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ABSTRACT 

 

The background to this study is the ongoing issue in the second language 

acquisition and second language writing fields regarding the role of explicit language 

instruction in teaching and learning.  Dominant communicative and process approaches 

have been critiqued for minimizing grammar instruction and reducing the role of the 

instructor to that of facilitator (Kramsch, 2006).  The process approach to writing, widely 

adopted in the American context, has further been criticized for failing to provide 

sufficient attention to linguistic form or the situated nature of language use, and can 

therefore be detrimental to English as a Second Language (ESL) and minority students 

(Hyland, 2003; Martin, 2002).  

The purpose of this action research study is to challenge accepted practice in ESL 

writing with the implementation of an experimental syllabus informed by a sociocultural 

approach, specifically Vygotsky’s (1987) assertion of the key role that awareness and 

control of theoretical concepts plays in cognitive development. Following Gal’perin and 

Davydov, the classroom approach implemented here is essentially concerned with L2 

development as the internalization, appropriation and control of conceptual meaning in 

the context of the goal-oriented activities of teaching and learning. This research and 

pedagogy calls attention to the importance of the quality and sequence of instruction, in 

which full and explicit attention is given to an abstract conceptual framework before 

learners proceed to explore concrete instantiations of the abstract concepts in question. 
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Halliday’s (1978) social semiotic understanding of language, text and context was 

the central concept presented to a mixed ESL and native-speaking composition class, and 

various activities and exercises were designed in keeping with the principles guiding this 

16-week research project. Learners made use of didactic models and verbalization 

activities, including extensive collaborative writing, as they worked with the concepts 

and explored the ways in which the target academic discourse reflects Halliday’s theory 

of language in use.   These concepts were then applied in the writing of research, re-

writing for a new audience, and reflection papers.   

Following Negueruela (2003), the internalization of concepts can be captured 

through analysis of three kinds of data: level of awareness through the learners’ analysis 

of text; evidence of mediated thought recorded in classroom and online interaction; and 

writing development which gives evidence of control over the meaning-making resources 

of the language. Writing development was tracked using T-Unit analysis, lexical density, 

rhetorical move analysis and the ratings from three expert raters, who graded the resulting 

papers for language use, analysis and organization. 

The findings of three case studies provide general support for the implementation 

of concept-based instruction and a theoretical and explicit attention to requisite aspects of 

the target discourse in ESL writing pedagogy. There is clear evidence that the concept-

based approach fosters awareness and control over relevant features of the target 

language necessary for successful participation in academic discourse communities. This 

research also calls attention to the need for further articulation and exploration of the 

notions of quality and sequence in writing instruction. 
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PREFACE 

 

 

From the fall semester of 2004, until the spring of 2006, I taught Academic 

Writing for second language students (ESL) in the English Department at the University 

of Arizona.  I employed the process approach in my classroom, as I had been trained to 

do, yet experienced growing dissatisfaction with my own teaching and learner outcomes.  

This dissatisfaction was compounded by an early pilot study I attempted in one of my 

classes in the fall of 2005. I was interested in the developmental effects of collaboration 

amongst ESL writers and so recorded students as they gave reciprocal feedback on their 

written work.  The results were at once disappointing and surprising to me as a teacher. I 

found, across the three groups recorded, that the students were not particularly engaged 

with the task and generally attending to only surface level concerns in their feedback on 

the texts.  This impression was supported by the fact that very few meaningful revisions 

were taking place between first and second drafts.  Consultation with the literature on 

peer review suggested my findings were not unusual. Leki (1998), for example, 

suggested that there were important cultural and academic reasons why, for ESL students, 

peer review was not necessarily a useful classroom activity.     

While still considering the implications of these insights, a former student visited 

me in my office hours. She was a Korean student who had taken my 107 class two 

semesters earlier.  I remembered her well since she had often been in my office hours 

seeking help with drafts of her papers.  She told me that she had just failed English 108 at 

the local community college and couldn’t understand how that could have happened, 
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since she had gotten a B grade from my class.  I also couldn’t understand what had 

happened. Had I erroneously given her a B? I looked again at her portfolio of papers that 

evening and remained convinced that her writing had been of a good standard.  Thinking 

back over the semester, however, I realized that Min (changed name) had become very 

adept at taking my feedback and answers to her many questions and making the 

necessary changes to her drafts.  These revisions were being implemented, without, I now 

suspected, any real understanding of what the underlying reasons were for the changes 

she was making. Inadvertently I had, in a sense, almost written the papers for her.  

Without this support at the local college she had struggled as a writer and had indeed 

failed her next course. 

This was very disturbing to me. I had clearly failed this student and, without 

realizing it, had basically taught her nothing other than how to take my comments and 

suggestions and make surface changes to her work.  As a writer she had not developed. I 

began to assess the syllabus and the materials with which I was teaching my classes and 

began to realize that the prescribed focus on process and the writer was at the expense of 

a genuine and meaningful focus on language or the discourse of academic culture in this 

context.  It was with this realization that my research began, with the guiding question:  

How could a more powerful instructional and learning experience be realized for the 

students in this context? 
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CHAPTER 1   

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Context for study 

 

One consequence of globalization is the increased numbers of international 

students seeking the benefits and advantages of an education in a number of different 

countries. The majority of international students in the United States are from Asia and 

are therefore likely to require specific support in developing the requisite English skills 

for full participation in their chosen academic communities of practice. This provides 

challenges for students and institution alike and has given rise to the growth in interest in 

English for Academic Purposes and composition for ESL students.  As Long and 

Richards (2003) suggest, “Second language writing skills play an increasingly important 

role today in the lives of professionals in almost every field” (p. xv). The discipline of 

ESL composition, Matsuda (2003) reflects, has until recently found itself between two 

different scholarly poles –first language (L1) composition and Applied Linguistics, and 

as such has often suffered a lack of focus and clear theoretical orientation. One result of 

this has been a lack of clear orientation as to what issues multilingual writers bring with 

them to these settings. Matsuda (2003) in reviewing the history of the field suggests that 

ESL writing has only really come of age in the past twenty years or so – the emergence of 

a true “sub-discipline” being marked by increasing amounts of research and specific 
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journals, such as the Journal of Second Language Writing, to distribute the latest 

findings.  

Silva (1993) points out that composing in a second language is different in 

significant ways from composition in a native language (L1). Traditionally, ESL 

composition pedagogy has relied upon a structural approach that has been characterized 

as trying to seek to “fix” the “problems” and unquestioningly assimilate the students into 

the discourse of the L1 academic culture (Canagarajah, 2002). Thus, ESL composition 

has been held to be nothing more than L1 Composition with, perhaps, additional and ad 

hoc feedback on grammatical mistakes.   

The dominant approach in second language writing today remains the process 

approach.  As Matsuda (2003) informs, “The notion of writing as process was introduced 

to L2 studies by Vivian Zamel (1976), who argued that advanced L2 writers are similar to 

L1 writers and can benefit from instruction emphasizing the process of writing” (p. 21). 

The defining feature of this approach is indeed the focus on writing that involves multiple 

drafts and the ongoing incorporation of various kinds of feedback. While welcomed as a 

paradigm shift by some (e.g. Raimes, 1985), the process approach to writing has been 

critiqued by others (e.g. Johns, 1997) in ways that will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 

Increasingly, however, the genre-based approach is being seen as a genuine rival 

to the dominant paradigm in second language (L2) writing pedagogy (Tardy, 2006; 

Johns, 2002).  My own awareness of this approach grew out of my interest in both 

sociocultural theory and Hallidayan linguistics.  Reading Coe (1994) and Miller (1995), I 

was immediately struck by the commensurability of the theoretical positions being taken 
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by genre theorists and Vygotskian scholars (e.g. Lantolf and Thorne, 2006) who were 

interested in second language pedagogical innovation. Miller’s (1995) well-known 

conceptualization of genre as “social action” similarly struck me as essentially a 

Hallidayan (1985) perspective in which language choice, both at the word and discourse 

level, is in essence a function of social context.  This functional theory of language 

combined with the notion of the concept as the appropriate unit for pedagogical 

intervention (Negueruela, 2003) seemed then to offer a potential framework for the 

pedagogical innovation I had been seeking. 

 A genre-based approach, as will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, has been 

usefully divided into three camps (Hyon, 1996): the Sydney School, the New Rhetoric 

School and the English for Specific Purposes School, often associated with the work of 

John Swales (e.g. 1990). Though widely theorized, there remains a lack of research in 

actual classroom outcomes from the pedagogical application of genre theory. This is 

particularly true for research involving students at lower levels of language proficiency 

and for students at the onset of their academic careers. Tardy, in offering a detailed 

review of the current research in genre, outlines 60 research studies on genre, yet of 

these, only 7 can be said to be exploring pedagogical and classroom outcomes. As Tardy 

(2006) explains: “Despite the echoing of this need for more empirical research (Hyland, 

2000; Hyon, 1996; Parks, 2001), studies of genre and instruction have so far remained 

primarily theoretical and anecdotal” (p. 89).  

 The purpose and objectives for this study then emerge from a pedagogical concern: 

what principles should guide the instructional practices when teaching second language 
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writing? How best to apply theoretical insights from genre and sociocultural theory and 

trace the developmental impact of the design and implementation of a concept-based 

pedagogy for freshman ESL writing students? It was, at the outset, my belief that such an 

approach would provide a more powerful learning experience for students in this context.  

An action research design was therefore adopted so that as a teacher/researcher I could 

fully evaluate the developmental impact of the curricular innovation. I believe ESL 

students should feel more valued as individuals and more engaged in the learning 

process; I also am convinced that their understanding of the writing process and their 

writing itself should be at the conceptual level, as suggested by a Vygotskian perspective 

(see discussion later). This, theoretically, leads to an increase in self-regulation of the 

semiotic resources available in the culture (see discussion in Chapter 3 on concept–based 

instruction). This is important for failure to negotiate the requirements of academic 

discourse can have important gate-keeping consequences for this student population. 

While at the same time it is hoped that in gaining the requisite genre awareness, students 

will not just assimilate and copy a style of writing handed to them, but that they will also 

start to develop ownership of the written form through multiple voices and identities in 

writing and eventually become like Canagarajah (2001), a writer who successfully 

“shuttles” between different communities, identities and voices.  I approach these 

concerns, guided by the following research questions: 

 
1.   Does the concept-based approach to writing lead to developmental changes in 

how ESL writing students conceptualize language and execute writing tasks? Is 
there evidence of the conceptual model regulating performance? If so, what 
changes are apparent? Does the writing of these learners improve? 
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2. What implications for writing pedagogy can be drawn from this action 
research experience? 

 
 

Having outlined the personal background and the broad theoretical context for the study 

in this chapter, in the following chapter, I will outline in detail the needs of ESL writing 

students in this context and also detail the main theoretical responses to these issues. This 

will be done in an overview of the genre-based composition pedagogy literature and also 

in consideration of the ways in which collaboration and technology have been 

conceptualized as useful tools to meet these educational goals.  
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CHAPTER 2  

 

 LITERATURE REVIEW (1) 

 

To make the review of the literature more manageable, I have divided it into two 

different chapters. In this chapter, I will focus on the academic needs of ESL writing 

students by discussing a general overview and then a Hallidayan, functional linguistics 

perspective. I then detail and critique the main theoretical responses to this 

teaching/learning situation. In the following chapter, I then situate this study within this 

broad theoretical context and make explicit the similarities and differences between the 

genre-based approaches to literacy and the sociocultural-based approach that I adopt in 

this research.  I specifically discuss Markova’s (1979) research in detail and suggest ways 

in which this approach has influenced the present study. 

2.1 Second language writing pedagogy  

 

With the increasing numbers of students from different cultures and backgrounds 

studying in American universities, it is important to be clear on what the academic needs 

of this diverse population are in terms of academic writing.  As Harklau (1994) points 

out, ESL and minority students are often placed in mainstream classes before they have 

the necessary proficiency to participate effectively in the class. This can lead to 

“isolation” and “marginalization” (p.1) as the students fall further behind their peers. 

Though Harklau reports some benefit to such an immersion approach, she also reports 

severe difficulties and many issues for this population, including the fact that the students 
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never receive explicit instruction or feedback on language. Thus, they are left to work 

upon what may be their own faulty assumptions about form and function to improve 

(p.18).  Silva (1993) asks for greater understanding for the “distinct nature of L2 

writing”, and his study reveals several important differences in the process and product of 

L2 composition. Hinkel (2004) suggests that the greatest need for academic writing may 

come in the first two years of their program, “when they are expected to read large 

amounts of diverse types of academic text, write many short and long assignments, and 

take numerous tests and exams” (p. 18). In the context of the present study, the 

University of Arizona writing program, the students have two (three if their proficiency 

level is deemed to be low) semesters of academic writing in the English Department to 

prepare them for their academic writing needs, regardless of their major.  The fact that a 

central writing program provides a general preparation for students across majors is 

obviously a central concern, – what is surely needed are the teaching of transferable 

writing skills that can be applied to a variety of texts and tasks. This key issue of transfer 

is something that will be discussed in detail later in the following chapter. 

A valuable piece of research (Rosenfeld, Leung, and Oltman, 2001) set out to 

define what undergraduate teachers in the academic disciplines actually look for and 

value in the academic writing of their students. In a cross-discipline survey, the following  

five areas were outlined, in order of importance, as essential for NNS students: 

 

1.  Organize writing to convey major and supporting ideas 

2.  Use relevant reasons and examples to support a position 

3.  Demonstrate a command of standard written English 
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4.  Appropriate vocabulary for the topic 

5.  Awareness of audience needs and write to a particular audience  

 

This is a useful finding, and the results can be basically categorized into three main areas 

of concern: 1 and 2 are related to organization, or global concerns, whereas 3 is related to 

accuracy and grammatical and lexical complexity. Categories 4 and 5 are different 

aspects of style and voice or more local, word-level concerns.  I will now consider each 

of these three main areas and describe approaches within ESL composition that have 

been implemented to meet these challenges. 

2. 1. 1 Organization 

 

It makes sense that areas 1 and 2 above would be considered the most important 

to undergraduate teachers, since, without organization in place, a reader, generally 

concerned with content and analysis, is unlikely to attend to other matters.  American 

academic writing has a particular organizational quality that has been found to be 

problematic for writers from different cultural backgrounds and this style is characterized 

by Shen (1989) as being direct, linear and representing a certain ideology: “The concept 

of the topic sentence, it seems to me, is symbolic of the values of a busy people in an 

industrialized society, rushing to get things done” (p. 472).  Indeed, Silva (1993) 

concludes that L2 writers need to be provided with strategies for dealing with “potentially 

unfamiliar textual patterns” if they are going to successfully negotiate participation in 

these new discourse communities. 
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The influence of a learner’s first language on their writing in a second language 

has long been a source of inquiry in applied linguistics, going right back to early 

Contrastive Analysis studies (e.g. Corder, 1967). One way of understanding the 

conceptual, rather than arbitrary, organization of discourse is offered by the approach 

associated with contrastive rhetoric (CR), an important body of research in the field. CR 

came to prominence with the early work of Kaplan (1966) and is based upon the premise 

that rhetorical strategies and patterns are determined by cultural modes of expression. By 

implication, this further suggests that multilingual students are defined by their culture 

and related “thought patterns”. These patterns, it was assumed in early research, control 

the ways in which these students write and can therefore be used to predict and solve 

problems in textual organization that may arise. This deterministic and reductionist 

approach, was based largely on a misunderstanding of the work of Benjamin Whorf who 

in fact celebrated “the plurality of languages and multilingual consciousness” (Kubota 

and Lehner p.16, 2004). The pedagogical implication of contrastive rhetoric has been 

critiqued for the ways in which English is held up as a model of rationality and direct 

organization and is therefore, by implication, promoted as somehow superior. The 

students’ “thought patterns” and other cultural traditions of rhetoric are again 

marginalized and discoursally created as “other”.  This approach initially ignored the 

situated nature of writing as well as the agency and identity of the ESL writers 

themselves. Within this paradigm the purpose of ESL pedagogy was ultimately to 

“remove” the influence from the L1 on the L2. Canagarajah (2002) describes this as a 

“deficit approach” that, at its most negative manifestation, has seen ESL writers taking 
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remedial classes without credit and without the intellectually stimulating, and often 

critical, content associated with L1 composition.    

Yet, CR clearly has a contribution to make to second language composition and 

revised visions of this approach (see Connor, 1996; Kroll, 2003) have suggested 

important ways in which awareness of a student’s L1 discoursal culture may inform a 

more successful approach to L2 composition, and engage students in the exploration in 

the cultural aspects of discourse organization. Lehner and Kubota (2002) go further and 

suggest that a critical contrastive rhetoric is required to further question and problematize 

the issues related to culture in writing. The cultural values underlying textual 

organization are an important idea that I discuss in more detail in chapter 4 (where I 

discuss the pedagogical approach adopted in this study).  

2. 1. 2 Accuracy  

  

Foster and Skehan (1996) define accuracy as “freedom from error” and much 

work on general writing proficiency development has looked at this issue. A relationship 

has been found to exist between levels of accuracy, often measured in terms of number of 

errors per clause or T-Unit, and a holistic measure of text effectiveness (Sweedler-Brown, 

1993). Of course, within the notion of accuracy, the different kinds of errors and their 

impact must also be considered, and this is also related in important ways to grammatical 

complexity, defined by Foster and Skehan (1996) as “progressively more elaborate 

language” (p. 303). Research has suggested that these two features of written 

performance may be linked in a non-linear fashion in which accuracy falls as complexity 
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goes up.  These relationships are further complicated by measures of lexical complexity 

(i.e. range of vocabulary), which will also have an impact upon accuracy and overall 

complexity (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998). Indeed, in research terms, there is no clear 

picture regarding the measurement of these competing aspects of textual performance and 

how they are interrelated. However, in practical terms, Hinkel (2004) makes the 

relationship between accuracy and performance clear: 

 

If NNS college and university students are to succeed in competition for grades 
and attain their educational objectives, the level of accuracy needs to at least 
attempt to approximate that of NS students of similar academic standing. 

                                                                                           (p.34)      

 

This is the reality of studying in an American institution that ESL students face in their 

undergraduate and graduate programs.  I see this then as an important aspect of the work 

of the ESL Composition classes – though the native-speaker model is not the appropriate 

one to try to emulate, it is still important to try to promote a language proficiency 

sufficient for the students to do as well as they possibly can, given developmental levels, 

time available for study and overall language proficiency.  This being so, appropriate 

attention to grammatical form and academic vocabulary must surely be an important part 

of the ESL curriculum if tangible improvements are to be made. 

2. 1. 3. Style and voice 

   

 Writing academically is not only about conveying content accurately and with 

appropriate organization. It is also inherently a social act that carries the identity of the 
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writer where the appropriate writer-reader relationship must be negotiated and 

maintained. As Hyland (2002, p. 1092) explains: 

 

In adopting the practices and discourses of a community we come, over time, to 
adopt its perspectives and interpretations, seeing the world in the same ways and 
taking on an identity as a member of that community. In sum, our discoursal 
choices align us with certain values and beliefs that support particular identities.   

 

 

Essentially then, Hyland is suggesting that the teaching of pragmatic competence is 

important for effective academic prose. It seems logical that this aspect of writing is 

particularly challenging for second language writers from cultures that, for example, tend to 

place a certain emphasis on respect for authority and the importance of face (Scollon & 

Scollon, 2001). Culture intrudes into our communicative practices in significant ways, and 

undergraduates familiar with different writing traditions and ideas of teacher status, for 

example, have little incentive to assert an authorial stance or engage with readers with 

confidence, particularly as the judgments of these readers have material consequences. As 

Hyland emphasizes, “These problems often place students at a rhetorical and interpersonal 

disadvantage, preventing them from communicating appropriate integrity and commitments, 

and undermining their relationship to readers” (2002, p.2). Conversely, in many rhetorical 

traditions, strong statements and claims are often used to convey a sense of conviction and 

emphasis (Connor, 1996) that would be inappropriate and exaggerated in an Anglo-

American setting. As Hinkel (2002) points out, “several studies have found that L2 

academic text frequently contain overstatements, exaggerations and forceful persuasion” (p. 

314). With increasing numbers of international students entering Anglophone universities, it 

is important that both students and tutors are aware of such seen, but often unnoticed, 

constructions of writer–reader relationships. For example,  Johns (1997) notes that the 



 

 

30 

hedged and depersonalized register of academic writing, in which the personal voice is 

almost erased, and the claims of the author are detached and objective, is rarely addressed in 

ESL writing.   

 
2.2   A Hallidayan perspective 
 
 Halliday (1978, 1993) suggests that all human learning is in fact a semiotic process of 

meaning making, with language the “prototypical form of human semiotic” (1993, p.93). 

In his work on a language-based theory of learning (1993), he makes the important 

distinction between congruent and non-congruent, or synoptic, discourses.  A congruent 

form of discourse, is associated with the highly situated and context dependent activity of 

daily life; reality is presented in terms of actors, actions and process.  This congruent 

discourse is verb-based and is described by Gee as “the primary discourses of familiarity” 

(1998).  This is in contrast with Gee’s “secondary discourses” which are those uses of 

language associated with the workplace, education and social institutions. This non-

congruent discourse, in Halliday’s terms, presents human experiences in terms of 

objectified knowledge and relies upon nominal patterns of use.  The shift to noun forms, 

instead of verbs, is called grammatical metaphor, and allows concrete meanings to be 

expressed in abstract and technical ways. This leads to different kinds of organization 

within texts, and to the objectification of the world around us, so that it may be analyzed as 

such. As Halliday explains: “children learn to construe their experience in two 

complimentary modes: the dynamic mode of the everyday commonsense grammar and the 

synoptic mode of the elaborated written grammar” (p. 112).  In learning an L2, it is very 

likely that learners first learn the language of everyday interaction; and the specialized or 

synoptic written discourses of academics will therefore require a restructuring of their 

understanding of the target language, and how it functions in different contexts.   
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 Schleppegrell (2004, p.47) offers the following overview of Halliday’s position on the 

ways in which grammar and lexis, specifically in an academic writing context, are essentially 

meaning-making resources.  

 
Contextual Variable Linguistic Realization 

Field (Presenting ideas) Ideational Choices 
    Noun phrases/nominal groups (participants) 
    Verb (process types) 

  Prepositional phrases, adverbial adjuncts, and other         
resources for information about time, place, manner, 
etc. (circumstances) 

 Resources for making logical relationships 
Tenor (Taking a stance) Interpersonal Choices 

   Mood (statements, questions, demands) 
   Modality (modal verbs and adverbs) 
   Intonation 
Other resources for evaluative and attitudinal meaning        
(e.g. resources for appraisal) 

Mode (Structuring a text) Textual Choices 
   Cohesive devices, including conjunctions and connectors 
   Clause-combining strategies 
   Thematic organization 

Table 2. 1 Grammar and the context of situation 
 
 
She argues that functional grammar is an approach that  “identifies the configuration of 

grammatical structures which is typical of or expected in different kinds of socially relevant 

tasks” (p.45).  As is suggested by table 2 above, in every clause of the written word three 

different aspects of the context of situation are enacted through lexical and grammatical 

choice. We suggest some kind of experience (field); we enact or suggest some kind of 

relationship between reader and writer (tenor) and we structure texts in some way that 

allows us to make sense (mode).  Any changes in social context influence how this is 
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achieved in the different variables outlined.  A genre, then, is a dynamic and ongoing 

substantiation of this process in which patterns of lexical choice, styles of making meaning 

and organizing texts are repeated.  In writing a successful academic text, therefore, a learner 

writer needs to be able to deal with these different elements to create effective register and 

organization. Notice that understanding grammar as an abstract syntactic system is not 

enough to understand the ways in which language, as a meaning-making resource, is being 

employed in a given text to realize the context of situation.  A simple model of an academic 

paper, as may be given to students in a process-based writing (see Student Guide, 2005), is 

similarly ineffective and only partial in its explanation of why text is organized as it is.  It 

fails to take account of the essential relationship between textual purpose, audience and 

context that has structured any given text. As will be argued, any approach that features a 

focus on process with reliance upon such empirical descriptions of organization (do it like 

this) and language use (because I said so) surely offers an inadequate and ultimately 

unsatisfactory means of teaching writing.  As Schleppegrell (2004) contends, “The 

challenge for all learners is to create texts that realize the expected social contexts” (p.49).  

  The Hallidayan perspective explains and accounts for many of the issues that 

not only ESL writers, but also any student in joining an institute of higher education, 

experience.  The issue of voice relates to the more objective, formal and impersonal manner 

in which experience is related in academic prose.  A writer has to learn to remove the self 

from the text to some degree and also write for and communicate to an audience who is 

absent.  Whereas discourse in daily life is structured temporally, that is by the immediate 

context of the setting and preceding talk, in academic prose a more logical and 

decontextualized organization is preferred. Each idea must relate specifically to the central 

claim and there must be a linear and logical movement between ideas, all of which are 

signalled to the reader. 
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 Such then are the daunting issues facing the ESL composition student and 

instructor.  Having outlined these general needs, it is now pertinent to review the major 

approaches that have been adopted to meet these challenges. 

2.3 Theoretical and classroom approaches to ESL writing 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, the process approach to writing was hailed as a 

paradigm shift by some in L2 writing (Raimes, 1983) and there is no doubt that it has 

become the dominant approach to first language writing in the United States.  

Increasingly, this focus on writing as a process and invention and discovery of ideas has 

been seen as problematic for L2 writing since a systematic focus on language is held to 

be secondary or even inhibitory to the process. As Hinkel (2004) explains: “issues of L2 

grammar, lexis and errors are to be addressed only as needed in the context of writing and 

L2 writers…are exposed to text and discourse to learn from them and, thus, acquire L2 

grammar and lexis naturally” (p.5).  Raimes (1991, p. 410) characterizes this model by 

suggesting that now much writing instruction  “contains no grammar reference or 

instructional component” whatsoever.  Attention to error and form is primarily something 

that comes in the feedback stage where errors may be indicated by the teacher or peer 

reviewer.  The efficacy of this approach to grammar has been increasingly questioned 

however. In a review of the research on this issue, Truscott (1996) suggests that explicit 

grammatical feedback, addressing specific errors in the student writing, is not only 

ineffective in improving accuracy in composition but can actually have a negative impact 

on learners since they can become de-motivated and confused.  
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Martin suggests that this implicit, process-based approach is problematic in that it 

promotes “a situation which only the brightest, middle class monolingual students 

benefit” (cited in Johns, 2002, p.5). Martin maintains that these processes are themselves 

ones that rely upon an assumed knowledge and understanding of how text functions and 

may therefore be unfair to minority or ESL writers since the resources required to 

participate and succeed in this process are not fairly distributed across the learning 

ecology. This argument reflects the work done by Heath (1986) who outlined the 

implications that different home literacy experiences had for children once they started 

school. It is not the case, of course, that one kind of literacy is better per se, only that 

certain kinds of literacy are more valued than others within educational practice (see 

Martin, 2002 for discussion of this point). 

 

2.4 Explicit vs. implicit instruction  

 

The question of the effectiveness of the process-approach to writing speaks to one of 

the central issues in second language research and pedagogy: the relative merits of 

implicit vs. explicit instruction.  The question of whether explicit knowledge can become 

implicit and accessed for spontaneous performance remains a strongly debated issue in 

the field of second language acquisition (SLA) and Applied Linguistics. Following 

Krashen (1981, 1993), the suggestion has been, in psycholinguistic areas of SLA, that 

explicit instruction/learning can not be turned into acquisition - which is then thought to 

only occur naturally with the provision of comprehensible input.  Doughty (2003) 

concludes that explicit instruction is only important in terms of “improving performance 
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in complex control tasks”, whereas the majority of learning takes place through implicit 

processing. Indeed, Doughty’s pedagogical recommendation, after reviewing this issue, is 

that declarative, explicit knowledge should be “avoided” (p. 298) in teaching.  Similarly, 

Freedman (1993) argues against the explicit teaching of genre in the classroom, basing 

her argument on Krashen’s input hypothesis and what she describes as the difficulty of 

transfer of understanding from one genre to another.  Truscott (1996), as mentioned 

earlier, argues forcefully against explicit grammar feedback citing research that suggests 

that it is not beneficial to learners.  The ongoing argument and discussion between 

Truscott (1996, 1999, 2004) and Ferris (1999, 2004) and Ferris and Roberts (2001) 

regarding the place of explicit grammar feedback has been one of the defining issues in 

the field.  Norris and Ortega (2000) found strong support for Ferris’s (1999) counter-

argument that explicit instruction provided the more powerful pedagogical experience 

when compared with a more inductive or natural approach: “Focused instructional 

treatments of whatever sort far surpass non or minimally focused exposure to the L2”  

(p.463). This finding contradicts Krashen’s theoretical position and those who argue for 

implicit, process-based instruction in the writing field.  

Arguing for an explicit and language-as-meaning based pedagogy is not, of course, to 

suggest that some language learning does not take place implicitly, for it clearly does. 

However, for Vygotsky, the educational setting and learning process was a uniquely 

human activity in which cognitive development could be raised up by the explicit 

instruction in theoretical and abstract thought. Lantolf and Thorne (2006) offer an 

overview of this ongoing debate, and suggest that a different kind of outcome from 
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instruction may, in a sense, solve this question, since empirically it is impossible to know 

which form of knowledge is operating in the production of language (p. 298). Their 

suggestion is that explicit knowledge that becomes automatized by the learner can be 

used in spontaneous linguistic production.  This view is supported by the Yuan and Ellis 

(2003) study (cited in Lantolf and Thorne, 2006), in which learners given time to plan 

were able to access “explicit knowledge” in the formulation and monitoring of their 

performance (p. 298). In terms of academic writing, it is important to note that in a real 

sense, writing academically is not a spontaneous performance and requires much 

conscious thought and deliberation, even from an experienced L1 writer. Such is the 

specialized, non-congruent, nature of the discourse. It requires planning, drafting and 

editing to create a finished piece of work.  This suggests, surely, that it is important to 

provide as much explicit instruction as possible, so that in the planning and execution 

stages of writing, students have the appropriate specific knowledge to draw upon, and can 

bring into conscious attention the appropriate knowledge to inform their decision-

making.  As Lantolf and Thorne (2006) suggest, for Vygotsky, the learning of explicit 

knowledge in an L2 context is fundamentally different in nature from the implicit 

learning of a child’s L1.  The suggestion being that the influence of explicit knowledge in 

L2 learning in fact goes “in the opposite direction - spontaneous knowledge being made 

visible and more systematic as a consequence of learners’ encountering scientific 

concepts in the educational setting” (p.301). In the following chapter, I will return to this 

issue and describe how Vygotsky’s dialectic materialism offers a new perspective on the 

seemingly endless debate on explicit vs. implicit in instruction and learning. 



 

 

37 

There are interesting parallels between the communicative language teaching 

(CLT) approaches to language instruction, and the process approach to writing. CLT was 

originally conceived as a response to the grammar translation and audio-lingual 

paradigms that focused on the memorization of de-contextualized and pre-fabricated 

sentences.  This is mirrored in the way that the process approach attempted to move away 

from the focus on the production of grammatically correct form that had been the main 

feature of previous structuralist approaches to writing (Canagarajah, 2002).  As the CLT 

paradigm was embraced in the EFL and ESL communities around the globe, however, 

much of the original focus of the program became dilute and lost. As Kramsch (2006, p. 

250) explains:  

Not only has communicative competence become reduced to its spoken modality, 
but it has often been taken as an excuse largely to do away with grammar and to 
remove much of the instructional responsibility from the teacher who becomes a 
mere facilitator of group and pair work in conversational activities. 
 

Again, the comparison with the process-approach to writing is striking in so far as 

the teacher’s role becomes that of facilitator of the process, including the organization of 

peer review sessions. Similarly, the focus on the linguistic code necessary to negotiate 

entrance into the communities of practice has largely become seen as irrelevant.  There 

appears to be a clear mis-match between the requirements and needs of incoming 

students, as outlined above, with the pedagogy by which they are being taught.  Given the 

relatively short amount of time (two semesters in this context) that learners may be given 

before they are expected to be successfully writing on their own, this disparity is only 

heightened. 
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2. 5 Genre-based approaches 

 

Genre–based approaches to writing have grown in influence to the point where 

they may be, with some justification, considered a counter-approach to the dominant 

process paradigm. Hyland (2004) suggests that genre has become “one of the most 

important and influential concepts in language education” (p.5). Cope and Kalantzis 

(1993) describe the fundamental aim of a genre approach as “being explicit about the way 

language works to make meaning” and further suggest that it represents a “fundamentally 

new educational paradigm” (p.1). These are sentiments are echoed by Johns (2002) who 

claims that genre approaches have brought about a “paradigm shift” in literacy education 

and research. Currently, as mentioned previously, there are three interrelated schools in 

genre-based approaches to language and literacy that share the fundamental characteristic 

of analyzing textual patterns and associated linguistic choices within target texts. Each 

draws more or less attention to the social function of these rhetorical choices, depending 

on the school.  The most relevant of these is the Sydney School, which will be described 

in detail below. Yet as mentioned above, Tardy (2006) points out in her broad overview 

of genre-based research, that for all of the theorizing about genre there remains a dearth 

of actual classroom-based research, especially at the undergraduate level.  In a sense then, 

one of the aims of this study is to address this imbalance between theory and classroom 

research. In the following section I will highlight the distinct approach to genre of the 

Sydney School and the insights that they have provided educators.  
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2. 5. 1 The Sydney School 

 

Halliday’s view of language as a social semiotic resource for meaning-making 

and the “formulation and transmission of essential patterns of culture” (Johns, 1997, 

p.15), that are organized specifically in response to social context, has given rise to what 

is known as the Sydney School (Hyon, 1996) of genre-based approaches to literacy.  This 

approach developed out of Australian immigration language programs and the pressing 

need to teach ESL students the practical requirements needed to quickly and effectively 

participate in the academic culture of the Australian education system (e.g. Martin 1999, 

Feez, 2002; Christie, 1990). It is argued that the central aim of this language education 

should be to develop students’ understanding of the social function of text as it relates to 

social context in terms of field, tenor and mode. Basically, these concepts are equivalent 

to the following, as outlined in table 2:1 above: field (social context and what the text is 

about), tenor (social relationship of participants) and mode (element of language in 

communication). This understanding allows students to see genre practice as socially 

situated and the ways in which certain texts and registers are more valued by certain 

communities than others. As Christie (1990) suggests, text is then understood as 

“functioning in a context” (p.2). Similarly, situated language is defined by Gee (2004) as 

language that is “brought down to concrete exemplifications in experiences learners have 

had” (p. 117). This knowledge, it is argued, allows otherwise disadvantaged students to 

enter academic life with a high degree of text-related “cultural capital” (Johns, 2003).  
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From the perspective of critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995), a thorough 

investigation of the genres used in specialized registers may allow students to evaluate 

how any language influences and is influenced by social and cultural factors. As 

Fairclough (1995) concludes, “the heterogeneities of texts are a sensitive indicator of 

sociocultural contradictions, and a sensitive barometer of their evolution” (p.2). This 

being so, an explicit teaching and learning process is potentially a powerful way to bridge 

the gap between textual and contextual approaches in specialized discourse practices. The 

degree to which writing students can become aware of these features of text is an 

interesting question that will be addressed in this study through research question 1.  

