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Abstract 

Writing in EFL (English as a Foreign Language) contexts has 

been claimed to be one of the most challenging tasks required from 

EFL learners. Many Kurdish learners of EFL face difficulties 

producing well-developed paragraphs and essays in their courses of 

study in higher education. This study aims at investigating such 

difficulties that could hinder students‘ overall progress and success. 

A mixed-method research design was used to explore the issue 

under investigation fully. The data collection tools used are a (5-

point Likert Scale) questionnaire and semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. Two hundred English major students from four public 

universities in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq answered the 

questionnaire. Also, ten EFL university instructors were 

interviewed. Analysis of the findings revealed that Kurdish learners 

of EFL faced various difficulties such as writing anxiety, 

mechanics of writing (grammar, punctuation, spelling), word 

choice, and negative language transfer in their writing courses. 

Discussions and implications of these findings are presented.  

 

Keywords: Academic Writing, Kurdish Learners, English as a 

Foreign Language 
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Major Writing Difficulties Faced by Kurdish Learners of EFL 

in Academic Writing Classes Introduction  

Writing is one of the major and essential skills for any EFL 

(English as a Foreign Language) learner (Harmer, 2007). It has also 

been claimed to be one of the hardest tasks required from EFL 

learners (Ansari, 2012; Cheng, 2002; Harmer, 2007). In my twenty 

years of experience either as an EFL learner or EFL teacher, I have 

noticed that many Kurdish EFL learners face difficulties in writing. 

Many of them lack the knowledge and confidence of writing well-

developed paragraphs and essays to express their opinions and 

ideas. In some random discussions with my students, most of them 

talk about difficulties such as having the insufficient vocabulary, 

grammar incompetency, anxiety, little background and practice in 

writing from their K-12 (Kindergarten to grade 12) education, 

insufficient feedback from their college instructors, and so many 

other difficulties. However, in this study, the researcher tried to 

investigate this issue in an academic and structured way hoping that 

these difficulties are identified. To do so, the study explored the 

following research questions. 

Q1. What difficulties do Kurdish learners of EFL face in 

academic writing classes? 

Q2. What factors do cause facing such difficulties according to 

EFL instructors? 

Literature Review 

To most effectively explore the issues surrounding writing 

difficulties among EFL learners, a subset of literature has been 

selected based on its relevance to the following questions? 
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1) What is writing? 

2) Is writing a challenging task for ESL/EFL learners? 

3) What are the major classifications of writing difficulties? 

What is writing? 

Writing has been defined as a means for students to 

incorporate their opinions, thoughts, ideas, and life experiences 

(Pangaribuan and Manik, 2018). Moreover, Chakraverty and 

Gautum, (2000, p.3) defined writing as ―a reflective activity that 

requires enough time to think about the specific topic and to 

analyze and classify any background knowledge.‖ Many 

researchers believe that writing is a complex process, Shokrpour 

and Fallahzadeh (2007, p.1) stated, ―writing is a complex activity, a 

social act which reflects the writer's communicative skills which 

are difficult to develop and learn, especially in an EFL context." To 

communicate their ideas effectively, students need to master this 

skill. Research shows that correct grammar, strong vocabulary, 

time management, correct punctuation and spelling impact the 

writing process (McDonough et.al, 2013). And if EFL/ESL 

students desire to become competent writers, they have to consider 

these factors. In the current study, the researcher investigated if 

Kurdish EFL learners‘ incompetency in these factors might cause 

writing difficulties for them. 

Is writing a challenging task for ESL/EFL learners? 

Being proficient in writing is an asset for becoming a 

successful student at the university level. This is especially true for 

EFL/ESL learners (Harmer, 2007). However, unproficiency in 

academic writing could hinder EFL learners‘ academic progress 
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(Ansari, 2012). Researchers believe that writing is often one of the 

most stressful and challenging tasks for many EFL/ESL learners 

worldwide (Alsamadani, 2010; Ansari, 2012; Cheng, 2002; 

Luchini, 2010). Cheng (2002) stated that learning writing skill 

seems to be more demanding and harder than learning other skills 

for EFL/ESL learners. By Cheng, Luchini (2010) also asserted that 

for most ESL/EFL students, composing a text is challenging since 

the writing process necessitates a wide range of cognitive and 

linguistic skills, many of which ESL/EFL students are ignorant of. 

