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Abstract 
In English language learning, writing a good essay is a challenging activity as 
it requires synthesis of material that cannot be done in a very short time. 
Furthermore, students are required to support their argument with evidence, 
and this may involve memorizing some key events, or the names of places, 
etc. Before organising their ideas, knowledge of the subject matter is impor-
tant as part of the preparation process. Therefore, students usually have dif-
ficulties in selecting type of essay in examination. Students spent more time 
choosing type of essay to be answered as they need to consider their knowl-
edge or content when answering the question. Thus, this study was conducted 
to identify factors influencing students’ selection for different type of essay. 
There are four types of essay included in the syllabus which is factual essay, 
narrative essay, descriptive essay, reflective essay and argumentative essay. 
Quantitative research design was employed in this study. A total of 70 upper 
secondary school students from different schools in Pahang, Malaysia were 
involved as respondents. Data were analysed and presented using frequencies 
and percentages. The findings showed that the factor that influences them the 
most in selecting the different type of essay question is their content knowl-
edge. Meanwhile, choices of words (vocabulary) and confidence in their 
writing skills are the least. In conclusion, the findings showed that there is a 
need for students to be exposed with more content in writing. 
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1. Introduction 

In English language learning, writing a good essay is a challenging activity as it 
requires synthesis of material that cannot be done in a very short time. Further-
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more, students are required to support their argument with evidence, and this may 
involve memorizing some key events, or the names of places, etc. Before organising 
their ideas, knowledge of the subject matter is important as part of the preparation 
process. Therefore, students usually have difficulties in selecting type of essay in 
examination. Students spent more time choosing type of essay to be answered as 
they need to consider their knowledge or content when answering the question. 

Common issue among Malaysian high school students is that they tend to take 
too much time choosing type of essay that they can score well. In fact, some stu-
dents also experience having to choose between 2 to 3 essays that they want. This 
study is significant as a reference for English teachers in understanding factors 
that influencing students’ selection of type of essay question during examination 
and thus reflects their score for the essay question. 

Thus, this study was conducted to identify factors influencing students’ selec-
tion of different type of essay. There are five types of essay included in the sylla-
buses which are factual essay, narrative essay, descriptive essay, reflective essay 
and argumentative essay. 

2. Literature Review 

A huge number of international contacts communicate and deals using English 
language (Al-Khasawneh, 2010). Therefore, the existence of competent writers 
and speakers of English is of a great importance for today’s world. According to 
(Tan & Miller, 2008), writing is an intentional, social communication that in-
volves literacy as well. Furthermore, it is taken as a means of social practices, 
through which patterns of participation, gender preferences, networks of sup-
port and collaboration, patterns of time use, space, tools, technology and re-
sources are applied. 

In addition, through the interaction of writing with reading and written lan-
guage with other semiotic modes, the symbolic meanings of literacy, and the 
broader social goals take place. This is exactly what literacy serves in the lives of 
people and institutions. Zamel (1983) considered writing process as a non-linear, 
exploratory, and generative process whereby writers discover and reformulate 
their ideas. 

Writing is one of the important means by which students actively transform 
the passive knowledge and information in their minds into their own language 
(Chow, 2007). However, writing has always been a difficult task for individuals 
especially for English as a Second Language (ESL) learners in Malaysia. ESL 
teachers in Malaysia confirm the problems in writing development, especially in 
conventions, and punctuation (Ghabool & Kashef, 2012). Additionally, lack of 
English language proficiency has always become the main cause of difficulties 
that ESL learners have in their writing tasks. Extensive studies have been done to 
investigate the low literacy attainment in English language among Malaysian 
learners (Musa et al., 2012). 

(Chandrasegaran, 1993) and (Hashemnezhad & Hashemnezhad, 2012) pointed 
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out that it is important to be able to write coherent, well organized expository 
essays because academic assessment is almost entirely based on these written 
products. Thus, students who lack of effective written communication skills are 
disadvantaged as they will be unable to produce clear and convincing arguments 
to demonstrate in their writing products. 

Although the teaching of writing has undergone major changes, Malaysian 
ESL students still seem to be receiving inadequate or outmoded writing instruc-
tion (Chow, 2007). It asserts that the usual explanations for poor student per-
formance, such as illogical thinking, lack of academic commitment, and poor 
mastery of grammar (Chandrasegaran, 1993). Based on (Chandrasegaran, 1993), 
students are able to write committedly is because the content that they acquired 
is adequate. This could affect students’ belief about their ability to answer a 
writing task. It could also be observed that students spend longer time choosing 
the type of essay than to answer the question.  

3. Methodology 

This study employed a survey research design. Questionnaire with 25 items was 
used to collect the data. The questions were divided according to the type of es-
says: Factual Essay, Narrative Essay, Descriptive Essay, Reflective Essay and Ar-
gumentative Essay. Each essay consisted of five questions. To guide the students, 
an example for each essay question was provided. This section of the question-
naire was designed using the data measurement scale of interval data type. It was 
designed using the Likert scale method which consisted of five levels: Strongly 
Disagree, Disagree, Not Sure, Agree and Strongly Agree. The respondents for 
this research were selected among upper secondary Malaysian school students. A 
total of 70 respondents were asked to respond to the survey. 