Specifically, awareness of the social dimensions of language use should reinforce what 

Johns (1997) calls “socioliterate competence”, which is usefully defined as having 

students become:  

familiar with the strategies needed for understanding and organizing texts, 
knowing the social contexts in which texts are produced and read, being 
acquainted with the community and culture that produce and value certain texts 
and types of texts, and knowing how previous experiences of literacy shape 
perceptions and expectations as to the nature of written discourse (ix).   

 

 

The socioliterate approach is therefore a detailed means of exploring the idea of genre as 

cultural artifact. It promotes the exploratory approach to text and discourse in which 

textual choices are explicitly related to context.  As Halliday (1978) explains: 

 

By their everyday acts of meaning, people act out the social structure, affirming 
their own statuses and roles, and establishing and transmitting the shared systems 
of value and of knowledge. [ . . .] This twofold function of the linguistic system 
ensures that, in the micro-encounters of everyday life where meanings are 
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exchanged, language not only serves to facilitate and support other modes of 
social action that constitute its environment, but also actively creates an 
environment of its own, so making possible all the imaginative modes of 
meaning, from backyard gossip to narrative fiction and epic poetry. The context 
plays a part in determining what we say; and what we say plays a part in 
determining the context. As we learn how to mean, we learn to predict each from 
the other (p. 2, 3). 

 

 

This is a powerful evocation of the socially constitutive nature of language that drives the 

socioliterate approach to academic writing. A genre is a socially recognized, repeated 

strategy for achieving goals in situations socially perceived as being similar. For the 

Sydney School, all texts can be “described in terms of both the functions they serve and 

how component elements are organized to express these functions” (Hyland, 2004, p. 27). 

The Sydney School is further characterized by the belief in an explicit teaching of the 

generic features of text, what Martin (1999) terms “visible pedagogy”, and how they 

relate to social function. Students typically go through a learning cycle (see Feez, 2002) 

in which production is scaffolded by assistance from the instructor as they work towards 

independent construction. 

 

2.6 Genre-based classroom research 

 

Having broadly outlined the most relevant school in genre theory, I will now outline 

the most prominent findings from classroom research that has sought to investigate the 

efficacy of teaching genre as a means of developing writing proficiency for ESL and 

EFL undergraduate populations. Tardy (2006), as already mentioned, provides a detailed 

and comprehensive review of all genre related research in both instructional and 
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professional settings and across age groups. In all, she discusses a total of 60 studies, 

which might suggest a comprehensive research literature already in existence. However, 

closer examination reveals that of this number, only two substantial studies have 

addressed the effects of explicit instruction in genre with an undergraduate ESL/EFL 

population, and it is the findings from these two studies that I will now review.  

In the Henry and Rosenberry (1998) study, the authors examine the effects of genre-

based English for Specific Purposes instruction on students in a first-year management 

class in Brunei learning the ‘‘brief tourist information’’ genre. The students who received 

six hours of genre-based instruction, which included analysis of textual models, had higher 

‘‘texture’’ scores (an index designed to measure cohesion and coherence) in a post-test, 

and their gain scores were significantly higher than the group with no instruction. One 

shortcoming in this study is obviously the very brief, six hour, “treatment” and the short-

term nature of the study in general. It is also unclear whether the measurements in the study 

actually operationalize genre mastery, as the study claims.  

 Pang (2002) examines the effect on learners of two different approaches to genre 

instruction. Pang’s study is one of the few with findings relevant for the present project. 

In terms of the description above, Pang is basically comparing an ESP approach, with the 

focus on textual analysis, and a more Hallidayan approach where the relationship between 

text and context is foregrounded.  In her research with L2 undergraduates in Hong Kong, 

the textual-analysis approach and the contextual-awareness approach resulted in a very 

similar quality of written texts and composing strategies. There were, however, slight 

differences between the groups, as the textual-analysis group performed somewhat better on 

the ‘‘mechanistic’’ elements of the genre (under which Pang includes title, format, person 

and mood, and obligatory ‘‘features’’) while the contextual- analysis group was stronger in 
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rhetorical elements such as discourse functions. Notably, both groups were largely 

successful in including obligatory moves, though Pang describes the latter group as  

demonstrating higher awareness of the function of these moves. Pang concludes that 

perhaps the “false dichotomy” inherent in his either/or approach should be broken down 

and a combination of the two approaches employed. This reflects Coe’s (1994) call for both 

genre ecology and artifact to be explored – in other words, the suggestion is that we should 

be teaching both social context and written structure, while making explicit the mutually 

constitutive relationship between the two. 

 
2.7 Genre theory in the present study 
 

 In this research project, the concept of language use as a function of social 

relations was explicitly taught, broadly in line with a view of language use described by 

Sydney School of genre. The Sydney School, however, is a linguistically oriented 

approach that seeks to develop language proficiency through explicit classroom 

intervention and language awareness (e.g. Rutherford, 1987). Though Christie (2002) 

suggests that “scaffolding”, drawing upon sociocultural theory, explains the 

developmental aspects of this approach, there is to date no fully coherent psychological 

or developmental understanding to this classroom instructional approach. The departure 

in the approach outlined and developed here, is to use the insights into language as social 

context from Hallidayan linguistics, as detailed above, as a theoretical concept aimed at 

developing a specific type of theoretical thought. They represent what Vygotsky termed 

the “essential, constituting concepts” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 207) of language as a social, 

meaning-based phenomenon.  
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Theoretical or scientific concepts are cohesive, abstract units of culturally created 

meaning. They are culturally evolved, cognitive tools that, once internalized, “mediate 

and advance” the learner’s cognitive functioning and performance (Arievitch and 

Stetsenko, 2000). Further, scientific concepts are cohesive and systematic and relate to a 

broader conceptual system of thought – in contrast to the ad hoc nature of everyday 

concepts. As Vygotsky (1987) suggests: “only within a system can the concept acquire 

conscious awareness and a voluntary nature. Conscious awareness and the presence of a 

system are synonyms when we are speaking of concepts” (p.191).  

 

Concepts Typically Expressed by 
Discoursal Features 

Everyday concepts based on daily and 
empirical experience and learning. Ad hoc.  
Situated and concrete. Implicitly learned. 

*Congruent Discourse 
Complex linking of clauses  
“things” are nouns 
“happenings” are verbs 
“circumstances” are adverbial or prepositional 
Phrasal verbs 
Relations between elements expressed in 
conjunctions 
Temporal organization 
Lexically sparse – much redundancy 
 

Scientific concepts based on theoretical 
thinking from instruction, apprentice-expert 
learning etc. Systemic, abstract, cohesive, 
general, transferable – not based on experience. 
Awareness, consciousness and voluntary 
control.  

Synoptic non-congruent discourse 
Cohesion through embedded clauses 
Lexical verbs 
Modality presents claims as possibilities 
Reasoning with nouns, verbs, prepositions 
Generalization, classification and 
categorization. 
Use of nominal expressions to name the 
arguments  
Logical organization 
Lexically dense – little redundancy 
 

Table 2.2 Concepts and discourse  (*Discourse descriptions based on Schleppegrell, 2004) 
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The relationship between Halliday’s linguistic theory and the theory of conceptual 

thought is captured in Table 2.2 above. Recalling Vygotsky’s (1987) assertion that 

“thought is not expressed but completed in the word”, the linguistic element, can be seen 

as a substantiation of the conceptual frame.     

The importance of scientific concepts to mediate the development of higher 

mental functions, such as abstract reasoning and synoptic organization of experience, is 

not to devalue the importance of everyday or empirical conceptual understanding.  The 

two modes of thought must be connected and brought together in classroom activity so 

that the object of learning is not the demonstration of knowledge itself, but the ability to 

find solutions to problems encountered in the daily life of being a student, and also in life 

beyond the classroom.  

The features of the linguistic system have developed thus to allow for the 

expression and dissemination of more abstract kinds of thought. In turn, these aspects of 

the language helps create further scientific thought as these signs and organization of 

signs are manipulated and internalized.   Learners’ next step in development then, the 

leading stage, from Davydov’s perspective (see the following chapter), is to understand 

this relationship in order to successfully participate in the synoptic discourse of academic 

life.  In terms of academic writing, learners need to understand these very differences, 

and further, how these differences are related to the social world.  It is very difficult to 

see how a learner can be expected to switch between these two discourses without 

explicit instruction and a coherent conceptual framework for language use.  This must 

crucially make clear the why of what it is students are trying to master and perform. 
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Correctly organized writing pedagogy should, I argue, be aimed specifically at cognitive 

development, through the internalization of theoretical concepts of language as social 

function in classroom instruction, as outlined firstly by followers of Vygotsky – P. 

Gal’perin and V. V. Davydov. I explain both of these approaches in detail in the 

following chapter. 

 Wells (1994), quoting Vygotsky directly, helps clarify the distinction and function 

of the two different types of concept: 

Instruction in written speech and grammar…enables the child to make a transition 
in his thinking  "from an unconscious, automatic plane to a voluntary, intentional 
and conscious plane" (DSC, p. 206).  Thus, by appropriating this cultural tool for 
reflective thinking, the learner brings under conscious and deliberate control 
meaning-making capacities that he or she has, until that time, only deployed 
spontaneously in oral speech. 
 

 

This distinction is the central aspect of the approach to academic writing that I argue for 

in this research.  The theoretical concepts presented in the classroom procedures in this 

approach have the potential to allow the learners to gain more voluntary control over the 

second language.  This concept becomes a cognitive tool for reflection and the raising of 

conscious awareness of the true semiotic meaning potential of the signs they are 

deploying in written text.  When deployed spontaneously, such meaning will be typically 

expressed in the congruous discourse learned in the daily interactions of social life that 

are not appropriate for expressing more abstract and analytic concepts required by the 

target discourse communities. 
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2.8 Technology and composition 
 

In reviewing the literature on composition and technology there are clear 

indications that technology can provide a powerful mediational means to improve student 

composition.  The collaborative writing component to the course in this study, took place 

in an online learning space known as a wiki.  The important feature of this particular 

online environment is that text creation and manipulation can become truly interactive 

and the text itself is available for editing. It also offers an instant way of creating 

documents that are linked together in ever expanding networks of information and text.  

Students can therefore work together either synchronously in class or else 

asynchronously while dispersed.  Importantly, the wiki also tracks all changes and 

contributors. Students may thus be held accountable for their level of participation in the 

project. Editing changes and choices can also be reviewed and reflected upon in 

discussion between group members and/or with the instructor.  These features, along with 

relative ease of use suggest that the wiki provides a powerful space for collaborative 

written work.  This is a possibility that has yet to be fully researched, though my own 

current classroom practice confirms the appropriateness of this tool for this task. 

Networked computers in general seem to hold particular promise for second 

language writing pedagogy. In contexts where a process approach is adopted, that include 

students collaborating together on drafts of papers before submission, web-based 

discussion tools such as Chat and Discussion Boards would seem to offer a useful way of 

negotiating this process. Adam and Artemeva (2002), for example, used collaborative 

discussion boards as a way of socializing their EAP students into academic discourse and 
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found the interactional elements offered by the technology to be an important part of the 

learning process for their participants.  

This is also the premise of Shultz’s (2000) study that examined student computer-

based collaborations on their writing. Indeed, the study made a contrast between standard 

face-to-face peer review sessions and collaborations in a real time, synchronous computer 

modality. Shultz found through survey that overwhelmingly the students determined the 

computer-based interactions to be useful. Interestingly, her main finding was that a 

combination of both computer-based and face-to-face interaction gave the students the 

optimum results in terms of writing skills development. It was in these mixed-mode 

groups that most changes and revisions, as well as overall interactions, took place, with 

positive results for the resulting composition texts. 

 Liu and Sadler (2003) investigated the use of technology (Moo – an online 

discussion board) in peer review sessions with college composition classes. They 

compared student attitudes and relative quality and quality of contributions made across 

different modalities as students worked together in reviewing their papers.  Their findings 

suggest “that the use of electronic peer review may serve as an effective tool for the peer 

review and revision processes and be worthy of further exploration” (p.221). However, in 

keeping with Schultz’s (2000) findings, the preferred option of the students themselves was 

actually for a combination of face-to-face interaction supported by the online work. 

Davis and Thiede (2000) involved their first and second year language students in 

asynchronous computer-based conferences that were dependent upon online threaded 

discussion.  They tracked the discussions through time and found that the second year 

language students developed several discourse features of successful online interaction 
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through participation in the online discussions. The students “were aware of syntactic 

complexity in the sources they summarized and they anticipated that a different syntactic 

complexity was expected in response to other postings” (p.113). Such pragmatic skills are 

an important part of socialization into language and discourse, and the findings of this 

study reflect the idea proposed by Herring (1996) that, “text-based CMC makes 

transparent as never before the role of language in the presentation of self” (p.i). As such, 

it potentially provides an ideal forum for learners to begin socializing themselves into 

their own relevant discourse communities. 

The wiki in this action research project fulfilled two main pedagogical roles. The 

first was to promote interaction and collaboration. The course was designed so that the 

second major assignment was a collaborative writing assignment.  This interaction was 

important as a way for the students to work with the concepts that had been presented to 

them. Through making sense of the concepts by making sense to one another, it was 

hoped that students would become independent users of the conceptual framework – 

independent of the materialized forms of the concepts. This is seen an important step 

towards internalization and development (Haenen, 1996). This theoretical aspect of the 

implementation of the technology is discussed in greater detail in the following chapter.  

The second aspect of the wiki use that was employed in this pedagogical design 

was for the provision of conceptual knowledge regarding the writing tasks at hand that 

could be accessed by the students as they worked at creating their texts. The design of the 

wiki allows for material to be uploaded in such a way that allows for an online schema 

for action to be developed. This is an adaptation of the idea of a SCOBA or Schema for 
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Complete Orienting Basis of Action, from Gal’perin’s systemic –theoretical pedagogy, as 

explained in the following chapter (see figure 3.1). A SCOBA is “a concept-based 

explanation of the object of study in material form” (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, p. 310), 

and provides learners with conceptual information that can be appropriated whilst 

involved in the learning task.  Examples from actual wiki pages used in this research 

highlight these and other pedagogical functions that the wiki served in this project: 

 
 

1. Collaborating, creating and sharing knowledge – in this example – giving each 
other feedback on thesis statements. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.1 Wiki as collaborative tool 
 
 

2. Class building. Increasing participation and communication amongst class 
members. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.2 Wiki as class building tool 
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3. Co-creation of Text – Students and can write and re-edit a shared text with 
potentially interesting pedagogical implications. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.3 Wiki as co-authoring tool 
 
 
 

4. Classroom or homework exercises teaching about various aspects of language – in 
this case the social function of language choice – class reads a text loaded into the 
wiki and discuss the use of modal and active/passive verbs etc. 

Figure 2.4 Wiki as instructional tool 
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5. Provide conceptual information about functional aspects of academic discourse 
choices, support the development of theoretical thought: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5 Wiki as conceptual support 
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This feature then includes links that illustrate appropriate linguistic choices for the 

function the writer is trying to achieve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6 Wiki as corpus tool  

 

The free form nature of the wiki allows for this level of free form design to take place and 

it was hoped at the outset of the study that this would provide suitable academic support 

for the learners as they engaged with the course materials and assignments. 

In this chapter, I have described the most pressing needs of ESL student writers as they 

enter an American university.  The theoretical response to these issues was then assessed, 

and then three major approaches to the genre-based approach were described.  The 

present study is concerned with using the concept of language use as a function of social 

relations as an overarching concept for a concept–based instructional design that makes 

use also of collaboration and technology in classroom practice.  These aspects of the 
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study were reviewed here also. In the following chapter, I will go into much greater detail 

regarding the theoretical background of concept-based instruction and what this can mean 

for ESL writing instruction. 
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CHAPTER 3  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW (2)  

 

 

3.1 Outlining the theoretical approach to pedagogy 

 

In the previous chapter, I outlined some of the most important needs of ESL 

writing students and what I see as shortcomings in the pedagogical approaches adopted 

by many institutions. I also described the main genre-based approaches to writing 

pedagogy, and the departure I see as potentially offering the most powerful learning 

experience for this particular population of students in this context. In this chapter, I will 

outline the theoretical underpinnings that have informed the design of my classroom 

approach as I attempt to provide the most efficacious learning environment possible for 

this student population.  After giving a general introduction to a conceptual approach to 

language pedagogy, I will focus specifically upon the work of Piotr Gal’perin and V.V. 

Davydov who developed pedagogies based on the position that the concept is the 

appropriate unit for instruction. I then describe in detail some of the more recent 

applications of this framework in the teaching and research of Negueruela (2003) and 

Markova (1979).  

In broad terms, this view of pedagogy and classroom activity is inspired by 

Vygotsky’s notion of a conceptual approach to learning that leads development.  

Schooled instruction in this view is about “internalizing and developing control over 

theoretical concepts that are explicitly and coherently presented to learners”  (Negueruela 
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and Lantolf, 2005, p.2).  The overarching concepts thus presented for my writing class 

come from Hallidayan functional linguistics, which provides a model for understanding 

the important ways in which language and social context influence each other (Eggins, 

1994). These ideas provide the necessary understanding behind rhetorical choices in text, 

containing what Vygotsky (1987) termed the “essential, constituting concepts” (p. 207) 

of language as social function, and are adopted as the units of study for the core writing 

syllabus. The remainder of the classroom instruction is designed to inculcate these 

concepts in such a way that may lead to increased control over the semiotic resources of 

the language necessary to write effectively for an academic audience.   

 

3.2 Conceptual approaches to pedagogy 

 

In second language education research, a broad appeal is emerging for an 

approach to language education based upon an understanding of language as a semiotic 

system for meaning making. Kramsch (2006) for example, calls for an expansion of 

communicative competence into what she terms a “symbolic competence” which leads 

“teachers to view language and culture, that is grammar and style, vocabulary and its 

cultural connotations, texts and their points of view as inseparable” (p. 252). This call is 

commensurate with the approach to second language writing proposed and explored in 

this study. In the following section, I will outline this position before going into greater 

detail in outlining the most specifically Vygotskian inspired approach to language 

instruction through the work of Gal’perin and Davydov and recent applications of their 

ideas.   
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Danesi (2000) offers a definition of semiotic competence as “the ability to 

interconnect verbal and conceptual structures in speech in culturally appropriate ways” 

(p. 14), and offers such an approach as one to counter what she sees as the failure of 

language education to deal with language beyond the surface level meaning of language 

structure.  She sees a semiotic approach as one that investigates the “interconnectedness” 

of representation and meanings, noting that the signifying properties of language as a 

semiotic system should be the focus of pedagogical efforts. Noting further, Danesi (1993) 

suggests that if speakers of the L2 continue to think through “the native conceptual 

system” (p.490) by matching L2 words to L1 concepts, then they may be able to 

communicate in the L2 but they may have pragmatic problems and produce inappropriate 

or marked language. 

 Such a view is commensurate with work done in cognitive metaphor theory, 

following Lakoff and Johnson (1981). From a sociocultural perspective, cognitive 

metaphor domains are powerful cognitive tools that organize meaning and mediate our 

relationship with the world. Lantolf argues (1999) that from a second language 

perspective, learning an L2 is about appropriation of cultural models to remediate our 

“psychological and by implication, communicative activity” (cited in Lantolf and Thorne, 

2006, p.118). From a teaching/learning perspective, the question must be the degree to 

which L2 concepts are teachable. There have been mixed and inconclusive findings on 

this question, yet two studies in particular seem to suggest that these concepts can 

provide a powerful learning experience for learners. The difficulty of idiomatic language 

for ESL learners, for example, has been widely approached and discussed, for example 
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see Boers (2000). Indeed, as Boers (2000) suggests, the appeal and advantage of using 

metaphor to teach language is that it offers learners a framework for making sense of 

what otherwise are seemingly random phrases and expressions.  Research by Boers 

(2000) and Kovesces (2001), and Kovesces and Szabo (1996), has investigated the 

impact upon learners of being presented with vocabulary and idiomatic phrases, not as 

seemingly random chunks of language that simply have to be committed to memory, but 

as part of conceptual frameworks of meaning. In the Boers’ report, two groups of 

students were presented with items –one of them in a control setting that involved lists of 

items and phrases, and the other in a group that was presented with the same items 

organized conceptually.  The latter group produced significantly more of the target 

features in a post-test, suggesting that the concept was being used by the learners to 

organize and make sense of the new items they were presented with. 

  Further support for this idea comes from the work of Pavlenko (1996), who calls 

for work on “conceptual fluency” in advanced learners – specifically addressing the 

notion that different languages, and speakers of those languages, conceptualize the world 

around them differently, so that as Negueruela and Lantolf (2005) contend, “learning a 

second language is not only a matter of learning new forms, but of internalizing while 

utilizing new concepts or reorganizing already existing concepts in new ways” (p.4). In 

Pavlenko’s study (cited in Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, p.126), she examined the Anglo 

concept of PRIVACY (which is a very different concept in Russia) and how it was 

appropriated (or not) by recent and long-term Russian immigrants to the United States, 

and by Russian students studying English as a second language in Russia. By showing 
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her participants a short silent film, and asking them to comment on what they saw, 

Pavlenko was able to gauge the degree to which the different groups conceptualized the 

scene in which a woman on a park bench had her space “invaded” from a western 

perspective.  Pavlenko found that the group in the long-term immersion context did seem 

to be appropriating the concept from their surrounding culture, whereas the recent 

arrivals, and students only studying the language, did not.  This is evidence of very 

advanced speakers appropriating L2 lexical concepts and using them to mediate their 

thinking, and indeed their perception, of the world around them. 

Research on language learning narratives provides further support for Pavlenko’s 

findings, and for the general notion of language learning as a full semiotic experience 

beyond linguistic structure. In this example, Eva Hoffman, a Polish immigrant to the 

United States, describes in detail her feelings for her new language.  

 

“River” in Polish was a vital sound, energized with the essence of riverhood, of 
my rivers, of my being immersed in rivers. “River” in English is cold – a word 
without an aura. It has no accumulated associations for me, and it does not give 
off the radiating haze of connotation. It does not evoke…The river before me 
remains a thing, absolutely other, absolutely unbending to the grasp of my mind.           

(Hoffman 1989, p.106) 
 

 

In Peircean semiotic terms (e.g. as described in Nesher, 1999), we can see indeed that 

what is missing for her at this early stage of her experience in the United States is that 

essential element of Firstnesss, or connection with the language – “it does not evoke.” 

She has not appropriated the lexical concept of “river” into her own mental world. When 
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we compare her narrative after a considerable time in the United States, we see the 

dramatic change: 

“This goddamn place is my home now…I know all the issues and all the codes 
here. I’m alert as a bat to all subliminal signals sent by word, look, gesture” (p. 
170). 

 

Hoffman can be said to now “live” not only in America but in English.  Her choice of the 

word “signals” is of course a semiotic one, and informs us that she now has sufficient 

experience in the language to have created an interpretant system appropriate for the 

language and culture within which she now resides. 

 

3.3 Sociocultural theory 

 

Wertsch (1985) has defined the goal of sociocultural theory (SCT) as "to 

understand the relationship between human mental functioning, on the one hand, and 

cultural, historical, and institutional setting, on the other" (p. 56). This is based upon the 

understanding that human activities take place in cultural contexts and are mediated by 

language and other symbolic systems. This relationship between the mind and social 

setting is dependent upon the idea that language is a semiotic, psychological tool, and this 

is one of the most important aspects of Vygotsky’s theoretical position.  In the following 

section, I will describe in more detail important aspects of SCT as they pertain to 

understanding a language pedagogy based upon the internalization of theoretical 

concepts. 
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3.3.1 Dialectical materialism 

To fully appreciate the theoretical framework proposed by Vygotsky, it is 

important to understand the intellectual ideas and tradition that underpin his approach. 

Vygotsky’s theoretical approach was shaped by some of the important thinkers of his 

times and in this sense it is important to see his work as part of a rich intellectual tradition 

involving such thinkers as Marx, Hegel, Engels, and Kant (Ratner, 2005; Lantolf and 

Thorne, 2006). At the core of his thinking on the human mind is the concept of dialectical 

materialism.  Fundamentally, this views the material human world that makes up human 

culture as deeply interrelated with the human cognitive processes that shape that world 

through human tool design and concrete material activity.  As Lantolf and Thorne (2006) 

describe it: “human activity structures and is structured by, enduring properties of the 

social and material world” (p.1). It is this unity of the mind and the social, which is of 

crucial importance in understanding sociocultural theory.  Following Marx, Vygotsky 

became interested in the notion of dialectics as a way to theorize this essential unity.  It is 

culturally constructed meaning that is deployed by humans to control biologically 

inherited mental functions, and it is conceptual meaning that is most important in the 

mediation of higher human mental functions – such as memory, attention, planning, and 

intention (Lantolf and Poehner, 2007).  Through the deployment of culturally organized 

symbolic meaning in signs, the mind is inextricably linked to the social world into which 

humans are born, and from which they develop.   
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Dialectics, then, explains this essential unity of the mind and the social.  As 

Ratner (2005) makes clear, however, though macro cultural factors penetrate and 

organize psychological phenomena, the two remain distinct elements:  

 
Dialectics is useful because it respects the distinctiveness of the elements at the 
same time that it recognizes their interdependence and inter-penetration. 
Psychological phenomena are distinctive and need to be investigated in their own 
right…Macro cultural psychology is not sociology. It does not diminish or 
abandon psychology by reducing it to macro factors. An emotion is not a social 
institution. Although emotions have a form and a content that derives from social 
institutions, emotions are distinct (p.23). 
 

 

Dialectic thought is also, as a socially constructed means of approaching reality, 

suggested as an important concept for learners to appropriate in their educational 

development. The following definition (cited in Lantolf and Poehner, 2008) highlights 

this key aspect of dialectic thought: 

Thinking which attempts to grasp things in their interrelationships and in the 
totality to which they belong, in the process of change, of being born and of 
dying, in their conflicts and contradictions (Acton, 1967, p. 392). 

 

This dialectic approach is contrasted in Davydov’s work, described in greater detail in 

this chapter below, with empirical thought processes that rely upon surface, observable 

features of phenomena to make inferences about reality.  According to Davydov, and 

other researchers interested in related pedagogical practice (e.g. Engestrom, 1991), this 

kind of thought process, termed concrete in Davydov’s work, is often promoted in 

education at the expense of dialectic or abstract, theoretical thought. Davydov’s program 

was essentially concerned with redressing this balance through ascending from the 
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abstract to the concrete in pedagogical/learning practice. Importantly, this is not 

suggested in terms of promoting one kind of knowledge at the expense of the other: 

Ascending does not mean the negation of the empirical level of knowledge and 
activity. On the contrary, theoretical—that is dialectic thinking—again and again 
turns to the empirical level in order to test, to enrich and to develop knowledge 
about substance and regularities (Lompscher, 1984, p. 334). 
 

Kramsch (1993) places dialectics at the heart of her thinking of the importance of 

context and culture in language teaching.  In the same way that the concept of discourse 

embodies the essential relations between language and context, so dialectics expresses the 

same unity between the mind and the social.  Dialectical thinking is a specific culturally 

created way of mediating our cognitive resources as we involve ourselves in the 

educational processes of learning and teaching. 

3.3.2 Scientific and everyday concepts 

 

As has already been mentioned above, Vygotsky saw education and schooling as 

a unique and vital cultural activity within which human beings are socialized and develop 

higher mental functioning, “properly organized learning results in mental development 

and sets in motion a variety of developmental processes” (1978, p. 90). He makes this 

important distinction between everyday or spontaneous and scientific concepts. 

Scientific, or theoretical, concepts are more abstract and are generally those that we learn 

in [school, formal] education; whereas the everyday concepts are those that we use to 

function on a more practical day to day [out-of-school, informal] basis.  As was discussed 

in the previous chapter, these different concepts are associated, linguistically, with 



 

 

64 

different kinds of discourse. Everyday concepts are generally expressed in Halliday’s 

(1993) congruent language, whereas theoretical concepts are expressed in synoptic 

discourse, where for example, reality is presented as an object rather than a process.  

Research from Luria (1979), one of Vygotsky’s colleagues, demonstrates the ways that 

schooled literacy changes the ways in which we see and live in the world. Pre-literate 

subjects in Uzbekistan took part in research projects that tested the ways in which 

different groups conceptualized the world. Due to historical circumstances, the 

researchers were able to access subjects who were also undertaking the first stages of 

literacy. In each case, it was found that participants who had had formal schooling 

differed markedly in their cognitive functioning (e.g. ways of completing basic 

syllogisms) from unschooled members of the community.  This research suggests that the 

development of higher mental functions, such as reasoning, are not culture-free; rather 

than being the same for all human beings, such development depends very much on the 

types of mediation people have access to as they interact with their community. As Cole 

suggests, “to give an account of culturally mediated thinking it is necessary to specify not 

only the artifacts through which behaviour is mediated but also the circumstances in 

which the thinking occurs’’ (1996, p. 131). What is important about this research is that it 

demonstrates the ways in which language and literacy transform and shape our views of 

the world. As Lantolf and Thorne put it  “social-material conditions dialectically 

interrelate with, and demonstrably participate in, the formation of human consciousness” 

(p. 40). 
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Wertsch (1985) describes the difference between the two kinds of concepts 

[scientific and everyday] as the difference between sign-object relations and sign-sign 

relations.  In sign-object relations, the relationship and connection between sign and 

object may be derived by the learner from a fundamental interaction with that sign. Sign-

sign relations are more abstract and disconnected from the material contexts in which we 

function.  However, the two kinds of concepts are both required and are connected so that 

one feeds into the other, and it is through this unification that the higher mental 

functioning develops (Gallimore and Tharp, 1990). The primary value of theoretical 

concepts is that unlike spontaneous, everyday concepts, they are not connected to an 

individual’s personal experience; rather they represent the generalized experience of a 

culture or social group (Karpov 2003, p. 66).  

The relationship between thought and language is a related and important part of 

Vygotsky’s theorizing:  

Thought development is determined by language i.e., by the linguistic tools of 
thought and by the sociocultural experience of the child. Essentially the 
development of inner speech depends on outside factors; the development of logic 
in the child…the child’s intellectual growth is contingent on his mastering the 
social means of thought, that is the language. 

 (1987, p.94) 

 

For Vygotsky, language transforms thought and makes it essentially social in nature, but 

yet they are clearly not one and the same thing (Lucy and Wertsch 1985, p.83). The 

coming together of thought and language is an important discovery every child makes in 

their development. It is clear that since development necessarily comes from the outside 

social world into the inner, mental world, through semiotic signs, that these signs 
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(language primarily) must shape and influence our worldview.  Indeed, in drawing 

comparisons between Vygotsky and Whorf, Lucy and Wertsch (1985) conclude that the 

only real intellectual differences between the two were those of focus and methodology.  

What is important to note, from an educational point of view, is that for Vygotsky, 

increasing mastery and control over abstract and systematic thought occurs through the 

internalization of, and socialization into, language.  This can be fostered at the higher 

levels through pedagogic intervention that seeks the eventual internalization of abstract 

and culturally oriented scientific concepts. These interact with the spontaneous concepts 

that the learner has already developed and provide the framework for the learner to obtain 

mastery over their own concepts and more abstract discourses.  This concern with 

pedagogy, language and development has been reflected in anthropological work on 

language socialization and education. Heath’s (1983) famous study on literacy practices 

in the home, across class lines in an American school district, serves notice as to how 

important language practices are in educational settings, and how culturally specific the 

discourses of schooling can be. In Heath’s study, this had important ramifications for 

students of the working-class homes, who were less familiar with the participation 

structures of the school system by the time they entered that system.  

The theoretical basis of the approach in this study is, as I mentioned, the 

relationship between scientific and everyday concepts, but also in the very essence of 

what language is and how we use it to verbalize experiences and thoughts. Slobin (1996) 

concludes from experiments using speaking tasks with different language speakers, that 

the speakers of different languages actually experience the world differently, “in the 
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process of making a verbalized story” (p.88). Slobin suggests that expressing experience 

in linguistic terms is a special online thinking – that he terms “thinking for speaking”:  

“The activity of thinking takes on a particular quality when employed in the activity of 

speaking” (p.76), so that we select those aspects of thought that we can fit into the 

conceptualization of the event and are “encodable in the language” (p.76). This precisely 

reflects Vygotsky’s own thoughts on the relationship between language and thought: 

“(thought) is not expressed but completed in the word” (1986, p. 251).  

The implications for second language learning are profound and suggest a very 

different notion of learning than acquisition of a second language as grammatical code, or 

competence, as described in the mainstream SLA paradigm. Grammatical categories 

encoded in the L1, that are different or absent in the L2, will prove most difficult for the 

learner to master, not because of some innate difficulty but because the conceptual 

underpinnings of the culture, that are inherent within the language itself, will be difficult 

to understand without the necessary cultural orientation.  Indeed, Slobin (1993) concludes 

that these categories are extremely difficult to re-structure in learning a second language, 

and the extent to which pedagogical intervention can motivate this change is an empirical 

question that informs this research.  The findings relevant to this question are discussed 

in the conclusion. First person narrative accounts of learning a language speak of this 

initial and continuing disconnect between the learner, the language and concepts in 

culture (see Hoffman, 1989). This highlights an idea that von Humboldt put forward as 

long ago as 1836, “To learn a foreign language should therefore be to acquire a new 

standpoint in the world” (cited in Slobin, 1996, p. 91). Languages are not neutral codes of 
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an objective reality but rather as Slobin reminds us, “subjective orientations to the world 

of human experience” (p. 91). It is these orientations that shape the ways in which we 

think while we are speaking the language.  This vast area of intellectual work on the 

relationships between the mind and social setting; and between language and thought, is 

beginning to shape new approaches to second language teaching and research. 

 

3. 4 Concept-based instruction 

 

Though Vygotsky (1987) did not outline specific ways that a pedagogical 

approach could operationalize his theoretical insights into internalization, development 

and instruction, he was clearly aware that concepts were mainly taught by “empty 

verbalism” in schools (p. 170). To Vygotsky (1987), concepts consist of a tool to solve a 

problem (p. 164) and, more specifically in academic subjects; they assist in meaning 

making and comprehension. His insights here were taken up most clearly by two of his 

followers in P. Galperin. and V. V. Davydov. I will now consider each of these 

pedagogical approaches and relate their practice to Vygotsky’s theoretical insights. 

