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Abstract

This study explored Vietnamese EFL teachers’ paragraph writing instruction and the challenges students
encountered in learning to write English paragraphs. The data were collected at five high schools in central
Vietnam via questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations. In particular, 40 EFL high school teachers
completed a questionnaire and five classroom observations were additionally made to five out of these
questionnaire respondents to understand their actual classroom practices. The teachers were further interviewed
at the post-teaching stage. In addition, 150 students from the participating high schools were surveyed for the
difficulties they had with paragraph writing and five of them were interviewed for follow-up insights. The results
uncovered that teachers reported a central focus on both global and local dimensions of a paragraph. In their
teaching practices, they tended to employ a product-based rather than process-based approach by guiding
students through the final end product of the written paragraph, followed by whole-class feedback. Time
constraint and students’ low motivation to write and revise were reported as main barriers to the classroom
adoption of a process approach. In students’ perceptions, starting a paragraph, generating and organizing ideas,
and using appropriate sentence structures and lexical items were among the common challenges. The study
suggests important implications for paragraph writing instruction and for future research.

Keywords: English paragraph writing, teachers’ classroom practices, students’ difficulties, Vietnamese EFL high
school contexts

1. Introduction

Writing is an important productive skill that is often pedagogically built into many language programmes and
materials for English as a foreign language (EFL) learner. According to Behizadeh and Jr (2011), it is
“considered a fundamental aspect of communicative competence and literacy in modern societies” (p. 190). Yet,
it is one of the most challenging skills for EFL learners, because “it requires a higher level of productive
language control than the other skills” (Celce-Murcia & Ohstain, 2000, p.161). Indeed, writing is a complex
process of putting our intentions and thoughts into a written text that requires the use of appropriate language
resources to express intended meanings (Gonzalez (2017). As such, it could be viewed as a test of memory,
language and thinking abilities involved for idea formulation and text production (Kellogg, 2002). It also
necessitates attention to details such as connecting ideas within and across sentences or paragraphs to achieve
cohesion and coherence as well as displaying correct orthographic forms. Learners should also know the genre of
the text in order communicate their written message effectively to the intended reader (Hyland, 2003). Given all
these cognitive processes, writing in a foreign language could be arguably challenging for many students,
especially when the writing genre is unfamiliar with them (Hyland, 2024). Together with individual differences,
EFL learners could experience a wide range of difficulties in EFL writing (e.g., Ahmed, 2025; Rass, 2015; Wei et
al., 2020; Wirantaka, 2016).

Targeted in the English curriculum for Vietnamese high school students are many types of EFL writing (MOET,
2018), of which paragraph writing is one important writing component that students are required to learn.
Furthermore, paragraph is conceptualized “as the basic unit of discourse, the basic element of communication in
English academic writing” (Gugin, 2014, p. 25). Given the importance of paragraph writing, it is timely to
explore teachers’ perceptions and classroom practices. In addition, as observed by the first researcher who has
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taught in a Vietnamese high school context for an extended period of time, many of her students struggle with
their EFL writing, and many do not know how to write an effective English paragraph. Understanding of
teachers’ writing instruction and the challenges students encounter is deemed highly necessary. Unfortunately,
few studies have explored how Vietnamese EFL teachers perceive they teach and how they actually teach
English paragraph writing, together with the difficulties that students experience, particularly in high school
settings. The current research thus fills those gaps, as it aims to answer the following research questions:

(1) How do high school teachers teach English paragraph writing?
(2) What difficulties do high school students face when they learn English paragraph writing?

Understanding of the three dimensions of teachers’ perceptions, classroom practices, and students’ experiences
will shed comprehensive light on how paragraph writing is taught and learnt. It is hoped that the empirical
insights from the current study will inform writing instruction, feedback provision and assist students in
overcoming the challenges and enhancing their writing.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Defining a Paragraph

There are various definitions of a paragraph but a paragraph can be generally understood to include a topic
sentence and supporting sentences to clarify and justify the main idea (Omisha & Hogue, 2006). It is composed
of a group of closely-related sentences which deal with and develop one main idea. In these authors’ view, a
paragraph is compared to a family in which all members (sentences) are related. Overall, a paragraph is a piece
of coherent text that conveys one central message.

