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ABSTRACT

The writing of assignments by tertiary students is an area that merits exploration
due to the high stakes involved for students, staff and institutions. Generally, in
order for students to pass courses, they need to write assignments at a level, and in
a manner, deemed appropriate by the staff members marking the assignments.

| found the community of practice lens useful for this study, since I viewed learning
as a socially situated activity which occurred through participation. While staff and
students were engaged in textual practices, they were also functioning as members
of discourse communities. Because | was interested in academic writing induction,
| adopted a sociocultural view of academic literacy; a purely cognitive view would
have been too narrow. In addition, | adopted a rhetorical view of academic writing,
since | regarded the context (including audience and purpose) as having a major

influence on decision-making in respect of textual features.

Several gaps emerged when | conducted an exploration of existing studies. There
was a scarcity of research focusing on the academic literacy learning experiences
of distance students. | found there was a limited number of studies, especially in
respect of those that had domestic students as participants that had investigated staff
and students’ understandings of some aspects of academic writing (e.g., voice). |
also discovered a paucity of research in which students and staff had been asked to
reflect on what they considered to be helpful and unhelpful for students’ academic
writing induction. Therefore, an in-depth study of academic writing induction
(which included staff and students’ understandings of academic writing) was

warranted.

This qualitative, interpretive, ethnographic case study explored student and staff
understandings of academic writing induction. There were two cohorts of students,
both enrolled in a pre-service primary education programme at a New Zealand
university: those who were enrolled in the on-campus programme and those who
studied via distance. Ethnography was used both as a methodology and as a method.
The methodology both guided the process of collecting evidence and the style of
the writing of my thesis. Methods of evidence collection included observation,
unstructured in-depth interviews and documentary evidence (course outlines and

students’ written assignments). | also set up a Facebook closed group as a means



for enabling students to engage in an asynchronous online focus group, where they
could discuss and reflect on aspects of, or the process of, academic writing they
were engaged in. In short, the research design enabled me to conduct an in-depth
study of student and staff perspectives and understandings of academic writing

induction.

| found there were a number of similarities and differences in the academic writing
learning experiences of students, where one cohort predominantly attended class on
campus, and the other cohort were distance students. Both cohorts had lectures,
prescribed readings, and access to university services, such as the library. One
contrast between the two cohorts was that on-campus students took part on a regular
basis in tutorial discussion, which occurred face-to-face, whereas distance students
took part in asynchronous online discussions. It appeared staff attempted to provide

a similar course and similar services to both cohorts, via the two modes of delivery.

There were a number of divergences and convergences between staff and student
understandings of academic writing. In the first year, both staff and students, tended
to have a bigger focus on word- and sentence-level aspects of writing than on social
or macro-level categories. A very significant divergence was that a number of staff
in interviews remarked that an aspect of a well-written assignment was that it
contained an argument. In contrast, students, unprompted, did not comment on
argumentation. Overall, it appeared that divergences in understanding between
students and staff lessened in the second year.

The study found that students and staff reported more helpful than unhelpful
practices in respect of students writing assignments. Almost all first- and second-
year students commented that writing instruction in tutorials was helpful. Staff,
especially in the first year, also identified a number of practices as helpful. Many
of these practices took place in tutorials. Staff tended to identify practices as helpful
that involved academic staff input, rather than that of students’ peers, family
members and friends. Students identified practices that took place both within and

outside of the institution.

A surprising find was the Facebook sites set up and facilitated entirely by students.

This appears to be an area that warrants further ethnographic investigation.



Based on the findings generated, | conclude that it would be beneficial for students
I writing instruction were embedded into their courses. In order to reduce student
confusion and possible misunderstandings about what is expected from teachers,
explicit instruction on components of writing would also be beneficial. Employing
both a rhetorical and academic literacies approach to teaching students writing and
about writing is warranted. For this to occur, staff will need assistance and/or
professional development on aspects of academic writing pedagogy. Finally, for
staff to incorporate academic writing instruction effectively into their practice, |

would recommend a faculty-wide approach to writing.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

My interest in academic writing® began approximately 20 years ago, when |
enrolled in a university as an adult student in a bachelor’s degree majoring in
English. By academic writing | mean writing produced. My first assignment was
an analysis of a poem. The grade | received was B-. | was devastated by this result
as | had always done well academically in high school, especially in English. The
student | sat beside in lectures, who had a master’s in history, received an A. She
explained to me some of the expectations when writing at university, including the
importance of researching what others had said and referencing their ideas. |
followed her advice. For the next assignment, | received an A+. | thought | had
cracked the code and would excel from then on. However, at times, according to
grades received, | had possibly misunderstood assignment criteria, and perhaps not
written at the expected level or in an acceptable manner. This resulted in my
experiencing feelings of confusion and frustration. | witnessed my course peers

experiencing the same feelings.

While studying, | was employed by a university to teach English as an Additional
Language (EAL) to students wanting to gain entry to undergraduate and
postgraduate university courses. As | was teaching higher-level EAL students, who
would soon enter university classes, | saw my teaching as having two objectives.
My first objective was to assist students to improve their English competency, and
the second was to prepare them for studying in a New Zealand university. Even
after suggesting strategies to my students for coping in the tertiary environment,
after they had begun their university-level courses, some would return to visit me.
They would describe various difficulties they were experiencing, such as reading
journal articles in order to write assignments, understanding assignment

requirements, producing texts that adhered to academic conventions, coping with

1T use the term “academic writing” throughout this thesis to mean writing produced by tertiary level
students, which complies with academic conventions, for example, acknowledging source texts.



the range of assignment tasks, and inconsistencies in the preferences of individual
teaching staff members.

Students finding academic writing challenging took on more of a focus for me when
I was employed in 2009 as a tertiary academic learning advisor? at a student learning
centre. In this position, | assisted students with their academic development, with
particular emphasis on academic writing. I worked with both domestic and EAL
students at all levels of tertiary study and in most discipline areas. Again, | observed
that students were challenged by aspects of academic practice, such as the variable
nature of academic writing practices and conventions. At times, | also witnessed
students not knowing or understanding that there were certain generic writing
conventions, such as a relatively standard structure that could be used for writing

introductions.

In this role, 1 also had interactions with academic staff. At times staff appeared
puzzled by students finding academic writing tasks challenging and having
difficulty interpreting assignment instructions. After approximately three years, |
moved to another tertiary institution. | experienced the same phenomena. I realised
that the mismatches at times between students and staff expectations and
understandings of academic writing were not confined to one tertiary institution. |
felt that if I could find out what staff and students understood about academic
writing and what they considered helpful and unhelpful for academic writing, |
could make a contribution to improving teaching and learning practices in respect

to academic writing in tertiary settings.

1.1 Thesis research objectives and questions

The primary aim of my study was to explore student and staff understandings of
tertiary students’ academic writing induction in a pre-Service primary education
programme. | use the term understandings throughout this thesis to mean
knowledge, perceptions and mastery. | use the term induct throughout this thesis

with both a passive and active focus. Students were being inducted into academic

2 Hereinafter referred to as learning advisor

31 have used the terms “academic staff” or “academic staff member/s” throughout this thesis to refer
to staff that are employed on an academic contract, who are usually involved with the teaching of
students e.g., in lectures and/or tutorials and/or the planning of the content in the programmes.

2



writing conventions, in that they were being introduced to the knowledge, beliefs,
practices and ideas that a particular group, and individuals, had in light of academic
writing conventions and expectations (passive). In addition, students actively

sought out knowledge and support from those around them (active).
To achieve this aim, there were six research objectives:

e To investigate participating academic staff and students’ understanding of
academic writing.

e To provide a rich account of students’ experiences of academic writing
practices;

e To identify the academic writing learning practices that students deemed to
be helpful/unhelpful;

e To investigate the kinds of academic writing learning practices that
participating staff* perceived as valuable for their students and explore how
they incorporated these into their teaching;

e To investigate the extent to which there was a divergence or convergence
between student participants’ and staff participants’ understandings of
academic writing learning practices; and

e To identify and explore similarities and differences in the academic
literacies experiences of students for two delivery modes where one was

predominantly face-to-face and the other was predominantly online.
The questions below guided the study:

1. What understandings of academic writing do participating students and staff
have®?

2. What practices do participating students identify as helpful/unhelpful in
respect of writing assignments?

3. What practices do participating staff identify as helpful/unhelpful in respect
of students writing assignments and how do they build these into their

teaching?

4 “participating students and staff” were those who participated in my research by, for example,
taking part in interviews, and allowing me to observe them in-class and/or online.



4. To what extent is there a divergence or convergence between participating
student and staff understandings of academic writing learning practices?

5. What are the similarities and differences that occur between the academic
literacies learning experiences of students in two delivery modes, where one

is predominantly face-to-face and the other is predominantly online?

This study involved both on-campus and distance students from a pre-service
primary education programme in their first two years of study. It also included staff
involved in the teaching of the papers® that the study was conducted in. It employed
an interpretive qualitative research paradigm employing ethnographic methods
(observation, interviews, informal focus group and documentary evidence?). It was
hoped that this research would inform teaching and learning practices in tertiary
level academic writing induction and go some way towards addressing gaps

identified in previous studies, as will be discussed briefly in the next section.

1.2 Significance of study

My research contributes to present studies on academic writing as outlined below.

First, there have been a number of studies that have indicated that pre-service
students can be challenged by the demands of academic writing (Devereux,
Macken-Horarik, Trimingham-Jack, & Wilson, 2006; Hill, Locke, & Dix, 2004;
Macken-Horarik, Devereux, Trimingham-Jack, & Wilson, 2006; Taylor, 2010). All
these studies took place in Australia, except Hill et al.’s study (2004), which was
conducted in New Zealand and was relatively small-scale. My study investigates
pre-service primary students engaging in academic writing within a New Zealand

tertiary institution.

Second, there were studies which explored student and/or staff understandings of
aspects of academic writing. For example, Andrews, Robinson, et al. (2006), Davies
(2008) and Wingate (2012) investigated students and/or staff understanding of
written argumentation. However, | was unable to find a study which took a more

comprehensive view of student and staff understandings of academic writing by

& A course within a programme of study
7 In this thesis documentary evidence refers to evidence which comprised of documents e.g. course
outlines



considering what aspects (e.g., audience, voice, referencing) students and/or staff
emphasised, or minimalised, when considering students’ written assignments. My
study considered these aspects as a way of comprehending student and staff

understandings of academic writing.

Third, there are many aspects of academic writing that have been explored through
research. For example, there are a number of studies which considered voice in
tertiary level writing instruction (lvanic & Camps, 2001; Macalister, 2012;
Stapleton, 2002; Zhao & Llosa, 2008). However, these studies consider writing
instruction in respect of EAL students. A consistent finding throughout my
exploration of literature was that there were a limited number of studies conducted
(in the areas that this study was interested in) with domestic students. My study

involved domestic students.

Fourth, I drew on Locke’s (2015) framework (see Figure 1) in respect to a rhetorical
view of textual production. Employing this framework enhanced my
comprehension of student and staff understandings of academic writing induction.
No study had previously employed or adapted Locke (2015) to provide a framework
for analysing and interpreting participants’ understanding of academic writing.

Fifth, I was unable to locate studies in which tertiary level students and staff had
been asked to identify what they found helpful and unhelpful overall for students’
academic writing development. I did locate one study (Devereux et al., 2006) which
asked students to identify what they found “hindered and assisted them in the
development of their writing skills at university” (p. 2). My study builds on the
aforementioned, by providing more in-depth information about what staff and
students considered helpful and unhelpful for student writing. In addition, my study
also concerned itself with what academic writing learning practices staff perceived
as helpful and unhelpful for their students and how they built these into their
teaching.

Sixth, there was a paucity of research on a number of aspects of academic writing.
For example, | was unable to find studies that investigated whether providing
students with information about the intended audience (e.g., in the assignment
instructions) impacted on students’ writing process. My study reported on this

phenomenon.



Seventh, my study appears unique in that it explored the academic writing
experiences and understandings of pre-service primary education students in two
delivery modes, where one was predominantly face-to-face and where one was
predominantly online. | was unable to find a study which had explored academic

writing from this perspective.

Eighth, | was unable to locate any studies which investigated students setting up
and facilitating their own Facebook sites (or other online sites) in order to assist
each other with their study. My study found students had set-up Facebook sites and
used these to assist each other with aspects of their written assignment. My study

appears unique since it reports findings related to this phenomenon.

Finally, my study adds to the research conducted on the pre-service primary
education programme at the site of my study. There have been previous studies
(e.g., Campbell, 1997; Donaghy & McGee, 2003; Donaghy, McGee, Ussher &
Yates, 2003; Forbes, 2012) which all explored aspects of online teaching and
learning. No study conducted at the site of my research had explored the
convergences and divergences of academic literacy learning experiences of students
studying predominantly online and face-to-face. In addition, no study has explored
the understandings of academic writing that pre-service primary education students
and staff have at the site of my study. Finally, no study conducted at the site of my
research explored convergences and divergences in what staff and students
considered helpful and unhelpful for students writing assignments.

To summarise, my research addresses a number of gaps and contributes to topics
that have been characterised previously by a limited number of studies. These are

outlined and discussed throughout Chapter 3.

The structure of my thesis is outlined below.

1.3 Thesis structure

In Chapter 1, | explained the development of my interest in the topic area, listed
the research objectives and questions, and described some key areas in which my
research contributes to existing studies on academic writing. Here | outline the

structure of the chapters of this thesis.



In Chapter 2, | review a range of literature on the concepts that underpin my study,
for example, communities of practice, discourse communities, literacy as a
sociocultural practice, and writing as a rhetorical activity. | argue that the
perspective taken for this thesis was that of academic writing taking place in
communities of practice. In doing the aforementioned in this chapter, | introduce
key scholars important to my study (e.g., Barton, Hamilton & lvanic, 2000b; Gee,
1990, 2008; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lea & Street, 1998; Locke, 2015; Street, 1984,
2003, 2005, 2006; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002). In this
chapter I explicate the value of these theorists to my study.

In Chapter 3, | review studies on academic writing. | briefly review studies which
explore distance students’ academic literacy learning experiences and discuss
studies which investigate aspects of staff and students’ understandings of academic
writing. I also review studies in which tertiary students and/or staff have identified
practices seen as helpful and/or unhelpful, in respect to students writing
assignments. In this chapter I highlight a number of gaps in the research and outline
the contributions my study makes to the research literature.

In Chapter 4, | describe and justify the research design employed for this study. |
demonstrate the appropriateness of the research design choices made in response to
the research questions and, in particular, justify the use of a qualitative, interpretive,
social constructionist, ethnographic study. I argue that the exploratory nature of the
research questions and the focus on participants’ understandings and experiences
of academic writing induction suits a qualitative study employing ethnographic
tools. I explain that because of the exploratory nature of my research questions and
the ethnographic nature of my methods, an inductive approach to analysis was
suitable for my study. | also provide an account of a number of ethical
considerations of significance to my study. I conclude by outlining some limitations

of the study.

In Chapters 5, 6 and 7, | report on the findings that emerged from a reading of the
evidence in relation to the research questions. As will be seen, there were many
convergences and divergences between staff and students’ understandings of

academic writing induction practices.



In Chapter 8, I discuss findings to the research questions and draw on literature
from Chapters 2 and 3 to shed light on some of the findings. | outline a number of
implications and provide recommendations arising from this study. I also supply
some limitations of the study, suggestions for future research, and share a few

concluding reflections.



CHAPTER 2: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR
ACADEMIC WRITING

2.1 Introduction

In Chapter 1, I indicated that in order to explore participants’ academic writing
understandings and induction experiences, a broad view of literacy was needed. In
this chapter, | review a range of literature relevant to the concepts that underpin my
study. In Sections 2.2 and 2.3, | discuss literature on the concepts of communities
of practice and discourse communities, respectively. In Section 2.4, | draw on the
literature that frames literacy as a sociocultural practice. In Section 2.5, | call on
some texts which construct literacy, and writing in particular, as a rhetorical
activity. | conclude this chapter by explaining the value of these theories to this

project.

2.2 Communities of practice

Beginning in the late 1970s, social learning theory, or learning as a social process,
began to achieve considerable prominence. Social learning theorists (Barton et al.,
2000b; Gee, 1990, 2000; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Street, 1993; Vygotsky, 1978a;
Wenger, 1998) hold the view that learning is a “collective participatory process of
active knowledge construction emphasizing context, interaction, and situatedness”
(Salomon & Perkins, 1998, p. 2). Vygotsky (1978a) produced seminal writings in
this area with his sociocultural cognitive theory (also known as cultural-historical
theory). He emphasised the influence that culture and social interaction have on

cognitive development (Santrock, 2014).

Wertsch (1985) stated that three themes were at the core of Vygotsky’s theoretical
framework. The first he termed ““a reliance on a genetic or developmental method”
(p. 14). Vygotsky (1978b) argued that in order to understand cognitive
development, the process by which it is established needs to be considered .
Wertsch (1998) described this as the study of “how and where” (p. 17) learning has
taken place.



The second theme concerned his “claim that higher mental processes in the
individual have their origin in social processes” (Wertsch, 1985, p. 14). Well-
known for his concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), Vygotsky
(1978a) defined it as “the distance between the actual developmental level ... and
the level of potential development ... under adult guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers” (p. 86). In other words, the ZPD is the difference between what
a child (or learner) can achieve without assistance or guidance as compared to what
s/he can achieve when working with an adult or more capable peer. It is through
interaction with more capable peers that children become more adept at using the
tools of their culture and therefore more successful in their culture (Santrock, 2014).

The third theme Wertsch (1985) identified was that “mental processes can be
understood only if we understand the tools [or objects] and signs [or symbols] that
mediate them” (p. 15). Westberry (2009) gives examples of tools: “physical tools
(for example, pencils and books), mental tools (for example, strategies and models),
virtual tools (for example, software and websites), and conceptual tools (for
example, theories)” (p. 19). She states that they “play a key role in shaping thought”
(p. 19). Language can be considered both a sign and a tool and it assists people to
comprehend or “make sense of” (p. 19) their environment. Vygotsky (1978) argued
that a child’s speech played an important role in helping them “master their
surroundings” (p. 25). In addition, when children are adept at using the tools of their

culture, this aids them to be successful in it (Santrock, 2014).

Vygotsky’s (1978a) theory placed considerable emphasis on children’s interactions
with “more capable peers” (p. 86). As will be discussed below, the concept of a
community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002)
took a broader approach to learning.

The community of practice concept (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger
et al., 2002), which has been drawn on heavily in this thesis, focuses on learning
taking place through “participation in the world” (Wenger, 1998, p. 3). Lave and
Wenger (1991) “[drew] upon Vygotsky in order to develop an understanding of
learning” (Lea, 2005, p. 183). In this concept there is a focus on the situated nature
of learning and the practices that people engage in. Central to the concept of

community of practice is the notion of apprenticeship taking place between less
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experienced and skilled participants and more expert members of the community. |
found this concept the most helpful and pertinent to my study because it provided
me with a useful heuristic for viewing academic writing induction; hence it will be

discussed at some length.

Lave and Wenger (1991) first coined the phrase community of practice, which they
defined as ““a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in
relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” (p. 98).
This definition focuses on the relationships between people and the activities they
take part in. In this early text, they acknowledged that the concept of community of

practice needed further development.

Wenger (1998) elaborated considerably on the concept of a community of practice.
He connects activity (human enterprises) to learning which, he writes, reflects the

development of community practices:

Being alive as human beings means that we are constantly engaged in the
pursuit of enterprises of all kinds, from ensuring our physical survival to
seeking the most lofty pleasures. As we define these enterprises and engage
in their pursuit together, we interact with each other and with the world and
we tune our relations with each other and with the world accordingly. In
other words we learn. (p. 45)

Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both the
pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices
are thus the property of a kind of community created over time by the
sustained pursuit of shared enterprise. It makes sense, therefore, to call these
kinds of communities communities of practice. (p. 45)

In his text, he explored the concepts learning, meaning and identity in light of

communities of practice.

