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Abstract 

Teachers, in general, would like to enhance the flawless writing of their students. The same 

scenario is also applicable for ESL teachers regarding his or her students. However, correcting 

the same mistakes repeatedly and teaching grammar rules taught to the students months back 

when doing a lesson has become frustrating for teachers. Thus, the purpose of this study is to 

find whether the first language (L 1) or the mother tongue has any influence on the ESL 

writings of the creative arts undergraduates in a South Asian University. Learners in the ESL 

context are confronted with complex grammatical forms, and in that situation, they always try 

to compare L2 or the target language with L1, thus causing incorrect syntactic formation, 

particularly in their writing and morphological errors. Case study has been chosen as the 

approach for this research. The instruments for collecting data are a survey, focus groups, 

interviews, language diary, and students' written work. As a pilot study of the research, only 

the data related to the survey has been used here. A 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 

5= strongly agree) (Gao et al, 2007) has been used in the survey. Descriptive statistical 

analysis measures have been used here to analyze data. This study aims at identifying whether 

there is an impact of L1 (i.e., Sinhala) on the ESL writing of undergraduates. The results 

indicate that the students feel confident in their English knowledge in the classroom with their 

peers. Thus make an implication of similar language proficiency among them. None of the 

participants had mentioned that their writing skill was very good. 

Keywords: ESL; Language 1; Morphology; Syntax; Writing. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

93 

 

1. Introduction  

In the Sri Lankan context, Sinhala language is the mother tongue or students' first language, 

and English is learned as the second language from primary education. English language is 

used as the language of communication, medium of radio and television broadcasting 

simultaneously with the first language (Sinhala). It is also widely used for official and 

commercial purposes in the country. The context of the proposed study is a public university 

dedicated to fine arts, located in Colombo, Sri Lanka, specializing in art, design, fashion, 

music, and dance. The university exclusively offers special degree programs in fine arts. The 

courses run by the university are 98% practical, a fact which distinguishes them from other 

universities that offer courses in fine arts within the country.  

1.1 Literature Review 

There is a lack of research on the English proficiency of the fine arts students, and the 

proposed research, specifically on writing skills, will shed light on an untrodden area of the 

student sample of fine arts. Although there is an abundance of literature that focuses on 

improving the English proficiency of undergraduates in the university system in Sri Lanka 

(Premawardhena, 2007; Embogama, 2018; Ranasinghe, 2012), scholarly works on the English 

language proficiency of undergraduates representing fine arts are somewhat limited.  

The proposed study represents a small percentage (1-2 %) of the total student population 

selected out of the 15 universities within the country in a particular year. However, the invited 

participation of students will only be from fine arts. Districts within the country like Matara, 

Anuradhapura, Pollonaruwa, and Badulla are considered remote from where the majority of 

the students come to the university. The primary objective of the students selected to the 

university is to obtain their degree in one of the Arts. Hence, they are not concerned about 

English (Fernando, 2005) during their tertiary education because it does not count for the 

degree (p.12).  

The students in the proposed study are most likely to become teachers of fine arts. For the 

dance and drama students, their futures may involve international touring and representation in 

various forums. 

For those who will be teachers in the future, the language of instruction will be Sinhala. 

Those who develop management skills and government workers will write reports or 

proposals, and English may become a priority.  

Poor communication skills, primarily written communication, have been identified as the 

most critical issue that employers lack. This study further found that the relevance and 

applicability of technical knowledge of graduates to the workplace context are relatively poor. 

(Hodges & Burchell, 2003, pp. 20) 
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Karunaratne (2009) revealed a significant factor in the education system in the country 

where students who have failed English in the O-Level examination (based on Cambridge O-

Level) could still be entered to the University, thus contributing mainly to lack of motivation 

to learn English. Karunaratne (2009) further pointed out that students find learning English 

uninteresting due to the outdated grammar-translation method and direct method applied by 

teachers in the classroom. 

As Prasangani and Nadarajan (2015) stated, English education was restricted to urban areas 

during the British era in Sri Lanka. Rural people were deprived of receiving a similar 

education of which the urban people received. As a result, the community was divided into 

rural and urban English language learners, where the roots of the problem today began.  

Due to these various issues faced by the students at the secondary level, English language 

proficiency is continuously deteriorating, and once they are in the universities, the poor trend 

in English proficiency becomes a severe problem throughout their career. Rameez (2019) 

reported on the condition of the English proficiency test conducted for the university's new 

entrants. 

