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Abstract – The purpose of the present research is to study the effect of the explicit 

instruction of concept mapping strategies on EFL intermediate students’ descriptive and 

persuasive writings. To do so, 60 EFL learners were selected based on their performance 

on Oxford Placement Test (OPT). Then, the learners were randomly assigned into two 

equal groups of descriptive and persuasive writing. In descriptive group, descriptive type 

of writing was taught along with concept mapping strategies, and in another group, 

persuasive writing was taught along with concept mapping strategies. At the last session, 

new topics were given to the students and they were supposed to develop a concept map 

individually and write about 120 words composition as the post-test of the study. The 

results of statistical analyses showed that the use of concept mapping strategies could 

improve learners’ ability in both descriptive and persuasive writing. In addition, the 

participants of the descriptive group outperformed on posttest. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Writing skill is viewed as a basic communication skill and a unique asset in the 

process of learning a second language (Chastain, 1988). White and Ardnt (1991) introduce 

writing as an important experience. They believe that we are able to share ideas, arouse 

feelings, persuade and convince other people through writing. The descriptive essay is a 

genre of essay that asks the student to describe an object, person, place, experience, emotion, 

situation, etc. This genre encourages the student’s ability to create a written account of a 

particular experience (Liubov, 2012). It allows expressing our feelings in perceivable and 

understandable manner. So it consequently leads having better communication with others. 

Because in contrast to speaking, writing is produced and received in a context, which is 

devoid of support for the communication of meanings (Cummins, 1986). The result of this is 

that meanings must be explicit in writing. Understanding of the need to be explicit forces the 

writer to engage with the propositions contained in their text more than in speaking. 

The goal of the persuasive essay is to convince the reader to accept the writer’s point 

of view or recommendation. The writer must build a case using facts and logic, as well as 

examples, expert opinion, and sound reasoning. The writer should present all sides of the 

argument, but must be able to communicate clearly and without equivocation why a certain 

position is correct (Liubov, 2012). Persuasive writing helps students to organize and express 

their thinking. Since persuasive writing needs logical analysis, students are required to have 
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direct instruction in how to organize their writing, give their logical options based on the 

main topic, and create plausible sentences. 

In general, adult L2 writing is distinct from L1 writing. L2 composing is more 

constrained, more difficult, and less effective. L2 writers do less planning and have more 

difficulty with setting goals and generating and organizing material. Their transcribing is 

more laborious, less fluent, and less productive. They review, reread, and reflect on their 

written texts less, revise more but with more difficulty. Furthermore, they are less able to 

revise intuitively (Silva, 1993). 

Investigators like Flower and Hayes (1980) have tried to comprehend the processes 

involving in the writing of the learners. A cognitive model of writing process has been 

proposed by Flower and Hayes (1980). The model involves three planning, translation, and 

reviewing. Among these processes, not enough attention has been paid to the planning stage. 

The planning stage is complex and consists of generating, organizing, and goal setting. Many 

students find it difficult to write in the foreign language because they confront difficulty in 

expressing themselves. There are a number of learning strategies which can help students 

become better learners. The strategies include meaningful learning, organizing, note taking, 

identifying important information, and summarizing (Pressley, 1982). Strategies such as 

concept mapping help students attend to task, focus on important textures, organize material, 

and maintain a productive psychological climate for learning (Weinstein & Mayer, 1986). 

The concept mapping strategy is used to facilitate the second language learners’ planning 

process for their writing. Through planning, writers can enhance the quality of their language 

and their compositions. 

Recently, concept mapping has been used as a tool for learning and teaching. 

According to Novak and Canas (2006), concept maps are graphical tools for organizing and 

representing knowledge. They consist of concepts enclosed in circles or boxes and two 

concepts are linked by a connecting line. Concepts are denoted by names, symbols or signs of 

our language. We use concepts when we observe or interpret events and objects. They help us 

describe and explain the way the world works. Concept mapping is intended to represent the 

learner’s own knowledge structure constructed throughout the meaningful learning process 

(Novak, 1992). This view is originated according to the Ausubel's learning theory (Ausubel, 

1968) which is based on the assumption that human thinking involves understanding concepts 

and the relationship among them. Ausubel views knowledge as representing an integrated 

system. Ideas are linked together in an orderly fashion. The human mind follows logical rules 

for organizing information into respective categories. One of the important distinctions in 

Ausubel's theory is between rote learning and meaningful learning. In meaningful learning, 

the learner links new concepts to more generalized concepts which form the learner’s 

cognitive structure, i.e. learner’s prior knowledge or background knowledge.  