Wenger, McDermott and Synder (2002) state that “communities of practice are
groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic,
and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an
ongoing basis” (p. 4). They argued that not all communities are communities of
practice and that in order for an entity to be considered a community of practice it

must contain:
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e “adomain of knowledge, which defines a set of issues” [italics in original];
(p. 27)

e “a community of people who care about the domain” [italics in original];
(p. 27)
e “and the shared practice that they are developing to be effective in their

domain” (p. 27) [italics in original].

I found the conceptualisation of these three aspects of a community of practice
particularly useful in my study, as this encouraged my thinking about the way staff
and students (the community) developed a shared practice for students’ academic

assignments (the domain).

Central to the notion of community of practice is situated learning. Lave and
Wenger (1991) used the phrase “situated learning” in the title of their book Situated
Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. According to these two authors,
learning is viewed as a situated activity since it occurs as a function of an activity
which is located in time and place. Social interaction is crucial. As learners interact,
they become enculturated into the practices of the community they are participants
of. The notion “situated learning” was relevant to this study because the academic
writing practices staff and students engaged in needed to be viewed in the context
in which they took place. The situated nature of learning is explored further in
Section 2.4.

A key concept for Lave and Wenger (1991) is legitimate peripheral participation
(LPP). They explain that the learner, who is less skilled and experienced than old-
timers, takes on the role of apprentice as s/he moves from the “periphery” of a
context or community to a more central position. In other words, initially the learner
(or newcomer) takes part in the activity but only “to a limited degree and with
limited responsibility for the ultimate product as a whole” (Hanks, 1991, p. 14).
When they become more experienced and skilled (as experts or “old timers”), they
become full, adept participants in the practices of the community. Lave and Wenger
(1991) explain that the peripheral position of the newcomer is subject to relations
of power. As the learner moves towards more intensive participation, this peripheral
position can be experienced as one of empowerment or disempowerment depending

on whether the newcomer is granted or denied participation in the community of
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practice. Lea (2005) uses the example of learners engaging (or not) in online
learning. She argues that in an online learning environment, students may choose
not to engage. In other words, they make the decision to remain on the periphery.
She argues that when students choose not to engage, it is one way “students retain

power, and maintain their own sense of identity, in the learning process” (p. 190).

A phenomenon not explored explicitly in either Lave and Wenger (1991) or Wenger
(1998) is that sometimes a newcomer is expected to produce artefacts as soon as
they enter the community, sometimes supervised, and sometimes relatively
independently. In relation to my study, assignments given to first-year students
would be less complex and demanding than a research article written with the aim
of scholarly publication. However, there are grades attached to assignments (and
tests and examinations). It is the students’ responsibility to produce written
assignments that meet criteria and there are consequences attached to the submitted
assignment, such as a passing or failing grade. In other words, students are expected
to engage in the textual practices of the community of practice, and these practices
can be reflective of what is valued in the community. Not all expectations may be
made explicitly clear to students. In addition, there may be differences in staff

expectations.

The concept of LPP was helpful for my study because it provided me with a way of
thinking about and describing the process of teaching and learning, which involved
both newcomers and old-timers participating in a tertiary, academic community. It
provided a way to “speak about the relations between newcomers and old-timers”
(Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29), the resources they used, the knowledge brought to
the specific activities, and the events and practices newcomers and old-timers
shared.

Lave and Wenger (1991) produced a seminal text on situated learning and LPP.
They conceded, as mentioned earlier, that the concept community of practice was
“left largely as an intuitive notion” (p. 42), and therefore needed further analysis,
particularly the idea of “unequal relations of power” (p. 42). Surprisingly, power
relations also were not explored comprehensively in Wenger’s (1998) text. In fact,
Barton and Tusting (2005) argue that “theories of language, literacy, discourse and

power [which] are central to understanding of the dynamics of communities of
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practice ... are not brought out in Wenger’s formulations” (p. 6) [my emphasis].
Wenger (1998) acknowledges this limitation, when he explains that his focus is
“community, meaning, and identity” (p. 189) and that his intention is “not to deny

the importance of broader political and economic issues” (p. 189).

Barton and Tusting (2005) go some way to addressing communities of practice and
power in their text “Beyond Communities of Practice: Language, Power and Social
Context.” It would have been beneficial had either text included a chapter or section
addressing the power dynamics among newcomers, old-timers and institutions,
exploring, perhaps, the marginalisation of newcomers and the impact this has on
their learning. This might have enhanced readers’ understanding of the situated
nature of activities and the complexities of engaging in communities of practice,

particularly for newcomers. In my study, I do consider some of these complexities.

For this study, the communities of practice framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991,
Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002) provided a vocabulary and way of thinking
about the social nature of academic writing induction that my participants
experienced. | found myself favouring Lave and Wenger (1991) over the more
recent Wenger (1998) text. My reason for doing this is explained by Lea (2005),
who states that Lave and Wenger (1991) provide two useful heuristics, communities
of practice and LPP. These heuristics help the reader understand “a social model of
learning as participation in practice” (p. 183). These heuristics were useful for my
study. Lea states that Wenger (1998) does develop “the concept of communities of
practice further” (p. 184) but that that he was moving away from presenting the
concept of community of practice as a heuristic (as in Lave & Wenger, 1991) and
more towards “the idea of an educational model” (p. 185). Lea argued Wenger’s
(1998) primary concern was “ways of enabling formal schooling to take on more
of the character of informal learning in communities of practice” (p. 185). This was
not my focus. In addition, Wenger (1998) states that he gives the concepts of
community of practice and identity “center stage” (p. 12) in his text. Exploring
identity in respect of academic writing in any depth was outside the scope of my

thesis.
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I acknowledge that using Lave and Wenger’s (1991), Wenger’s (1998) and Wenger
et al.’s, (2002) concept of community of practice has limitations. By taking a
somewhat more critical approach to the concept of communities of practice as
approached by these authors (for example, considering power relations among
participants), | attempted to create a more nuanced picture of the academic writing
induction experiences of my study participants.

2.3 Discourse communities
In this section, | argue that because staff and students in my study were engaging

in textual practices, they could be viewed as members of discourse communities.

The term discourse communities can be traced back to Geertz (1983) who used the
term “discoursing” (p. 157) to describe how various disciplines used shared
vocabularies to “talk about themselves to themselves” (p. 157). These vocabularies
he viewed as a “way of gaining access to the sorts of mentalities at work in them”
(p. 157). Thus, from Geertz’s (1983) perspective, at the centre of a discourse
community is a shared vocabulary which is representative of its thinking in terms

of “aims, judgements and justifications” (p. 158).

Swales (1990), provided an oft-cited definition of a discourse community in his
book on genre analysis, where he offered an approach for the “teaching of academic
and research English” (p. 1). He presented six characteristics of a discourse

community stating that it:

e “has a broadly agreed set of common public goals” (p. 24);

e ‘“has mechanisms of intercommunication among its members” (p. 25);

e ‘“‘uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to provide information and
feedback” (p. 26);

e ‘“utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the communicative
furtherance of its aims” (p. 26);

e “has acquired some specific lexis” (p. 26); and

e has a threshold level of members with a suitable degree of relevant

content and discoursal expertise.
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Since the preceding definition was his initial response to the concept, Swales (1998)
revisited the concept of the discourse community. In doing so, he reviewed how
many scholars approached the concept of discourse community and argued that
Porter (1992) and Killingsworth and Gilbertson (1988) provided the two most
important discussions. Porter’s (1992) definition will be explored here because of
its relevance to my study. Swales (1998) asserts that Porter’s definition is from a
Foucaultian perspective. He states it is a “fairly broad” (p. 200) definition. I argue

there is more of a focus on power than was visible in his (Swales) 1990 definition:

A discourse community is a local and temporary constraining system,
defined by a body of texts (or more generally, practices) that are unified
by a common focus. A discourse community is a textual system with
stated and unstated conventions, a vital history, mechanisms for
wielding power, institutional hierarchies, vested interests, [my
emphasis added] and so on. Thus, a discourse [italics in original]
community cuts across sociological or institutional boundaries (Porter,
1992, p. 106, as cited in Swales, 1998, p. 200).

For Swales (1998), the notion of discourse community “offers a way of studying
how language plays a key role in “situated learning” theories” (p. 20). In calling on
Porter (1992), he argues that a discourse community should be seen as “constituted
of and constituting various kinds of principles and practices, linguistic, rhetorical,
methodological, and ethical” (p. 199). He quotes Porter (1992), who offers four

advantages for such a perspective:

(1) it focuses directly on texts in terms of rhetorical principles of
operation (and is, thus, closely allied to rhetoric as a discipline); (p. 88)

(2) it allows us, because of its rhetorical orientation, to tolerate, even
welcome, a high degree of instability and ambiguity; (p. 88)

(3) it takes a broad historical view of communities and examines both the
changes within and between communities and the relationship of these
communities to “general culture”; (p. 88) and

(4) it provides insight into the operation of communities, which are not nice

neat packages but which are messy, ill-defined, and unstable. [Original
emphasis] (p. 88)
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According to Swales (1998), Porter “offered a nuanced heuristic” (p. 200) in
arguing that the concept of the discourse community is useful for “discoursal or
rhetorical analysis” (p. 200). However, in the case of my thesis, | generally use the
term community of practice in preference to the term discourse community, even
though | did undertake a rhetorical analysis of aspects of academic writing
induction. The reason for using the term community of practice throughout this
thesis is that Lave and Wenger (1991) provide a framework, a language (for
example, peripheral participation), and a way of thinking about how a community
of practice operates, which was both useful and pertinent for my study since | was
interested in the practice-based nature of academic writing. Implicit in my use of
the community of practice concept is my understanding that my participants were

also members of discourse communities.

2.4 Literacy as a sociocultural practice

A sociocultural approach to literacy began to emerge around the 1980s, as theorists
began to reject a traditional view of literacy which saw it as mainly a set of cognitive
processes and skills. Gee (2008) explained cognitive ability as a “set of abilities or
skills residing inside people’s heads” (p. 2). Street (2003) stated:

What has come to be termed the “New Literacy Studies” ... represents a
new tradition in considering the nature of literacy, focusing not so much
on acquisition of skills, as in dominant approaches, but rather on what it

means to think of literacy as a social practice. (p. 77)

Gee (2008) gave a typical argument, from a New Literacies Studies (NLS)
perspective, when he stated that the traditional view of literacy was limited, since it
viewed literacy as a technical skill undertaken by individuals and did not take into
account the context and the impact that the context had on literacy activity. In other
words, NLS theorists argue that in order to understand literacy its social nature
needs to be considered. Barton and Hamilton (2012) declared: “literacy is
essentially social, and it is located in the interaction between people” (p. 3). Gee
(2008) argued that “to appreciate language in its social context ... Discourses”
[capital D in original] (p. 2) should be considered. He used capital “D” to emphasise

the ideological embedding of language usage in social practices:

17



A Discourse with a capital “D” is composed of distinctive ways of
speaking/listening and often, too, writing/reading coupled [italics in
original] with distinctive ways of acting, interacting, valuing, feeling,
dressing, thinking, believing, with other people and with various objects,
tools, and technologies, so as to enact specific socially recognizable
identities engaged in specific socially recognizable activities. (p. 155)

Another short-coming of a purely cognitive view of literacy is that it does not take
into account the way literacy and literacy practices involve issues of power. Street
(1984), well known for his critical approach to literacy (see e.g., Street, 1995, 2003),
argued that access to literacy, texts, and literacy practices are always “rooted in a
particular world-view” (Street, 2005, p. 418). Therefore, from the perspective of
NLS theorists, particular literacy practices can marginalise some and assist others

in their exercise of or access to power (Street, 2006).

In short, a traditional approach to literacy would have been too narrow for my
research, since | was interested in the literacy practices participants engaged in,
which involved interactions with others. This meant that it was beneficial for me to
use the lens of literacy as a sociocultural practice for my practice-focused study. In
the sections below, the authors | drew on are theorists from a NLS perspective.
Considering academic writing from this perspective enabled me, in my study, to
take a critical view of literacy practices. Concepts discussed are: events and
practices, literacy as situated, literacies (plural), and literacy and power. These

concepts are intertwined, but will be treated separately below.

2.4.1 Literacy consists of events and practices

Underpinning literacy as social practice theorising, is the argument that activities
can be conceptualised as events (Heath, 1982) and practices (Street, 1984). This

argument will be explored below.

The concept of literacy event, according to Barton (1994a), had its beginnings with
the “sociolinguistic idea of speech events” (p. 36), which he argued can be traced
back to Dell Hymes (1962). He stated that the concept of literacy events was
initially used by Anderson, Teale, and Estrada (1980), who studied twelve children
(aged two to four years), both within and outside of their environments with the aim

of understanding their literacy development in context. The unit of analysis was a
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literacy event, such as a child attempting to read a “story or a sign” (p. 314).
Anderson et al. (1980) defined a literacy event as any occasion “when an individual
alone or in interaction attempts to comprehend or produce graphic signs” (p. 314).
Heath (1982) further developed the concept of event. She defined “event” as an
occasion “in which written language is integral to the nature of participants’

interactions and their interpretive processes and strategies” (p. 50).

Barton et al. (2000b) further developed the concept of “events,” arguing that literacy
events are often “regular, repeated activities” (Barton et al., 2000a, p. 9) where
“reading and writing have a role” (Barton, 1994b, p. viii); generally, written texts
are central to the activity (Barton et al., 2000a). Barton (1994a) argued that in order
to understand literacy in context, it is important to begin by examining particular
situations, or single events, before moving to generalisations. He argued for
research methodologies, such as ethnography, as a means of attempting to
understand literacy, since researchers begin by looking at the particular before
attempting to make generalities. My study employed ethnographic methods since |
was interested in participants’ unique experiences and understandings of academic

writing induction, from which | could derive patterns and themes.

Practices are at a higher conceptual level than events. Scribner and Cole (1981)
described a practice as “a recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a
particular technology and particular systems of knowledge” (p. 236). In respect to
literacy, this means not only reading a text but also considering the purpose and the
context. Street (1984) had a key role in the development of the concept of literacy
practices, arguing for an ideological model of literacy. Street (1984) called on the
work of Graff (1979), when he argued that literacy “forms and practices ... are
bound up with an ideology, with the construction and dissemination of conceptions
as to what literacy is in relation to the interests of different classes and groups” (p.
105).

In any social context, therefore, some literacy practices are valued over others. The
position | adopted was that both literacy events and practices can be viewed in terms
of the ideological nature of literacy, since both take place within contexts, and
involve interactions among participants and power relations. Ivanic (1998) gives

the example of academics spending their time publishing in highly valued journals
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as a way of gaining “status in the academic community” (p. 66). She argues that by
their taking part in this practice, they reinforce, reproduce and align themselves with
“the dominant values, beliefs and structures of a culture” (p. 66). This brings us
back to Street’s (1995a) argument, that literacy is not autonomous since it is not
“neutral and value free” (p. 151), which is why “all models of literacy” (p. 151)

should be “understood within an ideological framework” (p. 151).

One difference between events and practices is that practices are not solely
observable. As Gee (1990) puts it, practices involve “ways of talking, interacting,
thinking, valuing, and believing” (p. 43). Therefore, practices refer to “both
behaviour and the social and cultural conceptualizations that give meaning to the
users of reading and/or writing” (Street, 1995, p. 2). Barton et al. (2000a) make a
connection between events and practices by stating that literacy events “are
observable episodes which arise from practices and are shaped by them” (p. 8). This
means that literacy events do not occur in isolation but are based on the repertoire
of literacy practices available to participants in any situation. This was the position
adopted in this thesis.

Of particular importance to my study was the culturally situated and ideological
nature of literacy events and practices. The study used the notions of events and
practices to assist with observing, analysing and understanding the observations,
interviews and documents that constituted my evidence. | was particularly
interested in the meanings of these events and practices to which my participants

subscribed.

2.4.2 Literacy as situated

Authors from a sociocultural perspective argue that literacy is situated in time and
place (e.g., Barton, et al., 2000a, 2000b; Lea & Street, 1998; Street, 1984). Barton
et al. (2000a) capture both the situated and plural nature of literacies with their
statement that “Literacies are situated. All uses of written language can be seen as
located in particular times and places” (p. 1). They make the point that by examining
specific instances of literacy activity, understanding is gained as to “ways in which

literacy practices are part of broader social processes” (p. 1).
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As mentioned previously, Street (1984) is well known for his work on the situated
nature of literacy. His work had its origins in fieldwork (that he described as
anthropological) in Iran during the 1970s, and from a course he was teaching on the
anthropology of literacy. He explored a sociocultural view of literacy with reference
to a variety of literacy practices across different cultures. He examined The United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) literacy
programmes in countries which included Tanzania and Iran. These studies
demonstrated that a sociocultural view of literacy, rather than an autonomous
model, gave a more complete picture of literacy as experienced by people, since
literacy practices are influenced by the context or environment these practices occur
in. As my study was interested in academic writing practices the situated nature of
these was a consideration of prime importance, which is one reason why |

supplemented participant interviews with my observations of lectures and tutorials®.

2.4.3 Literacies: plural

Central to New Literacy Studies theorists (Barton, 1994b; Gee, 1990; Street, 1984)
is the contention that literacy is multiple. This can be demonstrated by numerous
titles of key New Literacy Studies works: Situated Literacies: Reading and Writing
in Context (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic, 2000), Social Linguistics and Literacies:
Ideology in Discourses (Gee, 1990) and Social Literacies: Critical Approaches to

Literacy in Development, Ethnography and Education (Street, 1995).

New Literacy Studies theories argue that there are two aspects to the multiple nature
of literacy. First, in any given society more than one literacy exists, for example,
school literacy and work-based literacy. Therefore, people take part in more than
one literacy. There are different repertoires of practices associated with these
different literacies (Barton et al., 2000a). Barton et al. (2000b) argue that this means
that people take part in different discourse communities in different areas of their
life.

8 A tutorial class is generally more interactive than a lecture. In this study lectures had up to 160
students and the lecturer spoke the majority of the time. The tutorial classes had up to 30 students
and there was a range of interaction patterns e.g., student-to-student.
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Second, within any context, there are multiple ways of approaching and presenting
texts, since texts are “located in particular times and places” (Barton et al., 2000a,
p. 1). Lea and Street (1998), with their three-tiered model of academic literacies,
acknowledge that various types of literacy, or multiple literacies, are required in
various settings or communities. They argue that students need to know when and
how to switch “writing styles and genres” (p. 160) according to the setting. Their

academic literacies approach will be explained and critiqued in the next section.

2.4.4 Literacy and power

In theorising literacy as a social practice NLS theorists (e.g., Barton et al., 2000b;
Gee, 1990; Lea & Street, 1998; Street, 1984) take a critical view of literacy. Each
author subscribes to the view that literacy practices shape and are shaped by power
relations. Street (1984) argued that literacy is not value free but is always embedded
in social practices and in a particular world-view. Hegemonic literacies reflect the
practices of dominant cultures and marginalise others. Street (2006) has continued
to conceptualise literacy as “an ideological practice, implicated in power relations”
(p. 1). He argues that literacy is embedded in “socially constructed epistemological
principles” (p. 2) since the way people read and write is always “rooted in

conceptions of knowledge, identity, being” (p. 2).

