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Abstract  

English language usage is becoming a priority in higher education studies in the UAE. Testing 

English skills for EFL learners through the International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS) has been given greater attention as a requirement for students’ admission and graduation. 

Moreover, the need to develop language skills for the test is important through preparation, since 

it adds to the language knowledge of EFL learners and train them to deal with skill related tasks. 

The preparation courses can change students’ attitudes toward language learning for academic 

purposes, which can also affect their learning of other courses at universities. That can impact the 

students’ written texts and assignments that require writing reports and understanding specific 

genres. This study aims to investigate the correlation of IELTS test scores and preparation courses 

and students’ writing of reflective journals in education. A discourse analysis of different levels’ 

reflections gained from three participants were selected from one of the federal colleges in the UAE 

was carried out. The data were gathered from students’ scores in IELTS reports, samples of 

preparation course materials and interviews with participants.  

The results of the research found that IELTS test scores cannot be guaranteed to measure the 

students’ true ability. Preparation courses seem to have an impact on the language learning ability, 

writing performance and understanding. Two participants benefited from taking the IELTS 

preparation courses, while the third had good language skills developed due to other factors such 

as; college studies, strong language foundations in schools and a desire to learn English. The study 

also revealed that there are other challenges affecting IELTS test reliability and the correlation with 

reflections such as the test assessors, different marking schemes and different requirements of 

IELTS test and academic assessments.  
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صـخـــالمل  

و يعتبر امتحان  لمتحدة.اللغة الإنجليزية من الأولويات في مؤسسات التعليم العالي في دولة الإمارات العربية ا تعد مهارات استخدام

محط اهتمام   (IELTSمهارات اللغة الأنجليزية لمتعلمي اللغة كلغة أجنبية من خلال امتحان تحديد مهارات اللغة الإنجليزية )

همية، لأنه يضيف تطوير المهارات اللغوية للإختبار يعد في غاية الأك، فإن الحاجة إلى على ذل . وعلاوةلقبول والتخرجكمتطلب ل

للغوية وتعزيز استخدام إلى معرفة المتعلمين للغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية وتدريبهم على التعامل مع المهام ذات الصلة بالمهارات ا

لتي راض الأكاديمية واهم في تغيير سلوكيات الطلبة تجاه تعلم اللغة للأغاللغة. وبالتالي فإن دورات إعداد الطلبة للإمتحان قد تس

لكتابية المواد الأخرى على المستوى الجامعي. وهذا من شأنه أن يؤثر بشكل رئيسي على أعمال الطلاب ا تعلمقد تؤثر في 

درجات امتحان  العلاقة بين ف هذه الدراسة إلى فهموالواجبات التي تتطلب كتابة التقارير وفهم الأنواع الكتابية الأدبية المختلفة. تهد

لوصفي للموقف امهارة الطلاب في كتابة مواضيع التقرير  و( ودورات الإعداد للإمتحان IELTSقياس مهارات اللغة الإنجليزية )

. في دولة الإمارات وصفية لطالبات من مستويات مختلفة في إحدى الكليات الاتحاديةتقارير التدريسي  في التعليم. وقد تم اختيار 

ى بالإضافة إل و قد تم جمع درجات المشاركين في البحث من تقاريرالامتحان المحصلة للانضمام  لكلية التربية والتخرج منها،

 كين في هذا البحث. دريب للإمتحان والمقابلات مع المشارعينات من المواد والمصادر التي تم استخدامها خلال دورات الإعداد والت

و أظهرت النتائج الرئيسة للبحث أن درجات اختبار امتحان قياس المهارات في اللغة الإنجليزية لايمكن أن يقيس المتسوى الحقيقي 

مدى مصداقية الإمتحان. ومع ذلك، أظهرت النتائج أيضا أن لدورات الإعداد تأثير  للطلاب لوجود عوامل أخرى قد ثؤثر على

كبير على قدرة الطلبة في تعلم اللغة الإنجليزية وبالأخص تطوير مهارة الكتابة وفهمها. ويظهر من البحث أن إثنان من الطلبة 

، في حين أن الطالبة الثالثة تملك مهارات ممتازة في اللغة المشاركين في البحث قد استفادوا من هذه الدورات التدريبية على اللغة

بدون أن تشارك مسبقاً في دورات الإعداد بسبب عوامل أخرى مثل: الدراسة الجامعية و أساسيات اللغة المكتسبة في المراحل 

قد ثؤثر على مدى مصداقية المدرسية ورغبة الطالبة في تعلم اللغة الإنجليزية. وقد أوضحت الدراسة بأن هناك تحديات أخرى 

كتابة التقارير الوصفية للموقف التدريسي مثل: اختلاف مقيمين الاختبار واختلاف معايير التقييم  مع وعلاقته( IELTSاختبار )

ومتطلبات الاختبار والمتطلبات الأكاديمية.    
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An Investigation into the Correlation between IETLS Test Preparation 

Course and IELTs Writing Scores and Students’ Reflective Journals  

Chapter 1 

Introduction  

The use of English language in the Arab world and UAE has largely grown. It has an impact on 

the academic achievements and studies. Hence, one of the requirements to be enrolled at a 

university in the UAE is to have the English language skills meeting specific standards. Students 

at all levels must develop their English as they progress through their school years until reaching 

the university level. Due to the rapid changes in education, testing language skills has become an 

important topic to measure students’ language ability. Several tests have been used as a tool to exit 

high school and proceed to higher education, or to exit into a desired major at universities. Research 

has been conducted on the effectiveness of these tests as a tool of language measurement not only 

within the UAE and worldwide (Freimuth 2014; Gitsaki et al. 2014; Raven 2011).  

The IELTS test, which is the focus of this study, reflects students’ skills in reading, writing, 

listening and speaking. These tests may impact the students’ performance of language usage within 

a university or school tasks (Ata 2015). It has been used as a tool of entrance to higher education 

institutions in the UAE, as well as exiting foundation studies into specific majors of interest 

(Freimuth 2014). Despite all the data on IELTS efficiency, it still differs from one culture to another 

and one student to another. This is because various conditions affect its implementation and the 

test takers that leads to a band. The amount of test preparation by the students is another factor to 

judge the test results (Gitsaki et al. 2014). Students at a particular level or from similar cultural 

backgrounds might have common errors when taking the test, which can be revealed through either 
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the band or during preparation courses (Ata 2015; Hughes 2003) The IELTS score has created a 

study plan to those joining colleges and universities within EFL communities. A research stated, it 

can be represented through students’ coursework and tasks demonstrated by how they are 

employing English (Gitsaki et al. 2014). In addition, students develop different writing skills 

through IELTS preparation courses, and they develop an understanding of different discourse. The 

students learn how to write coherent and cohesive texts, which enhance their IELTS writing and 

also writing other genres (Qin & Uccelli 2016).   

1.1. Rationale and Statement of the Problem  

Due to the rapid development in the UAE education system and the English language growth in 

different educational fields, the teaching and learning standards have been raised (Gitsaki et al. 

2014). Therefore, students must be able to meet those standards to progress through their studies. 

The English language being a means of communication within higher education institutions, has 

become more important. Hence, students must demonstrate and increase their abilities in English 

skills (Freimuth 2014). Higher education focuses on enrolling students with specific results in 

IELTS to be eligible to receive the target education. Recently, the relationship between students’ 

performances in higher education and their IELTS band has been a topic of debate and concern of 

educators in the EFL context (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015).  

Colleges’ language standards are designed to meet the requirements of the job market, and ensure 

graduating students who are able to use English effectively (Moore & Morton 2005). As part of 

students’ progression, special programs are designed to improve students’ skills in English, as well 

as raising the bands in all IELTS skills. This helps students to exit programs with the highest 

qualifications (El Massah & Fadly 2017). Research has considered the importance of IELTS 
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preparation courses and the correlation between the amount of work done in advance and the IELTS 

band (Johnston et al. 2014).  

Regarding my experience in the field of education, the focus of IELTS preparation and IELTS 

scores can be at a high demand for programs such as education, where future English teachers must 

have a language knowledge. Students in such a program must reflect language development 

through coursework and assignments, which represent language skills (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Johnston 

et al. 2014). Teachers tend to use reflective journals as tasks assigned and graded in terms of 

language abilities. Preparing for IELTS and the correlation between scores and the writing of 

reflections is a topic researchers are still debating.  

This study attempts to investigate the correlation between IELTS writing band and students’ 

performance in reflections assigned at higher education institutions. It also investigates how 

preparation courses for Emirati students have affected the quality of writing reflections as EFL 

learners. The research aims to identify the correlation between the IELTS band and the progression 

of Emirati college students’ reflections, focusing on the analysis of students’ journals reflecting on 

their practicum experiences.   

1.2. Significance of the Study  

The IELTS exam is an important tool in the EFL context worldwide and in the UAE particularly 

(Raven 2011). As the students reach higher educational levels, the importance of the exam 

increases. The significance of this study comes in line with the recent updates in the policy of 

higher education institutions, which entitle students to proceed through the levels when they get 

the required IELTS band. Since the development of learners in the second language has become a 
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centralized issue in higher education institutions (Freimuth 2014). The research would support 

teacher researchers in understanding the field of EFL teaching and learning to extend understanding 

on relevant issues facing language learning.  

Reflective journals have a great impact on teachers’ performances and on shaping understanding 

of what has been learned and taught (Burton et al. 2009). The implementation of the functional 

approach through preparation course instructions and writing reflections, has shown a great impact 

on students’ understanding of reflective journals, which will be explained in the literature review 

chapter (Cao & Guo 2015). The use of reflections is a significant part of teaching and learning 

within the education department at universities, which builds on students’ knowledge and improves 

teaching skills. This study considers the discourse analysis of the reflective genre, examining 

factors that improve the understanding of reflections discourse. 

Investigating the effectiveness of IELTS preparation courses can also lead to enhance teachers’ 

knowledge and perspectives, through selecting beneficial materials to enhance students’ 

achievements (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Raven 2011). Additionally, teachers will be able to assess their 

abilities in teaching genres, as well as enhancing English language teaching skills. This is also 

significant in the UAE context, where students and teachers consider IELTS test preparations as 

important step to achieve the target score (Moore & Morton 2005). Furthermore, the research is 

seeking more information on the correlation between IELTS scores and students’ written 

coursework (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010). This could lead the teacher to implement further strategies 

to motivate students in taking further IELTS preparation courses. The research can suggest ideas 

to some colleges and universities on the effectiveness of IELTS as a policy of acceptance for 

freshmen and graduates.           
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1.3. The Purpose, Research Questions and Hypothesis 

The main reason for writing this research is to investigate through discourse analysis the correlation 

between IELTS scores and students’ production of reflective journals within the Education 

department in one of the higher education institutions in the UAE.  The study also examines the 

impact of IELTS course preparation on students’ achievements and understanding of the reflective 

genre. It will consider other factors revealed by the study and investigations of previous studies on 

IELTS exams, as well as on teaching English skills to students at higher education levels. The 

hypothesis is that students with prior preparations for IELTS could perform better in writing 

reflective journals. Further hypothesis is that students’ differences in IELTS bands could correlates 

with the achievement in writing reflections.  

