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Cognitive Strategies Adopted by
Chinese Students When Writing in
English
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This study investigated the cognitive strategies adopted by three groups of Chinese
EFL learners when writing in English. With data collected from a questionnaire,
think-aloud protocols, real-time observation, stimulated recalls and written texts,
it aimed to explore (a) the cognitive strategies used, (b) within- and cross-group
similarities and variations, and (c) the relationship between English proficiency
and cognitive strategy use. Qualitative data from think-aloud protocols were
transcribed, segmented, coded, and analyzed. Relevant information was elicited
from the questionnaire, observation notes, written texts and transcripts of
stimulated recalls. Quantitative data were treated with SPSS for descriptive
analysis, ANOVA tests and correlation analysis. The results indicated that
altogether the students had adopted 14 cognitive strategies. In addition to within-
group similarities and variations, cross-group comparisons showed a general
descending tendency in cognitive strategy use, consistent patterns in the use of two
groups of cognitive strategies, and rising, descending, rising-descending and
descending-rising tendencies in specific strategy use. Statistical analysis indicated
correlations between linguistic proficiency and the use of some cognitive
strategies.

Introduction

Ever since the 1980s, much research has been done investigating the
writing processes of L2 writers of different ages and abilities. Researchers
have adopted methods such as case studies, naturalistic studies and quasi-
product studies to investigate the general L2 writing process (e.g.,
Pfingstag, 1984; Raimes, 1985), to make comparison between L1 and L2
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