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Deconstructing Summary Writing:
Further Exploration of L2 Reading and
Writing

Jingjing Qin'® and Timothy Groombridge'"

Abstract

The hybrid nature of reading-to-write tasks calls for more empirical research on understanding the relationship between L2
reading, writing, and proficiency. This study examines summaries written by 46 Emirati university students, who were asked
to write a 150-word summary of an expository text on the topic of “consumerism” during class hours. The summary was
assessed based on an analytic rubric. It was also assessed quantitatively in terms of the inclusion of the number of important
ideas from the source text, namely, content analysis scores. In addition, the students’ language proficiency, reading proficiency,
and writing proficiency had already been externally ascertained with their recent IELTS scores. Significantly positive correla-
tions were found between summary scores and IELTS reading scores, IELTS writing scores, and IELTS proficiency scores.
Only a significantly positive relationship was found between content analysis scores and IELTS reading scores, but not the
IELTS writing scores and IELTS proficiency scores. This implies the importance of enhancing students’ reading, writing, and
language proficiency to help them write an effective summary, and reading in itself is insufficient in the production of an effec-

tive summary.
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Over the past two decades, there has been a shift from
discrete reading-only tasks and writing-only tasks within
both L1 and L2 classrooms to hybrid tasks, assignments,
and assessments that involve both reading and writing.
In an academic setting, such tasks are seen as more
authentic, as they seem to provide a more accurate repre-
sentation of what students do, particularly what is
expected of them at tertiary levels. Several studies have
focused on what students do when writing a summary
and on the effectiveness of the use of source texts
(Cumming et al., 2016; McCulloch, 2013). There can be
no doubt about the importance of summary writing in a
learner’s academic output, particularly in higher educa-
tion where students regularly are asked to do their own
research and to submit essays that exhibit not only just
acceptable levels of writing in terms of syntactic control
and mechanics but also that key information from
sources has been identified and then re-portrayed in the
student’s own words through paraphrasing or summariz-
ing. Nevertheless, the question remains as to what fac-
tors affect the potential quality of a summary and what
attributes a proficient summary writer brings to the

reading-to-write class, either as part of their normal day-
to-day studies or during assessments that might be key
to passing a particular course.

It has long been recognized that certain operations
take place during the type of task under discussion, tasks
that involve reading one or more source texts and then
transferring some or all of the important information
into a new piece of writing, or in simple terms, a sum-
mary. The seminal study by Kintsch and van Dijk (1978)
identified and labeled the various operations intrinsic to
writing an effective summary; these operations involve
the organization of a text into a cohesive unit, reducing a
text to enable its gist to be understood and then the pro-
duction of a new text which must be created from mem-
ory and the understanding of the original piece of
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writing. Clearly, students often need to make consider-
able mental effort when analyzing a text (Ali & Razali,
2019), and numerous studies have remarked on the chal-
lenging nature of this type of reading-to-write tasks that
students are regularly required to do, especially in ter-
tiary education (Alaofi, 2020; Chuenchaichon, 2022). As
aptly pointed out by McDonough et al. (2014), summary
writing necessitates a good command of reading compre-
hension, writing abilities, as well as linguistic repertories
for paraphrasing, which may pose challenges in particu-
lar for L2 writers with low proficiency.

In terms of reading, writing and, language profi-
ciency, various studies have attempted to show what fac-
tors might be affecting summary writing and what it is
that the effective summary writer brings to the reading-
to-write task. Asencion Delaney (2008) ) in a study
involving both L1 and L2 university students reported a
low correlation between the reading-to-write tasks and
the independent writing measure, and the correlation
between the reading test and the reading-to-write tasks
had only weak significance. In contrast, Mokeddem and
Houcine (2016), in a study on intermediate ESL univer-
sity students in Algeria, reported that reading compre-
hension was a significant factor in terms of summary
production. Likewsie, Choi et al. (2018) examined the
summary writing skills of advanced Korean learners of
English and found that reading levels played a major
role as regards summary writing.