Classification of Writing Difficulties 

Writing difficulties are classified into various categories and 

sub-categories by researchers. Kellog & Raulerson (2007) 

classified writing difficulties into four main categories linguistic, 

psychological, cognitive, and pedagogical. However, some of the 

most common difficulties that EFL/ESL students face in writing 

courses are incorrect grammar and punctuation, coherence and 

cohesion, lack of solid vocabulary, writing anxiety, and 

unawareness of cultural differences between their native and 

English language. 

 Grammar 

Research shows that many EFL students make grammatical 

errors while writing in English. Incorrect grammar has been 

identified as one of the most common errors made by EFL learners. 

Muayad (2018) investigated such errors and found many 

grammatical errors such as subject-verb agreement, the utilization 

of determiners, and the exclusion of the third individual particular 

(s). In another study, Abdulmajeed & Hameed (2017) classified the 

most common grammatical errors made by EFL learners in writing 
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such as misuse of tenses, word order, articles, and subject-verb 

agreement.  

Punctuation 

Harmer (2007) believes that punctuation is one of the 

important prospects of language. Incorrect punctuation may cause 

misunderstanding or even change the meaning of words and 

sentences. Lahuerta (2018) indicated that making punctuation 

errors is common among EFL learners. Some of the punctuation 

mistakes that learners make include misuse of a comma, wrong 

capitalization, misuse of the semicolon, and misuse of a full stop 

(Nasser, 2018). In one rare study conducted about the mechanics of 

writing among Kurdish EFL learners by Abdullah (2020), the 

results showed that 88% of the participants made errors in 

punctuation.  

Word Choice 

Word choice is a difficulty that goes back to insufficient 

vocabulary knowledge of the EFL/ESL learners. Musa (2010) 

discussed that having a small vocabulary size on the part of 

learners causes redundancy and incoherence in the production of 

paragraphs and essays. Many EFL students admitted that they 

cannot express their feelings and ideas properly because they do 

not know the correct English words needed for a particular context 

(Cheng & Fox, 2008).  

Anxiety 

Zitouni (2015) declared that EFL learners‘ anxiety leads to 

under-developed and low-level writing. She argues that writing 

teachers have to create safe environments for their students in 
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which they can make mistakes and receive productive feedback 

from their peers and teachers. Hassan (2001) found that EFL 

learners who were less worried wrote higher-quality writings than 

those who were more stressed. According to Cheng (2002), more 

worried writers avoid taking writing classes and instead pursue 

majors that have little to do with writing. 

First language Transfer 

Many EFL learners try to think in their native language and 

then translate those native ideas into English. Such transferring 

strategies usually lead to culturally and semantically inappropriate 

writing in the target language. Abu Rass (2015) defined writing as 

a complex task for EFL learners in which they have to produce 

culturally appropriate writing. Moreover, Grossman (2009) stated 

that those students who use their native language resources to 

translate ideas into English are less successful than those who are 

aware of cultural and semantic features of the English language in 

producing well-developed writings. Various studies looked into L1 

negative transfer in various cultures and contexts. In their study, 

Sasaki and Hirose (1996) looked into the aspects that can impact 

Japanese pupils when writing in English. The findings of the study 

revealed that poor and rookie authors translate from L1 to L2 more 

frequently than strong and proficient writers. In addition, 

Wolfersberger (2003) conducted another study on L2 learners' 

usage of writing skills while composing in L2. Some L1 writing 

strategies can be transferred to L2 writing, according to the 

findings. It was also demonstrated that students with lower abilities 

were unable to employ all of the tactics that could assist them in 

writing in L2. As a result, numerous compensating solutions for 

writing in L2 were offered. 
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The Present Study 

About the previous studies conducted on this issue, this study 

aims at exploring the major writing difficulties faced by Kurdish 

EFL learners. This could probably fill the gap of this issue that has 

not been researched, to the best knowledge of the researcher, 

among Kurdish EFL learners at the university level.  