 

3. 4.1 Gal’perin’s instruction 

 

The fundamental basis of Gal’perin’s approach is the idea that human mental 

functioning is derived from concrete material activity in the social world.  This being so, 

instructional activity can have an important role to advance development. In this 

theoretical orientation, activity has a specific meaning and is defined by Davydov (cited 

in Haenen, 1996, p. 116) as a “specific species of human societal existence which aims at 
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a goal directed change of physical and social reality”.  Activity does not exist without a 

social context, however. As Leont’ev makes clear, the activity of separate individuals is 

“determined by the forms and means of material and social interaction…created by the 

development of production” (Leont’ev, 1981, p.47).   This important notion comes from 

Leontev’s activity theory and is influenced also by the writings of Marx and Vygotsky 

himself (Haenen, 1996).  It is important because it suggests that the quality of material 

and social interaction influences cognitive development. This being so, correctly 

organized pedagogy that provides a high degree of conceptual knowledge to learners, can 

impact on the learners’ development in important ways.  This is not to suggest a model 

whereby cultural knowledge is passed from the culture into the passive individual’s mind. 

Internalization is seen as a transformative and revolutionary process whereby, in the 

process of moving into the internal plane, the signs are appropriated into the existing 

cognitive frame. There they transform that existing inner plane of the learner. Essentially 

then, Gal’perin saw the value in the provision of cultural tools to learners, not as static 

objects, but as socially and historically discovered ways of doing things. He sees 

development as the gradual internalization, and transformation, of initially external, or 

social activity, into mental forms of that same activity. 

 

For Gal’perin the key issue was the formation of mental actions, whose role it is 
to orient, to monitor and to control future actions in various new problem 
situations…it is a seminal attempt to design a methodology for concept 
development in the context of formal schooling.  

(Haenen, 1996, p.115) 

 

Mental actions are defined by Arievitch and Haenen (2005) as “conscious 
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attempts to change objects according to some intended result” (p. 160). Theoretically, and 

following Leont’ev (1981), it is assumed that actions can take place on different levels or 

planes. So, for example, a material action, such as cutting a branch on a tree, can be 

executed on three different levels. At the material level, this action will be formed by 

manipulation and control over the physical objects themselves (axe, branch).  Once the 

physical action has been sufficiently understood, the action may then also be executed on 

a material plane, by means of a different kind of physical manifestation, such as a 

drawing or sketch, or model of what is actually going to take place. This will allow 

planning and a more measured and conceptual approach to subsequent approaches to 

cutting of a branch. The next level of abstraction is the verbal level of a mental action, in 

which the action can be performed by speaking aloud, and here the physical objects are 

no longer required. So in social speech, the plan to cut the tree could be described and 

clarified as the individual makes further sense of the operation required to execute the 

task.  Once fully understood, at the mental level, the action is performed solely in the 

mind of the actor, in thought. Here, neither the physical objects nor verbalization are 

required to carry out the task. It takes place in the thought of inner speech.  Once the 

action has become ‘mental’ it can be used by the actor as an orientation for further and 

different kinds of action in the world.  The cutting of branches in future may be executed 

in a more safe, efficient, and time saving manner once the experiences from prior actions 

have been internalized. 

…here lays the essential feature of mental actions, because they may be 
accomplished at the level of images and they involve sizing up and testing the 
results and products of possible actual actions, before they become external.  

(Haenen, p. 120) 
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Mental actions are considered to be abbreviated and internalized forms of 

external, material actions. These mental actions then result in images and concepts 

forming in the mind as the conceptual properties of the concrete action become 

internalized (Haenen p.120). These concepts mediate our thought and activity in the 

social and intellectual realms in higher mental processes and allow humans “to control 

their behavior from the outside” through the control of signs (Vygotsky 1978, p.40). 

From engagement with the three levels of abstraction in mental actions, it is suggested 

that fully developed mental actions will form. According to Gal’perin, each of these 

levels of thinking is important and should have their place in the teaching-learning 

process (Arievitch and Haenen, 2005). Once internalized, these actions become 

automatized and the structure of the process becomes hidden. It is for this reason, from a 

research perspective, that the process should be studied in its genesis or formation. 

From his research, Gal’perin developed a procedure for developing mental actions 

in learners. Recalling Vygotsky’s assertion that “properly organized learning results in 

mental development” (1978, p.90), Gal’perin outlined a procedure of internalization. Six 

stages were discerned through which a material action may become internalized – able to 

be used and applied by the student to solve problems. The six stages distinguished by 

Gal’perin were as follows (Haenan, 1996, p.133): 

1.  Motivational Stage: preliminary introduction to the learner of the action 
2. Orienting Stage: construction of the orienting basis of action 
3. Materialized stage: mastering the action using material or materialized objects 
4. Stage of overt speech: mastering the action at the level of overt speech 
5. Stage of covert speech: mastering the action at the level of speaking to oneself 
6. Mental stage: transferring the action to the mental level 
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I will no consider each of these stages in turn and describe what they mean for the 

teaching-learning process. 

1. Motivational Stage 

 

At this introductory stage, Gal’perin believed that it was important for the learner 

to receive what Haenen describes as an “advance organizer” (Haenen, 1996, p.133) of the 

action, and goal, in what is to be learned. It is this stage that provides learners with the 

motivation to learn and engage with the topic.  The learning contents should be presented 

as a meaningful whole from the beginning of instruction (Arievitch and Haenen, 2005, 

p.160), in order for learners to comprehend and appreciate its intrinsic value to them. 

This is also a presentation of what the student will know in the near future, in keeping 

with the notion of instruction leading development. 

 

2. The Orienting Stage 

  

Gal’perin’s approach stresses the importance of providing learners with what he 

called the orienting basis of an action, or OBA. Basically, this is all of the elements that 

the learner needs to execute the new action, such as for example the correct choice of a 

grammatical form, and it is proposed that learners should be given this full conceptual 

knowledge about their task. The key to the OBA is the quality of the conceptual model 

presented to the students. Negueruela (2003) distinguishes between incomplete and 

overly simplified “rules of thumb” for grammar instruction, with what he terms a 

“scheme of a complete basis of action” (SCOBA) in which the full conceptual properties 
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of the object of study are represented visually.  Gal’perin suggested that the detailed 

components of such a scheme should be presented and condensed in an orienting chart 

that gives the conceptual properties of the action a material form.  Lantolf and Thorne 

(2006) describe the chart thus: “they represent the materialization of complex, abstract 

knowledge and a way of assisting learners in making informed decisions to deploy this 

knowledge correctly” (p. 310). From the perspective of Vianna and Stetsenko (2006), 

learning tools, such as a SCOBA, are understood, “not as static objects, but as 

embodiments of certain cultural practices, schematized representations of certain ways of 

doing things as discovered in the collaborative history of humanity” (p.97).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.1 – Example SCOBA from Negueruela (2003) 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Example SCOBA from Negueruela (2003) 

They are visual representations of cultural practice that are potentially important in 
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helping the learner internalize these practices to the point where they can be deployed by 

the learner in material activity in the world. An example SCOBA, for using the preterit in 

Spanish, from Negueruela’s study is presented above in figure 3.1. It is here, in the 

orienting function of mental activity, that a student’s existing conceptual knowledge is 

“brought to bear” on a particular problem or task (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006 p. 304).  

This is an important step in Gal’perin’s general theory of how humans learn. The 

orienting function of an activity is concerned with what an activity involves how it is to 

be achieved. 

 

3. Materialized Stage 

 

At this stage, following explanation and understanding of the action to be 

attempted, the learner becomes familiar with the new action through manipulation of 

physical objects or symbolic and conceptual representations as may appear in 

instructional aids or charts.  When the subject matter is complex, this may of course be 

very difficult, however, the models do not need to be memorized or learned by rote, since 

they will be learned in the process of activity. 

 

4. Stage of Overt Speech 

 

For Gal’perin, this stage, where the learner executes the task verbally without 

material representations, is an intermediate step between the materialized and mental 

levels (Haenen, 1996). As the objects become replaced by words, then the action 
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becomes represented in speech and by necessity becomes more abstract. Since speech is 

by its very nature communicative, the execution of the action must be comprehensible to 

the student and other learners they are working with. Thus, the action becomes detached 

from the material and symbolic representations: “The execution of the action meets the 

requirements of social communication and the requirements of communicating in the 

language of a given discipline” (p. 161).  Social speech then becomes the source of 

private thought, consistent with Vygotsky’s general genetic principle.  This level or stage 

of operation has been called “communicative thinking” (Arievitch and Haenan, 2005, 

p.161) and this represents a powerful re-conceptualization of the role of social interaction 

in learning.  From an SLA perspective, social interaction has been seen as the source of 

learning through “negotiation of meaning” (e.g. Pica, 1994; Gass, 1997) whereby the 

linguistic code is exchanged and through negotiation, comprehensible input then becomes 

accessible to the learner. In “communicative thinking”, social speech is seen as a 

transitional stage between the materialized level of an action (as represented in charts and 

diagrams etc.) and the mental level, whereby the action has psychological status. As 

Arievitch and Haenan (2005, p.161) point out, “Learners must execute the action verbally 

so that it is comprehensible not only to themselves but to others as well…its favorable 

effects point to the importance of verbal interaction, either via small group work or 

cooperative learning in classrooms” (p. 161).  This understanding of the role of 

communicative thinking in learning is an important element of the classroom approach 

adopted in this study, and forms a useful lens through which to consider the recorded 

transcription data from the classroom collaborative writing tasks that were initiated in the 
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second unit of study in this experimental syllabus. 

 

5. Stage of Covert Speech 

 

At this stage, learners are encouraged to talk to themselves to create an image of 

the concept to be learned. The action is transformed into a purely mental phenomenon at 

a high level of abstraction.  Negueruela (2003) suggests at this level the action has 

become “abbreviated, generalized and mastered” (p.105) as the initially material form, 

can now be said to have been internalized. Eventually, the learner will be able to work 

alone and will “instead rely on their own symbolic verbal support in the form of private 

speech…this means that they also develop the ability to re-contextualize their 

understanding of the concept to activities beyond those specifically practiced in the 

classroom” (Lantolf and Thorne, p. 305). The final stage is internalization, whereby the 

concept has become part of inner speech, and can be used automatically for other related 

tasks.  Gal’perin’s scheme can be seen as a fully articulated pedagogical scheme to create 

a technology for promoting cognitive development through instruction. 

 

3.4.2 A recent study - Negueruela (2003) 

  

The most recent and comprehensive study, explicitly based upon Gal’perin’s 

systemic-theoretical pedagogy, is Negueruela’s (2003) study in which he applied this 

theoretical perspective to the teaching of L2 Spanish in a university context. Briefly, 

Negueruela followed the three fundamental aspects of systemic theoretical instruction, 

namely: “appropriate unit of instruction, materialization through didactic models, and 
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verbalization of concept-based explanations of user performance use of diagrams” 

(Negueruela and Lantolf, 2003, p.23).  The learners were presented with full conceptual 

explanations of different tenses and aspects in Spanish, which were documented in 

SCOBA, such as the one highlighted in figure 3.1 above. Learners made use of social talk 

in their L1 (though some learners chose to use their L2) to describe and explain the 

grammatical concepts, as well as private vocalizations of meaning to self. In using these 

diagrams, students were asked to verbalize to themselves aspects of their performance in 

the language and record these passages for reflection.  Student definitions of grammatical 

concepts were similarly utilized as a means of providing not only useful research data, 

but also, more importantly, a further means of internalization. This is an important aspect 

to his pedagogical approach and his results suggest that this was a beneficial aspect of 

this teaching methodology. The concept diagrams were also reported to be effective in 

mediating the learning of the students. Negueruela makes a powerful argument in favor 

of concept-based instruction, which he places in opposition to teaching by incomplete 

“rules-of-thumb” which tend to dominate much of the grammar-based instruction in 

current language pedagogy.  In the following section I outline Davydov’s influential 

approach to concept-based instruction. 

 

3. 4.3 V.V. Davydov’s approach – abstract to the concrete 

 

V.V. Davydov was also a follower of Vygotsky and, similarly to Gal’perin, was 

concerned with applying theoretical insights from activity theory, into the mediational 

use of psychological tools on development, for pedagogical intervention.  The biggest 
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difference between his pedagogy and that of Gal’perin is that he appears to favor a more 

experiential, discovery-based pedagogy in which learners are active in understanding the 

knowledge that is presented to them, fearing that the information presented in Gal’perin’s 

SCOBA, for example, was prefabricated and second-hand (see Ferreira and Lantolf, 

2008). However, the two approaches share more commonalities than differences and both 

approaches are defined by an explicit approach to theoretical knowledge and didactic 

modeling as a means of promoting manipulation and ultimately control over the concepts 

in question. 

Davydov (cited in Karpov, 2003) develops the distinction between empirical and 

theoretical learning.  Empirical learning (leading to everyday concepts) is based on 

observation of salient characteristics in objects of study, and then the formation of a 

general concept. Theoretical learning (leading to scientific concepts) is based upon the 

acquisition of abstract and generalizeable meanings that are independent of a specific 

context to derive meaning, and can therefore be applied to other situations and contexts.  

Ratner (2005) acknowledges that these concepts are of course themselves culturally 

constructed but the important distinction for him is that they are based upon and related 

to an objective reality: “To say that all knowledge/belief is mediated by interpretation and 

culture does not deny an objective comprehension of a real world.” (p.4) 

 Theoretical thinking is concerned with how elements relate to each other in a 

system, as well as the role and development of these relations (Davydov, 1984, pp. 20-

21). This type of thinking goes beyond sensory perception as it seeks internal relations 

and interconnections. As a result, a “developed theory by the deduction and explanation 
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of the specific manifestation of the system relying on its universal basis” is created 

(Davydov, 1984, p. 21). The reality perceived by empirical thinking, alternatively, is 

apparent in the surface and observable features present in the concrete; whereas the 

reality grasped by theoretical thinking lies more in the abstract and the underlying 

development of what has come to be the concrete. The example provided by Davydov 

(1990, cited in Karpov, 2003) is illuminating here. He describes Russian children who 

have memorized the essential characteristics of mammals, birds, fish, etc. The elementary 

students then proceed to categorize animals from surface characteristics of the creature, 

rather than from a conceptual understanding; and therefore associate and categorize the 

whale as a fish. As Haenen et al (2003) state, “the learning of concepts consists 

essentially of a process of abstraction, because the concept refers to the essential common 

features of a class of objects” (p.255). Thus empirical thinking, based on a surface 

understanding, can easily lead to misconceptions and a shallow form of knowledge that 

cannot readily be transferred.  Again, it is clear that there are similarities with Halliday’s 

(1993) view on language as being composed of different discourses at different levels of 

abstraction. 

Engestrom (1991) offers further exemplification of the educational effects of an 

empirical approach to learning in which the abstract concept is derived from experience 

of the particular.  He describes research in which Finnish school students, between 14 and 

17 years of age, were asked to explain the phases of the moon, after having studied this 

process in school.  Many of the answers were typically confused as the following 

example (p.245) shows: 
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“The shadow of the earth is cast over the moon in different sizes as the moon revolves 
around the earth.” (Boy, grade 11)  
Engestrom, in quoting Wagenshein, a German educator, calls such misunderstandings 

“synthetic stupidity” (p.247), and goes on to claim, after studying the relevant textbooks, 

that such misunderstandings are in fact created by poor educational models and practice. 

The misconceptions are not indications of immature thinking. They are culturally 
produced artifacts which often persist regardless of maturation. 

(p.247)  
 

Engestrom further goes on to advocate Davydov’s approach as a possible solution to 

what he sees as the narrow and problematic “encapsulation” of school knowledge he has 

encountered: 

In general terms, Davydov’s theory suggests that the encapsulation of school 
learning is due to an empiricist, descriptive and classificatory bias in traditional 
teaching and curriculum design. Knowledge acquired in the school is usually of 
such quality that it fails to become a living instrumentality for making sense of the 
bewildering multitude of natural and social phenomena encountered by students 
outside school.  
         (p. 249) 

 

One of the foundational principles of Davydov’s “Developmental Teaching” 

program was that of leading activity being an important requisite for effective instruction. 

According to activity theorists, a leading activity is the activity that has a major role in 

the cognitive development at a particular phase in the developmental course of a learner 

(Engestrom, Hakkarainen, and Hedegaard, 1984, p.84).  This suggests that at any 

particular stage in development, there will be certain activities that will be strongly 

promoted by a community (Tulviste, 1991) and these will tend to dominate and will lead 

to cognitive development.  This reflects Halliday’s (1993) description of the language-

based learning cycle in which different aspects of language are developed as activity in 
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the social world changes.  In language terms, the features of synoptic discourse represent 

the leading activity for students entering an American university degree program.  

Having achieved a score of 500 on the TOEFL, they will have gained a high degree of 

mastery and control of the structural and empirical (that is encountered in the process of 

everyday living) dimensions of English as a second language. Learning how to use the 

specific discourse of academics is the next developmental step. According to Markova 

(1979) this stage can be characterized as, “when the individual enters the sphere of his 

chosen social and vocational activity and learns the methods of analysis and 

communication he needs” (p. 26).  

The key principle in Davydov’s pedagogy was the argument that the theoretical 

mode of reasoning should be the focus and purpose of education. Davydov was 

concerned with engaging students in a true understanding of the subject matter at hand – 

in terms of where the key concepts originated and what these concepts meant for the 

learner in terms of their leading activity, or in other words, why the learners needed to 

learn the task at hand.  He wanted to enable learners to observe and understand how the 

knowledge was constructed, rather than just have them receive a summary of that 

knowledge. The task of educators, therefore, is to present students with the most general 

relationship of the subject, and subsequently engage learners in a sequence of tasks that 

allow them to engage with and explore the concepts as they move towards concrete use 

and application of them. 

The assimilation of knowledge that is general and abstract in nature precedes the 
pupil's acquaintance with more particular concrete items of knowledge, pupils 
deduce the latter from the general and the abstract.  

(Davydov, 1988, pp. 23-24) 



 

 

82 

 

After exploring the links between the abstraction and the empirical manifestation, the 

understanding can eventually become a true concept that can mediate any empirical 

problem pertaining to that particular subject.  

 

This concept begins to arise, not with a direct encounter with things, but 
immediately with a mediated relationship to an object (through a definition that 
expresses a certain abstraction). From the first steps in instruction, the child 
establishes logical relationships among concepts, and only on this basis does he 
then force his way through to an object by coming into contact with experience. 
From the outset he is more aware of the concept itself than the object. Here there 
is movement from the concept to the thing – from the abstract to the concrete.  

(Davydov, 1990 p.184) 

 

 

This approach is based upon an active construction of knowledge guided by the 

educator. The abstract content of the discipline, in common with Gal’perin’s approach, is 

represented in visual terms by what Davydov calls a germ-cell model, where the essential 

relationships within the concept are suggested (see page 102 below for an example of this 

as applied to the present study). For Davydov, a germ-cell model is very different in 

nature from a standard visual illustration, for it crucially contains “a distinctive ‘fusion’ 

of visuality and concept, which expresses a general, internal relationship in an object” 

(1990, p.262).  In order to identify the abstract, the following should be observed: “the 

basis of generalization lies not in a formal comparison of the external traits of objects, but 

in a specific concrete activity, revealing and reproducing a definite function of things 

within some real system” (Davydov, 1988a, p.186).  After presenting the systematic 

conceptual relationships within the subject matter, the teacher should design ways to lead 
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students to identify this abstraction by means of learning tasks and problem situations 

that will make the students move from the abstract to the concrete, that is, to examples 

where the abstract is manifested. The concepts, rules, and methods thereby uncovered 

should be the result of theoretical rather than of empirical generalization. 

Lompscher (1984) makes the observation, and in keeping with the earlier 

discussion on dialectics, that focusing on theoretical thinking does not undermine the 

importance of empirical thought. He sees the two as dialectically related in the same way 

that other oppositions, such as the general and specific are related. Daniels (2007) 

describes the essence of the pedagogical approach thus: 

The process of ascending from the abstract to the concrete…general laws are 
used by teachers to formulate instruction and children investigate the 
manifestations of these general laws in carefully chosen examples that embody 
core concepts…in practical activity, children grapple with the central conceptual 
relations that underpin particular phenomena (p. 314).  
 

In this way the conceptual, empirical and situated knowledge, relevant to the learners, 

become intertwined. This really is the essential part of this approach – that concrete, 

observable features – such as, to use an example from composition, a paragraph, are not 

merely observable features in a text – which they undoubtedly are. But, crucially, are also 

understood as being as they are due to a complex and interrelated network of concepts 

related to patterns of language use, communication and culture.  To understand this and 

be able to apply the insight to other texts is the goal of a theoretically oriented writing 

pedagogy. An empirical, genre-based approach, such as found in typical ESP programs, 

for example, may require learners to observe the concrete feature and assimilate the 

isolated features of it into their own work.  The understanding of why it is so may be 
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missing in this approach and therefore there is nothing for the learner to transfer to a 

different kind of text, or a different kind of writing. 

The sociocultural approach to specifically developmental and theoretical kinds of 

learning, in specifically academic settings, suggests that the general and abstract should 

come before the specific and particular. Davydov suggests that the particular is made 

visible through the general: 

Succeeding in making the particular visible through the general is a characteristic 
feature of the kind of academic subject which awakens and develops the child’s 
ability to think theoretically... (1975, p.204). 

 

This is a reversal of the perhaps logical notion that higher-order thinking must be built up 

piecemeal by mastering lower-order procedures, and it is reflected also in the work of 

Newman, Griffin and Cole (1989). They researched the teaching of mathematics 

problems, such as multiplication, to young children.  They observed that the children who 

experienced most difficulty with division seemed to lack a real understanding of the 

functional significance of the multiplication process, or what function lies behind the 

operation.  Studying and understanding the division algorithm re-organized or re-

mediated the multiplication operation, according to Newman et al, giving the operation 

for the first time a clear functional significance for some children. Their suggestion and 

conclusion from this research is therefore a re-ordering of curriculum content where 

higher-level actions (concepts) are taught prior to lower level or concrete operations 

(Newman, Griffin and Cole, 1989, p.155). Importantly, the appropriation of cultural tools 

creates new mediational means that transform the relationship of the individual subject to 

the social and physical world. Davydov (Davydov and Markova, 1983) further argued 
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that educational activity should not be directed primarily at learning new knowledge but 

at the development of the individual. This would involve voluntary engagement in 

activity and self-regulation in social practices where the individual does not simply 

accept the goals put forward by an authority Table, but is also active in generating 

personal goals and outcomes.  

It is necessary to ascertain and create conditions that will enable activity to 
acquire personal meaning, to become a source of the person's self-development, 
and comprehensive development of his personality, and a condition for his entry 
into social practice (Davydov and Markova, 1983, p.57). 

 

Stetsenko (2002) argues forcefully that sequencing itself is not the solution to creating a 

more powerful learning/teaching experience.  She points out that the quality of the 

cognitive tools that are presented to the learner is also a crucial aspect of this process. 

 

3.4.4 A critique of Davydov’s approach 

 

In his review of Hedegaard and Lompscher (1999), a volume of research articles 

inspired directly by Davydov’s approach, Matusov (2001) summarizes some of the 

criticisms that have been made of Davydov’s work.  Perhaps the most pertinent for the 

present study, in view of more critical approaches to writing pedagogy (e.g. Canagarajah, 

2004), is suggested thus: 

There is one authority in the classroom that decides what relations are essential in 
a phenomenon, and that authority is the teacher… situated cognition, multicultural 
and feminist approaches can suspect Davydov’s theory of being modernist, 
scientist (i.e. privileging scientific knowledge over all other types of knowledge) 
and uncritical of its own cultural, political and historical bases (p. 235). 
 

 

This is a general argument reflected by Scribner (1990) who takes issues with the idea 
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that scientific or theoretical thinking is somehow more valuable than everyday thinking, 

which he sees as being “deficient” in this approach. 

 These are valid points to raise, though I see them as mistaken in their critique.  

The notion of dialectic thought, as described earlier, for example, surely answers the 

concerns expressed by Scribner.  Quite clearly, Davydov’s work does not privilege 

abstract, theoretical thought over the everyday and empirical.  On the contrary, both 

aspects of thought are deemed to be part of the same learning process and crucial to 

developmental processes, and this is made clear in Davydov’s theoretical approach.  

Indeed, one could turn the argument around and suggest that empirical approaches to 

education see abstract thought as “deficient” in not calling for full and explicit awareness 

in learners of theoretical concepts. The term “scientific” in this framework, is not meant 

to refer to hard science as such, rather it refers to abstract and theoretical concepts, which 

may be usefully inculcated in the teaching of any academic subject.  Davydov has 

recognized that in traditional education, learners are generally guided to extrapolate the 

abstract from the specific and concrete; the core of his proposal is simply to reverse this 

sequence and thereby reduce the possibilities for “synthetic stupidity” described by 

Engestrom above. 

As for the teacher-centered argument, again, I see this as a misunderstanding of 

the pedagogical principles espoused by this approach.  The teacher, it is true, is 

responsible for selecting the appropriate conceptual framework for the class in question, 

and for the design of appropriate materials that will bring the conceptual framework from 

the conceptual to the material, and then to the mental plane, as described in the section on 
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Gal’perin’s approach.  However, once the conceptual framework is established, the 

pedagogy then suggested is discovery-based and concerned with developing empowered 

and independent learners, as Renshaw (1992) argues: 

 
Instruction is not directed at the appropriation of knowledge per se, but at the 
change in the child and his/her relation to the social and material world. Without 
such an elaboration of the movement toward self-regulation and independent 
investigation, Davydov's account of teaching can be interpreted as thinly 
disguised transmission of an accepted position rather than the opening-up of new 
possibilities for personal meaning-making in concert with one’s companions.  

 

 
It is also clear that not all learning is developmental.  Skill-based and rote learning also 

must have their place in a language curriculum and there is nothing in Davydov’s 

proposed framework to negate this. Davydov and Markova offer the following summary 

of their approach: 

 …create conditions that will enable activity to acquire personal meaning, to 
become a source of the person's self-development, and comprehensive 
development of personality, and a condition for entry into social practice. 

                   (Davydov and Markova, 1983, p.57) 
 
 

As learners internalize the conceptual meanings, it is important to note that theoretically, 

for Vygotsky, the meanings become personalized as they are integrated and transform the 

individual’s own conceptual processes.  This aspect of the theory, as Renshaw suggests 

above, means that Davydov’s approach allows for multiple and individualized meanings 

and practices to develop, and be valued in the teaching/learning process. 
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3.4.5 Markova’s (1979) study 

 

Markova’s work represents a ten-year longitudinal study into the effectiveness of 

a program for teaching composition to Russian children based upon Davydov’s 

psychological learning theory.  The premise for their research was that children’s control 

and creativity with language would increase if first they were given a comprehensive and 

detailed conceptual understanding of language as communicative function, what they 

term the “theory of the utterance”. These general principles of language use, analogous 

with a Hallidayan (1978) view of language as social semiotic, were presented as the 

“genetic foundation” (p.63) of the concrete activity engaged in later in the program. 

Following the presentation of the abstract principle, the course was organized so that the 

learners experienced “the specific forms of concrete diversity” (p.65) that exist within 

language use. 

 The longitudinal study involved 3,000 students in Moscow schools who were 

tracked in their learning for ten years. New mediational means for the learners were 

provided by a syllabus design that involved specific pedagogical activity designed to 

demonstrate and guide learners to discover the relationship between the concrete and the 

abstract. The results of the study are quite impressive and Markova found her learners 

were developing L1 literacy far in advance of typical expectations for their age.  The 

written work of the students was tracked longitudinally as well as their ability to think 

theoretically about language in social use, through interview procedures. They were 

particularly creative in their use of language, and having internalized a conceptual 

understanding for the way in which language functions in the social world were able to 
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transfer this understanding to unique contexts and for original purposes. As Karpov 

suggests: “The main features of combined conceptual and procedural knowledge are a 

high level of mastery, broad transfer and intentional use by students” (2003, p. 69).  

 

3.4.6 Application to ESL academic writing 

 

  Haenen et al (2003) make the useful observation that Gal’perin’s pedagogy is not 

necessarily directly applicable across contexts and educational situations. In fact, it is 

clear that implementing either approach, as described above, requires “extensive re-

organization of the prevailing teaching practice in the regular classroom” (p. 208). This is 

clearly so, since as Haenen et al also point out, teaching these concepts in isolation in one 

field for example may not be particularly useful, as the whole point is that these concepts 

are interrelated and linked across the division of so called disciplinary fields.  In my own 

research and teaching, the approach adopted is informed by the basic notions of 

conceptual appropriation and development and by the notion suggested by Lantolf and 

Negueruela (2005) that the purpose of pedagogy is to allow learners to: 

exercise their agency over the language when communicating…(and create) a deep 
understanding of the possibilities offered them by the language to construct the 
appropriate meanings the user wishes to construct…it is important to make the 
learners aware of the linguistic options available to them. In this way, learners are 
empowered and develop the ability to control the language rather than be controlled 
by it (p.7). 

 

To achieve this goal, I adapted elements from the approaches outlined above including 

important elements of Markova’s writing pedagogy, to allow me to stay within the 

constraints suggested by departmental demands. I derived the following pedagogical 
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principles from the literature pertaining to concept-based instruction (see Table 4.1 in the 

following chapter for full description of what this meant for the teaching in this context): 

 

1. Abstract to the Concrete  

2. Materialization 

3. Verbalization 

 

Briefly, this required substantial re-organization of the syllabus and approach to 

teaching academic writing. In previous semesters, the prescribed “process approach” had 

been adopted along with the clear focus on “doing” academic writing and gradual 

improvement of the written product through feedback and refinement.  In Davydov’s 

terms this would be an empirical approach. The task was to remain within the course 

requirements, as prescribed by the English Department, and yet create substantial and 

meaningful innovation. 

The challenge was firstly to outline the specific areas of language that I was to 

focus on; and from there design suitable materials and then teach within the theoretical 

orientation outlined. Initially, the abstract concepts pertaining to language use were 

presented to the class and then activities generated these concepts become assigned to 

psychological status so that they could be come internalized.  In designing a substantial 

orientation to the task, I ensured that the first 8 weeks of semester classes were 

substantially different from previous writing instruction I had delivered.  Detailed 

readings and explanations were given regarding the concept of genre and the important 

ways in which culture, rhetorical patterns and language interrelate.  In other words, I gave 
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a full and explicit treatment to important elements in Halliday’s (1993) synoptic 

discourse and how such lexical and organizational features were related to the 

communicative functions they serve.  Markova (1979) calls this the theory of the 

utterance or, “the relation between the form of a linguistic unit and its meaning, and the 

relation between the form of a linguistic unit and its use” (p.50). This prolonged explicit 

focus on genre and the social aspects of rhetorical organization and lexical choice, caused 

resistance in some of the American students, who were unfamiliar with such a classroom 

approach, as is discussed in my action research narrative in chapter 6. I followed this 

abstract presentation of language as social function with a series of exercises that allowed 

the learners to experience concrete instantiations of this abstract notion.  

This abstract concept was then represented in graphic, materialized form and 

presented and explained to the class. I attempted to assign psychological status to the 

concepts.  The main focus of the teaching was firstly on rhetorical organization and 

secondly on voice and style, including work on hedging, transitions, voice and the use of 

passive and phrasal verbs. In materializing these concepts, I made use of models and 

charts and exercises that required students to manipulate physical objects – in rhetorical 

moves, for example, that had been photocopied and cut-up for this purpose. I made 

substantial use of educational dialogue, and required the class to discuss firstly the 

concepts and then their work in groups as they co-authored academic texts. It was 

important to keep in mind, as an educator, that the goal of my class was to teach better 

academic writing and not the internalization of abstract concepts as such.  I hoped that a 

deeper conceptual understanding of rhetorical organization and lexical choice would 
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provide this deeper understanding for these learners, allowing them to mediate their 

written performance.  

As we moved towards focusing on the concrete substantiations of the theoretical 

concept, verbalization became an important element to classroom practice.  The 

verbalization activities were designed so that they offered students opportunity to work 

with the concepts in explanation, discussion and collaborative writing activities.  This is 

important, from a dialectic perspective, in the internalization process as social interaction 

is held to be an important element in re-organizing the conceptual framework; as the 

concept moves from the social to the intermental and finally becomes internalized or 

intramental. Lemke (1990) suggests another important function of collaborative dialogue 

and that is its role as mediationary tool between spontaneous knowledge and the more 

formal knowledge that the learners are working with to solve the problem of presenting 

their ideas in synoptic terms. 

In this chapter, I have outlined the theoretical framework within which I designed 

the materials and classroom activities that comprised my action research study.  The 

purpose of the following chapter is to explain in greater detail how these principles 

informed the design of my materials and activities as I sought to create this deeper 

understanding, and awareness of the linguistic options, for my writing students. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EXPERIMENTAL SYLLABUS 

 

  In the previous chapter, I outlined the theoretical lens through which I approached 

this learning context.  I hoped to create a powerful learning experience for these learners 

by providing, based on theoretical concepts of language as social function, cognitive tools 

through which learners could mediate their performance of writing activity.  In order to 

give these abstract concepts a psychological aspect, necessary for internalization to take 

place, it is important to also provide materialized versions of them, and also provide 

opportunity in class for verbalization of the conceptual meanings to take place. As Wells 

(1999) suggests, and as mentioned previously, this communicated talk has a social as 

well as private function in organizing cognitive functioning. I hoped that conceptual 

understanding would drive peer collaborations and interaction as the learners worked 

with the concepts presented to them and the learners would thereby begin to develop the 

requisite problem solving capabilities.  As Hopper (1998) makes clear in his explanation 

of a meaning-based theory of language, “learning a language is not a question of 

acquiring grammatical structure but of expanding a repertoire of communicative 

contexts” (p.171, emphasis in the original).  

Specifically, in this chapter, I will outline how these theoretical ideas were applied to 

the design of syllabus, classroom activities and tasks. The challenge, in designing the new 

syllabus, classroom materials and activities, was to remain within the constraints of the 

departmental guidelines and yet create opportunities for a much different and more 
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powerful learning experience.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, the English Department 

mandates a semester broken up into three basic units of analysis, research and reflection 

that typically has the following structure: 

• Essay One: Rhetorical Analysis of Selected Article 

• Essay Two: Documented Research Paper 

• Essay Three: Reworking writing for different audience. 

• Essay Four: Reflection on changes made and insights gained 

 

The content of the first unit offers the students the opportunity to learn about rhetoric and 

focuses on the Aristotelian rhetorical triangle.  This is the suggested approach that 

appears in the University Student Guide (2005) and offers some introduction to the 

theoretical understanding of how language works within social contexts.  Unfortunately, 

for the ESL students particularly, the linguistic aspect of this remains unexplored, with a 

focus given to analysis of rhetorical strategies to persuade a particular audience.  There is 

no focus on the students’ own writing. Rather, this approach typically forms the content 

for analysis in paper 1.  Any focus on language therefore comes in a piecemeal fashion at 

the discretion of individual instructors and there is very little or no guidance given as to 

how this may be approached. 

 The overarching goal of the new syllabus is therefore to shift this emphasis back 

to language itself and move away from the doing of writing and the piecemeal attention 

to language that comes from refining and editing texts.  The focus for the First Unit is the 

presentation of cultural artifacts, including concepts, required by students to fully 
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understand the social function and motivation behind linguistic choice. As Kamberelis 

(1999, p. 146) suggests: 

Self-scaffolding through the appropriation and use of cultural artifacts may be as 
important as social scaffolding…such artifacts are both ideational and symbolic 
(e.g. values, beliefs, discourses) and material (e.g. specific texts, practices, other 
artifacts). 