Lea and Street (1998) developed an “academic literacies” model, which will be
explored in some detail below because of its relevance to this study. Their approach
was an attempt to address “issues of student writing” (p. 158) in higher education
from the perspectives of students and staff. Lea and Street (1998) argued that other
academic writing models had not adequately taken into account “important issues
of identity and the institutional relationships of power and authority that surround,
and are embedded within, diverse student writing practices across the university”
(p. 157). They conceptualised student writing in higher education in terms of three
main perspectives or models: study skills, academic socialisation, and academic
literacies. Lea and Street’s (1998) three models enable us to consider not only the
complexity of the academic literacy induction processes that students participate in,

but also provide a way of analysing academic literacy practices in a specific site.
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Their first model, study skills, views academic literacy as a set of discrete skills to
be learnt by students, and which are believed to be transferrable from one context
to another. This model focuses attention on surface features, such as language and
spelling. The emphasis is on fixing the problems in students’ writing, which is
viewed as characterised by certain deficits (Lea & Street, 1998). This model is
limited because there is much more to writing than grammar, punctuation and

spelling.

Their second model, the socialisation model, is concerned with the process of
students becoming members of a community of practice by becoming enculturated
by tutors/advisers into the discourses and genres of particular disciplines. A
limitation of this approach is that it regards the discourses and genres of disciplines
as relatively stable and the academic environment as a “homogeneous culture,
whose norms and practices have simply to be learnt to provide access to the whole
institution” (Lea & Street, 1998, p. 158).

Third, the academic literacies model, which transcends but goes beyond both the
socialisation and study skills models, emphasises that writing is not just concerned
with skills and grammar (surface features), and induction into the discourses and
genres of particular disciplines. Rather it draws attention to issues of epistemology
(knowledge creation and legitimation). It is concerned with what is considered
knowledge and who has “authority over it” (Zhang, 2011, p. 42). In other words, it
is regarding valued practices and how these practices came to be valued. This
suggests that the relationship of students to the dominant literacy practices they are
invited to engage in is complex, since “students are active participants in the process
of meaning-making in the academy, and central to this process are issues concerned

with language, identity and the contested nature of knowledge” (Lea, 2004, p. 742).

Lea and Street’s (1998) model has been taken up by many researchers, which is
testimony itself to its usefulness and merits. A strength of the academic literacies
approach (Lea & Street, 1998) is an acknowledgement that students’ enculturation
into dominant literacy practices and discourses of tertiary institutions is complex
(Lea, 2004). Lea (2004) identifies a limitation of the application of the academic
literacies model, namely its lack of attention to pedagogy, which she attempts to

address in the text “Academic literacies: A pedagogy for course design” (Lea,
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2004). Another limitation identified by Lea (2004) is that research conceptualised
in terms of this approach has tended to focus on non-traditional students and
academic writing, where non-traditional students are, for instance, black minority
students and adult students. These limitations identified by Lea (2004) were focused

on the relatively narrow scope of the model’s application in research studies.

For my own research, Lea and Street’s (1998) three-tiered model provided a way
of conceptualising academic writing at three distinct levels: skills (study skills
model); academic literacy induction (academic socialisation model); and valued
practices (academic literacies model). One way | employed this framework was to
consider the way my participants conceptualised academic writing. In other words,
did my participants consider academic writing at the level of surface features (such
as punctuation and spelling), at the level of seamless induction into the conventions
of academic writing, or did they have some understanding of the complex, socially

embedded nature of academic writing?

2.5 A rhetorical approach to literacy

The rhetorical approach to literacy adopted for this thesis, regards the context
(including audience and purpose) as the prime determinant of the decision-making
of textual features at whole-text and micro-textual levels, particularly in respect of
writing (or textual production in general). This means that writers consider their
audience and the purpose for writing (or speaking) when making choices as to what
they present and how they present it. Rhetorically oriented writers such as Bakhtin
(1986), Andrews (1992) and Locke (2015) were all drawn upon as | established the

conceptual framework for this study.

Bakhtin (1986) is a seminal thinker in the field of rhetoric, [even though he did not
identify himself as a rhetorician (Murphy, 2001)], since he drew attention to the
impact the intended audience has on the shape of an utterance. He distinguished an
utterance from a sentence and defined an utterance “as a unit of speech
communication” (Bakhtin, p. 73) whereas a sentence was viewed as “a unit of
language” (p. 73), which is often a “relatively complete thought” (p. 73). A sentence
can be contained within an utterance, since the boundary of an utterance is

determined by a “change of speakers” (p. 71).
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He also argued that in creating an utterance the speaker or writer in creating an
utterance does so in response to both previous and anticipated utterances. These
utterances reflect the “conditions and goals” of the activity which is achieved
through the “content, style, and compositional structure” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 60) of
the communication. The implication of this is that the content, structure and style
of utterances are influenced by both the intended purpose of the text and the
envisaged audience. Bakhtin stated that there are “relatively stables types of ...
utterances” (p. 60) which he defined as “speech genres” (p. 60). He argued that the
choice of “linguistic means and speech genre” (p. 84) was determined by the “plan”
(p. 84) or goal of the author. He suggested that utterances “can reflect the
individuality of the speaker” (or writer) (p. 63), but that some types of documents
are more “conducive to reflecting the individuality” (p. 63) of the author than
others. He remarked that “artistic literature” was most conducive to self-expression
and genres that “require a standard form” include documents such as military

commands, and types of business documents.

I would argue that for tertiary students writing assignments, there can be both
freedom and the requirement of conformity, since for some assignments students
are given the licence to develop a topic choosing their own argumentative stance
(and at times they can choose their own topic within certain constraints), within the
confines of a specific genre, such as an essay. While writing within this genre,
students must conform to academic expectations. For example, sourced information

must be acknowledged.

Writing from a New Rhetoric perspective, Andrews (1992) drew on Bakhtin and
others in arguing for a rhetorical approach to literacy from an educationist’s point
of view. He posited that if rhetoric takes into account “context as well as text, then
the educational contexts in which language operates ... will be a natural part of the
network to be studied” (p. 3). Andrews argued that it is only by considering the
context that textual production occurs, in that the choices made by the author can
be understood. In addition, he commented on power relations (just as New Literacy
Studies theorists do), when he remarked that “literary study needs to take on a
rhetorical dimension so that the political and aesthetic context can be explored” (p.

6), since texts and the writing of texts are subject to power relations.
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In line with the New Rhetoric, Locke (2015) takes the position that all texts are
written with the intended audience in mind and are produced with the aim of
achieving a particular purpose. The writer or speaker employs language in order to
serve that purpose. Therefore, the function or functions of the text are always
socially determined. Locke (2015), drawing in part on the work of Halliday and
Hasan (1985), distinguishes four descending levels (orientation categories) in a
rhetorical approach to the writing process: context of culture, context of situation,
macro features and micro features. He schematises these in a figure which situates
the aspects of academic writing under each of the aforementioned levels (Figure
1.0). Thus, Locke describes his model as a “top-down’ approach to writing, “where
the function of language features at the micro level are explained by the relationship
of the text to its context” (p. 64). He argues for the utility of these levels, since they
“suggest both an instructional sequence and also a sequence that individual writers
can follow when undertaking a writing task” (p. 165). For my study, drawing on
Locke’s (2015) rhetorical process complemented Lea and Street’s (1998) academic
literacy framework, since it drew attention to aspects of academic writing not made
explicit in Lea and Street’s (1998) framework such as audience and voice. It also
required me to consider the rhetorical nature of writing, in that texts are produced
in order to achieve an aim, generally with a reader or audience in mind. The four
descending levels encouraged me to consider those aspects of writing practice that
staff were aiming their instruction at, and what staff and students tended to focus

on.
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SOCIAL FACTORS
Context of culture

(The broad cultural milieu in which the text is produced)

Context of situation

(The immediate environment of textual production: What is happening?

What is driving the act of textual production?

What kind of intertextual dialogue is this text participating in?

For what kinds of purpose?

Using what strategies, representational resources and media?)

MACRO FEATURES
Intended audience
Purpose(s)

Language function(s)
Typical content

MICRO FEATURES

Layout

Structure, composition, architecture

Diction (aspects of word/image choice)
Syntax, juxtaposition, relationship of elements
Spelling, punctuation, inflection

Figure 1: Locke (2015, p. 63)
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Below is my adaptation of Locke (2015), used for analysing academic writing.

SOCIAL FACTORS

Context of Culture

The sociocultural environment in which the text is produced, i.e., the
institution and wider environment

Context of situation

The immediate environment of textual production i.e., the aspects of
writing influenced by the context the writing occurs in.

Audience

Purpose/language functions

Genre

Voice

MACRO FEATURES

The aspects of academic writing at whole-text level
e Content
e Coherence

MICRO FEATURES

The aspects of academic writing at word- and sentence level
Layout

Structure

Referencing

Cohesion

Word choice

Punctuation, grammar, syntax

Figure 2: My adaptation of Locke (2015, p. 63)

Drawing on Locke’s (2015) scheme, particularly in the second year of evidence
collection, resulted in my considering aspects of academic writing that were barely
visible or were omissions in the first year of evidence collection. This practice
aligns with the approach of Charmaz (1983), who describes a coding process which
involves taking note of participants’ emphases as well as what they “lack, gloss
over, or ignore” (p. 114). My employment of Charmaz (1983) is discussed more
fully in Chapter 4.6. The manner in which I have adapted Locke’s rhetorical view

of textual production has its limitations. Locke’s view has considered the
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environment in which the text is produced, for example, the institution. As
mentioned earlier (e.g. Andrews, 1992) the context needs to be considered in order
to take account of power relations. | do not use Locke to comment on power
relations but draw on other theorists (e.g., Gee, 1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lea,
2005; Swales, 1998).

Below, | briefly explore the perspective taken in my study in relation to some
aspects of academic writing mentioned in Locke’s (2015) table above. | do not
explain all aspects in my adaptation of his table, since some aspects (e.g., content,
syntax, grammar and punctuation) | considered straightforward and not requiring

elucidation.

2.5.1 Social/contextual category

Audience

Porter (1992), who writes from a rhetorical perspective, defines audience as the
“person or persons who receive the message and who are persuaded, entertained or
informed (or not, as the case may be) by the message” (p. X). He explained that the
person/s reading the text can be real and singular (such as the marker of an
assignment) or imagined and plural (such as an academic audience). In a rhetorical
approach to writing, audience is of prime importance as it can influence the purpose
of the text, the textual functions, the genre chosen, the content, and the linguistic

choices made (e.g., word choice, syntax).

Language functions/purpose

In a rhetorical approach to literacy, texts are viewed as produced in order to achieve
a purpose. Derewianka (1990), writing out of a functional approach to literacy,
explained that texts are structured in different ways to meet their purpose. She gives
examples of purposes such as to entertain, to argue, to enquire, and to reflect. Locke
(2015) prefers the terminology language function. He offers the example of a travel
story requiring more than one language function as it involves description,
narration and argumentation. In my study, | use the term language function to

denote the work that is done by a text to achieve its goal.

By way of example | explore below the language functions of critique,
argumentation and explanation, since these are particularly pertinent to academic
writing.

29



The perspective commonly taken is that critical thinking is a cognitive skill which
relates to problem-solving and logic (Daniel, 2001; Jones, 2007) and the exercise
of judgement (Tan, 2016). Andrews (2012) argues that the development of a point
of view and evaluating published sources can enhance criticality. Daniel (2001)
states that critical thinking must be contextualised within students’ disciplinary
areas (p. 50). In addition, Allamnakhrah (2013), Daniel (2001) and Mulnix (2012)
argue that a focus of education is to promote the acquisition of critical thinking
skills.

A fairly standard definition of a critique is provided by the University of Waikato
(2011). They state that a critique is an evaluation of a text. “The aim is to identify
the strengths and weaknesses of the text including the validity of the scholar’s
assumptions, claims, ideas, conclusions, research methods, knowledge and

engagement with the published literature” (para. 1).

Andrews (2010) defines argument as “a logical or quasi-logical sequence of ideas
that is supported by evidence” (p. 3), which has a more critical aspect to it than
discussion or conversation. Wingate (2012) outlines three aspects of argumentation:
“the analysis and evaluation of content knowledge” (p. 146), “the writer’s
development of a position” (p. 146), and “the presentation of that position in a

coherent manner” (p. 146).

I was unable to find a definition of the language function explanation in research or
studies on academic writing. However, Derewianka (1990), in a text which explores
grammar within the primary school context, shows how a range of texts function to
achieve their purposes, stating that the explanation genre has two main types: “how

something works” (p. 60) and “reasons for a [some] phenomenon” (p. 60).

Genre

We often think of genre as denoting a book or movie type such as “crime” or
“comedy.” Locke (2015) focuses on both the socially constructed nature of the text
and the text itself. He states that “while a genre is social in origin, there is a clear
emphasis on individual agency and creativity” (p. 73). Locke explains that genre is
a “way of doing something in a text using semiotic resources” (p. 73). He calls on
Freedman and Medway (1994) who from a New Rhetoric perspective defined

genres as “typical ways of engaging rhetorically with recurring situations” (p. 2).
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Australian genre theorists Cope and Kalantzis (1993) also argued that genres are
“patterned in reasonably predictable ways” (p. 7). They describe genres as “social
processes” because genres are produced “according to patterns of social interaction
in a particular culture. Social patterning and textual patterning meet as genres” (p.
7). However, some genres are more stable than others, as some genres allow for
greater creative authorial input and flexibility than others. Bakhtin (1986) (as
mentioned earlier in this section) argued, for example, that the individual style of
an author can be expressed more easily in artistic literature than in other types of

documents.

Some theorists use the term genre and others text type. Lin (2010) argues that texts
are “largely socially defined (e.g., novels, academic articles)” (p. 14) [italics in
original] or defined by their “communicative or rhetorical functions (e.g.,
arguments, explanations)” [italics in original] (p. 14). Texts have sometimes been
classified as “genres” and sometimes as “text types” (p. 14). Derewianka (1990)
uses the term genre to refer to communicative functions such as “report, argument,
narrative” (p. 6). In contrast, from the perspective of genres as “social processes”
(see Cope & Kalantzis, 1993), Locke (2015) gives the examples of a lyric poem,
novels, a piece of legislation and a curriculum vitae. It is Locke’s (2015) approach

to genre that I used in this thesis.

Students are expected to engage with many different genres (in respect of both
academic reading and writing). They can feel challenged by making textual
decisions, especially since at times the purpose, the audience, and the expectation
that students produce a written argument, is not always made clear to students. It
cannot be assumed that students bring to their tertiary study a competent grasp of

genre as a concept.
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2.5.2 Macro-level

These aspects of academic writing are at whole-text level.

Voice

DiPardo, Storms, and Selland (2011) report that the notion of voice is a contested
concept and there is no general agreement on how it should be defined. Elbow
(1982) very simply states that voice is the sound of the author. In an important
theoretical work, Ivanic (1998) closely connects the concepts identity and voice as
an individual’s identity is reflected or displayed in their writing. She identifies four
aspects of writer identity: autobiographical self, discoursal self, self as author, and
possibilities for self-hood. Autobiographical self is how the writer’s text is shaped
by the authors’ “sense of their roots” (p. 24). Discoursal self is explained by Locke
(2015) as “how we position ourselves in relation to an anticipated audience by the
discourses we subscribe to and project outwards” (p. 53). The discoursal self is
related to the way the author wants “to sound” (p. 25) in the text, rather than the
“stance they are taking” (p. 25), whereas, self as author can be described as how
“writers see themselves ... as authors, and present themselves to a greater or lesser
extent as authors” (p. 26). Locke (2015) explains possibilities for self-hood as
related to there being “certain social conditions that favor our willingness to takes
risks in trying out or asserting or discovering identities ... in the act of writing” (p.
53). He relates this to our finding our voice. In this thesis, | adopt the view that there
IS a strong connection between voice, audience and stance, since one way a writer’s

voice can be heard is through the development of their argument or stance.

Coherence

Kern (2000) states that “coherence has to do with unity and continuity of the
discourse ... the degree to which concepts and relations that underlie the surface
are mutually relevant” (p. 80). Simply put, the parts of a text fit together well, in a

manner which enables the reader to make sense of the text as a coherent whole.

2.5.3 Micro-level

These aspects of academic writing are at word- and sentence-level.
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Cohesion

Cohesion can be identified as “explicit linguistic devices that link the sentences in
a text” (Todd, Khongput, & Darasawang, 2007, p. 12). According to Leech,
Cruickshank and lvanic (2001), “there are four main types of cohesion: reference,
substitution, ellipsis” (p. 83) and the use of “linking words” (p. 83) such as “linking

adverbs and conjunctions” (p. 83).

Referencing
The concept of referencing, as used in my study refers to two aspects of academic
writing: the use of in-text citations and the development of a reference list provided

by authors at the end of their text to provide detail on sources cited.

2.6 Conclusion

In this thesis, | took the view that learners, when engaging in textual practices, are
apprenticed into communities of practice. The underlying assumption of this thesis
is that students are engaged in textual practices and are also conscripted into
discourse communities. Considering academic writing as a sociocultural practice
enabled a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the situated, diverse,
and discursive nature of academic writing induction. Finally, adopting a rhetorical
approach to writing drew attention to the way writers make textual choices. Locke’s
framework also provided me with a framework, categories, and aspects, pertinent

to academic writing.

In the following chapter, I review studies on academic literacy in a range of settings.
| also review studies on students’ academic literacy learning experiences in two
modes: distance and face-to-face. In addition, | review studies on student and staff
understandings of aspects of academic writing and what staff and students consider
helpful and unhelpful for tertiary students engaged in the process of writing

assignments.
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CHAPTER 3: REVIEW OF STUDIES ON ACADEMIC
WRITING

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter, | review studies on aspects of academic writing pertinent to my
study. For my thesis, | adopt the position that literacy needs to be viewed, at least
in part, as a social practice. Consequently, the approach taken in this study is that
academic writing learning experiences are a socially situated set of practices.

In Section 3.2, | report on studies which explore distance students’ academic
literacy learning experiences as related to academic writing. In Section 3.3, | review
studies on staff and students’ understandings of academic writing. In Section 3.4, |
draw on studies on academic writing practices which tertiary students and/or staff
have identified as helpful or/and unhelpful, in respect to students writing
assignments. In the conclusion to the chapter (Section 3.5), | draw together the

studies reviewed and outline the contribution this study makes to existing research.

In conducting my search of the literature, my aim was to find empirical research on
tertiary student and staff understandings of academic writing induction. As
mentioned in the previous paragraph, | investigated three topic areas: distance
students and academic writing, students and staff understandings of academic
writing, and practices identified by students and staff as helpful or unhelpful for
students’ writing. Once findings began to emerge, | tailored later searches to the
key themes identified. For example, when | searched for articles on tertiary
students’ understanding of referencing | narrowed my search to topics which
included: whether or not students always produced in-text citations for sourced
material, reasons for students choosing to paraphrase or use direct quotations and
how students used citations to develop and justify their claims. In respect of staff, I
searched for studies on staff understandings of referencing conventions and how

staff taught students about using and referencing sources.
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As | was interested in empirical research, my search generally involved journal
articles rather than books. | used mainly Google Scholar and Discovery Layer
Software named Proquest Summon provided by the University of Montor®
(pseudonym). Some major databases covered with Summon were: Elsevier, Taylor
& Francis, Wiley, Sage, Springer, JSTOR, ProQuest, EBSCO and Informit.1° The
search was limited to full-text articles written in English. If there was a large
number of articles | chose those that were written recently, and had domestic
students as research students, rather than EAL students. My search for articles
continued throughout the term of my study. A number of the search terms used were
those from Locke’s (2015) rhetorical approach to writing framework, for example,
audience, critique, critical thinking, genre, voice, coherence, and cohesion. Other
terms were used to supplement these, for example, when searching for articles on
voice I also included “authoritative and voice” and “identity and writing.” A number
of the articles reported on studies conducted in high schools. When this occurred, |
added the search term “tertiary” to elicit studies conducted within the tertiary

environment.