The research questions help gain further information on the correlation between IELTS writing 

band and preparation courses and students’ reflections. The questions are as follows;  

 How can IELTs preparation courses impact students’ writing of reflective journals?  

 What is the correlation between the IELTS writing band and students’ writing of 

reflective journals? 

1.4. Structure of the Report  

The research consists of five chapters, starting with the introduction. It discusses in brief an outline 

of the research issue and rational related to IELTS score, IELTS preparation in the UAE higher 

education and writing education reflective journals. It also provides an insight into the UAE context 

through presenting the significance of the study, and the main purpose of the research along with 

the investigation questions. Chapter 2 contains the theoretical framework and literature review, 
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which presents other researchers’ views and theories on discourse analysis, IELTS tests, 

preparation and related practices. Chapter 3 provides an overview on the methodology 

implemented for the investigation which includes the qualitative research method to collate data. 

It takes into consideration the validity, reliability, setting, instruments and ethical considerations. 

In the fourth chapter, the findings and data analysis are identified according to the research 

questions. Finally, a research discussion, conclusion, recommendations and limitations are 

provided in the last chapter.    
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

Introduction  

This chapter focuses on key theories and a review of literature related to the discourse analysis of 

reflective journals and the IELTS testing systems implementation and performance. Close attention 

will be paid to the theoretical and historical research which helped in shaping the framework of the 

study. Current and recent studies will be reviewed on the relation between IELTS bands, 

preparation courses and students’ writing of reflective journals.  Literature that provide studies 

related to the UAE context will be considered to support the investigation in this research.  

2.1. Theoretical Framework 

The foundation of this study consists of three different theories leading to the construction of the 

theoretical scheme. The correlation of Constructivism theory, systemic-functional theory and the 

theories on reflective practice and writing in education will be discussed in details individually 

(Figure 1). One reason for choosing these theories is that they are considered as major components 

in this field of study, which will support and explain the findings related to the correlation between 

IELTS scores, preparation course and the writing of reflections. Furthermore, as EFL learners 

construct language through interaction which makes the existence of the Social-Constructivism 

theory achieves greater importance among the other theories. Both the systemic-functional theory 

and the theories of reflective practice in education are key components of the reflective writing, 

teaching written genres in preparation courses and IELTS testing, which are the focus of this 

research.     
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Figure 1: A chart shows the correlation between the theories in the theoretical framework. 

 

2.1.1. The Theory of Social- Constructivism of Language  

The Constructivism theory is based on work done by both Piaget and Vygotsky, upon the belief 

that the disequilibration process of previous knowledge and new conceptions can lead to a 

cognitive change in the language (Slavin 2014). Learners in this theory are viewed as builders 

constructing their knowledge through interacting with the surrounding environment, people and 

objects, which is demonstrated through the construction of meanings, understanding and 

interpretations (Freeman & Freeman 2001). According to researchers, Vygotsky’s work in the 

1930s revealed that learners can perform better with the help of a more knowledgeable person to 

reach the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which pointed out the significance of social 

interaction in language learning (Berk 2009; Brewster et al. 2002; Slavin 2014). Constructivists 

take their main foundations from Vygotsky’s theory, particularly from the four key principles 

which are; ZPD, social interaction, mediated learning and cognitive practice (Slavin 2014).  
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Researchers have found that social interaction using the target language holds great importance in 

sharing information and exchanging knowledge (Emmitt et al. 2003; Slavin 2014). Therefore, 

language learners can construct their knowledge within a social context where they interact with 

people at a similar knowledge level or above (Emmitt et al. 2003). Interacting with people and 

objects help to expose learners to the target information to construct perceptions of the new 

language if they are challenged to reach their ZPD (Lightbown & Spada 2013). The ZPD is referred 

to as what students are unable to do on their own, but it can be done when provided with help from 

a teacher or a knowledgeable peer (Lightbown & Spada 2013; Slavin 2014). In IELTS preparation 

courses, students are getting that support to reach higher levels in learning and specifically in 

writing, which helps to reach the ZPD to learn the skills correctly with the guidance of a teacher 

(Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015; Slavin 2014).  

The other theorists such as Bruner and Halliday emphasized the significance of communication 

within a rich language environment and joint activities where teachers are facilitators (Vialle et al. 

2008).  With reference to Vygotsky’s work, constructivism theory puts greater emphasis on 

scaffolding and assisted learning. Thus, students’ language learning can be guided by a teacher in 

a purposeful way to achieve the target learning goal (Slavin 2014). Another major factor in 

Constructivism theory is the extensive implication of cooperative learning in teaching and learning 

(Freeman & Freeman 2001; Lightbown & Spada 2013). Therefore, students can learn, practice and 

discover new concepts through sharing ideas with others at a similar learning level (Brewster et al. 

2002).  This is related to the study in the implementation of writing process as a foundation to 

construct texts and write effectively (Freeman & Freeman 2001; Lightbown & Spada 2013).    
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With regard to teaching instruction in the Constructivist approach, top-down processing is the main 

process in language teaching rather than bottom-up. These learners start working out the complex 

problems, and then with the teacher’s guidance, sub-skills can be discovered (Emmitt et al. 2003; 

Slavin 2014). Here learners are given the actual task to work with rather than a simplified one, 

which will enable them to construct complex skills gradually (Berk 2009; Slavin 2014). Another 

major component of the constructivist approach is that learners are supported by the teacher in the 

process of learning through discovery. As found from researches that regarding Bruner’s 

hypothesis that learners would be fully involved with principles through experimenting within a 

real context (Berk 2009; Brewster et al. 2002).  

In addition, self-regulated learning is considered a further concept in Social-Constructivism theory, 

in which the learner is able to break complicated aspects into smaller points to reach the targeted 

solutions (Slavin 2014). Hence, this concept exists in reflective journals writing as students’ use it 

in order to identify issues and related solutions for them (Harmer 2004; Quirke & Zagallo 2009). 

Consequently, learning will be directed toward a higher level of mental abilities being assisted by 

the teacher, which is one of Vygotsky’s essential concepts called scaffolding (Freeman & Freeman 

2001; Vialle et al. 2008). The implementation of the Constructivist approach to writing allows a 

chance for creative writing. With this approach, students will be able to respond to events and 

identify solutions to problems using mental abilities and skills (Slavin 2014).  

2.1.2. Systemic-Functional Approach (SFL)   

The systemic-functional approach (SFL) to genre writing was first developed by Halliday. It 

emphasizes the use of language within a genre to build meanings in humans’ minds (McCarthy & 

Carter 1994). This approach influenced the understanding of how the genre is implemented in 
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teaching language and text analysis (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010). It reflects the link between the 

language and the social context of the genre, as it also focuses on how the language is employed 

purposefully into chronological order (Hyland 2007). Halliday’s study represented a classification 

of seven functions used by learners, which stressed the fact that learners use the language 

purposefully within the surrounding environmental conditions. Later, students can employ that 

language within strict communicated contexts (Emmitt et al. 2003). Emmitt et al. (2003, p.32) also 

mentioned that “Halliday collapsed his original seven functions to three major ones that became 

the basis for functional systemic linguistics; ideational, for the communication of ideas; 

interpersonal, for the expression of feelings; and textual, for the relationships within a text”. 

Despite the fact that the systemic functional approach focuses on language’s textual use, it also 

emphasizes how meaning is communicated through the text. Similarly, it pays attention to how that 

meaning is constructed within a genre with attention to how the learner is using the language 

(Derewianka 2000).  

Furthermore, SFL is consolidated with the social function and context that is integrated with the 

structure of language. Therefore, the term ‘systemic’ refers to the availability of language choices 

to learners that influences the language structure within a text to get the meaning of these contexts. 

The term ‘functional’ represents how the language correlates with these particular contexts, which 

all impact the realization of the social context and purpose (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Derewianka 

2000). The classification of semantic structures of Halliday were based on the social context and 

situation, which creates what is called ‘genre register’ (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Hyland 2007). 

Through that linkage of the situation types with lexical and grammatical aspects, the register 

consists of ‘tenor’, ‘field’ and ‘mode’. The participants involved in the genre are referred to as 
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‘tenor’, while ‘mode’ means the description of the language role or the channel of communication 

used; whether it is written or spoken. The ‘field’ of the genre is related to what actually takes place 

or the subject-matter of the text, however some texts might not represent all of these components 

through the register, one or two aspects might be missing (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Derewianka 

2000). This is related to the study focus in terms of the identification of the register components 

within reflective journals as a genre.  

Regarding the main aim of the SFL approach to genre, which focuses on assisting learners’ 

linguistic needs in choosing related functions and creating meanings related to the context. Martin 

and et al. (cited in Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Emmitt et al. 2003) have built further on Halliday’s 

work, considering that the genre links the culture to the situation discussed. Furthermore, the 

register works in communicating that situation and linking it to the language. As researchers 

mentioned that Martin’s et al. pedagogy later changed into what is called the “teaching-learning 

cycle”, consists of three stages. The first stage presents related models of the taught genre, considers 

the specific social purpose and linguistic elements serving that purpose. The second step is that 

both teachers and students are involved in a discussion and then start the genre construction. 

Finally, learners depend on themselves in the text construction through research, check work with 

the teacher and edit drafts (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Derewianka 2000; Emmitt et al. 2003). 

However, some critics discussed concerns that SFL focuses on how the language operates within 

social situations not on the formal language as grammar and other linguistic aspects (Derewianka 

2000). The steps of the “teaching-learning cycle” are linked to the research focus and questions 

about the impact of IELTS preparation courses in genres understanding and construction.    
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2.1.3. Reflective Journals in Education 

Reflections are often used by teachers to evaluate teaching abilities, strategies and skills, which 

enable educators to build on and criticize own abilities (Kyriacou 2007). Reflective journaling is 

based on reasoning drawn from the teacher’s own practice and covers not only the teaching part, 

but also the learning process and the professional development of educators (Johnson 1999). 

Reflective written journals offer a chance for teachers to identify solutions to occurring problems 

and recognition of incidents. Dewey (1933-1938) and Schon (cited in Zeichner & Liston 1996), 

were both famous theorists who viewed and reframed reflective teaching and teachers. Dewey 

(cited in Zeichner & Liston 1996) viewed the initial process of reflections by encountering a 

struggling event, so teachers would go back to that issue and provide an analysis of the experience. 

Findings from researches shown that Schon divided reflective teaching into two different frames 

which are ‘reflection on action’ and ‘reflection in action’ (Johnson 1999; Zeichner & Liston 1996). 