 

The artifacts and concepts appropriated for this pedagogical approach include example 

texts from target genres, texts from different cultures, created and shared by the class, and 

exercises demonstrating the Hallidayan (e.g. 1993) view of language described in 

Chapter 2. This view of language as human communication, is the overarching concept 

used to define the teaching within this syllabus in keeping with the suggestion of 

Vygotsky (1985), that the concept is the appropriate unit of pedagogical action, as 

described above. The cycle of learning and teaching and basic outline of the syllabus can 

be represented as depicted in Table 4.1 below.  
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Procedural Approach Cycle of learning and teaching Syllabus Design 

1. Abstract to the 
Concrete  
 
 

Introduction and explanation of 
conceptual basis of genre and 
academic writing. The 
construction/organization of a 
text and social goals. 
Relationship between function 
and form. Modeling of the 
target text. Presentation of 
genre as issue and concept 

 

Series of activities designed to 
stimulate student interest, for 
example: From lesson 1 - how 
do we know so much about this 
film clip? Two readings that 
describe genre and social 
function of text. Activities and 
analysis of different kinds of 
text – essay 1. Analysis of 
textual choices between a 
formal and informal text by the 
same author. Moving towards 
specific features of text – 
phrasal verbs, hedging etc. 

2. Materialization - Use of 
Didactic Models  
 
 
 
 

Students learn from germ-cell 
model, manipulate rhetorical 
moves, and design concept maps  

Activities designed to 
materialize the theoretical 
concepts presented to students 

3. Verbalization -
Educational Dialogue  
 
 

Students discuss concepts 
studied. Students give peer 
review feedback. In social 
interaction, with peers and 
instructor, students co-construct 
an academic text. Discuss 
together organizational and 
lexical choices 

Verbalization activities and 
Collaborative writing - 6 weeks 
in which students work together 
to create their own texts. Create 
and discuss concept maps 

Table 4.1 Class Procedures and theoretical frame 

 

 

As outlined above, the first unit, comprising the first 8 weeks of the semester, is 

the place in which the conceptual framework was presented.  Beyond the general 

framework of conceptual presentation, my design was informed by the suggestion of Coe 

(1994) that the teaching of genre be usefully guided by two metaphors – genre as artifact 

and genre as ecology as discussed in Chapter 3.  To reiterate, the notion of a genre as a 

textual artifact is essentially a sociocultural notion that explains the creation of culturally 
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bound signs and concepts in the ongoing social interaction of human activity. These 

cultural artifacts, when presented within a conceptual framework, can be used to present 

a theoretical understanding of language use, from a Hallidayan perspective. Moving 

towards concrete substantiations of this concept, as they are held up for examination in a 

classroom setting, they allow students to explore ways in which texts organize meaning 

in response to a particular social situation.  And crucially, they now have a conceptual 

framework with which to understand the examples they are given. 

  In this learning/teaching cycle, this process involves moving from the theoretical 

presentation of language as social function towards structural analysis of genre form, 

explicit attention to rhetorical moves and examining the common linguistic features, 

again from corpus work, that are used to fulfill these structural requirements. This is 

clearly not enough however, as Coe himself warns: “There is a great danger when genres 

get reduced to structures that they get separated from their environments” (p.163).  In 

designing the following syllabus therefore, I was particularly mindful of the need to 

balance an understanding of the organization and structure of the genres is question, with 

the need to relate these structures to the conceptually based social function that they 

fulfill; in Coe’s terms, to understand the ecology of the genre or the “functional 

implications of the prescribed structures” (p. 165). This essentially, in sociocultural 

terms, involves moving from a procedural understanding of writing towards a conceptual 

understanding of why text is organized the way it is.  This is very much in line with the 

systemic-theoretical approach to instruction described in the previous chapter, where the 

quality of the instruction provided, impacts upon the cognitive development of the 
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learner. I therefore employed various didactic models and charts, and incorporated these 

into the classroom procedure and activity to facilitate their becoming psychological tools. 

Following Coe’s (1994) helpful suggestion regarding “genre-as-process”, I also 

decided to maintain some aspects of the process approach to writing in which multiple 

drafts and feedback at various points along the way are important elements in developing 

the final text.  I wished also to improve this process and ensure that students were getting 

meaningful feedback that would relate to the classroom content and aid development. In 

this regard, I was inspired by the Dynamic Assessment (Lantolf and Aljifrah, 1999; 

Poehner and Lantolf, 2005) approach to evaluation, which sees the evaluation and testing 

aspects of a curriculum as opportunities for learning.  The feedback method chosen is 

variable therefore, depending upon the issue and the mistake and how I as the instructor 

perceive this mistake in terms of the overall development of the writer. So for example, at 

the discourse level, comments are made in terms of the genre-based approach being 

pursued in class. As suggested in the teaching notes, I felt as an instructor that the 

framework adopted in this research provided at the very least a more meaningful way to 

discuss errors and ways of improving textual organization and style. In previous classes, 

a basic grammatical error would have generally been underlined with a question mark, 

leaving it incumbent upon the student to research the error and choose an appropriate 

correction; whereas word choice, spelling and punctuation were generally corrected with 

an alternative word or organization provided for the student.  There may or may not be 

additional comments about an error depending on the nature or seriousness of the 

mistake.  In this new approach, I was able to make short comments to frame errors, such 
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as “Is this too conversational? What would a more academic verb be here?” In this sense 

the feedback became part of the teaching that can play an important role in development 

according to the dynamic assessment research mentioned earlier (e.g. Poehner, 2002). 

Final suggestions in comment form are designed to offer encouragement and suggest the 

basic areas for focus before the next draft is complete.  This approach is designed to help 

the student as much as possible by providing rationale for mistakes, correction of 

mistakes and the guidance to allow students to meaningfully seek out and importantly 

understand their own improvements. 

I will now describe each stage of that unit in some detail, offering both 

description and theoretical justification for the design and content. 

 

Week 1 

 

Gal’perin, as described in chapter 3, saw the first step in learning as a full 

orientation to the problems to be solved.  In order to stimulate interest and motivation, the 

class was firstly introduced to the notion of genre through a short film clip from the 

western film genre. The film clip was selected because the generic content was 

particularly strong to the degree that after only 2 or 3 minutes of the film, much of the 

plot and character involved had been communicated. The students were asked to discuss 

what they already “knew” about the film and how this was possible after only 2-3 

minutes. This presented the class with a problem related to the issue at hand – that they 

all knew something about this text, without ever having considered why this might be so. 

The same principle, as applied to the social organization of text, was introduced firstly 
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through an introductory exercise titled “Genres and Discourse.”  Students are presented 

with small anonymous passages from several different genres and asked to think about 

and discuss them according to the following criteria: 

 

• What is the author trying to accomplish? (Purpose)  

• With whom? (Audience)  

• Under what circumstances and in what genre? (Context) 

• Is more than one genre possible?  

• What context can we understand that these passages are from?  

• What language clues – what linguistic choices – tell us which genre these         

texts are from? 

• What might be some formal cues that identify genre regardless of language? 

 

The questions are designed to promote thinking about language and text in a social and 

functional way, and the purpose at this introductory stage is to highlight the ways in 

which linguistic choice and organization are already part of our understanding. This 

perception of genre is what allows us to communicate effectively in so many discourse 

communities. As a follow up, the class examined two letters, one of which delivered 

“good news” to the recipient regarding a job application, and the second letter contained 

a negative response.  Students were asked to notice how the information was organized 

and suggest reasons for this difference. This started a series of lessons that dealt with the 

motivated nature of textual organization.  It was decided that the unit would proceed from 

the level of discourse and continue through levels of text down to word choice and 

punctuation. 
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Week 2 

  

Building upon the introduction to genre and the social function of text, at the start 

of the second week, the students read a prepared reading on genre and academic writing.  

In this short reading (see Appendix B), I condensed the theoretical ideas regarding genre 

and how it was an important idea for understanding academic writing.  This was 

important as it contained the scientific concepts I was using to teach the class content. 

The piece discusses the key ideas of discourse community, genre-as-social action and the 

notion of conventions.  Students were asked to think about the genre-based model of an 

academic paper and think again about the idea of the rhetorical move from Swales 

(1990).  The reading was linked to a materialized germ-cell model, in Davydov’s terms, 

and as described above, of these concepts attempted to capture the essential and dynamic 

relationship between an author, text and audience. That is presented below in Figure 4.1: 
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Figure 4.1 Germ-cell model of language and genre in use 

 

We spent time in class going over the concepts behind the diagram and students were 

asked to discuss how the diagram related to the reading with a partner. 

The second reading in this week was a short reading by Shen (1989) called 

“Classroom and the Wider Culture: Identity as a Key to Learning English Composition.” 

In this article, Shen describes his experience as a Chinese student trying to come to terms 

with the demands of American academic writing.  Shen, in outlining his difficulties, 

makes concrete the connection between rhetorical style and culture: “The values behind 
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this rule, it seems to me, are based on the principle of protecting and promoting 

individuality” (p. 469). My purpose in having the students read this text was to build on 

the notion that the rules of textual organization are not arbitrary but rather based on 

cultural values, have a specific purpose, and are shaped in ongoing social interactions 

over time.  A quiz and discussion followed both readings to re-enforce these important 

principles. 

 

Week 3 

  

In week 3, we completed our investigation of the social and cultural nature of 

textual organization and segued into a focus on the rhetorical choice of grammatical and 

vocabulary features of text.  The first exercise required students to re-organize paragraphs 

that had been photocopied and cut-up – each paragraph was divided into rhetorical moves 

and students then had the task, for the five paragraphs of a model student essay, of re-

assembling the paper in the correct order.  This physical manipulation of constituent parts 

was seen as an important aspect of the learning process in which the concepts we had 

been discussing took on a materialized form that enabled physical manipulation. As 

Talyzina (1981) suggests (cited in Haenan, 2001, p163) “…the learning of new 

knowledge first requires at least partial materialization by means of all kinds of orienting 

charts.” 
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Figure 4.2 Classroom activity for conceptual approach  

 

The follow up activity was inspired by contrastive rhetoric and was modeled on  
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Smith (2004). In this exercise, the students were given the directions to write a letter to a 

professor and complain about a grade they had been given in class. The ESL students 

were asked to write as if for a professor in their home culture and then asked to translate 

the text into English. Bringing the L1 into the theoretical orientation was important as the 

L1 conceptual frame plays an important role in how learners perceive the world around 

them This exercise involved thinking about, and manipulating their own native language 

and cultural orientation to rhetorical organization. No further instructions were given and 

in class students were then asked to note the rhetorical moves and features of their own 

text. The letter required the students to question a grade that had been given by the 

professor and as such raises questions of face, power and politeness. The negotiation of 

these factors differs across cultures as the perceived social distance between a professor 

and student also differs. They then, in pairs, contrasted their texts with a student from a 

different cultural background and note and try and to explain the similarities and 

differences that they found.  As part of the conclusion in this exercise the students were 

asked to draw a visual representation of different rhetorical styles and we discussed what 

these meant. This exercise draws upon the original work on contrastive rhetoric by 

Kaplan (1966) whose “doodles” became very controversial for the deterministic 

misunderstanding of Whorf’s theory.  Nevertheless, these tables provide interesting 

points for discussion. In terms of conceptual learning, and has been suggested, this 

materialization process, involving drawing and the visual representation of concepts, is 

an important aspect of the key internalization process within concept-based instruction.  

To this end, students were also presented with a conceptual map (see Appendix B) of an 
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academic essay and asked to discuss and also problematize the diagram.  This 

information was then applied as the students were given paragraphs from an example 

student essay.  

Week 4 

 

In this part of the course, we began to look more closely at the conceptual 

underpinning of language choice at the concrete, so this case, sentence and word level.  

Clearly with limited time, it was important to select the most meaningful and 

appropriate aspects of academic discourse and vocabulary to focus upon. As described 

in chapter 2, Halliday (1993) makes an important distinction between congruent and 

synoptic discourses. Non-congruent or synoptic discourse is the language of academic 

and social institutions and is characterized by nominal forms and the objectification of 

the world around us for objective and technical analysis. It is based upon processes as 

things and characterized by an objective impersonal tone in which subjectivity, 

emotion, and agency are backgrounded.  This leads to a specific kind of organization 

and style, realized linguistically by some of the following features of academic 

discourse: 

i. Passive/active voice 

ii. Hedging  

iii. Phrasal vs. academic verbs 

iv. Importance of structure/organization through transitions  
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Week 4 began, therefore, with a posting of a text adapted from Hyland (2002). The text, 

an internal memo from a university security manager to a university professor, was 

posted online in the class wiki and the following questions were posted for reflection: 

After reading the above letter - consider the following language features: 

 

1. Use of Modal Verbs 

 

2. Use of Active/Passive Voice 

 

3. Use of Technological vocabulary 

 

Why does the writer use these language features? Consider the purpose of the 

letter and the relationship with the reader. Discuss your thoughts below in the 

comments: 

 

Again, the social relationship and context within which the text is created is the 

important factor that determines the way that the text is written on different 

organizational and linguistic levels.  In this exercise, the focus was upon the use of 

passive and modal verbs and the function that their use has for the writer in creating and 

maintaining a particular relationship with the recipient of the letter.  In short, again, 

writing was presented as an aspect of culturally bound human communication. The 

students posted their responses online and these were discussed in class. This allowed a 

closer description and explanation of these language features since it is important in a 

conceptually based pedagogy to provide a full and clear account of the feature and the 

how and why it is used.  The explanation was followed up by further exercises in which 
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students changed text back and forth according to particular directions and needs as 

writers.  A brief example from the worksheet on the active and passive voice 

demonstrates the ideological purpose behind the use of different grammatical voice to 

express the same idea in strategically different ways: 

The factory workers were fired yesterday and the factory was closed. 

 

Nike fired the factory workers yesterday and then the Multinational closed the 

factory.  

 

In becoming sensitized to understanding and the full implications of the use of these 

forms it is suggested that the writers will gain increasing degrees of control over the 

resources of the language and be able to make strategic rhetorical choices in their own 

writing. The exercises on the use of modal verbs lead logically into the work done on 

hedging in the following week. 

 

Week 5 

 

As discussed earlier, a common error that ESL writers make in English academic 

writing is the hyperbolic and overly dramatic claims that they can make in their writing. 

Hedging therefore is a very important principle that allows student writers to create the 

appropriate voice and tone in their work as they discuss their ideas and beliefs as nascent 

members of their target discourse communities.  Full description of this concept was 

given followed by exercises posted in the wiki in which the students had to add 

appropriate hedges to sections of academic writing to create a more balanced and 
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appropriate tone. This exercise was followed by work on phrasal and academic verbs. 

This highlights one of the biggest shifts in register between conversational or informal 

language use and academic language use (Hinkel, 2002).  The following table and 

exercise was used to highlight these important differences: 

 

“For each sentence below – match the words that have the same meaning from each 

column. Think about a context where this item may be appropriate – and why? Are the 

sentences active or passive? Why? Which is most effective for academic language? Why? 

What feature does academic writing have?” 

  

I investigated the results further I looked into the results a little bit more 
The findings fluctuated over time The results go up and down in this time 
We obtained permission from the parents We got permission off the parents 
The atmosphere in the class became negative The feeling in the class turned bad 
The required permission was granted We got the permission that we needed  
This result indicates that many students have 
problems on the campus 

This result points to the fact that many students 
are having problems like this 

I think this suggests that further action be taken  I think this tells us that we should take further 
action 

It is difficult to understand why students 
behave in this manner 

I can’t understand why some students do these 
kinds of things 

The new factory was established to create jobs The new factory was set up to give people new 
jobs 

Table 4.2 Classroom activity on academic register 

 

 

In discussion the students were asked to notice the difference in lexical density across 

registers and the defining feature of academic writing that meaning is supported by 

deployment of fewer lexical items. 
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Week 6 

 

The focus in week 6 was on transitions and cohesion. Important work in Corpus 

Linguistics (e.g. Biber, 2003) provides the basis for the approach adopted in this study, in 

that it demonstrates the linguistic resources that are successfully and repeatedly employed 

by writers in different discourse communities as they communicate within their 

disciplines.  The wiki was again employed to facilitate the conceptual understanding of 

language in use, combined with the insights from corpus work which can provide lists of 

commonly used lexical items used by writers to achieve particular functions.    It is 

important to note that this is not intended to be prescriptive but rather,  “corpus-

informed” (McCarthy, 1998), giving writers the necessary linguistic resources to make 

informed choices and communicate effectively. The wiki also allowed this feature to be 

available online throughout the semester, and it was employed in the completion of the 

tasks in which students were asked to add transitions to the given texts. Again, important 

links were made back to the conceptual framework to foster and develop an 

understanding of why these items are preferred in this context.    

   

Week 7 

  

The exercises in week 7 were designed to bring the elements of this Unit together. 

To draw together what we had been learning about textual organization, in keeping with 

the central tenet of the concept-based approach, students were asked to draw the 
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academic genre we had been studying.  Following the drawing of the maps, they were 

asked to explain their mapping to a partner. This activity lasted for 15 minutes. 

 There is an example below in Figure 4.3: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Following this, the students were given 4 different paragraphs (see Appendices) 

and asked to perform a detailed analysis of authorial voice, persona and the linguistic 

resources through these features of the different texts were achieved.  The students were 

asked specifically to recognize and underline important lexical choices that had been 

made and discuss why those choices had been important: 

Analyzing Voice 

Figure 4.3 Example drawing of an academic essay 

 

The follow up activity was to provide a comprehensive analysis of three different 

paragraphs according to the following questions. These were discussed in groups: 

1) Who is the author’s intended audience? How do you know? 

2) What is the author’s relationship to the audience? Is it hostile? Distant? 

Intimate? How can you tell? 
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3) Does the author seem credible/knowledgeable to you? How does he or she 

establish this credibility? 

4) What can you tell about this person’s personality? Can you tell anything at 

all? Do you get an image of the author in your mind when you read his or her 

work? 

5) What features in grammar and style do you notice for each one? Underline 

significant word choices that demonstrate/create the social relationship that 

you see in each paragraph. 

 

Each of the personalities of the respective authors were discussed and reasons elucidated 

for the opinions that were given.  The teaching point of the activity was therefore to 

reveal that the same author had in fact written the texts. Students were asked to reflect on 

what this meant for writing and identity and to discuss the notion that we as writers do 

not have one stable identity, but that we have multiple identities constructed through text. 

The assignment (see Appendix C) to conclude Unit One involved students writing 

a compare-and-contrast analysis of two different texts written by the same author, on a 

similar topic, but for different audiences and genres. The two texts were as follows: 

 

Weil, A. We Must Stop the War on Medical Marijuana 

Weil, A. and Jones, T. The Acute Effects of Marijuana on Speech 

 

These texts are examples of what Daniels (2007) terms “manifestations” of “general 

laws” and have been chosen specifically for this exercise as they embody a principle of 

audience and purpose shaping textual organization and lexical choice.  It was this 

concrete instantiation of the concept that I wanted the learners to “grapple” with in 
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Daniels’ terms. The first text appeared first in a local Arizona newspaper as an opinion 

piece about the use of marijuana as medicine. As such, it was fairly conversational in 

tone and included specific strategies, both rhetorical and linguistic, to persuade and 

appeal to this particular newspapers’ audience. The second text was originally published 

in a science journal and described experimentation on the effects of marijuana upon 

speech production.  As an academic article written for a science journal, the tone and 

style of the writing was impersonal and objective and the text followed the conventions 

of a medical research report.  Students were asked to discuss in detail, and with support 

from both texts, firstly what the differences were and then also what reasons can be given 

to explain the differences in textual organization, style and voice.  The author and subject 

matter are the same. At the conclusion of the assignment, I implemented the second 

verbalization activity in which students were presented with some of the key concepts we 

had been working with and were asked to discuss them with a peer. The papers were then 

graded on the contents of the analysis but also, importantly, on their own written style 

and authorial voice, and the degree to which they conformed to genre-based expectations. 

 

Week 8 

 

The aim of the first unit, was to present the conceptual basis of language choice in 

terms of writing as a fundamentally social act.  The focus of the second unit was basically 

to put these principles into practice as a means of working with and internalizing these 

concepts.  It was with this principle in mind that the second unit was designed as a 

collaborative writing unit in which students, in groups of three, worked together to co-
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create their texts.  As mentioned previously, the notion being that this intermental activity 

within the social interaction, taking place both online an in group discussions, would 

allow students to process the concepts and ultimately internalize them for further action.  

In practice however, these categories could not be discreet and the work on language 

continued throughout the second unit in lessons when we were not focused on the 

research and related elements. The language items to be focused on in this unit were as 

follows: 

i. Punctuation and comma use 

ii. MLA formatting and how to use secondary sources 

iii. Textual cohesion and the given and new contract 

 

The content from the previous unit was also reviewed and the concepts repeated to re-

enforce this important material.  Week 8 began with a look back at the conceptual ideas 

we had been working with. The concepts were listed on the white board, and students 

were asked in pairs to discuss what these meant and how they had impacted their own 

writing. Again, this was an important session for working with the concepts free from 

their materialized form, as part of the internalization process.  We also looked at online 

resources for research and secondary sources and the different ways that quotation could 

be used. 

Week 9 

 

Week 9 started with an introduction to the ideas and theory behind collaborative 

writing.  While I remain confident, as an educator, in the benefits of collaborative work in 

academic writing (e.g. Storch 2005), I also appreciate that it is important that students 
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understand the principles and guidelines involved in co-operative work.  Collaborative 

writing and extended group work can be a demanding and stressful undertaking 

(Wildner-Bassett, 2002) and pre-recognition and awareness of this is clearly important 

when teaching in this way.  We brainstormed advantages and disadvantages, reflected on 

possible problems and issues, and discussed as a class what action might be taken as such 

issues arose.  Mutual respect and responsibility were highlighted as important features of 

successful collaborative work. Students were made familiar with the fact, for example, 

that as much as 85% of documents produced in academic and business settings have more 

than one author (Ede and Lundsford, 1999) and so in this sense these were real world 

skills that the class would be learning and practicing.   

In terms of the concept-based approach developed by Gal’perin, as adapted by 

this collaborative stage was important in terms of the affordance for communicated talk 

that is discussed in chapter 3 in this study his research. The class was then given time to 

form their own groups of three and started their group enterprise by making sure their 

online wiki pages were linked so that information collected could be readily shared and 

worked upon.  The groups were given class time to discuss and formulate their own 

research topics and to start building their own annotated bibliographies, the first step 

towards the completion of the project. 

 

Week 10 

 

In week 10, the initial focus was upon the organization, or archeology, of a 

research paper.  Several examples were examined in terms of rhetorical moves and again 
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related to specific sentence stems associated with those moves. For example, the 

following moves were presented to the class as making up the typical structure of a 

research paper Introduction. Students were asked to recognize these moves and consider 

their function: 

Move 1 - Establishing a research territory 

 

1. By showing that the general research area is important, central, interesting, 

problematic, or relevant in some way. 

2. By introducing and reviewing items of previous research in the area. 
 
Move 2 -Establishing a niche 

 

1. By indicating a gap in the previous research, raising a question about it, or 

extending previous knowledge in some way. 

 
Move 3 - Occupying the niche 

 

1. By outlining purposes or stating the nature of the present research. 

2. By indicating the structure of the Research Paper. 

3. By adopting a position regarding the issue 

 
 

These were posted on the wiki and remained there to act as a resource for students 

to use as they developed their own texts. Specific attention was then given to in-text 

citation for the secondary sources to be used, and again, corpus linguistics (Biber, 1998) 

informed the presentation of the three most commonly employed ways of signaling the 
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use of secondary sources in academic text.  Again the notion of writing as 

communication was central to the explanation of secondary sources. This was related 

back to the notion of rhetorical strategy for achieving authorial ethos and credibility in 

terms of communicating effectively with a specific discourse community. Students were 

given example academic texts and asked to notice how the sources were used and to 

which of three example procedures they most closely fit and also the students listed 

linguistic items associated with each move, thus linking elements of the artifact with their 

social function. 

 

Week 11 

 

Students were paired to give feedback on the first drafts of the collaborative 

papers. The pairs were given criteria for their discussion and then each person posted a 

more formal response on the wiki – in keeping with the findings of Liu and Sadler (2003) 

that multi-modal feedback was the most effective. It was hoped that the conceptual tools 

thus far presented to the students in the content section of the course would allow for a 

more meaningful and directed feedback and review session, as the students gained 

increasing degrees of control over the concepts.  As the instructor I was also able to 

provide some feedback sensitive to the development of the writing as I saw it.  The 

groups were encouraged to make good use of the feedback and work towards a second 

draft for the following week.  
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Week 12 

 

The class did not meet this week; instead, they met with the instructor for group 

feedback and discussion on the second drafts of their papers. The meetings were 

generally rather low-key and I sensed a lack of energy in the class. I put this down to the 

intensity with which we had been working in the first twelve weeks of the semester.  

Ideally the conferences are dialogic in nature, however overall, I felt that in this session it 

was more the instructor pointing out some general areas for improvement. 

 

Week 13 

 

The focus of this week was punctuation and specifically the use of the comma and 

the apostrophe, which are common errors with this student population. Again, an attempt 

was made to provide a conceptual approach to this subject. Examples were provided and 

explanations demonstrated the reason why these features exist and are important in 

writing.  For example, with the use of the comma, students are often told to use the 

comma where they would take a breath in their reading of the text. This again, is a clear 

example of a ‘rule of thumb’ or procedural knowledge.  Examples provided however 

demonstrated the ways in which erroneous comma use can separate a subject from its 

verb and these explanations provided a much more detailed understanding of the function 

of the comma.  
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Week 14 

 

The collaboratively written papers were collected, graded and returned.  The final 

assignment was given. This involved students taking the texts they had co-written and 

individually re-writing those texts for a new audience.  The audience suggested was that 

of the Arizona Daily Wildcat which matched the subject of the research papers that had 

been thematically concerned with issues relevant to the student population.  It also meant 

that the first assignment, in which students had analyzed the different rhetorical strategies 

and styles of an academic text and a journalistic text, could be reviewed and used as the 

basis for the task. In re-writing for a different audience, the students were forced to 

consider how the text needed to change and why – this was to form the basis of a 

reflection paper to be handed in at the same time as the re-written text. We spent time this 

week also reviewing the organization and rhetoric of a newspaper opinion piece and 

discussing ways in which the research paper would have to be revised. 

 

Week 15 

 

Week 15 was the final week of class meetings. This provided opportunity to 

review the content of the course. Students also gave feedback on various aspects of the 

learning experience at this point. On the final class day, students reviewed their first 

drafts of the re-write and reflection so that they could complete the assignment to be 

turned in the following week.  Interestingly, because of time constraints, I did not have 

time to give any feedback to the class on these papers.  This means that they reflect much 
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more of an independent performance than the previous papers where I had given specific 

and general feedback on the writing drafts.  From a research point of view this allows me 

to gauge development much more clearly as these papers represent the students’ 

individual writing proficiency at the end of the semester. 

 

Week 16 

 

Students turned in final portfolios and participant interviews were conducted. 

 

In this chapter I have outlined the week-by-week progression of the teaching 

syllabus and made explicit the links between the theoretical position I am adopting in this 

research, and the practical teaching activities and tasks that were designed and 

implemented. In the following chapter, I describe in detail how this semester progressed 

as I saw it – from the perspective of the teacher/researcher.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

5.1 Research design and methodology 

 

In this chapter, I outline in detail the research design and methodology undertaken 

in this study.  I clarify the position of research from a sociocultural perspective and how 

this theoretical position determines my approach to the data in this study. As mentioned 

in chapter 1, I adopted a combination of case study and action research methodologies, as 

the most suitable approach to the research questions in this study: 

 

1. Does the concept-based approach to writing lead to developmental changes in 

how ESL writing students conceptualize and execute writing tasks? Is there 

evidence of the L2 conceptual framework regulating performance? If so, what 

changes are apparent? 

 

 

2.  What implications for writing pedagogy can be drawn from this action 

research experience? 

 

 

5.2 Research site 

 

The research was conducted over one 16-week semester at the University of 

Arizona in the United States.  The research started in the fall semester of 2006 and the 

data collection was completed through a final round of interviews were completed in 
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December of that year. At this university, ESL students are typically admitted into 

English 107 or English 108 classes if their proficiency is deemed to be at a suitable level.  

They may be required to take English 100, which is a bridging course to 107/8 if students 

lack necessary proficiency and/or writing skills.  The classes are taught generally by 

GAT’s who have experience with ESL students and who have taught in ESL or EFL 

settings.  Recently, students who are multilingual themselves have been given priority in 

these teaching assignments.  No formal training is given, however, that would help these 

teachers effectively deal with the different demands of ESL writing. Further complication 

is added to the situation whereby ESL classes may be mixed with native speaking 

students and instructors may be also teaching a section of native speakers – meaning that 

there is likely to be convergence in the use of materials and resources given the severe 

time and energy constraints of graduate students. This is the reality of budget related 

limitations within which the department itself is asked to operate. The Writing Program is 

being proactive in developing materials and resources for teachers; but only very limited 

materials have been developed specifically for ESL Composition through its own 

materials website Wire. 

 

5.3 Action research 

  

As the sole researcher in this project, I have had over 12 years experience in 

teaching writing to ESL and EFL students and the fundamental starting point for the 

project, as mentioned in chapter 1, was dissatisfaction with the training that ESL students 
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were receiving in the given context.  The desire to change and improve on ongoing 

practice meant that action research felt to be the appropriate methodology for this project: 

 

 Action research is any systematic inquiry conducted by teacher researchers to 
gather information about the ways that their particular school operates, how they 
teach, and how well their students learn. The information is gathered with the goals 
of gaining insight, developing reflective practice, effecting positive changes in the 
school environment and on educational practices in general, and improving student 
outcomes (Mills, 2002 p. 4). 

 

 

The important feature of this approach is the idea of effecting change in a school 

environment through a systematic inquiry into how students learn. The central 

investigation in this research concerns providing a more powerful, and ultimately useful, 

learning experience for students who need strong writing skills to be able to cope with the 

demands of an American university undergraduate degree. This would be achieved by 

applying insights from sociocultural theory into the appropriation of mediational artifacts, 

the concepts underpinning the organization of academic texts, in group, and then 

individual work.  The group interaction, it is theorized, should provide the means for 

internalization of the symbolic aspects of the language and culture required to 

successfully participate as a member of the given community. Students in this class work 

in triads throughout the semester.   

 As materials designer and teacher on the course, I was fully responsible for 

implementing and observing the pedagogical changes I deemed to be necessary.  I used 

theoretical insights from Gal’perin and Davydov’s work and used a view of language as 

the conceptual framework based on Halliday, to guide the design of class materials.  I 
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worked closely with a colleague in the English Department to design classroom materials 

and activities over two semesters, in 2005 and 2006.  This was indeed one of the great 

challenges of the research project, since there were no available guidelines to follow in 

previous research with this regard. In this time, I also experimented with working in a 

class wiki and using collaborative writing as a pedagogical tool. These experimental 

periods proved very valuable and allowed me to refine the approach I was adopting. By 

the start of the semester, I had a body of classroom materials, and an entire semester 

planned out to follow the conceptual approach to instruction I was implementing. 

 As Burns (1999) suggests, the purpose of qualitative research is to “offer 

descriptions, interpretations and clarifications of naturalistic social settings” (p.22). As 

such, action research specifically relies upon detailed observation and rich description of 

a research setting. “Observation and description and the gathering of data from a range of 

different resources are the main methodological tools” (Burns, 1999, p. 22).  In order to 

triangulate (Long, 1983) the data and create as thick a description as possible (Burns, 

1999, p.23), I implemented a variety of research methods to be described below. I also 

took daily research notes following every class, in which I commented on classroom 

dynamics, the implementation and development of classroom activity and other 

observations I deemed pertinent to the study.   

 From an SCT perspective, action research satisfies the ideal, from a dialectic point 

of view, in erasing the boundary between theory and practice and between teaching and 

research.  From a dialectic point of view, these are facets of the same process.    
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5.4 Multiple case study 

 

A case study is usefully defined by Merriam (1988) as “an intensive, holistic 

description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a 

person, a process or a social unit” (p. xiv).  In this study, my case is a semester long 

teaching and learning process that focuses in on three individuals within the overall 

context of an academic writing class. The impact and efficacy of the classroom approach 

detailed was, therefore, a continuing and overarching aspect of the study, within which 

were couched, the close attention to individuals in specific case studies. In order to make 

the amount of data collected more manageable, and to give a clear focus to my research, I 

decided to concentrate upon three specific subjects within the class in a multiple case 

study approach.  Yin (1993) emphasizes the importance of defining a research study from 

the outset and setting boundaries within which the research will be conducted.  By 

adopting a qualitative approach that includes rich description of participant outcomes and 

setting, the case study methodology was important to allow the study to remain 

manageable. The volume of data to be collected from a full class of students would not be 

practical in these circumstances. The students worked in groups that they formed 

themselves, for a large part of the semester. By focusing in on three individuals 

throughout the semester, I would be able to trace the development and interaction within 

three different triads.  The three subjects selected were each in different working groups 

and had demonstrated, at the outset of the class, an enthusiasm for learning and a positive 

outlook in the class, which I felt would be helpful to my research goals. They also came 

from different rhetorical backgrounds and had different levels of writing experience. This 
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would give me different perspectives in my data. Analysis will be based on the idea of 

the genetic approach to development (see Lantolf and Thorne, 2006) – tracing changes in 

the make up of the student writing and relating these changes to collaborative work done 

in-class and outside of class in the electronic media.  

 

5.5 Treatment of data 

 

 The methods I employed and theoretical focus with which I approached the study, 

namely that of concept-based instruction suggested the appropriate forms of data that I 

should collect in this study. The full source of data and rationale for the type of analysis I 

employed is summarized and presented below in table 5.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

127 

Data Collected Analysis Rationale 

1. Introduction questionnaire Background information Profile of participants 
2. Teacher observation notes at 
the end of each class 

  

3.  Multiple drafts of 4 written 
assignments 
 

Lexical density measures 
Accuracy measures 
Rhetorical Move analysis 
Control 

Development over time in student 
writing. Evidence of control over 
the linguistic resources of the 
language 

4. Verbalization activities: 
 
a. Explaining concepts covered 

b. b.  Peer review 
c. c.  Collaborative writing 

Evidence of theoretical thought 
development regarding textual 
organization and lexical choice. 

Evidence of internalization and 
mastery of conceptual basis of 
composition 

5. Concept maps of academic 
essays and discussions in wiki 
 

Evidence of conceptual 
understanding of written text 

Important in materializing and 
internalizing concepts 

6. Evaluation of quality of 
theoretical knowledge that guides 
analysis of texts in essays 1 and 4 
 

Written form of verbalization Evidence of awareness of 
theoretical concepts guiding 
understanding of language use 

7.  Rater Evaluations. Three 
raters from the English Dept. rate 
each of the four assignments on a 
given criteria.  

 Statistical analysis of points 
according to criteria 

Objective rating for the work 
produced. “Real world” rating. 