“the number of students failing the English Language examination conducted by the faculty 

is steadily increasing in all years of the study course. This indicates the poor trend in English 

proficiency of students in the faculty” (pp.202). 

As the study concerned here focuses on ESL writing of the students, the students' attitude 

should be studied as ESL students can face academic writing challenging because of their 

apprehension and negative attitude towards academic writing (Hassan et al., 2019). 

According to Akhtar et al. (2020), ESL students find writing a challenging task and hence 

dislike it. Rass (2015) identified why students find writing to be a difficult skill in language 

learning context. 

Generally speaking, writing is a difficult skill for native speakers and non-native speakers 

alike because the writer must balance multiple issues in their writing such as content, 

organization, purpose, audience, vocabulary, and mechanics, which means using the proper 

punctuation, spelling, and capitalization. (p.49) 

Rass (2015) also pointed out that most of the students in the classroom have been exposed 

to writing and grammar rules devoid of developing their ability to express their ideas. Thus, 

their apprehension makes difficulties at all the initial stages in their writing tasks. 

Another issue that is prominent among the learners in the ESL context is the confrontation 

with complex grammatical forms and frequent attempts to compare the second language (L2) 

or the target language with the first language (L1), thus causing incorrect syntactic formation, 

particularly in their writing and morphological errors as well (a small study of 57 students by 

Setyowati & Sukmawan, 2016; and a larger one of 100 students by Dissanayake& 
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Dissanayake, 2019). While many scholars refer to L1 and L2, it should be noted that students 

are beginning to learn English who already speak several languages or dialects. This research 

will maintain the terms instead of any better solution. Raju & Josith (2017) explain that in 

Tamil Nadu, people speak various dialects of Tamil, and in Kerala, various dialects of 

Malayalam. The school children of these regions also learn English as a second language, 

which possesses different structures, words, grammar, and pronunciation. Moreover, 

Mahamood et al. (2020) point out that Pakistan is a multilingual country where Punjabi, 

Sindhi, Pashto, and Urdu are spoken among another 22 languages. Learning English is needed 

to keep abreast of the rest of the world in science and technology, but it is not the second 

language.  

The following studies carried out by various researchers have contributed to our 

understanding of how learners in the ESL context are confronted with their L1. 

According to the findings of Cohen and Brooks- Carson (2001), 80% of their study sample 

out of 39 intermediate learners of French have “often” or “always” thought about their L1 

(English) when writing essays in French (L2). The following study has also contributed to our 

understanding of how second language learners use L1and L2 in their composing process of 

L2.  

Wang and Wen studied 16 EFL learners and noted they might use both L1 and L2 for 

cognitive operations when composing in the L2. This difference has received limited attention 

from SLA researchers, resulting in little understanding of the unique features of L2 writing and 

a lack of a coherent, comprehensive L2 writing theory. (Wang &Wen, 2002, p.225- 226).  

Malana (2018) identified sixty-second language learners mapping grammatical patterns 

found in their first language incorrectly onto their second language output, thus 

mispronouncing words and confusing vocabulary items. Some of the errors committed by the 

students in the ESL classroom can be categorized into morphological and syntactical errors. 

Most students often find the structure of words, how words are formed, how the parts fit 

together in a sentence and the proper word order in a sentence as a crucial and unmanageable 

task. 

Constant feedback received from a teacher, peer, or self on the writing helps the learner to 

understand what is better and where to improve (Zerin, 2007).  

The purpose of this study is to explore whether there are possible aspects such as 

motivation and self-confidence that may influence language learning and to investigate 

whether the first language (L1) has any influences on the English (L2) as a Second Language 

(ESL) writings of the undergraduates of creative arts. The participants in the study are first and 

second-year students in this degree course. 
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1.2 Research aims 

This study aims:  

I.To investigate the past and present learning experiences of the students in terms of English 

language learning,its people and culture.  

II.To explore the aspects of Englisg language classroom setting that influence the element 

motivation which may play a critical role in language learning 

1.3 Research questions 

The following research question will guide this project. 

I. What are the perceptions of the students in terms of English language, its culture, and the 

speakers?  

II. What are some of the possible aspects of classroom setting such as discussions, resources 

and interactive language learning sessions that may influence language learning?  

2. Methods  

2.1 Case study  

Case study has been chosen for this research for several reasons. As Zainal (2007) suggests, 

case study methodology reveals how something works. According to Gillham (2000), the case 

being researched could be an individual, a group, an institution, or a large-scale community. 

