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Lê Thị Thu Trang*, Lê Thị Khánh Linh
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ABSTRACT

Writing is a crucial skill for students, particularly for those at tertiary level, yet it is a fact that 
many find writing challenging to master. A number of methods and strategies, therefore, have been 
employed in an attempt to develop students’ writing skill, and a student-run school newspaper is 
one of them. This paper aims at reporting whether the school newspaper The SFLook results in 
its members’ improved writing and how the students self-evaluate the impact of the project. First, 
the students’ (n = 20) pre-test and post-test before and after a twelve-week action were examined 
to assess their writing performance. Besides, a questionnaire was delivered to investigate their 
attitudes towards different aspects during the time working for the newspaper. The findings 
indicate that the school newspaper has reinforced its members’ writing skill and their motivations 
for writing are bound to external factors. The research results would suggest further applications 
of student – run newspapers in various educational contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

Hedge (2005) describes that writing is more than producing 
accurate and complete sentences and phrases. She also states 
that writing is about guiding students to produce whole piec-
es of communication, to link and develop information, ideas, 
or arguments for particular reader or a group of readers. 
Writing plays a significant role in language learning because 
it allows learners to achieve such sub-skills as independence, 
comprehensibility, fluency and creativity. However, as a 
complex cognitive activity, writing for English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) learners is believed to be more difficult to 
teach than the other language skills namely listening, speak-
ing and reading since it requires learners to demonstrate con-
trol of variables simultaneously (Nunan, 1989; Mazdayasna 
& Tahririan, 2001). Obviously, although EFL learners make 
considerable efforts to write a composition, the results are 
often unsatisfactory due to factors like writing anxiety and 
writer’s block. In fact, many students’ compositions are 
found incoherent and unpersuasive in communicating ideas.

Regarding numerous methods to enhance students’ writ-
ing skill, giving students more freedom to write and empow-
ering them are worth considering. One instance for this is the 
model of student-run newspaper, which is created by and for 
students. The use of the student-run newspaper is expected 
to exercise positive impact on students’ writing performance 
and contribute to driving back their negative feelings when 
writing. While this model houses notable applicability, it has 
not received proper attention. Relatively little research has 
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been conducted to examine the effect of the school newspa-
per on students’ language skills, especially writing. There-
fore, this paper aims to assess the impact of a student-run 
newspaper, at a public university in Vietnam, The SFLook, 
on its members’ writing skill. It is motivated by two research 
questions:
1. To what extent does the student-run newspaper The SF-

Look affect the members’ writing performance?
2. What are the members’ attitudes towards the school on-

line newspaper?
Once these questions are fully addressed, the paper is 

hoped to provide an insight into the implementation of the 
school newspaper in teaching and learning writing at tertiary 
institutions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

EFL Writing Teaching and Learning in Vietnam

Teaching writing among Vietnamese EFL learners has been 
of interest to researchers and educators for years. Like oth-
er ASEAN countries, the teaching of English writing was 
characterized by the focus on grammar and sentence struc-
ture and the teaching approach seemed to be mostly prod-
uct-based (Pham, 2000). Currently, process genre-based and 
communicative approaches have been integrated in writing 
classes and they prove their own effectiveness.

Many have investigated challenges to Vietnamese 
learners of English when it comes to writing. For example, 
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they have to tackle the lack of vocabularies and ideas, lim-
itations on grammatical knowledge, and less confidence 
(Nguyen et al. 2011). Another problem is related to mo-
tivation as most students find writing difficult and unre-
warding. Vietnamese EFL learners are motivated mainly by 
the “teacher’s initiative” and the “students’ will to succeed” 
in examinations, not by their intrinsic needs (Ellis, 1996). 
Le (2000) also stresses that the pressure to pass exams has 
resulted in the fact that Vietnamese learners are bound to 
extrinsic factors.

A number of methods and strategies have been imple-
mented to help students sharpen their writing skill. Nguyen 
et al.(2011) investigated the effect of numerous activities in 
EFL writing classes like free writing, pyramid sharing and 
deciding, group drafting, and peer support, and concluded 
that they contribute to the students’ significant improvement 
in their writing performance. An action research conducted 
by Nguyen (2016) indicates that the implementation of crit-
ical thinking has positive impacts on students’ attitudes to 
writing and their writing performance. A point to consider is 
that technology adoption has gained its popularity in class-
room practice (Dang, 2011).

