
                                   



The Effect of Poor Use of English in Academic Writing Skills Committed by the Undergraduate students in Two Selected Universities in Tanzania




ABSTRACT

	[bookmark: _Hlk210025956]This paper discusses the effects of poor use of English in academic writing skills committed by undergraduate students in Tanzania when using English for academic writing. This study employed Cognitive Process Theory of writing as its theoretical framework, which assumes that writing is a cognitive aspect to human brain. The study utilised a qualitative research approach to effectively explore complex phenomena within their natural contexts, aiming to capture a rich understanding of participants' experiences. A total of 20 participants were selected through purposive sampling. As a result of this thorough approach, the researcher conducted in-depth interviews with a total of 20participants. Each interview was designed to elicit detailed responses, providing insights into the participants' experiences and viewpoints. The results of this research indicated that the poor use of English faced by undergraduate students in academic writing, particularly in their use of the English language, was a significant factor contributing to their failure in getting employment that demanded English competencies and poor examination performance. The study concludes that poor English proficiency risks student' job prospects and calls for significant governmental intervention to address these ongoing issues. The study suggests that more writing skills practices, dictations, conducting seminars and workshops should be insisted on can help lecturers and students become proficient in academic writing, thereby addressing the effects associated with using English for this purpose.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

[bookmark: _Hlk178259672][bookmark: _Hlk121986706][bookmark: _Hlk136151189]The general aim of this paper is to discuss the impact of errors made by undergraduate students when using English language for academic writing in two selected universities in Tanzania. The English language competency needed to facilitate effective Academic                 writing in Tanzania is frequently experiences                        linguistics challenges (Mkwizu, 2003; Hossain, 2024). An evaluation of English competency in Tanzanian schools, of which academic writing was one of the researched issues, indicated that the majority of schools lacked the English language competency necessary to support students' Academic writing and learning Peterson (2006). 

 Mohamed (2006) carried out an in-depth analysis of students' writing in higher education at Sokoine University of Agriculture, focusing on academic writing as a social activity. The findings indicated that the challenges in students' writing primarily stem from issues related to authority and power dynamics within the lecturer-student socio-discursive relationship, rather than academic writing being viewed as a separate entity. 

[bookmark: _Toc197770944]Kipacha and Said (2019), conducted the study on the graduate academic research writing initiatives in Tanzania. The study assessed a total of fifteen universities to see how they addressed the issue of graduates’ poor writing proficiency at their institutions. The findings revealed that various colleges in Tanzania lacked the best provision of academic writing skills to enable graduate students to become accomplished writers (Taye & Mengesha, 2024; Maghamil & Sieras, 2024). 

Mohamed and Nyinondi, (2017) in academic writing as discourse of practice: Genre analysis of students' writing in Higher Education in Tanzania. They used genre analysis theory to examine students’ academic writing discourse of practice at the university. The study findings revealed that students’ use of conjunctions was widely at odds with the writing practices of the academic genre.  

Pineteh, (2013) realized that undergraduate students at Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT), South African university students had academic writing challenges due to the consequences of students’ linguistic and general literacy backgrounds, attitudes toward academic writing and the privileging of middle-class literacy practices in South African higher education.  

Qorro, (2013), on her study Language of instruction in Tanzania: Why are research findings not heeded? The study recommended that LOI in Tanzanian secondary schools and tertiary education should be Kiswahili for the positive effects of eliminating bad English that is being used by teachers in secondary school classrooms. Among other advantages, it would enable students and teachers to communicate properly and thus facilitate learning; enable those whose education initially ended at the primary school level; and who may later want to go to secondary education, to access education at higher levels without coming up against the language barrier. It would make education more inclusive, meaningful and relevant to Tanzanian society.  

Dudu et al. (2012) conducted a study at Great Zimbabwe University (GZU) focusing on academic writing weaknesses among first-year undergraduate students in Zimbabwe. The study included 550 students and 15 lecturers, utilizing document analysis, interviews, and questionnaires for data collection. Results indicated numerous weaknesses in students' written academic work, emphasising the importance of viewing academic writing as a process rather than a product. The study recommends a shift towards an academic literacies-focused approach in teaching writing at Zimbabwean universities. 

The existing literature predominantly focuses on the challenges faced by students in the context of academic writing, while other factors that may influence effective writing and the impact of this state of affairs have not been thoroughly investigated. Consequently, this study aims to address this gap in the literature by highlighting the role of universities in preparing the English syllabi, which will mitigate the challenges of using English, particularly in academic writing in Tanzania, not only while they’re at the universities even in post-universities life.

