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1 Introduction and preview 

We probably all share the impression, whether based on intuition or experience, 
that reading and writing are more difficult in a foreign language than in the native 
tongue. It will not come as a great surprise that much research confirms this 
impression. Non-native readers frequently have poorer comprehension (e.g., 
Bossers, 1992; Chen & Donin, 1997; Hacquebord, 1999), and non-native writers 
produce texts that differ from the texts that native speakers produce both in terms 
of discourse features and linguistic features (e.g., Hinkel, 2002). However, the 
focus of this dissertation is neither how well readers comprehend texts in a 
foreign language, nor the quality of the texts that writers produce in a foreign 
language, as such. Rather, the focus is the cognitive processes underlying text 
comprehension and text production: This dissertation is about how readers and 
writers read and write in a foreign language in comparison to how they read and 
write in their first language, as well as about the relationship between how they 
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The processes of reading and writing - be it in the first or foreign language - have 
commonalities (see Couzijn, 1995; van der Pool & van Wijk, 1995), which are 
depicted in the simple representation of textual processing provided in Figure 1. 
Reading involves processing the meaning of words and sentences, and also 
processing the conceptual relations between sentences, in order to be able to build 
a mental model of the whole text that is the ultimate product of the reading 
process (Kintsch, 1998). Almost like a mirror image, writing involves producing 
ideas that are subsequently formulated into words and sentences in order to create 
the product of writing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987), which is a text that - at 
least, if the process is successful - is able to convey a coherent message. Thus, as 
shown in Figure 1, both forms of textual processing involve linguistic processes 
and conceptual processes (van der Pool & van der Wijk, 1995), the distinction 
between which will be characterized more precisely in forthcoming chapters. 
Figure 1 illustrates that textual processing is subject to influence from 
characteristics of the task environment, such as the genre of the text specified in 
the writing task, the audience for which the text is intended, and the amount of 
time that the writer has to complete the task. An example of the influence of genre 
on textual processing is that readers are more likely to make predictions when 
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reading a narrative than when reading an essay (Horiba, 2000). Figure 1 also 
illustrates that textual processing is influenced by the knowledge that readers and 
writers have in their knowledge base concerning matters such as the topic of the 
task, reading and writing in general, and language in particular. For instance, 
readers with a well-developed knowledge of what reading involves are likely to 
have better text comprehension than readers whose knowledge is less well-
developed (Schoonen, Hulstijn, & Bossers, 1998). Lastly, the figure shows that 
textual processing is guided by an internal monitor, which is the capacity of a 
reader or writer to reflect on the task, on the way he or she approaches the task, or 
on the knowledge required by the task. 

Figure 1 A simple representation of textual processing. 

TASK ENVIRONMENT 

TEXTUAL PROCESSES 

Linguistic 
processes 

Conceptual 
processes 

KNOWLEDGE BASE 

Textual processing in a foreign language has been typified as being particularly 
laborious and cognitively demanding. Foreign language readers are thought to 
become so involved in deciphering the meaning of words and sentences that the 
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global meaning of the text eludes them (e.g., Horiba, 1990). Likewise, foreign 
language writers are thought to become so absorbed in searching for the right 
words, the right sentence structures and the right spelling that they have little eye 
for the global content and structure of the text (e.g., Chenoweth & Hayes, 2001). 
It seems that textual processing in foreign language reading and writing may be a 
case of not being able to see the forest for the trees. 

Clearly, both successful text comprehension and text production may be thwarted 
by deficits in the linguistic knowledge base, as words and structures unfamiliar to 
the reader or writer cannot be conjured out of thin air. However, successful 
comprehension and production may also be thwarted by lack of fluency, that is, by 
slow and effortful processing of words and structures that are - at least to some 
extent - familiar to the reader or writer, or at least so the theory goes. It has 
repeatedly been claimed that in foreign language reading and writing lack of fluent 
linguistic processes inhibits the amount of attention that is able to be devoted to 
conceptual processes (e.g., Reading: Koda, 1996; Segalowitz, Watson, & 
Segalowitz, 1995; Writing: Chenoweth & Hayes, 2001; Schoonen, van Gelderen, de 
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Despite frequent reiteration, little research has directed itself towards providing 
empirical support for this hypothesis for either foreign language reading or writing. 
In this dissertation, the investigation of this hypothesis for both reading and writing 
forms the locus of inquiry. This hypothesis will be referred to as the inhibition 
hypothesis. The general research questions addressed are: Is conceptual processing 

inhibited in reading and writing in English as a foreign language compared to the 

first language? If so, to what extent is inhibition of conceptual processing in foreign 

language reading and writing related to lack of fluent linguistic processing? 