There are four essential elements that an effective paragraph should contain: unity, coherence, a topic sentence
and sufficient development (Oshima & Hogue, 2006). Unity in the paragraph means “oneness” of idea. It could
be achieved by the use of i) a topic sentence with its controlling idea ii) supporting details, and iii) a clinching
sentence. The topic sentence of a paragraph introduces its message or main idea while coherence refers to the
flow or connection of ideas within the paragraph so it is easily understood by the reader. For this reason,
coherence is closely related to unity (Gugin, 2014; Karadeniz, 2017; RahmtAllah, 2020). To achieve coherence,
idea relevance to the topic sentence matters while the paragraph needs to be sufficiently developed with
supporting details and appropriate evidence. Thus, failure to provide sufficient information to explain the central
idea indicates that a paragraph needs development.

2.2 Approaches to Teaching Paragraph Writing

There are two commonly-cited approaches to teaching writing in general and teaching paragraph writing in
particular: a product approach and a process approach. The product approach is concerned with providing
students with “standardized texts so that they can follow the model to write their own piece of writing” (Khan &
Bontha, 2015, p. 96). This approach leads students to produce a final composition based on models provided by
teachers. It focuses on imitating and modeling a text as well as employing specific phrases and sentences to
complete the finished product. While it is useful, it “may also lead to a concern with textual products at the
expense of learning processes” (Keen, 2017, p. 376, italics added). In this regard, Keen argues that the process
approach provides more space for students to compose their writing in their own ways. It focuses on the
composing process of writing where language learners attend to the process in which they compose their written
piece rather than the final product (Alkhudiry & Ahdal, 2020; Hwang et al., 2014). In other words, the teachers
and students co-construct a text (Ozkul & Ortactepe, 2017). The process goes through multiple stages of
prewriting, writing, (re)drafting, and revising before reaching a final product, so the focus is not on the final
product but the process itself. Keen (2017) adds the element of “celebration” where students share their
experiences, which motivates them to undertake future writings.

2.3 Previous Studies

Teaching English writing has been found to be challenging for teachers (e.g., Bingham, et al., 2017; Strobl et al.,
2019). Many found it difficult to help students to communicate intended messages through EFL writing (e.g.,
Elola, & Oskoz, 2017; Liao, 2016). Although little research has examined the teachers’ reported and actual
practices of teaching paragraph writing, some studies have measured the effectiveness of the different
approaches to teaching English paragraph writing. For example, the process approach to writing has been shown
to benefit students (Marshall & Underwood, 2019). Other studies have investigated the use of the process
approach in other contexts (e.g., Ng & Cheung, 2017; Xu & Li, 2018). In a recent study, Qarabesh (2020)
revealed that the process approach was more advantageous than the product approach in developing EFL writing
when implemented in the classroom. With a different focus, Fonkamo and Zeru (2022) explored the reflections
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of teachers and found their English-majored university students had problems with capitalisation, punctuation
and conjunctions in their paragraph writing. The question of how teachers teach English paragraph writing and
which approaches they employ in their daily practice has yet to be examined, especially in the Vietnamese high
school context.

In view of the difficulties learners encounter, research that has focused on analyzing errors in EFL writing
demonstrated that vocabulary, grammar and misspellings were among the common challenges facing EFL
students (e.g., Li, 2015; Llach, 2007; Pouladian, et al., 2017). Research on students’ perceptions of the
difficulties involved in EFL writing in general (e.g., Bulgiyah et al., 2021; Chen, 2002; Lam et al., 2020) has
shown students encountered many problems such as lack of ideas to write, misspellings, grammatical and lexical
issues. Another strand of research has examined learners’ perceptions of the challenges they encounter in
learning English paragraph writing. For example, by employing semi-structured interviews, Siddiqui (2020)
recently found organizing ideas was challenging for EFL Arab students due to rote learning and little feedback
from the teacher as well as too much attention to grammar. Focusing on a different group of learners, Palestinian
Arab students who majored in English language teaching, Rass (2015) found that his learners had difficulty
writing a good topic sentence, using linking words to write a cohesive paragraph. Bangladesh EFL students
encountered problems with idea organization, punctuation, spelling and vocabulary (Afrin, 2016). Other research
has found students faced similar challenges in EFL paragraph writing (e.g., Ahmed, 2025; Wei et al., 2020;
Wirantaka, 2016).