Whether it is a single case or multiple, everything depends on the researcher's desire to find 

out. A group of students in an ESL setting is the case being researched in the study. All the 

evidence that the researcher collects is of some value, and the researcher can use different 

tools: interviews, observations, documents, and record analysis.  

2.2 Participants and context 

The research context is a government university in the capital city located in the western 

province of Sri Lanka. The standard number of students in each class within the university 

varies from 35-50 students. In this pilot study, a sample of 10 students will be invited to take 

part in the survey in terms of convenience in accessing them.  

The students in visual arts learn all the skills of printmaking, painting, designing, 

sculpturing while the students in dance learn local dance forms and how to play instruments 

that support the dance moves. The students in music learn north and south Indian music, 

ethnomusicology (including percussion music), and western music. The students need to learn 

to express their creativity in English.  
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1.3 Instruments 

The following instruments will be used to collect data, 

1. Survey 

2. Language Diary 

3. Focus groups 

4. Interview with the ESL teachers 

5. Written work of students  

Each of these research instruments works with the others to provide the overall picture. The 

survey provides data on the demographics and attitudes of students. The language diary is 

ongoing, from when the students commence their study for two years. The focus groups of 

students build on the survey data and use the dairy as conversation points between researcher 

and students. The tests will be conducted before the focus groups, and any language errors will 

be flagged while carrying out the focus group interview.  

The students' written work provides samples of their ongoing progress, and the interviews 

with the teachers provide a different perspective on all of the student data. The language diary 

will be introduced to the students during the focus group interview and observed twice. 

Together, the instruments work to demonstrate the research findings. 

Survey for Students. One of the tools used in the study is a survey conducted with the 

students of the university. The survey design is an existing instrument used by Dorneyei 

(2001), with some items' revisions. The survey has been chosen as one that reported on a 

large-scale attitude/motivation survey (N=4765) conducted in Hungary (Dornyei &Clement, 

2001). The survey includes questions about self-confidence, taken from an existing instrument 

used by Xu (2011) to gauge self-confidence in terms of English learning experiences, 

particularly concerning memorable events or persons, place or importance of English, and 

language and life challenges. 

There are three faculties, namely Visual Arts, Music and Dance and Drama in the 

University. 

The survey will gather information using a Likert scale from the students attached to three 

faculties running undergraduate courses.  

The researcher understands that the sample indicated above is a convenience sample in 

terms of access. The sample is not intended to generalize results.  

The surveys will be developed to elicit data during the survey on ESL writing of the 

undergraduates, the challenges they face in learning English. The primary purpose would be to 

explore the aspects that influence the element of motivation that may play a critical role in 

language learning. It will examine their attitudes towards learning English and their future 

perspectives in their chosen profession related to English language proficiency. A 5-point 
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Likert scale (1=strongly disagree; 5= strongly agree) (Gao et al., 2007) will be used in the 

survey. 

The survey will be translated into Sinhala, the students' mother tongue, considering the low 

proficiency levels of the students, and the target is to test their attitudes regarding the English 

Language. The questionnaire will be administered online due to the Covid – 19 pandemic 

within the study context. 

3. Results 

3.1 Survey given for the students 

According to the survey conducted for the undergraduates, 80% of the participants are 

female, whereas 20% of them are male. All the participants of the survey belonged to the age 

category of 21- 23.  

The survey also reports the native place that the students were born or lived in for a long 

time. According to chart 1, western province claims the significant representation in terms of 

the provincial distribution of the participants.  

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Participants 

Northern Province 

Northern Central
Province 

Wayamba Province 

Central Province 

Western Province 

Eastern Province 

Sabaragamu
Province 

 
Chart 1: Provincial distribution of the Undergraduates 
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Chart 2: The age of the Undergraduates when they started learning English 

As shown in Chart 2, among respondents,50% of the students had started learning English 

during the age range of 5-7. 
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80% of the students have indicated that they like to learn English significantly, whereas 

20% of them liked to learn the language to some extent. All the respondents who participated 

in the survey have mentioned that knowing English would help them to become more 

knowledgeable person in a great deal. Moreover, regarding students' perception of how 

important learning English is,100% of the students think it is significantly vital to learn 

English.  
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Chart 3: Importance of learning English to know more about the culture of English language users 