The dissertation answers these questions by providing a detailed comparison of 
both the reading processes and the writing processes of twenty-two Dutch high 
school students in their first language (LI) (Dutch) and their foreign language 
(FL) (English). The small sample size is necessitated by the in-depth nature of the 
analyses, and by the fact that analyses are provided for both reading and writing. 
A choice has been made for depth rather than breadth of analysis, in order to gain 
maximum insight into the similarities and differences between processes in first 
language and foreign language reading and writing'. The comparisons of reading 
processes in LI and FL and writing processes in LI and FL are carried out in 
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separate studies, and the results of these separate studies are drawn together for 
discussion in the conclusions. 

Central to answering the general research question is the interaction between 
linguistic and conceptual processes in FL reading and writing compared to the 
interaction between these processes in LI reading and writing. The interaction 
between these processes will be studied by incorporating data from different 
sources. In contrast to most previous process-oriented research, data from direct 
process measures, indirect process measures and product measures are 
triangulated. (See Janssen, van Waes, and van den Bergh (1996) for a 
classification of process observation methods). As regards direct process 
measures, processes such as conceptualizing, monitoring and (re)reading are 
measured using the think aloud method, in which subjects voice their thoughts 
aloud while completing reading and writing tasks (Chapters 2 and 5). As regards 
indirect process measures, reading fluency is measured using a reaction time test 
that measures speed of word processing (Chapter 3), and writing fluency is 
measured in situ, using both an on-line (i.e., average number of words produced 
between pauses) and an off-line measure (i.e., number of words per second) 
(Chapter 5). In addition, writing processes are examined in terms of the revisions 
that writers make to their texts during writing, with the assistance of a program 
based on keystroke-logging that enables on-line revisions to be traced (Chapter 
4). As regards product measures, level of reading comprehension is measured, 
and for writing both text quality (i.e., holistic scores) and the rhetorical content 
(i.e., frequency of rhetorical units) of the texts produced are measured. 
Although the contrast between linguistic and conceptual processes in LI and FL 
occupies centre stage in this dissertation, other related contrasts between textual 
processes in LI and FL are also considered. A contrast brought under consideration 
is that between processes that regulate textual processing, such as monitoring 
comprehension, and processes that are directly concerned with textual processing 
itself, such as transforming a mental proposition into a transcribed sentence. 
Another contrast considered is whether reading and writing are more localized in 
FL than in LI. Do readers focus on smaller chunks of text in the foreign language 
than in the first language? Do writers read and revise smaller chunks of their own 
texts in the foreign language? In previous research, such distinctions have been 
frequently ignored or simplified. By considering these distinctions, this 
dissertation acknowledges the multi-dimensional nature of textual processing. 
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The dissertation also considers the influence of reader and writer characteristics 
on FL reading and writing processes. The sample includes writers who vary in 
terms of both Dutch literacy proficiency (higher versus lower proficiency) and 
language background (monolingual students of Dutch background versus 
bilingual students of Turkish/Moroccan background). The inclusion of these 
writer characteristics allows us, albeit in a modest way, to touch on issues 
pertinent to the transfer of skills from one language to another. LI literacy 
proficiency may be a factor that mediates the transfer of strategies from LI to FL. 
It could be, for example, that readers and writers with higher literacy proficiency 
in Dutch have more effective strategies that they are able to transfer to English, 
making them less susceptible to inhibition of conceptual processing than lower 
proficiency Dutch readers and writers. Likewise, bilingualism may be associated 
with the transfer of certain processing skills to FL. For bilinguals, the FL is a third 
language. They have had a greater amount of prior language experience, and have 
access to two linguistic systems rather than one. In recent years it has suggested 
that bilinguals have the edge on monolinguals in third language learning 
oifiiatirvtic ^ 0 1 1 0 7 OHOI^ HfiWPVÉ*!" ^c m r \ c t r\V tl-ip* r^c^Qrr-V) rm thirH I t m a i m a p 