A number of studies on writing difficulties experienced by EFL students in Vietnam have largely analysed errors
in students’ written texts of different types (e.g., H. Bui, 2022, Nguyen et al., 2022; Tran et al., 2024; Tran &
Nguyen, 2023). There is some research on the challenges Vietnamese EFL students face when it comes to
paragraph writing, yet they are in the form of unpublished MA theses (e.g., Bui, 2007; Phan, 2011). Limited
research (e.g., Ly et. al., 2021) found that Vietnamese university students have grammatical and lexical issues in
writing English paragraph. Another study focused on Grade 7 school students (Vo & Tran, 2024) and found that
difficulties include a lack of practice and motivation to write as well as not knowing how to write English
paragraphs. The results of these studies indicated various issues facing students such as how to organize their
paragraphs, how to use appropriate word choice and punctuation.

Research that explores teachers’ self-reported teaching English paragraph writing and their actual practice is
scarce. Little research has investigated teachers’ perceptions of paragraph teaching, their actual teaching and
learners’ difficulties in EFL classrooms within one single study in the Vietnamese high school context. Therefore,
this study was conducted to fill these gaps by exploring how Vietnamese high school teachers teach EFL
paragraph writing and the challenges students face in learning to write English paragraphs.

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants

The participants of this study consisted of three groups. Firstly, 40 English teachers from five high schools in a
province in central Vietnam completed a questionnaire on their teaching English paragraph writing. They were
four male and 36 female teachers. They had from 5 to 22 years of English teaching experience at the high school
level. Seven out of the 40 participants got a Master’s degree and the remaining (33) Bachelor degree in English
language teaching.

The second group of participants involved 150 students from these schools participated in a survey about the
difficulties they encountered in learning English paragraph writing. They were from the three grades (grades 10,
11, 12), of whom 55 were male and 95 female; they were aged from 16 to 18. They had been learning English
from six to ten years.

Five teachers and five students were further interviewed to obtain rich insights. Five classroom observations
were additionally made to five out of the 40 EFL teachers to explore how they taught English paragraph writing
in their classroom practice. All the participants took part in the study on a voluntary basis.

3.2 Data Collection Instruments
The data collection tools used in this study included questionnaires, interviews and classroom observations.
3.2.1 Questionnaires

The questionnaire for the teachers comprised two sections: The first section asked for the background
information of the participants through open-ended questions. The second one aimed to understand teachers’
practices of teaching English paragraphs which targeted i) focus of English paragraph writing lessons (6 items)
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and ii) teaching procedures (11 items). In the form of a 5-point Likert scale, the items were categorized into two
clusters: The contents teachers employed in teaching paragraph writing and the activities teachers used in
teaching procedures. The questionnaire was designed based on the paragraph framework by Omisha and Hogue
(2006).

The questionnaire for the students also consisted of two parts. Part 1 was to collect their background information
including age, grade (class), time of learning English and school. Part 2 explored the difficulties they
encountered in learning English paragraph writing, with 11 items which were adapted from Seyabi and Victoria
(2014) in the form of a five-point Likert scale (1 strongly disagree, 2 disagree, 3 no idea, 4 agree, 5 strongly
agree).

The questionnaires were in Vietnamese to ensure the participants’ understanding. The respective questionnaires
were piloted with 10 teachers and 10 students before official data collection. Both teacher and student
questionnaires were delivered in a pencil-and-paper format. It took the teachers and students about 10 and 15
minutes respectively to complete their questionnaires.