[bookmark: _Toc197770949]	1.1 Theoretical Framework

The Cognitive Process Theory of Writing guided this study on writing processes. which was propounded by Flower and Hayes (1981). The theory assumes that Individuals possess the ability to manage or observe their own writing processes; however, there is significant variability in their proficiency in doing so, as well as in their capacity to plan and establish objectives. This variability can stem from a range of factors, including individual differences in cognitive abilities, prior experiences with writing, and the specific context in which the writing occurs.

[bookmark: _Toc197770951]The theory offers a systematic method for writing, including academic writing by dividing the writing process into three essential elements which are planning, translating, and reviewing. This framework aid writers in effectively organising their thoughts. Comprehending the three steps of academic writing—planning, translating, and reviewing the theory would assist language educators in instructing students on how to properly use English in academic writing. Also universities can teach students how to effectively give and receive peer critique; the teachers would be able to offer insightful criticism on drafts and outlines as well as final assignments.

In this study, the CPT was relevant and useful in this study as it helped the researcher to explore the sources of academic writing challenges undergraduate students' face. The theory was also meant to improve English writing skills to learners if three principles would be observed. These include planning, sentence generation and revising. There should be a collective effort for enhancing effective English language learning of undergraduate students. The training process should create effective guidance on how to improve English language academic writing skills. The theory helped the researcher to use the theory to determine whether the students considered the procedures of writing. Therefore, undergraduate students were expected to retrieve an internal representation of knowledge using English for academic writing so that they could jot down all retrieved relevant information from long-term memory. While using English for academic writing, the undergraduate students start with an overall plan in their head, they think about what they want to say and who they are writing for and then draft out sections of the writing, revising and editing their work.

[bookmark: _Toc197770953]2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

This section will cover the following aspects:

2.1 Research Approach

This study employed a qualitative approach, the approach which seems to be more powerful in terms of describing research based of humanities, including the language-oriented studies, (Creswell, 2014).The qualitative approach is very relevant to this study as it was involved the participation of the students and their instructors during data collection and thus capturing their experiences in English academic writing, the phenomenon which is most needed.  

[bookmark: _Toc197770954]To achieve this, the researcher conducted an interview with undergraduate students and lecturers, the participants had an opportunity to provide their views and experience on the aspects that were designed by the researcher. These interviews were designed to elicit detailed responses, allowing participants to articulate the specific effects they encountered as the result of poor use of English academic writing in the daily university life and beyond. 

2.2 Research Design

The study adopted a case study design which investigates a phenomenon of a contemporary nature in detail and within the purview of the practical world (Ellinger & McWhorter, 2016,). The study encompasses two universities, named as A1 representing (Mkwawa university college of Education), which specializes in Bachelor of Arts and Education in science programs and, the second institution is named as A2 representing the St. Augustine university of Tanzania, which offers a wide array of courses such as Business, Economics, Engineering, Tourism, Sociology, Public Relations, and Mass Communication.

The selection of these two institutions is deliberate, as they represent a wide range of academic disciplines and student demographics, facilitating a thorough examination of English academic writing errors across various fields of study. By analysing students from both university A1(Mkwawa University College of Education) and university A2, (St Augustine University of Tanzania-Mwanza), the research aimed to uncover both similarities and differences in the types of writing errors committed, as well                     as the fundamental causes that lead to these errors.

[bookmark: _Toc197770955]2.3 Area of the Study

In this study, the area of the study encompasses two regions in Tanzania, namely Iringa and Mwanza. The investigation primarily took place in Iringa, which is notable for being home to the university A1 (Mkwawa University college of Education. This focus on A1 was intentional, as the researcher aimed to delve into the prevalent errors that students encounter in their academic writing, particularly in English. 

In addition to Iringa, the research was also extended to Mwanza, where the university A2 is located. This decision was made to enhance the diversity of the data collected, as university A2 offers a wide range of undergraduate programs across various disciplines. The university's extensive curriculum includes fields such as business, economics, engineering, tourism, sociology, public relations, and mass communication. 

2.4 Purposeful Sampling Procedure

In the context of the current study, a total of 20 participants were selected through purposive sampling. This selection process was meticulously designed to ensure that the chosen individuals not only met the established criteria but also possessed the necessary knowledge and insights to contribute meaningfully to the research. Despite the variability in recommended sample sizes, it is essential for researchers to establish a preliminary sample size before commencing data collection. In the present study, the initial tentative sample consisted of 10 participants. However, this number was later expanded to 20 participants to allow checking and rechecking of the correctness of some of the responses from the interviews.