learning has focused on general proficiency, little is known concerning the effects 
of bilingualism on third language processing. Given the tenor of the recent 
literature, one might expect that bilingual students would have a processing 
advantage in FL, and thus be less prone to inhibition of conceptual processing. 
Yet, on the other hand, the similar amount of EFL instruction received by 
monolinguals and bilinguals, might lead one to expect few processing differences. 
Moreover, against the backdrop of the much-touted academically and 
linguistically disadvantaged position of students of Turkish and Moroccan 
background in the Netherlands (e.g., Edelenbos, Pijl, & Vinjé,1993; Leseman & 
van den Boom, 1999; Tesser & Iedema, 2001), the expectation of a processing 
advantage might seem unwarrantedly optimistic. The effects of language 
background on FL textual processing will be examined from an exploratory 
stance. The reader will notice that, due to developing insights gained from our 
research results, as this dissertation progresses there is a discernible shift in 
expectations concerning the effects of bilingualism on FL processes. As part of 
the general conclusions (Chapter 6), the findings will be discussed in the light of 
recent research on the effects of bilingualism on third language use. 
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Educational Context 
In a small, internationally-oriented European country like the Netherlands, a good 
command of English is considered to be of great importance. English as a foreign 
language is a compulsory subject in the last two years of primary school, with some 
schools beginning even earlier. Basic listening and speaking skills are the primary 
focus in these initial years of instruction. English is also a compulsory core subject 
throughout high school, with the locus of instruction broadening to include reading 
and writing, although listening and speaking retain primacy. In the first years of 
high school, reading in English involves exposure to a range of general texts, 
including advertisements, brochures, and letters. In the same period, writing in 
English is limited to a functional minimum of short and informal contacts via e-
mail, chatting and letters. However, in both the reading and writing instruction that 
students receive as part of the development of their Dutch literacy skills, students 
in junior high school gain experience with a wider range of text types, including 
descriptive and argumentative texts. (See Bonset, de Boer, & Ekens, 1992). 
Secondary education in the Netherlands is non-comprehensive, meaning that there 
are schools at different levels, with the placement of a student at a particular level 
being determined by factors related to ability and school performance. At the time 
of data collection, there were four levels in the Dutch secondary system: pre-
university education (VWO); higher general secondary education (HAVO); lower 
general secondary education (MAVO) and pre-vocational education (VBO). (The 
MAVO and VBO levels have been subsequently combined into preparatory 
vocational secondary education (VMBO)). Completion of VWO or HAVO allows 
access to tertiary education: VWO is a requirement for university and HAVO is a 
minimum requirement for more vocationally-oriented forms of tertiary education. 
The other levels, MAVO and VBO, do not lead to tertiary education as such, 
although they frequently lead on to some form of specific vocational training. The 
sample of students in this dissertation has been drawn from VWO and HAVO 
schools, as it is at these levels that the development of reading and writing skills 
in the foreign language receives the most emphasis. The students in the sample 
are 13-14 year-olds who have been selected from grade 8 classes. 
The student population in Dutch secondary schools is ethnically diverse, with 
nearly a quarter of students coming from minority backgrounds in the country as 
a whole (Droog, van der Ree, & Wooning, 2004), and a considerably higher 
percentage in the highly urbanized western part of the country known as 'de 

6 



Introduction and preview 

Randstad'. Of the students from non-Dutch backgrounds, students of Turkish and 
Moroccan background form the two largest groups (CBS, 2001). Reflecting the 
generally less successful school careers of students from these backgrounds, the 
percentage of these students who follow secondary education at HAVO and 
VWO level is smaller than for Dutch background students. 

For most Dutch background students, English is likely to be the first language 
other than Dutch that they acquire. These students can be considered to be 
monolingual speakers of Dutch who learn English as a foreign language. 
However, students of Turkish or Moroccan background have already acquired 
more than one language before they commence learning English as a foreign 
language. In the majority of cases, this group of students acquires the migrant 
language, which is Turkish, or in the case of Moroccan-background students, 
either a Berber language or Moroccan Arabic, in the home situation. The majority 
language, Dutch, is acquired in school and wider community situations. These 
students can be termed bilingual, as they make regular use of two languages in 
their daily lives (Jimenez, Garcia, & Pearson, 1996), albeit in different situations. 
Although it is acknowledged that the bilingual students have acquired Dutch 
under different circumstances than the monolingual students, for the sake of 
consistency and economy of expression, Dutch will be referred to as the first 
language (LI) throughout this dissertation. English will consistently be referred to 
as a foreign language (FL) as opposed to a second language, as for Dutch high 
school students it is generally primarily - though not solely - acquired and used in 
classroom contexts. 

Research context 
The research reported in this dissertation forms part of a larger research project 
funded by the Dutch Scientific Research Organization (NWO). The project is 
officially entitled "Transfer of higher-order processes and skills in reading and 
writing in Dutch and English", but is informally referred to by the Dutch 
acronym, NELSON. The main objective of NELSON is to gain insight into the 
role of linguistic fluency in the transfer of knowledge and processes from the LI 
(Dutch) to the FL (English). This objective is achieved by adopting 
complementary research approaches. There are four sub-projects, each of which 
adopts a longitudinal, a cross-sectional or an instructional approach. The cross-
sectional research reported in this dissertation forms one of these sub-projects. 
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Consequently, the thinking underlying this dissertation has been able to profit 
from insights drawn from results of the other sub-projects carried out under the 
NELSON umbrella. Below follows a very succinct description of each of the 
NELSON sub-projects. 