3.2.2 Classroom Observations

In order to understand teachers’ paragraph writing practices, class observations were employed. Five female
teachers who had completed the questionnaire volunteered to be observed. Their background information is
presented in Table 1. Each of the five teachers teaching grade 10, 11 or 12 were observed once in their writing
lessons by the first author, who took notes in all the lessons about how the teachers delivered their lessons on
paragraph writing in the three common stages: pre-writing, while-writing and post-writing. In total, there were
five observations and each lasted 45 minutes. At the time of data collection, these teachers used the English
textbooks (Tiéng Anh, earlier versions of those currently in use in Vietnam).

Table 1. Teachers’ background information

Writing lesson Unit Textbook Grade Gender Age  Years of
teaching
experiences

Teacher 1 ~ Write a paragraph 14. Tiéng Anh 12 Female 38 12

about working for Internnational 12
an international Organisations
organization  of

your choice.

Teacher 2 Write a paragraph 13. Women in  Tiéng Anh 12 Female 40 14
describing the society 12
information

shown in a
column chart.

Teacher 3 ~ Write a paragraph 12. Music Tiéng Anh 10 Female 29 5
Trinh Cong Son’s 10
profile.

Teacher4  Write a paragraph 12.Asian Tiéng Anh 11 Female 31 8
describing Games 11
preparations  for
the upcoming
Asian Games in
Vietnam.

Teacher 5  Write a paragraph 13. Hobbies Tiéng Anh 11 Female 29 5
about your 11
collection.
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3.2.3 Interviews

The interviews were conducted with five teachers and five students who had completed their respective
questionnaires. The interview questions for the teachers were conducted after classroom observations and aimed
to further understand their concerns and beliefs regarding paragraph instruction. Student interviews probed into
their experiences and the challenges they face in learning paragraph writing to seek further insights alongside the
questionnaire data. The participants were interviewed individually and in the Vietnamese language so that they
could share their full understanding and experiences. Each interview lasted about 30 minutes and audio recorded
with the participants’ consent for subsequent data analysis. In this paper, the teacher and student interviewees
were assigned name codes (e.g., T1, T2, T3, ... for teachers; S1, S2, S3, ... for students) to de-identify them.

3.3 Data Analysis

All data from the questionnaire data were analyzed and interpreted via the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) (Version 20.0) in order to obtain using descriptive statistics such as mean values (M), standard deviations
(SD), frequencies and percentages. The interview recordings were first transcribed, then categorized, synthesized
and analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). They were analyzed in the language of the
interviews (Vietnamese) to keep the intended meanings. Translated quotes are used in the present paper for
illustration, the accuracy of the translation was double checked by an experienced researcher. Teacher and
student codes (T1, S1, ...) instead of their real names were used to de-identify them. The analyses were used for
the purpose of complementing the questionnaire findings. The classroom observations were qualitatively
analyzed to seek patterns and evidence of the teachers’ paragraph writing instruction in light of the
product-process approaches to writing and teachers’ pedagogical actions in each stage of the writing lesson.

4. Findings
4.1 Teachers’ English Paragraph Writing Practices

The questionnaire asked how high school teachers taught English paragraph writing and the self- reported
findings are presented in Figure 1.

What do you teach in paragraph writing?

4.63

4.65

4.62
46 455 4.58
4.55
4.5
445 4.43 4.43
4.4
4.35
43 | T | | | 1

How to write How to write How towrite How touse How toapply Pay attention

a topic supporting concluding  linking words useful to
sentence sentences sentences grammatical capitalization,
structures  punctuation or
spelling

Figure 1. The contents teachers often taught in English paragraph writing lessons

As can be seen from Figure 1, the mean scores of six questionnaire items for teachers were high, more than 4.
This indicated that teachers paid attention to teaching the structure of a paragraph including a topic sentence,
supporting sentences and a concluding sentence. In addition, teachers also attended to teaching students how to
use linking words and apply grammatical structures. Furthermore, the teachers reported teaching capitalization,
punctuation and spelling as additional instructional contents. These findings were further confirmed by the
interview data with five of the teachers. Two teachers commented:

“I often teach my students to write a topic sentence first. Then, they have to find ideas to write sentences to

support the topic sentence; they may have sub- supporting ideas or examples for the main idea.” (T1, Class
11A1)
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“I ask my students to write correct sentences in English about the given topic and then group the sentences into
three parts of a paragraph including introduction, body and conclusion according to the given outline.” (T2,
Class 10C3)

