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Abstract

The research reported here has two main focus points: online learning and the
teaching of academic writing to learners of English as an additional language. At
its core is a study involving an intensive genre-centered writing course
conducted in a tertiary educational institution in Taiwan and delivered in three
modes — face-to-face, fully online and blended. That study, preceded by a pilot
study conducted in New Zealand, involved a writing course that focused on
cognitive genres (e.g. argument) that have been identified as being fundamental
to academic writing. It included model texts (constructed in segments with
accompanying discussion of their language and structure) and writing exercises.
Analysis of post-course questionnaires and focus group discussions revealed a
high level of satisfaction with the course. Analysis of pre-test and post-test
writing tasks in terms of a wide range of criteria provided evidence of
improvement in the writing of course participants in a range of areas. Although
those involved in blended and face-to-face modes were most positive about the
advantages of the course, it was not necessarily always the case that they

outperformed online group members in terms of improvement in writing.

Also included are two questionnaire-based surveys of samples of teachers of
English in tertiary level educational institutions in Taiwan. The first investigated
attitudes and practices in relation to the integration of instructional technology
into teaching. Although the vast majority of survey participants believed that it
was important to incorporate instructional technology into their teaching, this
was not necessarily reflected in their more specific beliefs and practices. Very
few reported having spent more than a few hours attending instructional
technology-related workshops, more than half indicated that very little or none
of the interaction in their language classes was computer-mediated, only
approximately one third reported having used a learning platform in the six
weeks prior to the survey, and over one third reported that they had never used a
learning platform. The second questionnaire-based survey investigated attitudes
and practices in relation to the teaching and assessment of writing. Although

survey participants were familiar with process-centered approaches to the
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teaching of writing, they appeared to be much less familiar with genre-centered
approaches. Using model texts as a way of introducing, demonstrating and
explaining language in use seemed to be the exception rather than the rule.
Additionally, although they reported spending a considerable amount of time
grading and commenting on their students’ writing, most of them indicated that
they did not design grading criteria that related specifically to course content,
and many of the sample comments on student writing that they provided were of

a type that is unlikely to help students to improve their writing.

Overall, the study provides evidence that a genre-centered academic writing
course can be associated with a high level of student satisfaction and can lead to
demonstrable improvement in student writing. However, it also demonstrates
that teachers of English at tertiary level in Taiwan are generally unfamiliar with
this sort of approach and that many of them are not yet ready to provide their

students with options in terms of delivery modes.

Keywords: genre; academic writing; elLearning; genre-centered academic

writing instruction
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Chapter 1

Introduction to the research

1.1 Introducing the research

I began the research project reported in this thesis with a primary interest in
instructional technology.' I ended it with a primary interest in pedagogy. At the
outset, my main interest was in how instructional technology could assist in the
teaching and learning of English as a second/foreign language and, in particular,
in the teaching and learning of academic writing. As the research progressed, it
became clear to me that the most significant questions were pedagogic ones, and
that those questions that related to the use of instructional technology (which I
now prefer to refer to as ‘educational technology’)® were subsidiary ones.
Nevertheless, they remain important. Instructional technology cannot be ignored.
Employers and students expect teaching staff to be technologically literate, and
those who are unable or unwilling to keep up to date with advances in
instructional technology are likely to suffer as a result, particularly in countries
such as Taiwan where information technology is fundamental to the economy, and
where the expectation is that instructional technology will be integrated into all
teaching courses. Thus, although the primary aim of this research project is to
investigate the potential of a genre-centered approach to the teaching of academic
writing in a context (Taiwan) in which process-centred approaches predominate,
there are a number of subsidiary aims that relate to the use of instructional

technology and to attitudes towards its use (see /.4 below).

"I use the first person pronoun at various points in this thesis for two reasons. First, the early
sections include reflections on those very personal experiences which provided the motivation for
the research. Secondly, I believe that it is important to remind readers from time to time of my
‘insider’ status in some areas of the research, something that necessarily impacts on the
conclusions reached.