8. End of Semester Class 
Questionnaire 

Overall, general impressions of 
the course, approach etc. 

Summary of experiences in class 
with writing. Attitudes towards 
technology, collaboration and 
genre/rhetoric 

9.  Final Interview 
 

Gauge development and final 
impressions of approach 

Allows for clarification of other 
data 

Table 5.1. Summary of data collection, analysis and rationale 
 
 

 I collected each draft of each paper written by the subjects and filed them away 

until the semester was over.  I was then interested in analyzing these texts to track 

changes in development over time. To do so, there are various approaches that can be 

utilized, as I discuss below. The verbalization activities, in point 4 above, were designed 

to be both a constructive element to the classroom procedure, common to writing classes, 

but also provide a genuine opportunity for learners to verbalize and make sense of the 

concepts that had been presented to them.  As discussed in chapter 3, this verbal stage is 
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seen in Gal’perin’s Systemic-theoretical pedagogy as an important step between the 

material and mental stages of conceptual internalization. 

   

5.5.1 Lexical density 

 

Lexical density is a feature of the target synoptic discourse and is adopted for this 

study following Halliday (1993) who defines it as “...a measure of the density of 

information in any passage of text, according to how tightly the lexical items (content 

words) have been packed into the grammatical structure” (p. 123). In this study, it is 

measured following Eggins (1994), by counting the number of lexical (or content) words 

as a percentage of the total words in a given sample.  Samples from each text were taken 

from 500 words. The size of this sample is within range of other studies (e.g. Biber, 

1998) and is small enough to ensure that a comparison can be made across texts that are, 

in cases of some drafts, quite short. As Biber (1998) makes clear, one of the most 

important shifts in language use across registers is the degree to which information is 

condensed. As such, the measure of lexical density provides a sense of genre 

development, as shifts to more dense prose signal a more academic type of writing. This 

measure was used in the Kamberelis (1999) study of genre development in children’s 

writing.  Consider the examples below from Schleppegrell (2004, p.68): (The lexical 

words are in bold type) 

1. The formation of sedimentary rocks is closely associated with water. 

  

     2. And um, like um sometimes if, um, like the think that the teacher? 
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The first sentence is from a textbook, whereas the second sentence is obviously 

transcribed from conversation. Naturally, in any text there will be variations in the lexical 

density from clause to clause but, generally, the lexical density of spoken language is 

lower than written language. Secondly, in successful academic and more technical 

writing the lexical density is typically much higher.  

 In the written texts produced throughout the semester, there were 4 different 

assignments. Assignment 1 was a genre analysis paper in which students offered an 

analysis of the style of two different texts.  This is a formal piece of writing and so should 

ideally be written in an academic and lexically dense style.  The second paper was also an 

academic paper – in which students collaborated to write social-science research papers.  

Again, the expectation would be for a formally written and lexically dense piece of 

writing. In the third paper, the students took the collaboratively written paper and re-

wrote it for a new audience and purpose – an article for the student newspaper.  The 

different audience and purpose should mean that a less dense and more conversational 

approach would be successful.  The final text was a reflection in which students 

discussed the changes they had made to reach their new audience.  This is a relatively 

formal piece though perhaps with more license towards informality given the more 

personal nature of the assignment.  A high degree of control over the language, including 

understanding of these key features of how language use is dependent upon these factors, 

should reflect in relative density measures for the different assignments.  So, for example, 

I would expect that the most lexically dense text would be in Assignment 2, as the most 
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formal piece of writing, and the newspaper article should be the least dense of the written 

texts, reflecting a higher level of informality and different, more personal, tone. Due to 

the small sample sizes in this research, these Tables are only used for descriptive analysis 

and as guides for development, in concert with other data collected. 

 

5.5.2 Written accuracy 

 

For accuracy measurement, I have made use of a widely used accuracy ratio, 

which can be calculated by dividing error-free T-units by the total number of T-units and 

multiplying by 100. “T-unit” is defined as “a unit consisting of a main clause and any 

subordinate clauses.” The error-free T-unit ratio (EFT/T) was first used by Scott and 

Tucker (1974), and subsequently, twelve studies have found a significant relationship 

between error-free T-units per T-unit total and proficiency (Wolfe-Quintero et. al., 1998, 

p. 44). Though several other studies have failed to confirm this finding, it has been found 

to be a measure that correlates with holistic rating (Sweedler-Brown, 1993). For this 

reason, to give a sense of how the writing might be received in the broader university 

community, this was thought to be a worthwhile measure with which to gauge writing 

development over the semester. The errors to be counted were taken from the same 500 

word sample used to calculate lexical density, and defined as either syntactic, lexical 

(word choice) or punctuation errors.  Again the small sample sizes mean that these Tables 

will be used to guide discussion and analysis of writing development.  
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5.5.3 Move analysis 

  

As discussed in chapter 2, Swales’ move analysis has proved to be one of the 

most influential and useful constructs in genre theory.  Swales (1990) suggests that texts 

are organized into conventional stages or elements, which serve an important 

communicative function for both the writer and target discourse community.  Hyland 

describes these elements, “rhetorical moves” in Swales’ work, as “regularities of purpose, 

forms, and situated social practices” (2003, p.27).  Much research has been done in 

establishing the conventions of textual organization for different genres and sub-genres, 

particularly in the English for Specific Purposes field where graduate students, for 

example, may need an intensive introduction to specific discourse types. For example, 

Swales (2004) examined the dissertation defense.  Swales also examined carefully the 

introduction to a research paper (1990) and this move analysis proved useful as a 

teaching tool in this study. 

Work in contrastive rhetoric (see Conner, 1990 for an overview) makes clear that 

textual organization is influenced by culture. Fan Shen (1989), whose essay was used in 

my class materials to demonstrate and explain this point, makes the connection explicit: 

cultural background shaped – and shapes my approaches to writing in English and 
how my writing in English redefined and redefines my ideological and logical 
identities (p.459). 

 

Move and rhetorical analysis allows a researcher to trace the development of 

textual organization and ways in which a given text conforms to, or subverts, reader 

expectations in a given discourse community.  Breaking down texts in this way, allows 
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for a more objective measure of organizational practice in academic writing than a 

holistic measure or assessment. 

 

5.5.4 Outside ratings 

 

To increase the external validity of the textual analysis in this study, I felt it was 

important to engage other English teachers to assess each of the finished papers by my 3 

case study subjects. The grading done by outside raters was completed by volunteer ESL 

writing teachers, who were at the time working in the same writing program. They each 

had at least 2 year’s experience in teaching academic writing. The papers were graded 

with the student names removed to avoid bias, using a rubric (see Appendix D) that I had 

developed in previous semesters. Comparisons in different criteria (e.g. use of 

appropriate style) could then be made with the previous written work by these students.  

A norming session was held for these raters in which we discussed class papers and the 

grading rubric. Examples of good and weak papers were further discussed and criteria for 

such judgments clarified. The raters were instructed to grade as they would as if they 

were grading papers that had been turned into them as instructors in the English 

Department Writing Program.  This then was to be a real-world criterion for assessing 

how the students’ writing was developing. 

 When considering qualitatively scored performance assessments, such as those 

described above, there are several issues related to the reliability of ratings that must be 

considered. One is the consistency of the ratings, or their inter-rater reliability (Brown, 

1988). This concept relates to the question of how similar the ratings are for the same 
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piece of writing, when assessed by different raters. However, a simple view of this 

concept of rating consistency is flawed because it is clear that raters can differ in their 

overall severity/leniency, so the absolute level of ratings in terms of numerical score 

levels is not a perfect gauge of consistency. Two raters can be somewhat different in their 

overall severity/leniency and yet still be consistent. The concept of internal consistency 

addresses the question of how much a given rater’s assigned scores vary from the norm 

(Shohamy, Gordon and Kraemer, 1992). 

 There are generally accepted statistical methods for calculating these measures of 

inter-rater reliability and consistency when dealing with larger data sets (Brown, 1996). 

However, because the data set in this study is small, a simpler analysis, that is more 

descriptive, is more appropriate in this case for the purpose of illustrating the extent of 

ratings consistency for these assessments. For these purposes two related analyses will be 

performed with the raters’ scores to check for reliability and consistency. 

 An easily calculated measure of the inter-rater reliability of this small data set is 

the percentage of time that the raters agree on the ranking of the three test-takers as 

reflected by the scores assigned to them (Brown, 1988). Although the raters’ task was not 

to rank the writers, if raters are consistent in their assignment of scores to participants, 

these rankings will tend to be relatively consistent. If, on the other hand, raters were very 

different in their scoring, these rankings will reflect a large degree of inconsistency. The 

data set of four papers and three rating categories gives 36 possible comparisons of rank 

order (rater 1 versus rater 2, rater 1 versus rater 3, rater 2 versus rater 3).  The scores that 

are the same are simply added together for each category and compared. 
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A more global measure of consistency is the correlation coefficient, which can be 

used to calculate the overall consistency of rankings, aggregating across both paper and 

rating scale (Brown, 1996). In this case, the complete list of all ratings on all papers is 

taken for each participant, and the sum of the ratings of the three rating scale is made to 

create a total score, and calculate an overall index of agreement between pairs of raters 

for the resulting total scores. The result of each pairwise calculation is a correlation 

coefficient on a scale from -1.0 to +1.0. The more negative the number, the less the 

agreement. A -1.0 would indicate opposite rankings for two raters; a coefficient of about 

0 would indicate two sets of rankings that appear to be only randomly related; a 

coefficient that approaches +1.0 would indicate perfectly agreeing rankings. Aside from 

the fact that these are aggregated total scores, and no longer individual rating category 

scores, the results of these comparisons are different from the previous analysis because 

correlation coefficients are not only sensitive to rankings but also to the magnitude of the 

disagreements (Brown, 1996). Smaller discrepancies in point totals are valued less than 

large discrepancies. The results of this analysis are given and analyzed in the Conclusion 

chapter 10, where detailed consideration is given as to the developmental impact of the 

experimental syllabus and pedagogical practices undertaken in this study.  

 

5.6 Sociocultural theory and research 

  

A SCT view of research is one that links together theory and practice, or in the case 

of this study, links ESL writing research and ESL writing pedagogy.  Further, as 
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Negueruela (2003) makes clear, an SCT approach to development is epistemologically 

very different from mainstream positions on SLA: 

 

 The Vygotskian perspective…places paramount emphasis on the activities that 
learners engage in during the learning process…it conceptualizes L2 development as 
a revolutionary process affected by the conditions of the activities, which in turn, are 
the explanatory principle to understand the genesis of the human mind. Language as 
an activity (i.e. speaking) and internalization as transformation are the cornerstones 
of SCT (p.43).  

 

 

This revolutionary process that Negueruela mentions is very different from the direct 

“cause and effect” view of “input” or a research “treatment” which, is theorized, may 

lead to the acquisition of a particular linguistic feature.  Development from a SCT 

perspective is much less stable, non-linear, and a process that cannot be reduced to one or 

even several variables. Furthermore, development from one stage to the next is also 

unlikely to be “neither smooth nor discreet” (p.396) as Lantolf and Thorne assert.  This 

must be taken into account when assessing data for conceptual development, particularly 

in a 16-week time frame that presents obvious limitations to this study. Evidence is 

therefore likely to be fragmented and possibly contradictory.  Negueruela (2003) also 

makes the link explicit between instruction and learning, and instruction and research. 

Essentially they are interwoven, dynamic processes that suggest powerful L2 

development through teaching to include learners internalizing theoretical concepts or as 

Negueruela suggests: 
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L2 development is defined through awareness and regulation, theoretical concepts 
need to be brought into the L2 learner’s consciousness through specific instruction 
and concrete activity (p.84). 
 

 

As such, a SCT perspective into research, suggests that multiple sources of data, both 

spoken and written, will be profitable to the researcher as they allow for different insights 

into conceptual development of the learner at different stages of the development process.  

In analyzing the classroom and written data therefore, my analysis focuses in on this 

relationship between instruction and development as a conceptual process.  

 

5.6.1 Conceptual development 

  

As Negueruela and Lantolf (2005) state, having students verbalize conceptual 

definitions is important not only for internalization (and therefore development) but also 

because they reveal to the researcher, “the quality of the resources that learners can bring 

during communicative activity” (p.11).  It was for these reasons that I had students firstly 

draw their concept maps, describe them to their peers, and then engage in collaborative 

work to discuss word choices and textual organization in the act of composing their own 

papers.  This does not, as Valsiner (2001) (cited in Lantolf and Negueruela) points out, 

equate with actual performance but this knowledge can guide performance because, “it 

serves to orient learners to the meaning-making possibilities offered by the language” 

(Negueruela and Lantolf, p.11).  It is also clearly important to make connections between 

conceptual definitions and actual written performance and this forms a large element  
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of my analysis in this study. I try to link conceptual or theoretical knowledge displayed 

by students in their collaborative work, and concept map drawing, with their actual 

written performance. 

 The verbalization activities that I engaged my learners in (at least for the L2 

population), took place in their L2.  With a population of students as diverse as I had in 

this class, communicative activities had to take place in a common language or not at all.  

And not being able to understand the different languages spoken in the class, it would 

have been impossible to monitor performance in anyone’s L1. Theoretically however, 

this may be problematic.  As Negueruela and Lantolf (2005) explain: “The meanings of 

our L1 serve as the basis of our reasoning and self-regulation and to proscribe their use is 

to inhibit the very learning process we are attempting to promote” (p.10). It may be more 

difficult, even impossible, for learners to build orientations to mental actions in a second 

language.  This remains an empirical question requiring further research, however. So 

again, this is a very real constraint upon the theoretical basis of this study and speaks to 

the difficulty in applying a specific theoretical position to the awkward real world 

contexts that educators often find themselves working with. I felt, upon reflection, that 

the premise of the theory had enough potential to improve the pedagogy in my writing 

class that I should proceed with the study. The translation exercise, undertaken within the 

orientation stage, was the only opportunity for students to bring their L1 concepts into the 

theoretical framework for understanding rhetorical organization. 

 Analysis of dialogic activity and conceptual language related episodes, as they 

appear in the data, are analyzed in terms of how they reflect performance and also  
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how they suggest development of theoretical thinking.  Target-like performance in itself 

cannot be said to be the marker of full conceptual development of a grammatical, 

organizational or stylistic feature of text. What is needed is to document learner 

performance over an array of activities and over an extended period of time.  (Negueruela 

and Lantolf, 2003).  Time constraints mean that this was not possible in this study. 

Negueruela (2003) was able to record definition data and analyze student understandings 

in this way according to a sevenfold rubric for understanding the nature of concepts – 

what he calls Concept interrelated Feature Analysis or CFA. My own analysis is more 

holistic, based upon the different and more naturalistic kinds of data collected in this 

study. The analysis relies upon judgment of spontaneous written and spoken performance 

as the learners interact with each other and their instructor. I am interested in evidence of 

greater agency, awareness and control over the language and for evidence that learners 

are making deliberate and informed choices in their writing – mediated by a growing 

understanding and control over the conceptual framework within which we have 

operated. 

 In summary, the research evidence that I am looking for in this project is for L2 

development as a conceptual process (Negueruela, 2003).  If development has taken place 

within these learners then the vital evidence of this will be found in discourse data. That 

is, in the learners’ analysis of the textual examples within their analytic texts, which will 

suggest the degree to which the theoretical concepts are understood.  Linguistic evidence 

from their actual written work will suggest a degree of control, or emergent increase in 

control and awareness, over the language.  As Negueruela points out however, while 
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these sources of data are important in studying L2 development, “both are partial since 

the relationship between the concept and the world is not explored in either of them” (p. 

414).  They are essentially evidence of internalization having taken place, but they do not 

explain the source of concept formation, which is crucial.  Direct evidence that the 

conceptual tools are raising the developmental level of the learner is also required.  To 

achieve this, I rely, following Negueruela (2003) upon Vygotsky’s method of double 

stimulation. In this method, research subjects are studied while using two stimuli – that is 

the “primary stimuli” of the learning task – in this case the writing of academic texts in 

English; and the “secondary stimuli” which is the tool used to solve the task – in this case 

the functional concepts of language use.  The major focus then is not so much on the 

outcome, but on how the learner uses the given tool to solve the task.  In this project, the 

recordings of the learners capture important developmental processes as they engage in 

collaborative talk in the process of concrete activity; both collaborative writing itself and 

also peer review sessions where they are encouraged to assist their peers. In both 

instances, the researcher is looking for how they use the cognitive tools to solve the tasks 

they have been given.  The transcribed data, therefore, can be seen as adding crucial 

evidence to the other elements of the data, and provides clearer evidence that 

development has taken place. Evidence that the learners understand the reasons for their 

actions in meaningful ways is evidence of semiotic mediation, the core concept in 

Vygotsky’s psychology.   
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5.7 Researcher’s role 

  

As an action researcher and teacher, there was inevitably a tension between my 

role as researcher and that as teacher. In every instance of such tension arising, I was 

particularly careful to ensure that my primary role was that of teacher. I did not want my 

research agenda to impact upon classroom procedures in a negative manner and the 

pedagogical decisions I had to make through the course of the semester were therefore 

made for pedagogical, rather than research reasons.  For example, in dealing with some 

of the class turbulence and resistance at the beginning of the semester (as described in 

chapter 6), I made the decision to bring forward the first assignment by a few days.  This 

was, I felt as a teacher, the appropriate thing to do even though as researcher I wanted to 

continue to explore the more theoretical approaches to language with the class.  

 Recordings of classroom interaction were explained and done with small 

microphones so as not to intrude upon the real class work of collaboration and giving 

feedback.  The procedures and data collection methods were made clear in the initial 

briefing and consent form. Each member of the class readily consented to be a part of the 

study and returned the consent forms in a timely manner (see Appendix A).   

 

5.8 Validity concerns 

 

 I collected different kinds of data throughout the semester and was careful to 

make sure that I was not misinterpreting student actions or attitudes in class.  On several 

occasions after a lesson, I asked for clarification from a student and had chance to explain 
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or clarify my own position as teacher/researcher.  By using outside raters and using 

objective means to analyze textual development, I hoped to prevent the study becoming 

simply a subjective impression of what had transpired over the 16-week period. 

According to Stake (1995), all research is “a search for patterns, for consistencies” (p.44), 

and so it is with my own study, in which I triangulate subjective observations and 

impressions with more objective measures of textual development.   

As this is a qualitative study that focuses on a small number of subjects, my aim is 

not to produce findings that can be generalized for the broader academic writing 

discipline.  However, I believe that a detailed analysis of written texts over a semester 

and analysis of how development may be linked to pedagogical practice may have some 

useful conclusions to make for ESL academic writing pedagogy in general.  The goal of 

action research, as well as SCT, after all, is to transform practice and implement change. 

In this chapter, I have discussed and justified the data collection and analysis 

methodologies undertaken in this study.  I equate my interest in learners’ conceptual 

development and its relationship to actual writing performance with Vygotsky’s (1978) 

insight that “properly organized learning results in mental development and sets in 

motion a variety of developmental processes” (p.90).  In the following chapter, I go into 

further detail regarding the outcome of the pedagogical approach I adopted for instruction 

in this study and link classroom activity with learner performance throughout the 16-

week semester. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

ACTION RESEARCH NARRATIVE 

 

Having outlined the structure and aim of the course syllabus in the previous 

chapter, I will now offer a narrative of the semester from the perspective of myself as the 

teacher/researcher. The class met for 50 minutes, three times a week, on Monday 

Wednesday and Friday. These observations are taken from notes that were made at the 

end of each class in a notebook and consist of my thoughts and interpretations as the 

course proceeded.  My chief concern was the effect of specifically offering the students a 

different mediational means through which to compose in English, conceptualized as the 

cultural artifacts and scaffolded activities that I was implementing. The addition of 

American students into the class gave the group the following membership:  
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Name 

 

Nationality 

 

Age 
Major 

Sachin India 22                               Economics 

Abdul Kuwait 21                      Pre-business 

Ronaldo Ecuador 20                                 Engineering 

Sook Kim S. Korea 19                               Computer Science 

Jaehun  Kim S. Korea 20         Pre-business 

Saehun Kim S. Korea 20         Pre-business 

Chang Hee S. Korea 21         Pre-business 

Suck Wu S. Korea 20                        Pre-business 

Janje China 33                     Philosophy 

Min hee S Korea 20         Economics 

Mayumi Japan 23                  Business 

Ya Taiwan 19         Undecided 

Maria Mexico 21                      Psychology 

Alan USA 23                  Business 

Kevin USA 20                    Undecided 

Graham USA 20                     Psychology 

Debo USA 20                 Business 

Alison USA 21                History 

Craig USA 20                 Business 

Bill USA 21                    Undecided 

Tom USA 23                     Undecided 

Kathryn USA 20                 English 

                 Table 6.1 Overview of participants (names have been changed) 

 

From this group, I eventually decided to focus upon the three students highlighted 

in table 6.1 as the case studies in this project. This selection was based on the need to 

capture a diversity of perspectives and also on a perceived engagement by those students 
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with the course in the early classes. With the choice of these students, my subjects were 

from different cultures, writing backgrounds, and had varying language proficiencies. I 

felt this diversity was important to allow me to broadly assess the results and efficacy of 

the teaching program adopted. Janje immediately struck me as a good subject for the 

research through his enthusiasm and desire to learn to write.  Sook Kim was also a very 

earnest and bright student who sat next to and interacted with the American students, and 

I felt as the semester unfolded that these interactions would provide an interesting 

perspective in the data.  Ronaldo, as a native Spanish speaker, was from a different 

rhetorical background and I was also interested in the differences that this distinction 

might bring to the research. At the outset of the study, I determined to collect as much 

data as I could. As the course progressed, I planned to focus in on three subjects whose 

development might provide useful insights into my research questions. 

 

Unit 1 (weeks 1-8) 

 

Three days before the class begins I learned that the section is to contain American as 

well as the ESL students.  This is a common occurrence in the English Department, 

and in my previous experience, I have learned that often the native speaking students 

also benefit from a close and detailed attention to language form and function. Indeed, 

it has been my experience that often the ESL students have a much deeper meta-

awareness of English structure for example, having studied it as a foreign language.  

In that sense then I decided that this sudden change would not impact on my 
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classroom approach, though this was an extra feature of the classroom interaction that 

I knew to observe. 

My initial observations from the class are positive ones.  There is a good mix of 

ages and background in the class and overall the students appear engaged and 

interested in learning.  This impression is supported by the grades from the first couple 

of in-class quizzes, in which the students do well, suggesting that they have done the 

assigned readings and have understood.  This is certainly not something to be 

assumed, in my experience. 

By the end of the second week, we are engaged with the theoretical content of the 

course.  It is here that I begin to notice resistance to the course material. Interestingly, 

this is most apparent in the American students. On Friday September 1st, we analyzed 

texts from different genres and students used the given guidelines to offer some basic 

analysis of reader-writer relationships and genre conventions.  This was only class six, 

and yet Kevin, an American undergraduate, expressed frustration because we hadn’t 

yet “done any writing.” He suggested that we “didn’t need to look at this stuff” and he 

just wanted to “write essays.”  I asked for clarification within his group and he stated 

quite plainly that “If you ask me to write essays; I’ll write essays, I don’t know why 

we are studying all this stuff…” There were some nods of agreement and smiles 

around the class at this point. I used this moment to explain again that we were 

studying some of the principles behind academic writing so that they could better 

understand what was required.  I recognized that Kevin was having difficulty with 

some of the questions and I wondered if he didn’t feel frustrated with his own lack of 
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knowledge of his own language?  The ESL students, at this stage, did not seem to be 

having any such issues. 

On Wednesday the 6th of September, students brought to class their written 

assignments to complete a letter to a professor. The ESL students were to firstly write 

in their own language and social context and then translate into English and compare 

with a member from a different background.  Even though the letters themselves 

proved, in general, to be extremely interesting and highlighted the teaching point 

perfectly, they did not seem to provoke much by way of good and worthwhile 

discussion.  The class was very quiet, perhaps because they had not worked in this 

manner before and their partners for the discussion exercise were strangers.  Craig, an 

American undergraduate, became very defensive when asked to describe and explain 

his letter to the class. In this instance, it became apparent that he had not taken the 

assignment seriously, and had written a letter that essentially made fun of the 

assignment and included a very unrealistic attitude towards the professor: 

Now we must take a step back and think about the possible reasons for this 
atrocity, on one hand (sic) you could blame us as students but when everyone 
is huddled around the same average grade that theory can be tossed aside. 

 

In this example we see the sarcastic and flippant tone that has been created in his 

letter, one that was supposed to have been be written to a professor to request a review 

of a grade.  Again, this felt like a deliberate undermining of the class assignment and 

approach being taken in the class that was seen at this stage as unfamiliar.  Alan, 
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another American undergraduate, expressed volubly his desire to “get on with 

writing,” reflecting the earlier comment made by Kevin.   

 On the positive side, there were some good interaction and discussion in the class.  

One pairing was between Kathryn and Jaehun Kim, a Korean student.  Their example 

letters were very different in terms of organization and style and were held up for class 

discussion at the end of class.  Again the students were slow to respond to my 

prompts, but eventually I felt as if they understood the point I was making, if not the 

full conceptual implications and applications. 

 

For example, Kathryn starts: 

 Mr. Johnson, 

This is Kathryn from your ENGL 102/8 class. I am writing to request that you 
raise my grade for this class. I currently have a B, but I think that I genuinely 
deserve an A. 

 

This follows the rhetorical move pattern of self introduction followed by purpose and  

request. It is typically direct and though generally polite, there is no sense of great social 

distance between the writer and recipient. Compare this then with Jae Hun’s opening 

rhetorical moves: 

 Hi Dr Park. 
 This is Jae Hun Kim who attends your Korean 397 class at 1pm on Tuesday and 

Thursday. For the whole of this semester, I have really been impressed by your 
lecture. From your lecture I could improve my Korean skills. However I am 
having a problem. Could you please hear me? 
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The rhetorical move sequence is clearly different in this example, following a pattern of 

self-introduction, compliment, compliment, suggestion at problem, and request for 

assistance. It is interesting to note that the issue itself is still not stated after the opening 

paragraph and the social distance between the writer and recipient is made explicit.  This 

formed the topic for an interesting class discussion on the organization of meaning and 

cultural aspects of rhetoric and language choice and what social relationships were being 

engendered and reflected in the texts. 

 This exercise was followed by the Fan Shen reading that deals explicitly, as 

mentioned above, with the cultural aspects of textual organization, and the manner in 

which these organizations of text reflect cultural values. The reading assignment was 

followed by a class quiz. The quiz dealt with the idea, from the reading, that rhetorical 

styles could be represented diagrammatically.  This exercise produced further 

resistance from Alan as can be clearly seen from the sheet he turned in as seen below 

in figure 6.1: 
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 Figure 6.1 Classroom resistance 

 

The scribbles represent, I would suggest, again further evidence of unease at the 

approach and the different style of the class. In general however, the responses to the quiz 

were positive and the class averaged 8/10 on the exercise.  The resistance that I sensed 

was a cause for concern at this stage of the class since the American students were 

generally more vocal in the class I felt they could have a very negative impact on the 
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learning of the class as a whole if this attitude spread and persisted.  The move to discuss 

the first written assignment on the Friday of that week would give the students a stronger 

sense of where the class was going, and at last the class would be “doing writing.”  I 

reflect further on this resistance and what implications it may have for further 

pedagogical practice in the concluding chapter. 

 The assignment was set and the two texts for compare and contrast type analysis 

of genre and rhetorical features were handed out.  Initially students were intimidated by 

the assignment and so considerable time was spent in class going over each text to ensure 

that the class understood the assignment.  Sachin in particular, expressed his dislike of the 

assignment and suggested that 107 had been “better” because he had been able to “write 

what you want.”  I understood that this was a difficult assignment. However, I felt that 

the close analysis of the two different texts would be important in sensitizing students to 

the organizational and stylistic differences across texts, according to the purpose and 

audience of the writer. At this point we discussed rhetorical moves in more detail and the 

class were given the opportunity to manipulate actual moves in order to re-organize given 

text into appropriate paragraphs.  This exercise was successful and seemed engaging to 

the class.  

 Due to the extended amount of time taken with the assignment, we fell behind the 

schedule somewhat and had just begun thinking about the more grammatical and 

sentence level factors by the time the first draft of the essay was due.  This is an example 

of the imposed schedule mandated by the department, conflicting with the requirements 

of the class. Essentially, the class was starting their assignment without the full 
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conceptual model required.  The resistance of the American students also made me 

anxious to get the class involved in an assignment, and this certainly appeared to quieten 

the dissent. 

Before we began on the first drafts of the essay, I wanted again to try to 

materialize the concepts we had been working with in this part of the semester. To further 

help the students understand and grasp the concepts with which we were working.  To 

this end, I asked the class to “draw the academic genre” (class Wednesday, week 7) in 

terms of what we had been discussing in class. Again there were some derisory 

comments and laughs within the class as the task was undertaken. However I stressed the 

serious nature of the task and refused to acknowledge the dissent. 

After the students had drawn their representations, they were asked to describe 

and explain their diagrams to a peer. This seemed to go well and the class were generally 

engaged with the explanations. After collecting the papers in at the end of class, I was 

pleased to see that almost all of the students had made a genuine attempt to capture some 

sense of the ideas we had been working with in class.   

The lesson on phrasal verbs and academic style took place on Friday, September 

the 23rd. This was only three days before the first draft of the assignments were due.  The 

first drafts were duly collected on the Monday and returned on the Wednesday.  I decided 

not to peer review at this stage since I felt the students were not yet ready to give the 

requisite feedback to each other.  The first drafts were very mixed. There were signs of 

good organization and content and yet in the process of analyzing the given texts, the 

class seemed to be ignoring the same principles when it came to their own writing. The 
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texts included many problems, particularly with style, tone and voice. Since we had just 

covered some of these issues in class the previous week, this was in a sense 

disappointing. However, this is to be expected, since the content had been presented but 

not internalized for further action at this stage.  The lesson on Wednesday gave me the 

opportunity to review the previous week’s lesson and concretize the point being made by 

using their own texts as example. This made for a very effective lesson in which I 

collected mistakes from each paper and we brainstormed several ways for expressing the 

same idea but in a more appropriate way for this audience. The suggestions were 

collected as a resource to be used by the students who required it. The examples drawn 

from the class are in the following worksheet used for that lesson. 

 In the following two lessons, we continued to focus on academic register and the 

differences between academic writing and conversational language. While looking at an 

example text, Alan exclaimed to the class: “But I just don’t think like this!” This 

presented a valuable teaching moment. I asked him if he wrote in the same way as he 

talked and he suggested that he free wrote his essays in the same style as the “words 

came to him.”  This was precisely the point, that academic writing requires a different 

register to everyday speech and has to be learned. We discussed also the way in which 

formal writing can be the genre of power and limit access to people who do not know 

how to utilize this style of language in writing.  This discussion allowed me to emphasize 

the social nature of written language. 
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Conversational Phrases 

or Transitions 

Alternative 

Academic 

Expressions… 

On the other hand  

On the flip side  

The other one  

A lot more evidence  

He paints a picture of  

Catch the readers’ attention  

Not have long to do so  

Weil would say things like  

They truly put a lot of time  

He attempts to grab attention  

It is something everyone can 

talk about 

 

Figure 6. 2 Lesson worksheet  

 

 

The following week, the second drafts were turned in while we continued looking 

at the content of the course – specifically focusing on passive/active verbs, hedging and 

transitions. I felt the students were responsive to these lessons and provided a clear 

demonstration of why I felt my approach was justified. At the start of the lesson on the 

active/passive voice, I asked the question: what is the passive voice in writing?  At first 

there was silence and then three students responded that they weren’t sure what it was but 

that they knew they shouldn’t use it in writing. Several others agreed that it was bad for 

academic style but that they did not exactly know why that was. This a good example  

of an incomplete procedural or empirical knowledge that students are picking up from 

high school English instruction, that seems to rely upon rules of thumb such as these. 



 

 

154 

 The second drafts were improved yet still had numerous examples of the type of 

mistake we had discussed collectively and had been marked on their papers the first time. 

Several students asked for an office hours meeting before the final draft was to be turned 

in. On that Thursday I saw Janje, Ronaldo, Min hee, and Sook Kim.  Again, I was struck 

by the effectiveness of the genre framework to provide a useful means to discuss writing.  

In my notes after those meetings I commented: 

It is clear that the conceptual framework gives my explanations more power. I can 
avoid telling students just to ‘do it like this’ – there are reasons we can draw upon 
together to work with the papers (Thursday, October 5th). 

 

The first papers were collected the following Monday. Following the turning in of papers, 

we undertook a verbalization exercise in which students were again presented with some 

of the key concepts we had discussed in class, and were asked to discuss what they meant 

and how they understood them.  

There was generally a marked improvement between the first and third drafts for 

the class. Still, it is clear that several of the papers were not sufficiently good to earn a 

passing grade.  Saori, for example, failed to turn in a first or second draft due to extended 

absence and her final grade reflected a lack of time in general to commit to the class. Ya 

and Abdullaziz similarly, turned in very short first drafts that did not elicit meaningful 

feedback and this clearly had some negative effect upon their final paper.  This is 

underlined by the fact that the students who came to office hours to discuss their work all 

did reasonably well on the assignment.  It is also interesting to note, that at this stage of 

the semester, the analysis aspect of the writing was considered to be better developed 

than the control of the language in their own writing.  In Ronaldo’s writing, for example, 
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this is particularly strong (44-30) and suggests, as discussed earlier, that the students are 

gaining what DeKeyser (2001, 2003) would term declarative knowledge of language, and 

can discuss this language use in this way, and yet are still not fully able to apply this in 

their own composition, which requires procedural knowledge. The students in the case 

studies will be discussed in greater detail below. 

 

Unit 2 (Weeks 9 – 12) 

  

The students formed groups for the collaborative project readily and basically 

decided to work with the students they were sitting next to. A regular seating 

arrangement had been established from the first class. The groups involving the ESL 

students were as follows: 

Wei, Mayumi, Janje. 

Sachin, Maria, Ronaldo. 

Sook Kim, Ya, Alison. 

Chang Hee, Min Hee. 

Jae Hun, Sae Hun. 

 

The only group that involved ESL students working with an American student was the 

group that included Alison, Sook Kim and Ya. Once the assignment, a research paper, 

had been set, students were given considerable class time to work together to achieve the 

task.  We also continued to work with language in class activities. The follow up exercise 

to Hedging, for example (October 25th), was important and worthwhile in underscoring 
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the value in American academic writing of a balanced style and tone in describing, for 

example, one’s research findings. I felt this lesson went especially well. 