Two trends are apparent throughout this chapter. First, there was a paucity of
research conducted in certain topic areas, particularly where research participants
were domestic students. Second, the research conducted with pre-service primary
education students and staff in respect of academic writing was carried out mainly

in Australia.

Throughout this chapter, | have focused on studies conducted with pre-service
education students wherever possible. When reviewing the literature, however, it
became clear that findings from a variety of studies can be applied to a range of
disciplines and their respective cohorts of students. In addition, wherever possible,
I have cited studies which had domestic students as participants. When this was not

possible I have indicated the fact.

° | have used this pseudonym throughout to refer to the university where my study was conducted.
10 Information made available by the Faculty Subject Librarian at the University which was the site
for the study.
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3.2 Distance students’ academic literacy learning experiences

In this section, | review studies which explore aspects of distance students’
academic learning experiences and/or experiences of staff teaching in distance
programmes. Where possible, | refer to studies on academic writing. As it turned
out, there was a paucity of studies which explored teaching and learning practices

related to academic writing via distance programmes.

Little research (especially recent research) has been conducted which investigated
distance students’ academic literacy learning experiences (e.g., Cronin, 1997
Hoadley-Maidment, 1997). Hoadley-Maidment (1997) investigated the
“acquisition of academic writing skills by adult students studying by distance
learning” (p. 55). The study was conducted with 11 students in their first year of
studying in the foundation courses in the subject areas “social science or arts and
humanities with the Open University” (p. 55) in the United Kingdom. Student
perceptions were gained via interviews and questionnaires. There was a focus in
these courses on the development of study and writing skills. The author argued
that there were similarities between the experiences of students learning via
distance and on-campus, but that the “text-based nature of distance delivery” (p.
55) affected how distance students acquired writing skills. She reflected that instead
of students having opportunities to discuss ideas in tutorials (as on-campus students
would), a large component of the course involved students reading texts and
completing interactive activities. She commented that students appeared to
understand the ideas in texts, yet in assignments they tended to “stick too close to
the text” (p. 65). The author probably meant that students paraphrased ideas very
closely to the original, in that they changed a few words from the original text. She
gave two possible reasons: students did not realise they should use their own voice
in their writing, or “they lack[ed] confidence to manipulate the subject-specific
discourse” (p. 65). It would have added further to this study had the author qualified
what she meant by “basics” when she reported that by the end of the semester “all
students had grasped the basics of essay-writing” (p. 62). In addition, the author
remarked that the students were taught writing skills during the semester, but did

not say how.
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Cronin (1997) undertook research at Edith Cowan University, Western Australia,
and explored difficulties experienced by distance students in meeting the “academic
expectations of tertiary study” (p. 1). Both students and staff believed that the skills
related to essay writing were a challenge for students. Several students reported
feeling anxious about study because either they had not studied for many years or
lacked an academic background. This study indicates that students’ academic
background (or lack of it) were more of a concern than the medium they were

studying through.

There have been a limited number of studies which have explored pedagogical
interventions designed to raise distance students’ academic literacy levels (e.g.,
Goodfellow & Lea, 2005%; Spencer, Lephalala & Pienaar, 2005). Spencer,
Lephalala, and Pienaar (2005) investigated an intervention designed to raise
students’ academic literacy skills in a distance education university in Unisa, in
South Africa. Participants were 27 Mercantile Law students ranging from first-to
fourth-year, some of whom had been identified as “at risk” students. The
interventions, which occurred through face-to-face contact, consisted of four
workshops, “aimed at developing the students' understanding of argumentative
writing as well as helping them to develop the critical reading skills relevant to their
discipline” (p. 225). Students were required to write two argumentative essays, one
pre-intervention and one post. Post-intervention it was found that for most students
(even though only approximately 50% of the students did the post-test), there was
an improvement in essay content. The reading intervention consisted of students
critically reading a range of texts and answering multiple-choice questions. The
authors explain that multiple choice questions formed a high percentage of the
assessments at the university. They conclude that it was “possible that the [reading]
intervention raised students’ awareness and equipped them with new strategies to
approach reading tasks and overcome reading difficulties” (p. 233). The authors
recommend that students, particularly at-risk students, be offered academic support

interventions. It would have added further insights to this study had information

11 Study was conducted with 12 master’s level students. The authors state that some were EAL.
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been given about students’ post-intervention essays in relation to coherence,

cohesion and argumentation.

Numerous studies have investigated aspects of online discussions (Forbes, 2012;
Hew & Cheung, 2012; Mazzolini & Maddison, 2003; Penny & Murphy, 2009;
Rovai, 2007; Wang & W00, 2007)*?. However, few have explored whether students
and/or staff perceived online discussions as helpful for assignment writing. One
study by Khoo, Forret, and Cowie (2009) reported on the development of an online
learning community in an asynchronous research methods online course in a New
Zealand tertiary institution. Participants were a lecturer and 14 graduate students.
Evidence was gained via interviews, observations and questionnaires. Part of an
assessment involved students critiquing online aspects of each other’s assignments.
One student reported that this process was “really valuable” (p. 530) for writing
development and also assisted with relationship building with other students. It was
not stated if other students found the online critiquing process, in relation to

assignment writing, valuable or problematic.

The most comprehensive study | located on pre-service primary education
programmes was by Simpson (2003), who studied the distance delivery of 21 pre-
service teacher education programmes around the world, including 3 in New
Zealand. The study considered many aspects of these programmes including:
national support, institutional support, student selection, tutor qualifications and
skills, staff developments, materials, and assessment (the provision of feedback,
and the timing of assessment tasks). This study did not consider staff and student
understandings of academic literacy, or students’ experiences of engaging in the
writing of assignments via distance. The author found that staff had a good
understanding of distance education but a weaker understanding of pre-service
education. The study’s lack of focus on academic writing was typical. As mentioned
in my introduction, there have also been studies conducted with teacher education
students and/or staff, at the same site as my research (e.g., Campbell, 1997;
Donoghy & McGee, 2003; Donoghy, McGee, Ussher & Yates, 2003; Forbes,

12 In Mazzolini and Maddison’s (2003) study students resided in 34 countries. Wang and Woo’s
(2007) study was conducted at the National Institute of Education in Singapore.
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2012). These all explored aspects of the delivery mode, but did not include

academic writing.

Research supports the view that when students experience a sense of community,
this has positive effects on their learning experience and development (Gomez &
Rico, 2007; Goos & Bennison, 2007). There were a limited number of studies
comparing whether learners’ sense of community differed, depending on whether
they were involved in distance or on-campus programmes (Carver & Kosloski,
2015; Drouin & Vartanian, 2010; Yang, Cho, & Watson, 2015). These studies
found that in general, students experienced the face-to-face environment as more
communal. One study by Rovai and Jordan (2004) investigated the sense of
community amongst students enrolled in a master’s degree in education. There were
24 research participants in the face-to-face course: 22 in the blended course and 21
in the online course. Evidence was collected via the Classroom Community Scale
(CCS), developed by Rovai (2002) and end-of-course evaluations. The authors
reported that the strongest sense of community was experienced in the blended
course. They found that the face-to-face classes in the weekend complemented the
online component and “were a valuable component both academically and in
building professional relationships and a strong sense of community” (p. 10). This
study did not give information on how a sense of community, and the blended
approach assisted with students’ academic development, in particular written

assignments. My study contributes to research in this area.

To conclude, this review demonstrates that there are few studies which have
investigated academic writing induction for students studying via distance. | was
unable to find studies which had compared and contrasted distance and on-campus
students’ academic writing induction experiences. My study adds to existing
research in the area of academic writing induction, especially in respect of distance

teaching and learning practices.

3.3 Student and staff understandings of academic writing

The organisation of this section is based on my adaptation of Locke’s (2015) view
of textual production and is structured according to the categories:
social/contextual, macro and micro. Within each section, | address distinct aspects

of academic writing (e.g., audience). In most cases, my discussion of these aspects
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follows a similar structure. | begin with a brief reminder of the meaning | employ
for the aspect. | then review studies which explore student and then staff
understandings of various aspects of academic wiring. I then outline studies that
report on or recommend pedagogical practices in respect of the aspect of academic

writing.

With a rhetorical view of writing, texts are produced “in order to ... achieve a goal
with a reader or audience” (Locke, 2015, p. 61). In other words, textual production
is a social practice. Hence, | begin the section below with various aspects of the

social/contextual category.

3.3.1 Social/contextual category

Audience
The audience is the person or persons the text is intended for and who can be known

(e.g., the marker of an assignment), or imagined (e.g., a general academic audience).

Few studies explored tertiary student and/or staff awareness of audience when
writing (e.g., Berkenkotter, 1981; Flower & Hayes, 1980; Kirsch, 1991; Wong,
2004). A consistent finding among the limited number of studies was that
experienced writers generally have an awareness of audience while composing.
This was illustrated in a seminal study by Flower and Hayes (1980), who
investigated whether expert and novice writers spent time analysing their audience,
and “if so, how [did] they do it?” (p. 23). The novice writers were college students
who were receiving assistance from the Communication Skills Centre for
difficulties with writing. The expert writers were “teachers of writing and rhetoric”
(p. 23). The study used think-aloud protocols in which participants verbalised their
thinking processes while they wrote. Both groups were given the same writing task.
It was found that experienced writers considered the rhetorical problem and
situation (audience and/or purpose) while writing much more often than the novice
writers did. In addition, the staff considered all aspects of the rhetorical problem,
including audience, and the writers’ goals in relation to the audience. In contrast,
students were generally focused on surface features of the assignment, including

“number of pages or ... format” (p. 29).
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Another study of some relevance to this thesis was by Kirsch (1991), who studied
experienced writers composing for two different audiences. There were five
participants, consisting of staff and doctoral students, all of whom had a variety of
writing and publishing experiences. Participants were asked to write two letters
(one to incoming students and one to a faculty committee), taking on the role of
writing instructors. Evidence was gained from notes and drafts of the letters,
interviews and protocol analysis (composing aloud). Three trends emerged. First,
four of the five writers evaluated their writing more often when they were writing
for a faculty committee. The author suggested that this might mean that when
writing for an authoritative audience, writers are inclined to revisit and edit their
text more often. Second, when writing to incoming students, the writers set what
the authors referred to as “textual goals” (p. 40). These goals were focused on
providing information on the writing programmes within the department. The
author argued that this could indicate the writers considered the students “less
knowledgeable about writing programs than faculty members” (p. 40). Third, the
writers frequently addressed their student audience “with the personal pronoun
“you,” while they tended to address the faculty ... only in the beginning and ends
of their letters” (p. 42). According to the author, these findings reflected the writer’s
awareness of the context of the writing (the university and the writing programme)
and “the readers’ positions of authority within that context” (p. 42). These factors

appeared to influence the writing produced.

This section will review studies focused on the language functions critique,
argumentation and explanation in the context of teaching and learning writing in

tertiary environments.

Critique

This next section explores studies on critical thinking. A fairly standard
understanding of critical thinking is that it is a cognitive skill which relates to
problem-solving and logic (Daniel, 2001; Jones, 2007) and the exercise of
judgement (Tan, 2016).

It is a commonplace understanding that a function of tertiary education is to
facilitate students’ ability to engage in critical thinking (e.g., Elder, 2005; Mulnix,

2012). Studies I reviewed generally did not explore student or staff understanding
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of critical thinking. (Elder, 2005; Mulnix, 2012). However, there were a number of
studies where, through pedagogical interventions, students were given
opportunities to engage in critical thinking and develop critical thinking abilities.
These opportunities were presented through a number of modes; for example,
through philosophical dialogue (Daniel, 2001), debate (Yang & Rusli, 2012) and
online discussion (Bai, 2009). What these studies have in common is that they
discovered that students’ ability to engage in critical thinking can be developed by

pedagogical interventions of various kinds.

There were few studies which researched domestic students’ ability to engage in
critical reading (Abbott, 2013; See & Andrews, 2007; Weller, 2010)*3. One article
by See and Andrews (2007) researched in part the aforementioned phenomenon.
Their main study focus was to investigate the use of arguments among first-year
undergraduate students in the United Kingdom. Four questionnaire items were
related to critically evaluating source texts. It was found that 63 % thought they
should accept findings from recently published texts; 79% of students agreed that
they would accept findings from articles if the texts were peer reviewed; 85 % of
students believed that “good research should be substantiated by numerical data”
(p. 21); and 23 % agreed that “if [the] argument is convincing [the] conclusions
must be true” (p. 21). The authors viewed the four questions as a “simple measure
of students’ critical thinking skills” (p. 21), which they gauged by assessing critical
reading skills. The authors concluded that, based on students’ answers to four
questions, their critical reading ability needed development. | argue that there is
more to critical reading and critical thinking than can be evaluated with the four
questions, but this does give an indication of students’ limited understanding of

critically evaluating texts.

A number of studies (Buckingham & Nevile, 1997; Penrose & Geisler, 1994; Vardi,

2012a)'* have found that generally undergraduate students do not engage critically

with sources. Penrose and Geisler (1994) examined two texts, one written by a student

in their first year of tertiary study, and one written by a doctoral student (studying

philosophy) in his final stages of writing his thesis. The authors found that the

13 Abbott’s study was based on staff interviews.
14 In Vardi’s (2012a) study approximately half of the 2500 students were EAL students.
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undergraduate writer presented sources as facts or authoritative, whereas the doctoral
writer presented sources as having competing or contrasting ideas or perspectives.

Vardi (2012a) conducted research with 2500 students taking part in a first-year
communications unit in a large Australian university. Half of these were domestic
students. She gave students writing instruction, where the focus was on assisting
students to develop their ability to write in an “informed and critical way” (p. 926)
about their topic. The instruction given included the “skilful selection, use and
acknowledgement of sources” (p. 921). There was a marked improvement between the
first and second assessment, with 37% (up from 26% in the first essay) showing the
ability to “skilfully use citation in critical writing” (p. 927). Students were given
referencing instruction in tutorials, which consisted of “deconstructing the assessment
questions, discussing analysis, evaluation and argument, showing students how to use
different forms of citation to further their viewpoint and determining search strategies”
(p. 926). The author found a correlation between high grades and the use of “citation
skilfully to support their argument” (p. 926). This study suggests that the teaching of
argumentation should embrace other skills, such as the use of evidence.

Another study of relevance, and the only one | located which investigated students
critiquing a text, was by Mathison (1996). The author investigated how 32
undergraduate students, who were in an upper-level sociology course, wrote
critiques of a text. It was found that the majority of students wrote a “reporting and
personal response” and “did not contextualize their commentary within a
disciplinary framework” (p. 329). Few students wrote a “disciplinary-based
argument for or against the information about which they were commenting” (p.
329). Many students focused on reporting weaknesses in the text which, the author
argued, indicated that they thought “critique as a task in finding weaknesses” (p.
329). The author reported that students found this assignment difficult since they

were unable to produce what the academic staff expected.

Mathison’s (1996) study also explored what staff considered to be a well-written
critique of a text. Four academic staff were asked to develop their own marking
criteria for grading the assignments. There was some agreement on criteria,

including “evaluative commentary ... supporting commentary with evidence” (p.
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340). However, there were differences in what staff judged to be quality writing.
For example, one staff member rated negative commentary highest, whereas
another staff member did not consider negative commentary to be an aspect of
critique. This finding is consistent with research which has found that there can be
individual variations in how staff judge the standard of assignments (e.g., Devereux,
Macken-Horarik, Trimingham-Jack & Wilson, 2006; Lea & Street, 1998). The
author reflected that a limitation of this study was that it described how students
critiqued the text but not why they undertook certain practices. My own study adds
to research in this area, since students in my study also critiqued a text as one of

their assessments.

To conclude, there were a number of studies which investigated how pedagogical
interventions can facilitate students’ critical thinking skills. There was a paucity of
studies which explored students engaging in critique through written assignments.

As explained above, my study adds to existing literature in a number of these areas.

Argumentation
Andrews (2010) defines argument as “a logical or quasi-logical sequence of ideas
that is supported by evidence” (p. 3), which has a more critical aspect to it than

discussion or conversation.

Researchers are in agreement that the teaching and learning of written
argumentation skills at tertiary level is an under-researched area (Andrews, 2009;
Torgerson, Andrews, Robinson, & See, 2006; Wingate, 2012). Studies have found
that students have a limited understanding of how to produce a written argument
(e.g., Andrews et al., 2006; Davies, 2008). Davies (2008) and Wingate (2012) argue
that staff do not generally have the skills or understanding of argumentation to teach
argument-making adequately to students.

Wingate (2012) found both students and staff had limited understanding of
producing a written argument. She explored 117 undergraduate students’ concepts
of argument when they arrived at a university. Student evidence was gained via a
questionnaire and writing samples. Staff understanding of argumentation was
judged through assignment feedback comments. It was found that students had little
understanding of argumentation. In fact, 34 students described argument (on the

questionnaire administered in their induction week) as “stating your personal
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opinion” (p. 148). Staff appeared to consider the ability to argue to be an important
aspect of writing since in assignment feedback the terms “argument,” “arguments,”
and “argumentation” were explicitly used in more than half of the comments.
However, many of the tutors’ comments referred to “argumentation inconsistently
and vaguely” (p. 145). Conducting student and staff interviews would have added
to this study, as these could have provided an opportunity to collect in-depth
evidence. In addition, it would have been useful to know which faculties students
were studying in as there can be disciplinary differences in the way argumentation

is understood.

A number of researchers state that students are often not taught explicitly how to
create a written argument (e.g., See & Andrews, 2007; Wingate, 2012). Davies
(2008), Andrews et al. (2006) and Wingate, (2012) posit that “argument-making
skills need to be explicitly taught” (Davis, 2008, p. 339). Davies argued that EAL
students should be explicitly taught how to make an argument and states one way
to do this is to teach students about inference-making. He defined inference-making
as “reliable cognitive ‘links’ from one proposition or statement to another” (p. 328).
He states that argument “in the tertiary context involves the ability to make sound
inferences, and to examine them dispassionately” (p. 328). He explained that he
was mainly interested in the “sub-linguistic inference-making as an instance of
critical thinking (e.g., if P then Q, if Q then R, therefore if P then R) (p. 328). He
stated that teaching students how to create an argument will “assist students to
confront assignments with confidence, not bewilderment” (p. 339). His suggestions

about argument also apply to domestic students.

To conclude, it appears that student and staff understandings of argumentation and
the teaching of argumentation are areas that warrant further research. My study,
which explores teaching and learning practices in respect of written argumentation,

makes a contribution here.

Explanation
According to Derewianka (1990), the explanation genre has two main types: “how

something works” and “reasons for a [some] phenomenon” (p. 60).

I found no studies which had investigated tertiary students and/or staff

understandings of the language function explanation and no studies which had
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explored pedagogical practices intended to facilitate students’ ability to produce a
written explanation. This may be because in academic writing “explanation” is a
taken-for-granted language function not worthy of reflection and research.
However, explanation is often required in writing. For example, Wolfe (2011) gives
a number of types of arguments, including decision-based arguments. The author
states that decision-based arguments occur where the author supports a verdict or
decision. In some cases, the argument explains and justifies a decision. Therefore,
from this perspective, in order to create a decision-based argument, explanation is

required.
Genre

As mentioned in Chapter 2.5.1, from a New Rhetoric perspective, Freedman and
Medway (1994) defined genres as “typical ways of engaging rhetorically with
recurring situations” (p. 2). Australian genre theorists Cope and Kalantzis (1993)
also argued that genres are “patterned in reasonably predictable ways” (p. 7). They
describe genres as ‘““social processes” because genres are produced “according to
patterns of social interaction in a particular culture. Social patterning and textual
patterning meet as genres” (p. 7). Certain genres are widespread in academia, for

example, the expository essay, the argumentative essay and the report.