Regarding language proficiency, researchers have
maintained that it impacts source use (see Cumming
et al., 2016 for a meta-analysis of a number of studies
that have been made about students writing from
sources). In a study that emphasized a systemic func-
tional approach to summary writing, Yasuda (2015)
demonstrated that higher levels of proficiency resulted in
more effective lexico-grammatical choices being made.
Moreover, when investigating university students in
Malaysia, Romly et al. (2018) found that lower levels of
proficiency were likely to cause problems with reading
comprehension. Likewise, Marzec-Stawiarska (2016)
noted that lower-level proficiency students were more
likely to use bottom-up strategies when reading as
opposed to their higher-level peers who were able to
move away from smaller linguistic units using top-down
organizational strategies and the successful utilization of
schema. The accumulated studies seem to suggest that a
higher level of proficiency would result in greater source
integration while copying and failing to paraphrase effec-
tively was more prevalent among leaners with lower lev-
els (Li, 2021; Stander, 2020). To add complexity of the
issue, with a focus on Chinese college students, Li (2014)
suggested that when summarizing, writing strategies
rather than the learners’ reading and writing levels, had
a greater effect on task performance. He further posited

that their general proficiency levels had negligible influ-
ence over both reading and writing strategies.

Clearly, sufficient levels of reading and writing ability
are necessary to tackle a hybrid reading-to-write task.
Nevertheless, the conflicting results from the correla-
tional studies and research suggests that more evidence is
needed regarding reading, writing, proficiency, and inte-
grated task scores. To further investigate what students
do when attempting a hybrid read-to-write task in L2, it
may be insightful to see what kind of information is
extracted by learners to be used in the summary. It
would be intuitive to suggest that the higher such levels,
the better the summary writing will be, but more empiri-
cal studies are needed. Moreover, further research can be
established which of the skills, if any, has the most posi-
tive effect on accurate textual conflation. To address this,
the present study is also interested in measuring what
kind of information L2 learners use in a summary writ-
ing task, and how the use of content is correlated to L2
reading, L2 writing, and L2 language proficiency. These
are the questions that are the focus of the current study:

e Research Question 1: What is the relationship
between L2 reading and L2 summary writing in
terms of both summary scores and the content
analysis scores?

e Research Question 2: What is the relationship
between L2 writing and L2 summary writing in
terms of both summary scores and the content
analysis scores?

e Research Question 3: What is the relationship
between L2 language proficiency and L2 summary
writing in terms of both summary scores and the
content analysis scores?

Method

Participants

The participants involved in this study were all 19- or 20-
year-old female university students enrolled on a pre-
majors General Education program at a government uni-
versity in the United Arab Emirates. All were Emirati
with Arabic as L1, and English as L2. They were in the
second semester of this program. Students in the General
Education program were required to take three academic
writing courses at three different levels before moving to
their disciplinary studies. The first writing course focused
on the basic paragraph-level writing, and the second writ-
ing course on the summarizing and paragraphing skills,
and the third one on argumentative skills. The partici-
pants were taking the second-level writing courses with
both researchers. It should be noted that the study was
based on a convenience sample where 57 students from
three different sections taught by the researchers
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participated in the study on a voluntary basis. Written
consent forms were obtained from all the participants
who were willing to participate. In the end, 46 students’
summary tasks were analyzed, as the remaining 11 either
had not done the IELTS examination or were unwilling
to participate in the study. The overall IELTS scores
taken by these students in the previous year ranged from
5 to 7 with a mean of 5.5.