 In general, from the perspective of my observations, the groups were working 

together in a co-operative and collegial manner.  The exception to this was in the group 

including Maria, Sachin and Ronaldo.  Maria came to see me at the end of class (Friday 

27th October) to complain that she did not feel Sachin was respecting her opinions and 

ideas and was dominating the group.   I spoke to Ronaldo also and he confirmed that in 

his opinion, Sachin was very dominant and did not appear open to ideas from other 

students.  In my experience with Sachin in class and also in office hours I was aware that 

he had a very strong personality and would often interrupt me as I was giving him an 

explanation. I also felt that he didn’t listen and tended to have his own ideas in mind even 

when he was asking for advice. The next class I asked to speak to Sachin in private and 

we discussed the ideas of collaboration and co-operation and what these ideas meant for 

group work.  He promised to consider his actions more carefully. Follow up discussion 

suggested that, while still not functioning perhaps in a perfect collaborative mode, Sachin 

was making efforts to be more accommodating and flexible in his working approach.  

This data becomes relevant in case study 3 in chapter 9, as Sachin’s influence on 

Ronaldo, the subject of the case study, becomes apparent.  

In week 11, the students did their first peer review. The students from each group 

paired up with another member of a different group and received feedback on the 

collaboratively produced paper. This meant that the group collectively received feedback 

from two or three different students. The students discussed their papers according to a 
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given rubric and posted more formal responses on the wiki so that all members of the 

group had easy access to all of the feedback.  The feedback session appeared to proceed 

well and I was pleased with the theoretical insight evident in many of the comments 

posted on the online site.  

The following week was set aside for group conferences in which I discussed the 

second drafts with the groups. This also provided an informal opportunity to discuss the 

group dynamics and the effectiveness or otherwise of the group process. I made notes 

from the comments made at the end of each short meeting to keep track regarding the 

progress of each group. Some of the more interesting comments by students during these 

(14th and 15th November) conferences are transcribed below: 

Min Hee:  
(On collaboration) “I think my grammar and vocabulary…expression became 
better – I say to him like…this is my idea for this part…then he’d write it and 
then I’d see ‘oh you write it like that’ so I learned from that…more style than 
before.” 
 

Alan: 

(On class approach) 
 
In peer review before they would say like ‘oh this is wrong’ or ‘don’t do it like 
that’ but now we can talk about like, audience and academic style so it makes 
more sense how to improve… 
 

Kevin: 
(On style) 
I never realized before about style and writing – how everything is a kind of style 
– you can’t help but write in a style – so now I think I can control it. 
 

Ronaldo: 
(On writing) 
I think in Spanish we use a lot of this kind of style…more emotion and dramatic. 
So very different in English….so now I have to use…some of it comes from…I 
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use the thesaurus…it gives me different words but I don’t understand the feel of 
the words…just the meaning.  

 

 Janje 
(On Hedging) 
I think it is especially helpful…was learning about hedging…I always before use 
“deeply” and “terribly”…words like this, in my writing…too strong. 

 

These comments suggest a deepening awareness and understanding of some of the 

primary aims of the course, and again, as an instructor, I was struck by the way in which 

the framework of language as social communication, helped when it came to discussing 

work with students. As Alan commented, in previous situations, it was often the case that 

I would end up suggesting students make changes simply because that change would be 

“better” or more “academic.”  

Interestingly, each student in the groups examined in this study, scored a higher 

grade for the collaborative writing than they had done individually for the first paper.  

This was perhaps to be expected since the groups had had further input within the class 

and time to work together. This finding also reflects the research of Storch (2005) and 

Donato’s (1994) concept of mutual scaffold.  From a developmental perspective, the 

interesting aspect will be to see how weaker students such as Ronaldo, for example, rate 

in subsequent performance would when he is once again working on his own.  
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Unit 3 (Weeks 13-16) 

  

The final three weeks of semester required two shorter writing assignments from 

the class. The first was to take the text that they had co-authored and re-write it for a new 

audience. The recommended text to create was an opinion piece for the Daily Wildcat, 

the student newspaper.  This was chosen because the students are familiar with this 

publication. Since their papers had dealt with themes of interest to the student body, this 

was possibly a real world writing assignment. This activity would require considerable 

re-working of the text in terms of organization and style. In a second paper, the writers 

would then reflect and discuss the choices that they had made as writers in this process.  

Week 13 was spent looking again at the newspaper article and discussing an opinion 

again in terms of both being an artifact (structure and content) and ecology (social 

relationships inherent within). Several students expressed relief that they were no longer 

working within their groups.  It became apparent that working to a deadline had become 

stressful for several groups since members’ schedules often conflicted. 

 The final two weeks of class were characterized by steady progress towards the 

successful completion of the final project. Students were by now familiar with the class 

content and the requirements of writing for a different audience did not appear 

challenging. Since we had studied in detail the differences between newspaper prose and 

academic writing in the first assignment, this was essentially a revision process.  The 

final review of the newspaper article went smoothly and students seemed in control of 

their assignment.  The papers were turned in, the class feedback received and the 

semester came to a close.  The grades from three outside expert raters will be highlighted, 



 

 

160 

analyzed and discussed in the Conclusion chapter 11, when I revisit the initial research 

questions in detail.  

 In the following three chapters, I will detail the performance of three class 

participants as they engage with the pedagogical and learning ecology and resources of 

the semester.  I will examine the work of Janje, Sook Kim, and Ronaldo to highlight 

developmental changes in their work across the semester and relate this to the 

conceptual-based pedagogy and classroom activity undertaken in this semester.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 CASE STUDY 1 - JANJE 

 

In the following section, I will give greater detail about the participants, and 

profile their writing performance, possible writing development and conceptualization of 

language in use, over the course of the semester. Further analysis of each of the case 

studies comes in the conclusion chapter (chap. 12) in which I revisit the research 

questions and offer an overview analysis of the case studies together. The personal data 

described at the beginning of each case study, comes from the initial literacy profile that 

students completed at the beginning of semester, and also the final interview conducted at 

the completion of the course. 

7.1 Biography 

 

Janje, 33 years old, is from China and is and a mature student who had been 

working in China before deciding to come to the United States to study. His major is 

Philosophy and he had spent 6 months in the United States prior to the study. This was 

his second writing class, having taken English 107 in the previous semester.  I was 

immediately struck by the serious nature of Janje and his eagerness in class to learn. He 

describes academic writing as “very important” and “the most important thing” to his 

student life. This attitude was reflected in his daily performance in class and also his 

general study throughout the semester. 
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 At the start of the class, he describes English Composition as “very difficult” and 

describes himself as having “a long way to go” to understand how to write effectively. 

Further, he did not feel he had any real strengths as a writer in English.  The difficulties 

he feels he has are related to “vocabulary” and the “strict organization” required at “every 

level” of an English academic composition. He explains these difficulties by describing 

his experience in China prior to his arrival in USA thus: “I had no formal training before 

I came…I studied by myself so there were few things in my mind about how English 

should be (interview).” By the conclusion of the semester, Janje feels he has “learned a 

lot” regarding  “organization of ideas and finding and using suitable English words.” 

 

7.2 Performance over semester 

 

As detailed in Chapter 4, I will be analyzing the writing samples and group interaction 

of each participant according to the following criteria: 

 

1. Accuracy measures over time (T-Unit Analysis) 

2. Lexical density over time (content words vs. total words) 

3. Swales’ (1990) Rhetorical Move analysis (analysis of structure in writing) 

4. Three raters’ holistic ratings of structure, voice and analysis for 4 final drafts 

5. Conceptual drawing of academic essay and conceptual understanding of 

writing will be analyzed further through content of online and recorded 

verbalizations in discussion  

6. Evaluation of quality of analysis in papers 1 and 4 
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As well as this, I will be looking at the intermental activity of the participants in terms of 

their feedback and discussion of their own and others writing to gauge the types of 

knowledge and understanding they are bringing to the task of communicating effectively 

in English in an American academic setting. I hope to find a significant development in 

writing proficiency as a result of an improved conceptual understanding of writing as 

social communication. The qualitative scores are given as a mean value.  

 

                  Quantitative                  Qualitative (final drafts only) 

 

 

 

 

Accuracy 
Draft 

1       2       3 

Density 
Draft 

1       2      3 

Analysis 

Content 

Structure 

Organization 

Language 

Use 

 

Paper 1 

Genre 

Analysis 

22 42 52 47 51 50 41/50 42/50 39/50 

Paper 2 

Collaborative 

Research 

46 60 71 48 48 56 44/50 43/50 43/50 

Paper 3 

Re-write new 

genre 

50 n/a 54 50 n/a 48 43/50 44.5/50 42/50 

Paper 4 

Reflection on 

text changes 

n/a n/a 80 n/a n/a 52 40/50 40/50 39/50 

Table 7.1 Overview of Janje’s performance 
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In general, the pattern of Janje’s performance over the semester is very positive 

and suggests that a significant development in awareness of language, genre-based 

expectations and overall writing proficiency took place over the semester.  This claim is 

supported most clearly by the final two papers turned in at the end of the semester. The 

holistic grades and the measures of lexical density suggest clearly that he was able to 

control his writing to suit different genre expectations in register, organization and style.  

Indeed, the final paper, written without feedback from instructor or peers is both 

significantly more accurate and appropriate than his earlier work. If we take his first draft 

of the first paper as a marker then the gains in accuracy and appropriacy are dramatic.  It 

also worth noticing, that the collaborative paper was both more lexically dense and more 

accurate than the solo writing done previously.  This suggests the notion that in 

collaboration, this student was are able to produce better writing, as the group came 

together and co-created their texts.  The impact developmentally on Janje from having 

experienced this intensive collaboration also appears to have been significant.  His gains 

in accuracy and density measures again suggest a significant improvement following this 

experience. It is important to note that the fourth paper was written without collaboration 

and without feedback from the instructor – this represents an individual performance and 

therefore a measure of his writing proficiency by the end of the semester. It is not 

surprising then that his mean ratings fall so that his average rating of 79% overall 

represent a C grade in this context – however, as an individual performance it is 

significantly better, both quantitatively and qualitatively, than the first draft he submitted 

and he is operating individually now at a similar level to the one he performed at, with 
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assistance, at the beginning of the semester. This represents a shift in his development in 

the true Vygotskian definition of the zone of proximal development. In the following 

section, I will try to offer a closer analysis of the writing over the semester to locate the 

points and sources of development throughout the semester.  This will be followed by 

transcription and analysis of the feedback and discussion sessions Janje took part in 

throughout the term.  As described earlier, the point here is to relate changes in writing 

performance to changes in how Janje is conceptualizing language.  Specifically, I am 

interested in tracing the potential shift from procedural towards conceptual knowledge, 

which provided the theoretical basis of instruction. 

Prior to the first draft, the class was engaged in a number of exercises that 

required them to post their analysis according to a given criteria. For example (see 

chapter 5) the class commented on the letter written by Yang to Smith.   

Below is Janje’s response taken from the class wiki: 

 
“Before the further investigation, it is not certain for who open the window, so it is 
prudent to use passive voice. And it is more polite to require other people to 
cooperate.  Use of technological vocabulary make the suggestion of the writer more 
objective and use of modal verbs displays the respect for the receiver.” 

-- Janje (2006-10-02 16:50:10) 
 

 

From this posting it is clear that he is able to understand the general issue in the given 

text and the social aspects of the relationship between writer and reader that shape many 

of the rhetorical choices made.  This is the beginning of the understanding of the 

conceptual, in this case, fundamentally social aspects of language use that are being 

promoted in this class. 
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 This assertion is supported by analysis of the conceptual drawing that Janje 

created in Table 4 below.  What is noteworthy of this drawing is the link between 

audience and organization that his diagram suggests.  He mentions the audience as “busy 

professor” and mentions the “reader” in terms of organization on three other occasions as 

he plots his concept map of an academic paper.  The thesis, for example, is correctly 

positioned at the end of the first paragraph and has an arrow pointing to the “main idea 

for the reader” – who he has suggested is the professor. This is a reflection of Fan Shen’s 

idea in the class reading that American academic papers are as they are to suit the needs 

of teachers who are too busy to spend much time pondering contradictory or obtuse ideas 

in a paper. A clear and direct style is highly valued when grading numerous papers at 

once.  Janje displays a formative understanding of this relationship, as evidenced by his 

conceptual map in Table 4 below.  If we consider the move analysis change for his first 

paper, as demonstrated in Tables 5 and 6 below, then there is evidence that this 

conceptual understanding is being translated into a more appropriate textual organization 

for his own writing. 
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Figure 7.1 Janje’s conceptual drawing. 

 

7.3.1 Janje paper 1 – genre analysis 

 

 

The genre analysis paper was written between weeks 4 and 8 of the semester and 

was written with two drafts that were both commented on and corrected by the instructor.   
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The first writing sample produced by Janje was problematic in that it was littered with 

multiple errors, mainly syntactic and word-choice but also in tone and style, to the 

point that it was very difficult to read.  The accuracy measure of 22% underlines this 

however does not capture the various kinds of mistake that were repeatedly made. 

There is also evidence that organizationally, the writer is transferring preferred 

rhetorical practices from his native culture.  The first paragraph is loaded with 

information and offers a very circuitous direction to the main point of the paper.  To a 

native speaker this feels frustrating – I found myself wondering when the writer was 

going to get to the point? I made this comment in the margin and hoped for subsequent 

re-organization. In the comments following the first paper, Janje describes this issue as 

his major problem – writing “directly”: 
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Text – Introduction Paragraph, Janje, Paper 1 

First Draft 

Rhetorical 
Move 

 

Language is a most important tool for people 
communicating their opinion and information in the society, 
and it’s not surprising to find that the personality plays a 
significant role on how a person uses language, either on 
oral or on written. 

Introduces 
the topic and 

gains the 
readers 

attention 

Therefore in most time we think that the articles which were 
produced by the same person must illustrate the author’s 
unique personality through some obvious signs in 
organizations and styles. But if we over emphasize this 
appoint, this idea might mislead us. Because there are many 
different elements to determine what organization and style 
of an article would be, the personality of the author, even 
though appears very critical, is just one of them.  

 

 

Example of 
introductory 

idea 

Here are two articles written by the same author, Doctor 
Andrew T. Weil, in different rhetorical situations.  

Introduction 
to essay 
topic and 

thesis 

By comparing their different organizations and style, we can 
realize how other elements, such as purpose of the author, 
expected audience, context, and genre, determinedly 
influence and shape the outcome of works and make it 
difficult to recognize that they are produced by the same 
author.   

 

Thesis 

Table 7.2 Rhetorical move analysis Janje – paper 1, draft 1  

 

It is clear, by breaking down the paragraph in this way, where the organizational 

problems are here.  The introduction for the reader is heavily loaded and takes up a 

considerable percentage of the paragraph in eventually getting to the main point.  This 

stands in the place of a clear context and background for the paper that is then rather 

abruptly introduced in move 3 before a very long thesis statement that is again 
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characterized by much redundancy and low lexical density.  These features combine to 

create a verbose introduction that lacks both clarity and direction.  

In the body paragraphs, following the introduction to the main idea and each 

paragraph then generally starts with a central point and is supported with some kind of 

evidence and discussion of the text, which suggests a degree of awareness regarding 

the organizational demands of the genre. It is noticeable however, that he tends to 

overwrite his points and loads them with too much information – this affects the 

clarity of his analysis.  It is possible to suggest that his awareness has generally not 

improved after first 3 weeks of class, which dealt largely with textual organization, 

reviewing and building upon work done in the previous semester.  There is a 

disconnect between his understanding and his practical application. 

The genre specific markers of textual organization, transitional tags, are 

problematic for Janje at this stage of his writing development.  At this stage of the 

semester these important textual features had not yet been addressed in class and so it 

is perhaps to be expected that students would have difficulty. Errors in transitional 

tags include the following: 

“Therefore in most time…” 

“The reason of such…” 

“To fit the newspaper space…” 

“For instance…” 

“ To the contrast…” 

“In certain degree…” 
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Structurally, these transitions occupy the appropriate place in each of the paragraphs in 

which they occur; however they are simply not correct expressions in academic 

English.  These markers make his writing read as awkward and unnatural.  These 

mistakes it seems then are simply ones of vocabulary awareness. The writer has 

recognized the need to transition the reader into the next main idea but simply does not 

have the lexical resources to do this appropriately. Confirming the need to address this 

issue fully in class. 

The analysis is also generally good. The writer makes five main points in the draft 

each of which is supported by a textual example that suggests an understanding of the 

language feature being analyzed. For example in the second paragraph, he addresses 

the organization of the journalism article he is comparing: 

 

…the article consists of many short paragraphs, of each includes just one or two 
sentences and the author made the thesis the article’ title. The reason for such 
organization is obvious, the newspaper just assign a restricted space to a personal 
opinion article, but in this limited space…the author endeavours to create the 
maximum effect.   

 

 

This short example, suggests a beginning conceptual awareness of textual organization as 

a function of rhetorical situation and social function.  However, it also demonstrates the 

way in which the numerous small syntactic errors diminish the effectiveness of his prose. 
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 In terms of genre specific language use, including register and tone, some 

interesting examples are evident in this draft.  Firstly, there are numerous errors with 

tone: 

 “The same person must illustrate the author’s unique personality…” 
 “The author deeply understands the benefit of the medical use of marijuana…” 
 “…have the required educational background, who totally understand the topic...” 
 “…undoubtedly this is never a real war…” 

“…this was considered to have huge influence…” 
“…such signs seem too obscure and unapparent to be perceived distinctly…” 
 

These examples from the first draft are pragmatic mistakes occurring in the transfer of 

rhetorical patterns from the writer’s L1.  They are clear examples of the inflated rhetoric 

described by Hinkel (2002) as a very common problem with ESL composition.  The idea, 

for example, of the author “deeply” understanding something in academic prose in 

English is likely to strike a native speaker as inappropriate and somehow “wrong”.  This 

is simply the wrong register and, if anything, belongs to the genre of romance fiction. As 

mentioned earlier, the reason for this is ideological and cultural.  In academic writing in 

the United States, objectivity, as a chief tenet of science, is highly valued. This means 

that in academic writing, appearing to be balanced and circumspect with our opinions and 

judgments is very important.  In rhetorical terms, the issue of ethos, or writer credibility, 

is also a factor in determining the inappropriate nature of this type of expression. Again, 

the decision to include hedging, in which these issues are fully explained, is vindicated. 

The following examples are from a related issue: 

 

“…need to judge if they are to spend their time on it…” 

“…the authors have done a lot of preparational work…” 
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Again, these expressions are not appropriate in academic writing, belonging to a more 

conversational register.  By replacing these phrasal verbs with more academic verbs, the 

writer could create a more lexically dense and credible tone for the relevant passage. 

Janje’s first draft was handed back to him with detailed suggestions for improvement 

according to the genre-based approach outlined. 

The increase in accuracy (22-42) and density (47-52) support the impression that 

the second draft is much improved.  Indeed, although there were in fact still numerous 

errors, my final comments written on the second draft were: “This is getting much better 

– your expression and tone are becoming more academic and appropriate for this 

audience. Some good analysis.” 

In between drafts, we had focused on academic style and the difference between 

academic and phrasal verbs as well as the conceptual reasons underlying the idea of 

transitions and writing in an appropriate tone and diction for an academic audience. 

These lessons may explain some of the changes Janje has made in improving his draft. 

For example, his use of transitions is noticeable better: 

“Furthermore, like many other articles in a newspaper…” 

“In contrast, in another of his articles…” 

“However, it is somewhat necessary for a report…” 

“In addition, these two articles…” 

“Moreover, in the fifth paragraph, the authors use…” 

 “Nevertheless, in this process…” 

 Each of these examples are used correctly and appropriately within context and 

are transitions featured in the class and also on the wiki exercise on this topic.  These are, 
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I would suggest, examples of the writer using imitation as the first step in gaining control 

over the linguistic signs, as discussed above.  Imitation of culturally created ways of 

achieving goals is described (Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, p.32) as a powerful element of 

human learning that complements human instruction. 

In terms of tone, similar improvements can be detected in the choices Janje is 

making as he reflects upon his analysis. For example, notice the shift in expression that 

takes place in the following sentences between drafts: 

“The author deeply understands the benefit of the medical use of marijuana…” 

becomes: 

“The author clearly understands the benefit of the medical use of marijuana…” 

 

The change is only a minor one and yet the change in tone is important in creating an 

appropriate academic tone and register. Similarly some of the conversational items have 

been changed in the second draft and this will have contributed to the higher lexical 

density in the second and subsequent draft: 

“…need to judge if they are to spend their time on it…” 

becomes: 

“…would help readers to judge if they should read it…” 

 

“…the authors have done a lot of preparation work…” 

becomes: 

“…the authors did much preparation work…” 
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 Several problems remain, of course, including the numerous syntactic issues and 

also word choice issues. Many of these were highlighted, and wherever appropriate, 

explanations were suggested as to why a different word could be substituted. 

The final draft received a C grade, which is, at the very least, a passing grade.  It 

represents a large improvement from the earliest draft, which was almost unreadable due 

to the large number of errors.  The accuracy reading for the final draft goes up 

significantly (42-52) though this is still relatively low and accounts, in part, for the low 

grade received both in class and the low mean evaluations given by the three raters.  This 

suggests the strong correlation between accuracy and holistic assessment pointed to in the 

research of (Sweedler-Brown, 1993).   

 The rating was significantly higher for analysis than for language use, suggesting 

again, a growing declarative knowledge of language use and writing, which is not yet 

being converted into the procedural and conceptual knowledge for actual performance. 

The score for organization was a mean of 42/50 from the three raters and this reflects the 

fact that fundamentally the organization of the paper is sound in terms of the basic move 

sequence appropriate for this writing task.  Notably, the introduction paragraph is much 

more direct and concise when comparison with the first draft, as evidenced by the 

analysis of rhetorical moves in Table 7.3 below: 
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Text – Introduction Paragraph, Janje, Paper 1 

Final Draft 

Rhetorical Move 

 

The purpose of the author and expected audience are two 
important elements to determine the organization and 
style of a written text 

Introduces the 
topic and gains 

the readers 
attention 

Two articles, written by the same author, doctor Andrew 
T. Weil, in different rhetorical situations, display very 
different organization and style 

Introduction to 
essay topic and 

thesis 

By comparing their difference in methods of organization 
and language style, it becomes clear how the purpose of 
the author and expected audience, determine and shape 
the outcome of written texts 

 

Thesis 

Table 7.3 Rhetorical move analysis Janje – paper 1, draft 3  

 

 

The introduction is still clearly lacking any background or context for the paper that 

would typically come in move 2. However, it is much more direct and there is less 

redundancy than in the first paragraph which makes it a more suitable opening for this 

assignment.  The discussion is guided by the paper’s thesis, and in terms of rhetorical 

organization, the paper is basically linear and direct, following the typical rhetorical style 

of American academic writing. 

 

Verbalization Activity 1 

 

At the conclusion of the first paper, the students were asked to discuss the 

assignment in pairs and comment upon concepts that they had studied in the writing of 

the essay. These discussions were recorded. This is how Janje discussed the first unit in 

conversation with his partner, Mayumi: 
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1. M: So how was the first paper…your strengths and weakness? 
      

           2. J: The first thing is I didn’t have good organization…at first I write very 
indirectly and now I change…it is my weakness…I don’t think I have a 
strength! 

 
3. M: I think my introduction and conclusion were boring…I couldn’t write 

anything interesting…just general thing…my strength…I wrote my paper 
as my professor said in English 106 and 107. I put my point in each 
paragraph and example…I described it. My professor said we need a 
point in each paragraph so I followed her comment. I didn’t really 
understand the academic vocabulary. I’m not a native speaker of English 
so I don’t know how the word sounds like…because I wrote for example, 
“Movie Star” in my paper – he said it’s not academic and it’s very 
informal and I didn’t know that…so I should have written “actor” or 
“actress”. 

 
4. J: I have some problems with academic vocabulary…which is academic 

or not?  So which of these ideas [referring to list on the white board] have 
helped you?  

 
5. M: Transitions – I didn’t use proper transitions so after studying in class I 

corrected my transitions…it’s going to be better.  Mmmm, how about 
hedging? What’s hedging? [referring to list] 

 
6. J: I think hedging is sometimes important because I always used some 

word such as “totally” or “deeply…” 
 
7. M: Ah, it’s too strong… 
 
8. J: Yeah… 
 
9. M: Yeah me too – I used words like “should” or “must” many times – so 

we shouldn’t use them like this…am I right? 
 
10. J: Yeah, you can find them…this lesson…on the wiki. Did you open it? 

[opens wiki and demonstrates] 
 
11. M: Yeah, so words like “absolutely” or “totally” make the sentence too 

strong and you should change them.  Was this helpful to you? 
 
12. J: Yeah. 
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13. M: Me too… 
 

 

Their conversation suggests a growing awareness of language use in academic 

writing – and that the content of the lessons is being taken up by the students to try and 

improve their writing. There is clear awareness of different registers and the difference 

between formal and informal words and that text needs to be written in a suitable way for 

the audience. However, there is little evidence in this interaction that the students are 

gaining the deeper conceptual understanding of the reasons why this is so. Mayumi 

discusses writing in a very empirical way, for example, she writes the way her teachers 

tell her - without displaying a clear perception of why the texts should be as they are.  Yet 

she is also displaying an improved procedural understanding of how best to shape an 

academic text in terms of meaningful lexical choice. The difficulty non-native speakers 

have in recognizing and distinguishing between registers also is a feature of this talk. 

Mayumi seems to understand that there are two different registers, she correctly suggests 

that the words in question “make it too strong,” and yet still has difficulty in recognizing 

between the two – she has not developed an intuitive sense of the language yet.  This 

underlines, in my mind, the need to provide specific and explicit instruction in academic 

vocabulary that demonstrates clearly words and phrases that belong to specific registers. 

Janje describes and shows his partner how he has made use of just such lists that had 

been posted on the class wiki as a resource for this very purpose.  It is interesting to note 

that he still relies upon the materialized version of the concept and in discussion he opens 

up the wiki to demonstrate his meaning to his partner. This suggests that he has not 
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mastered these concepts or is fully able to make sense of them at the verbal level. There 

is clear evidence from his drafts that he is able to successfully take this resource and 

place it effectively into his own text. 

7.4 Janje paper 2 – collaborative research 

 

The first draft from the collaborative paper that Janje turned in is a collective 

effort and has been shaped by contributions from three people in his group. It is also 

worth noting that at this stage of the semester, the group has been through the entire 

content of the curriculum regarding textual organization, audience and the social 

aspects of grammatical choice.  The first draft is basically well organized and 

structured though several paragraphs remain under developed.  The thesis is clear and 

appropriately positioned for this type of research paper. As the accuracy and density 

(46-48) Tables suggest, there are still numerous errors in syntax and style though a 

clear feature of the draft is the numerous markers of academic discourse: 

“Fast food is widely consumed…” 

“…some researchers have suggested…” 

“…students are provided…” 

“…our survey suggests that… 

“According to an international study,” 

“It is interesting to note…” 

“This statistic indicates…” 

“This article states… 

“Bryan Alan says…” 

“The result suggests that…” 
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“Likewise, five students seldom eat lunch…”  

“In addition, half the students are…” 

“However, they still consume fast food because…” 

“Similarly, about 90 percent of students prefer…” 

 

 

Each of these examples from the text are used correctly and are instantly 

recognizable as belonging to academic writing in the way they signal, transition and 

structure the information within the broader context of the text itself. The draft received 

written and oral feedback from three peers in the class before the second draft is turned in 

to the instructor for further comments and suggestions. 

Verbalization Activity 2  

 

In the following transcript, the three members of Janje’s group come together on 

one computer to try and organize and write their introduction paragraphs, including a 

thesis. They have 35 minutes to try and achieve this task in class 

It is clear that Mayumi did to a large degree dominate the discussion however this 

is in part due to the seating arrangement and the fact that she was the one doing the 

typing out of the three – therefore she was the default leader responsible, in a sense for 

the completion of the task and the co-ordination of the work between the three members.  

 
1 M: I think this is the correct form…just for a normal essay…our thesis 

should be like this but… 
  
2 W: The fast-food restaurant in university should have to healthier 
 
3 M: Healthier food?  
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4 W: Yeah...Fast food restaurant in university 
 
 
5 M: University should be [reading as she types]…oh no wrong…should be 

healthier. Er, should provide  
 
6 J: Hmmm, provide healthier 
 
7 M: Oh OK - Yeah it sounds nice 
 
8 J: Should provide…yes that is it. 
 
 
9 M: Fast food is widely eaten in the U-S-A…oh, by everyone? Should we 

say everyone? 
 
10 J: No, too much…hedge. 
 
11 M: Hedge? We shouldn’t say everyone? In the U-S-A? 
  
12 M: Fast food is widely eaten… 
                                       

 

In this short example we see Mayumi orienting towards the group by asking for 

clarification on how to express this idea. Assistance comes from Wei who confirms her 

feeling that the idea of “everyone is too strong” and needs to be more balanced for this 

type of writing, as represented in the class by the idea of hedging. We can see by 

examining the final draft produced, that the group finally incorporates this jointly 

constructed suggestion by Wei. 

 

13 J: I want to say additionally that…because the students are on campus 
they didn’t have the time...they didn’t have kitchen, equipment to make 
food so they must eat in the university restaurant but the university 
restaurant only provide fast food. They are always very busy 
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14  M: They are? 
 
15  J: They are busy…busy 
 
16  M: Yeah 
 
17  J: They didn’t have time to cook 
 
18  M: University students have less choice… 
 
19  W: Like they must have more, you mean like this? 
 
20 J: Yeah. But in our university restaurant in campus they only provide the 

fast food. 
 
21   M: But I think it’s not “only” 
 
22  J: Ah yeah, OK 
    
23  M: There’s some choice I think, right? 

 
24 M: Mmmm. The majority of restaurants provide fast food 
 
25 J: Yeah you are right…not all restaurants 

                                                                      
 

 

Again it is noticeable here that the group is working together, asking for 

directions and shaping the text together. Rhetorical choices seem to be being made 

according to the principles outlined in class work, though they are not explicitly 

mentioned.  The use of “majority” offers a much more balanced and accurate description 

of the actual restaurant situation on the University of Arizona campus and is also a more 

academic adjective. As can be seen below these co-constructed parts of the text make it in 

to the first draft of the introduction paragraph. Overall, however, the majority of 
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interaction, though often collaborative in nature, appears to be empirically driven and 

there is little meta-awareness shown as to why these choices should be made. 

This 30 minute collaborative writing session produced the following opening paragraph: 

Fast food is widely eaten in the USA. Many fast food restaurants are 
come from the USA, and they have been spread to the world.  However, some 
diseases have been found due to fast-fast food. Especially, in university, students 
have less choice to choose because they do not have kitchen to cook or time, 
they must have meals at a restaurant in university. However, in the U of A, the 
majority of restaurants in campus provide fast-food. After we interviewed 
some U of A students, we found that students have no choice even if they have 
recognized its harm and desired for healthier foods, so fast-food restaurants in 
university should provide healthier food. 

 

To this, I added my own comments: 

Yes - or that the university should provide cheaper alternatives that are also 
healthy...what reasons did your survey find for wanting to eat fast food? Why 
might students choose this option? Why should cheaper, healthier options also be 
available in the campus?  

 
Remember your work will be easier to understand for your audience if you have  
examples. What eating options do students have in the Union? Maybe within your 
"background" section of your introduction? And be clear on what position you are 
arguing for in your thesis. What change should be made? 

 

And this in turn produced the following introduction submitted with the first draft:  

Fast food is widely consumed in the United States, many big fast food 
companies, such as McDonald’s, come from there, and have been spread to many 
countries in the world. However, some researchers have suggested that there are 
close relationships between some diseases, for instance, obesity, and 
frequently consume fast food. In universities, many students have to get their 
food from in-campus restaurants. In the University of Arizona, five restaurants 
serve fast food and two restaurants serve non-fast food: there are more fast-food 
restaurants than non-fast food restaurants. Students are provided more fast-food in 
the University Arizona, so they are facing to risk of serious diseases. 
   Our survey suggests that even though majority of interviewers recognized 
that frequently eating fast food is unhealthy, they still reluctantly eat fast food in 
the student union, because of its convenience and inexpensiveness. The 
reasonable suggestion to this problem is that the student union provide more 



 

 

184 

food choice to students concerning with the price, convenience and 
healthiness. 
 

It is clear then that the instructor’s comments and suggestions and questions have been 

meaningfully taken up by the group to produce a better-organized and more acceptable 

introduction paragraph for this genre. 

The students exchanged their papers and offered each other feedback in 

discussion and also comments on the paper and more formal suggestions written on the 

class wiki that could be then shared by other members of the group and incorporated into 

the second draft where appropriate. 

Janje – Written feedback to Ronaldo: 

There are three strengths in this paper: the first is that the first paragraph is 
engaging by using two particular examples, which I think are suitable. And the 
voice and tone of this paper is proper for an academic audience. Moreover, the 
writing is direct and clear. There are some aspects need to be improved, for 
example, even though the thesis is clear, it still lacks some writers’ opinion about 
it. And the sources are not enough, finally, the research and analysis section are 
obviously not enough to support this paper’s argument. 

(posted on the wiki November, 9th 2006) 
 

 

There is some sense in the feedback given that Janje is using a genre-based 

awareness to give feedback to Ronaldo – in for example his comments about the 

lack of support in some sections and the appropriate nature of the voice and tone.  

The group used the wiki to make changes in their draft from the different 

feedback given and these changes can therefore be tracked.  A total of 19 changes are 

made to the text. 
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Janje makes 7 out of the 19 improvements to the text: 

Addition of Academic Marker (2): In addition, Consequently, Likewise. 

 

 

Informal – Formal Correction (3): hooked on fast food –to- fast food is addictive 

           feeling happy – to- feeling content  

           which sells food-to-which provides food  

     

 Grammatical (2) The similar situation is existed –to- exists 

    These behaviours – This behaviour  

 

 

The additional corrections made by Mayumi (10) and Wei (2) improve the text 

considerably in terms of tone and accuracy.  As was suggested by the one collaborative 

writing session recorded, the class were collaborating and working together to improve 

the text. What was pleasing from my perspective as the teacher/researcher was that in 

each of the three corrections made by Janje in tone, each was tagged with a bracket and 

the word (informal) – suggesting that he was gaining a degree of understanding and 

control of academic register in understanding the changes he was making. Further 

suggestions were made by the instructor in a marked up copy of the text that was returned 

to the group detailing further changes that were required. 

  There is considerable evidence that the final text turned in by the group was 

a collaborative effort.  This follows very much with Donato’s (1994) notion of 

scaffolded performance whereby peer supported performance outstrips the 

individual performance.   In interaction and feedback from peers and instructor 
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changes and suggestions can be seen as being implemented and changes made to 

the text according to the framework provided in the preceding lesson content.  The 

final draft itself was graded at the B level by the instructor in the class context and 

was rated at the mean score of 43/50 for language use and register/tone according 

to the raters.  The levels of lexical density and accuracy further suggest that the 

group were able to write in a manner appropriate for this genre and at levels 

greater than each of the group members had managed individually.  From a 

developmental perspective, the question then becomes if this extended interaction 

and collaboration, as the group worked to shape the text and incorporate each 

others and peer/instructor feedback into the writing, lead to further internalization 

of the concepts thus presented.   