Alongside induction into academic writing is the expectation of producing a range
of genres. This is well recognised in a number of studies (e.g., Gilbert, 2012,
Trimmingham-Jack, Devereux, Macken-Horarik, & Wilson, 2004). For example,
Trimingham-Jack et al. (2004) reported on the scaffolding of academic literacy for
pre-service education students. One of the researchers stated that in the 18-month
period of the research project, students “completed nearly 30 pieces of assessment,
of which only four were traditional essays” (p. 265). It was recognised by the
programme head that each genre required “a different set of skills” (p. 263). She
doubted that staff considered “scaffolding the students in mastering the skills of
each one” (p. 263). In addition, none of the staff interviewed commented on how
and if they assisted students to cope with the diverse range of assignments. Further
discussion of Devereux et al. (2006) and Devereux and Wilson (2008) occurs in
Section 3.4.1.
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Some of the complexities of engaging in a diverse range of genres are well
illustrated in a seminal study by Lea and Street (1998). They studied students’
engagement in writing in higher education contexts from the perspective of both
students and staff. They interviewed 23 staff and 47 students in two universities in
the Southeast of England. Evidence was collected via participant observations,
samples of students’ assignments with and without staff feedback and “handouts on
essay writing” (p. 160). One of the findings was that students reported needing to
switch “between diverse writing requirements” (p. 163) and that students
understood that it was their task to work out what type of writing was required. The
authors argued that unpacking what was expected was “at a more complex level
than genre, such as the 'essay’ or 'report,’ but lay more deeply at the level of writing
particular knowledge in a specific academic setting” (p. 163). To further complicate
matters students reported that there were individual preferences associated with
academic staff. Students reported finding it difficult to “unpack what kind of writing
any particular assignment might require” (p. 163). This could have been further
complicated by the fact that some staff could “describe” (p. 163) what constituted
good writing but struggled to be more explicit. The authors gave the example of
one lecturer who said: “I know a good essay when | see it but | cannot describe how
to write it” (p. 163). A strength of this research was than an ethnographic-style
approach was used to gain an understanding of literacy practices and requirements
from the perspective of participants. My study builds on Lea and Street’s (1998) in
many ways. For example, I gathered students’ reflections on their experiences of
engaging in more than one genre, and staff reflections on and my observations of
their pedagogical scaffolding into the skills required, and expectations provided to
students, in relation to different genres. In addition, evidence was collected on
student and staff experiences of and reflections on students writing a number of
essays where different assignment criteria had to be met.

There is a scarcity of studies investigating pedagogical practices for increasing
tertiary students’ ability to write unfamiliar genres. Clark and Hernandez (2012)
discuss the results of a pilot study from a project entitled: “Academic Argument and
Disciplinary Transfer: Fostering Genre Awareness in First Year Writing Students”
(p. 65). The project involved 24 students in a first-year writing class. The authors’

intention was that by raising awareness of the genre taught in the course (academic
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argument) and of a text’s “rhetorical and social purpose” (p. 65) students might
have the “tools they need[ed] to address new writing situations” (p. 65). The authors
make the distinction between “genre awareness” and “explicit teaching of genre”
(p. 66). They argue that the former enhances students’ ability to attempt writing
genres not encountered before. In this study, students wrote three assignments
which all involved increasing their understanding of constructing an academic
argument. Students completed a survey at the conclusion of the course. All
indicated that their new understanding of genre had been helpful in that it assisted
them to be “less anxious” (p. 71) about writing. The authors posit that, “Despite the
limited sample, one might make the case that a decrease in writing anxiety, unto
itself, is likely to contribute to students’ ability to grapple with writing tasks in other
classes” (p. 71). | argue that students being “less anxious” (p. 71) does not mean
that students have the ability to write in genres that are unfamiliar to them. It is
unclear if this pedagogical intervention increased students’ ability to attempt new
genres and whether being taught how to produce an academic argument can be

transferred to other genres (such as a report).

To conclude, it appears that there is some recognition that tertiary students need to
produce assignments in a diverse range of genres, yet staff instruction aimed at
giving students skills on how to approach different genres is an under-researched
area. My study explored student and staff understandings of different genres, and
pedagogical interventions designed to assist students to develop their ability to write

assignments in different genres.

Voice
Voice is the sound of the author in the text (Elbow, 1982) or, as Ivanic (1998) says

“the strength with which the writer comes over as the author of the text” (p. 400).

Studies which explored domestic student and/or staff understandings of voice
appear limited in number (e.g., Read, Francis & Robson, 2010; Viete & Le Ha,
2007). As mentioned in Chapter 2.5.1, DiPardo, Storms, and Selland (2011) who
reported on a pedagogical intervention to assist undergraduate psychology students
to use their voice in their dissertations (later renamed “stance”), commented that
the notion of voice is “variously defined, much debated, and decidedly under-

researched” (p. 172). Generally researchers have found that less experienced writers
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can find it challenging, in that it is “risky”®® (Viete & Le Ha, 2007, p. 48) to
foreground their voice in written texts (Read et al., 2010; Viete & Le Ha, 2007).
For example, Read et al. (2010) explored undergraduate student presentation of
voice. The authors do not specifically define voice but relate it to the development
of an academic argument. They interviewed via telephone 45 undergraduate history
students in their final year. Nearly half the students said their ideas should be backed
up by other texts. However, even though students identified that their voice should
come through in their writing, the majority of them felt it was safer to use their

tutor’s voice. They did this by adhering to the ideas presented in lectures.

A number of studies have explored how EAL students are taught about voice
(Ivanic & Camps, 2001; Macalister, 2012; Stapleton, 2002; Zhao & Llosa, 2008)
but very few have considered domestic students. One such study, by Castello,
Inesta, Pardo, Liesa, and Martinez-Fernandez (2011), reported on an intervention
they undertook with undergraduate psychology students in their eighth semester of
study in a university in Spain. The intervention sessions “combined writing coach
explanations, text analysis and guided discussions” (p. 103), which focused on text
organisation, “positioning oneself as the author” (p. 103), and positioning the author
amongst other texts. Evidence was collected from 28 students engaging in online
meetings and 16 in face-to-face meetings. It was found that the student texts
improved through the intervention, especially in the area of authorial positioning.
The authors acknowledge that this study had limitations, including involving a
small group of participants, and was focused on summative dissertations with one
particular group of students. These authors view voice in a similar fashion to the
study by Read et al. (2010), whereby voice is demonstrated through the

development of a stance or argument.

To conclude, studies which explore student and staff understandings of voice and
student pedagogical instruction on voice are limited in number. The two reported

on above consider voice as an aspect of the development of a written argument.

15 Le Viete and Le Ha’s (2007) was study was based on Le Ha’s (doctoral student) and Le Viete’s
(supervisor) reflections of “the processes we [they] used in negotiating Ha’s representation of self
in her novice research writing” (p. 39). Le Ha is an EAL student. Le Ha used the term “risk taking”
in respect of making her voice visible in her thesis.
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3.3.2 Macro-level category

Studies discussed in this section are concerned with content and coherence.

Content
Content in the case of this study is course-related subject information or disciplinary

knowledge.

A number of studies acknowledge that students’ understanding of content can
develop through the process of writing. For example, Campbell, Smith, and Brooker
(1998), who conducted interviews with 46 students enrolled in “either [a] first or
third year Bachelor of Education [programme], explored how they [students]
conceptualised and undertook an essay writing task™ (p. 449). Results suggest that
students can develop their understanding of the content of assignments through the

writing process itself.

Content has been attended to in other sections of this chapter. For example, under
critique, it is explored briefly that for students to write, they need to critically
engage with resources. Therefore, content will not be discussed further here.

However, coherence is a macro-level textual feature than deserves consideration.

Coherence

As mentioned in Chapter 2.5.2, Kern (2000) states that “coherence has to do with
unity and continuity of the discourse ... the degree to which concepts and relations
that underlie the surface are mutually relevant” (p. 80). Simply put, the parts of a
text fit together in a manner which enables the reader to make sense of the text as a

coherent whole.

There appear to be few studies which have explored student and/or staff
understandings of textual coherence. This finding is consistent with Basturkmen
and von Randow (2014), who state that there has been limited research into
coherence. They refer to Struthers, Lapadat and MacMillan (2013), who suggest
that this could be because “coherence is not directly observable” (p. 187). Studies
which have investigated tertiary domestic students’ ability to produce textually
coherent texts have found that undergraduate students do not always produce texts
which display a high level of coherence (Campbell et al., 1998; Prosser & Webb,
2006).
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Campbell et al. (1998) conducted interviews with 46 undergraduate students
enrolled in either their first or third year of a Bachelor of Education programme.
These researchers were interested in how students conceptualised and constructed
a 1,500-word literature review. Students’ essays were classified, based on three
categories in the SOLO (Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) taxonomy
(Biggs, 1988) (unistructural, multistructural, and relational). Each of these
represented a progressively more complex “cognitive structure of the essay
content” (p. 453). For example, an essay deemed to be unistructural “involved a
simple serial listing of successive points with few if any links made between
different parts of the essay” (p. 453). Some essays, written by participants at this
level, provided very few in-text citations to support statements and claims made.
Multistructural essays contained “simple synthesis of different perspectives” (p.
454) and some development of argument. Essays displaying relational traits
synthesised “different perspectives” (p. 454) and a “theme or argument was
generated and used to integrate different aspects of the essay into a coherent whole”
(p. 454). It was found that no students in their first year and only one-third of
students in their third year produced relational essays. This finding indicates that a
significant proportion of students nearing the end of their bachelor’s degree still did
not produce literature reviews that demonstrated a high level of coherence. In the
reporting of this study the authors used the terms “literature review” and “essay”
interchangeably. Had students been writing essays perhaps more may have
occupied the relational category. Following Campbell et al.’s study, | categorised
assignments written by participants in my study as unistructural, multistructural, or
relational. These assignments were written in a range of genres (essays, booklets

and article critiques).

Todd et al. (2007) explored connectedness by considering cohesion, propositional
coherence and interactional coherence, using Hoey’s (1991) textual analysis and
topical structural analysis framework. Propositional coherence is “background
knowledge which allows readers to identify implicit links between the concepts and
propositions” (Todd et al., 2007, p. 12). Interactional coherence is “unity to a text
through a linked series of pragmatic functions or speech acts” (p. 13). The study
explored coherence by examining EAL Thai tertiary students’ texts and tutors’

comments. Two Thai tutors (both with a very high level of English competence)
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were asked to grade and mark eight texts written by first-year master’s students.
The authors found that tutors wrote comments on the texts when there were issues
with cohesion and propositional coherence but not when there were issues with
interactional coherence. The authors state that one implication of this study is some
tutors may need their awareness raised of the “important roles that cohesion and
coherence play in writing” (p. 24). My study explored student and staff awareness

of these aspects of writing.

| found studies which investigated or gave suggestions on how to teach students
how to produce assignments that had high levels of coherence were particularly

scarce and were based on teaching EAL students (e.g., Johns, 1986; Lee, 2002).

To conclude, there appeared to be few studies which explored student and staff
understandings of coherence. Studies which explore staff teaching domestic
students about coherence are particularly scarce.

3.3.3 Micro-level category

This section will explore and critique studies on cohesion, referencing, syntax,

punctuation and spelling.

Cohesion
Cohesion can be identified as “explicit linguistic devices that link the sentences in

a text” (Todd et al., 2007, p. 12)

The majority of studies on cohesion explore its presence (or absence) in EAL
students’ writing (e.g., Castro, 2004; Liu & Braine, 2005: Zhao, 2014). In my
search of the literature, | found no studies which explored staff understandings of
cohesion or staff teaching students how to improve the cohesiveness of their
writing. Yet, in searching Google | found many tertiary institutions (often the
student learning centres) produce resources on “signpost” words, for example,
Massey University (n.d.). This lack of studies exploring cohesion can be contrasted
with the large number of studies that explore staff and student understandings of

referencing conventions.
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Referencing

In this section, referencing refers to both in-text citations and the reference list
provided at the end of an academic text. Referencing explored in this section is at
the mechanical level. Studies which investigated referencing at the conceptual level
were briefly explored in Chapter 3.3.1.

There has been considerable research conducted on EAL students’ understandings
of referencing conventions. Often, however, the focus is on plagiarism
(Chandrasoma, Thompson, & Pennycook, 2004; Pecorari & Petric, 2014;
Pennycook, 1996; Song-Turner, 2008). Plagiarism was not a specific focus of my
study, even though | was aware that there was potential for it to emerge as an issue.
My main focus in relation to referencing was threefold: I sought to determine how
domestic students understood referencing conventions, how staff viewed
referencing, and student induction into the conventions of referencing. There
appears to have been little research conducted on these topics. Most of the studies

below have EAL students as participants.

A number of studies suggest that students, especially at the undergraduate level, are
often not proficient at referencing (Greenwood, Walkem, & Shearer, 2014; Hyland,
2005; Kendall, 2005; Park, Mardis, & Ury, 2010), because they lack understanding
of referencing conventions (De Lambert, Ellen, & Taylor, 2006; Ellery, 2008; Kett,
Clerehan, & Gedge, 2001; Shi, 2008; Yeo, 2007) and even at postgraduate level,
they do not always include in-text citations with their assignments (e.g., Harwood
& Petric, 2011; Jabulani, 2014; Shi, 2008; Song-Turner, 2008) 6. Shi (2008)
researched the citation behaviours of 16 undergraduate students in a North
American university, only three of whom had English as a first language. The
students were asked to bring a research paper they were working on to an interview.
Most students complied. It was found that 33% of the material that should have
been attributed was not. The most common reasons students gave for not attributing
material were: the information was used to “form one’s own point” (p. 9); the

information was common knowledge; “there is no need to cite everything” (p. 9);

16 Studies by Harwood and Petric (2011), Jabulani (2014) and Song-Turner (2008) were conducted
with EAL, postgraduate students.
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and information had been acquired as “a result of learning” (p. 9). It would have
been helpful if this study had differentiated findings between native and non-native

speakers of English.

Research which investigated tertiary students’ reasons for choosing to paraphrase
or use direct quotations has been undertaken mainly with EAL students (Choy, Lee,
& Sedhu, 2014; Khrismawan & Widiati, 2013; Sun, 2009). In Shi’s (2008) study,
both domestic and EAL students gave a number of reasons for choosing whether to
paraphrase or use direct quotations. One domestic student reflected he used
quotation marks around the word localization because he felt this lexical item was
not often used and therefore belonged to the author. Another domestic student and
one Cantonese student chose to “use paraphrases when citing secondary sources”
(p. 19) because they did not know if this information could be directly quoted. Two
EAL students used direct quotations, since they felt linguistically unable to
paraphrase the information. Two EAL students, who had possibly attended a North
American high school, showed an understanding of academic writing conventions
when they reported that paraphrasing was the “skill preferred at the university
compared with quoting which they learned to use at high school” (p. 19). Overall,
the findings do not indicate differences in understanding between domestic and
EAL students. My study contributes to the research literature because it was
conducted with domestic students.

Some studies compare the citation practices of experienced writers and novice
writers. Findings suggest that novice writers, as mentioned above, offer evidence
as factual, whereas experienced writers use citations to support and justify their
claims while synthesizing the literature (e.g., Buckingham & Nevile, 1997;
Mansourizadeh & Ahmad, 2011; Ramoroka, 2014) 7. Buckingham and Nevile’s
(1997) Australian study compared the citation choices illustrated across 20 student
papers from a first-year political science unit and 10 papers from what the authors
call “experienced academic writers” (p. 99). These papers may have been published
papers; the authors do not specify. The authors found that the “clearest difference”

(p. 103) was that students presented sources as authoritative and factual, whereas

17 Both Ramoroka (2014) and Mansourizadeh and Ahmad (2011) studies were with EAL students.
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the more experienced writers were able to actively engage with texts, use citation
to develop argument, and demonstrate “academic controversy” (p. 109) to the

reader.

In terms of the community of practice orientation taken in this research, staff are
generally viewed as “experts” or “old-timers” regarding academic referencing
conventions, while students are generally regarded as “novices” or “newcomers.”
Because | found there were many studies (Ellery, 2008; Hyland, 2009; Kendall,
2005; Shi, 2008; Song-Turner, 2008) conducted by tertiary staff exploring the
referencing understandings and practices of tertiary students, it is a fair assumption
that referencing is an area of academic literacy that students entering tertiary study

are viewed as needing instruction in.

To conclude, most of the research that has been conducted on referencing has been
with EAL students. While a number of studies have investigated students’ skill
levels, my project explored student perceptions of and attitudes towards
referencing. Finally, my study addresses a gap in the research on staff
understandings of referencing conventions and how staff addressed teaching these

to students in courses.

Punctuation, spelling and syntax
Syntax, as it is referred to in this thesis, refers to what Locke (2015) describes as
words arranged into groups (such as “phrases, clauses and sentences” [p. 66]) which

make sense.

| found few studies exploring students’ understanding of and attitudes towards
accurate grammar, punctuation and spelling in writing. A rare example is Bostock
and Boon (2012), who undertook a study at a large Australian regional university.
They administered a survey, adapted from Bandura’s Self-efficacy Scale for
Teachers (2006), to 180 pre-service teachers to assess their “levels of literacy
competence and confidence” (p. 19). As part of the study, students were asked to
list the areas of literacy they would like assistance with. Many students commented
that they wanted assistance with or “explicit teaching” of “grammar and
punctuation” (p. 27), and a number of students identified “spelling” (p. 28) as an
area of concern. This finding would suggest that these students understood that they
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required assistance with word- and sentence-level writing and that accuracy in this

area was important.

Some studies have suggested that pre-service students are challenged in producing
assignments with accurate punctuation, grammar and syntax (Bostock & Boon,
2012; Hill et al., 2004; Macken-Horarik et al., 2006; Taylor, 2010). For example,
Hill, Locke and Dix (2004) undertook an evaluation of the writing levels of
Bachelor of Education (primary) students in a New Zealand university. The
evaluation took place at the commencement of the students’ first year of enrolment
and was undertaken because of previous studies which found that Bachelor of
Teaching (primary) students “did not have good writing skills” (p. 1). It was found
that sentence structure, punctuation and spelling were areas that were problematic.
In fact, more than one-third of the students were judged as having limited capability
in these areas. The authors suggested monitoring writing skills development
“throughout the second and third years of the programme” (p. 3). However, this did

not eventuate.

Concerns about pre-service primary education students having limited ability in
spelling, grammar and punctuation are not just confined to their levels of expertise
at the point of their entering a tertiary institution (e.g., Bostock & Boon, 2012;
Macken-Horarik et al., 2006; Zipin & Brennan, 2006). Bostock and Boon (2012)
gave students in their first to fourth year of study a paragraph and asked them to
identify any errors. Some of these errors concerned punctuation and spelling. Most
students were able to identify 50% to 75% of the errors. The findings indicate that
spelling and punctuation were areas of development for students. Zipin and
Brennan (2006) reflected that they taught in Australian primary education
programmes (early childhood and primary) and estimated that 15% of students who
wrote final essays in the third and fourth year of their courses were found to be

“very weak” in “spelling, grammar and sentence structure” (p. 337).

Studies outlined in this section give some indication of the importance staff place
on grammar, punctuation and spelling in students’ writing. When referring to
literacy or essay writing skills the majority of the researchers mentioned in the

previous section, included word- and sentence-level aspects such as spelling,
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grammar and punctuation. Therefore, it can be inferred that accuracy in these areas
is generally expected.

3.3.4 Reading

Because of its relevance and importance to academic writing, studies which explore
academic reading are outlined below. Reading is further explored under Section
3.43.