As shown in chart 3,50% of the participants think it is essential to learn English to know 

more about the culture of English language users. Furthermore, all the research participants 

think that knowing English would help them travel abroad to a great degree.90% of the 

respondents think that learning English will help them in their future careers very much. 
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Chart 4: Willingness to meet native speakers of English from the UK and USA 

As shown above, in chart 4, 50% of the students like to meet native speakers of English 

from the UK and USA to a great extent. Even though they liked to meet native speakers very 

much most of the students averagely liked to watch the movies made in UK and USA. The 

respondents’ willingness to read magazines of the same countries mentioned above takes a 

similar situation as 70% of the participants moderately like to read the magazines. 
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Chart 5: Frequency of meeting English speaking people in restaurants and on the streets 

 

Chart 5 shown above indicates that most of the participants hardly meet English-speaking 

people in restaurants and on the streets.  
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Chart 6: Participants’ fondness for Pop music in UK and USA 

According to chart 6 given above, only 40% of the respondents have greatly liked the Pop 

music of the countries mentioned above. 

Table 1: Students’ attitudes towards learning English and speaking skills 

Item Agree 
Agree up to some 

extent 
Disagree 

I am very confident that I will be able to learn English well. 70% 30% N/A 

I think I would feel very anxious if I had to speak to someone in 

English. 
30% 60% 10% 

People around me think that knowing foreign languages is a good 

thing. 
100% N/A N/A 

I am afraid that learning English will make me feel less Sri Lankan. N/A N/A 100% 

Learning English is a difficult task 10% 50% 40% 
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The third section of the survey is related to the English language learning experiences of the 

participants in terms of their attitudes and writing and speaking skills. The table given above 

indicates the responses of the participants. 

Table 2: Students’ attitudes towards classroom setting, interaction with a native speaker, and 

writing skill 

Item Very 

good 

Pretty 

good 

Average Not so 

good 

Not good 

at all 

How satisfied are you with the discussions and resources 

available in the classroom to make learning English easier? 

40% 30% 30% N/A N/A 

How positive has your experience been in using interactive 

strategies for learning English in the classroom? 

50% 20% 30% N/A N/A 

How do you feel about your English writing? N/A 40% 40% 20% N/A 

The survey has also collected information regarding the classroom setting and students’ 

English writing skills, shown in Table 2 above.  

Table 3: Students’ perception related to speaking English in a classroom setting and outside the 

classroom. 

Item Yes No 

Did you feel better and confident about your knowledge of English in the classroom? 70% 30% 

Do you see a difference between your experience of speaking English in the classroom and your 

English speaking with a native speaker? 
100% N/A 

When you speak English with them (native speakers), are there times people do not understand/hear 

you? 
70% 30% 

Have you ever felt negative when you were not understood or listened to? 60% 40% 

Do you have any unique experience that made you feel good about having conversations in English 

and feeling good and confident in communicating with native speakers? 

30% 70% 

Are you looking for opportunities to speak actively, or do you already have opportunities to speak 

English? 
70% 30% 

 

Table 3, shown above, illustrates the students’ perception of speaking English in a 

classroom setting and outside the classroom. 

The willingness of the participants to continue their contribution to the research was also 

informed to them through the survey. All the participants had agreed to keep a journal by 

updating their learning experiences related to English.  
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4. Conclusion  

In all, the study results indicate that most of the respondents who participated in the survey 

were female students, and most of the students reside in the western province, where the 

country's capital city is located. The University where these students pursue their studies is 

also located in the same province. 

All the participants belonged to the age category of 21-23, and half of them had started 

studying English during the age range of 5-7. In general, most of the respondents are willing to 

learn English, and it can be understood that the respondents have understood the importance 

and the necessity of learning the language.  

Though the students believe that knowing English would make them more knowledgeable, 

only half of the respondents assume that English is necessary to know the culture of the 

English people.  

Overall, the participants think that knowing English would help them in their future careers 

and when traveling abroad. It was seen that half of the respondents do not meet native speakers 

of English in public places very much, their interest to watch English films and to read 

magazines were on average level. 

Though the majority feels anxiety to some degree if they happen to speak to somebody in 

English, it would also be interesting to know that many of the participants are confident that 

they will learn English well. 

The results indicate that the students feel confident in their English knowledge in the 

classroom with their peers. Thus make an implication of similar proficiency in the language 

among them. It was also revealed that none of the participants were very good in English 

writing skills. 

The respondents clearly understand the difference between learning a language in a 

classroom and its usage with native speakers outside the classroom.  
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