School Newspaper
According to Oxforddictionaries.com, an online newspaper 
is a regularly updated publication containing news articles 
and other content relating to current events; (sometimes) 
specifically the digital version of a print newspaper. In his 
paper, Student newspapers at Public Colleges and Univer-
sities: Lessons from the United States, Hapney and Russo 
(2013) state that student newspapers play four important 
roles in a university campus. First, life on campuses is chron-
icled when readers are informed various kinds of events 
ranging from academic to extra-curricular events. Second, 
the press acts as a forum in which student readers are al-
lowed to express personal opinions. Third, several problems 
are also covered like violation and crime since the newspa-
per is considered as a watchdog. Finally, this is a training op-
portunity for students to work as a journalist after graduating 
from colleges. In contrast, Krajka (2000) mentions a list of 
advantages of e-papers retaining the possibility to retrieve 
older issues quickly and without additional expenses, the 
possibility to change to another paper if the one chosen is in-
appropriate for some reasons, the possibility to bookmark or 
subscribe to the site (still for free), and the possibility to print 
it out and use it as normal paper or save it to disk, open it in 
a word processing program and edit for one’s own purposes 
(providing there is no breach of copyright laws).

On the other hand, Krajka (2000) also points out several 
disadvantages or the weak sides of online newspaper. First-
ly, many people find it hard to read words on a computer 
screen since its flickers and images cause ones’ eyes to tire. 
Besides, banners as well as advertisements often appear and 
these make readers distracted. Thirdly, without the control 
and supervision of lecturers, students might not be interest-
ed in the press and cease to read. Hence, student motivation 
and teacher role are of great importance when maintaining a 
publication.

Attitude Measurements

Attitude is generally defined as a state of mind, which is 
influenced by feelings, belief, and experience of the world 
(Gibb, 1999). Ajzen (2005) believes that attitude, like per-
sonality trait, is a hypothetical construct that is inaccessible 
to direct observation and must be inferred from measurable 
responses. These responses must reflect positive or negative 
evaluations of the attitude object. He states that an attitude 
is a disposition to respond favorably or unfavorably to the 
object, person, institution, or event.

Meanwhile, Wenden (1991) sees that attitudes include 
three components: cognitive, affective, and behavior in-
tention component. First, attitude tends to have a cognitive 
component which could involve beliefs or perceptions about 
the objects or situations related to the attitude. Second, the 
affective component of attitude includes feeling about and 
evaluation of the subject. Third, behavioural component is 
certain attitudes that tend to prompt learners to adopt partic-
ular learning behavior.

As Ajzen (2005) notes, direct methods in attitude mea-
surement consist of questionnaires and interviews. The main 
idea in these techniques is to ask subjects directly about their 
language attitudes. Attitudes, according to Kalaja (1999), 
can be measured towards any language or its varieties, for 
example, subjects can be asked about their attitudes towards 
British English and American English. Moreover, research 
can be carried out, for instance, about people’s attitudes to-
wards Finnish and Swedish, or regional and social dialects 
of British English. Interviews and questionnaires can, as Os-
kamp and Shultz (2005) mention, contain either open - end, 
or closed - end questions. Open - end questions are often 
answered after the subject has listened to a speech sample 
featuring the language or dialect towards which attitudes are 
being studied. The question might be something similar to in 
which contexts is it acceptable to use this language/dialect? 
Or describe the people who speak this language/dialect? 
The main idea in open - end questions is that subjects can 
use their own words when answering the questions instead 
of using ready-made scales or definitions invented by those 
who carry out the study. However, closed-ended questions 
are often used in questionnaires which, in turn, might consist 
of different statements concerning the language and its users, 
for example, It is important to study English in Singapore. 
Then, the subject has to choose from the ready-made answers 
to the one which indicates his/her attitude towards the mat-
ter. According to Baker (1992), a scale designed by Likert is 
used quite often in connection with this type of questions. 
The responses can simply be either Agree/Disagree or the 
measurement may be done more accurately with a five-point 
scale: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, 
Disagree, Strongly Disagree.

METHOD

This action study was conducted with the cycle adopted 
from Ferrance (2000):
• Planning: the researchers chose a random of 20 stu-

dents to get involved in doing the pre-test. The process 
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of choosing these students was done by posting on the 
school’s forum and those who volunteered to register 
first would be selected.

• Acting: the researcher planned to run The SFlook in 
twelve weeks and 20 students were categorized in 5 
groups; each group consisted of 4 members with spe-
cific names like News, Learning, Opinion, Blog and 
Entertainment. The groups’ duties were taking turn to 
produce 4 articles per week within two weeks for each. 
Before releasing the articles and posting on The SFlook, 
all 20 students had to participate in the training process 
lectured by a foreign lecturer.

• Observing: the researchers observed the students in the 
training section as well as giving support when neces-
sary. Besides, they also co-operated with the foreigner 
to edit students’ articles before publishing on The SF-
Look.