It is recognised that success at tertiary level is dependent on students’ ability to
comprehend academic texts, yet many students (especially first-year) lack academic
reading skills (e.g., Dreyer & Nel, 2003; Hermida, 2009; Weller, 2010). In fact,
Dreyer and Nel (2003)!8 state that “one of the most serious problems in higher
education, ... is the problem of reading” (p. 349). They state that even at tertiary
level, “it is often assumed that students have the skills and strategies needed to
successfully comprehend expository text” (p. 350). They draw on Carrell (1998),
who writes about both first- and second-language readers and argues that there is
no evidence to suggest that students, without instruction and/or skill building, will
acquire these skills. Therefore, it is not surprising that many educationalists
recognise that it is beneficial for students (especially in their first year) to be taught
academic reading skills (Devereux et al., 2006; Devereux & Wilson, 2008;
Hermida, 2009; Scholes, 2002).

There appears to be little research investigating pedagogical interventions designed
to assist tertiary domestic students to develop such skills. Abbott (2013) remarked
that in the United Kingdom there have been fewer studies conducted on academic
reading than writing. In this study, lecturers advised that students needed to move
beyond the reading of texts as a simple requirement, and engage with the subject
matter. In addition, students needed to engage in critical reading. Abbott provides
a number of thresholds students must cross in reading. These include understanding
that “reading provides a means for entering into the academic discourse of the
subject” (p. 196), appreciating that texts have a range of meanings, “developing a

critical perspective” (p. 197), and “developing their own critical voice” (p. 197).

18 Dreyer and Nel (2003) have EAL students as their participants
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However, as found by the author, students may not always see the value of engaging

with set readings.

In sum, it would appear that it is recognized that in order for students to do well
academically, they need to develop academic reading skills. There has been little

research conducted to investigate academic reading pedagogical interventions.

To conclude, this review demonstrates a range of gaps in the research. In respect of
student and staff understandings, there has been limited research conducted,
particularly in relation to purpose, audience, voice, argumentation, coherence and

cohesion. As indicated, my research addresses a number of these gaps.

3.4 Writing practices identified by students and staff as helpful and

unhelpful
Devereux, et al., (2006) and Devercux and Wilson’s (2008) studies were
particularly relevant to my study. Both were conducted by staff at the University of
Canberra, Australia, and involved Bachelor of Education students. In fact, these two
studies appeared to be reporting on the same data set.

Devereux et al. (2006) investigated and reported on what students felt assisted them
with their academic writing and what they perceived as challenging. In addition,
the authors gave some suggestions for teaching students how to write assignments.
The study took place during a four-year Bachelor of Education course. Eleven
women volunteered to participate. Evidence was collected via interviews (two per
participant), two focus group sessions, and written assignments. Findings from this

study will be reported on throughout this section.

Devereux and Wilson (2008) added to this study by providing and discussing a
range of strategies they suggest could be used to assist students’ literacy
development, focusing particularly on academic reading and writing. They report
that the participants were 10 female students and that interviews took place “at the
end of the first and second years, and in focus groups at the end of the third and
fourth year of the study” (p. 122). Findings from this study will also be reported on

throughout this section.
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| first report findings from the studies of Devereux et al., (2006) and Devereux and
Wilson (2008) and then others.

3.4.1 Assignment conferencing and feedback

This section details studies in which staff and/or students identify assignment
conferencing and feedback as helpful and/or unhelpful.

Course delivery modes
Tutorials

In Devereux et al.’s (2006) study, all students reported finding “effective
scaffolding from staff in improving both learning and academic writing” (p. 13)
valuable. | assumed the scaffolding took place in tutorials. Helpful practices
identified were:

e “Staff modelling how to approach ... assignments” (p. 14);

e “Clarity in [staff] expectations for” (p. 14) assignments, including “how
much background reading was expected” (p. 14);

e Succinctly written assessment questions;

e “Discussing set readings in tutorials” (p. 13), as students identified this was
an important component of their writing success, “especially where critique

and critical analysis was required.” (p. 13)

It is interesting that when students reflected on effective scaffolding in respect of

writing, they also commented on reading.

Students in Devereux et al.’s (2006) study reported that it was helpful to talk about
assignments with course peers. The study did not state if this was in the pre-writing
stage or during writing, nor if this was in tutorials or outside of class. One of the
teaching strategies Devereux and Wilson (2008) recommended was creating
opportunities for students to discuss their ideas and use the “language of the field”
(p. 129) with course peers and staff before beginning their assignments.

In Devereux et al.’s (2006) study, students also commented on what they found
unhelpful. Some students commented negatively on a staff member attempting to
“clarify an assessment task” (p. 14) with “a page of explanations” (p. 14). It was

not stated whether this page of explanations was given to students in tutorials with
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the opportunity for students to ask questions, or whether this information was made
available by other means. In addition, one participant commented negatively on
being given information on how to approach assignments (I have assumed that this
took place in tutorials) which did not match what was written in course outlines. In
addition, the student reflected that inconsistent information was given by different
tutors. The student also commented that some tutors gave additional information on

assignment expectations and criteria in tutorials and some did not.

I was unable to find any other studies that asked students and staff to identify
academic writing induction practices taking place in tutorials which staff and

students perceive as helpful and unhelpful for students.
Feedback on assignments

Feedback refers to written and/or verbal commentary about an assignment intended

for the author of the text.
Pre-submission

Devereux et al. (2006) reported that several students found it helpful to have peers
and/or partners and/or parents read and comment on assignments before they
submitted them. Devereux and Wilson (2008) [reporting on the same data set],
found that some students continued with these support systems throughout their
university study. It would have added further to these studies if they had identified
specific aspects that students’ drafts were reviewed for (e.g., syntax and

punctuation, or fulfilment of task instructions).

Studies report that it is beneficial for students to engage in the process of peer
review of written assignments (both giving and receiving responses). It has been
found that students’ written assignments are often of a higher standard when the
process of peer review has been undertaken (Ashwell, 2000; Chang, 2012;
Crossman & Kite, 2012; Mulder, Pearce, & Baik, 2014; Pelaez, 2002; Yang,
2011).2° For these studies, peer review was a component of the tertiary courses.

Vardi (2012b) reported on a study which was conducted in a large Australian

19 Chang (2012), Crossman & Kite’s (2012) and Yang’s participants were all EAL students. In
Pelaez’s (2002) study, 37% of participants were EAL students.
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university in a third-year comparative industrial relations unit of study. Students
were given feedback on their draft assignments. When students resubmitted
assignments, after receiving feedback, they exhibited improvement in both the
content and structure of their texts. A limitation of these findings, however, is that
they were derived from an analysis of just four student texts. In addition, it was
unclear how these four English as First Language students (out of the possible 100)
were chosen and if (and how) their texts were considered representative of other

texts.

The only study in which students reported on student-initiated peer review was by
Devereux et al. (2006) (as reported in the paragraph above). My study addressed
the gap in research on student-initiated peer review of written assignments

conducted without staff facilitation and supervision.

| found few studies investigating why tertiary students do not always take up the
offer of formative feedback on their assignments by academic staff (Handley et al.,
2007; Vardi, 2000). In one study by Handley et al. (2007) the authors researched
“tertiary students’ experiences of assessment feedback” (p. 1). The participants
were two cohorts of tertiary students enrolled in two business papers. For both
papers, there was a large percentage of students who spoke English as an Additional
Language (EAL). For one cohort, written feedback pre-submission was optional
and for the other, students received verbal feedback on assignments pre-submission.
It was found that when feedback was optional, there was minimal student uptake
for written feedback on draft assignments (3 out of 74), despite students being
actively encouraged to seek it. One reason given by many students was that they
had understood the assignment instructions. The authors commented that students
appeared to have misunderstood the nature of the feedback, as “feedback is about
giving guidance on the way in which students respond to the assignment - not about
their understanding of the assignment brief” (p. 12). For the other paper which
included tutors’ verbal feedback on draft assignments as part of the course, 85% of
the students reported positively on the process of having interviews with staff to
discuss draft assignments. The authors reported that almost half the students said
they “liked the face-to-face meetings,” as this enabled them “to ask questions, [and]

improve [their] work” (p. 8).
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A limited number of studies have investigated whether students value formative
feedback on draft assignments. Such studies did find that students value such
feedback (e.g., Court, 2012; Handley et al., 2007). Court (2012) researched
feedback as a component of the course provided to students on draft essays in a
“first-year undergraduate course for trainee English language teachers at a UK
university” (p. 327). The author found that generally students appreciated the
written feedback received, since they considered it could help them improve their
mark and provide opportunity to learn. I did not find research on was studies
investigating both students initiating feedback on draft assignments from staff and
non-academics such as course peers, family members and friends. My study

addressed this gap.
Post submission

There has been some research conducted on feedback on graded assignments from
the perspective of students (Carless, 2006; Weaver, 2006) and staff (Carless, 2006;
Li & Barnard, 2011). Weaver (2006) and Carless (2006) both noted that feedback

is an under-researched area.

A number of studies have found that students can misunderstand the written
assignment feedback given by staff (Carless, 2006; Lea & Street, 1998; Lea &
Street, 2000; Orsmond & Merry, 2011).%° For example, in a British university,
Orsmond and Merry (2011) studied the alignment between six biological science
tutors and second-year undergraduate biological science students’ understanding of
feedback. Evidence was collected via interviews with 19 students and 6 tutors’ and
document analysis of written feedback. It was found that there were divergences
between some students’ understanding of the feedback and tutors’ intended
meaning. For example, students did not always comprehend what the tutor stated
needed to be attended to. The authors give the example of a tutor indicating that a
methodological point should be grounded in literature, and that the student should
focus on “the style of presentation and give information about ethics” (p. 14). The

student thought the purpose of the feedback was to assist him/her to “plan the

20 Student participants from Carless’s (2006) study were EAL students.
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project better” (p. 14). These authors suggest that staff may need guidance on how
to give feedback.

Weaver’s (2006) study was pertinent to my own, since she investigated what types
of feedback students perceived as helpful and unhelpful. The research was
conducted with approximately 170 students from a business course and 340
students from an art and design course. The questionnaire had an 8% response rate.
Students reported preferring a range of both positive and negative feedback, instead
of mainly negative feedback. Students reflected positive feedback “makes a student
feel good” (p. 388) and having mainly negative feedback could demoralise and
demotivate them. Some students reported unhelpful feedback was feedback that was
“too general or vague” (p. 387), that did not contain “suggestions for improvement”

(p. 387), and that was “unrelated to assessment criteria” (p. 389).

To conclude, studies identify that students can misunderstand assignment feedback.

My study adds to the existing literature.

3.4.2 On-campus services

Studies on student learning centres were viewed as pertinent to my study. On the
basis of a number of studies, perceptions of both staff (Robinson, 2009) and
students (Naeem & Day, 2009b; O'Shea & Tarawa, 2009; Robinson, 2009) are
generally positive towards the service provided by student learning centres. It was
reported that learning advisors in student learning centres gave beneficial assistance
to students in relation to their academic development, particularly in the area of

writing.

Many of the published studies on student learning centres were focused on what
learning advisors do to assist students with their academic development. These were
written from the perspective of learning advisors (Mitchell & Malthus, 2010; Ross,
2012; Wee & Grey, 2011). What was missing from published research were studies
where tertiary students and staff (in courses) report whether or not they perceive

this service as assisting students with their assignment writing.

To conclude, studies which explore the services provided by student learning
centres generally find that students and staff find this service assists students with

their writing development.
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3.4.3 Materials

In Devereux et al.’s (2006) study, students reflected that it was helpful to discuss
readings in class and to have tutors highlight important points from readings. Some
reported that they found scaffolding of reading in tutorials valuable; they

99 ¢¢

appreciated “discussing set readings in tutorials,” “staff modelling how to approach
the readings,” and “highlighting important points from set readings” (p. 14). Two
students reported that they were challenged by reading academic texts. One said the
“register and quantity of the set readings was different to anything she had had to
read before” (p. 11). The other student reported that until she attended a workshop
on academic reading she did not know how to undertake reading the textbook. The
authors made the suggestion that it is helpful when staff assist students to find the

argument in texts.

Devereux and Wilson’s (2008) study also commented on academic reading. As part
of their “scaffolded assignment” at the beginning of the course, students were
provided with a range of types of scaffolding (p. 126) such as “scaffolded
homework™ (p. 126) tasks, tutorial activities focused on academic reading and
supplementary academic reading classes offered by “learning support development
staff” (p. 126). The authors argued strongly that students should be given ongoing
academic reading support to enable them to become critical readers. The authors
also implicitly connected the development of critical reading skills to the
development of literacy practices that they argued are needed both to be successful
at university and in future careers. It would have added to this study had the authors

provided detail on the reading activities that had taken place in tutorials.

Pecorari, Shaw, Irvine, Malmstrom, and Mezek (2012) explored the student use of,
and attitudes towards, assignment readings. More than 1200 undergraduate students
at three Swedish universities completed a questionnaire. Only 46% said that they
always or usually did the prescribed readings for the class in which the survey was

conducted.

Students were asked to grade the textbook. 86% of students rated the textbook as

helpful or very helpful.
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In conclusion, this section has discussed studies which investigated aspects of
academic writing induction that students and staff deemed to be helpful and
unhelpful. As discussed, there were divergences and convergence in what staff and
students identified as helpful academic writing induction practices. There were a
number of gaps in the existing research which my own study has addressed to some
extent. The most significant gap relates to research investigating the practices and
materials that student and staff perceived as helpful and unhelpful for academic

writing induction.

3.5 Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated the need for a study investigating the teaching and
learning practices of academic writing induction, as experienced and understood
by both staff and students. As mentioned in Chapter 3.2, little research (especially
recent research) has been conducted investigating distance students’ academic
literacy learning experiences. In respect of student and staff understandings of
academic writing, there has been limited research conducted on aspects of
academic writing such as purpose, audience, voice, argumentation and coherence.
This review also revealed a paucity of research investigating academic literacy
induction practices considered to be helpful and unhelpful for students’ writing
development. My research added to existing studies in respect of the

aforementioned gaps.
The following chapter discusses my research design. | argue for a qualitative,

interpretive ethnographic study, with methods such as interviews and observation,

as a way of addressing my research questions.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter, | aim to demonstrate the appropriateness of my research design
choices. In Section 4.2, I remind readers of my research questions. In Section 4.3, |
outline and justify the methodological approach taken, and in Section 4.4, | provide
information on the research context and participants. In Section 4.5, | justify the
methods used and in Section 4.6 explain how | analysed the evidence collected. In
Section 4.7, | provide an account of ethical considerations | view to be of
significance to my study. I conclude this chapter (Section 4.8) by outlining some

limitations in my research design.

4.2 Research questions

My motive for conducting this study was to improve teaching and learning practices
in respect of academic writing. In order to improve teaching and learning practices,
it was important to gain information on student and staff perceptions and
understandings of academic writing induction. My research questions are included

here as a reminder to the reader and to set the scene for this chapter.

1. What understandings of academic writing do participating students and staff
have?

2. What practices do participating students identify as helpful/unhelpful in
respect of writing assignments?

3. What practices do participating staff identify as helpful/unhelpful in respect
of students writing assignments and how do they build these into their
teaching?

4. To what extent is there a divergence or convergence between participating
student and staff understandings of academic writing learning practices?

5. What are the similarities and differences that occur between the academic
literacies learning experiences of students in two delivery modes, where one

is predominantly face-to-face and the other is predominantly online?
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4.3 Methodological framework

In this section, | outline and justify the methodological framework that informed
this study. I begin by explaining the difference between the terms methodology and
methods as used in this thesis. These two terms are sometimes used
interchangeably; however, in this thesis they relate to different aspects of the

research design.

The term methodology in this thesis refers to “underlying principles of inquiry”
(Wolcott, 2001, p. 93). Walter (2013) explains that “methodology is the worldview
lens through which the research question and the core concepts are viewed and
translated into the research approach” (p. 10) the researcher takes to the research.
The author explains that this consists of the researcher’s standpoint, the theoretical
conceptual framework or paradigm and includes the method by which evidence is
collected. My methodology consisted of: qualitative research, interpretive research,
social constructionism, ethnography and case study.

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, method refers to specific techniques
employed to collect research evidence in order to answer the research questions
(Wolcott, 2001). Methods used included: interviews, observations and a survey.
Melia (1997) argues that there should be a link between the philosophical position
(methodologies) and the methods employed. In this chapter, | demonstrate the links
between my methodologies and methods as well as the suitability of choices made

in relation to the research questions.

4.3.1 Interpretive qualitative research

Citing Lather (1992), Merriam (2002) distinguishes three approaches to qualitative
research: “understanding (interpretive), emancipation (critical and feminist), and
deconstruction (postmodern)” (p. 4) [italics in original]. 1 considered the
interpretive nature of qualitative research suitable for my research as | was

interested in studying participants in their setting.

For this section, | draw mainly on Merriam (2002) and her view of “interpretive
qualitative research design” [italics in original] (p. 4). Merriam outlines four

characteristics of interpretive qualitative research.
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First, interpretive researchers attempt to understand the meanings people place on
their experiences and situations and the sense people make of their experiences. In
addition, when using an interpretive research design the researcher attempts to
understand the nature of the setting and what it may mean for the participants to be
in that particular setting. In the case of my research, | used unstructured interviews
(to be discussed in Section 4.5.1) as a way of enabling participants to talk about

their experiences, values and decisions.

Second, the researcher is the primary evidence collector. In order to begin to
understand the phenomena being studied, researchers enter the field and spend time
with their participants, often as observers and interviewers. However, these
experiences (both the researchers’ and the participants’) are subjective (Geertz,
1973), as people all have discursive lenses through which they view the world. The

subjective nature of research will be discussed in Section 4.3.3.

Third, interpretive research is generally inductive in nature (Merriam, 2002). In this
study, I used an inductive approach. | wanted to remain open to the possibility that
the evidence generated might challenge or add to existing literature discussed and
critiqued in Chapters 2 and 3. | found Charmaz (2006) helpful in her definition of
induction as a “type of reasoning” that begins with a study of individual cases and
“extrapolates patterns from them to form a conceptual category” (p. 188). She
describes a coding process which involves taking note of participants’ emphases as
well as what they “lack, gloss over, or ignore” (p. 114). | drew on Charmaz (1983,
2006) when analysing my research evidence, as | found her two-step process of
initial coding and focused coding helpful in generating emergent thematic

categories. My analysis of evidence is described more fully in Section 4.6.

Another aspect of interpretive research is that the written product is “richly

descriptive” [italics in original] (Merriam, 2002, p. 5). This means “words and pictures

... are used to convey what the researcher has learnt about a phenomenon” (p. 5) and

descriptions are given of the context, the participants and activities. This thesis has

used both words and tables. However, | have attempted to make this thesis more than

“richly descriptive” (p. 5) by providing “thick description” (Geertz, 1973). In other

words, as well as including description, at times | have also included interpretation,

inference and implication. In general, the interpretation is contained in Chapters 6, 7
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and 8, and inference and implications are considered in Chapter 8. Geertz’s description
is “thick” in the sense that as well including interpretation he brings settings and events
to life. 1 do not do this, as it was not my intention to provide a vivid or “thick”

description of setting and events.

In summary, an interpretive qualitative approach appeared appropriate for my study,
since | was interested in understanding and interpreting the meanings participants
ascribed to their academic writing induction experiences rather than presenting
findings as objective facts. Also of importance to my conceptual framework was the

socially constructed nature of academic writing.

4.3.2 Social Constructionism

Social constructionism is consistent with the position adopted in this study, which
views writing as a social practice (Barton et al., 2000b; Gee, 2000; Lea & Street,
1998; Street, 1995). Below, | unpack social constructionism and explain how

characteristics of this are evident in my study.

There is no one meaning of social constructionism; however, both Gergen and
Gergen (2003) and Lock and Strong (2010) argue that it is concerned with how
people socially construct the world through discourse. In this study, | drew on Gee’s
(2008) definition of Discourse (with a capital “D”): “Discourses are ways of
behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and
writing” (p. 3) (See Chapter 2.3.). Fairclough (2003) writes that discourses “are
ways of representing ... the world” (p. 215).