The aspect ‘reflection on action’ can occur before an action or afterward, or it can happen 

unexpectedly so that requires the teacher to adapt the instructional method. Therefore, the 

identification of solutions can happen spontaneously which doesn’t require the teacher to plan in 

advance for them (Johnson 1999). This aspect will be considered in the analysis of reflections and 

identifying students’ understanding of reflective writing.  

Not only does reflective journal writing impact teachers’ professional development, it also affects 

EFL teachers’ language development. Being a native or nonnative speaker requires reflection on 

language use, grammar and functions throughout the lesson (Brewster et al. 2002). In fact, when 

teachers are not reflective, they are faced with issues in thinking critically about their teaching, 

which make them unable to find alternatives (Kyriacou 2007; Zeichner & Liston 1996). 
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Researchers have found that writing reflective journals can clarify the link between the 

implementation of theory and practice (Kyriacou 2007; Quirke & Zagallo 2009; Spencer 2009). In 

addition, reflective writing should include teachers’ goals and perspectives of their teaching skills 

and instructions as well, which promotes an in-depth in analysis and mirrors the essential focus for 

teachers (Kyriacou 2007; Quirke & Zagallo 2009). Similarly, reflective writers often try to 

represent accuracy in narrating the events as they are given the freedom to include information to 

reflect on. Hence, teachers are provided with opportunities to learn and improve experiences along 

with their language (Burton 2009). Thus, the research intends to look at the correlation between 

the writing of reflections and factors of language development through discourse analysis.  

2.2. Literature Review 

2.2.1. English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

Learners at higher education levels are required to take notes from lectures, write academic essays 

and manage referencing skills in English, which all lead to the concept of English being learned 

for academic purposes (EAP) (Harmer 2001). EAP focuses on cognitive skills and developing 

language concepts to succeed at a university level. This can be achieved not only through learning 

essential skills such as reading, writing, speaking and listening, but also by using critical thinking 

skills (Wilson 2016). With English being the language of instruction to EFL students, it’s meant to 

provide comprehensible input on the content being taught, learned or practiced (Buri 2012). This 

concept originally formed by Krashen (cited in Buri 2012; Lightbown & Spada 2013) leads to 

shape students understanding of the concepts acquired through the use of the second language. 

Thus, in EAP writing and reading are learned within a context of interest and employed further in 

the social experience context, rather than learning them as isolated skills. Wingate & Tribble (2012) 
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assert that a learner will develop a critical language awareness through practicing within a context 

related to their cultural background and learning experience. One of the key elements in learning 

EAP is to understand “how” to communicate the ideas clearly to teachers and other students. As a 

result, students must enhance their ability of reasoning and justifications of events and experiences 

being discussed (Asoodar et.al 2016; Wilson 2016). In addition, students in higher education are 

required to draw resources, assumptions and notes from the field of learning to develop their 

arguments when using English in academic contexts (Krekeler 2013).  

2.2.2. Reflective Journals (Narrative Genre)  

Narrative written pieces are essential components in the world of English writing genres, they are 

narrations about sequenced events used to identify a solution for a plot or problem (Queensland 

Department of Education 1994). This genre works through the employment of language functions 

to shape a meaningful context to readers. It also builds on a textual situation through the 

imagination of events to represent the writer’s ideas, experiences and solutions (Derewianka 2000). 

Hence, this genre starts with an orientation, using the language to introduce characters and setting 

the scene. Next, it deals with complications of issues arising in the narration, and then resolving 

these issues or crises (Bamberg 2011). Therefore, a narrative genre varies from other genres in the 

type of the linguistic features implemented. For instance, it entails more use of linking time words 

to show sequence, it is mostly written in the past tense and involves describing events (Derewiaka 

2000; Hall & Minnix 2012).  

Teachers’ reflective journals consist of a narration of events based on the teacher’s history and 

experience, so they are considered as part of the narrative genre (Hyland 2007). McGuire et al. 

(2009) mentioned one of the important characteristics of writing reflective journals is that it 
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enhances free writing skills, gives the writer the chance to involve a variety of expressive phrases 

and words to represent their thoughts. Consequently, reflective writing benefits student teachers in 

improving their writing, so the more they write during their practicum experiences, the better they 

develop writing skills and critical thinking. Furthermore, they develop a sense of self-correction 

through learning from previous mistakes about their teaching abilities, and the variety of language 

use as they grow through the years (Harmer 2004; Quirke & Zagallo 2009). This point is linked 

with the previous literature regarding self-regulated learning mentioned in the theory of Social-

Constructivism, and is part of generating the reflective written pieces (Slavin 2014).  Similarly, 

researchers found that learners’ reflections are engaged unconsciously in using terms and 

expressions to deliver the target meaning of the events. They also develop an understanding of their 

own language abilities and other people who will read their reflection; mainly teachers who will 

assess them (Brown 2007; Spencer 2009). Thus, teachers’ reflections tend to include opinion 

expressions, words representing feelings, linking words to show reasoning and indicate notable 

events (Brown 2007). Finally, this mixture of writing journals freely and English use by EFL 

students converge in building learners’ knowledge of writing, English language skills and teaching 

experience (Spencer 2009; Quirke & Zagallo 2009).  

2.2.3. Register, Lexical and Grammatical Cohesion  

The vocabulary used plays a great role in the judgment of the genre, since it represents different 

purposes of different texts. These lexical items are identified as the ‘text register’ (Derewianka 

2000). The register is decided by the situation described in the genre, which helps present the field, 

tenor and mode clearly (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010). "The genre will determine the overall structuring 

of the text and the register will determine the language patterns found within the text” (Derewianka 
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2000). In addition, the register of any written text involves what is known as the topic vocabulary 

which is related to the writing text subject-matter, and communicates the meaning to the reader 

(Harmer 2004). Moreover, register is not only about the use of topic vocabulary within a written 

piece, but also ensuring the tone of the formality of the writing genre (Lukin et al. 2011).  

Other factors such as lexical and grammatical cohesion affect the clarity of any writing genre 

(Harmer 2004). Furthermore, the comprehensible combination and sequencing of the ideas within 

a text through the use of lexis and grammar help to consolidate its coherence (Leech et al. 2001). 

Consequently, this enables readers to track the writer’s ideas and how the text meaning is 

communicated through writing (Derewianka 2009). Within the EFL context, learning to write a 

specific genre depends on the amount of mental work from the student’s side, in addition to the use 

of language vocabulary and grammatical aspects (Cameron 2001).  

When writing narrative genres, the text must guide readers through language features and 

grammatical components. This helps the reader understand the correct sequence of the narrated 

events comfortably by understanding the main problems and reaching solutions (Mortensen et al. 

2009). On the other hand, the memorization of written pieces which some EFL students are used 

to do before tests can impact negatively both the cohesion and coherence of the genre. As a result, 

these learners will be restricted in the genre trap affecting their productivity of creative meaningful 

writing (Harmer 2004; Mahlberg 2006). Other devices such as word repetition and collocations 

can increase the lexical cohesion of the genre. Meanwhile, grammatical cohesion can be increased 

through the use of pronoun and articles referencing and inference, tense agreement, using linking 

words and ellipsis (Harmer 2004; Mortensen et al 2009). The consideration of text register, 
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grammatical and lexical cohesion are part of the discourse analysis conducted in this investigation 

to identify language development as the learners progress through the study levels.  

2.2.4. IELTS in EFL Context  

The International English Language Testing System (IETLS) has become a crucial topic of 

discussion among educators. Many researchers argue that there are differences between the 

students’ knowledge and their performance in the IELTS test (Ata 2015; Panahi & 

Mohammaditabar 2015). It is true that there are other factors which impact IELTS tests in EFL 

contexts beside knowledge and language performance, such as gender, age, language motivation 

and interest (El Massah & Fadly 2017).  

Within the UAE context, IELTS has become an important test for students joining higher education 

institutions, which determines their level of study based on test performance (Freimuth 2014). Due 

to the noticeable change in the economy and English being a central language of communication, 

teachers have to keep up and work on improving English language skills. This is the major focus 

of higher education institutions in the UAE in terms of equipping EFL Emirati students with 

English skills to meet the standards of the work force and community (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Raven 

2011). This point is largely linked to the preparations of IELTS which is also linked to the teaching 

of EAP for college students (Gitsaki et al. 2014). Therefore, a great deal of emphasis is given to 

academic writing in IELTS preparation courses (Moore & Morton 2005). In spite of the differences 

between preparation components and academic writing courses at college levels, they all help to 

build EFL students’ language skills (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Moore & Morton 2005). Educators 

teaching test skills and writing must pay attention to the strategies that help students to write 

cohesive and coherent texts (Hughes 2003). Many researchers believe that the more preparation 
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done and the more the EFL learners acquire the master the different skills, the better they will 

perform in the IELTS test (Moore & Morton 2005; Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015). They also 

believe that test markers and designed descriptors can affect the reliability of tests, which 

preparations courses try to achieve as much as possible (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Panahi & 

Mohammaditabar 2015).  

The discussion of related literature to IELTS scores, preparation for the test and other aspects 

affecting the test can benefit the investigation. This will provide further understanding of similar 

researches which the study can use as a foundation to identify the impact of IELTS preparations 

on English writing performance, as well as its correlation with IELTS scores. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology   

Introduction 

This investigation seeks a better understanding of IELTS test and preparation courses influence 

written reflective genres and performance, examined through discourse analysis, as well as 

considering perceptions of what can benefit written work. This chapter presents the approach 

followed in this study that explores the sites, population and sampling, the instruments and finally 

the ethical considerations. Furthermore, it considers the factors of validity and reliability in the 

conduction of the research and gaining the permission from the department and people involved.   

3.1. Study Approach  

The research methods in this investigation are qualitative. This method is structured according to 

the quality of the collected data such as activities, relationships, resources and conditions related 

to the research topic and questions. Thus, it requires the researcher to explore more about 

participants and the research problem based on the perception of a distant educator (Creswell 2012; 

Fraenkel& Wallen 2009). This kind of methodology differs from the quantitative research in terms 

it considers the quality of the collected data rather than the frequency of occurrence of variables. 

Some researchers argue that qualitative data collection demonstrates more detailed data regarding 

teaching and literacy learning in classrooms (Fraenkel & Wallen 2009; Mills 2014). Another 

difference is that quantitative data are based on the examination of a hypothesis that provide 

numerical numbers, explain and provide predictions on a dilemma. In contrast, qualitative data 

technique deals with the description and data narration to support the understanding of the study 

(Mills 2014). Mills (2014) mentions that interviews, invention sources like portfolios, observations, 
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mapping, visual recordings, oral history and narrative stories, journals, diaries, artifacts, archival 

sources, etc., all are types of qualitative techniques that researchers can combine for data analysis. 