[bookmark: _Toc197770961][bookmark: _Hlk208030567]2.5 Method of Data Collection 

2.5.1 Interviews

In-depth interviews yield rich insights into participants' thoughts and facilitate discussions that allow for the exploration of their emotions. During the interview sessions, the researcher utilized an interview guide to facilitate the discussion. The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with a total of 20 participants. Each interview was designed to elicit detailed responses, providing insights into the participants' experiences and viewpoints. The diversity of the participant pool contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the research topic, as it encompassed a range of perspectives and backgrounds.

Following the data collection phase, a thematic analysis was conducted on the information obtained from the interviews. This analytical process involved identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within the data. By systematically coding the responses and categorising them into relevant themes, the researcher was able to distil the rich qualitative data into meaningful insights. This thematic analysis not only highlighted key findings but also facilitated a deeper exploration of the underlying issues and trends present in the participants' narratives, ultimately contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the research question at hand.

[bookmark: _Toc197770965][bookmark: _Toc155729633]3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

[bookmark: _Hlk208130868]This section addresses the effects of errors committed by the undergraduate students in using English language for academic writing. Research question that was asked is “What are the effects of use of English to academic writing committed by the undergraduate students in using English for academic writing?” Through interview which was done to both course instructors and second year students from two selected Tanzanian universities, St. Augustine University of Tanzania -Mwanza and Mkwawa University College of Education, the effects of errors in academic writing using English language which usually committed by the undergraduate students were found as discussed below.
[bookmark: _Toc197770986][bookmark: _Toc197770997]3.1 Effects on Getting Employment that Need English Competence

Employability is defined as an individual’s ability to get and keep a job. A misfit is someone who, no matter how hard they try, simply doesn't fit in. A significant consequence of students' difficulties with English proficiency is their inability to secure employment that demands effective communication in English. One responder admitted that undergraduate students who fail to use the English language in academic writing face the danger of not getting employed: 

(1) “*Yes, because in professional academic writing is among the requirements. And if a candidate or student is poor in writing it’s a problem. It can affect his/her academic development and carrier in general. Why? We do application letters; we apply a job through writing so if one is not okay with the issue of writing skills it is not easy to communicate the writing through application letters even in interviews.              "(Source: A1L2). 

This response highlights the central role of writing skills in employment opportunities. It emphasises that poorly written job application letters make candidates appear unprofessional and unserious. The inability to present a well-structured and organised document undermines their competence in the eyes of potential employers, ultimately preventing them from being invited for interviews. These writing flaws become a critical obstacle to employment, especially in a competitive job market. 

The findings align with Sajid and Siddiqui (2015) who asserted that developing academic writing competence is essential for students, as it enables them to produce high-quality texts suitable for publication, which is a prerequisite both in higher education and the workplace.  

Furthermore, the respondent underscores how disorganized and poorly written communication limits students' ability to advocate for themselves effectively. Even if the applicant possesses the qualifications and experience required for a job, failure to communicate them clearly through proper writing diminishes their chances of employment. Such barriers significantly impact students' career development, underscoring the need to enhance their academic and professional writing skills.
Building on this perspective, Respondent A1R2 discussed the broader implications of poor writing skills on both academic and career outcomes.

(2) “*Yes, the effect. It affects them in academics. When it comes to career, mmm I cannot say much but I think if they are in a position of being unable to produce their original work, I'm sure even in their career they will face the challenges. (Source: A1R2).”

This response expands on how the inability to produce original, high-quality written work not only affects students’ academic performance but also limits their career prospects. In academic settings, reliance on artificial means or copying others' work may temporarily mask deficiencies, but this habit undermines their ability to succeed in professional environments where originality and self-expression are crucial. 

Additionally, the respondent points out that a lack of writing competence translates into challenges in adapting to workplace demands. Writing tasks such as preparing reports, drafting emails, or presenting ideas require clarity and coherence, which students often struggle with. These struggles make it harder for them to secure employment or succeed in their roles, emphasizing the urgent need for targeted interventions to improve writing proficiency. 