Burr (2003) reduced the concept of social constructionism to four key assumptions.
The first is that a social constructionist viewpoint means taking a “critical stance
towards taken-for-granted knowledge” (p. 3). In other words, people question how
their views are formed or “constructed” or whence they derive. For my study, |
adopted a view of writing as a social practice and drew on the views of New
Literacies Studies theorists (e.g., Barton, et al., 2000b; Lea & Street, 1998; Street,
1995). Acknowledging that there are differing views of academic writing implies

that these are socially constructed and historically situated.

In taking a critical approach to academic writing, certain writing practices and texts

can be seen as reflecting a dominant (or hegemonic) culture, thereby marginalising
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the literacy practices of certain groups. Becoming part of an academic community
requires individuals to engage in the textual practices of the community of practice
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002) which may (or may
not) be reflective of a dominant culture. In the case of this study, staff might be
viewed as representatives of a dominant culture (the old-timers), who have greater
access and understanding of academia than students (the newcomers), especially
since they are the ones making judgements about what constitutes a well-written

assignment.

Burr’s (2003) second assumption is that the categories and concepts people use for
understanding the world are historically and culturally situated and specific to time
and place. She states that not only are these views “historically and culturally
relative” but people’s views are “products of the culture and history” (p. 4). The
conventions of academic writing, for example, are specific to academia at a
particular point in time and place, in this case in 2013 and 2014 in a tertiary
institution in New Zealand. There are also conventions for academic writing which
are socially and historically situated in contexts broader than the institution the

research took place in.

Third, knowledge is socially constructed by people engaging in activity or practices,
where “shared versions of knowledge are constructed” (Burr, 2003, p. 5). These
“shared versions™ are discourses for stories about practices that people subscribe to,
such as academic writing induction practices. In my research, | was interested in
the interactions that occurred between participants and others and how they co-
constructed knowledge and understanding of academic writing practices. Also of
relevance was the interactive way in which I, as the researcher, and the participants
came together in a collaborative meaning-making process. A social constructionist
lens draws attention to the fact that an interview process itself is a form of
collaborative meaning-making and not an instance of an impartial interviewer

drawing a pre-existent meaning out of an interview.

Fourth, “knowledge and social action go together” (Burr, 2003, p. 5). There are
many different “social constructions of the world” (p. 5), and each one generates a
“different kind of action” (p. 5) or a set of discursive practices. Academic writing

induction practices are discursively constructed. Therefore, some students are likely
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to be more comfortable with these constructions because of prior acculturation,

whereas, others may not be.

In summary, in my study the use of ethnographic methods such as unstructured in-
depth interviews and observations aided my comprehension of participants’
understandings and experiences of academic writing induction. In the following
section, | briefly describe some of the elements of the ethnographic approaches that
were relevant to the study.

4.3.3 Ethnography

Collecting evidence with ethnographic methods and writing a thesis adopting
ethnographic principles was consistent with my qualitative interpretive research
design. I wanted to write a thesis with “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) and with
an insider view of participants’ understandings of academic writing and academic
writing induction experiences. Ethnography, as both a process and a product, is

explored briefly below.

The term ethnography can mean very different things in the field of education (Mills
& Morton, 2013). Burns (2000) provides a somewhat generic definition by stating
that “ethnography encompasses any study of a group of people for the purpose of
describing their socio-cultural activities and patterns” (p. 393). The purpose of my
study was to “capture the social reality of a group” (p. 395), while acknowledging
that any social world is open to interpretation and sense-making. In my thesis, I
have described and also interpreted the behaviour and understandings of my
participants in relation to their understandings of academic writing and academic

writing induction experiences.

My research approach resonated with Pole and Morrison’s (2003) listing of the
common characteristics of ethnography. They focus on ethnography as a process

and list the common characteristics as:

1. A focus on a discrete location, events(s) or setting.

2. A concern with the full range of social behaviour within the location,
event or setting.

3. The use of a range of different research methods, which may combine
qualitative and quantitative approaches but where the emphasis is upon
understanding social behaviour from inside the discrete location, event
or setting.
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4. Anemphasis on data and analysis that moves from detailed description
to the identification of concepts and theories which are grounded in the
data collected within the location, event or setting.

5. Anemphasis on rigorous or thorough research, where the complexities
of the discrete event, location or setting are of greater importance than
overarching trends or generalisations. (p. 3)

My research employed several key characteristics of ethnography as outlined
above. First, my research was situated in a specific location, which was a tertiary
institution. Second, my research was concerned with social behaviour, that of my
participants, within the tertiary setting. Third, | used a range of research methods,
such as observation, focus groups, and interviews, in order to gain an understanding
of participants’ perceptions and understandings of academic writing practices.
Fourth, I used an inductive approach for evidence analysis. My end result was not
the “identification of concepts and theories” (p. 3), but I did identify patterns and
themes in the evidence. Fifth, | focused on the complexities of events. One way that
I did this was to acknowledge that participants’ experiences were subjective and
open to variable interpretation. | did not report findings as objective truths but as
evidence, of which | acknowledge there is often more than one possible

interpretation.

However, | do not describe myself as having conducted a full ethnography. Rather,
I view myself as having used an ethnographic lens (as described in this section) and
employed ethnographic methods and attempted to write a thesis in an ethnographic
style. My reason for not describing this research as an ethnography is that
ethnographers usually have long-term involvement with the participants in the
context of their daily lives in order to understand the range of social behaviour by
people in a setting (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). This was not the case with my
study. My interactions with participants were limited to two semesters per cohort,
and generally only a few hours per week. My interactions with participants (as
discussed in Chapter 4.5) consisted of interviews and observations of tutorials,

lectures and online interactions.

Ethnography, as a product (or text), has a number of characteristics. First, one aim
of ethnographies is usually to produce a detailed “thick description” (Geertz, 1973)
of everyday cultural practice/s within the context that the cultural practice/s occur

(Fetterman, 2009). This is consistent with interpretive research. For this research, |
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assumed the view of New Literacy Studies theorists (see Chapter 2.4), who view
literacy as a social practice (Barton et al., 2000b; Gee, 2000; Lea & Street, 1998)
and subscribe to the belief that academic writing practices need to be examined in
the context in which they are situated (Barton & Hamilton, 2012). | attempted to
provide “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) of the salient features of student and staff
understandings and experiences of academic writing induction. For example, when
reporting my evidence, I contextualised participants’ quotations with description

and/or interpretive comment.

Second, an ethnographic approach encourages the acknowledgement of
subjectivities. This can occur through an “emic” approach, which is the
participants’ perception of reality (Fetterman, 2009) and therefore involves the
“subjective meanings placed on situations” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2003, p.
139). In addition, there is the “researcher’s meaning and constructions of a
situation” (Cohen et al., 2003, p. 139), which is referred to as the “etic” approach,
since meanings and constructions of events are influenced by the researcher’s
personal philosophy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). In my employment as a learning
advisor, | facilitate students’ academic writing development. At times, | employ a
study skills approach. By this | mean | teach generic workshops on aspects of
academic writing, such as how to develop paragraphs. My professional background,
and the academic writing experiences | have brought to this research, will have
influenced my interpretation of academic writing induction events and practices as

encountered in this investigation.

Third, writing with an ethnographic style involves reflexivity. This means the
researcher takes into account the research process as well as the research evidence
collected (Glesne, 2006), that is, the influence the researcher has on the research
process. A researcher exercises reflexivity by reflecting on his/her subjectivity,
acknowledging how his/her background, assumptions and beliefs can impact on the
research process (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). My background was outlined
briefly in Chapter 1, and Chapter 2 (my conceptual framework) describes the lens |
viewed my evidence through. In addition, a self-reflexive researcher considers how
participants “react to the researcher and the research setting” (Hennink et al., 2011,
p. 19). One way | did this was to have key students and staff reflect on their
experiences of engaging in the research and whether or not they believed this
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impacted in any way on their behaviour in the courses. | also acknowledge that
participants’ responses in interviews should not be viewed as objective responses

(i.e., the truth) but “displays of perspectives” (Silverman, 2011, p. 199).

In conclusion, using ethnography both as a process and product, as explained above,
suited this study. Employing ethnography as a process encouraged me to gain an
understanding of participants’ perceptions, understandings, and behaviour in
respect of academic writing induction practices. Employing ethnography as a
product enabled me to produce a thesis which included “thick description” (Geertz,
1973) of participants’ academic writing understandings and experiences as

perceived by participants and as described and interpreted by me, the researcher.

4.3.4 Case study

There are differing understandings and definitions of the term case study. Burns
(2000) described it as a “portmanteau” [italics in original] (p. 459) term, explaining
that it has been used as a “catchall” (p. 459) phrase. He stated that it “involves the
observation of an individual unit” (p. 455). Thomas (2011) argued that a case study
is “a focus ... looked at in depth and from many angles” (p. 9), meaning the focus
is on a particular case. The concepts in the next paragraph have either been
addressed earlier or will be discussed in this chapter, so are outlined very briefly as
key aspects of case study research which are pertinent to this study.

First, broadly speaking, case studies can be useful for studying complex human
behaviour and for a researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon
from the participants’ perspectives (Burns, 2000). This was my aim. Second, the
researcher does not “start out with a priori [italics in original] theoretical notions”
(Gillham, 2000, p. 2), because until the researcher collects their evidence and begins
to “understand the context” (p. 2) he/she “won’t know what theories (explanations)
work best or make the most sense” (p. 2). Therefore, an inductive approach to
analysing evidence is preferable. Third, with a case study, often more than one
research method is used to develop understanding of the phenomenon being
studied, as there can be differences in what people say they do and what they can
be observed doing (Gillham, 2000). | conducted many observations and interviews,
maintained an informal online focus group, and collected documents (such as

course outlines and students’ written assignments) as | did not want to rely on one
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evidence source. Using more than one research method contributed to the strength
of my evidence and the claims made.

There are many different types of case studies, for example, descriptive, interpretive
and evaluative (Merriam, 1988). Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier (2013) state that in
using these terms, Merriam is focused on the “intent of ... research” (p. 7), which
they qualify as meaning “the methods of enquiry and analysis depending on what
... [the] purpose is for conducting the study” (p. 8). Since | employed an interpretive

qualitative lens (as explained in Section 4.3.1), | view my case study as interpretive.

For my research, | had two distinct cohorts of students who were studying via
different mediums. One group was studying predominantly on-campus and the
other via distance learning. | identify with Schensul, Schensul and LeCompte
(1999), who use the term comparable case selection to describe ethnographers
studying a single type of phenomenon with similar cases or “with different
populations, and in varied settings” (p. 245). For my research the phenomenon was
participants’ understandings and experiences of academic writing induction. As
mentioned earlier, | had two cohorts that in many ways were quite similar; however,
one cohort were on-campus students and the other distance. Studying both of these
cohorts added a level of comparison and contrast to my research, which explored
“the degree to which structures, patterns, or themes” were “stable ... across multiple
settings or people” (Schensul et al., 1999, p. 244). Using two case studies as the
units of analysis meant it was possible for themes to emerge as to the similarities
and differences in experiences of participants while undergoing academic writing

induction, in two contrasting delivery modes, face-to-face and distance.

4.4 Research context and participants

This study took place in a university in New Zealand. Participants in this
programme were involved in the Bachelor of Teaching University of Montor
(pseudonym) programme, which is a three-year programme for students who do not
have a bachelor’s qualification. Student and staff participants were in the on-
campus and/or distance programme. Students taking part in the on-campus
programme attended both face-to-face lectures and tutorials for 12 weeks in the

first-year paper and 8 weeks in the second-year paper. For the distance students, the
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majority of their two courses were delivered online via Moodle?!. However, up to
three times a year, distance students were required to attend a one-week (or less)

on-campus block course??.

A reason for choosing the pre-service primary education programme was that | was
aware that concerns had been raised about the writing level of the pre-service
student teachers at the site where the study was conducted. In addition, choosing
this programme at this institution meant that | was able to explore student and staff
understandings of academic writing induction practices in two delivery modes,

face-to-face and online.

Students

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, student participants were from both
the on-campus and distance course. | had two distinct categories of student
participants from both courses. First, there were those who agreed to my observing
their tutorial class and the online component of their course. Second, there were
those who agreed to the aforementioned plus they agreed to be interviewed in their
first and second year of study. | viewed these students as my key participants. | refer

in my thesis to the student participants | interviewed with pseudonyms.

My research took place in two distinct stages in 2013 and 2014. In 2013, with the
on-campus first-year paper, all 30 students in the tutorial class agreed to my
presence in their weekly tutorial class for the semester, writing field notes, having
informal conversations with them from time-to-time and observing the Moodle
component of their paper. In 2013, in Semester B, with the distance course, all 49
students agreed to my observing the online component of their first-year paper and
attending their on-campus lectures and tutorials. For the on-campus course, 10
student participants agreed to become my key participants. There were nine females
and one male. Seven, who were all female, subsequently made themselves available
for interviews. For the distance students, 25 students agreed to be my key
participants and 13 followed through with interviews: 12 female and 1 male. In

2014, all 40 distance students?® agreed to my observing the online component of

21 Moodle is an open source management system.
22 Information from a webpage which belonged to the University which was the site for this study.
23 There was a reduction in numbers because of attrition.
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their second-year paper and attending their on-campus lectures and tutorials. These
were the same students that allowed me to observe their course in 2013. In 2014 the
on-campus students were in different tutorial classes than in 2013. The tutorial
class | observed consisted of about one-third of my on-campus tutorial participants
from 2013. All students in this tutorial class agreed to my observing them during
classes.

Appendices A and B provide demographic information about the student
participants. As outlined in Chapter 5, on-campus participants were generally
school-leavers and living away from home for the first time. The majority lived in
the halls of residence, and all were female. Key student participants in the distance
programme were mostly adult (over the age of 25). Most lived with a partner and
had pre-school or school-age children, and lived at least 50 km from the university.

A number of the participants had previously studied at tertiary level.

Staff
Some staff participants were involved in both lectures and tutorials and some were
involved in one or the other. All were female. Please see Appendix C for further

information on staff involvement in the papers.

Staff participants for the first-year papers (distance and on-campus) were those who
were involved in the teaching of tutorials, lecturing, and/or coordinators of the
papers. In addition, for the on-campus paper | observed lectures plus one staff
member’s tutorial class for the semester. | invited nine staff for interviews and seven
were subsequently interviewed. For the distance papers, | attended on-campus
tutorials and lectures and observed the online component of the course. In 2013, |
interviewed two staff (Andrea and Toni) twice because of their involvement in both
the on-campus and the distance paper. They were involved in the teaching of the
on-campus students in Semester A, 2013, and distance students in Semester B,
2013. Toni was teaching the distance students for the first time, and Andrea had
taught distance students for this paper in previous years. Toni had been the
coordinator of the on-campus paper in Semester A, and Andrea was the coordinator
of the distance programme in Semester B, 2013. Other staff participants were

interviewed once.
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Staff participants for the second-year papers were those who were involved in the
coordination of the paper, and/or who taught the distance paper. | invited three staff
to an interview and two accepted. | observed lectures and one staff member’s

tutorials for the semester.

4.5 Methods

This section outlines, justifies and delineates the range of methods used for
collecting evidence in order to address the research questions, (e.g., interviews and
observations). The methods chosen are consistent with a qualitative, interpretive,

ethnographic approach.

4.5.1 Pilot study

I conducted a small pilot study (for which | gained ethical approval) towards the
end of 2012, before beginning my main study. In order to conduct my pilot study |
obtained institutional consent from my place of work. The reason why | chose my
place of work was because lectures and tutorials at my intended research site had
finished for the year. | observed one lecture and two tutorial sessions. To recruit
student participants | explained the purpose of my research briefly and invited
students to an interview. Before attending this lecture | had approached the lecturer
who agreed to being interviewed. | interviewed one staff member once, and one
student twice (one interview was conducted half way through the semester and one
toward the end of the semester). Because of the limited number of interviews | then
approached my daughter and interviewed her once. She was at that time undertaking
tertiary study. | found it particularly beneficial to pilot my interview prompts and
have practice at interviewing. | found that | had memorized the interview prompts

and did not ask many probing questions, especially with the first student interview.

I also found it helpful to observe the tutorial classes and lecture and write up the
field notes. One aspect of practice identified and trialled was developed a process
in taking field notes which | used during my actual research project. | tended to
have four parts to my field notes which began first, with general observations and
my reflections made during the observation. Second, later that day | would write
an overview of the lecture/tutorial, and what had happened during the observation
that related to the assignment students were working on. For example, how the

content of the lecture related to the assignment. Third, 1 would note and write
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comments on anything in the lecture/tutorial that related to the set assignment.
Fourth, sometimes | would also write some reflections on anything else that |

thought would be useful to note, such as, how my observation went in general.

4.5.2 Interview

An interview can be described as a conversation that has a purpose (Berg, 2007).
However, there are different styles of interview with varying degrees of structure.
The choice of interview style is influenced by the methodology and interview
questions (Richards & Morse, 2013).

Ethnographic interviews can be less structured than other types of interviews. They
can be referred to by a range of terms, including in-depth interviews (Johnson &
Rowlands, 2012), unstructured interviews (O'Reilly, 2005), unstructured interactive
interviews (Richards & Morse, 2013) and, as one would expect, ethnographic
interviews (Spradley, 1979). Whichever terminology is used, the interview is more
like a conversation with the purpose of gaining information from the respondent on
matters such as his/her experiences, values, decisions and cultural knowledge
(Johnson & Rowlands, 2012).

Before describing the process of my interviews, | need to reiterate that an
ethnographic approach acknowledges subjectivities (as discussed in Section 4.3.3).
Silverman (2011) writes about the “truth” in interviews by noting that from a
constructionist viewpoint, we conceptualise interviews as “displays of perspectives
and moral forms which draw upon available cultural responses” (p. 199).
Understandings and events were verbalised in interviews and at times in informal
conversations (see Chapter 4.5.2). Therefore, evidence presented in chapters 5, 6
and 7 is subjective, as one would expect, in that it represents my participants’
understandings and interpretations of events and experiences. Silverman (2011)
reports on what he terms the “truth” of interview evidence. He states that for

constructionists the “data” (p. 199) collected

express interpretive procedures or conversational practices present in what
both interviewer and interviewee are doing through their talk and non-
verbal actions ... This means that we need not hear interview responses
simply as true or false reports on reality. Instead, we can treat such
responses as displays of perspectives and moral forms which draw upon
available cultural resources. (p. 199) (emphases in original)
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Inevitably, there is an element of performing for the interviewer. Oropeza-Escobar
(2007) state that the researcher can (at times unknowingly) shape the interviewees’
responses. | argue that it is inevitable that both interviewer and interviewee are
mutually positioning each other, and their responses, in various ways. To the best of
my knowledge, students and staff were openly sharing their perspectives in interview
responses. One reason for my making this claim is that on occasion | was asked to not
include in my thesis some information given. Having said that, there is inevitably an
element of performing for the interviewer which I acknowledge would have occurred

in interviews.