Research Design  

Nature of the study 

A mixed-method research approach was employed in this 

study. This method helped the researcher to examine the problem 

from different perspectives and thus get a ―holistic picture‖ of the 

issue under investigation (Creswell, 2013). 

Participants 

Two hundred EFL junior students from four public universities 

located in Kurdistan Region participated in answering the 

questionnaire. In addition, 10 EFL writing instructors from these 

four universities were interviewed. 

Data Collection 

The study employed a questionnaire and semi-instructed in-

depth interviews as instruments for data collection. The researcher 

designed a questionnaire to investigate students‘ difficulties in 

writing. The questionnaire (5-point Likert Scale) consisted of 

twenty items, and each item prompted the participants to choose 

one of the options: (1=always, 2=very often. 3= sometimes, 

4=rarely, 5=never) and five open-ended questions where the 
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participants could explain their feelings and opinions. In addition, 

semi-instructed interviews were designed in a way that the 

researcher had the freedom to ask more follow up questions. 

Data analysis and Results 

Questionnaire 

In response to question 1, ―Do you think you have writing 

anxiety?‖ Most of the participants (65%) selected always and very 

often, and only 10% selected rarely and never. The students‘ 

responses are illustrated in Figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1. Writing anxiety among EFL learners 

One of the items in the open-ended questions asked the 

participants about the possible reasons for their writing anxiety. 

Many of the participants wrote that they felt anxious because they 

did not know how to start writing. Few others felt anxious because 

they did not have a pleasant experience in their previous writing 
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classes. One of the participants stated, ―in the writing class I took 

when I was a first-year student, our instructor did not give us clear 

instructions and I was always afraid of making mistakes.‖  Another 

participant complained that they did not receive much valuable and 

constructive feedback from their writing instructor. She said, ―well, 

I think the problem was the number of students. We were 43 

students and the instructor did not have enough time to give 

feedback to all of us.‖  

Mechanics of writing is a difficulty that many of the 

participants mentioned in their responses. Almost half of the 

participants (50%) responded that they always or very often had 

difficulties using writing mechanics correctly. Moreover, they 

claimed that grammar is a major writing difficulty. One of the 

open-ended questions asked about the impact of grammar on 

students‘ writing. One of the learners wrote, ―it‘s true that we have 

taken few grammar classes, but when it comes to using that 

grammar in our writing, it is not easy.‖ Another student mentioned, 

―our grammar classes are isolated, I mean we do not use what we 

learn in our writing and speaking.‖ 

Incorrect punctuation was a difficulty that most of the 

participants confirmed impacts their writing negatively. For the 

types of punctuation errors, the following results were obtained 

from the questionnaire. The responses revealed that 35% of the 

participants always have problems with the correct use of a comma. 

Another 25% said that they rarely had any difficulty with the 

correct use of a comma in their writings. Surprisingly, 

capitalization and spelling were two difficulties that many students 

faced in their writings. In response to items 10 and 11, ―Do you 

have difficulty in spelling? And, ―Do you have difficulty in 
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capitalization?‖ 26% and 32% of the participants selected (always 

and very often), respectively. 

Item 15 asked, ―do you think it‘s challenging to find and use 

good vocabulary in your writing?‖ most of the participants 

responded negatively to this question. Most of the respondents 

always (38%) and very often (26%) found it challenging to use 

powerful vocabulary in their writings. In item 3 of the open-ended 

questions, the participants indicated some of the reasons behind 

their shortage of enough English vocabulary. One of the 

participants stated, ―many times we do not know the correct usage 

of the words and expressions we know.‖ Another student said, ―I 

think we do not read a lot in English, and when it comes to writing 

we do not have enough vocabulary to use in our writings.‖ 

 Semi-instructed Interviews 

Ten EFL writing instructors from four universities in Kurdistan 

Region were interviewed about the difficulties facing EFL learners 

in writing good quality compositions and essays and more 

importantly the factors behind these difficulties. Most of the 

interviewees agreed that Kurdish learners of EFL have various 

kinds of difficulties such as anxiety, negative language transfer, 

stylistic, and mechanical problems. 