The study’s findings aligned with Izzatullakhon (2024) who highlighted the importance of academic English skills, clarity, structured reasoning, and evidence-based argumentation in the workplace. Professionals like engineers and managers use these skills for effective reporting and presentations. Clear communication enhances decision-making and stakeholder support, illustrating that proficiency in academic English is essential for both academic and professional success in today's environment.
Adding to this concern, Respondent A2R3 elaborated on how limited writing skills lead to workplace disqualification.

(3) *"Well, first, it affects their performance and work that is one. Then two they fail to function well where they will be going, where they will be employed. They fail to function well. Probably, some of them will be employed in the section where they will be dealing with writings, writing papers, writing reports, their productions will be disqualified (Source: A1R2)."

This response illustrates how poor writing skills directly influence students' ability to meet workplace expectations. Even if they manage to secure a job, their inability to deliver well-written reports or documents often leads to disqualification, as their work is deemed substandard. This not only affects individual students but also has broader implications for organisational efficiency and credibility.

[bookmark: _Toc197770987]This research supports the findings of Yorke's (2004) study, which defined employability features as the collection of accomplishments, abilities, knowledge, and character traits that increase graduates' chances of landing a job and succeeding in their chosen fields, which benefits the workforce, the economy, the community, and themselves.

3.2 Effects on passing of the University Examination

In university examinations, students are often required to apply their knowledge in English written form, and their ability to express ideas clearly is tested. A lack of sufficient vocabulary and an inability to organise thoughts and arguments in writing can directly impact their exam performance. According to one respondent, one consequence of undergraduate students' difficulties with the English language in academic writing is examination failure.

(4) *“Also, in exams we have some questions need students to apply the knowledge. We give them a scenario and, in that scenario, we want them to digest, to express their ideas but you find a student has nothing to write. When you call and ask why, he/she says "mwalimu I had nothing to write but I know the answer". "Now, what is the problem? The issue is lack of enough vocabulary in writing.” (Source: A1L2). 

This response points to the crucial link between students' lack of vocabulary and their failure to articulate knowledge during examinations. While students may understand the concepts and know the correct answers, their inability to express these ideas coherently in writing hampers their performance. The respondent identifies the lack of sufficient vocabulary as a major barrier to writing well, especially in exam settings where students need to apply knowledge to scenarios. As a result, even when students understand the material, they struggle to communicate their ideas effectively on paper, often resulting in poor exam scores despite knowing the content. This illustrates the direct impact of language proficiency on academic performance. The study aligns with Sajid, & Siddiqui, (2015) highlighted that one of the most immediate adverse impacts of lack of academic writing skills is on students’ academic performance.

Building on this concern, Respondent A1L3 discussed the wider implications of writing struggles in both academic and professional settings. He underlined the challenge of getting good examination scores by admitting that: 

(5) *“ if you write something like this one compared to oral maybe someone may say oh, I didn’t hear it well" I didn’t hear well, what the man or woman, the person spoke, that is an issue. I think the problem is there and equipped in... it has an impact in academic and non-academic.” (Source: A1L3).

This response expands the discussion of writing struggles to include both academic and non-academic contexts, particularly in professional settings such as job interviews. The respondent points out that poor writing abilities are not only an issue in exams but also a barrier in real-world situations. For example, applicants may fail in written job applications or in the written portion of interviews, even if they perform well in oral interviews. The comparison between oral and written communication highlights that, while someone may overlook a misunderstanding in spoken language, written communication requires clarity and precision. Therefore, students who fail to write competently struggle in both academic and professional environments, limiting their opportunities for success. 

Respondent A1R2 further illustrated the issue by highlighting specific examples of how poor writing skills manifest in student work. He pointed out; the gravity of the repercussions of the challenges in utilising English for academic writing resulted in exam failure:

(6) “*First of all, in academic performance, this is a disaster because I have already returned their papers of communication skills, I could show you. I supervised research for one of our students, he just wrote a report, and chapter four of the research is only one page and a half. Chapter four A third-year student. So, you can see the problem. They don't know how to write. We taught them but because of those things (Artificial Intelligence), they rely on something else they don't care. When it comes to the point that they have to produce their own work, now you can see the problem...”  (Source: A1R2).

This response emphasizes that poor writing skills can have a terrible negative effect on academic performance, particularly in tasks like research projects and reports. The respondent describes a scenario where a third-year student produced a research report that was substantially shorter than expected, indicating a lack of depth and development in their writing. Despite having been taught the necessary skills, the student struggled to produce a meaningful piece of work. These points the failure to properly apply academic writing techniques, which are crucial for success in higher education. The reliance on external tools, such as artificial intelligence, further undermines the students’ ability to develop their own writing skills, exacerbating the problem. 