• Reflecting: at the end of twelve weeks, the researchers 
asked students to do the post-test. Data were collected 
to see if students’ writing skill was improved or not and 
to find out problems for further research.

Participants
The study was administered with 20 student members of The 
SFLook at a public university in Vietnam. These students 
are all Vietnamese speakers aged from eighteen to twenty 
two; however, their English language proficiency is different 
ranging from pre-intermediate to advance and they might be 
freshmen or senior students. As the members of the project, 
they have a strong passion for journalism and wish to im-
prove their writing skill.

Tests and Questionnaires
The research recognized the appropriateness of the test meth-
od to compare students’ writing skill before and after the in-
tervention of SFLook for being a reliable method to check 
and evaluate knowledge (Halova and Kobilarov, 2010). Pre-
test and post-test had the same format using similar assess-
ment items at the same level of difficulty. The pre-test was to 
set the student’s baseline level of writing to access their ar-
ticle writing skill; and the post-test was to measure students’ 
progress after 12 weeks of writing articles in different topics. 
In the pre-test, students were asked to write an article of 180 
words on a sports event at SFL, TNU. And they are required 
to write an article on a volunteering program at SFL, TNU 
in the post-test.

In this study, questionnaire was given to the students af-
ter twelve weeks of writing and publishing various articles 
on different aspects on the official site. The questionnaire 
consisted of 15 questions which were divided into 4 main 
sections. Section 1 was to check the usefulness and of The 
SFLook. Section 2 covered the reasons why The SFLook was 
beneficial to students. Section 3 examined the specific as-
pects that students found their writing skill was improved. 
And section 4 asked students to express their achievements 
as well as obstacles while working with The SFLook with the 
limitation of 100 words only.

The training section

It is essential to have a training stage of article writing in the 
first lesson. According to Raimes (1983), it is a very useful tool 
as a starting point for training because it directs the students’ 
attention to the elements which should be focused on. This 
idea is supported by Stanley (1992) when she states that “it 
is not fair to expect that students will be able to perform these 
demanding tasks without first having been offered organized 
practice with and discussion of the skills involved” (p.233). In 
addition to this, Berg (1999) reveals that the trained response 
group in his experimental research made significantly more 
meaning changes than the untrained group, and the quality of 
revisions made by the trained response group was significantly 
better than that of the untrained group, regardless of students’ 
L2 language proficiency. Therefore, it can be concluded that 
the theory and the discussion of the results of this study strong-
ly advocate the training to the students in the process of apply-
ing online newspaper to improve students’ pieces of writing.

The first writings of these students were graded by expe-
rienced lecturers at School of Foreign Languages. The crite-
ria for writing assessment were adapted from Nguyen (2012) 
including content, organization, vocabulary, grammar and 
mechanics. Then students enrolled in a class for developing 
writing skill with an American volunteer who majored in jour-
nalism. Lectures were divided into 4 main modules. For the 
first module, students were approached to basic concepts in 
the field of writing articles. Then the next module dealt with 
how to write an interesting and eye-catching title. After that, 
students were instructed to focus on the important contents in-
cluded in an article. In the last module, students were suggest-
ed several techniques on how to write the articles beautifully.

DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Answer to the First Question

To What Extent Does The Student-Run Newspaper The Sf-
look Affect The Members’ Writing Performance?

Data collected from the first collection before the 
intervention of the SFLook

According to the pre-test results, the students in the class 
were divided into 5 main groups: Excellent group (mark 
9 - 10), good group (mark 8), fair to good group (mark 7), 
fair group (mark 5 to 6), and very poor group (mark 1 - 4).

As can be presented in Table 1, no students in the class ob-
tained excellent grade. There were only 1 (5%) students who 
got grade 8. Similarly, students who got mark 7 were 8 (40%). 
In contrast, those who got fair grades were higher than the 
previous groups with 9 (45%). The remaining students who 
got very poor marks were the smallest in comparison with the 
other four groups, involving only 2 (10%) students.

Data collected from the first collection after the 
intervention of the SFLook

According to the post-test results, the students in the class 
were divided into 5 main groups: Excellent group (mark 
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9 - 10), good group (mark 8), fair to good group (mark 7), 
fair group (mark 5 to 6), and very poor group (mark 1 - 4) 
(Table 2).

It is obvious that after 12 weeks of SFlook intervention, 
there was 1 (5%) student getting excellent score which was 
really impressive. The number of those who got good grades 
was higher compared to the students in the pre - test with 
5 (25%). In contrast, the students who belonged to fair to 
good group were exactly the same as in the pre-test with 
8 (40%). There were 6 (30%) students obtaining fair grades 
which were 3 students lower than those in the pre - test. More 
importantly, no students got very poor marks after joining in 
SFLook newspaper.