It is true that the qualitative discourse analysis of reflective journals is the method followed in this 

study, but the linguistic corpus required supplementing it with quantitative analysis for some data 

(Fairclough 2003). The reason for that supplemental quantitative analysis is to support the 

understanding of the selected text features in the discourse analysis of reflection and consider the 

development.       

3.2. Instrumentation   

3.2.1. Interviews  

Formal interviews were implemented to explore the participants’ opinions related to the correlation 

of IELTS scores and preparation course and reflective writing. Structuring the questions in the 

interview allows the researcher to ask similar series of questions to participants and helps to 

increase the validity of this tools (Fraenkel & Wallen 2009; Mills 2014). It is true that interviews 

are mostly dependent on observations as Fraenkel & Wallen (2009) stated, however, the interviews 

in this research are based on journals, students’ experiences with IELTS scores and preparation 

course materials as artefacts collected from the participants’ preparation course. A set of questions 

(see appendices) were designated to understand the participants’ views, in terms of the impact of 

preparation courses on their journals writing development and English proficiency, and if there was 

a correlation with IELTS scores. Written questions conducted as an email interview offers a chance 

to get deeper perspectives, knowledge and understanding from the participants. A sequence of eight 

questions that build on one another helps, to provide a clear point on how the students think and 

what may affect their English language proficiency (Creswell 2012). Each participant will also be 



2014201052  

22 
 

asked to fill demographic data at the beginning and the researcher will ensure their anonymity. A 

written statement of the interview purpose is provided in the email with the questions, as it was 

difficult to reach all participants (Mills 2014). A variety of qualitative convergent and divergent 

question types will be asked to help in the exploration of ideas (Mills 2014). These questions are 

organized starting with general ones to more specific controversial ones.  

3.2.2. Journals  

Another qualitative tool for data collection are journals, written by the participants as part of 

reflection on their teaching abilities during the practicum (Mills 2014). These documents as 

Creswell (2012) suggested, help a researcher obtain essential information either public or private, 

which are easily reached as a good recorded source through writing. A set of twenty three journals 

from the participants were selected, as each journal was chosen from the students’ different levels 

that they had already passed through in education. These reflective journals were written based on 

their teaching and learning experiences in schools and were part of their course projects. Each 

journal differed from one to another according to their level of English and the required aspects to 

be covered in each practicum. The researcher provided a verbal description of the purpose for use 

of the journal, ensuring that the students’ identities would be anonymous. Each reflective journal 

was numbered according to the level, and organized according to level number after each student’s 

referred letter.  

3.2.3. Artefacts/ Archival Documents   

The third instrument are artefact collection, which is used to provide further understanding of the 

problem through visual data (Creswell 2012; Millls 2014). Different researchers used different 

names regarding these documents, as in Mills (2014) they are as artefacts, while Creswell (2012) 
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called them audiovisual materials. These materials provide additional data related to the focus of 

the research that can support the other instruments (Creswell 2012; Millls 2014). Consequently, 

artefacts of resources, Power Points and materials used during the IELTS preparation course were 

collected. Furthermore, participants’ IELTS scores were collected as archival documents to seek 

further understanding on the effects of IETLS scores on students’ English language proficiency. 

Two scores from each student were taken, one before joining education and one when they were 

about to exit the B.Ed. studies. However, student A was not able to find the hard copy of the first 

report and provided a verbal score which is 5.5.  

Furthermore, IELTS band descriptors and education reflection assessment criteria were used as 

artefacts. The researcher used IELTS descriptors to evaluate the reflections according to the bands 

in the criteria. The education assessment criteria was also used by the researcher to give the scores 

A, B, C or D according to the participants’ performance in reflections. All artifacts selected and 

scores are provided in the appendices and have been used after obtaining the permission verbally 

from the students and signed by the Dean of Academic Operations at the institution.   

3.3. Methods  

3.3.1. Site and Population 

The research is conducted in one of the UAE Federal higher education institutions, in the education 

division within that institution. The process of selecting individual population for the study and 

identifying the samplings was implemented in the Education department, which was based on the 

students’ different levels. Also the researcher ensured they had two different IELTS scores when 

they joined and were about to exit the program, and considered the fact that the participants were 

taught by the researcher. The participants were three female students who are majoring as Primary 
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Generalists teaching English, science and math. These students were selected from different 

program levels. Student A has graduated, student B is at her graduation year, while the student C 

is currently in the middle of her study. They all answered the interview questions in details through 

emailing the questions with answers and agreed to share their reflective journal and IELTS scores.  

All the samples were accessible by the researcher who works as an Education Faculty member at 

the institution.  The teaching and learning experiences vary between the students according to their 

level and teaching practicum experiences. The correlation between the study levels in B.Ed. 

program, IELTS writing scores and reflective writing are considered demographic data (Table 1). 

The number of samples collected which were eight from each except for student C seven reflections 

were collected, participants’ number are possibly to be a limitation of this study.  

Table 1: The Participants demographic data  

 

3.3.2. Ethical Consideration  

The ethical consideration in the study represents the professionalism of the researcher when dealing 

with participants and maintaining mutual trust (Fraenkel & Wallen 2009; Mills 2014). As part of 

the research ethics, getting the permission from the Dean of Academic Operations is essential as 
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well as the other participants in the research, to enable the researcher to gain access to the resources 

and participants needed for the study (Mills 2014). The research permission letter given to the Dean 

of Academic Operations explains the research purpose to gain the approval, to get the needed data 

collection tools, and explain the possible results expected from the study which was also 

communicated verbally to him (see appendices). Another important aspect is to explain the research 

aim to individual participants to gain their acceptance to provide the needed information (Creswell 

2012).  

The communication and clarity of information with all research parties involved is highly 

recommended as part of the ethical consideration (Fraenkel & Wallen 2009). Before the interviews 

with the participants were conducted, verbal explanation and brief written information via email 

were provided. Hence, the participants’ response to the email with the questions were considered 

as approval to participate in the research. Similarly, the obtained journals, IELTS preparation 

course materials and IELTS test scores from the students were given according to their permission 

after explaining the purpose of use to them verbally. According to the participant’s request, their 

identities were kept anonymous in interviews and throughout the study. A, B and C letters will be 

used in the research to refer to each one of the participants. A refers to the student who already 

graduated, while B refers to the student who is at her last education level. C refers to the student 

who is in the middle level. The investigation ensures the confidentiality aspects and the study use 

for academic purposes to avoid any stress or embarrassments that can be caused to participants for 

sharing the study findings (Creswell 2012; Mills 2014).      
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Chapter 4: Results and Data Analysis    

Introduction  

The intention of the research is to determine to the correlation between IELTS tests, preparation 

courses and EFL college students’ English language level. This chapter will present the findings 

and data analysis using the qualitative data. It also investigates the focus group’s reflective journals, 

interviews and artefacts, to seek further understanding through the analysis of data under specific 

themes following the research questions:   

 How can IELTs preparation courses impact students’ writing of reflective journals?  

 What is the correlation between the IELTS writing band and students’ writing of 

reflective journals? 

3.1. Students’ Understanding of the Genre and Text Register  

The discourse analysis in the following section will support the understanding of students’ 

performance and development in reflective writing. That discourse analysis of reflections will be 

implemented to ease finding answers to the research questions on the correlation between 

performance in writing reflections, IELTS scores and preparation course.  

3.1.1. Genre and Reflections Topic vocabulary  

The analysis of students’ reflections revealed, they improved understanding of the genre as they 

progressed throughout their study levels (see reflections in appendices), which was presented 

through the ‘topic vocabulary’ to indicate to the context of reflections and the narrative genre. 

Since all the reflections were about the same general topic which is the practicum, it was noted that 

the three participants employed the topic words to shape the register of the genre. For example, 
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words such as school, students, classroom, lesson plan, teacher and lesson were used frequently in 

almost all reflections (see appendices). These topic words indicated the context that the reflections 

discussed, and was noted that the students A and C managed to use the topic words in a more linked 

structure (see appendices). However, student B developed the use of topic vocabulary in reflections 

as she progressed through the study levels, in terms of using linked focused topic words related to 

the main idea of the context discussed (student B’s reflections in appendices). For example, in level 

7 reflections which was about the verb to have and family tree lesson, student B mentioned terms 

such as lesson plan, planned, stage, teaching, etc., which all represented the topic vocabulary of 

the text and is linked together to narrate the concept. I assume that this development was related to 

the development of language level and performance in writing.     

As the students’ progressed through the levels in education, it seems that they understood further 

the narrative history genre, which was represented through the increased number of topic words to 

narrate events. The students used several words to narrate their experiences to the reader to 

represent the events’ sequence, time and reflect upon own teaching performance (see reflections in 

appendices). For instance, student A in level 1 reflection used minor topic words to indicate the 

time, such as ‘in the third week’. Meanwhile, she increased the use of sequential narrating words 

when writing level 7 reflection, such as ‘then’, ‘firstly’, ‘after twenty minutes’ and ‘in addition’. 

Student A, B and C also demonstrated an understanding of the purpose of writing reflective 

journals, which represented opinions on their teaching and identified issues along with 

recommendations (Table 2). I assume that the students developed an understanding of adding 

sequential topic terms to the narrative as they proceeded in learning further aspects to improve the 

genre context.   
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Table 2: Topic vocabulary used by the participants in almost all reflections. 

 

In addition, the most of the reflections of all students used an informal tone with some formality 

on occasions. They employed the topic vocabulary and expressions to affect the tone of the text. 

Some of these informal expressions were ‘I was delighted’, ‘I felt happy’, ‘playing hangman game’, 

‘relation with the student’ etc. On the other hand, the students used words to increase the formality 

of the context such as; ‘rule violations’, ‘instructor’, ‘my mentor’, ‘special need student’, ‘school 

facilities’, ‘meetings’ etc. There was also frequent use of the first person pronouns, which raised 

the level of informality as the writers were narrating the history of their practicum experiences.  

3.1.2. Reflections as Narrative History Genre Tenor, Field and Mode 

Reflective journals examinations revealed that the texts were written with the intention of being 

read by an expert, either the student herself or someone with expertise in the education field. This 

represented the social distance between the writers as being novice teachers writing to supervisors 

or mentors. Similarly, the roles and relationships between the participants in the reflections were 

represented through the use of expressions, opinions and feelings, which at certain occasion 

affected the informality of the texts. All three students included expressions of personal feelings to 
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describe events within their reflections. Student C used more feelings through the reflections and 

grew in the experiences and levels (Figure 2). For instance, the reflections seemed to show that the 

student’s first experience started more formal with less opinions and expressions, but the 

expressions of opinions and feelings increased as she got involved in teaching and learning with 

some informality of the contexts. It also provided an idea of the student’s further comprehension 

of writing the reflective journal which seemed to be related to language improvement due to 

progression.   

 

Figure 2: Selected expression, opinions and personal feelings in student C’s reflections. 