A closer look at the final text reveals many features of the academic register are 

being successfully employed: 

“Fast food is widely consumed in the United States…” 

“It has become a significant component of American food culture…” 

“The purpose of this paper is, therefore, to investigate the  

influence…” 

“It is interesting to note…” 

Moreover, according to part of an international study…” 

 

Overall, this is a successful paper that follows the generic conventions of academic 

writing.  Analysis of the first body paragraph however suggests that further 

improvement is needed and highlights why the paper did not rate at the A level for 

organization – though it was rated as acceptable: 
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Text – Body Paragraph 1, Janje’s Group,  

Paper 2 

First Draft 

Rhetorical 
Move 

 

It is interesting to note how fast food gives negative effects to 
people and obesity is one of the familiar problems. 

1. Main point 
– topic 

sentence of 
paragraph 

In the scientific study of fast-food, the average calories of the 
entire menu at a fast food outlet are about 1100kj per gram. 

2.  Example to 
support 

proposition 
For example, suppose that we are consuming a Big Mac set 
menu in McDonald’s. The calories of Big Mac are 590, 210 
for French Fries and 150 for Pepsi. The total calories are 950. 
(Fast food guide, 34-35) 

3. Further 
details of 
example 

The number is close to the average calories of fast food. The 
average calories of fast food in England are approximately 
670kj. In addition, recommended calories per meal are about 
550kj (Astrup1-2) Therefore people in the United States gain 
60 per cent more calories than British people do through 
consuming fast food. Also it is more than twice of the 
recommended daily calorie intake. 

4. Explanation 
of example 

Over consumption of calories can cause overweight and 
obesity. 

5.  Re-
statement of 
main point 

Moreover, according to part of the international study of 
Asthma and allergies in childhood (ISAAC), the consumption 
of fast food has been increasing over the past 30 years. 
Consequently, allergic diseases have been increasing.  

6.  Further 
example to 

support point 

Additionally, frequent consumption of hamburgers showed a 
dependent association with asthma symptoms 

7.  Detail to 
support 
example 

Asthma is a chronic disease that affects a person’s breathing. 8. Definition of 
term 

The disease causes the inflammation of the inside walls of the 
airways, which makes a person’s breathing very sensitive, 
hence, leads to a strong reaction to allergic substance 
(National Heart).  

9. Description 
of term 

Many kinds of disease can be caused by fast-food: some 
effects are not serious, but some can seriously threaten a 
person’s life 

10. Summary 
of main point 

Table 7.4 Rhetorical move analysis Janje – paper 2, draft 1 
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The issue with this paragraph is clearly lack of focus and direction with the argument. 

The supporting details are given too much prominence in the paragraph and subsequently 

the discussion as it relates to the thesis is barely developed.  The writers also bring in a 

discussion of asthma (move 6) that is not projected by the topic sentence and probably 

not required in this paragraph – where a discussion of the issue of obesity would be 

enough work for this one body paragraph to do. Subsequently, the writing is badly 

organized and therefore lacks impact and clarity. There is little or no room left for 

explanation and discussion of the point as it relates to the thesis.  This feels again like a 

hangover from a different rhetorical tradition in which a fuller explanation and 

description of ideas is required to move towards a final point or concluding statement. 

This suggests that the linear direct nature of academic writing in this context has not been 

fully integrated into the procedural performance of this group. 

Analysis of one of the discussion paragraphs, however, suggests that there is some 

clear understanding and awareness of organizational conventions as seen below in 

Table 7.5: 
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Text – Body Paragraph 8, Janje’s Group,  

Paper 2 

Final Draft 

Rhetorical 
Move 

 

The environment of the University of Arizona can be seen 
as contributing to the consumption of fast food and it is 
our opinion that the Union should not admit so many fast 
food restaurants. 

1. Main 
point – topic 
sentence of 
paragraph 

Since students are busy and don’t have much money for 
lunch time eating, the fast food restaurants in the Student 
Union provide easy and convenient opportunities to eat 
fast food. Many students report eating more fast food on 
campus than outside of the university. 

2.  Example 
to support 
proposition 

While students are individually responsible for their 
health, they have fewer choices when on campus, 
especially, the students who live in a dormitory. As with 
the high school problem from the article, “School Zones 
Stuffed with Fast Food”, the environment in and around a 
school influences student health. Therefore universities 
should also care more about the food environment they are 
creating.  

3. 
Discussion 
of Example 

Similarly, some students we talked to suggested that there 
should be more food choice or healthier food in the 
Student Union and for these reasons healthier options 
should be offered. 

4. 
Concluding 
comments 

and 
reference 
back to 

topic 
sentence 

and thesis 

Table 7.5 Rhetorical move analysis Janje – paper 2, draft 3 

 

This paragraph is much more straightforward in organization and is therefore a much 

more effective organization of meaning for this task. The example (move 2) supports 

the main point and there is a considerable percentage of the paragraph then given over 

to an explanation discussion of the point (move 3).  Two of the three raters 

commented that they felt this was a “good” and “clear” paragraph in margin notes. 
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 Following the completion of the project, the class was asked to reflect upon their 

experience in the following survey: 

7.4 Collaboration survey 

 

1. Have you ever experienced writing in a group before? 

Yes, I have experienced writing in a group. 

 

2. In general how was this experience? 

Generally, it is a great experience. 

 

Good Points: 1. We are all non-native English speakers, we can help each other to 
improve our writing skill. For example, we can tell each other if their writing 
makes sense.  
3. Cooperation is not an easy task when a group wants to integrate their members’ 
different ideas into an essay. We can draw a lesson from such task: how to get a 
balance point between the insistence on our own opinion and making somewhat 
compromise to get a good final product. This balance is very important in 
collaboration and in writing! I have learned this point. We are not experts and so 
we cannot make big statements to this audience. This is a kind of rude. So I know 
Mayumi and I share this problem and we talked about it a lot. 
 
Bad Points: it sometimes needs more time to do something which can be done 
faster alone because when we need to coordinate our schedule there are some 
problems. 
 
3.    What do you think about the paper that you wrote together? 
I think that it is a good paper consider as a collaborative writing. 
If I have written it by myself perhaps I will feel more comfortable about its ideas. 
In contrast, the collaborative writing makes it more understandable and a better 
paper.  
 
4.    “By working together in writing, students are forced to notice the features of 
writing such as voice and style and organization that they may otherwise not have 
to think about. This will help students develop as writers.” 
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How do feel about this statement? 
 
strongly disagree              disagree            not sure           agree       strongly agree 
 
Comment on your answer: 
I strongly agree this point. We have different opinion on such things, such as 
voice, style, and organization. This experience helped me recognize many 
weaknesses in my writing.  
 
5. Do you feel that you learned about academic writing from this 

experience? 
 
Yes, because our group work together to check our writing to see if it is academic 
style. We work together to check and change many words in our work. I learned 
something from this working. 

 

Janje’s comments confirm that the group had collaborated successfully and he felt he had 

learned about writing from the extended interactions and scaffolding of performance. 

Janje’s understanding of the abstract concepts behind successful and functional language 

use are implied by his following statement: 

 

“We are not experts and so we cannot make big statements to this audience. This 
is a kind of rude. So I know Mayumi and I shared this problem and we talked 
about it a lot.” 
 

The notion that tone reflects social relations is indeed one of the guiding principles 

presented to the class and concrete action stemming from this abstract concept is clearly 

evident in the writing activity of Janje within this collaborative writing project. 

7.5 Janje paper 3 - new audience 

 

The task for the third paper came in two parts: rewrite the collaboratively written 

text for a new audience, in what Kern calls a transformed practice (2000) practice. 
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Secondly, reflect upon that transforming process.  Transformed practice relates to tasks 

that demand students to rewrite a certain piece following new parameters. These 

parameters can be to write to a different audience or with a different goal, for instance.  

The journalistic genre of the student newspaper opinion article was therefore studied in 

detail before the students turned in their first drafts. The requirements were for different 

rhetorical strategies, different register and tone and a different organization to meet the 

new purpose and audience. 

Janje’s first draft is very good in terms of organization. He has changed the 

format and layout of the paper and broken up the paragraphs from the research paper into 

much shorter ideas.  His title is much more direct and connect with his thesis in an 

effective manner. The problem remains with his tone and register however. Though 

clearly changes have been made, some expressions remain in formal register and appear 

awkward in this context. 

Verbalization activity 3  

 

Perhaps because Janje and Mayumi both created generally strong first drafts, the 

peer review session deals mostly with surface feedback.  In two exchanges the focus is 

upon language. 

 1 J: Yeah you changed… 

2 M: What’s that…I changed… to what? 

 

3 J: Yeah…you used active…you changed that so it’s very important when 

very informal. I didn’t do that just I… 
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4 M: I think your paper is good …well organized…but still in formal st… still 

formal you should use more informal words or expressions. 

 

5 J: Yeah… 

 

6 M: And use your personal feeling, your emotion. Do you have any personal 

experience with this? 

 

 

In this exchange, both students relate effectively to the two texts they are working with. 

Janje’s draft does have many formal expressions and turns of phrase that mark it as 

somewhat inappropriate for the student newspaper opinion genre.  These comments are 

underscored by various in-text comments and underlines that provide J with the means to 

make effective changes. For example, the sentence, “Alternatively, a more plausible 

conclusion…” is underlined and the question about register raised.  The switch to a more 

active voice, similarly, clearly provides a more lively and informal voice in Mayumi’s 

paper. 

In the second example, Janje starts by commenting on his attempt to change the 

following idea into a more informal and colloquial turn of phrase: 

 
 “they still consumed because it was convenient and had a low price…” 

becomes 
“…because they are often busy and have no big bucks in their pockets to achieve it.” 

7 J: I don’t know if I can use this...  
 
 8 M: I don’t know… 
 

9 J: I don’t know what this means… 
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10 M: How come you put it here…?  
 
11 J: Just I put it here…these words together 
 
12 M: I don’t really get it…it might be conversational though…I suppose ‘no 

big bucks’…I can’t imagine… 
 
13 J: I don’t know how to say this so I just put this…if native English 

speaker writes this I don’t know. I just put words together… 
 
14 M: You made it up? 
 
15 J: Yeah I made it. 

 

 

In this excerpt, it is clear that the writer understands the idea of shifting register to 

meet the new audience. However the problem he faces is the lack of linguistic resources 

to achieve the desired goal in this instance.  Mayumi is unable to help beyond suggesting 

it might be OK. It is interesting to not that Janje is trying to create the tone and register in 

lieu of the correct expression. He falls down however and his sentence is awkward even 

though he understands in principle what it is he is trying to do. This, I think, underlines 

the necessity of providing both the archeology as well as the ecology of linguistic items. 

 
The introduction to the newspaper article, demonstrates the shift in organization 

and tone that Janje effectively creates in this piece of writing. The tone is more 

conversational (see move 2 in Table 7.6 below) and the ideas progress rapidly from one 

to the next.  
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Text –Introduction, Janje Paper 3 

Final Draft 

Rhetorical 
Move 

 

“Some of this is genetic, and I may have done some damage in 
the years when I was too careless about what I ate” (CNN). 
Former President Clinton, with a reputation for eating fast-
food in his presidency, told CNN’s Larry King Live, a couple 
of days before his scheduled heart bypass surgery in 2004. 

1. Gain the 
attention of the 

reader, 
introduce the 

topic 
Mr. Clinton is just one of the millions of “fat bad boys” who 
crave fast food from young and then suffer from this eating 
habit later in life. 

2. Segue into 
point of article 

Undoubtedly, fast food has become a remarkable symbol of 
the American life style, however in recent decades, more and 
more studies make clear that there is a close relationship 
between fast food and some diseases. 

3. Context to 
main point 

Unfortunately, in the University of Arizona, students are still 
surrounded by unhealthy food. 

4. Controlling 
idea 

Table 7.6 Rhetorical Move Analysis Janje – paper 3, final draft 

 

 Interestingly, with feedback from Mayumi, the lexical density measure goes down 

between drafts, indicating that the writer has shifted away from many of the 

formal constructs of his earlier draft. A clear example of this is seen in the 

introduction where the following changes were implemented: 

“Fast food is widely consumed in the United States and has become an 

intrinsic component of American popular culture” 

becomes 

“Undoubtedly, fast food has become a remarkable symbol of the 

American life style,” 

 

These changes reflect a shift in tone and register to one more convincing for the student 

newspaper. 
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7.6 Janje paper 4 – reflection 

 

The important point to note about the final paper of the semester is that it was an 

unscaffolded performance in which the class wrote their reflections upon the changes 

they had made as they shifted between the academic and newspaper genres.  This is 

designed to gauge the conceptual understanding of the learner but also the proficiency of 

the writer at the completion of the course. As an assignment, it requires a shift again from 

the journalistic genre and register back towards the more academic.  In a sense then, it 

was a less formal assignment than the research paper and should, ideally, include a good 

deal of more personal reflection from the writer upon what they did as a writer in this 

assignment.  The expectation therefore would be that ideally we would see a good deal of 

evidence for theoretical thought and the requisite shift up in the lexical density measure. 

Over the final three papers, that would suggest an emerging degree of control over the 

genre-based demands of the text and meaning-making in each context. 

The lexical density measure (52) for Janje on this task, suggest a move back from 

the more conversational style toward a more lexically dense academic prose.  Though he 

manages an 80 on the accuracy measure, it is worth noting that this is a less demanding 

assignment than previous ones, given that it is a reflection on a student’s own writing, 

and his overall qualitative rating is at around 39/50 for language use, or a C.  There are 

still numerous small errors throughout the text that detract from the holistic rating. 

However, if we consider the following text from Janje’s paper it becomes clear that there 

is evidence of academic organization and register. This becomes especially salient when 

compared with the first draft of paper 1 that he had submitted some 12 weeks previously: 
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“However, the two papers exhibit different organization, style and rhetorical 
strategies…” 
 
“The research paper had three main sections in eight pages, and had a relatively 
complex meaning throughout…” 
 
“Furthermore, to appeal to my new audience, I adapted to a conversational, 
informal style…” 
 

 

As well as writing in an academic style, generally, Janje also displays a degree of meta-

awareness in offering reasons for the changes made. This was of course the purpose of 

the assignment, yet it is worth emphasizing that this was an unscaffolded piece of writing 

from this student and therefore the analysis is all his own. 

 

This change of style was realized by several attempts, such as shifting 
vocabulary to informal vocabulary, taking out hedges from claims and employing 
conventional expression. For instance, a frequently used word “consume” was 
replaced by “eat” and “negative effects” by “bad effects”… 
 

 

In this example, however, Janje demonstrates a limited understanding of the lexical 

demands of each genre and the requisite shifts between the two. In a sense, the shifts he 

details are unnecessary and indicate that he does not fully understand the conceptual 

element to writing but rather, has a somewhat one-dimensional view which suggests that 

academic writing has a very formal style and journalistic prose requires an informal, 

conversational register. To a degree this is true though a word like negative is certainly 

not out of place in a newspaper editorial. On the contrary, it may be used to create 

credibility for the writer. So, a demonstration of partial, perhaps we can say empirical, 
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understanding of the way in which rhetorical choices function in social contexts. The 

content of his paper was rated at a mean of 40/50 that translates into a B- in this context.  

 Organization was rated with a mean score of 40/50 (B-) suggests a 

generally successful and effective structuring of meaning in this paper.  Again, 

analysis of the introduction paragraph is instructive, as seen in Table 7.7 below: 

 
 
 

Text –Introduction, Janje Paper 4 

 

Rhetorical Move 

 

Each text is written for a specific purpose, which 
is to persuade the audience.  

1. Introduction, get 
the readers attention 

To persuade an audience, every author organizes 
the text in a specific way. In this process, the 
author makes many rhetorical moves which 
include organization, style and word choice. 

2. Background 

For example, a research paper and newspaper 
article are of different genres and written for 
specific purposes. They can easily be 
differentiated on the basis of their word choice 
and overall organization. The newspaper article 
is meant for a general audience, who wants the 
article to be short and effective, while the 
research paper is meant to be more elaborate and 
informative.  

3. Example to 
support background 

point 

The words we choose have rhetorical 
implications and we do not randomly choose 
words. 

4. Elaboration on 
opening idea 

In this essay I will analyze the differences 
between a research paper and a newspaper article 
that I wrote, based on rhetorical strategies, 
organization, style, tone and word choice. 

5. Thesis 

Table 7.7 Rhetorical move analysis Janje – paper 4, final draft 
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This is an introduction paragraph that includes all of the requisite components 

necessary to effectively start a reflective essay. The topic is introduced (1), some 

background contextualizes the paper (2) and then a clear thesis directs and controls 

the remainder of the paper.  

7.7 Feedback on wiki 

  

At the end of the semester, the students were asked to share their thoughts 

regarding the use of the wiki in class as both support for increased communication in 

class, tool for learning and writing and also resource for reference while writing. In his 

comments, Janje provides a very positive attitude towards the wiki and its potential as a 

tool to support and improve writing pedagogy. 

“Mr. Johnson put many helpful sites and sources on the wiki” 

“All of the resources helped me when writing an essay – and being able to receive 

feedback from other people was great.” 

 

7.8 Final interview 

At the end of the semester, I sat down with three of my participants, outside of 

the classroom context, to discuss the semester and academic writing: 

 
Instructor: So what are your comments in general about academic writing? 
 
J: It is the most difficult thing for me because I didn’t have training in China – just I 
taught myself, studied by myself and so I have very few things in my mind when it 
comes to writing… 
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Instructor: So have you improved in understanding how to do that? 
 
J: Through this class I learned to do this – maybe it is still difficult- but I know how 
to do it. From Introduction to Body to Conclusion. 
I know how to do it. 
 
Instructor: Do you understand why it is like that? 
 
J: Yeah because you have given us a lot of knowledge about how to write academic 
writing…one point by one point. A lot of things I still don’t know but now I have 
some simple concept how to do this. 
 
 
Instructor: When organizing your ideas – what concept are you using? 
 
J: The first is…when I sit down to write I will first put down three parts – 
introduction, body and conclusion. In each body paragraph I would write a thesis 
make a direction. Each one illustrates one point then in each body – you told us PIE 
– so I just every time use that. Also in my other class I write like this. I know how to 
do it. 
 
Instructor: What about your choice of words? 
 
J: Yeah, this is still where I need a lot of study because – you gave us a lot of words 
but that is not enough for a lot of writing – you gave us a lot of words what is 
formal; what is informal, so we need to have more reading – other articles, build up 
the vocabulary. 
 
But you also gave us a concept – because you know before we all wrote very 
informally so you told us there is a different standard for academic work. I’m trying 
to think about that. It’s very useful information and idea. 
 
 
Instructor: So, what do you understand about writing for an audience?  
 
Yeah, that is very difficult – I still don’t know what sentence is suitable for what 
audience…I cannot recognize. I only try and then when you gave me feedback then I 
know oh this is good for this audience…but I learned a lot of new knowledge in this 
class. 
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7.9 Summary and discussion 

 

 

In this case study I have been concerned with tracing the development of Janje’s 

writing throughout a 16-week semester. There is clear evidence to suggest that he 

improves his academic writing, both in terms of rhetorical organization, accuracy and 

tone. Janje acknowledges this at the end of the semester and he is especially adamant that 

he now knows how to organize his writing and that he has some sense of audience 

demands. The evidence suggests that his unscaffolded performance is, by the end of the 

semester, at a similar developmental level to that he achieved through detailed assistance 

from the instructor in the initial stages of the semester.  

I have tried to link this development with a change in the thinking of Janje in 

terms of how language operates as a function of social relations. There is evidence that 

this abstract, conceptual approach to written communication is starting to create an 

understanding of textual organization and linguistic choice that is therefore improving the 

writing of the student.   In the collaborative dialogue sessions, there is similarly evidence 

that the learners are working to gain control of these concepts as they engage in the 

concrete activity of academic writing.  There is sufficient substantiation of this to suggest 

that Janje and his peers are developing an understanding of language use and academic 

writing as a form of communication.  The interactions further suggest that students were 

able to mutually assist and scaffold their own performances to the point that they were 

able to produce a more effective text than when working alone. Through this extended 

interaction, they were also able to learn and develop as they worked with the tool that is 
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genre to create effective communication.  On reflection, Janje seems to have made good 

use of the wiki component of the classroom interaction and especially in his case; there is 

the suggestion that he found the function of the wiki as a resource for scaffolding his own 

writing performance, particularly helpful.  The linguistic resources that were made 

available to the class, have helped provide the class with additional semiotic means to 

engage with the meaning-making process.  The conceptual underpinnings of Janje’s 

writing, however, appear partial and not developed sufficiently to make a full 

understanding of his own writing. His use of PIE for example, to organize his work, is an 

empirical tool that seems to be working for him at this stage in his writing development. 

Yet the “why” seems to remain elusive.  This is perhaps to be expected given the 

limitations in time and design of materials. This will be discussed in further detail in 

discussion chapter 11.  
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CHAPTER 8 

 

CASE STUDY 2 - SOOK KIM 

 

 

8.1 Biography 

 

Sook Kim is a student from South Korea who was at the University of Arizona to 

study Computer Science.  This was his second year in the United States and second class 

of English Composition at the university.  He did not study academic writing in Korea. 

He was 19 years old at the outset of the study. Sook Kim struck me as a very earnest and 

hardworking student who I felt engaged with the class and class material throughout the 

semester. At the outset he claimed that for him “every part” of academic writing in 

English is difficult. By the conclusion of the semester, he felt he had learned  “a lot” 

about writing and had much more “confidence” about organization and style in English. 

As detailed in chapter 4, and as in chapter 7, I will be analyzing the writing samples 

and group interaction of each participant according to the following criteria: 

1. Accuracy measures over time (T-Unit Analysis) 

2. Lexical density over time (content words vs. total words) 

3. Swales’ (1990) Rhetorical Move analysis (analysis of structure in writing) 

4. Three raters’ holistic ratings of structure, voice and analysis for 4 final drafts 

5. Conceptual drawing of academic essay and conceptual understanding of 

writing will be analyzed further through content of online and recorded 

verbalizations in discussion  

6. Evaluation of quality of analysis in papers 1 and 4 
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As well as this, I will be looking at the intermental activity of the participants in 

terms of their feedback and discussion of their own and others’ writing to gauge the types 

of knowledge and understanding they are bringing to the task of communicating 

effectively in English in an American academic setting. I hope to find a significant 

development in awareness and control over the target discourse as a result of an improved 

conceptual understanding of writing as social communication. 

8.2 Performance over semester 

 

                                             Quantitative           |       Qualitative (final drafts only) 

 

 

 

Accuracy 
Draft 

1       2       3 

Density 
Draft 

1       2      3 

Analysis 

Content 

Structure/ 

Organization 

Language 

Use 

 

Paper 1 

Genre Analysis 

(teacher-student) 

50 52 58 46 48 52 44/50 42/50 40/50 

Paper 2 

Collaborative 

Research 
(teacher-student-peer) 

60 68 74 48 54 56 43/50 43/50 43/50 

Paper 3 

Re-write new 

genre 
(student-peer) 

52 n/a 58 38 n/a 48 38/50 38/50 43/50 

Paper 4 

Reflection on text 

changes 
(student) 

n/a n/a 76 n/a n/a 52 40/50 41/50 40/50 

Table 8.1 – Overview of Sook Kim’s performance  
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Again, as with Janje, there are some observable features of the overall performance 

that are worth noting.  In the category of language use, for example, one of the two major 

areas for instruction in the class (along with organization), it is evident that Sook Kim is, 

by the end of the semester, performing at a similar level by himself – remember that this 

was an unscaffolded piece of writing, than he was when writing with multiple drafts and 

receiving detailed feedback and suggestions from the instructor.  This, in sociocultural 

terms, as was mentioned previously, is a definition of development. His analysis, which 

was not focused upon in any great detail in class, does not show a similar improvement.  

His performance in this category is weaker – going from an average score of 44 to an 

average score of 40 between his first and last papers.  

The conceptual map that Sook Kim produced at the conclusion of the first paper 

suggests that he has at least started to internalize the basic conceptual framework 

presented to the class.  In Table 8.1 below, he makes use of arrows and links content of 

the academic paper to the audience or reader.  The linear organization of a basic 

academic paper is clearly suggested and the communicative function of the thesis and 

conclusion are also in evidence.  In light of later discussions and written performance 

(discussed below), there is visible evidence that Sook Kim is establishing a greater 

control over the linguistic resources and is doing so to create meaning. 
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Figure 8.1 Sook Kim’s conceptual drawing  

 

 



 

 

207 

In the next section, I will detail Sook Kim’s writing performance through multiple 

drafts of his papers and also by analysis of his verbalization activity in discussing writing 

that took place throughout the semester. 

 

8.3 Sook Kim paper 1 – genre analysis 

 

 In reviewing Sook Kim’s first draft, it is clear that his overall writing style is 

generally of an acceptable standard. He does not have the same issue with tone and 

inflated rhetorical style that characterized Janje’s early writing. There are occasional 

lapses into a decidedly conversational style of writing which detract from his draft as the 

following examples highlight: 

 Two articles were covered in the class…  

First of all, this essay will explore… 

…because people are not going to study it… 

It can be known that the experiment was formed… 

It is because a research paper can be formed… 

 

These examples create an awkward and conversational tone in places that is not 

appropriate for academic writing.  It is also noticeable that sentences such as “because 

people are not going to study it” include a high degree of redundancy and contribute to a 

lower level of lexical density for this text.  The problem with pronoun antecedence, in a 

statement such as, “It is because a research paper can be formed…” also detracts from the 

cohesion of the paper.  These congruent features of the text suggest Sook Kim is writing 
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as he would speak and is not in control of his written language – the language is in a 

sense, controlling him. 

The organizational structure is also somewhat more problematic.  There is a thesis 

in the draft that requires a little more work but is at least visible and recognizable as such.  

The organization of the body paragraphs is also lacking in certain respects. There is no 

clear controlling idea and the second paragraph serves as further support for the first main 

point made. It starts with the following sentence: 

 

The second article has a very long introduction, which consists of five 

paragraphs. 

 

This stands as a support for an earlier point, where a new main point is required for the 

second body paragraph. 

 The analysis content for the first draft is also weak. He does not demonstrate a 

clear and detailed understanding of the relationship between linguistic form and social 

function, though it is hinted at in the two following points made: 

 

1. A newspaper should convey its point as briefly as possible, because people are 

not going to study it sitting down if it is long. 

2. A research paper has to prove that the research approaches to a reasonable 

conclusion based on valid data and evidence. 
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In both points, there is a connection made between the organization of a text and the 

social function that the text fulfils. There is, as yet, no discussion of linguistic choice with 

this regard.  

I gave detailed feedback to Sook Kim on his first draft and drew attention to his 

conversational style where appropriate.  It is worth noting again how, as a teacher, I felt 

that the conceptual framework made giving feedback so much more meaningful. Instead 

of simply pointing out mistakes, by underlining them for example, I was able to explain 

why it was a mistake.   The high degree of uptake in correcting mistakes also seems to 

underline this point and, in this example, each of the four examples of conversational 

style that were highlighted in the discussion of draft 1, above, have subsequently been 

successfully edited by the writer. 

 The third and final draft of Sook Kim’s paper is a successful completion of the 

assignment in this context. The structure and organization are generally sound and the 

thesis below is clear and authoritative: 

In this essay, I will briefly compare the two writings, focusing on their 

organization, style, and word choice, and explain that audience and purpose of 

writing have a detailed impact on these features of written text.  

 

The three following points of analysis that are made in the paper also suggest a 

developing understanding of language function: 

1. The newspaper article uses active voice and conversational style. For 
example, “I support research into safer delivery systems…” The active voice 
provides more clarity for readers by illustrating exactly who does what to 
whom. 



 

 

210 

2. The research paper uses passive voice and it has a high word density. For 
example, “A full description of our experiment has been reported previously.” 
Since the main purpose of the research paper is informing about facts, not 
persuading people, the passive voice here is more appropriate. 

 
3. I observed the differences between the two writings, focusing on their 

organization, style and word choice. In summary, every difference originates 
from the difference of the audience and purpose of writing. 

 

 

This explicit understanding of course does not necessarily equate with application to his 

own writing. However, there is evidence that Sook Kim is using the framework to shape 

his own writing performance.  This is reflected in the higher lexical density rating for this 

piece and the generally favourable rating by the three outside raters who on average rated 

his paper at 40/50 (B) for language use. 

 

Verbalization activity 1 

 

At the conclusion of the first assignment, I asked students in groups to verbalize 

their reflections of the assignment and the course content we had covered thus far. A list 

of the main concepts we had covered was placed on the white-board. This was held to be 

a useful learning activity for the students to verbalize some of the conceptual issues they 

had been wrestling with in the writing process.  Unfortunately, perhaps, Sook Kim was 

partnered with two American students for this exercise. In reviewing the recording, it is 

fairly clear that neither of these two students were engaged by the task and subsequently 

their “discussion” was mostly off-task. Sook Kim in fact, only managed two turns at talk 

in the 10-minute interaction, and was chastised by Bill, who had dominated the 
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conversation, for being “too quiet”.  The following transcription excerpt highlights the 

problem: 

 

1 K: While you were writing what kind of problems did you come into 
contact with? 

 
2 B: I don’t know – while I was writing I wasn’t really paying attention I 

was just trying to get something down on paper… 
 
3 Has any of this stuff helped your writing? 
 
4 K: Any of the stuff we did in class? Not really. 
 
5 B: I barely even remember it… 
 
6 K: I knew how to write but I haven’t written a paper in like 4 years so… 
 
7 B: I hear you. 
 
8 K: I used to be good at it…I just need to write a couple more and it’ll 

come back to me. 
 
9 B: According to my English Instructor this summer I was writing pretty 

good – apparently between then and now something happened and I 
started writing crappy again…-And you’re too quiet [to Sook Kim] 

 
10 SK: Active and passive voice was helpful… 
 
11 K: It was helpful? 
 
12 SK: Yeah for word choice…like we covered some stuff for 

that…transitions too… 
 
13 K: Yeah transitions. I could use a little work on transitions… 
 
14 B: Transitions. I just don’t know… 
 
[Bill then inquires to the instructor about the recording process and the session ends] 
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What is interesting in this exchange, apart from the obvious difficulty that Sook 

Kim has at taking an extended turn at talk, is evidence of the belief that one learns writing 

by “doing”. Kate expresses this idea that she will improve her own writing by writing 

further papers, and does not feel that the classroom activities have been beneficial to her.  

This attitude makes sense given the empirically driven learning experiences in these 

students’ histories.  Bill similarly reveals that when he is writing, he is more concerned 

with simply creating text than bringing a conceptual awareness to the task. He insists on 

the efficacy of learning how to write by writing, rather than planning and reflection upon 

a theoretical model, and this is reflected in his written work, which in fact was graded at 

C- (73%) for this assignment. His organization and style were barely at an appropriate 

level for college composition, even after multiple rounds of feedback and commentary 

from the instructor.  These students’ unwillingness to engage with the classroom material 

is perhaps explained therefore and rooted in a firm belief that one learns from doing, as 

has perhaps been their experience thus far.  This exchange does not offer any insight into 

the conceptual understanding of discourse that Sook Kim may, or may not, be developing 

at this stage of the course. 

 However, analysis of Sook Kim’s contribution to the class discussion board and a 

personal posting to the wiki addressed to the instructor provide further insight.  The class 

discussion board within the wiki was used for a group analysis of a text in which lexical 

and grammatical choice (passive voice, modal verbs) play a particularly important role in 

he meaning and the social relationships present within the text.  
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The question asks the class to reflect upon the choices being made: 

To be polite. 

For example, if Tony wrote like "We found that you let the windows open" or 

"close the windows", it might seem to be rude (kind of). Passive voice is used to 

avoid directly pointing someone who is responsible for the windows. Modal verbs 

are used to explain what can happen when the windows are opened. 

-- Sook Kim (2006-10-04 16:26:27) 

 

 

In his posting, there is evidence that Sook Kim is beginning to understand the social 

nature of text and can understand how the social relationships between the writer and 

reader, in this given context and with the specific purpose, shape and constitute text. 

Sook Kim posted the following message on the wiki in October – approximately 

between the first and second assignments: 

 

Thank you Mr. Johnson. Due to your lecture, I could successfully write a message 
for threatening an eBay seller who doesn't send an item for a week. I said like: this 
is the last letter. If you don't respond again, I'll be forced to report that the item is 
not received. That was the 3rd letter that I sent. I used active voice, and I directly 
pointed to the target of blame. (the opposite style of InternalMemo) 
-- Sook Kim (2006-10-11 16:48:15) 

 
 

There is evidence here that Sook Kim is able to apply the underlying conceptual frame to 

a concrete example of language use in his own life outside of school. This involves 

writing letters and email to eBay sellers and negotiating, in this case, for delivery of an 

order. By understanding how grammatical choice can change the focus of a text, Sook 

Kim is able to be more forthcoming and direct and apportion blame for the circumstances 
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in writing a letter.  He suggests that his previous two letters have not perhaps been 

forthright enough and following the discussions in class, he now understands why he was 

being ignored. This is a suggestion then that he is working with the abstract framework 

that has been presented to him and concrete examples of text are being made sense of by 

this framework. 

 

8.4 Sook Kim paper 2 – collaborative research  

 

Sook Kim elected to work with Alison and Ya for the collaborative writing stage.  

This is probably due to the fact that they generally sat in proximity within the writing lab.  

Alison is a native–speaker of English whose written work and general attitude to class 

and collaboration were generally good.  The topic the group chose for their written paper 

was that of international students and problems they faced in an American university 

setting. Ya is from Taiwan and this was her first year in the United States.  Her written 

work was weak and I felt she often struggled in class. She had a positive attitude however 

and it was my impression as her instructor that she did try to improve and work at her 

writing. 

In the collaborative writing session, Sook Kim and his two partners examine the 

first draft of their introduction paragraphs and are instructed to make changes to improve 

upon it.  It is clear in listening to the session that Alison, as the native speaker, dominates 

the collaboration and text creation.  In the 30 minutes session, for example, from a total 

number of turns at talk of 84, Alison makes 41 of them, and her turns are also longer 

when compared with the other two students.  In a sense this is understandable given that 
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Alison’s writing and control of the language is generally good.  In writing, she has an 

intuitive grasp for what is needed to create good academic text. The following 

transcription however, suggests that Sook Kim also made a worthwhile contribution and 

was using the visual conceptual representation of an Introduction paragraph that had been 

part of the conceptual presentation of textual organization: 

 

Verbalization activity 2 

 

1 A: Let’s see…so how shall we start…writing Intro paragraphs is so hard  
because I write them 4 or 5 times and I never like the way that they 
sound…  

 
2 SK: Do you remember the triangle stuff that we covered in class? I think 

that means that we go from the general to the specific… 
 
3 A: So how do you open an intro paragraph? Is there a certain pattern to it? 
 
4 SK: Well, start with a hook… 
 
5 A: A hook? Like a catch? 
 
6 SK: Yeah and bring in some general ideas about that and then give our 

thesis. 
 