There is a considerable enhancement in students’ writ-
ing performance, indicated by the fact that more students get 
good and excellent marks. The improvement is particularly 
presented at good level. It can be said that the project has 
positive impact on its members’ writing. This result is sim-
ilar to the findings of Alber (1999) when she concludes that 
employing class newspaper to develop students’ writing per-
formance is a big success.

Answer to the Second Research Question: What are 
the Members’ Attitudes Towards the Newspaper in 
Connection with their Writing?
As can be seen from Figure 1, no students find that SFlook 
is not useful in improving writing. Meanwhile, a hefty 75% 
of students reveal that working with SFLook would be of 
great use in their writing performance. However, a quarter of 
students are not sure whether or not SFLook enhances their 
writing skill.

The data in figure 2 shows that half of students believe 
that being a member of The SFLook would help them im-
prove the use of vocabulary. Meanwhile, only 25% of those 
reveal that their organization of writing was better. Similar-
ly, the other one fourth sees the improvement in the con-
tent of their writings. Surprisingly, no students insist on the 
enhancement in the use of grammar, and mechanics (the 

use of punctuation, capitalization, contradiction and other 
conventions).

It is clear from Figure 3 that exactly 50% of students state 
that they learn more new words and make clear grammar 
rules when searching information and read authentic mate-
rials from different sources. Besides, the percentage of stu-
dents thinking that they learn from friends’ strong points and 
mistakes accounts for only 15%. Additionally, the rate of 
students whose articles are read and they feel more comfort-
able and motivated are equal with 10%. A minimal propor-
tion (5%) of students enjoys working with friends to discuss 
new writing ideas.

Looking at Figure 4, it is obvious that a half of students 
agree to brainstorm effectively, make effective outline, write 
a good introduction, revise their own writing and write under 
time constraint. In contrast, the small proportion of students 
thinks that they cannot write a good conclusion for an article 
essay or various patterns.

The data interpretation reveals some interesting find-
ings about the students’ attitudes towards the project. In 
general, they highly appreciate the effect of the newspaper. 
Most of the students believe that the SFLook has enabled 
them to develop their English, writing ideas and skills. Es-
pecially, the usefulness of the newspaper is likely to stem 

Table 1. Pre-test scores
Sub‑group F %
Excellent (9-10) 0 0
Good (8) 1 5
Fair to good (7) 8 40
Fair (5-6) 9 45
Very poor (1-4) 2 10

Table 2. Post-test scores
Sub‑group F %
Excellent (9-10) 1 5
Good (8) 5 25
Fair to good (7) 8 40
Fair (5-6) 6 30
Very poor (1-4) 0 0

Figure 1. The SFLook is useful for my writing skill.

Figure 2. Working as a member of the SFLook helps me 
improve
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from browsing authentic materials. This can be justified 
by the fact that working with real newspapers is extremely 
important for a learner’s connection with “real” English 
(Barbora, 2006). However, the students’ motivations are 
still bound to external factors. It is suggested that more 
actions should be implemented for students to be intrinsi-
cally motivated.

CONCLUSION

Initially, it can be said that SFLook magazine has attract-
ed a group of students with different language proficiency 
levels. After twelve weeks of being members of SFLook, 
students’ writing skill seems to be better with the support of 
not only fellow friends but also the teachers. Nevertheless, 
a monthly writing contest was also held with prizes which 
were appeal to all students at School of Foreign Languages, 
Thai Nguyen University. This event has created motivation 
and equality for all students. Hence, the popularity of SF-

Look was spreading in the community of School of Foreign 
languages.

However, SFLook has experienced several obstacles 
which need to be investigated in the future. First, student 
writers still find not confident enough to submit the articles. 
This can be easy to understand since students often need 
support from professional teachers. Second, this study was 
conducted with a small number of members; then the results 
could not be generalized to a larger population.

Obviously, this model is partly effective to students ma-
joring in English. Other linguistic majors at SFL, TNU such 
as French Department, Russian Department, Chinese Depart-
ment, Korean Department and Japanese Department might ap-
ply to students. Besides, the project hopes to obtain more bud-
gets from sponsors to appeal to more students at the university. 
Last but not least, it is expected that lectures who are in charge 
of teaching writing skill would apply this model in the scope of 
their own classroom. In this case, they would require students 
to create an online class newspaper as a mini project. 

Figure 3. I think the SFLook is useful for my English writing because I

Figure 4. Self-assessment after taking part in SFLook
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