Student A’s reflections all included words, opinions and expressions that represented personal 

feelings. Opposite to student C, the number of used expressions and terms did not increase from 

the first reflection to the last, but all of student A’s reflections included at least five or more terms 

and expressions. Perhaps student A understood how to deal with the genre from the first level, and 

the opportunity to do free writing allowed her to express feelings, expressions and opinions more. 

This led to reveal the relationship between the writer and participants (Figure 3). It was notable 

that student A provided her own views in several parts of the reflections to support the balance of 
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having informal text and relationships with certain formality, presenting a better understanding of 

reflecting on her own abilities or observed school scenes. An assumption on student A’s language 

performance is that she had a good language knowledge starting from the first level, which could 

be related to previous strong foundations in language learning.    

 

Figure 3: Selected expressions, opinions and feelings from student A’s reflections. 

Student B’s reflections got a similar use of personal feelings, views and expressions to student A’s 

which could be due to information acquired through their study years about writing reflections. 

However, student B added the first person pronoun ‘my’ frequently to the participants such as ‘my 

students’ and ‘my teacher’. I assume that as the student proceeded through the years, the 

relationship with the participants became more important to her, because of the close feelings that 

the pronoun delivered to the reader (Figure 4). The analysis of reflections showed that all students 

used the first person pronoun ‘I’ commonly in their reflections, to indicate the informal exchange 

and communication between the participants. In addition, the use of first, second and third person 

pronouns increased the informal sense of communication in the narrative history genre (see 

appendices).   
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Figure 4: Excerpts from several of students B’s reflections  

Regarding the field of reflections, the situation took place at school. Therefore, the subject matter 

of the text was identified as the ‘teaching practicum’ and ‘teaching experience’. Student A, B and 

C used different words and references to indicate the experience such as ‘school’, ‘classroom’, 

‘teacher’, ‘activity’, ‘lesson plan’, etc. (Figure 5). Similarly, student A, B and C used the past tense 

to narrate the events as they happened in a previous experience, despite some mistakes and misuse 

of the tense on some occasions due to the language level (Table 3 & appendices).   

 

Figure 5: examples from different reflections of the focus group indicating the field of the situation.  
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Table 3: Excerpts from reflections on the good use of past tenses and some errors conducted.  

 

Additionally, the writers used different adverbial phrases to direct the readers on ‘when’, ‘how’ and 

‘where’ the teaching practice took place. For example, they used ‘when’, ‘in the third week’, ‘at 

the end of the lesson’ and ‘after teaching the lesson’. The students represented ‘where’ using ‘areas 

at the classroom’, ‘at school’ and ‘I divided the classroom’. Student C for example used sentences 

and phrases such as; ‘the last activity I used was the riddle cards which contain the new words of 

the whole unit’ and ‘I was moving around the groups to see their work and to take some photos’ to 

show ‘how’ things were done during the practicum (see appendices).  

As previously mentioned, reflections were written to be read by people who could assess the writer, 

or by the writers themselves to assess their own teaching abilities. This was reflected through the 

opinions provided for future lessons, and the comments whether the lessons went well or not 

(Figure 6). Furthermore, the students included explanations to the readers of some aspects to make 

them clearer. For example, student C in her first reflection explained the reason for writing the 

reflection, which is ‘in this task, I observe my mentor teacher for all of the day to take some notes 

about her roles and responsibilities in her teaching’.  
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Meanwhile, student A described the class of her mentor teacher aiming to make the readers imagine 

the situation. For instance, she wrote in her sixth reflection ‘my mentor teacher’s class was well 

organized and the classroom environment was supportive’. Student B provided examples of how 

a warm up activity can be by saying ‘this warm up or activity for instance a video, game, active 

worksheet, story, role play or even a song would make the students more active and motivated in 

the classroom’. The ‘mode’ of the reflections, was a text written by students for their bachelor 

degree in one of the educational institutions in the UAE. Hence, it was written for the purpose of 

task completion of their study requirements, so they got the combination of informal, personal and 

simple written pieces with occasional formality.    

 

Figure 6: Excerpts from students A’s, B’s and C’s reflections showing future recommendations and opinions.   

 

3.2. Grammatical & Lexical Cohesion 

3.2.1. Grammatical Cohesion   

With reference to the literature about the importance of the grammatical cohesion in reflections in 

particular and narrative history genre in general, the students A, B and C developed the use of 

suitable tense to enhance the cohesion of the text. They based the texts on the use of past tenses 
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either past simple tense as a part of the narrative genre, or the use of past continuous for example 

to talk about past routines occurred in schools in the discussed situation. Despite the use of past 

tenses, students sometimes included present or future tenses to mention a desire or a future decision 

in the upcoming lesson or plan (Table 3 and Figure 6).  

Another key feature noticed in reflective journals, was the occurrence of conjunctive cohesion, 

which includes conjunctions and adverbials. Each student in the focus group used different 

conjunctions and developed further understanding of their use as they went through the levels (see 

appendices). Student B used ‘moreover’ in reflection 4 to add further information regarding an 

event happened at the end of the practicum week (Figure 7). Meanwhile, student C included several 

conjunctions in the first reflection for different purposes (Figure 7). She used ‘secondly’ to add a 

further incident at school which was followed by ‘suddenly’ to indicate a sudden change in the 

event. Also used ‘after that’ to follow the sequence of what she narrated. Similarly, she added a 

controversy in the event using ‘however’ to indicate that the event changed into the opposite. In 

contrast, student A tended to use coordinating linking words like ‘and’ and ‘but’ more frequently 

in her reflection, and she used other conjunctions less frequently than other students. In spite of 

this, her reflection pieces still had a basic type of cohesion since the use of conjunctions were either 

subordinating or coordinating (see appendices). That development in the use of conjunctions 

showed that the students gained more language input, which led to further understanding on the 

use and functions of conjunctives within the genre.    
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            Figure 7: Excerpts representing the use of conjunctions by student B and C. 

The existence of different types of references in the focus group’s reflections were found to achieve 

further cohesion. First, the analysis of the texts revealed that the students used personal pronouns 

to refer to other participants in reflections and avoid repetition. This was clear through the use of 

anaphoric referencing using the 3rd person pronoun ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘they’ or ‘it’ (Table 4). To elaborate, 

student A in her level 4 reflection used the third person pronoun ‘she’ to refer to her MST (Mentor 

School Teacher) in the previous sentence. Student C used the pronoun ‘it’ to refer to the activity 

that the student wanted to choose. Similarly, student B used ‘it’ to refer to the noun ‘language’ in 

her level 6 reflection. Second, since the students A, B and C were narrating their own experience, 

they used the first person pronoun ‘I’ to refer to themselves as the main character in their own 

reflections (Table 4).  

Third, the students used possessive pronouns for the purpose of possessive reference such as the 

third person possessive ‘their’. For example, student A used ‘their’ in reflection 7 to refer to the 

class that she will be teaching. Also, student B used ‘their’ to refer to the students mentioned in 

reflection 4, which was also used by student C’s reflection 2 for the same purpose (Table 4). 

Furthermore, the focus group used the object pronoun ‘her’ to refer to a singular character in the 



2014201052  

36 
 

story, as in student C’s reflection 3 which was used as a reference to a girl in the class. The plural 

form ‘them’ was used more often to refer to characters in the narrative history genre, which referred 

to the ‘students’ in almost all the reflections. Additionally, student A used the reflective pronoun 

‘themselves’ to refer to the ‘literacy class’ in reflection 7 as well as using ‘myself’ to refer to herself 

in the same reflection. While student C used ‘themselves’ to refer to ‘one by one student’ and ‘their 

friends’, student B didn’t make use of reflexive pronouns in her texts. This is also applied to the 

use of the possessive (-s’, -‘s') to relate things to the nouns in the writing, and this was mostly found 

in student A’s reflections.  

Table 4: Pronouns use in some reflections as anaphoric reference.  

 

In addition, the students used mostly the determiners ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘those’ and ‘these’ for 

referencing purposes, which in most occasions preceded the noun (see appendices & figure 8). 
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These determiners were mostly used by all students to refer to nouns such as ‘class’, ‘lesson’, 

‘strategy’, ‘student’, and ‘teaching practice’ etc. Only student C ‘those’ when she quoted a 

sentence from a book where it was used to refer to ‘teachers who did not have high quality 

relationships’. ‘That’ was also mentioned in student C’s reflection 1 to point to ‘warning for the 

second time’, and also was used by student B in reflection 5 to refer to the sentence ‘eyes on me’. 

Student A used ‘that’ to point to ‘a brilliant lesson plan’ and ‘preparing a great lesson’ in reflection 

3. This shows that the students understood that the reflective genre is related to their personal 

experience in practicum and employed the determiners to refer to the participants in the text.    

 

                                     Figure 8: Excerpts representing the use of determiners in reflections. 

Another feature of grammatical cohesion was the use of ‘article reference’. Students used the 

definite article ‘the’ at several places in the text to refer back to something that was introduced 
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previously. Figure 9 shows that the students used ‘the’ mostly when talking about ‘class’, ‘time’, 

‘students’, ‘classroom’, ‘teacher’, etc. (see appendices), which all were introduced previously in 

their reflections and were mentioned with the definite article ‘the’ since the reader was familiar 

with the concept. This demonstrates the students’ ability in relating ideas and showed links that 

were developed as they progressed.      

 

                            Figure 9: Excerpts showing the use of ‘the’ for referencing purposes.  

3.2.2. Lexical Cohesion   

Regarding the lexical cohesion aspects found in the reflections, different items were noticed. The 

first key device was the use of ‘word repetition’ as part of tracking the readers’ attention along the 

reading, which was also mentioned as part of key topic vocabulary use. Repeating vocabulary as 

in Table 2 helped to tie the ideas in the reflections such as the repetition of the phrases and 

vocabulary like ‘students’ learning’ and ‘teacher’ (Figure 10). Student A repeated ‘students’ 

learning’ which was the focus of the teacher during that lesson.  
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Figure 10: Excerpt from student A’s reflection 6 showing the repetition of lexical terms.   

Similarly, student B in her 8th reflection discussed the importance of the ‘questioning technique’ in 

the classroom. Thus, she repeated words such as ‘questions’, ‘questioning techniques’, ‘answers’ 

and ‘guessing’, to keep the attention on the same topic being discussed (see appendices & Figure 

11). A similar example is what student C discussed in her 1st reflection that she will observe her 

mentor teacher and consider her tasks and responsibilities. Therefore, ‘role and responsibilities’ 

was repeated twice to emphasize the concept. Also, ‘teachers’ and ‘students’ were repeated a lot 

in the reflection to lead the narrative (see appendices and Figure 11). Student A repeated words 

such as ‘misbehavior’, ‘violently’, ‘lesson plan’ and ‘attention’ as well, to emphasize the 

importance of a lesson plan in controlling behavior. This shows that student A had a previous 

ability to tie the ideas together and link points through ‘words repetition’, while the other two 

improved this as they progressed.   
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Figure 11: Excerpts representing words repetition used the participants.  