 Instructor 1 (I1) stated, ―most of the students feel anxious 

when it comes to writing. They do not know how to start the 

writing process and are afraid of making mistakes.‖ (I8) agreed and 

approved that her students are worried that by making mistakes, 

they might get low grades in the writing class. She continued, ―as 

writing instructors, we should create a safe environment in which 
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our students are free to make errors without being humiliated or 

punished.‖   

Most of the writing instructors agreed that students‘ anxiety is 

the main reason for making errors in their writings. (I5) confirmed 

that his students cannot concentrate on their writings because they 

do not have enough self-confidence to write. He said, ―my students 

have this pre-assumption that writing is a challenging task.‖ The 

instructors believed that part of this pre-assumption goes back to 

the students‘ experience of their K-12 education in which they had 

received little attention in their writing classes, especially those 

students who graduated from public schools. The participants 

asserted that the factors contributing to students‘ writing anxiety 

could be negative oral impressions received from the teachers and 

peers, receiving insufficient constructive feedback about their 

products, and working under time pressure.  

Negative language transfer is another major difficulty that 

most of the instructors mentioned in their statements. Most of the 

instructors discussed that they can identify any errors in their 

students' essays related to their low linguistic and cultural 

proficiency in the English language. For Instance, (I6) mentioned 

that many of her students frequently translate from their native 

language when they write in English. Therefore, they usually 

produce incompatible English sentences.  

The interviewees exposed that students‘ low linguistic 

proficiency in English could lead to the negative transfer of the 

structure of their native language into their English writings. And 

thus, this can further lead to producing unfamiliar and often 

meaningless sentences in English. (I7) stated, ―many of my 

students make word order mistakes which is an outcome of 
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thinking in Kurdish and transferring that knowledge negatively into 

English.‖ This is simply because the grammar of the two languages 

of Kurdish and English do not operate in the same way.  

The instructor participants believed that large class sizes and 

limited time are essential reasons they cannot provide enough 

constructive feedback to their students. (I9) stated that she usually 

has 40 students in her class and she teaches them 90 minutes (about 

1 and a half hours) per week. Adding up instruction time and the 

time needed for lecturing, each student could get about a maximum 

of two minutes of feedback per week which is quite insufficient. 

Many of the students need more time to get the feedback they need 

to improve their writing.  

Discussion 

The results obtained from the data revealed that most EFL 

learners have writing difficulties such as anxiety, negative first 

language transfer, vocabulary size (insufficient number of English 

words they know), and mechanics of writing (grammar, 

punctuation, spelling). Writing anxiety was revealed to be common 

among the EFL students who participated in this study. The factors 

beneath this anxiety traced back to learners' fear of making 

mistakes, incompetency in English grammar and lexicon, poor 

feedback received from instructors, and time limitation. These 

findings are following the findings of Rezaei & Jafari (2014), 

which discovered that incompetency in English grammar and 

lexicon could lead to writing anxiety.  

One factor that could be particularly true about Kurdish 

learners is that they have not taken enough writing classes in their 

K-12 education. It is not just about writing English lessons, there is 
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also little attention to writing in Kurdish which is their native 

language. Therefore, when they enter colleges and universities, 

they carry that incompetency with them and feel anxious in English 

writing classes.  

Grammar and its correct use have always been a challenge for 

many EFL learners. Many EFL learners complain that they cannot 

write good paragraphs because of making many grammatical 

mistakes when it comes to writing. Many of the participants in this 

study faced the same problem. The same results are found in the 

study conducted by Muayad (2018).  

Punctuation was revealed to be another challenging issue 

among Kurdish learners of EFL. Many of the participants admitted 

that they cannot use punctuation marks in their writings correctly. 

