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Abstract 
One of the significant skills in engineering profession which is required in job 

industries is technical writing. Students of engineering found that writing seems to 

be a difficult assignment to perform especially in English language. The intention 

of this study is to identify Malaysian polytechnic students’ perspectives in the 

need of a new module in technical report writing in English. A survey using 

questionnaire was employed to embark the study. The findings of this study have 

shown a significant agreement from the students on the lack of information and 

content provided in the current module used in English language classrooms to 

carry out a project. Thus, it is concluded that polytechnic engineering students 

need sufficient materials and writing practices in order to produce comprehensible 

technical report. Consequently, a new module in writing technical report in 

English which caters elements on research writing and adequate writing practices 

should be introduced to the education system in Malaysian polytechnic. 

Keywords: Malaysian polytechnic, Technical writing in English, Module in 

technical report writing, Engineering polytechnic students. 

 

 

1.  Introduction 

Being proficient in technical writing cannot be denied in job industries including 

in engineering profession. The future career of engineering students will be bright 

if they were equipped with the skills in technical writing [1]. For that reason, 

technical institutions are responsible to deliver a course in technical writing for 

the benefits of their students’ future career. In fact, the purpose of teaching the  
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ETP Engineering Technician Programme 

course in technical writing is to improve the quality of written technical 

communication skills by engineering students [2]. Being able to converse in 

English for both spoken and written are essential keys of success in engineering 

profession [3]. Thus, various technical institutions have equipped their students to 

learn English as a course and not as a language [4]. 

In Malaysia, the Engineering Accreditation Council (EAC) [5] under the 

Board of Engineers Malaysia (BEM) [6] has been given the authority to certify 

engineering technician programmes of technical institution which registered with 

the BEM [6]. This is to make sure that the institution has met the minimum 

requirement to achieve the practice in the engineering field globally. Being able to 

converse clearly and concisely in speaking and writing at primary phase are the 

skills identified by BEM [6]. Thus, engineering students are required to grasp and 

practice writing technical documents efficiently such as writing technical report 

[5]. Consequently, many Malaysian technical institutions have provided technical 

writing course in their curriculum for engineering education programmes [7-9]. 

However, the curriculum of the English language courses provided at Malaysian 

polytechnic have very limited context to the requirement by job industries such as 

technical report writing. This is because, most English language courses at 

Malaysian polytechnic focus on speaking skills such as to enable the students to 

communicate well in group discussions and oral presentations [10-11]. 

 

2.  Literature Review 

An empirical study on students perceived technical writing competency needs 

among polytechnic lecturers and polytechnic engineering diploma students has 

found out that the Malaysian polytechnic syllabi of English language courses have 

provided insufficient skills in technical writing [12]. However, the English language 

courses at Malaysian polytechnics practice more on speaking skills, and this do not 

support what has been pointed out by BEM [6] which highlights writing skills to be 

stressed at the early stage of higher learning education. Consequently, Malaysian 

polytechnics have included technical writing elements in their degree programmes 

such as in the syllabus of the English for Engineering and Technology course, [13] 

but not in the English courses for diploma students. Nevertheless, the diploma 

students of Malaysian polytechnics realised and aware that they also need the skills 

in technical writing [12].  

In the Engineering Technician Programme Accreditation Manual [14], the BEM 

[6] has specified certain accreditation objective for engineering programmes of the 

registered technical institutions. One of the requirements is students should be 

capable to deliver and receive instructions clearly, document work proficiently and 

delegate works professionally. This is in line with the definition of technical writing 

which encompasses specific vocabularies used at the workplace in every written 

communication in the field of engineering, science, and technology [15, 16]. 

Therefore, skills in technical writing are essential in the engineering profession such 
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as engineering technician [17]. Thus, in order for any engineering technician to be 

recognised, they need to be equipped with skills in technical writing.  