Linked to this point, the students used another feature of lexical cohesion which were the 

synonyms. It is true that the amount of repetition exceeded the number of synonyms in the text, but 

still some synonyms existed within some reflections of each student. Student C used ‘students’ 

rather than saying ‘boys and girls’. She also used synonyms of ‘teacher’ in the same reflection like, 

‘tutor’ and ‘instructor’. Another use of synonyms was in student’s A reflection 1 when she wrote 

‘happy - delighted’ in the same text, and she used in reflection level 3 synonyms such as 

‘misbehavior problems - misbehavior actions’, ‘confident - self-assured’ and ‘kids - students - 

children’ which showed a variation in using different terms that meant the same (Tables 5, 6 & 7). 

Student B as shown below used synonyms in reflection 5 such as ‘involve - engage’ and ‘kids - 

students’. However, she had an error at the end of reflection 5 of using the synonyms ‘in my 
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opinion’ and ‘I think’ as a one whole phrase at the beginning of the sentence “so in my opinion I 

think my …” (see appendices). Considering these data and IELTS preparation course materials, the 

use of synonyms shows the students’ attempts to use a range of vocabulary which can be due to 

the raised awareness in language knowledge.  

Table 5: Examples of synonyms, antonyms and collocations in students A’s reflections.  
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Table 6: Examples of synonyms, antonyms and collocations in students B’s reflections. 

 

Table 7: Examples of synonyms, antonyms and collocations in students C’s reflections. 
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Students appeared to use the antonyms to show contradictive ideas under similar topics (Tables 5, 

6 & 7). For instance, student A in reflection 3 mentioned the following antonyms: ‘kids – adults’ 

and ‘negatively – effectively’ to indicate to classroom management strategies and their 

effectiveness. As shown in Table 5, student A used ‘higher ability students – lower ability students’ 

to show the differences between the levels, ‘together – one student’ to demonstrate the differences 

in interaction patterns in class, ‘damaged – fixed’ and ‘the circuit was broken – the circuit must be 

connected’ to show how she explained and helped the students in the exploration to discover 

differences. There were more effective use of antonyms in student A’s reflection 8, which really 

added a different type of link between the ideas discussed when she taught a science lesson.  

Conversely, both students B and C used less antonyms than student A. Student B used antonyms 

in the first and last reflections such as ‘confident – low self-esteem’, ‘correct – wrong’ and ‘critical 

answer – guessing’, and student C used three antonyms in reflection 5 as the highest number among 

reflections, but in the last two reflections she did not use any.   

This analysis shows also the use of collocations as another device to increase the text cohesion and 

make the written piece more predictable. All the students tended to use similar collocations related 

to the topic vocabulary. These are demonstrated below in Tables 5, 6 & 7. They were ‘language 

skills’, ‘teaching strategies’, ‘paying attention’, ‘class time’, ‘checking understanding’ and a 

‘teacher assistant’. It appeared that use of collocations in the reflections increased accordingly 

depending on the topic discussed and as students progressed. To elaborate, the increase occurred 

when the students reflected on their teaching experiences rather than when they observed for a task 

to be completed as part of the practicum requirement. For example, student A in reflection 4, 1, 7 

and 8 used more collocations as she talked about own experience in teaching and working in 
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schools, while in reflections 2 and 3 she narrated observation experiences and was instructed to 

write about topics such as ‘observing the school mentor’ and ‘the importance of planning’ (see 

appendices). Student B also had a similar example of using less collocations in reflections 1, 2, 3 

and 4 as they were related to observation tasks and short teaching lessons as a novice teacher. 

Conversely, in reflections 7 and 8 student B used collocations such ‘lesson plan’, ‘teaching goal’, 

‘family tree’, ‘questioning technique’ and ‘background knowledge’. Student C however was a 

different case, which could be related to her writing ability. Even though reflection 1 was written 

based on an observation task, she narrated the events more than the other students (see appendices 

student C reflection 1), so she used ‘classroom management’, ‘morning assembly’, ‘bad mood’, 

‘good mood’ and ‘class time’.  

The use of word sets in reflections was the most notable feature of lexical cohesion in students’ 

texts. The students used words in terms of ‘whole’ and ‘part’ indicate to parts of the lesson or the 

practicum as a whole term (see appendices). Student C mentioned the ‘very hungry caterpillar 

lesson’ as the whole term and other related terms which are; ‘aim’, ‘different activities’, ‘matching 

worksheet’ and ‘feedback’. Student A mentioned the ‘science lesson plan’ as a whole term and the 

other sub-terms are; ‘engagement stage’, ‘building knowledge stage’, ‘transition stage’, 

‘worksheet’, ‘played a game’, and ‘exploring’. Similarly to student B in reflection 8 employed 

‘questioning techniques’ as the whole term, while ‘guessing’, ‘critical answers’, ‘thinking’, ‘expect 

answers’ and ‘students’ background knowledge’ were the parts. This shows that the students 

developed an understanding of reflective genre different purposes and what can support the 

understanding of the reader through the lexical cohesion. That improvement can probably be 

related to the input gained in education classes or IELTS preparation courses.   
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3.3. Texts Organization and Coherence 

Regarding the organization and coherence of the focus groups’ reflections, examining the students’ 

reflective journals and artefacts of IETLS preparation materials, the students followed the narrative 

text organization. Students started with an ‘orientation’ paragraph that identified the writer’s 

intention and an introductory statement to ignite imagination of what is to be narrated. Then, the 

students had the ‘complications’ paragraph/s with the series of narrated events where some issues 

might arise. Finally the students ended with the ‘resolution’ or conclusion statement including 

future recommendation or whether the issue was resolved (see appendices). However, the 

organizations of some texts contained some errors such as not leaving spaces between the 

paragraphs, which therefore impacted coherence. As shown in the appendices of student C, all of 

her reflections easily identified separate paragraphs with each element of the narrative history 

organization. This appears to identify what the writer intended to present clearly and communicate 

the purpose of writing the reflections easily. For example, student’s C reflection 1, started by 

introducing the general topic of the reflection which was “Roles and responsibilities of the teachers 

mean…”, and ended with the statement that presented the intention of the writing “In this task, I 

observe my mentor…” (see appendices).  Figure 12 presents examples of statements selected from 

student C’s reflections to clearly present the purpose of each text which enhance the coherence. 

Student C thereby developed an understanding of the text and genre structure which can be related 

to previous input gained related to writing. 
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Figure 12: Excerpts from student C’s reflections showing the good identification of the writing purpose.  

Student A’s reflections showed improvements in writing clear statements in the orientation part, 

but the organization was still affected by the misuse of correct spacing between paragraphs and 

punctuation, as most of them were written as a whole one block (see appendices). Perhaps student 

A didn’t think of the reader as much as thinking about mirroring her own experiences to reflect on, 

and thought that she would be the one who will read these reflections. This presents the difference 

between reflective and IELTS writing, that writers in reflections would narrate the experience 

without having the restrictions of IELTS genre writing. In spite of this, student A clarified the 

purpose of writing each reflection in the ‘orientation’ section, which increased the coherence of 

the text. The purposes of the reflections as appeared in the analysis, from the first reflection to the 

last were; the experiences in the third week, previous experience at a primary school, classroom 

management, literacy in action observation task implementation within three weeks, school 

environment impact on students, reflecting the whole experience in the second week at a primary 
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government school, literacy class teaching experience, and finally teaching a science class (see 

appendices).  

Student B had a similar case of developing the coherence and organization of reflections, which 

were affected by the punctuation errors and the use of paragraphing (see appendices). What was 

notable is that student B wasn’t able to identify a specific purpose of writing reflections in reflection 

1 and 2, as the texts represented different ideas at once and reflected on general concepts. Later in 

the other reflections, the purpose of each reflection started to appear clearly. For example, 

reflection 3 narrated a lesson plan, a teaching practicum at a private school in reflection 4, a math 

lesson experience in reflection 5, a science lesson in the sixth one, an experience in teaching the 

family tree lesson and questioning techniques in the last one. This shows that student B’s coherence 

was affected by the input gained through the levels that improved her writing, where the IELTS 

score or preparation course may contributed in building the coherence of her writing.  

Further consideration of the narrative history genre coherence is that it increased in the 

complication or the body paragraph. This was clear through the enhanced clarity of the sequenced 

ideas, images created in the mind while reading some descriptive words to describe incidents and 

events that happened within the lesson. The students narrated their events as they progressed and 

described their lessons, and they tended to explain locations, feelings, sequences and flow of the 

lesson (see appendices and refer to the cohesion section). Writers on several occasions mentioned 

a complication or issues to be solved. The resolution of these complications appeared in the 

concluding the statement or paragraph, either the form of recommendation or suggestions for future 

development. A good example on this was noted in student A’s reflection 8 identifying the 

statement “I think that I should still work on my management skills because the students were very 
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excited and they were hyper…”, which was written as a recommendation and led to increase the 

coherence through understanding the intention of the writer. Student B also commented on the ‘Art 

class’ that was noisy in reflection 1. She mentioned it in the body paragraph and again in the 

conclusion as the writer was not satisfied about what happened (see appendices).  Student B also 

commented on a classroom management strategy and suggested a resolution to improve classroom 

management in reflection 1 (see appendices).  

3.4. IELTS Band and Students’ Reflective Journals Writing 

To investigate the IELTS band correlation with students’ reflections, the analysis of the discourse 

done in the previous sections will be taken into consideration. This will also be supported by the 

IELTS band descriptors used to assess IELTS, reflections assessment criteria used in education and 

students bands gained when entered and to exit the B.Ed. degree.  

3.4.1. Student A 

Regarding student A’s reflections, her performances were consistent and increased slightly as she 

progressed throughout the education years. This was evident when considering both IELTS and 

education reflective writing criteria. The student gained the overall band of 5.5 in IELTS when 

entered the program without knowing her writing band. When considering the education criteria 

her first, second and third reflections were similar in terms of clarity which was within the range 

of A and B grades. This means that the student was able to express ideas with consistent accuracy 

and few errors. Similarly, the organization of the text fell between the B and C grades of having 

general clear points organized logically despite minor shortfalls in punctuation or text design (see 

appendices).  
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The consideration of the IELTS criteria revealed, the student A’s first three reflections lied in the 

category of band 6 – 6.5 in achieving the task purpose, presenting the main ideas and position of 

discussion. The coherence of the task was maintained within the range of 5.5 – 6, where student A 

narrated the ideas sequentially and used coordinating linkers (see grammatical cohesion section). 