Procedure

As part of their regular writing course, students were
being instructed in summary writing for the first 4 weeks
of the semester with 3 hours per week, and at the end of
this summary writing module, they were asked to com-
plete a summary writing assessment, which accounted
for 15% of the final grade. Due to the high-risk nature
of this assessment, presumably the participants took this
test seriously. In the summary assessment, the students
were required to read a 725-word text on the topic of
“consumerism” (see Appendix A) and then write a sum-
mary of that text in approximately 100 to 150 words
within 80 minutes (see Appendix B for the writing task).
In addition, these students’ IELTS scores were provided
in their academic records as part of university entrance
requirements. It should be noted that ethical clearance of
the study was obtained from the institutional ethics
committee.

Analysis

All students’ summary writing was graded with the pre-
scribed university rubric, a four-band criteria scale (see
Appendix C) and consequently a percentage score was
awarded. The analytic rubric consists of four different
areas: 1) content including an effective thesis; grasping
key information; approximate citation of the source text,
2) organization, coherence and cohesion, 3) style and
tone, and 4) language use including grammar and punc-
tuations. In addition, to examine how well the students
were able to extract main ideas for the summary task, a
further score was awarded for the purposes of this study
using the content analysis. The first researcher had a
PhD in applied linguistics while possessing extensive
teaching experiences in academic writing as well as grad-
ing academic essays. The second researcher had a MA in
applied linguistics and also had a dozen years of experi-
ences in teaching academic writing. They analyzed the
text independently and developed the rubric for the
importance of ideas based on the hierarchy of the infor-
mation, and 5points was awarded for inclusion of the
one key idea of the whole text and 3 points given for each
sub-point of which there were 5, providing a maximum
total of 20 points. Both intra and inter-rater reliability

Table I. Statistics of Students’ [ELTS Scores, Summary Scores,
and Content Analysis Scores.

Min Max M SD
IELTS reading 4.0 85 5.24 0.77
IELTS writing 35 7.0 5.36 0.74
IELTS proficiency 45 7.5 5.73 .65
Summary score 67 92 76.29 6.78
Content analysis score 0 20 7.63 4.12

were accounted for; the two researchers blind-scored ten
papers and the inter-rater reliability for scoring the sum-
mary was 87.9% based on Cohen’s Kappa, and the sec-
ond author randomly marked each summary twice and
the intra-rater reliability based on the percent of the
agreement was 94%; Both authors did the content analy-
sis of all the students’ summaries, and the inter-rater
reliability was 95% based on Cohen’s Kappa.

Although not the main focus of the present study, the
second researcher also gained additional information
about the mental processes that students went through
and the strategies the students employed during the sum-
mary writing task. After the assessments had taken place
and after they had been scored; 10 of the students agreed
to be interviewed about the writing task. Written consent
forms were obtained from these ten students who were
willing to participate in the interviews. They exhibited
different levels of achievement with the task and who had
different recorded levels of reading, writing and language
proficiency, as determined by their IELTS scores. They
were all asked the same questions, either individually or
in pairs. The questions concerned what they did during
both the reading stage and the writing stage; these post
think-aloud interviews possibly shed further light on the
results that follow. All the data files and Supplemental
Materials of the present study can be accessed through
the Open Science Framework website (the link is shared
in the author note on the title page.)

Results
Correlational Analysis

Table 1 presents the basic statistics of students’ IELTS
reading, writing, and proficiency, summary scores, and
content analysis scores, including minimum, maximum,
mean, and standard deviation.

The first research question examined the relationship
between L2 reading and L2 summary writing in terms of
the summary scores and the content analysis scores.
Correlational studies were conducted between IELTS
reading and the summary scores and the content analysis
scores, and a significantly positive correlation was found
between IELTS reading scores and overall summary
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Table 2. Comparison of Scores for Mary and Sally—IELTS and Summary Scores.

IELTS reading IELTS writing IELTS proficiency Summary score Content analysis score
Mary 6.5 7 6.5 91 20
Sally 5.5 5 74 3

scores (r = 0.55*%* p = .000), and IELTS reading scores
and content analysis scores (r = 0.35%*, p = .009).