Literature reports on the benefits of concept mapping for organizing information, 

assessing in learning, comprehension of particularly complex communications, refining 

literacy framework, and successful understanding of the text (Ruddell & Boyle, 1989). In 

order to support such claims, much research has investigated the effects of concept mapping. 

For example Ojima (2006) used concept maps as an instructional strategy in a planning phase 
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for writing. Concept maps help the learners to produce better written texts in ESL classes. 

This result also is shown by other studies (Fahim & Rahimi, 2011; Pishgadam & Ghanizadeh, 

2006; Kyoko & Hiroko, 2011). In addition to significant effect of concept mapping strategies 

on writing skills, there are some other researches in other areas which concept mapping is 

applicable. Concept mapping had positive effects on reading comprehension of the students 

(Maleki & Dabbaghi, 2013). Talebinezhad and Mousapour Negari (2007) have investigated 

the effectiveness of concept mapping as a learning strategy on students’ self-regulation. 

Findings reveal that students gained higher self-regulation as the result of the explicit 

instruction of the concept mapping strategy. Concept mapping is also claimed to be beneficial 

in increasing the use of retrieving and memorizing knowledge (Chang, Sung & Chen, 2002). 

In addition, concept mapping has a positive and significant influence on learners' critical 

thinking ability (Khodadady & Ghanizadeh, 2011), achieving English grammar (Abu Nada, 

2008), and student achievement in science classes (Asan, 2007). 

Many students benefiting from several years of foreign language instruction are still 

unable to express themselves in a clear, well-organized, and comprehensible manner in 

writing. According to Pishghadam and Ghanizadeh (2006) there are common problems in 

writing, such as finding a powerful thesis, organizing the materials, ordering and sequencing 

the ideas, establishing the relationship between ideas and developing ideas. 

These problems are addressed during the planning stage which plays an important role 

in writing and supports the writers to set their goals, to organize ideas, and to decide about 

the organization of the text. Concept mapping, as a way of creating visual representation of 

text structure, can be used during different stages of writing. The principal aim of this study is 

to investigate the effectiveness of the strategies of concept mapping in students’ writing 

ability in descriptive and persuasive writings at the intermediate or upper intermediate level 

of language proficiency. 

Based on the objectives of the current study, the following research questions are 

formulated: 

1. Do concept mapping strategies have any effect on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners’ 

descriptive writing?  

2. Do concept mapping strategies have any effect on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners’ 

persuasive writing?  

 

II. METHOD 

A. Participants 

The participants of the present study were selected among EFL learners studying at 

the intermediate level at Ostad English Language Institute in Tehran which comprised of 60 

students, both male and female. They were native speakers of Persian whose ages range from 

14 to 25. 

For the purpose of homogeneity, a proficiency test was given to them and based on 

the result of this test students were selected. The students whose scores were between one 
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standard deviation minus and plus the mean took part in the study. Then, the participants of 

the study were randomly divided into two equal experimental groups. 

 

B. Instruments  

In the present study the following instruments were used:(1) a valid proficiency test 

were administered for the purpose of participant selection; (2) two writing tests which served 

as measurement instrument, in the form of four paragraph essays about 150 words each, one 

serving as pretest and the other as posttest of the study; (3) lesson material which served as 

instructional materials were used for experimental groups; (4) for the assessment of the 

compositions, a rubric were used. 

For the purpose of homogeneity Oxford Placement Test (Solutions) as a proficiency 

test was given to the students. The version of test used in this study was published in 2007.  