4. Results and Discussion 

The findings are presented in following sections. Each section discusses students’ 
answer based on the different types of essay which are factual essay, narrative 
essay, descriptive essay, reflective essay and argumentative essay. 

4.1. Reasons for Selecting Essay: Factual Essay 

Figure 1 presents the factors that influencing students for choosing factual essay. 
Out of 70 respondents, 34.29% (24) responded that easy to find points as their 

main factor for selecting factual essay during the examination. The second most 
influenced factor is confident in completing the essay within the time allocated 
for them with 25.71% (18). It is then followed by confident with their writing 
skills with 21.43% (15), while the least selected reason is confident with their vo-
cabulary skills with 14.29% (10). 

4.2. Reasons for Selecting Essay: Narrative Essay 

The following figure (Figure 2) presents factors that influencing students for 
choosing narrative essay. 
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Figure 1. Factors influencing students’ selection for factual essay. 

 

 
Figure 2. Factors influencing students’ selection for narrative essay. 

 
Out of 70 respondents, 61.43% (43) chose easy to find points as their main 

factor that influenced them in selecting narrative essay during the examination. 
The second highest factor is their confident on completing the essay within the 
time allocated with 45.71% (32). It is then followed by confident with their vo-
cabulary skills with 35.71% (25), while the least selected factor is confident with 
their writing skills with 34.29% (24). 

4.3. Reasons for Selecting Essay: Reflective Essay 

Figure 3 presents the factors that influencing students for choosing reflective 
essay. 

For the reflective essay, there were two most influential factors which are easy 
to find points and confident in their writing skills with 32.86% (23) out of 70 re-
spondents respectively. It is followed by students’ confident in completing the 
essay within the time allocated with 31.43% (22). The lowest factor is confident 
with vocabulary skills with 25.71% (18). 
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Figure 3. Factors influencing students’ selection for reflective essay. 

4.4. Reasons for Selecting Essay: Descriptive Essay 

Figure 4 presents the factors that influencing students for choosing descriptive 
essay. 

Out of 70 respondents, 57.14% (40) mentioned that the factor that influenced 
them is easy to find points as their reasons for selecting descriptive essay during 
the examination. The second highest factor is confident in completing the essay 
within the time allocated with 45.71% (32). The lowest factor is confident with 
writing skills and confident with their vocabulary skills with 32.86% (23) respec-
tively. 

4.5. Reasons for Selecting Essay: Argumentative Essay 

Figure 5 presents the factors that influencing students for choosing argumenta-
tive essay. 

Based on Figure 5, out of 70 respondent, 37.14% (26) chose easy to find 
points as the main factor for selecting argumentative essay during the examina-
tion. The second highest factor is confident with their vocabulary skills with 
34.29% (24). Confident with their writing skills is 32.86% (23), while the lowest 
factor is confident in completing the essay within the time allocated with 31.43% 
(22). 

Overall, based on the findings, it could be seen that the main factor that in-
fluenced the upper secondary school students in Malaysia in the different type of 
essay during examination is because it is easy to find points. This result had 
proven that out of all the four factors, Malaysian upper secondary school stu-
dents believed that content knowledge is the priority when selecting an essay 
question during examination. In their opinion, this might be the best method in 
ensuring them to score well in their essay question. This is supported by 
(Chandrasegaran, 1993) where students are found to be able to write commit-
tedly because the content that they acquired is adequate. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2018.914173


H. Hashim et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2018.914173 2339 Creative Education 
 

 
Figure 4. Factors influencing students’ selection for descriptive essay. 

 

 
Figure 5. Factors influencing students’ selection for argumentative essay. 

5. Conclusion 

Undeniably, narrative and descriptive essays require quite a high level of writing 
skills in which the students need to be able to be creative in expanding and gen-
erating their ideas. If they are not confident in that aspect, they will face the 
problem of not being able to finish their essay on time and producing a well- 
written essay. This summarise how exam-oriented the students are when select-
ing their essay question during examination. They have been drilled into their 
heads that the best way to score well in their essay examination is by coming up 
with many relevant points. And these points are usually memorized beforehand 
through the exercises teachers had given them during class. Despite their short-
fall in that aspect, they seem to believe that vocabulary skills do not play a major 
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role when selecting an essay during examination. As long as they know the 
points for the question and how to expand their ideas, they do not see the need 
to impress the examiner in the term of vocabulary skills. By determining the 
factor that influences students to choose type of essay question during examina-
tion, English teachers are able to design lesson plans for their writing classes that 
help and guide the students in strengthening their basic skills in writing their es-
say during examination. Future researches that cover the possible student-centred 
lesson plans for writing class can be outlined and benefited by both students and 
teachers. 
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