% The terms ‘instructional technology’ and ‘educational technology’ are often used interchangeably.
For Dempsey and Reiser (2007), a more appropriate term is ‘instructional design and technology’
in that it clearly indicates that what is involved is both “the analysis of learning and performance
problems” and “the design, development, implementation, evaluation and management of . . .
processes and resources intended to improve learning and performance . . . [that] employ
instructional media to accomplish . . . goals” (p.7). Whilst I accept the point that Dempsey and
Reiser make, I use the term ‘instructional technology’ in this thesis, largely because it is more
familiar.
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1.2 Becoming involved in instructional technology

I began teaching English at Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages (Wenzao) in
Taiwan in 1990, at a time when the Taiwanese economy, heavily reliant on
information technology, was very strong. Interest in instructional technology was
beginning to have a major impact on the education system worldwide. As Graddol
(2006, pp. 78-79) observes, “[in] the 1990s technology was expected to solve the
world’s educational problems” and “[virtual] universities became the flavour of
the day” with both academic institutions and commercial enterprises investing
heavily in them. However, “[nearly] all the ventures collapsed or were folded
quietly back into parent organisations”. Perhaps most important was the fact that
many of those involved “failed to listen to experienced voices that warned that
good quality online distance education may actually be more expensive than face-
to-face education”. Even so, “as conventional institutions learn how to benefit
from eLearning ... so eLearning is providing a significant strand in world
education at all levels” but “the success of eLearning depends . . . less on
marketing hype, and more on learning how traditional pedagogical values can be

adapted in the new context”.

Throughout Asia, interest in instructional technology has not diminished since the
disappointments associated with the virtual university concept emerged. Thus, for
example, in 2004, 22% of the papers delivered at the International Conference on
Tertiary/College English Teaching in Hong Kong were directly related to
technology-based teaching; in 2006, instructional technology was central to 77%
of the papers.® This is, perhaps, not surprising in view of the pervasiveness of
information technology in many parts of Asia. In Taiwan, approximately 75% of
families had home-based access to the Internet in 2008 and almost 70% had
broadband connection. Of a total population (including infants) of approximately
23 million, just under 16 million (approximately 71%) have been online (TWNIC,
2009, p. 27, p. 107, p. 110).

3 In 1989, the Taiwan Ministry of Education and the National Science Council of Taiwan planned
an International Conference on Computers in Education (ICCE). In 1991, 18 papers were
published in the Conference; in 2009, 40 papers were published in the Conference Proceedings
(ICCE, 20009, iii, xxxvii-xli). In each case, almost a quarter of the almost 300 submissuions were
from Taiwan. In 1989, the conference focused on computer-centered issues (e.g. the design of
authoring systems); by 2002, the focus had moved to pedagogy and practice (where it has
remained).



The beginning of my language teaching career coincided with the early stages of
interest in the interface between information technology and education. As my
teaching took place in a college whose primary focus is on language education, I
inevitably became involved in the interface between information technology and
language education. In the early years of my involvement in teaching English at
Wenzao, the college had an extensive network of language laboratories and an
audiovisual library for students. The college now provides staff and students with
access to almost every technology-based educational innovation that is available
in the marketplace and with extensive opportunities to learn about their use.
Traditional classroom spaces have been replaced by rooms fully equipped with E-
platform facilities. In such a context, it was inevitable that I should develop an

interest in instructional technology.

In 2002, E-course (a widely-used course management system in Taiwan with
similar functions to those of Blackboard, WebCT) was introduced at Wenzao. Not
only were there course introduction and course content design facilities but also a
bulletin board, a chat room, and facilities for test and assignment management and
record keeping. In the same year, The Audiovisual Instruction Center (established
in 1977) set up a Teachers’ Workshop Unit whose role was to assist teaching staff
in coming to terms with a wide range of software, including (among many others)
Word, PowerPoint (traditional and interactive), Power Director, Multimedia
Content Generator, Adobe Acrobat, Producer, Captivate and FrontPage. The
expectation was that teachers would not only learn computer-related skills but
would also learn how to make use of them as a teaching and learning resource.
Throughout 2002-2003, 30 courses (totalling 100 hours) were offered to 470 staff
members. There was considerable enthusiasm for these courses at the beginning.
However, as staff members became aware that these courses could offer little
more than an introduction to software packages and that they would need to
commit many further hours of their own time to becoming proficient in the use of

them, many became less enthusiastic.

In an attempt to ensure involvement, starting from 2004, the Audiovisual

Instruction Center (renamed the Instructional Media Center in 2004, Information
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and Instructional Media Center in 2005 and the Center for Faculty Development
in 2006)" implemented a three phase program associated with which were

participation certificates (Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages, 2006, p. 1).