The validity of the test is self-evident. The test contains 50 multiple choice questions which 

assess students’ knowledge of key grammar and vocabulary. The acceptable score was 31 and 

above (out of 50). Next section of the test is a reading text with 10 graded comprehension 

questions. The reading is about “Saucy Dragons” in which four paragraphs are included. The 

first five questions are in the form of true or false and the second five questions are multiple 

choices. The acceptable score is 8 and above (out of 10). Last part of the test is devoted to an 

optional writing task that assesses students’ ability to produce the language. Students write an 

e-mail to a friend which include all information about the two weeks holiday that they had 

such as where they stayed, what they did, and the people they met. The acceptable score is 8 

and above (out of 10). 

The second instrument was a writing test that administered twice in the current study, 

one as pretest and the other as posttest. This test had twofold purpose. Not only had it showed 

homogeneity in terms of the ability to compose essays, but also it fulfilled measurement 

requirements. Therefore the learners were asked to write four paragraph composition in about 

one 120 words with the following topics which were chosen from Longman Preparation 

Course for the TOEFL Test (Philips, 2003). 

 Topic for descriptive writing group as pretest: describe a city you have visited 

which has impressed you. 

 Topic for descriptive writing group as posttest: imagine you are walking outside. 

A spring storm is coming. Describe for your classmates what you see, hear, smell, 

taste, and touch. 

 Topic for persuasive writing group as pretest: persuade someone to visit your 

hometown. 

 Topic for persuasive writing group as posttest: convince someone to volunteer for 

something. 

The compositions were scored according to Baily and Brown scale (1984) by three 

raters at the end of each test. 
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The researchers designed concept mapping strategies handout which was distributed 

among teachers in order to do their jobs properly. It comprised from five different strategies:  

a. Map-generation: Students created maps according to the given topic.  

b. Scaffolded map: Students completed the given maps and also they were given some 

concepts related to the topic and were asked to link them by determining the key 

concept. 

c. Map-correction: Students found and corrected the errors of the given maps. 

d. Questioning-cluster: This kind was about the possible five wh-questions about the 

given topic (what, when, where, who, and how) 

e. Senses chart: Students drew a chart with five columns, each of them showed one of 

the senses (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching). 

The scoring of the tests was based on Brown and Bailey’s (1984) grading scale. Three 

experienced EFL instructors scored the compositions.  

 

C. Procedure 

The first step in this study was the administration of proficiency test (OPT) in order to 

select and homogenize the learners. The students whose scores were between one standard 

deviation minus and plus the mean took part in the study. Other students whose score did not 

fall between this range did not regarded as participants but they were present in their classes. 

Then learners were assigned into two equal experimental groups randomly. In one of the 

experimental group (n=30) persuasive writing along with concept mapping strategies were 

taught and in the other one (n=30) descriptive writing along with concept mapping strategies 

were taught. 

Before the treatment session began, the students wrote about 120 words composition 

as a pretest to show their level of writing ability. The topics of writing implicitly were about 

two types of writing under investigation. During the sessions these types of writing, i.e. 

descriptive and persuasive, were taught implicitly. To familiarize students with concept 

mapping and concept mapping techniques some hand outs were distributed among the 

teachers in which the definitions and explanations of this concept were presented. The 

teachers described concept mapping and gave numerous examples to clarify the technique 

and answered the questions. The students gave their concept maps and compositions each 

session and the teachers edited and wrote some notes about them and gave some explanations 

next session. In each session students were given a topic and they should design their maps 

and based on it wrote about. 

A cognitive model of writing process has been proposed by Flower and Hayes (1980). 

The model involves three planning, translation, and reviewing. Among these processes, not 

enough attention has been paid to the planning stage. The planning stage is complex and 

consists of generating, organizing, and goal setting. Many students find it difficult to write in 

the foreign language because they confront difficulty in expressing themselves. There are a 
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number of learning strategies which can help students become better learners. The strategies 

include meaningful learning, organizing, note taking, identifying important information, and 

summarizing (Pressley, 1982). Strategies such as concept mapping help students attend to 

task, focus on important textures, organize material, and maintain a productive psychological 

climate for learning (Weinstein & Mayer, 1986). The concept mapping strategy is used to 

facilitate the second language learners’ planning process for their writing. Through planning, 

writers can enhance the quality of their language and their compositions.  