The second research question examined the relation-
ship between L2 writing and L2 summary writing in
terms of the summary scores and the content analysis
scores. Correlational studies were conducted between
IELTS writing and the summary scores and the content
analysis scores, and a significantly positive correlation
was found between IELTS writing scores and overall
summary scores (r = 0.44**  p = .000), but no significant
correlation was found between IELTS writing scores and
content analysis scores (r = 0.24, p = .070).

The third research question examined the relationship
between L2 proficiency and L2 summary writing in terms
of the summary scores and the content analysis scores.
Correlational studies were conducted between profi-
ciency and the summary scores and the content analysis
scores, and a significantly positive correlation was found
between IELTS proficiency and overall summary scores
(r = 0.60**, p = .000), but no significant correlation was
found between IELTS proficiency and content analysis
scores (r = 0.25, p = .069).

Additional Analysis: The Post-Think Aloud Interviews

Post-think aloud interviews were conducted with a selec-
tion of ten students who exhibited different levels of
achievement with the task and who had different
recorded levels of reading, writing and overall profi-
ciency, as determined by their IELTS scores. These were
done within 2 days of the actual production of the sum-
mary. Clearly, this time-lag is a limitation of this study;
as the summary was a “live” assessment, concurrent
commentary was not feasible. Nevertheless, despite this
constraint, the comments that some of the students
offered may shed some light on the cognition and meta-
cognitive processes that took place.

The cohort of 10 students were asked ten questions; 5
of these concerned the reading stage of the assessment,
and 5 the production of the summary. To best exemplify
some of these results, a comparison is offered here
between two of the students: Mary who scored highly on
the assessment, and who had recorded high IELTS
scores and Sally who had not. Both pseudonyms are
used to protect the identity of these two students. Their
respective scores were as follows (Table 2):

While many of the answers were interesting, for rea-
sons of economy this section will highlight the answers to
two of the questions. One of the reading questions asked
is stated as “Once you saw and started reading the text,
what strategies did you use to establish what the topic of
the whole text was about?” The response from Mary is
quoted as below:

I like to read the whole article twice just to get the main
topic by like finding what ...words, so like they may illus-
trate what the main topic is and things ... try to focus on all
the paragraphs and try and see if there are other main
topics.

In contrast, Sally commented that “The title: I had to
read the first paragraph to understand what the article
was about. That’s it.”

One of the writing questions states “After you fin-
ished, did you re-check your summary to make sure the
main ideas were included? If so, did you go back to the
source text?” In response to this question, Mary said:

Absolutely I re-checked the summary or two reasons. First,
I like to see if the main idea was included and all of the other
main ideas, the important ones. And second to check if there
was any repetition, like sometimes two ideas could be very
similar and I merge them into one idea.

However, Sally commented that she did not feel the need
to go back to the source text.

From these brief answers alone, stark differences
begin to materialize in terms of what a successful student
might do, as opposed to one that had lower levels of pro-
ficiency. The answers given in the post-think aloud inter-
views and the comparison of proficiency scores have
several implications regarding text construct and also
potential teaching applications that might be employed.
These are discussed in the section below.

Discussion and Implications

Summary writing serves not only as an effective way to
assess students’ understanding of a text but also as a
constructive process for learners to acquire new informa-
tion. Students are engaged in comprehending a text,
identifying main ideas, and then recreating the text in
their own words (Dunlosky et al., 2013). However,
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students in different levels of academic studies from pri-
mary schools (Bulut & Akyol, 2019) to university stu-
dents (Alaofi, 2020; Chuenchaichon, 2022) have been
found to be lacking in skills and strategies for writing an
effective summary.