The data aligns with Sajid and Siddiqui (2015) who argued that a lack of academic writing skills directly affects students' academic performance negatively.

[bookmark: _Toc197770988]3.3 Effect on ability to Express Concepts in English

According to the interviewee, one of the respondents who considered the consequences of undergraduate students having trouble using the English language for academic writing emphasised poor writing skills: 

(7) *“you write because you use few English words and sometimes you can't write important things you know in your head but you don’t know. That is also a problem or challenge yeah; I think that what English word can explain the content you have in your head.” (Source: A1R3). 

[bookmark: _Toc197770989]This response speaks to a common issue among students: despite having a clear understanding of the content, they face difficulty in finding the correct words to express their thoughts. The struggle is not a lack of knowledge but rather a limitation in language skills. When students lack a rich vocabulary, they cannot effectively articulate their ideas in writing, which results in incomplete or vague answers. This inability to express their knowledge properly in English hinders their academic performance, as they may fail to communicate key concepts effectively, leading to a loss of marks and an incomplete demonstration of their understanding. The finding is supported by  Berman and Cheng (2001) examined English academic language skills and found that undergraduates considered report writing tasks to be among the most challenging language tasks they engaged in during their studies including composing essay exams, writing exams, writing assignments, and drafting resumes.

[bookmark: _Toc197770990] 3.4	Effect of Students’ Academic Progression

When students struggle with using English effectively in academic assignments, it often leads to poor performance. A key aspect of academic success involves the ability to organize thoughts clearly, use proper citations, and avoid errors like plagiarism. However, for many students, particularly in contexts where English is not their native language, these tasks become significant hurdles. Below is a response provided by a participant that illustrates how these challenges directly impact academic progression, as one interviewee stated:

(8) “*The issue is it lowers performance because when the teacher marks those assignments, they need to see those references if there are citations, they need to see that, they need to see a well-organized work and you know English is not our native language most of the time we use Swahili.” (Source: A1R4).”

This response highlights that the lack of proficiency in English directly influences students' academic performance, leading to stagnation. When students are unable to present well-organized work, use appropriate citations, or paraphrase correctly, it not only affects the quality of their assignments but also their grades. The challenges students face in using English, particularly in academic writing, often result in incomplete or incorrectly formatted work. As a consequence, students may receive lower marks or fail to progress academically, even though they may understand the material. This stagnation in academic progression underlines the importance of improving students' English proficiency to help them overcome these challenges and excel in their academic work. Building on this, it is clear that addressing these writing challenges is essential to ensuring students can progress academically and avoid the pitfalls of poor performance.

[bookmark: _Toc197770992]3.5 Lack of Self-Confidence in Academic settings

Lack of self-confidence in using English, particularly in academic settings, is a widespread challenge among students. This issue is rooted in students' fear of making errors when attempting to express themselves in English, especially since it is not their first language. According to respondent in (9), undergraduate university students gain anxiety when writing academic works in English because they are unfamiliar with the language from their lower secondary school education.

(9) “*When talking about negative ah, it causes a large number of students to fear because they didn’t know that previously, as we said English is not our mother language. Someone may know how to explain things in Swahili when you allow someone to speak in Kiswahili they speak a lot of words and a lot of ideas but telling him to communicate or to present in English means he cannot make sentences.” (Source: A1R5). 

This response illustrates a crucial aspect of the lack of self-confidence among students: the disparity between their ability to express themselves in their native language, Swahili, and their struggle to communicate effectively in English. Although students may be able to articulate their ideas fluently in Swahili, the fear and uncertainty they experience when asked to express those same thoughts in English often result in them being unable to form coherent sentences. This lack of confidence in using English not only limits their academic performance but also affects their ability to participate in discussions and demonstrate their understanding in both written and oral forms.

4. CONCLUSION 

According to the study's findings, the following conclusions can be drawn as far as the effects of using English in academic writing include effect on getting an employability pertains to an individual's ability to obtain and sustain a job, can affect on passing the university examination and inabilities to express oneself in English. The research highlighted that those undergraduate students who struggled to use the English language proficiently in their academic writing jeopardised their employment opportunities.
Research indicates that undergraduate students often possess strong ideas; however, they face challenges in expressing these thoughts in well-structured academic paragraphs. This difficulty primarily stems from limitations in their English language skills, particularly in vocabulary, grammatical accuracy, and the use of diverse sentence structures. 
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