah, jenis tugasan bertulis, gangguan bahasa lain 

(Melayu/Mandarin), dan kecenderungan individu. Walaupun tiada perbezaan ketara antara 

surat rasmi dan surat tidak rasmi, adalah didapati bahawa peserta-peserta kajian adalah 

lebih berfokus dan bersistematik semasa menulis surat rasmi. Selain itu, Penyataan Emosi 

berlaku lebih kerap dalam jenis tugasan bertulis yang dicenderungkan.  

Kata Kunci: Think-Aloud Protocols (TAPs), penulisan 

 

 



 v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

 

First and foremost, I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to my supervisor, Ms. 

Teoh Mei Lin, for her continuous guidance, assistance and inspiration throughout the 

course of this research study. Without her guidance and advice, it would be very hard for 

me to overcome the obstacles encountered along the journey.   

I also wish to record my sincere thanks to my beloved parents and family members who 

have been very supportive and help me whenever they could. It is their encouragement and 

supports, either financially or emotionally that have kept me motivated and to persevere 

towards the end of the course.  

Next, I wish to express my earnest gratitude to all participants for their willingness to 

participate in this research study. It would be impossible for me to complete the study 

without their cooperation and time consumed for the letters composing and interview 

sessions.  

Finally, I am truly indebted to my friends whose words of encouragement and prayers have 

sustained me as I strove to strike a balance being a responsible postgraduate research 

student while working part time. Their concerns and instant helps motivate me to persevere 

and move on.  I dedicate this thesis to my Lord God Almighty, who at His appointed time 

helps and strengthens me to chase and fulfill my dreams. To Him be the honor and glory. 

 

 



 vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT 

ABSTRAK 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF APPENDICES  

LIST OF FIGURES 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 

iii 

iv 

v 

vi – ix 

ix – x 

x – xi  

xi – xii 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

1.0 Introduction  

1.1 Background of Study  

1.2 Problem Statement 

1.3 Malaysian University English Test (MUET) 

1.4 Aims and Research Questions 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

1.6 Participants of the Study 

1.7 Limitations of the Study  

 

 

1  

1 – 2  

2 – 4  

5  

6 – 7 

7  

8 

8   

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.0 Introduction  

2.1 Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Theories 

2.2 Writing Theories and Thinking 

 

9 

9 – 11 

11 – 19 



 vii 

2.2.1 Contrastive Rhetoric Theory  

2.2.2 Communication Theory  

2.2.3 Social Constructionist Theory  

2.2.4 Cognitive Development Theory  

2.3 Think-Aloud Protocols (TAPs) and Relevant Research Studies  

 

12 – 13 

14  

15 – 16   

16 – 19  

19 – 25  

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.0 Introduction  

3.1 Research Design 

3.2 Participants Demographics 

3.3 Think-Aloud Protocols 

3.4 Warm Up / Training Sessions  

3.5 Research Procedures 

3.6 Data Analysis 

3.7 Pilot Study 

 

 

26 

26  

27  

28 – 29  

30 – 31  

31 – 33 

34 – 35  

35 – 39 

CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

4.0 Introduction  

4.1 Respondents’ Cognitive Processes in Letter-Writing Tasks  

4.1.1 Respondent A’s Cognitive Processes  

4.1.2 Respondent B’s Cognitive Processes  

4.1.3 Respondent C’s Cognitive Processes  

4.1.4 Respondent D’s Cognitive Processes  

 

40  

 

40 – 45 

46 – 49  

49 – 52  

52 – 55  



 viii 

4.1.5 Respondent E’s Cognitive Processes  

 

4.2  Factors Affecting the Cognitive Processes in Formal and Informal Letter-

Writing Tasks  

4.2.1 Factors Affecting Respondent A’s Cognitive Processes in Formal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.2 Factors Affecting Respondent A’s Cognitive Processes in Informal 

Letter Writing 

4.2.3 Factors Affecting Respondent B’s Cognitive Processes in Formal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.4 Factors Affecting Respondent B’s Cognitive Processes in Informal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.5 Factors Affecting Respondent C’s Cognitive Processes in Formal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.6 Factors Affecting Respondent C’s Cognitive Processes in Informal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.7 Factors Affecting Respondent D’s Cognitive Processes in Formal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.8 Factors Affecting Respondent D’s Cognitive Processes in Informal 

Letter Writing  

4.2.9 Factors Affecting Respondent E’s Cognitive Processes in Formal 

Letter Writing  

 

55 – 58 

  

 

 

 

59 – 61  

 

61 – 63  

 

63 – 65 

 

65 – 67 

  

67 – 68 

 

68 – 69  

 

69 – 72  

 

72 – 74 

 

74 – 76  

 



 ix 

4.2.10 Factors Affecting Respondent E’s Cognitive Processes in Informal 

Letter Writing  

4.3 Differences of Cognitive Processes Between Formal and Informal Letter-

Writing Tasks 

76 – 78  

 