Lahuerta (2017) and   Nasser (2018) reported the same difficulties 

among EFL students in their studies. Alharbi (2019) suggested that 

EFL students should take special writing classes focusing on the 

mechanics of writing to overcome such difficulties. This will help 

students produce better writing eventually.  

The present study exposed that negative language transfer is 

one of the most common difficulties Kurdish learners of EFL face 

in their writing. The results revealed that EFL students frequently 

transfer the structure of the Kurdish language and incorporate it 

into their English writing. In addition, they usually do word-to-

word translation from their native language to English and produce 

inappropriate English words for the context they are writing in.  

Conclusions & Recommendations 

This study concluded that: 
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1. Kurdish learners of EFL face various difficulties in their 

writing classes. These difficulties include writing anxiety, 

grammatical mistakes of diverse types, punctuation errors, 

cohesion and coherence, poor vocabulary, word choice, and 

negative language transfer. 

2. Writing instructors need to create stress-free environments to 

reduce the writing anxiety of their students. 

3. Writing instructors need to pay more attention to giving 

productive individual feedback to their students.  

4. Department heads and others in charge should work on 

managing class size. A writing class should not have more 

than 20 students.  

5. In Kurdistan Universities, EFL students usually take two 

writing classes. Research shows that EFL students need to 

take more writing classes to overcome their writing classes 

and become proficient writers. EFL students may take 

separate classes for writing mechanics, writing process, 

brainstorming, planning, and proofreading. 
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 پۆخزە

ثبٔگەػەی ئەٚە کزاٚە کە ٔٛٚطیٓ ثە سِبٔی ئیٕگٍیشی ٚەک  سِبٔی 
ثیبٔی یەکێک ٌە لٛرطززیٓ ئەرکەکبْ ثێذ کە ڕٚٚثەڕٚٚی لٛربثیبْ 
دەثیذ. سۆرێک ٌە فێزخٛاسأی کٛرد ڕٚٚثەڕٚٚی ئبطزۀگ دەثٓ ٌە کبری 
ٔٛٚطیٕی پەرەگزاف ٚ ٚربرێکی ثبع ثە سِبٔی ئیٕگٍیشی. ئەَ رٛێژیٕەٚەیە 
ئبِبٔغی ٌێکۆٌیٕەٚەیە ٌەٚ عۆرە گزفزبٔەی کە ٌەٚأەیە ثجێزە ڕێگز 
ٌەثەردەَ پێؼکەٚرٕی گؼزی لٛربثیبْ. ٌە دیشایٕی رٛێژیٕەٚە ػێٛاسی 
رێکەڵ ثەکبر٘ێٕزاٚە ثۆ گەڕأی رەٚاٚی کێؼەکە ٌەژێز ٌێکۆڵیٕەٚەدا. 
ئبِڕاسەکبٔی کۆکزدٔەٚەی سأیبری ثەکبر٘ێٕزاٚ ثزیزی ثْٛٚ ٌە ڕاپزطی 

خبڵی لایکزد( ٚ چبٚپێکەٚرٕی ٔیّچە ثٛٔیبددار ٌە لٛڵاییذا.  ٥ری )پێٛە
 ٘ەرێّی گؼزی سأکۆی چٛار ئیٕگٍیشی ثەػی خٛێٕذکبری ٢00

ەگەڵ دە ِبِۆطزبی ٌ ٚ دایەٚە پزطیبرەکەیبْ ٚەڵاِی عێزاق کٛردطزبٔی
سأکۆ چبٚپێکەٚرٓ  کزا. ػیکزدٔەٚەی دۆسیٕەٚەکبْ دەریخظذ کە 

ێؼە عۆراٚعۆرەکبْ ثْٛٚ ٚەک دڵەڕاٚکێ، فێزخٛاسأی کٛرد رٛٚػی ک
ِیکبٔیکی ٔٛٚطیٓ )ڕێشِبْ، خبڵجۀذی، ؽیٕغە(، ٘ەڵجژاردٔی ٚػە ٚ 
گٛاطزٕەٚەی ٔەرێٕی ٌە سِبٔی دایک  ٌە خٌٛەکبٔی ٔٛٚطیٕیبٔذا. ٌێزە 