Table 1 shows the number of interviews conducted with staff and students and medium
used. The first interviews for both first-and second-year students occurred towards the
middle of the paper and the second interview towards the end of the paper. Staff
interviews occurred towards the end of the paper. The duration of each paper was one
semester which is approximately three months. As can be seen, and as mentioned in
Chapter 4.4, there were more student than staff interviews. | interviewed 20 students
in the first year resulting in 36 interviews. | interviewed 7 staff once. In the second
year of evidence collection, I interviewed 12 students and conducted 18 interviews. |
interviewed 2 staff once. The decline in on-campus student interview numbers
occurred in the main because students from the first-year tutorial class were divided
into two tutorial classes for their second-year. | chose to interview students participants

who were in the tutorial class | observed.
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Table 1: Number of interviews conducted and medium employed

Participants

Number of participants
interviewed

Medium

First year on-campus paper

1% set of interviews: 6

10 face-to-face

Students 2" set of interviews: 7 3 telephone
6 face-to-face
Staff Interviewed once: 7 1 telephone
First year distance paper
1 face-to-face
. . 3 Skype
st .
1%t set of interviews: 11 7 telephone
Students
1 face-to-face
2" set of interviews: 12 3 Skype
8 telephone
Staff Interviewed once: 2 2 face-to-face
Second-year on-campus paper
1%t interviews: 3 3 face-to-face
Students
2" interviews: 3 2 face-to-face
1 telephone
1 (combined distance plus
Staff on-campus paper interview) 1 face-to-face
Second-year distance paper
1%t interviews: 3 3 telephone
Students 9 interviewed at the end of semester 7 telephone
1 face-to-face
1 Skype
2 face-to-face
Staff 2 interviewed (combined distance plus

on-campus paper interview)
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As can be seen in the table above there were more student than staff interviews.

To reflect on my interview process, for the first few interviews I generally followed
interview prompts, particularly at the beginning of interviews. For example, “Can
you please talk me through the process of you writing your assignment.” Generally,
these prompts were not shown to the participants as | wanted the interview to
function more like a conversation. For the first few interviews, | felt that | asked
participants a series of prepared open-ended questions. Unfortunately, at times, |
tended to ask one question after another, in a way which did not always
acknowledge the participants’ responses. Towards the end of the first semester of
my research, my interviews were more conversational with me focusing on
outcomes that | wanted for each interview, rather than asking a set of pre-written
questions. In addition, as | conducted more interviews, | noticed | was more likely
to ask follow-up questions, such as inviting students to give an example to illustrate
a point made. In my own view, in other words, my interviewing practices improved
with increased experience. (Please see Appendices D and E for interview prompts.
Please see Appendix | for an example of a participant information sheet. Please see

Appendix | for an example of a staff member consent form).

O'Reilly (2005) describes observations and interviews as complementary methods,
since one can inform the other (p. 177). Consistent with O’Reilly, | found that
observations of lectures and tutorials informed my interviews. For example, in the
first-year on-campus course, | observed that only some of the PowerPoint slides
from each lecture were made available to students. | was interested in the reason
for this practice and how this impacted on students. Consequently, | asked questions
about the provision of PowerPoint slides in both staff and student interviews. Please
see Appendices E and F for examples of students and staff member interview

prompts.

Interviews mostly took 30 to 60 minutes and ranged from 13 to 90 minutes. | took
field notes of the interviews shortly afterwards (field notes are discussed in Section
4.5.4). All interviews were audio-recorded with the participants’ permission and
were transcribed. The first set of student interviews | transcribed myself, but later |

employed a professional transcriber, since | found transcribing the interviews time-
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consuming. It was important that |1 use my time as productively as possible since |
was working and studying at the time. While transcribing | did notice themes,
trends, and possible points of interest. However, in checking the transcribers’
transcriptions of interview statements | also noticed themes, trends, and possible
points of interest. Therefore, | found little added benefit in my transcribing the
interviews, and it was more time effective to have the interviews professionally
transcribed. Member checks were conducted. Please see Appendix D for a copy of
the email sent to participants. Most participants responded within the specified time
frame that they were satisfied with the interview statement. A few participants had
edited small sections of text which were generally grammatical changes.

| asked participants which medium they preferred for their interviews: face-to-face,
telephone, or Skype (see table 1). This resulted in the collection of evidence in all

three interview modes.

| discovered that each interview had its challenges. The first telephone interviews I
conducted were with first-year, on-campus students. | found it more challenging to
develop a conversational style via telephone than in face-to-face situations. Students
interviewed by telephone tended to give quite short responses that often lacked depth.
One on-campus participant I interviewed via telephone for the first interview and face-
to-face for the second. She reflected that she gave more in-depth answers when
interviewed face-to-face. | think this could have been partly due to me, on the phone,
not allowing students enough time for thinking between responses before asking another

question.

The majority of the distance students were interviewed via telephone. | experienced a
different challenge with them than with on-campus students. Distance students tended
to be quite talkative. | found it more difficult than with face-to-face interviews to
manage turn-taking probably because the visual, non-verbal cues were not present. At
times, | wanted to ask for clarification but did not do this, as it was difficult to interrupt
the participant’s conversational flow. James and Busher (2009) explain that when
conducting a face-to-face interview, non-verbal cues are a feature of the social

interaction between the researcher and informants.

In using Skype, it was helpful to be able to see the participant. | found it built rapport

and 1 could see the non-verbal cues. However, the technology at times was
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challenging. | found on particularly windy days that Skype would cut in and out
during interviews. This meant it was sometimes difficult to hear what was said (both
for me and the interviewee). When this occurred it also made transcribing more
difficult.

Seymour (2001) posits that social scientists have viewed the face-to-face encounter
as the most favourable way to engage with research participants when undertaking
qualitative research. | found | was more comfortable with this medium, however,
since | did not have an office, had no interviewing space on-campus and at times

found it difficult to book a private room.

4.5.3 Informal conversation

A method of collecting information from participants in ethnographic research is
through informal conversations (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). This can take
place in a range of settings, such as the informant and researcher meeting for a cup
of coffee. Agar (2008) refers to “hanging out,” (p. 158) which he describes as
having brief conversation with an informant while waiting for something to occur.
While conducting my research, | sometimes engaged in informal conversations with
student and staff participants before and after lectures and tutorials. At times, it was
simply to engage in informalities such as salutations. Other times, | asked questions
to inform my understanding of events. For example, sitting in the lecture theatre
just before one lecture began, | asked two students why students in the previous
lecture had been unusually silent throughout the lecture. This provided me with
insights that I may not have been able to gain during interviews, owing to the time
delay in conducting interviews and relying on participants’ memories of an event
that may not have been significant to them. | saw these conversations between
informants and myself as providing a means of accessing evidence possibly not

gained through other methods.

4.5.4 Observation

Observation is a key feature of ethnographic research. Observation can be described
as a research method where researchers “systematically observe and record
people’s behaviour, actions and interactions” (Hennink et al., 2011, p. 170).
Observations enable researchers to observe the participants in their surroundings,

their interactions and cultural activities. This enables researchers to see first-hand
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people engaging in their world (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). A description of
the process | generally followed for observations is provided below. The taking of

field notes is explored in Chapter 4.5.4.

I conducted observations of tutorials and lectures for both the first-and second-year
classes. Please see table 2 for the number of the observations and tutorials

conducted.

The observations could be described as systematic since they each followed a
similar format. | generally arrived at least 5 minutes early for tutorials and lectures
in order to observe students’ interactions with each other before classes. In the few
minutes before each tutorial began (and at times lectures) | attempted to build
rapport with student participants by, for example, saying hello to a few students and
asking how their week had been. I did this to reduce the likelihood that my presence
would make students feel uncomfortable.

During each observation | sat with students. During lectures, in the first year of
evidence collection, | sat at different places in the lecture theatre (sometimes near
the front, sometimes in the middle, sometimes to one side, sometimes towards the
back of the lecture theatre). In tutorials tables were arranged into small groups
which generally consisted of approximately four tables. Generally about six to eight
students sat in one group. There were approximately 30 students in each tutorial. In
the first semester of evidence collection, | sat at the same table for an entire tutorial
but chose different groups of students to sit with. Sitting at tables with students
enabled me to observe (and hear) students engaging with each other, closely
observe students taking part in tutorial activities and | was able to engage in
conversation with students. In the second year, in lectures, | sat near the students
that were my on-campus participants. In the second-year tutorials, there were four
on-campus students who were my participants. | tried to sit at a table near my
participants (and at times at the same table as my participants) so that | could
observe them. 1 did not sit at their table each time because I did not want other

students and the staff member to be able to predict who my participants were.

At the end of each tutorial observation | would say goodbye to students and wish

them well.
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One reason for conducting observations was so that | could describe and interpret
academic writing events and practices rather than rely solely on participants’
reports. In addition, observations were used to inform my interviews since a number
of prompts were formulated based on my observations of tutorials and lectures.
Observation enabled me to gain an understanding of academic writing induction
events and practices that would not have been possible via other research methods.

The degree of participation by the researcher during observations can vary from
engagement as a complete participant to a non-participant. A complete participant
can be defined as someone taking part in the core activities of the group being
researched. A non-participant, as the name suggests, desists from engaging in the
core activities (Hennink et al., 2011). There can be varying degrees of participation
within these two categories. Adler and Adler (1987) refer to complete membership,
active membership and peripheral membership. Peripheral participation is used in
a similar way to non-participation. My role as researcher was closest to a peripheral
membership role (Adler & Adler, 1987) or non-participant role, which is the “least
committed to the social world studied” (p. 36), as the researcher does not participate
in core activities. | define the core activities of my student participants as practices,
such as writing the required academic assignments and reading academic texts. At
times, | did take part in certain core activities but only as a researcher. For example,
I read the core texts for both courses, for several reasons. First, | wanted to become
familiar with the content of the readings, just as | became familiar with other course
content, such as assignment instructions. Second, as | read the texts, | tried
experiencing the reading from the perspective of the student participants, taking
note of lexical level, complexity of concepts and volume of reading expected.

In addition to observing lectures and tutorials, | also “observed” the online
categories of each course. When observing students’ online postings, | again
adopted the peripheral membership role but in a less participatory fashion than with
tutorials and lectures. I lurked. In other words, | observed without participating. |
did so because there were only two designated roles possible in the Moodle set-up,
that of lecturer, and that of student. It was not appropriate for me to take part as
either, as | was a researcher — neither a lecturer nor student. If I had assumed either
role, 1 could have influenced the direction of online conversations and perhaps

impacted the development of students’ writing.
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4.5.5 Field notes

Field notes are a researcher’s record of conversations, descriptions of settings, the
researcher’s reflections on conversations and settings (Burns, 2000) and
interpretations of the aforementioned (Agar, 2008). Field notes are an important
aspect of interpretive research or ethnographic research because with an inductive
approach conclusions to be drawn are not pre-determined (Schwartz-Shea &
Yanow, 2012). The taking of field notes, and the reading of field notes, can enable
the researcher to notice patterns of events which have become established as regular

or typical practices (Schensul et al., 1999).

During my research, | took field notes of observations, conversations and
interviews. Field notes of observations generally began with a general commentary.
For example, when | was observing lectures | would note where | was sitting in the
lecture theatre, where other students were tending to sit, and if my student
participants were sitting near each other. | would then take field notes of what
occurred in the tutorial. 1 would make notes of the general structure and content of
each tutorial and when anything arose that related to academic literacy | would try
to record this in as much detail as possible. Thus, even though | was using an
inductive approach | was guided by my conceptual framework and research

questions.

| took field notes of conversations that | thought might be useful. For example,
during the lecture which took place on 8 May 2013, which was for first-year
students, students were extremely quiet throughout the entire lecture. This was
unusual since there was generally the hum of students talking to each other
throughout lecture. In the following lecture | asked two students sitting next to me
why students seemed particularly focused during this lecture and noted the students’

response.

As stated above | took field notes of interviews. As soon after the interview as
possible I would begin by making notes about how I felt the interview went, and
anything that stood out for me at the time. The below is an extract | wrote after
conducting my first interview with one first-year on-campus student on Saturday
13 April, 2013.
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“During the interview I found it very difficult to decide whether or not to let
XxX [student name] continue with her line of speech when she got off topic,
or whether | should allow her to continue speaking about topics for which |
could not see the connection between my question and her response.
Approximately half way through the first interview I realised that once off
topic she did not tend to get back on topic. By allowing xxx [student name]
to talk at length about matters that did not relate to my questions, | noticed
that much of what she talked about was relationships, relationships between
herself and her family, in particular grandparents and mother. To me this

indicated that she was homesick.”

The writing of this reflection encouraged me to consider what it was like for on-
campus students to be living away from home for the first time. Another reason
why | made note of the above student’s focus on family was that | was aware that

part of my conceptual framework was communities of practice.

Field notes were written in two stages: writing initial field notes during lectures and
tutorials and then enlarging on these later. This assisted me to gain insights. | found
that by enlarging on my field notes | was formulating possible reasons and
implications of events and practices observed. In the above example it was while
enlarging on my field notes that | considered how often the student had mentioned
family members and what this possibly meant. As mentioned above I interpreted
this as the student being homesick.

A challenge with taking field notes in the first year was that I did not know what to
focus on and write detailed notes about, since | had no predetermined themes or
codes. However, as mentioned above the taking of field notes was influenced by
my conceptual framework and research questions. Beginning evidence collection
without having codes and/or themes is consistent with an inductive approach (see
Charmaz, 1983). A result of my approach was that I took prolific field notes (in fact
over 70,000 words in the first year), particularly during the observations of lectures
and tutorials. For the first few weeks of my evidence collection | would sometimes
reread my field notes in the evenings and ponder possible themes that were
emerging and implications of my evidence. The practice of expanding on the field

notes was effectively the beginning of my analysis of evidence.
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After | completed the initial coding of two student and one staff member’s interview
statements (see Section 4.6), the categories | had in respect of student and staff
understandings of academic writing included: punctuation, spelling, syntax,
referencing, course content, structure, and flow. In a supervision meeting I
presented these categories and my Chief Supervisor introduced me to his
framework (see Figure 1) for a rhetorical view of textual production. This
framework was a useful heuristic since it enabled me to consider aspects of writing
that were both present and missing in the interview statements. It also enabled me
to adopt the position of writing as a rhetorical act driven by the context, audience,
and purpose. Drawing on this framework meant | was aware of aspects of academic
writing that participants had not commented on, such as intended audience, voice

and argument.

Despite adopting this framework as a kind of thematic check, | still attempted to
use an inductive approach to evidence collection and analysis (see Section 4.6) in
that I tried to keep an open mind to thematic possibilities that were not implicit in
this framework. Charmaz (2006) states that with grounded theory coding (an
inductive approach) in the initial focused coding phase researcher/s “mine early
data for analytic ideas to pursue in further data collection and analysis” (p. 46). This

is what | did.

| used field notes to record information such as what had occurred in tutorials and
lectures. This aided my analysis and the writing of Chapters 5, 6 and 7.

In sum, the taking of field notes meant | had a record of conversations, descriptions
of settings, my reflections on conversations, events and practices, some
interpretations of the aforementioned, and suggestions for possible themes and

codes.

4.5.6 Survey

The use of surveys is a common research method (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984,
Vehovar & Manfreda, 2008). There are many types and forms of survey, such as
the questionnaire. According to Burns (2000), the three types of items that are
generally used in the construction of a questionnaire are: closed items, open-ended
items, and scale items. A closed item is where participants are given a choice of

answers to choose from. Open-ended items are generally questions to which the
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participant/s respond. Scale items are a list, in terms of some kind of predetermined
scale, and participants rate the items by “indicating degrees of agreement or

disagreement” (p. 573).

In the first semester of evidence gathering, | emailed a brief Survey Monkey
questionnaire to 10 on-campus student participants (please see Appendix G). Seven
students completed the questionnaire. In my questionnaire, I used closed items (e.g.,
for information on experience with computers), open items (e.g., for previous
education information) and scale items (for age gradings). The reason for using the
questionnaire was that | wanted to obtain background information on students so
that in the interviews, the focus was solely on academic writing. However, during
the first set of interviews, | rethought this decision since | found that questions such
as background and previous education could be used as ice-breakers. Therefore,
when the first set of interviews were conducted with distance students in Semester
B, 2013, I did not use a survey, but instead asked some questions from the survey
at the beginning of the interview. This, | felt, worked well. | did not use a survey
for staff.

4.5.7 Focus group

Focus groups can be referred to as group interviews (Silverman, 2011). The
discussion is generally based on a set of questions predetermined by the interviewer.
One reason for having focus groups is that group members “influence each other
by responding to ideas and comments in the discussion” (Krueger, 1994, p. 6). This
means that different research evidence may emerge than would from an interview
that is solely between the interviewer and interviewee. A fairly recent type of focus
group is the online focus group, which can be conducted both synchronously or

asynchronously (James & Busher, 2009).

For my research, | attempted to supplement my student interviews with two
asynchronous, unstructured focus groups (one for each cohort). I did this because |
wanted to provide student participants opportunities to reflect on and discuss the
writing of their assignments with each other. In addition, it provided them with a
method for reflecting on aspects of their writing as events occurred. This
immediacy was not possible with the interviews since they occurred only twice per

semester. | did not invite staff to take part, since | wanted to create opportunities
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for students to discuss together without an authority figure present. The
asynchronous format meant students could reflect on their writing process or any
aspect of writing at any time or anything else they chose to comment on or reflect

on.

| trialled two social media sites. | originally applied for ethical approval from the
institutions ethics committee to set up an asynchronous focus group, using
Facebook, for the first-year students enrolled in the on-campus programme. This
was not approved because the committee considered it non-secure and they had
concerns about participants’ confidentiality. | opted for Google Groups®, because
it could be accessed 24 hours a day and had a private groups’ setting. The setting |
used was “only invited users.” | gained ethical approval to use this site. I invited the
10 face-to-face, on-campus student participants to join this forum and uploaded an
initial posting suggesting that they reflect on their assignment writing process.
Three viewed my social media site but for the first day I did not have it set up
correctly and they could view only. | changed this after 24 hours, but from this time
on no student participant viewed the site or interacted with it. When interviewed,
students gave reasons for non- participation. A typical response was “I found it
really hard to navigate... | am okay when it comes to technology ... but that ... was
completely new to me. ... | had no idea how to work that.” Therefore, | decided
against this form of focus group after the first semester.

The following semester | used Facebook Secret Groups for distance students, who
were in their second semester of study. | gained ethical approval by providing
written evidence that | could take measures to make the site secure. | set up the site
and after the initial posting, where | explained to students its purpose, | did not
interact since | wanted to lessen my influence on what students posted. In other
words, | lurked. I invited 25 students to join. Fifteen signed up and most interacted
or viewed comments written by other participants. Interactions were prolific, with
first-semester students writing a total of nearly 6,000 words. In the second year,
distance students interacted very minimally on this Facebook site. |1 found the
evidence collected from Facebook useful, as it supplemented evidence collected by
other means. For example, one distance student wrote, “This was one of the hardest
essays to get my head around.” | used this posting as an interview prompt. In the

second year, | set up a Facebook Secret Group for the on-campus students. At this
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point | had four student participants. Two requested to join the site but did not

interact or post.

4.5.8 Documentary evidence

Documents used as evidence, consisted of course outlines, student assignments
(some with feedback from academic staff), online conversations in Moodle and
Facebook and set reading texts. | had a course outline for each of the courses (2 on-
campus and 2 distance). In the first-year courses, set reading texts consisted of a
book of readings and a textbook. The book of readings contained a selection of
journal articles and book chapters. In the second-year courses set reading texts
consisted of two text books, one of which they had used in a first-year course. |
collected 47 student assignments (please see Appendix M), 31 from the first year
(9 from on-campus students and 22 from distance) and 16 from the second year (2
from on-campus students and 14 from distance). | also had access to written
feedback provided by staff for approximately half of these assignments. | asked
students if they would be willing to share with me copies of their assignments. Some
students emailed these to me. When | interviewed some of the on-campus students
face-to-face we copied their assignment (when their permission was gained) if they
had brought their assignment to the interview with them (as | had requested), and if

there was a photocopier close by.

Supplementing observations and interviews with documentary evidence added
another dimension to my evidence. For example, in some interviews, | asked
students about the planning of their paragraphs, and from this it emerged that
students generally understood that paragraphs contained one main idea. However,
in examining student assignments, it emerged that a few students broke up
paragraphs which contained one main idea into more than one paragraph. If | had
relied solely 