The focus of the lessons was centered around the structure of the paragraph, the topic sentence as the overriding
message that guided the development of ideas within the paragraph. The teachers were also concerned about the
accuracy of language use such as grammar and mechanical issues were additionally addressed:

“I also ask my students to use suitable grammatical structures, punctuation, capitalization, linking words and
pay attention to spelling while writing.” (T4, Class 12C)

The activities that the teachers organized in the different stages of their lessons are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Activities teachers often teach in paragraph writing lessons (N=40)

Mean SD
Pre-writing stage I do brainstorm activities for Pre-writing. 4.60 496
After brainstorming, I ask students to make outline of a 3.67 917
paragraph.
I provide students with main ideas for writing. 4.48 .506
I provide students with vocabulary for writing 4.48 .506
I provide students with grammatical structures for writing 4.48 .506
I provide students with a writing model. 4.12 .686
While-writing stage I ask students to write a paragraph individually. 4.30 123
I ask students to write a paragraph in pairs or groups. 4.53 .506
Post-writing stage I ask students to read and evaluate their peer's writing. 3.60 1.008
I correct one best writing with the whole class. 4.07 616
I correct some students' writing on the board. 4.25 494
I collect students' writings for correction at home. 4.53 .599

As can be seen from Table 1, the teachers reported employing these activities in teaching English paragraph
writing. In the pre-writing stage, they prepared students for the content, vocabulary and structures (M= 4.48) and
provided them with a model (M=4.12). In the while-writing, they asked students to write in pairs or groups (M=
4.53).

In the post-writing stage, the most popular practice was to collect students’ writing for correction at home
(M=4.53) or correct some selective papers(M= 4.25). Whole- class feedback on one best piece of writing and
peer feedback were also adopted by many of these teachers (M= 4.07 and M= 3.60 respectively).

One item of the questionnaire asked to which extent the teachers agreed with the statement, “I often provide
students with a writing model and ask them to create a similar one” and the results are illustrated in Figure 2.
Clearly, a large majority of them followed this practice.
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Figure 2. Asking students to follow a writing model

In the interviews, the teachers further elaborated that organizing writing instruction around the process-approach
is challenging in their situation for two main reasons. Firstly, they cited the time-consuming nature of the process
approach, and the given time available for each English period (45 minutes). They couldn’t afford the time to
provide feedback on multiple drafts of students’ writing. Second, they narrated that their students were not
motivated enough to write and rewrite, given that the national graduation exam for high school students does not
target a focus on meaning-focused writing such as writing a paragraph. These factors prevented the teachers to
adopt a process-based approach in their classroom practices.

That said, the teachers reported that they used many different activities that were suitable for their students’
levels in the pre-writing and the while-writing stages. Three teachers preferred group work or pair work with a
view to saving time and developing co-operation skills for their students. One teacher preferred individual work
because they said it helped students to improve their thinking skills and self-expression. Furthermore, it helped
them to better evaluate every student. The remaining teacher employed a mixture of groupings to motivate
students. One teacher commented:

“Individual work helps students to be active and creative; pair work helps students to share ideas together and it
is easy to discuss, while group work motivates students to work together so that it creates a competitive
atmosphere in class. Therefore, I use them for different units to avoid boredom.” (T3, Class 11AS8)

The results of class observations were consistent with those from the questionnaires and interviews. The five
observed teachers employed brainstorming asking and answering, matching, discussing to activate students’
topical knowledge. They additionally gave students useful structures and language and asked students to make
an outline of the paragraph. In this stage, the teachers often provided students with some ideas about the topic
they are asked to write about. In the observed lessons, all the teachers supplied an example paragraph as a model,
analyzed it and drew students’ attention to the different components of the paragraph such as the topic sentence,
the supporting sentences and the concluding sentence. They additionally emphasised the correct layout and
accurate language use of the final end product of the written paragraph, with a focus on both global and local
aspects of a paragraph. Overall, the teachers followed a product approach by exposing students to a model
paragraph first and required them to write based on the model text. This was a pervasive practice in all the
observed lessons.