At the last session new topics were given to the students and they were supposed to 

develop a concept map individually and write about 120 words composition as the post-test 

of the study. To reduce the subjectivity in scoring procedures, writings were rated by three 

independent EFL instructors in accordance with predetermined criteria.  

 

III. RESULTS 

The descriptive statistics of descriptive group's performance on pretest are illustrated 

in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Descriptive Group's Performance on Pretest 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Rater  1 30 7 14 9.85 2.434 

Rater 2 30 8 14 10.60 1.930 

Rater  3 30 7 15 10.45 2.417 

 

In order to find the inter-rater reliability of writing scores of three raters, Pearson 

correlation coefficient was performed among three sets of pretest scores of descriptive group. 

The results are shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Inter-rater Reliability of the Descriptive Group in Pretest 

 Rater  1 Rater  2 Rater  3 

Rater  1 
Pearson Correlation 1 .822** .946** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .001 .000 

Rater  2 

Pearson Correlation .822** 1 .877** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .001  .007 

N 30 30 30 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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The results of correlation indicated that the pretest writing scores of descriptive group 

have a high and significant inter-rater reliability (r1, 2 = .822, r1, 3 = .946, r2, 3 = .877, p < .01). 

A similar procedure is conducted for analysis of the performance of participants of persuasive 

group on pretest. The descriptive statistics of three raters' scores are illustrated in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Persuasive Group's Performance on Pretest 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Rater 1 30 7 12 10.75 1.372 

Rater 2 30 8 15 11.75 1.943 

Rater 3 30 7 13 11.05 1.877 

 

The inter-rater reliability of pretest writing scores of persuasive group was calculated 

using a Pearson correlation coefficient among three sets of pretest scores of persuasive group. 

The results are shown in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Inter-rater Reliability of the Persuasive Group in Pretest 

 Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 

Rater 1 

 

Pearson Correlation 1 .868** .871** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .009 .008 

Rater 2 

 

Pearson Correlation .868** 1 .920** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .009  .000 

N 30 30 30 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

The results of Pearson correlation provided evidence of a significant and high inter-

rater reliability (r1, 2 = .868, r1, 3 = .871, r2, 3 = .920, p < .01) of pretest writing scores of 

persuasive group participants. 

The mean (arithmetic average) of three series of pretest writing scores for both 

descriptive and persuasive groups was calculated and was considered in this study. Table 5 

provides this information. 

 

Table 5: Descriptive Statistics of Descriptive and Persuasive Group on Pretest 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Pretest (Mean of descriptive Group) 30 9 13.33 11.27 1.291 

Pretest (Mean of persuasive Group) 30 9.67 14 11.85 1.327 
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In order to ensure that there is no significant difference between the persuasive and 

descriptive groups regarding their knowledge of writing on pretest, an independent sample t-

test was performed. The results are shown in Table 6.  

 

Table 6: Independent Samples t-test between Descriptive and Persuasive Groups on Pretest 

 Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means  

F Sig. t df Sig  Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Eta 

square 

Lower Upper 

Pretest 

(Mean) 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.001 .971 -1.40 38 .16 -.583 .414 -1.421 .255 .33 

 

It was found that there is not any significant difference between descriptive and 

persuasive group (t = -1.40, p > 0.05) in their performance on pretest. In other words, the 

writing ability of the participants was similar at the beginning of the study. 

Similar procedures were done for posttest scores of the groups. The pre-conditions for 

testing the research questions of the study were met. In order to investigate the first research 

question of the study in finding whether concept mapping strategies have any effect on 

Iranian Intermediate EFL learners’ descriptive writing, a paired sample t-test was performed. 

The results are provided in Table 7. 