1) Longitudinal analysis of reading and writing proficiency 

This longitudinal sub-project examines the development of the reading and 
writing skills in Dutch and English of a cohort of some 300 Dutch secondary 
students. The development of students' reading and writing proficiency is 
followed from grade 8 (ages 13-14) to grade 10 (ages 15-16). The aim of the sub-
project is to determine to what extent there is a correspondence between students' 
meta-cognitive knowledge, linguistic knowledge and linguistic processing skills 
in LI and FL. (See Schoonen, van Gelderen, de Glopper, Hulstijn, Snellings, 
Simis, & Stevenson, 2002; Schoonen, et al., 2003; van Gelderen, Schoonen, de 
Glopper, Hulstijn, Simis, Snellings, & Stevenson, 2003; van Gelderen, Schoonen, 
de Glopper, Hulstijn, Simis, Snellings, & Stevenson, 2004). 

2) Cross-sectional analysis of reading and writing processes 

This sub-project covers the research reported in this dissertation. 
3) Instructional study for reading 

This is an instructional sub-project directed towards improving the fluency of 
linguistic processing in FL reading. An experimental computerized training 
program is used to promote rapid word processing. The effects of this training 
program on global text comprehension in FL are also investigated. (See Fukkink, 
Hulstijn, & Simis, 2005). 

4) Instructional study for writing 

This is an instructional sub-project directed towards improving the fluency of 
linguistic processing in FL writing. An experimental computerized training 
program is used to promote rapid retrieval of words to be used in written 
production. The effects of this training program on global text quality in FL are 
also investigated. (See Snellings, van Gelderen, & de Glopper, 2002,2004a, 2004b). 

Organization of this Dissertation 
The remainder of this dissertation is organized into five chapters, two of which 

are studies of reading processes (Chapters 2 and 3), two of which are studies of 

writing processes (Chapters 4 and 5), with a concluding chapter (Chapter 6) in 

which the findings of the previous chapters are drawn together. In Chapters 2 and 
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3 the Compensatory-Encoding model (Walcyzk, 2000) is used to model the 
interaction between reading processes and text comprehension. In Chapters 3 and 

4 the model of Chenoweth & Hayes (2001) is used to characterize the nature of 
writing processes. As Chapters 2 to 5 are articles that have been submitted 
separately to different international journals, the reader can expect commonalities 
in the theoretical background presented in the introductions of these chapters, as 
well as some overlap in the description of the methods. 

• Chapter 2 provides a multi-dimensional comparison of the strategies used by 
students when reading in Dutch and English. The purpose of this comparison 
is to examine whether readers are inhibited in their use of specific kinds of 
strategies in English. The hypothesis that FL readers may actually be more 
inclined to use conceptual strategies in order to avoid language difficulties is 
also considered. 

• Chapter 3 examines whether there are relationships between the reading 
strategies used by the students in Dutch and English and their levels of word 
processing fluency and reading comprehension in the respective languages. 

• Chapter 4 provides a multi-dimensional comparison of the on-line writing 
revisions made by students when producing computer-written texts in Dutch 
and English in order to examine whether certain types of revisions are 
inhibited in English The relationship between different types of revisions and 
text quality is also considered. 

• Chapter 5 compares the level of writing fluency of the students in Dutch and 
English, using both an on-line and an off-line fluency measure. In order to 
determine whether conceptual processing is inhibited in FL, the study 
compares the writers' conceptual processing in the two languages and 
investigates whether there is any relationship between conceptual processing 
in FL and level of fluency. Conceptual processing is examined in terms of 
both the writing process and the writing product (i.e., rhetorical text structure). 
The study also examines whether there is a relationship between fluency and 
text quality in Dutch and/or English. 

• Chapter 6 reviews the findings for reading and writing in order to provide an 
answer to the general research questions and discusses the theoretical 
implications of similarities and differences in the findings for reading and 
writing. In addition, methodological issues with wider relevance for process 
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research, the influence of writer characteristics on textual processing, and 

possible implications of the findings for language instruction are considered. 

Notes 

Originally, a longitudinal study over a period of 3 years with more superficial 
analyses was planned. However, practical limitations led the design to be changed 
to a cross-sectional one with greater depth of analysis. 
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