4.2 Difficulties Students Experienced in Learning English Paragraph Writing

The second research question examined the difficulties students encountered in learning English paragraph
writing and the results are presented in Table 3.
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Table 3. Students’ challenges in learning paragraph writing (N=150)

My problem in English paragraph writing is Mean SD
deciding how to start a paragraph. 4.29 816
not knowing how to write a grammatically correct English sentence. 3.62 1.053
having limited vocabulary 4.84 465
choosing the right vocabulary to express their ideas. 4.27 702
not having enough ideas about the topics that our teacher asks us to write about. 4.41 .646
not knowing how to organize a paragraph properly. 4.23 .883
not knowing how to link ideas together in a paragraph. 4.26 746
not knowing how to use punctuation appropriately 3.86 1.056
having a lot of errors in spelling. 4.57 .698
not knowing how to use grammatical structures appropriately for the context. 4.11 .876

The results showed that vocabulary restriction was their biggest problem (M= 4.84) followed by having misspelt
words (M= 4.57) and lacking topical ideas to write (M= 4.41). The other challenges reported by the students
included how to start the paragraph, paragraph organization, idea connection, word choice and contextual use of
grammar structure (all with a mean score of more than 4). Writing correct English sentences (M = 3.62), using
appropriate punctuation (M = 3.86) were also problematic for them, though not as challenging as the other
aspects.

In the interviews, students also narrated having numerous problems, of which vocabulary was the most
challenging. Some students commented:

“I am not good at writing, I had many problems when learning writing. For example, I don 't have ideas for the
topic, I don't know how to begin an English sentence and my most difficult problem is that I don't have enough
vocabulary to express my ideas. I try to learn by heart vocabulary a lot but I can 't remember them and use them
appropriately for my writing.” (S1, Class 10C5).

“I have problems of vocabulary, grammar, spelling and organization of a paragraph. Among them, lack of
vocabulary is my biggest problem and it can cause many other problems.” (S4, Class 11C4).

Other students shared the same ideas that lack of vocabulary was the biggest problem in writing. For them,
vocabulary restriction caused other difficulties such as problematic idea expression, thinking and writing
constraints, and errors committed, among others:

“I have to translate from Vietnamese to English, but I don 't know many vocabulary in English. I ask my teacher
and my friend to translate before I write.” (53, Class 10A7)

“I can write in Vietnamese but I can t translate the words into English. There are many mistakes in my writing:
using unsuitable grammar structures, wrong spelling.” (S2, 12C5)

“I am afraid of writing lesson because I don't know how to write, I don't have any ideas for my writing topic.”
(S5, Class 10C3)

In general, most students were well aware of the difficulties that they had in learning paragraph writing. The
challenges reported in the interviews corroborate the findings from the questionnaire that insufficient vocabulary
was perceived to be the most intense challenge.

5. Discussion

The present study aimed to explore how Vietnamese high school teachers of English taught English paragraph
writing and the challenges students encountered while learning to write English paragraphs. The results indicated
that the teachers focused on the global aspects of paragraph writing as such the structure of the paragraph, how
to write its message in the form of a topic sentence, supporting sentences that develop that central idea. The local
aspects such as vocabulary, grammar, sentence structures as well as spelling and punctuation were also attended
to in their reported and actual practices.

A key finding of the present study was that the teachers taught all the basic elements of a paragraph such as how
to write a topic sentence, supporting sentences and a concluding sentence. They employed a product-based
approach in their paragraph writing instruction. This could be explained by the way the writing activities are
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designed in the English textbooks for these students. Other studies found similar results (Hussen, 2005; Nguyen,
2011)) indicating that teachers were concerned about the accuracy of the paragraph in terms of organization and
language use. It could be that a process approach to teaching that involves multiple steps such as drafting,
redrafting, editing, revising might be too time-consuming, as these teachers said in the interviews. Research (e.g.,
Bahanshal, 2013; Butler, 2011) has shown that large class sizes are one of the main factors inhibiting teachers
from adopting the methods that they want to use. Given that they taught large classes with about at least 38
students per class, coupled with students’ low motivation to learn English, this could be their major constraint.