The syllabi of present English language courses offered for diploma students at 

Malaysian polytechnics do not deliver the students with the exact language needs as 

required by the industries. A study at one Malaysian polytechnic indicated that all 

the diploma programmes provided at Malaysian polytechnics offered the same 

English courses which are not specific to the skills that the students need according 

to their specialization [18]. Moreover, another study at other polytechnic in 

Malaysia on students’ perceptions has found that English language courses do not 

support them in improving their communication skills in English language [19]. 

Furthermore, another study has discovered that polytechnic students are lacking in 

understanding technical documents, sentence structure, grammar and other 

important language elements [20]. Accordingly, the importance of technical writing 

in English language in engineering profession will be neglected by the students. 

This has been occurred at other countries. For instance, a study has discovered that 

numerous engineering students in America have seen that writing is irrelevant to 

their future profession [21]. However, according to the theory of communicative 

competence, language users need to be competent in terms of knowledge in 

grammar as well as in social knowledge [22-24]. 

A study conducted in India analysed engineering students need on technical 

writing as a course in order to improve their academic achievements and their work 

place skills requirement [4]. The study has included several domains of technical 

writing skills to be analysed such as (1) reading technical and non-technical text, (2) 

vocabulary building- technical, (3) passive voice, (4) syntax and use of appropriate 

cohesive devices, (5) format and style of writing technical reports, (6) transcoding, 

(7) knowledge of styles sheets, (8) use of computers. The results identified that 

students were lacked of reading habits which led to be short of ideas and concept to 

write. The finding also revealed the main constraints of the students are on grammar 

and lacking in vocabulary. Unfortunately, this phenomenon may cause in ethical 

habit in writing namely plagiarism. Students tend to copy and paste other people’s 

piece of writing easily without crediting the source of the information. However, 

digital devices can be used to detect plagiarism easily [25]. Consequently, 

plagiarism will degrade the quality of students’ written work which also becomes 

the common constraints of Malaysian polytechnic engineering students [20]. 

This study assigns three objectives. The first objective is to identify engineering 

students’ perspectives on the information sufficiency in carrying out a project 

provided in the English language module used currently at a polytechnic. The 

second objective is to investigate the engineering students’ perspectives on the 

sufficiency in content provided in the current module used. Finally, the third 

objective is to discover the perspectives of engineering students on the listed 

element suggested to be encompassed in a new technical writing module. 

 

3.  Methodology 

In order to collect data, this study employed a survey design method using semi-

structured questionnaire. The questionnaire comprised of two questions on 

students’ perspectives on information and content sufficiency in the current 

module used. The other question in the questionnaire is on students’ perspectives 



34       S. Isnin et al. 

 
 
Journal of Engineering Science and Technology               Special Issue 2/2018 

on a list of elements suggested to be encompassed in a new technical report 

writing module. The population of this study is 440 final year diploma students of 

several engineering programmes at a Malaysian polytechnic. 47 % of the 

population (207 students) participated in this study voluntarily. The questionnaire 

was piloted prior to this study which was developed and referred to literatures 

related to areas in technical writing [5, 11, 20, 26-29] and to the theory of 

communicative competence [22-24]. The format and content applied in the 

questionnaire have been validated by five professionals in the area of English language. 

 

4.  Results and Discussion 

Table 1 presents item regarding students’ perspectives on the sufficiency in 

information provided in the current module used to carry out a project. The results 

in Table 1 revealed about 85.8 % of the students obtained information 

insufficiency in the module used currently to carry out a project. Thus, it shows a 

significant agreement from the students that the current module used to carry out 

a project in the English language courses at a Malaysian polytechnic 

requires to be upgraded.  

Table 1. Students’ responses on sufficiency in information provided 

 in the current module to carry out a project at a polytechnic. 