 گفزٛگۆ ٚ دەرۀغبِەکبٔی ئەَ دۆسیٕەٚە پێؼکەع دەکزێذ

ٍى، ث٤٘گ٤ِِی ٝەک ٝٗٚ ٍٓٚەک٤ٚکخٕ: ٤ٓٝٞٗ٘ی ثٚکخى٣ٔی، كێَهٞحُحٗی کٞ

 ُٓخٗێکی ر٤خٗی
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 اٌٍّخص

٣ُِػْ إٔ حٌُظخرش ك٢ ٤ٓخهخص حُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش ٝحكيس ٖٓ أٛؼذ 

حُٜٔخّ حُٔطِٞرش ٖٓ ٓظؼ٢ِٔ حُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش. ٣ٞحؿٚ حُؼي٣ي ٖٓ 

٫ص حُٔظؼ٤ِٖٔ ح٧ًَحى ُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش ٛؼٞرخص ك٢ اٗظخؽ كوَحص ٝٓوخ

ٓظطٍٞس ك٢ ىٍٝحطْٜ حُيٍح٤ٓش ك٢ حُظؼ٤ِْ حُؼخ٢ُ. طٜيف ٌٛٙ حُيٍحٓش ا٠ُ حُظلون 

ٖٓ حُٜؼٞرخص حُظ٢ هي طؼٞم طويّ حُط٬د ٝٗـخكْٜ رٌَ٘ ػخّ. طْ حٓظويحّ ط٤ْٜٔ 

أىٝحص رلغ ٓظؼيى ح٧ٓخ٤ُذ ٫ٓظٌ٘خف حٌُِٔ٘ش ه٤ي حُظلو٤ن رٌَ٘ ًخَٓ. ًخٗض 

ٗوخ١( ٝٓوخر٬ص  ٤٘خٕ )ٓو٤خّ ٤ٌَُص ٖٓ ؿٔغ حُز٤خٗخص حُٔٔظويٓش ػزخٍس ػٖ حٓظز

ٓظؼٔوش ٗزٚ ٓ٘ظٔش. أؿخد ٓخثظخٕ ٖٓ ٬١د حُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش حَُث٤٤ٔ٤ٖ ٖٓ أٍرغ 

ؿخٓؼخص ك٤ٌٓٞش ك٢ اه٤ِْ ًَىٓظخٕ حُؼَحم ػ٠ِ ح٫ٓظز٤خٕ ، ٝطٔض ٓوخرِش ػَ٘س 

ٓيٍر٤ٖ ؿخٓؼ٤٤ٖ ك٢ حُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش. ً٘ق طل٤َِ حُ٘ظخثؾ إٔ 

٤ٖٔ ح٧ًَحى ُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش ٝحؿٜٞح ٛؼٞرخص ٓوظِلش ٓؼَ حُوِن حُٔظؼِ

ك٢ حٌُظخرش ، ٝآ٤ُخص حٌُظخرش )حُوٞحػي ، ٝػ٬ٓخص حُظَه٤ْ ، ٝحُٜـخء( ، ٝحهظ٤خٍ 

حٌُِٔخص ، ٝٗوَ حُِـش حُِٔز٤ش ك٢ ىٍٝحص حٌُظخرش حُوخٛش رْٜ. ٣ظْ ػَٝ حُٔ٘خه٘خص 

 ٝح٥ػخٍ حُٔظَطزش ػ٠ِ ٌٛٙ حُ٘ظخثؾ

ٔظؼِٕٔٞ ح٧ًَحى ، حُِـش ح٩ٗـ٣ِ٤ِش حٌُِٔخص حُٔلظخك٤ش: حٌُظخرش ح٧ًخى٤ٔ٣ش ، حُ

 ًِـش أؿ٘ز٤ش

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