The current study found positively significant correla-
tions between reading, writing, proficiency, and overall
summary scores, but only a significant correlation
between reading and the scores in content analysis, which
assessed how many important ideas were extracted by
the students. This seems to indicate that writing a coher-
ent summary involves a combination of effective reading,
writing, and a good level of language proficiency as well.
This is consistent with Kintsch and van Dijk (1978) who
identified various operations intrinsic to writing an effec-
tive summary, including reducing a text to its gist to be
understood and then the production of a new text and
the organization of a text into a cohesive unit. This find-
ing is also consistent with previous correlational studies
pointing to the positive correlation between reading mea-
sures, writing measures, and summary writing (e.g.,
Asencion Delaney, 2008; Choi et al., 2018; Mokeddem &
Houcine, 2016). The present study found only a signifi-
cant correlation between students’ reading levels and the
scores in content analysis, which assessed how many
important ideas were included in the summary, even fur-
ther suggesting that a good level of reading only is not
sufficient for producing an effective summary.

In sum, this study partly provides additional empirical
evidence for the challenging nature of this type of
reading-to-write task, namely, the summary writing,
which necessitates the good reading, writing, and profi-
ciency from the students. However, due caution should
be exercised in the interpretation of the findings of the
present study, as the participants were only female uni-
versity students enrolled in a pre-majors General
Education program due to the convenience sampling of
the study. Admittedly, another limitation of the study is
the relatively small sample size, which may limit the gen-
eralizability of the results.

The students’ post think-aloud interviews revealed
that students who summarized effectively employed a
number of different strategies to process text in order to
differentiate between information that was essential and
that of lesser importance. This finding is in line with Li
(2014), who indicated writing strategies seemed to play a
more important role on summary writing than the lear-
ners’ reading and writing levels. This implies that stu-
dents may need scaffolding and writing interventions to
help them write a high-quality summary. The student

with much higher proficiency interviewed seemed to
employ more top-down strategies rather than bottom-up
approaches when reading compared with the student of
lower-level proficiency. This finding confirms previous
studies on how language proficiency affects students’
reading strategies in summary writing (e.g., Marzec-
Stawiarska, 2016). Admittedly, such think-aloud proto-
cols are not without flaws (see Bowles, 2010 for a detailed
critique); however, the process may reveal strategies that
learners employ, and such strategies might be both trans-
ferrable and teachable.

Conclusion

Reading-to-write tasks have often been considered as a
learning resource when reading-to-write tasks require
students to select, evaluate, and use content from the
source but also an alternative writing task where reading
serves to provide content information and text revision
models. The reading levels affect how students select and
evaluate from the source texts, and the writing levels
affect how they combine the selected information in their
summary writing. The current study has empirically sup-
ported that reading-to-write tasks are affected by reading
levels, writing ability, and proficiency as well. It is impor-
tant to note that the ability to extract important ideas
from the reading text is significantly correlated with stu-
dents’ reading levels, but not the other two. To help stu-
dents master the summary writing, the fundamental
writing skill to the success of academic studies, students’
reading, writing, and proficiency are necessitated in this
hybrid task, as evidenced in the present study. Further
studies are desirable in delving to the actual cognitive
and writing processes involved in this type of reading-to-
write task by using some writing process tracking pro-
grams. More insights and nuances may be gained by
tracking the whole process of this hybrid activity. Given
only one assessment used in the present study to capture
the students’ overall proficiency in L2 reading, writing,
and summary writing, future studies can include a variety
of assessments to enhance the generalization of the study,
as suggested by the editor. Furthermore, since only one
topic was used in the study, different topics can be incor-
porated in future research to control the potential con-
founding variable of motivation or prior knowledge of
the topic. Previous research also indicates that the genre
of source text has an effect on the quality of summary
writing (e.g., Choe et al., 2022). Future research can tri-
angulate the findings of the present study with different
types of reading texts for the summary writing task.
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Appendices

Appendix A.
Reading Text.

As Consumerism Spreads, Earth Suffers,
Study Says

Hillary Mayell

Unsustainable over-consumption has been an issue in
the US and Europe for decades. But now developing
countries are catching up rapidly, resulting in a negative
impact on the environment, health, and happiness,
according to the Worldwatch Institute in its annual
report, State of the World 2004. The report released by
the Washington, D.C.-based research organization
focuses this year on uncontrolled consumerism.