 Frequency Percent Valid percent 

Sufficient 29 14.0 14.2 

Insufficient 175 84.5 85.8 

Total 204 98.6 100 

Missing 3 1.4  

Total 207 100.0  

Engineering students’ perspectives on the content sufficiency in carrying out a 

project provided in the module used currently at a polytechnic were coded and 

analysed as illustrated in Table 2. Based on the results, respondents 6, 8, 24, 26, 

and 27 perceived that the module used to carry out a project of English language 

course did not provide sufficient content. Findings also showed that the students 

need more information and knowledge in carrying out the project (respondents 3, 

6, 8-11, 14, 16, 23, 24, 27, 28-32, and 34). Apart from that, the students also need 

samples of technical reports and comprehensive exercises on writing a project 

report (respondents 3, 31, 32, 34, and 59). Consequently, the students complained 

that the module should be improved (respondents 96, 97, 157, 194, and 203). 

Some of the identified insufficiency elements in the module used are grammar, 

exercises in writing, and examples in writing sentences (respondent 58 and 60). 

One of the causes ofincompetent in communication skills among engineering 

students is lacking in course content related to technical communication skills 

offered by technical institutions [30]. Lackingcontent, grammar, report writing 

samples and writing exercises provided in the module used may be the caused of 

negative feedback towards writing in English since students have to struggle to 

obtain quick solution from the insufficient module used in their English language 

classroom. Consequently, findings from this study convey that an effective 

module is important to engineering students in order to write technical report in 

English. In contrast, engineering students were found that writing in English is 

isolated in their future profession [21]. Thus, adding relevant information and 
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comprehensive exercises in a module is paramount important to help improve 

students technical written work. 

Table 2. Students’ responses on sufficiency in content  

provided in the current module to carry out a project. 

Respondents Responses 

3, 31, 32, 34, 59 Not enough. We need more information about 

details of how to carry out the project and 

examples of written report. 

6, 8, 24, 26, 27 No. Need more information, knowledge, 

explanation, input to carry out the project. 

9, 10, 11, 14, 16, 23, 28, 29, 

30, 31 

No. Need more information to carry out the 

project. 

55, 56, 178, 193, 204, 205 No. Not enough exercise to write a report. 

58, 60 No. Need more grammar inputs. 

96, 97, 157, 194, 203 No. Module must be improved. 

Engineering students’ perspectives on the list suggested as new elements to be 

included in a new technical report writing module are shown in Table 3. 

Responses from the students showed positive signs ranging from 63%- 78% on 

the agreement of the suggested elements such as research activities, writing 

literature review, methodology, instrumentation, data analysis, data interpretation, 

and so forth. As can be shown in Table 3, about 77.4% of the students agreed if 

elements of grammar is to be counted in the new module. Conversely, in a study 

conducted by Nairm [31] identified that it is bored to learn and teach sentence 

structures and grammar at higher learning institution. On the other hand, the 

quality of students’ writing piece will be degraded [32]. However, according to 

the theory of communicative competence, language users should master grammar 

and communication skills [22-24]. Therefore, including grammar input in the new 

technical report writing module is significant.Clearly, the students were agreed in 

introducing a new technical report writing module to the system of education in 

Malaysian polytechnic.  

Table 3. Elements to be included in a  

new module in technical report writing. 

Item 
Elements to be included in a new module in 

technical report writing 

Yes 

(%) 

No 

(%) 

C2a. Contents of a project report (Research activity) 78.4 21.6 

C2b. 
Various information (Literature 

review/Citation/Quotation) 
73.4 26.6 

C2c. Specific terminology used in a project report 63.8 36.2 

C2d. How to collect data (Methodology) 74.9 25.1 

C2e. 
How to construct questionnaire or interview 

questions (Instrumentation) 
71.9 28.1 

C2f. How to analyse data (Data analysis) 74.4 25.6 

C2g. How to interpret data (Result/Findings) 78.4 21.6 

C2h. 
Language elements (eg. grammar, capitalization and 

punctuation) 
77.4 22.6 

C2i. 
How to write list of references (eg: APA style/ 

IEEE) 
65.3 34.7 
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5.  Conclusions 