This was evident through student A’s answer in the interview, when described how her journal 

improved through the study levels, she mentioned that the journal started as descriptive and then 

she learned how to be more critical (interview question 7 in appendices). In spite of that, further 

linking cohesive devices and logical ordering of ideas were recommended. Both grammatical and 

lexical resources ranged between bands 6-7, as the students employed well a variety of lexical 

items and grammatical aspects. Even though the student misused the accurate tense on occasions, 

she still had continuous consistency in verb tense agreement (Figure 13 and appendices).      

Regarding the IELTS reports in the appendices, student A received band 6.5 when she reached 

level 6 in education as an exit score to graduate. As mentioned, that the difference in the writing 

performance changed slightly compared to the previous levels, as there were some improvements 

in the way of discussing the points, presenting students’ learning, coherence and cohesion of the 

text. Based on the analysis, student A’s level in writing was higher than her actual second IELTS 

score when considering the IELTS band descriptor provided in the appendices. According to 

question 3 in the interview, student A responded that taking the IELTS test did not affect her 

English skills (see appendices). In addition, student A responded to questions 1 and 2 in the 

interview about the effectiveness of the IELTS that there were some external factors that affected 

the actual performance of the student. Thus, from her own point of view the IELTS score may not 

reflect accurately the actual level in the target English skills (Figure 13).  
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Figure 13: Student A’s response to questions 1 and 2 in the interview.  

3.4.2. Student B 

Student B’s case in the analysis differed from student A’s, which showed that there was a notable 

difference in both the IELTS bands, suggested scores assigned when considering the IELTS 

descriptors and reflections criteria (Figure 14 & appendices). When student B first joined the 

education program, she received band 5.5 in writing and a similar band for the overall score. Yet, 

as shown in the following Figure 14 that considering the descriptors to identify a suitable grade for 

her reflective writing provided a lower suggested score than the one given in IELTS. The bar chart 

demonstrates that student B in her first three reflections were given the scores of around 4 – 4.5, 

which considered lower than the following years (Figure 14). This shows that the student wasn’t 

quite familiar with the task concept, unable to tie the ideas together coherently, and lacking in the 

variety of lexis and the range of grammatical resources. This also matches the criteria followed in 

education to assess reflections, which shows that these reflections can be at the C – D grades in the 

clarity and task organization (see appendices). As the student progressed through the levels, she 

improved in reflections 4, 5, and 6 in understanding the purpose of the task and combining the 

ideas together. Still,  she was not able to improve both grammar and vocabulary use and as the 
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descriptors provided that she can be categorized in band 4.5, while it increased to band 5 in the 

other two categories (see appendices).        

 

Figure 14: A bar char representing the suggested IELTS scores given to student B by the researcher based on IELTS 

band descriptors.   

According to the second IELTS report of receiving 5.5 in writing in the last two levels, as well as 

the other evidences from the interview questions, education criteria and IELTS band descriptor, 

which support the results of having a dramatic change in writing reflections 7 and 8. Therefore, 

student B mentioned that her level changed and improved after taking the IELTS and gained band 

6 to exit the program (interview question 3 in appendices). Furthermore, the education criteria and 

the band descriptors agreed that student B was able to communicate the purpose of reflections 

writing, link the ideas, reflect on own ability and students’ learning (Table 8). The student was also 

able to use variety of high level vocabulary, write grammatically cohesive sentences with fewer 

errors noted as represented in the descriptors (Figure 14). This was also mentioned in the fourth 

interview question about the challenges faced in writing journals. Student B replied that grammar 
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mistakes were considered a challenge but she overcame the issue when she developed the language 

(see appendices). It appears that the time, course input and skills practice for IELTS had a major 

effecton student B’s reflective writing development.  

Table 8: Suggested grades based on the education reflective writing criteria given to student B by the researcher.  

 

3.4.3. Student C 

 

Figure 15: A bar char representing the suggested IELTS scores given to student C by the researcher based on IELTS 
band descriptors.   
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Table 9: Suggested grades based on the education reflective writing criteria given to student C by the researcher. 

 

 

With regard to students C’s writing, she had a similar consistency in the level to student A. As 

shown in Figure 15 that in the IELTS band descriptor her level varied between 5.5 and 6 starting 

from reflection 1 up to the fifth one. This also agrees with the education department criteria of 

assessing reflections (Figure 15 & Table 9). It appears that student C’s language level was already 

at a good stage which also matched student C’s first writing IELTS score of 5.5. Student C also 

demonstrated an understanding of the task through reflecting on her ability and observed teaching 

experience as well as her students’ learning. In addition, the task organization was well 

comprehended despite minor errors in the punctuation. This agrees with the IELTS grading 

descriptor of having a coherent text that narrated the purpose of writing reflections clearly 

following the writer’s line of thought (Figure 15, Table 9 & appendices). Simultaneously, student 

C declared in the interview that one of the major challenges faced in writing reflections was in the 

correct use of grammatical aspects and lexical elements. This agrees with the analysis of the texts 

using the criteria sheets as shown in the table above and Figure 15.  
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After taking the second IELTS exam for the graduation process, student C’s level improved as 

shown in the IELTS report of getting band 6 in writing (see appendices). This was also stated by 

student C in interview question 3 that her English has improved since she joined the education 

department (see appendices). Aspects such as grammar use and effective use of lexical resources 

increased, led to improvements in the communication of the task purpose and reflective discussion 

(Figure 15 & Table 9).    

3.5. IELTS Preparation Courses and Students’ Reflective Journals 

Writing  

This part of the data analysis will examine whether IELTS preparation courses affected the 

development of students’ writing performance in IELTS, and therefore affected the students’ 

writing skills in reflections respectively. That identification will require looking at students’ 

interview responses, scores in IELTS reports, discourse analysis of section 2.3. and samples of 

materials used in preparation courses to improve language skills.  

Student A’s response to question 7 in the interview was that she didn’t take any preparation courses, 

and only her study through college levels led to the development of her writing skills (see 

appendices). Other evidences in her response was explained in the previous section of having a 

good performance throughout her reflections, as well as the slight improvement in the writing 

aspects based on education and IELTS criteria. In addition, the score achieved in the final report 

and what she mentioned about having 5.5 as a previous score, student A stated that there were other 

factors that led her to enhance her language skills other than taking preparation courses in IELTS 

(Figure 16). These factors were all related to the experiences she passed through and the 

surrounding environment that shaped her learning as an EFL student.  
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Figure 16: Excerpt from student A’s interview question no.8. 

In contrast, both students B and C took the preparation courses to improve their language skills and 

prepare for taking the IELTS test, which both declared in the interview question 8 (Figure 17). 

Student C’s level was similar to student A’s case, and she mentioned benefiting a lot from the 

courses taken at the college to enhance English skills. In fact, student C’s score taken in 2014 was 

5.5 and this increased in 2017 to 6 in writing and the overall band, which could be considered as a 

benefit of taking the additional preparations for IELTS. Another point mentioned by student C is 

that checking drafts, getting feedback and searching for topics helped to raise the understanding of 

language accuracy and using vocabulary to support the genre of the text. Student C’s research may 

have helped her learn words and unconsciously led her to raise the awareness that each genre 

requires a specific register, which also increased her understanding about the different intentions 

of different genres. Based on the analysis of the previous sections, both students developed the use 

of conjunctions needed for reflections as a narrative history genre. This was noted through the 

course materials used, such as teaching students how to write academic writing (see appendices). 

To elaborate more, the students were exposed to punctuation practices in order to improve the 

writing of coherent texts, which is reflected in student B’s work. After taking the preparation 

courses her writing of reflections changed in terms of improving the use of punctuations, which 

made her writing more comprehensible (see appendices, Sections 4.2 & 4.1.2).  
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Figure 17: Excerpt from students B’s and C’s interview question no.8. 

Teaching students the different types of genres that usually exist in IELTS writing tasks, helped 

students B and C understand the differences further. This appeared through increasing the amount 

of opinions in reflections and recommendations, particularly when they taught their own lessons 

(see appendices). According to student B, taking the IELTS classes, IELTS web site practices and 

going through the education classes helped to enhance her level in English. This impacted her 

writing and understanding of sentence formation, which was considered a major issue in her 

reflections 1 to 5. Student B improved writing sentences with additional cohesion, improved her 

grammar and vocabulary terms to support the context (see appendices). She declared that the 

education classes impacted her development of English skills besides taking the IELTS lessons 

thereby IELTS was not the main factor of her development (Figure 17). Student C added further 

aspects that led to the growth of her language level such as reading stories, watching English 

movies, communicating with other people, etc. (Figure 17).    
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations  

Introduction  

This section presents the findings identified from the previous chapter along with the discussion. 

The research conclusion, recommendations and limitations will also be included as part of this 

chapter.  

5.1. Discussion  

The qualitative data will be discussed to answer the stated research focus questions. For this 

purpose, students’ reflections from different education levels, IELTS reports, preparation courses 

materials and students’ interviews will be examined to answer the research questions and 

hypothesis. Based on the hypothesis that students with prior preparations to IELTS could perform 

better in writing reflections, and their differences in IELTS bands could correlates with the 

achievement in writing reflections, are considered in the examination to identify the results. 

5.1.1. IELTS Band Correlation to Reflective Writing 

The data revealed different results related to the correlation of the IELTS band and students’ writing 

of reflections. The first result found is that the IELTS band cannot reflect all the students’ actual 

language ability accurately (Ata 2015; Freimuth 2014). For example, some students were 

recognized at a higher level and already possessed a good performance in writing reflections, as in 

the case of student A. The reason is that the student developed an understanding of writing the 

genre of reflections categorized as a narrative history genre (Derewianka 2000; McGuire et al. 

2009). In addition, the students developed a sense of writing the narrative history type of genres, 

which may be due to the development of writing skills and language level as they progressed 
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(Harmer 2001). The reason for this is the efficiency in using the topic vocabulary and genre register 

which adding clarity to the content being discussed (Quirke et al. 2009). Yet, this cannot guarantee 

the students’ successful understanding of the genre, but rather can represent the understanding of 

writing reflections due to course requirements, or being trained to write such texts (Lightbown & 

Spada 2013; Wingate & Tribble 2012). Therefore, the students with high language ability can be 

expected to have a wide range of vocabulary, which can be employed to support the text register 

and enhance the clarity of the genre (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010). This is also leads to representing the 

social context and the purpose of writing reflective journals through the presentation of terms that 

identifies the narration, as well as providing critical opinions to mirror the teaching experiences 

and recommend further improvements in learning and teaching (Bawarshi and Reiff 2010; Lukin 

et al. 2011). Moreover, based on the interview answers and the previous analysis, students A and 

B who are already had a very good language skills that didn’t correlate to the IELTS test band. 

This is related to having strong foundations in learning English either in schools or when entering 

the college. Taking the IELTS test for some students with good language skills was only considered 

a requirement in the field of study completion (El Massah & Fadly 2017; Freimuth 2014) rather 

than a way to improve their English, which shows a weakness in IELTS as a testing tool.  