Approximately 1.7billion people worldwide now
belong to the “consumer class”—the group of people
characterized by diets of highly processed food, desire for
larger houses, more and larger cars, higher levels of debt,
and lifestyles focused on owning non-essential goods.

Today nearly half of global consumers live in developing
countries, including 240 million in China and 120 million in
India—markets with the most potential for expansion.

“Rising consumption has helped meet basic needs and
create jobs,” Christopher Flavin, president of Worldwatch
Institute said in a statement to the press. “But as we enter
a new century, this consumer appetite is undermining the
natural systems we all depend on, and making it even
harder for the world’s poor to meet their basic needs.”

The report discusses the terrible effects on the Earth’s
water supplies, natural resources, and ecosystems resulting
from a plethora of disposable cameras, plastic garbage
bags, and other cheaply made goods, and cheaply made
manufactured goods that lead to a “throw away” mentality.

“Most of the environmental issues we see today can be
linked to consumption,” said Gary Gardner, director of
research for Worldwatch. “As just one small example, there
was a story in the newspaper just the other day saying that
37 percent of species could become extinct due to climate
change, which is very directly related to consumption.”

From Luxuries to Necessities

Globalization is a key factor in increasing the availability
of goods and services in developing countries. Items that
at one point in time were considered luxuries—televi-
sions, cell phones, computers, air conditioning—are now
seen as necessities.

China provides a snapshot of changing realities. For
years, the streets of China’s major cities were filled with

people on bicycles, and 25 years ago there were very few
private cars in the country. By 2000, 5 million cars moved
people and goods, and the number is expected to reach
24 million by the end of next year.

In the United States, there are more cars on the road
than licensed drivers.

Increased reliance on automobiles means more pollu-
tion, more traffic and more use of fossil fuels. Cars and
other forms of transportation account for nearly 30% of
world energy use and 95% of global oil consumption.

Changing diets, with a growing emphasis on meat,
illustrates the environmental and social price of uncon-
trolled consumption. To provide enough beef and
chicken to meet the demand for beef, the livestock indus-
try has moved to factory farming. Producing eight
ounces of beef requires 6,600 gallons (25,000 L) of water.
In fact, 95% of world soybean crops are consumed by
farm animals, and 16% of the world’s methane, a
destructive greenhouse gas, is produced by livestock.

Not Much Happier

The increase in prosperity is not making humans happier
or healthier, according to several studies. Findings from a
survey of life satisfaction in more than 65 countries suggest
that income and happiness tend to rise until about $13,000
of annual income per person. After that, additional income
appears to produce only modest increases in happiness.

People are incurring debt and working longer hours
to pay for the high-consumption lifestyle, consequently
spending less time with family, friends, and community
organizations.

“Excess consumption can be counterproductive,” said
Gardner. “The irony is that lower levels of consumption
can actually cure some of these problems.”

Diets of highly processed food and the sedentary life-
style that goes with depending on automobiles have led
to a worldwide epidemic of obesity. In the United States,
an estimated 65% of adults are overweight or obese, and
the country has the highest rate of obesity among teen-
agers in the world. Soaring rates of heart disease and dia-
betes, rising related health care costs and a lower quality
of day-to-day life are the result Mayell (2014).

Appendix B.
Summary Writing Task.

Instructions: Read the article titled “As Consumerism
Spreads, Earth Suffers, Study Says.” Write a summary
of the article and submit it to your instructor by the end
of the class period. Your summary must be used to sup-
port the following topic sentence:

Topic Sentence: A consumer lifestyle results in environmental and psychological damage.

The summary should be approximately 100 to 150 words and must include both the purpose of the article and its main ideas, as well as correct APA

citations.
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