This study has offered a small contribution to the perspectives of Malaysian 

polytechnic engineering students’ need on a new module which provides skills in 

writing technical report. Specifically, the findings revealed that the content on how 

to carry a project and writing exercises were found insufficient in the current 

module used in English language courses at Malaysian polytechnic. In conclusion, a 

list of writing elements on technical research report is suggested to be included in 

the new module which is to be proposed to the system of education in Malaysian 

polytechnic. Relevant supplementary information and exercises could inspire and 

grow interest for the students to carry out the project successfully. In consequence, 

study in investigating the need of a new module on technical writing skills among 

engineering students should be conducted at other polytechnics to indicate 

perspectives from other students of other polytechnics in Malaysia and largely to 

other technical institutions with the intention to raise the quality of written work 

prepared by future engineering personnel. 

 

References 

1. Tebeaux, E. (1983). Keeping technical writing relevant (or, how to become a 

dictator). College English. 45(2), 174-183. 

2. Idrus, H.; Mohamed, N.A.; and Baharom, R. (2012). Motivating engineering 

and technical students to learn technical writing by inculcating lifelong 

learning skills. The International Journal of Learning, 18(11), 191-201. 

3. Bonk, R.; Imhoff, P.; and Cheng, A. (2002). Integrating written 

communication within engineering curricula. Journal of Professional Issues 

Engineering Education and Practice, 128(4), 152-159. 

4. Evangeline, J.C.K.; and Ganesh, K. (2016). A need analysis of technical 

writing skill of engineering students in India. Retrieved July 3, 2017, from 

https://www.shsconferences.org/articles/shsconf/pdf/2016/04/shsconf_erpa201

6_01090.pdf. 

5. EAC, Engineering Accreditation Council (2012). Engineering accreditation 

manual 2012. Retrieved April 27, 2017 from http://www.eac.org.my/web/ 

document/EACManual2012.pdf  

6. BEM, Board of Engineers Malaysia. (2003). Engineering programme 

accreditation manual. Retrieved 28 June 2014 from http://www.bem. 

org.my/eac/manual231003.pdf  

7. School of Civil Engineering, Universiti Sains, Malaysia. Retrieved April 27, 

2017 from http://www.civil.eng.usm.my/index.php/en/study-at-usm/ under 

graduate.  

8. Bachelor of electrical engineering power electronic and drives, Universiti 

Teknikal Malaysia. Retrieved April 27, 2017 from http://www. 

utem.edu.my/fke/en/beke.html#subjectdetails. 

9. UniversitiTun Hussein Onn Malaysia. Retrieved April 27, 2017 

fromhttp://www.uthm.edu.my/v2/content/view/85/94/lang,en/.  

10. DPE, Department of Polytechnic Education. (2011). Syllabi of Communicative 

English courses Version: 080510_1.1_Effective: 1 December 2011. Ministry of 

Higher Education, Putrajaya. 

http://www.eac.org.my/web/
http://www.bem/
http://www.civil.eng.usm.my/index.php/en/study-at-usm/%20under%20graduate
http://www.civil.eng.usm.my/index.php/en/study-at-usm/%20under%20graduate
http://www.uthm.edu.my/v2/content/view/85/94/lang,en/


Engineering Students’ Perspective on the Need of a New Module . . . . . 37 

 
 
Journal of Engineering Science and Technology               Special Issue 2/2018 

 

11. Department of Polytechnic Education. (2014). Syllabus of English for 

engineering and technology course version: 20062013_1.0_Effective: 1 

September 2014. Ministry of Education Malaysia, Putrajaya. 

12. Isnin, S.F.; Mustapha, R.; and Othman, W.M. (2017). Perceived technical 

writing competency needs: a pilot study of Malaysian polytechnics. The 11th 

International Technology, Education and Development Conference 

(INTED2017), Valencia, Spain. 