In contrast, as demonstrated in student B’s case, her language ability was lower than the received 

IELTS band when she joined the education program. Hence, that low language ability was shown 

in writing reflective journals with less coherence, and grammatical and lexical cohesion. Perhaps 

the reason for having an IELTS band that is higher than the actual language skills, could be due to 

being trained to answer the questions and practiced how to deal with IELTS test types (Hughes 

2003; Mahlberg 2006; Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015). However, reflective journals writing 
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proven that free writing strategies showed students’ actual abilities in understanding and presenting 

writing aspects. This also can affect the written genre comprehension and the ability of presenting 

the purpose of the text, which can be the result of having a range of grammatical resources and 

vocabulary (Cameron 2001; Leech et al. 2001).  

The second result identified is that IELTS band can still demonstrate a change in some students’ 

language performance, even if that change is considered as a slight difference from the actual 

English language ability (Gitsaki et al. 2014; Raven 2011). The representation of the IELTS band 

can be shown either as the student’s recent performance or a development in the English language 

skills. The findings showed that student C’s writing performance of reflections which also matched 

the IELTS writing of 5.5, as well as student B’s language development in the final reflections, 

which is different that student A’s situation (Brown 2007; Spencer 2009). Regarding student C’s 

situation, Perhaps when she firstly joined the education program at the university her language 

level existed at the same range of the IELTS band, presented through her understanding of not only 

the IELTS writing genres but also her reflections (Asador et.al 2016; Wilson 2016). However, with 

student B’s case and due to the development of language happening at the end of her education 

years, the IELTS band was able to describe the language learning level which matches the analysis 

of the reflections done in the previous section. Therefore, a further result can be gained that the 

change in student B’s level was due to taking preparation courses to improve her language, which 

was also stated in the interviews questions (Hughes 2003; Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015). This 

led to raising the student’s understanding of writing reflections, learning how to represent a tied 

coherent genre through using a text register, developing the use of punctuations and providing a 

line of connected thoughts using the grammatical cohesion (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010; Harmer 2004; 
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Lukin et al. 2011). On the side of reflective writing, the student was able to present opinions on 

own teaching, critically think about issues and identify solutions, as well as judging the classroom 

experience (McGuire et al. 2009). Similarly, student C shared the same opinion about taking the 

IELTS band and preparation courses, showed similarity between the evaluation of her reflections 

and the match with her second score.  

5.1.2. IELTS Preparation Course Impacts on Reflective Writing 

The third result, that IELTS preparation courses play a significant role in enhancing the writing 

skills and language in general for both students B and C, which in turn impacted the writing of 

reflections (Hughes 2003; Moore & Morton 2005). As a reason for that is the exposure to different 

tips and practices during the preparation class to learn the language effectively. This also enlarges 

the picture of viewing writing of more than just scripting, but rather as constructing discussions 

within coherent written pieces, and becoming more critical and analytical in presenting ideas using 

the language (Emmitt et al. 2003; Hughes 2003; Spencer 2009). Another benefit of taking 

preparation courses, is increasing confidence which was also presented through the writing flow of 

the text and ideas (Slavin 2014; Vialle et al. 2008). It seems that preparation courses gave both 

students B’s and C’s the ability to write confidently, which impacted the writing of reflections 

through presenting opinions, anticipating reasons and constructing discussions (Hyland 2007; 

Slavin 2014). In addition, the students were able to employ further lexical terms and grammatical 

resources such as conjunctions, subject-verb agreement, correct tenses and other grammatical 

aspects to support the cohesion (Bawarshi & Reiff 2010). Another benefit of these course noted is 

the consolidation of text organization, building sentences and effective punctuation leading to 

writing coherent reflections in the later levels after taking the IELTS test (Derewianka 2000; 
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Wingate & Tribble 2012). A further benefit is that the students’ exposure to different genres as 

preparation course materials showed, enabled them to understand further how to follow the 

narrative history genre text construction. This built the ability to provide the needed information 

through the use of grammatical and lexical cohesions mentioned in the above section. Similarly, 

the students developed a sense of writing well-structured texts identifying the introductory 

statements, body paragraphs and concluding sentences (Derewianka 2000; Wilson 2016).   

Nevertheless, since the students were joining the education program where all courses are taught 

in English, there is a chance that the language development could happen within the education 

classrooms, not only the preparation courses (Spencer 2009; Quirke & Zagallo 2009). Student A’s, 

B’s and C’s answers in the interview indicated that other education courses hold importance in 

their language development. That benefited their understanding of how to structure clear and 

purposeful reflections which were done through the practicum courses (Brown 2007; Spencer 

2009). Furthermore, it appeared that reflections combined both the formality of IELTS writing and 

the informality of free written pieces. This is due to the fact that both IELTS writing and reflections 

undergo an assessment process which grants a grade to the EFL learner (Lukin et al. 2011).   

A contradicting result also found when the researcher used IELTS descriptors and reflections 

criteria, other factors can contribute in differing the IELTS band from the performance in writing 

reflections, such as having different markers, band descriptors and criteria for marking (Gitsaki et 

al. 2014; Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015). The difference in the people who are assessing the 

IELTS test and reflections can be a major factor, due to the differences in the marking scheme that 

each one follows. Furthermore, some designed criteria at university levels may not be created to 

assess the language in depth, rather to assess the general concept of the task (Freeman & Freeman 
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2001; Vialle et al. 2008). This was presented through the criteria followed in education to assess 

the performance in reflections, as more attention was given to how the reflections are representing 

their purposes rather than focusing on the language aspects. Therefore, IELTS and education 

criteria are not considered as strong measures of language performance, as each measures specific 

skills and context.         

5.2. Conclusion  

This study was implemented to explore the correlation of IELTS band and preparation courses to 

students’ writing of reflective journals in one of the UAE higher education institutions. The 

research found that the IELTS band cannot be given a final judgment, as there are different factors 

affecting it. Students’ level in English, previous language knowledge, study input and preparation 

courses can all affect the IELTS as a tool for language testing (Ata 2015: Quirke & Zagallo 2009). 

Yet, the study revealed that the preparation courses had an impact on reflective writing as it added 

further input and consolidation to the language for two participants.  

The students’ language and writing showed improvement as the students progressed through the 

levels. They built further confidence towards writing reflective journals which were observed 

through their reflection samples (Bamberg 2011: Hughes 2003). Their ability to critically identify 

issues, anticipate solutions, critically judge the experience, provide opinions and recommendations 

for further enhancement were constructed effectively (Hyland 2007). That change was notable at 

the end of the study levels and after the second IELTS band, which could be due to their education 

studies or preparation courses leading to that improvement.  
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The students’ development in English writing and other skills were identified through the students’ 

responses to questions in the interviews. The IELTS reports and materials from the preparation 

courses also provided a clearer idea on the amount of change in the language. The students who 

took the preparation courses were provided with the opportunities to practice and improve their 

writing experiences and language while preparing for the IELTS test. Lessons in the preparation 

courses were designed to cover broader skills of writing and text organization than just only IELTS 

writing tests (Panahi & Mohammaditabar 2015; Slavin 2014; Wilson 2016). However, the student 

who didn’t take the course developed also the language which can be related to the input given 

through her study at the college. In spite of that, the IELTS score was considered highly important 

simply because it is a requirement, as the students stated in the interviews that there were other 

factors leading to the change in their language and writing of reflections.  

The amount of knowledge gained through education courses and how reflections were assessed 

also helped to shape the students’ understanding of reflective journals. The students learned to 

narrow their focus on narrating the practicum experience and identified strengths and weaknesses 

to be improved (Spencer 2009). The findings also show that the course criteria assessing the 

language may not match the one for IELTS, which presents another factor to support IELTS 

requirements may differ from academic writing at universities.      

To conclude, students’ second language learning performance and ability cannot be judged by only 

a language test such as IELTS. The students faced challenges in learning language and 

understanding different genres, which they can overcome through additional practice and input 

given by instructors.      
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5.3. Recommendations   

Two main types of recommendations are stated to improve this study; one is related to the 

improvement of writing reflective journal, and the other is related to further researches to be 

conducted related to this study. Based on the findings, it is recommended that language learning 

must not be separated from college assignments; especially if that requires the use of language to 

write a report, reflection or essay. Another aspect is that EFL learners require further consolidation 

of language even if they are at a college level, and more emphasis on language assessment needs 

to be presented through assessments other than IELTS. In addition, providing additional sessions 

to improve language skills is highly recommended to add further to students’ performances. 

Regarding further research to be conducted in a similar field of the study, it can be extended to 

compare the impact of IELTS performance to the new testing system implemented in the UAE 

higher education, which is called EmSAT (Emirates Standard Test). Another replication of the 

study could consider the correlation between the EmSAT test and English as foreign language 

learners’ performance. It is also recommended to use the discourse analysis in this research and 

implement it to a wider range of participants. This will help to identify the development of 

performance in writing reflections, to consider the impact of college courses on students writing 

development. It can be also extended to measure the development of other language skills for 

novice teachers until their graduation not only writing.    

5.4. Limitations      

The study has limitations which can be due to the size of the focus group as only three students 

were selected for the research. Therefore, the results cannot represent all English language learners 

taking the IELTS, and cannot represent all cases of students writing reflections in higher education. 
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Also the research only involved female students which cannot be generalized over male learners. 

Another limitation is that due to the time of conducting the research, it was difficult to gain the 

tools easily from the students as some had already graduated and other lost some documents. For 

example, students A didn’t have the first IELTS band, and students C had not yet reached level 

eight and therefore hadn’t had the eighth reflection. The number of the students taking the 

preparation courses was considered low which is not enough to measure its effectiveness with the 

consideration of other students’ attitudes toward the course.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Research permission letter to conduct my study with signature of the 

Dean of Academic Operations at the institution. The research topic has changed 

slightly but still related to the focus and required similar data.   
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Appendix 2: Research participants’ IELTS reports .  

Student A’s IELTS Report 
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Student B’s IELTS Report 1 
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Student B’s IELTS Report 2 
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Student C’s IELTS Report 1 
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Student C’s IELTS Report 2 
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Appendix 3: Students A’s, B’s and C’s reflections.  
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Appendix 4: Students A’s interview questions and answers .
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Appendix 5: IELTS band descriptors used in preparation courses. 
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IELTS task 2 writing band descriptors (public version). (n.d.). British Council. [Accessed 10 February 2018]. 

Available at: https://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/2018-

01/IELTS_task_2_Writing_band_descriptors.pdf   

https://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/2018-01/IELTS_task_2_Writing_band_descriptors.pdf
https://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/2018-01/IELTS_task_2_Writing_band_descriptors.pdf
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Appendix 6: Education reflective journals criteria used as an artefact from 

education practicum courses. 
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Appendix 7: IELTS preparation course materials.  
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