It is also important to note that the students in the present study encountered a variety of issues in learning to
write English paragraphs. The greatest challenge they reported was a lack of lexical knowledge to express
intended meanings in their paragraphs. Additionally problematic were paragraph organization, lack of ideas,
word choice and mechanic issues such as spelling and punctuation. These findings are broadly in line with those
of previous studies on students’ perceptions of the difficulties involved in EFL writing in general (e.g., Bulgiyah
et al., 2021; Chen, 2002; Lam et al., 2020) and in paragraph writing in particular (Bui, 2007; Hussen, 2015;
Nguyen, 2011). The findings of the present study are partially consistent with research on errors that students
make in their writing of which vocabulary-related issues and misspellings were challenging for them (e.g., Li,
2015; Llach, 2007; Pouladian, et al., 2017).

6. Implications and Conclusions

The main purpose of the study was to investigate how teachers taught English paragraph writing and the
difficulties that students faced when learning English paragraph writing. The results revealed that the structure of
a paragraph, linking words, useful structures, capitalization, punctuation or spelling were all taught in the
teachers’ lessons. Notably, the teachers tended to employ a product-based approach to teaching English
paragraphs. Providing students with a model paragraph that guided their writing was a common practice as
reported in the questionnaire and as demonstrated in the observed lesson. Secondly, the study indicated that the
students had a wide range of problems in writing EFL paragraph of which vocabulary restriction, lack of ideas,
poor organization, errors in spelling were reportedly most problematic.

Based on the findings, several suggestions are drawn for teachers and students. Firstly, teachers might need
consider using a process approach in their teaching practice to add variety. In addition, being aware of the
challenges students encounter could further inform their instruction, especially their feedback practice to assist
students in improving their paragraph writing. Moreover, teachers had better provide additional
language-focused activities to help students improve their spelling, expand vocabulary as well as overcome
cohesion issues. More importantly, they should train students to plan their paragraph, attending to each particular
focus at a time (e.g., writing a topic sentence, giving examples) for low proficiency students and encourage
extensive reading related to a wide range of topics in the curriculum to assist idea generation and content
development. Last but not least, introducing automate writing evaluation (AWE) tools (e.g., Grammarly, Write
and Improve) so that students can check their language use is very necessary for autonomous learning.

Equally important, for learners, “practice makes perfect”. In particular, they should learn how to include the
three parts of the paragraph: topic sentence, supporting sentences and concluding sentence in writing a paragraph.
Spending time reading widely on a variety of topics would help increase topical knowledge that assists idea
generation and content development. It is essential that they are aware of online tools available to edit and revise
their writing. In this regard, self-practice is important and the opportunities depend on how students are
introduced to relevant tools for improving their writing.

The present study has some limitations that point to a number of future research directions. First of all, the
present study focused on one particular genre, paragraph writing, thus writing instruction on other types is worth
future exploration. Furthermore, since our research explored students’ self-reported difficulties, it is important to
further examine the quality of students’ paragraph writing (e.g., paragraph organization and their vocabulary and
grammar use). How teachers provide feedback on students’ written paragraph would also reveal useful insights
into teacher pedagogies. Next, the strategies students employ to write an English paragraph would be another
useful research direction. In addition, the present study targeted some high schools in one province in central
Vietnam, so the results could not be generalized to other teaching contexts. Research in other high school
settings in Vietnam and beyond is clearly necessary. Lastly, given the study’s small sample size (40 questionnaire
teacher respondents and 5 observed teachers), the findings might not represent the practice of the majority of the
teachers in teaching English paragraph writing or the challenges facing students. Further research could involve
a larger sample of data with more participants to allow more robust statistical analyses.
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Despite these shortcomings, the study has provided rich insights into the paragraph writing instruction of
Vietnamese EFL teachers, and the beliefs underpinning their practices and students’ experiences. The
evidence-based recommendations from the study are hoped to assist teachers and students to enhance their
writing teaching and learning.
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