In the first phase (2004-2005), further workshops were provided, the focus being
on teaching applications. Those teachers who had used E-course were invited to
share their experiences with others. Throughout this phase, in which 599 teaching
staff participated, six sessions (taking place over 44 hours) were provided. These
sessions focused on basic technology concepts, teaching applications, the E-
course platform and its functions, Word Processing, Interactive PowerPoint and
Multimedia Content Generator. The content of all of the sessions was recorded as
digitalized documents so that every staff member could log in to the on-campus
website. A college-wide survey conducted at the same time revealed that although
most teaching staff could make use of some basic technology tools and
applications (such as Email and Word) in their teaching, there were many others
(such as Interactive PowerPoint, Photo Impact and digital recording) that were
largely neglected. The top three problems reported by teachers who participated in
the survey were: the fact that the speed of change made it difficult to keep up to
date; uncertainty about the effectiveness of using technologies in teaching; and the
fact that heavy teaching and research workloads made it difficult to find time to
develop competence in the area of instructional technology. Several of the
teaching staff observed that they were still unfamiliar with E-course and simply
lacked the time to develop the relevant skills. So far as interests were concerned,
the most popular choices for further training were: applications of multimedia
technology; web-based course design and production; and teaching methodologies.
In 2005, to promote E-course, a competition was held. Of the 64 entrants, 5 were
awarded a certificate for the production of an outstanding E-course and 20 for the
production of an excellent E-course. In each case, the websites were made
available to all teaching staff. In 2006, it was decided that all teaching staff should
prepare supplementary online resources for at least one of their courses. In the
same year, the quality of that resource was included in annual teaching self-

evaluations and a faculty E-learning Passport became part of the official

* The changes in nomenclature are indicative of changes in attitudes.
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documentation required of teaching staff. Meanwhile, training programs
continued to be offered, the focus being mainly on software packages (e.g. Movie
Maker and Power Director), digital technologies (e.g. Sound Forge, Producer,
Captivate and Multimedia Content Generator), and website design (e.g.

FrontPage and Dreamweaver).

The second phase of the program (2006-2007) involved the identification of ‘seed
teachers’ who would lead the development of blended courses (partly face-to-face
and partly online) and would, in exchange for a series of in-depth online
workshops, guarantee to use a wide range of multimedia-based resources in their
teaching and make the E-course materials they developed available as a

supplementary resource for others to use.

The third phase (2008-2009) emphasized campus-wide E-course implementation.
All teaching staff members were expected to develop and implement E-courses,
the intention being that these courses would be transformed into fully online
courses with official Ministry of Education accreditation, thus increasing the

number of potential learners.

The transformation of what was initially an Audiovisual Center (1977) into an
Instructional Media Center (2004), an Information and Instruction Media Center
(2005) and, finally, a Center for Faculty Development (2006) is indicative of
some of the changes that have taken place. The mission of that Center is
instructional excellence and its three aims are to assist teachers with (a) teaching
innovations; (b) instructional technology, and (c) the implementation of on-site
action research. Nevertheless, it is clear that the primary emphasis to date has
been on technology and its application rather than on pedagogies associated with
teaching and learning or on the relevance of learning style preferences to teaching
approaches. Furthermore, although I was one of those who became deeply
involved in the developments to which reference has been made, I became
increasingly aware that many others did not share my enthusiasm. In fact, looking
back, I realize that the cost involved, in terms of time and effort, has been a heavy
one. Of instructional technology application, Ross and Schulz (1999, p. 124)

observe that “the first year of development is often more time consuming than are
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subsequent years . . . [and] the educator will begin to develop a rich, interactive,
and powerful teaching tool that may be used by many classes over the years”. The
reality is, however, that keeping up to date, creating and maintaining course
websites and teaching in the modern technology-equipped classrooms is always
time-consuming and there is always a cost involved. Time spent on one area is
time lost on another. The danger is that technology will become the master rather

than the servant of pedagogy.

1.3 Developing an interest in the teaching of writing

Wenzao Ursuline College of Languages was established by the Sisters of the
Roman Union of the Order of St. Ursula in 1966 in Kaohsiung (the location of
Taiwan’s largest port) as a foreign language institute for young women, its
mission being to provide a whole-person language and liberal arts curriculum.
Since 1980, it has also accepted men as students. It offers both day time and
evening courses and it currently has a 5-year Junior College (incorporating the
first two years of a Bachelor’s degree), a 2-year College (equivalent to the last 2
years of Bachelor’s degree level study) and a 4-year College (4 years of
Bachelor’s degree level study). It now also offers Master’s degree programs. All

students are required to study at least two foreign languages, one being English.

Th