 

78 – 82    

 

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

5.0 Introduction  

5.1 Respondents’ Cognitive Processes in Formal and Informal Letter Writing 

Tasks  

5.2 Factors Affecting Cognitive Processes in Formal and Informal Letter 

Writing Tasks  

5.3 Differences between Cognitive Processes in Formal and Informal Letter  

5.4 Contribution of Study on Pedagogy  

5.5 Suggestions for Future Research  

5.6 Conclusion  

 

 

83  

83 – 84  

 

85 

 

86  

86 – 88  

88 – 89  

89  

REFERENCES 90 – 93  

LIST OF APPENDICES 

Appendix A1: Respondent A’s Written Formal Letter   

Appendix A2: Respondent A’s Written Informal Letter  

Appendix A3: Transcription Conventions  

Appendix A4: Transcript of Respondent A’s Formal Letter 

Appendix A5: Transcript of Respondent A’s Informal Letter  

 

94 – 95  

96  

97 

98 – 100  

101 – 103  



 x 

Appendix B1: Respondent B’s Written Formal Letter   

Appendix B2: Respondent B’s Written Informal Letter  

Appendix B3: Transcript of Respondent B’s Formal Letter  

Appendix B4: Transcript of Respondent B’s Informal Letter 

Appendix C1: Respondent C’s Written Formal Letter   

Appendix C2: Respondent C’s Written Informal Letter  

Appendix C3: Transcript of Respondent C’s Formal Letter 

Appendix C4: Transcript of Respondent C’s Informal Letter  

Appendix D1: Respondent D’s Written Formal Letter   

Appendix D2: Respondent D’s Written Informal Letter  

Appendix D3: Transcript of Respondent D’s Formal Letter  

Appendix D4: Transcript of Respondent D’s Informal Letter  

Appendix E1: Respondent E’s Written Formal Letter   

Appendix E2: Respondent E’s Written Informal Letter  

Appendix E3: Transcript of Respondent E’s Formal Letter 

Appendix E4: Transcript of Respondent E’s Informal Letter  

Appendix F1: Interview Transcript with Respondent A 

Appendix F2: Interview Transcript with Respondent B 

Appendix F3: Interview Transcript with Respondent C 

Appendix F4: Interview Transcript with Respondent D 

Appendix F5: Interview Transcript with Respondent E 

Appendix G1: Respondent P’s Written Formal Letter (Pilot Study)  

Appendix G2: Respondent P’s Written Informal Letter (Pilot Study)  

104 – 105   

106  

107 – 110  

111 – 113  

114 – 115  

116  

117 – 120 

121 – 122 

123 – 124  

125 – 126  

127 – 132  

133 – 136  

137 – 138  

139  

140 – 143  

144 – 146  

147 – 148  

149 – 150  

151 – 152  

153 – 154  

155 – 156   

157  

158  



 xi 

Appendix G3: Transcript of Respondent P’s Formal Letter (Pilot Study)  

Appendix G4: Transcript of Respondent P’s Informal Letter (Pilot Study)  

Appendix H: Respondents’ Letters of Consent 

159 – 161  

162 – 164 

165 – 169  

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 3.1: Participant P’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 3.2: Participant P’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.1: Participant A’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.2: Participant A’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories 

Figure 4.3: Participant B’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.4: Participant B’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.5: Participant C’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.6: Respondent C’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.7: Participant D’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.8: Participant D’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories   

Figure 4.9: Participant E’s Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.10: Participant E’s Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories  

Figure 4.11: Frequency of Formal Letter Writing Categories for All Participants   

Figure 4.12: Frequency of Informal Letter Writing Categories for All Participants 

36 

37 

41  

44 

46 

48 

49 

51 

52 

53 

55 

57 

79 

81 

 

 

 

 



 xii 

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

1. EL – English Language 

2. ESL – English as a Second Language. ESL may be defined quite differently in 

different country. The status as a second language can differ.  

3. ESL learners – Learners of English as a Second Language 

4. TA – Think-aloud  

5. TAPs – Think-Aloud Protocols, a research methodology of eliciting verbal report that 

provides a detailed amount of participants composing behavior. It allows the 

description, although not completely, of what writers do as they write (Castro, D. 2003) 

6. Cognitive processes – The composing activities including task-examining, idea-

generating, idea-organizing, text-generating, emotion-expressing and other similar 

activities that occur in the respondents minds as they are composing (Wang & Wen, 

2002) 

7. UM - University of Malaya 

8. L1 – first language 

9. L2 – second language 

10. MUET – Malaysian University English Test 

11. TOEFL – Test of English as Foreign Language 



 xiii 

12. IELTS – International English Language Testing Service 

13. STM – Short Term Memory 

14. LTM – Long Term Memory 

15. RQ – Research Question  

 