 

Table 7: Paired sample t-test between pretest and posttest scores of descriptive group 

Paired Samples Test  

 Paired Differences t df Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Eta 

square Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Pretest 

Posttest 

(Descriptive 

Group) 

-3.91 1.783 .3987 -4.7512 -3.0821 -9.82 29 .000 .34 

 

The results, as shown in Table 8, showed that there is a significant difference between 

the pretest and posttest scores of descriptive group (t = 9.82, p > .05) in such a way that their 

writing ability was improved on posttest. Therefore, the first research question of the study 

was answered. 
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In order to investigate the second research question of the study in finding whether 

concept mapping strategies have any effect on Iranian Intermediate EFL learners’ persuasive 

writing, another paired sample t-test was performed between the scores of persuasive group 

on pretest and posttest. The results are provided in Table 8. 

 

Table 8: Paired sample t-test between pretest and posttest scores of persuasive group 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 
Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Eta 

square Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 

Pretest - 

Posttest 

(Persuasive 

Group) 

-1.26 2.400 .310 -1.887 -.647 -4.08 29 .085 .21 

 

     The results, as shown in Table 8, showed that there is a significant difference between 

the pretest and posttest scores of persuasive group (t = 4.08, p > .05) in such a way that their 

writing ability was not improved on posttest. Therefore, the second research question of the 

study was also answered. 

 

IV. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

     The present study aimed at investigating the impact of concept mapping strategies on 

descriptive and persuasive writings among Iranian EFL learners. The descriptive essay is a 

genre of essay that requires the student to describe an object, person, place, experience, 

emotion, situation, etc. This genre encourages the student’s ability to create a written account 

of a particular experience (Liubov, 2012). It allows expressing our feelings in perceivable and 

understandable manner. So it consequently leads having better communication with others. 

The goal of the persuasive essay is to convince the reader to accept the writer’s point of view 

or recommendation. The writer must build a case using facts and logic, as well as examples, 

expert opinion, and sound reasoning. The writer should present all sides of the argument, but 

must be able to communicate clearly and without equivocation why a certain position is 

correct (Liubov, 2012). Strategies such as concept mapping help students attend to task, focus 

on important textures, organize material, and maintain a productive psychological climate for 

learning (Weinstein & Mayer, 1986). 

The findings of the present study are consistent with the results of the research done 

by Rao (2007) on the effect of brainstorming in developing writing skill. Rao (2007) 

proposed that brainstorming stimulates students’ thinking and enables them to create ideas 

and organize raw materials in a logical order. In the present study, concept mapping strategy 

served as a brainstorming tool. Brainstorming activates learners’ prior knowledge, and 

facilitates the use of this knowledge. 
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The above mentioned result is consistent with some of the previous findings such as 

researches conducted by Ojima (2006) case study on three Japanese ESL writers in Japan 

regarding the effect of concept mapping as pre-task planning, and Lin (2003) research on the 

effect of computer-based concept mapping as a pre-writing strategy for middle school 

students. The results of these studies revealed that concept mapping strategy was influential 

in improving learners’ writing ability. 

There have been some other researches in Iranian EFL context regarding the effect of 

concept mapping strategy on EFL learners’ writing. The results of the present study are in 

line with the results of the study done by Talebinezhad and Mousapor Negari (2001) on the 

effect of explicit teaching of concept mapping as a learning strategy in expository writing on 

EFL learners’ self-regulation. They found that the learners gained higher self-regulation in 

writing task as the result of the explicit instruction of the concept mapping strategy. 

Based on the findings, delivered from the results of this study the following 

conclusions were reached: 

1. Concept maps strategy has superiority over the traditional method in learning 

descriptive and persuasive writing. 

2. Concept maps provide students with a better learning environment which reflects on 

their learning to descriptive and persuasive. 

3. Concept maps stimulate students towards an independent practice of English language 

instead of direct instruction. 

4. Concept maps develop the cooperative learning within the same group and 

competition with other groups. 

5. Through concept maps learners play different roles as, thinkers, problem solvers, and 

researchers. These roles help them acquire and employ English language in different 

situations more easily. 

6. Concept maps strategy is very effective in motivating students to think more deeply. 

7. Concept maps also allow students to reflect on their own misunderstanding and take 

ownership of their learning. 

8. Concept maps as a visual representation allows for development of holistic 

understanding that words alone can’t convey. 
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