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An Examination of the Textual Qualities “Agency” and “Power” in EFL Writing
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Abstract

The teaching and learning of English as a foreign language (EFL) writing in Thailand is
mostly concentrated on the body of the language and on objectivity and reliability. What we
teach so little, therefore, is matters about the function of language. “Agency” and “power” are
two textual qualities out of many others on this side. While these two qualities are hard to
grasp in text, they are highly valued by composition teachers and are the sources of other
high-order textual qualities such as being interpretative and analytical. This small-scaled, but
insightful study, adopting a qualitative method, attempted to decipher them in Thai students’
writing. The researcher looked for these two qualities in thirty-six paragraphs from thirty-six
Thai university students and learners with two different proficiency levels. Using Corbin and
Strauss (1998)'s methodology for grounded theory, the researcher categorized words, phrases,
ideas, and expressions into the two textual qualities. The results showed that 1) opinions
exhibit more agency than the pronoun |, and opinions or reasons, well-formed sentences with
details, writer’s strategies, word choice, and argument are crucial in achieving power, 2) writer’s
involvement in the topic and opinions or reasons are two features shared by both qualities,

and 3) linguistic inability and informative writing hinder the construction of agency and power.
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Introduction

The teaching and learning of English as a foreign language (EFL) writing in Thailand
could be said to be largely influenced by four major approaches: generative grammar,
grammar translation method, current-traditional rhetoric, and psychometric assessment.
Generative grammar focuses on the syntax, the set of rules governing the combination of
words into sentences. Grammar translation is widely used in the country, involving, for
example, using the mother tongue to explain the intricacies of grammar, teaching a lot of
vocabulary in lists of isolated words, using texts to explain erammar, doing fill-in-the-blank
exercises, and translating disconnected sentences from the target language to the mother
tongue (Prator & Celce-Murcia, 1973, as cited in Brown, 2007, The grammar translation
method). The third method, current-traditional rhetoric, is similar to the first and second in its
emphasis on grammar and correctness. However, its other half emphasizes genres of writing.
Current-traditional rhetoric champions the five-paragraph theme and distinguishes genres into
exposition, description, narration, and argument, treating them as if they could not be

combined (Crowley, 1998). The last, psychometric assessment, due to its emphasis on