13. Department of Polytechnic Education. (2014). Syllabi of communicative 

English courses version: 090514 Effective: June 2014. Ministry of Higher 

Education, Putrajaya. 

14. Engineering Technician Programme Accreditation Manual (2016). Engineering 

Technology Accreditation Council. Retrieved April 20, 2017 fromhttp:// 

www.bem.org.my/v3/body/pdf/ETAC_TechnicianManual2016.pdf 

15. Riordan, D.G. (2005). Technical report writing today. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

16. Pfeiffer, W.S.; and Adkins K.E. (2010). technical communication: a practical 

approach (7
th
 ed.). New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 

17. Laplante, P.A. (2012). Technical writing: a practical guide for engineers and 

scientists. NW, USA, Taylor and Francis Group: CNC Press. 

18. Sanmugam, S.T. (2013). Target situation needs analysis: Exploring the 

linguistics needs of polytechnic engineering students across three majors. 

English for Specific Purposes World, 14(39), 1-9. 

19. Lam, K.W.; and Chong, B.S. (2013). Polytechnic students’ perceptions on their 

Communicative English courses: A pilot study. Psas Digest, 4(1), 145-159. 

20. Md Yasin, A.Y.; Wan Mohd Shaupil, W.M.H.; Mukhtar, A.F.; Ab Ghani N.A.; 

and Rashid, F. (2010). The English proficiency of civil engineering students at 

a Malaysian polytechnic. Asian Social Science, 6(6), 161-170. 

21. Warnock, S.; and Kahn, M. (2007). Expressive/Exploratory technical writing 

(xtw) in engineering: shifting the technical writing curriculum. Journal of 

Technical Writing and Communication, 37(1), 37-57. 

22. Canale, M.; and Swain, M. (1980). Theoretical bases of communicative 

approaches to second language teaching and testing. Applied Linguistics, 1, 1-47. 

23. Ying, S. (2007). Case study on the communication competence of Chinese 

students. Sino-US English Teaching, 4(7), 67-74. 

24. Poolsawad, K.; Kanjawanasee, S.; and Wudthayagorn, J. (2015). Development 

of an English communicative competence diagnostic approach. Procedia - 

Social and Behavioral Sciences, 191, 759 - 763. 

25. Deepa, G.; Vani, K.; and Leema, L.M. (2016). Plagiarism detection in text 

documents using sentence bounded stop word N-Grams. Journal of 

Engineering Science and Technology (JESTEC), 11(10), 1403-1420. 

26. Van Emden, J. (2005). Writing for engineers (3
rd 

ed.). New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

27. Gerrish, J.; Gunn. C.; Snider, R.; Mase, T.; Ofoli, R., and Ann, R. (2007). Biosystem 

engineering: technical writing guide. Swartz, Michigan State University. 

28. Nardo, M.T.B.; and Hufana, E.R. (2014). Development and evaluation of 

modules in technical writing. American Journal of Educational Research, 2(6), 

341-350. 



38       S. Isnin et al. 

 
 
Journal of Engineering Science and Technology               Special Issue 2/2018 

29. Sultana, A.S. (2014). Developing the technical writing skills of professional 

learners - An eclectic approach. International Journal of Research in 

Humanities, Arts and Literature, 2(8), 45-58.  

30. Thanky, P. (2014). Importance of English and communication skills for 

technical professionals. International Journal of Scientific Research, 3(4), 

2011-2012. 

31. Nairn, L. (2014). Faculty response to grammar errors in the writing of ESL 

students. Retrieved June 1, 2017 fromhttp://www.sfu.ca/heis/archive/22-

1_nairn.pdf.  

32. Indra Devi, S.; Husin, N.; and Subatira, B. (2010). The effectiveness of a 

technical communication course in a Malaysian technical university: engineers’ 

perspectives. Universiti Teknikal Malaysia, 3(2), 27-40. 