7 A: How about this? “Research suggest that international students expect 

and desire contact with their peers and positive social, psychological and 
academic benefits arise from their contact… 

 
8 Y: Yeah 
 
9 A: Does that make sense? 
 
10 SK: Are we going to use it as a hook? 
 
11 Y: Yeah it’s good 
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12 A: Is it a good quote or should we look for something else? That’s kind of 
what our paper is about… 

 
13 SK: How about…just say like ‘Most international students have some 

problems… 
 
14 A: Instead of a quote, like that? 
 
15 SK: Yeah because then people are going to wonder what’s the problem 

about… 
 
16 A: OK that’s an idea.  So let’s see how should we start this…[typing and 

reading aloud]  
 
17 So like: “International students… 
 
18 SK: Most International students… 
 
19 A: Just … “Most international students…  
 
20 SK: Have 
 
21 Y: Difficulties 
 
22 A: With…we should give an example like academic language. So let’s 

say… “most foreign students have difficulty with…” 
 
23 Y: Foreign culture 
 
24 A: How about “and foreign culture…” yes, now let’s look at this see how 

it sounds to you guys… “as well as language barriers and…” how 
about…no I don’t know 

 
25 Y: And culture? 
 
26 A: Yeah I think that sounds fine too…foreign means like new – but it just 

doesn’t sound right. How about culture and differences? Does that sound 
academic enough? 

 
27 SK: OK so far. 
 
28 A: We can always change it too...  
  
29 SK: Now we have to connect them. 
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30 A: Yeah, so what…with examples do you think? 
 
31 SK: Something like… “according to some experimental research…blah 

blah blah… 
 
32 A: Do you want to talk about our research or Internet sources? 
 
33 SK: Internet sources…our research comes in, in the other paragraphs. 
 
 
 

 While Alison’s written work is generally good, she expresses her difficulty in 

writing Introduction paragraphs and her empiricist approach in which she writes and re-

writes an introduction 4 or 5 times as they never seem to “sound right”. This suggests that 

she has internalized an implicit model of synoptic discourse should and her method for 

writing to this model is simply to write until she can make her work sound academic.  

She does not, in common with Bill and Kate in the example above, have an explicit 

understanding of academic writing that she can call upon to create and shape text in a 

systematic way.  This suggestion is in keeping with the research finding of Bryce-Heath 

(1983) who suggested that children from middle-class backgrounds become familiar with 

the model of academic discourse through their home environment and home literacy 

practices. However, this is an implicit and empirical understanding based on their literacy 

history.  It is an understanding evidently not available to the learners to mediate 

performance, I would argue, through a lack of theoretical and explicit instruction. Yet the 

learners are seemingly aware that there is an academic discourse and have a sense of 

what form it should take.  This explains why, for example, Alison reports re-writing her 

introduction paragraphs 4 or 5 times to make them “sound right”. Interestingly, and 
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disappointingly, from a pedagogical point of view, the teaching that these native speakers 

of English have experienced in this class, does not seem to be impacting on their very 

empirical way of writing at all. The ESL students, as a general observation, seem much 

more open to working with and utilizing the new framework, perhaps because they do not 

have a strong sense of how academic writing should be in the first instance. Sook Kim for 

example, in this interaction, suggests a more concept oriented approach and cites the 

“triangle stuff” in reference to the model we had worked with in class.  He correctly then 

asserts that this means “going from the general to the specific”, followed by a thesis 

statement.  Sook Kim also correctly offers a useful hedge in suggesting that instead of 

“International students”, as was Alison’s original suggestion, they should go with “Most 

international students”. Alison’s “writing as doing” approach to working with text until it 

“sounds” right, is confirmed by her suggestion that they can come back to it later and 

make further changes. Sook Kim seems more concerned with creating the text there and 

then. 

 Through collaboration, the following introduction paragraph, in Table 8.2, is 

submitted: 
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Introduction paragraph  
 

Rhetorical 
Move 

        Most international students have difficulties with the 
academic aspect of studying abroad as well as the language 
barriers and culture differences.  

Grab or hook  

“Research suggests that international students expect and desire 
contact with their domestic peers, and positive social, 
psychological, and academic benefits arise from this 
contact…”(Ward). International students are increasing in 
number in the university systems in the U.S. It is important to 
address their existence here. 

Background 
information 

Not until society identifies and understands the struggles 
foreign students face, both personally and educationally, can 
those struggles be effectively addressed. 
 

Thesis 

Table 8.2 Rhetorical move analysis Sook Kim – paper 1, draft 1  

 

 

The organization here is basically sound, including the three recommended rhetorical 

moves and a general movement from the general to the specific. Instructor feedback for 

this focused on the thesis statement, which was felt to lack sufficient clarity. 

Comments from the instructor were placed in the wiki and then the groups 

worked towards a second draft of the paper.  At this point, the three members of the 

groups each formed a new partnership to review each other’s work.  Sook Kim’s partner 

for this exercise was Mayumi, who had been working with Janje’s group.  From listening 

to the recoding it is clear that the group don’t have enough time for the task – a constraint 

related to the 50-minute class periods. However there is some useful discussion of 

Mayumi’s paper: 
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Verbalization activity 3 

 

1 M: I didn’t write anything on your paper – generally good I think…it’s 
nice I think…maybe you need to discuss research in more detail. 

 
2 SK: What’s your thesis? [Reading: “The reasonable suggestion to this 

problem is that the student union provide more food choice to students 
concerning with the price, convenience and healthiness.”]  

 
Is that the thesis for the whole paper? 

 
3 M: Do you think it is clear? 
 
4 SK: I was able to understand what you are talking about but I think you 

need to be more clear…and the structure…your topic sentences don’t 
support your thesis…not every, but some…and be careful of your word 
choices. 

 
5 M: Yeah, word choice – it’s difficult.  
 
6 SK: [Reading: “but some students do not take it so seriously…”] So like 

“take it” is a kind of conversational word, right? 
 
7 M: Do not take it so seriously? 
 
8 SK: Yeah, so… “consider” …how about like that? 
 
9 M: Ah yeah…some students don’t consider this… 
 
10  SK: That would be a better word right there. 
 
 
11 M: [Reads comment under: “However they still have fast-food because 

fast food is quick…”] 
 
12 SK: Yeah have or eat is better? 
 
13 M: Ah yeah, sometimes I use “eat”, sometimes “have” and sometimes 

“consume”…I’d better decide which one I’m going to use! 
 

14 SK: Do you have any questions about my other comments? 
There are also a lot of grammar mistakes, articles and prepositions… 
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15 M: What do you mean by this? [Reads: “It is interesting to note how fast 
food gives a bad effect to people…”] 

 
16 SK: Well, interesting is a subjective word, right? If you want to use it you 

need to explain why it is interesting… 
 
17 M: Yeah. 
 

 
Following this Sook Kim posts the following summary onto Mayumi’s group wiki site. 

 

Overall comments: 
Give more examples directly related to the topic sentence of each paragraph. 
Consider revising focusing on word choice and word density. 
Students can have a meal outside of the campus. Also, there are two more places 
to get some food on campus. 
Re-investigate the student union. 
Correct grammatical mistakes. 
Try to connect the thesis and the topic sentence to each paragraph. 
There's some redundancy on the 'Results' and 'Discussion' parts. 
 

These comments effectively sum up the feedback that Sook Kim had offered to 

Mayumi’s group and includes some useful suggestions for improvement.  He deals with 

the text on different levels from the discourse level, through the analysis level and down 

to the word/sentence level.  He displays a growing understanding of register when 

pointing out the unsuitability of the verbal phrase “take it seriously”. His suggestion that 

this could be usefully changed to “consider” is a worthwhile one.  Indeed, his suggestions 

appear to be utilized by the group in creating a second draft, in all but one example – the 

suggestion that “It is interesting to note how fast food…” might be problematic, as seen 

in the example above, is either rejected or ignored by the group and is part of the final 

draft that is submitted for grading. 
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 The final draft of the paper was successful. I graded the essay at 92% at the time, 

and it was rated at an average of 86% by the three outside raters.  The organization is 

good and the written style is generally suitably academic and analytic.  A couple of 

examples from the Results section, which Sook Kim claimed primary responsibility for, 

highlight this observation: 

Example 1. The results of our survey show that 88% of students have struggled 

with reading and writing in their English classes. 

 

Example 2. However, one student mentioned that making long lasting friendships 

with domestic students was difficult. It was also noted that 76% feel that 

American students at the University of Arizona are welcoming. 

 

The use of passive constructions such as, “It was also noted”, help create an objective 

and analytic tone in this section by taking the personal pronoun out of the results 

description.   

 Move analysis of the Introduction paragraph of the final draft confirm the 

appropriate organization of this text. In Table 8.3 below we can see an appropriate hook, 

created by an interesting quote, a substantial background that introduces the study, an 

explanation of the purpose of the paper and a meaningful thesis statement. 
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Text – Introduction paragraph –  
Collaborative paper  

 

Rhetorical 
Move 

 
  International students are beginning to play a large role in the 
University systems in America because higher education is 
considered a very important asset in many foreign cultures 
(Liu 1).  

Grab 

When foreign students move away from home, they 
experience many challenges in their new habitats. Not only do 
international students struggle with academic challenges, but 
they also suffer from severe psychological effects that often 
times precede their scholastic challenges. Studies show that 
many international students don’t make and keep friends with 
native citizens in the countries that they are in. This presents a 
large problem. International students need relationships 
outside of other foreign students to help them acclimatize and 
learn the practices of American culture. Hosting foreign 
students in America requires us to take a certain amount of 
responsibility for their welfare. Research has been done to 
show that International students struggle with their 
schoolwork here in America. However, the research that has 
been done so far did not focus intimately with one small group 
of students.  

Background 

The study we did was designed to show to the issues that 
International student have in school here, and that American 
Universities’ need to reach out to international students to help 
them adjust to life in a United States Universities. 

Explaining the 
purpose 

Not until universities’ identify and understands the struggles 
foreign students face, both psychologically and educationally, 
can those struggles be effectively addressed, and from the 
research we have conducted we can show that outreach 
programs are needed for international students. 

Thesis 

Table 8.3 Rhetorical move analysis Sook Kim – paper 2, final draft  

  

The above analysis in Table 8.3 suggests a successful end project for this group. The 

introduction paragraph, which they worked on in the recorded session, eventually takes 

the form of a well-organized opening paragraph.  The background information, is if 

anything, a little over done and could be expressed more succinctly, but in terms of 

general organization, this is an acceptable starting paragraph. 
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8.4.1 Collaborative writing experience  
 

 
1. Have you ever experienced writing in a group before? 
 
No 
 
2.In general how was this experience? 
 
Good Points: 
Very interesting. We could do a large amount of work in a short term. Also, we 
revised each other’s parts so we could write better. 
 
 
Bad Points: 
It is difficult that every group member contributes “perfectly” equally. Well, we 
almost equally contributed, however. Since different people wrote one essay, 
there exists different writing style. It was difficult to control. 
 
 
3. What do you think about the paper that you wrote together? 
 
I was happy with how it turned out. 
 
In what ways was in better or worse than a paper you would have written by 
yourself? 
 
It was much better. I couldn’t do this much work by myself and I think working 
with those guys helped in quality also. 
 
4. “By working together in writing, students are forced to notice the features 
of writing such as voice and style and organization that they may otherwise 
not have to think about. This will help students develop as writers.” 
 

 
How do feel about this statement? 
 
Strongly disagree              disagree            not sure           agree           strongly 
agree 
 
Comment on your answer: 
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We talked a lot about some words and some parts of the analysis. I guess we 
learned about it like this. We each have a different style of writing so it was 
sometimes difficult to know which is the best. I guess I never realized about this 
before. So I did notice this for sure. 
 
5. Do you feel that you learned about academic writing from this experience? 
 
Yes I do. I’ve never written a research paper before. This writing taught me how 
to write an academic research paper.  
 
Which of these features did you feel you learned something about: 
 
Organization? 
Organization for an academic research paper. Having to work together helped me 
think about this clearly. 
 
6. Can you give an example of working on any of the following features in a 
way that helped you learn or understand better? (for example – somebody in 
your group suggested a different word choice and now you understand why that 
choice might have been better) 
 
 
Academic Style- 
Alison revised my part and I learned from her “something” It’s very hard to 
explain, but I think I can do better if I write an academic essay next time. 
 
 
 

 Sook Kim gives generally positive feedback from the collaborative writing 

experience though he finds it difficult to say exactly what he learned from this activity.  

He confirms that there was a high degree of collaboration and effort by the group and that 

detailed discussion of word choice and organization has helped him for “next time”. 

 

8.5 Sook Kim paper 3 –new audience 

 

In this exercise, the learners were asked to rewrite their papers for a new audience 

(university community) and for a new purpose (inform, entertain). In doing so they were 
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asked to keep the same basic ideas, themes and content from their research paper, rather 

than simply re-write a whole new text.  This requires a re-shaping of organization and 

register as the text is adapted for different purposes.  This activity, as previously 

mentioned, was also used in Markova’s (1979) study where they titled it: “Re-organizing 

an utterance according to the communicative situation” (p. 215).  It allows and requires 

students to apply the conceptual framework that they have been working with and display 

the requisite control over the language to make a credible and suitable new text for a 

different audience in a different context.  

Sook Kim successfully re-organizes his text for the new audience. His paper was 

rated at an average score of 80% by the three outside raters. He averaged 43/50 for 

language use, suggesting that he had successfully re-negotiated the text into the discourse 

of a student newspaper.  The lower lexical density level (from 56 to 48) also serves as an 

indicator of this point.  Examples from the text underline the change in discourse: 

 

Yes, international students at the University of Arizona need help. 
What shall we do to overcome these problems? Well, international students partly 
share responsibility to solve their own problems 
 

 

 

In these examples we see evidence of Sook Kim creating a conversational and informal 

tone in his writing.   This is an appropriate register for engaging peers in a discussion of 

the plight that internationals students may face while living abroad.  The paragraph 

structure has also been significantly re-organized so that each paragraph contains no more 
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than 4 sentences, structured around one main point. Coherence is achieved by keeping 

each point closely related in content. 

 

8.6 Sook Kim paper 4 - reflection  

 

The final reflection paper allows insight into the conceptual awareness of language 

use as the writers reflect back upon choices made whilst switching between registers. 

This was an unscaffolded written performance in which the learners basically wrote 

themselves and turned in the piece for grading. There was no feedback from the 

instructor and no peer review. This was partly by design and also partly due to time 

constraints imposed by the end of the semester. As an unscaffolded piece of writing it 

serves two purposes. It allows for analysis of the learners writing progress; and also 

analysis of their awareness in the linguistic and organizational choices they had made in 

the previous assignment. 

 Generally, Sook Kim’s final paper was sound. It was graded at an average of 80% 

by the 3 outside raters, which would be equivalent to a B- in this context.  It was a little 

short and so may have been marked down for analysis, but overall the organization and 

tone were appropriate. The move structure outlined below suggests that Sook Kim has 

basically understood the fundamental structure required for the opening of this type of 

reflective paper. 
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Text Rhetorical Move 

Audience plays a significant role in 
writing. Most elements of writing such 
as organization, style and rhetorical 
strategy are affected by the audience. 
This means that written elements must 
change when the audience changes. 

Introduction or hook 

The research paper I wrote was 
changed into a newspaper article, 
which obviously changes the audience 
and purpose of the text. 

Background or context 

In this essay, I will describe this 
process and briefly explain how 
organization is changed, how cohesion 
is now being created and how 
rhetorical strategy and tone are 
developed in the new text. 

Thesis statement 

Table 8.4 Rhetorical move analysis Sook Kim – paper 4, draft 1  

  

Sook Kim also makes effective use of the passive voice in describing what it is he 

did as a writer, and the paper generally has an appropriate tone and register. The 

following example highlights this feature of the text: 

The ninth paragraph here is newly created and the tenth paragraph is brought in 

from the research paper; cohesion is maintained by using a single transitional 

tag. 

 

This sentence offers a concise description of the author re-organizing his text for a 

different audience. The two examples of passive verbs used here are appropriate and add 

to the scholarly tone that Sook Kim creates. 

 Perhaps due to time constraints at the end of the semester, the paper is rather 

shorter than would be expected. It includes only 3 body paragraphs within which the 
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analysis points are made. In each of these lengthy paragraphs however, there is a detailed 

discussion of changes that were made, suggesting a good awareness of audience, purpose 

and register use in language. 

 

8.7 Final interview 

At the end of the semester, I conducted an interview with Sook Kim, outside 

of the classroom context, to discuss the semester and academic writing: 

 

Instructor: What do you find difficult about academic writing? 

 

Sook Kim:  Honestly…everything…organization or word choice, style, everything! It 
was my first time so it was hard. It was really tough to distinguish writings because of 
their tone and style. English is not my primary language so… 
 
Instructor: Do you feel that you understand it better now? 
 
Sook Kim: Yeah…much better than when I came here for the first time. I understand the 
organization of academic writing, word choice and style also. 
 
Instructor: So when you are writing –making organizational choices – what are you 
thinking – how are you organizing your ideas? 
 
Sook Kim: English writing is pretty direct. So I give my thesis and point one, two, 
three…so the idea of the straight arrow…and then the conclusion…no extra stuff. 
 
Instructor: Different from Korean style? 
 
Sook Kim: Little bit. 
 
Instructor: When you choose words for academic English…how do you do that? 
 
Sook Kim: There is a dictionary I use – it tells me a similar word or an opposite 
word…so I use that to find academic words. 
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Instructor: How do you know if it’s academic or formal? 
 
Sook Kim: That’s a hard question. For example the word “take” has a lot of meanings 
and also it is used in conversational style. So that means I’d better not use it in academic 
writing. So I have to use a word with a more precise meaning. 
 
Instructor: What have you learned this semester? 
 
Sook Kim: I learned about how audience affects language choice and that was very 
effective. The lecture about active/passive was beneficial because I can be rude or polite 
by choosing different style of sentence like active…I understood how people feel in 
language. 
 
The collaborative writing was the first time in my life – that was good experience – I 
learned how to make an academic research paper. Writing based on evidence that we 
collected or other books… we revised each others parts…seeing how Alison wrote 
…she’s better than me at English so… 
 
Instructor: What problems do you still have? 
 
Sook Kim: I still make grammar mistakes or choose a bad word for academic 
writing…but I understand why it is bad if someone says… 
 
Instructor: Why would it be a bad word? 
 
Sook Kim: You know, informal or something. 
 
 
 
8.8 Summary and discussion 
 

In this case study I have been concerned with tracing the development of Sook 

Kim’s writing throughout a 16-week semester. There is clear evidence to suggest that he 

improves his academic writing, both in terms of rhetorical organization, accuracy and 

tone. Sook Kim acknowledges this at the end of the semester and he suggests that he now 

has a much clearer understanding of academic writing and the relationship between text, 

author and audience. The evidence suggests, as with Janje in the previous chapter, that 
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his unscaffolded performance is, by the end of the semester, at a similar developmental 

level to what he achieved through detailed assistance from the instructor in the initial 

stages of the semester.  

I have tried to link this development with a change in the thinking of Sook Kim in 

terms of how language operates as a function of social relations. This abstract, conceptual 

approach to written communication allows for a deeper understanding of textual 

organization and linguistic choice that should therefore improve the writing of a student 

who gains control of these concepts as they engage in the concrete activity of academic 

writing.  There is evidence to suggest that Sook Kim is developing an understanding of 

language use in this way and this can be seen in the intermental activity in the classroom 

activity of peer response and discussion.  The interactions further suggest that students 

were able to mutually assist and scaffold their own performances to the point that they 

were able to produce a more effective text than when working alone, and that through this 

extended interaction, were also able to learn and develop as they worked with the tool 

that is genre to create effective communication. The conceptual underpinnings of Sook 

Kim’s writing, however, appear partial and not developed sufficiently to give him full 

control of the language and his own writing.  

In peer review, Sook Kim is able to focus on different aspects of the text in 

discussion with his partner. Recalling the finding from several researchers on peer review 

that often learners do not give good quality feedback (Leki, 1990) and only deal with 

“surface issues” (Nelson and Murphy, 1993), a conceptual framework, as suggested by a 

pedagogy moving from the abstract to the concrete, seems to offer a possible solution to 
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this problem area. A raised awareness and understanding of how language functions 

seems to allow Sook Kim to give more detailed and ultimately useful feedback in this 

study. 

Sook Kim’s work with native speakers in this case study provided some 

interesting data to consider. In the case of Bill, Kathryn and Alison, each of these 

students gave evidence to suggest that they work in fundamentally empirical ways that 

involves the doing of writing.  Initially I was concerned that the weeks of instruction and 

classroom activity did not seem to be impacting upon this.  For example, Alison asks, in 

the eighth week of class, if an introduction paragraph has a “particular pattern” to it.  Her 

insistence that she writes such a paragraph through repeated drafts until it “sounds” 

correct and “academic” does not change.  This points to the difficulty in trying to have 

learners approach an activity in different ways and think in new ways about their tasks. 

 In the following chapter, I will continue to examine the data from this semester by 

examining a further case study.  Ronaldo is from Ecuador and so from a very different 

rhetorical and educational background from the first two studies. 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

CASE STUDY 3 - RONALDO 
 

 
 In this chapter, I detail and analyze the written performance of Ronaldo, the third 

and final case study in this research.  Ronaldo is from Ecuador and his inclusion in this 

study provides a different perspective, in terms of rhetorical and cultural background, 

from the previous subjects. 

 
9.1 Biography 
 
 
 Ronaldo, 20, had been in the United States for 6 months at the outset of the study.  

This was his second academic writing class at the University of Arizona, having 

successfully completed English 107 the previous semester.  Ronaldo reported that he had 

studied English writing at high school, to the level of the five-paragraph essay format.  

His major was Electrical Engineering and he suggested that academic writing was 

important for him within this discipline and “for the future”.  Ronaldo also commented in 

the difference in rhetorical style between Spanish and English and highlighted this as a 

source of difficulty for him in trying to write academic prose in English.  He reported that 

he had a 230 point score on the general TOEFL exam, which suggests relatively low 

language proficiency for this level of study. 

 
As detailed in chapter 4, and as in chapters 7 and 8, I will be analyzing the writing 

samples and group interaction of each participant according to the following criteria: 

1. Lexical density over time (content words vs. total words) 
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2. Swales’ (1990) Rhetorical Move analysis (analysis of structure in writing) 

3. Three raters’ holistic ratings of structure, voice and analysis for 4 final drafts 

4. Conceptual drawing of academic essay and conceptual understanding of 
writing will be analyzed further through content of online and recorded 
verbalizations in discussion  

 
5. Evaluation of quality of analysis in papers 1 and 4 

 

 
As well as this, and as mentioned previously in Chapters 7 and 8, I will be looking at 

the intermental activity of Ronaldo, as he interacts with his co-participants, in terms of 

their feedback and discussion of their own and others writing to gauge the types of 

knowledge and understanding they are bringing to the task of communicating 

effectively in English in an American academic setting.  
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9.2 Performance over semester 
 
 

Quantitative              Qualitative (final drafts only) 
 

 

 

 

Accuracy 
Draft 

1       2       3 

Density 
Draft 

1       2      3 

Analysis 

Content 

Structure/ 

Organization 

Language 

Use 

 

Paper 1 

Genre Analysis 

(teacher-student) 

43 46 48 43 45 56 40/50 40.5/50 40/50 

Paper 2 

Collaborative 

Research 
(teacher-student-peer) 

48 54 60 45 56 53 41.5/50 41.5/50 41.5/50 

Paper 3 

Re-write new 

genre 
(student-peer) 

50 n/a 52 36 n/a 41 34.5/50 37/50 34/50 

Paper 4 

Reflection on text 

changes 
(student) 

n/a n/a 46 n/a n/a 46 34/50 34/50 31/50 

                             
Table 9.1 – Overview of Ronaldo’s performance 

 
 
 A suggestion of Ronaldo’s performance over this semester is the apparent lack of 

development that takes place.  A significant, in terms of class grades, drop in his 

performance is suggested in papers 3 and 4, by the average grading for Language Use 

falling from 41.5 (B-) for the collaborative paper, down to 31 (D) for the paper written 

for the new audience.  Similarly, the ratings for accuracy for the final paper (54) show 
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only a small improvement over score for the first draft (52), and it is clear that by the end 

of the semester, Ronaldo’s written work is still troubled by multiple grammatical errors. 

The measures for lexical density across the semester, however, indicate that there was 

some degree of control for register and genre in terms of the writing for different 

audiences.  The rating between papers 3 and 4 for example changes from 41 for the 

journalistic piece up to 46 for the reflection piece. 

 The conceptual map for an academic essay, produced by Ronaldo, shown in 

Figure 9.1, underlines the suggestion that he has struggled to internalize the cognitive 

tools presented in the first 8 weeks of class.  As we can see below, there is no mention of 

audience and very little detail on his diagram.  Indeed, analysis of this map suggests that 

there is very little understanding at all of the complex relationship between language 

organization and social context. He has correctly suggested the appropriate organization 

for an Introduction and Body paragraph, but there is no indication or expression of why 

this might be the case. 
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Figure 9.1 Ronaldo’s conceptual drawing. 
 

In the following section, as with the previous case studies, I will detail Ronaldo’s 

writing performance through multiple drafts of his papers and also by analysis of his 

verbalization activity in discussing writing that took place throughout the semester. 
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9.3 Ronaldo paper 1 – genre analysis. 
 
 

As described in the previous two case studies, the first draft of the first paper is 

useful in this research for a gauge of learner development at the onset of the pedagogical 

intervention-taking place within this classroom.  In this case, Ronaldo submitted a three-

paragraph draft that showed an understanding of basic paragraph organization, in 

following the topic sentence – illustration – discussion model.  However, within that 

framework, there are numerous issues with syntax and tone that make it a very 

challenging piece for an academic audience at this stage. The following excerpt 

highlights the conversational, yet overblown rhetorical expression, as well as the lack of 

clarity that results from basic syntactic errors: 

Every time we see an article of a topic as commercial as it is the one of 
marihuana, it is something everyone can talk about and give their opinions 
because everyone is very delicate with that topic. 
 

 
The use of “every time” and “everyone” in this passage is problematic rhetorically, 

because it means that the statements are unbalanced, as described by Hinkel (2002) in the 

literature section above.  The poor sentence construction here is also a common issue 

with this writing and suggests at a low English writing proficiency at the early stages of 

the semester.  The following example in the third and final paragraph underlines this 

point: 

The second text does have the normal main structure but the introduction is too 
big and it can bore the reader, besides the thesis is at the end of the introduction. 
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Again, the rhetoric of phrases such as “too big” is not appropriate for an academic 

discussion and the overall tone is quite conversational. The writing, as mentioned, is 

generally difficult to understand due to numerous small errors in sentence construction. 

Following the class workshop on style, Ronaldo submitted his second draft. In the 

interim we had studied hedging as a concept and related this back to rhetorical choice, 

and also explicitly looked in detail at phrasal verbs and conversational items in writing 

and what affect this might have on a written text.  The following examples from the 

second draft, however, suggest that Ronaldo was not able to relate this successfully to the 

concept of language in context at this stage of the semester. He is indeed struggling to 

construct the appropriate meanings for this audience and this genre of text. 

 

 “…but the introduction is extremely large…” 

 “…everyone is very delicate in that topic…” 

 “This is a giant word…” 

 “Marihuana is incredibly interesting…” 

 “…that is very inappropriate… 

 “…the extension in the paragraphs is really similar…” 

 

The following sentence also highlights the very conversational tone that is evident in this 

text.  The lexical redundancy is marked in this case and contributes to a relatively low 

lexical density measure of 43 for this text: 

The organization of an essay is vital because that way you are going to be getting 
the attention in the different parts that an essay has. 
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It was challenging as an instructor to deal with this text, given the numerous errors.  

Feedback was given by marking up the text for errors and then going over them in a one 

on one meeting where the errors were explained in terms of the conceptual framework for 

the class. I also pointed this student towards the online resources in the class wiki that 

dealt with hedging.  

The third draft was duly submitted for grade and is rated at 80% in class and at an 

average of around 80% by the three outside raters.  There are clear and significant 

improvements made from the second draft and most of the errors highlighted and 

discussed in the review session, have been changed and improved.  The organization is 

generally acceptable and the tone and style are generally good. The following example 

illustrates the more academic tone that Ronaldo creates in this draft: 

 

In the scientific article, “Acute Effects of Marihuana on Speech”, Weil takes a 
different approach. For example, he uses specific medical terms such as 
“psychopharmacological”. This is a technical term and also a very complicated 
one, if written for a general audience.  

 
 
In the first and second drafts, he described the term  “psychopharmacological” as “a giant 

word and also very complicated”, and the shift outlined above represents a clear 

improvement for this style of writing. 

Verbalization activity 1 
 

Ronaldo was absent from class at the time of the reflection exercise and so this 

part of his data set is missing. 
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9.4 Ronaldo paper 2 – collaborative research  
 

For this part of the class, Ronaldo is partnered with Maria from Mexico, a 19-

year-old undergraduate, and Sachin from India. He is 22 years old and a Business major.  

The collaborative writing session takes place without Sachin who was absent from class 

that day. Therefore the two Spanish speakers, Ronaldo and Maria, come together in class 

to plan and start writing their Introduction paragraph.  At this stage, as with the other 

groups, they have designed their data collection and gathered in the findings from their 

survey. In the 40-minute session given over to collaboration, what is noticeable about 

their discussion is the difficulty that the pair have in organizing their work and starting 

their Introduction paragraph. In fact, they spend the first ten minutes of their session 

arguing about how to start their paper: 

 

Verbalization activity 2 

1 R: So in our thesis we said that [reads] “the University of Arizona may not 
always help International students from different social and cultural 
environments…that American academic style of education affects their 
progress” and we just found that’s true. 

 
2 M: Yeah, we proved that.  And of course the results…like the findings, 

right? 
 
3 R: But later… 
 
4 M: OK 

 
5 R: First let’s try to make the introduction OK, so we can say, um, like 

International students… 
 

6 M: We could re-start by saying like how many International students are 
studying like here so do you have any idea about how much students? 
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7 R: Why do you want to start like that? 
 

8 M: Yeah, I dunno, so like, the part where the U of A has like, many 
students per year, many international students per year and like in our 
survey we found that many of the students need to be helped…or 
something like that. 
 

9 R: But if we did it like that it would be like we have to search again? 
 

10 M: Like to more people? 
 

11 R: We could say from our research we can say that… 
 

12 M: Like we cannot… 
 

13 R: Like 80% of the 30 people we… 
 

14 M: Let’s look at the sample research paper…hmmm, like they don’t start 
talking about their research straight away…like we have to start talking 
about something else… 
 

15 R: Like er, for example? 
 

16 M: OK like maybe we cannot say like an exact number but we can say 
like 40% of the students in the U of A… 
 

17 R: That’s like in the results… 
 

18 M: I know, but then like, how should we start it? 
 

 
 

In this exchange, there is little evidence that either of the two students have a clear 

understanding as to how to proceed with the writing. Maria seems to be offering a useful 

suggestion for the group, in a useful way into the essay, in lines 6-8, however Ronaldo 

disagrees and she drops her suggestion, leaving them to start again on how best to 

compose the opening moves.  Ronaldo suggests that they proceed by announcing some of 

their research findings, which would probably not be appropriate for an opening move on 
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a research paper.  Maria, in realizing this, then looks to a sample paper for clarification. 

What is noticeable is that at no time within their discussion, and apparent confusion, do 

they fall back upon what has been taught in the earlier part of the semester, or any of the 

models that have been looked at, in order to expedite their writing.  In fact, they fallback 

upon a research paper that Maria has with her, and look to emulate the structure and 

organization of that.  This happens in line 14 where Maria suggests that since the research 

paper does not start with mention of their research, then they shouldn’t do that either.  

There is no evidence of awareness of why this may or may not be an appropriate way to 

start the paper. Their discussion continues as they try to decide a suitable opening for 

their research essay: 

 
19   M: Tomorrow I can like add in some…historic events or something, so 

that’s why I don’t feel sure about our introduction, like it’s OK, but it can 
start with something else. 

 
20 R: OK so look here they are putting in like, questions…we can put in 

 
21 M: Like so…but they haven’t said anything about the data… 

 
22 R: But here we can say like…the university should 

 
23 M: Care…well, not care, but… 

 
24 R: Care is not er, 

 
25 M: Be concerned! Be concerned, think about, worry…be bothered 

 
26 R: Hmmm, like the university doesn’t care? How’d you explain about 

that? 
 

27 M: What here? OK hmmmm. So like we are doing this work here right 
now but I feel someone, you know, is going to change 
everything…anyways [laughs] 
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28  R: Ok 
 

29 M: “Do – you – think - the – students – feel – enough?” [typing] OK 
 

30 R: Can you think about a sentence before the question? 
 

31 M: OK. Our main problem is that international students don’t feel as 
supported by…as they’re supposed to feel…in the example research 
paper…here, from spring 2006, they start with a little story, so we are 
going to start the same way before making our point here OK? So what 
should we… 

 
32  R: I wouldn’t say like story but like, something like, we don’t know if the 

students feel supported by the university because, I dunno if one time…I 
cannot hope I dunno in the newspaper, in an article of a magazine 

 
33 M: We can talk about like our personal part – our personal story of like 

whatever…we talk actually about International students and then like 
making our point. 

 
 
 

There is evidence in lines 20 and 31 that Ronaldo and Maria are relying upon a 

research article to model their own organization of the Introduction paragraph.  While 

this is an understandable strategy, given that they appeared to be struggling to find the 

correct approach in this session, it also suggests a lack of clear understanding of how and 

why this should be done.  The mediational tool they are using in this instance, is both 

material and external, not having gained a psychological status.  

The first draft of the Introduction is later posted on the class wiki and Sachin, who 

was absent at the collaborative writing stage in class, has also contributed to and edited 

the version in Table 9.2 below: 
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Table 9.2 Rhetorical move analysis Ronaldo – paper 2, draft 1 

 

This introduction is rather poorly organized at this stage and contains several poorly 

constructed moves that are not coherently linked together. For example, in the opening 

lines, the paper reads: 

 
International students form a big portion of the University of Arizona. These 
students are from different cultural, social and academic environments. The 
American academic style is very demanding and different from any other country. 
 

 

Text Move 
International students form a big portion of the University of 
Arizona. These students are from different cultural, social and 
academic environments. 

Grab 

The American academic style is very demanding and different 
from any other country. For example, India follows the 
British style of education, thus people going from India to 
U.K. may not have many problems adapting to the 
academic style Alternatively, some countries in Latin 
America follow the same academic style as the U.S., but 
students find it hard to adapt to the American academic 
system. The problem, according to our primary research, may 
be due to social and cultural differences in students and to 
some extent ignorance shown by the University of Arizona 
towards guiding foreign students. 

Background 

A change in the social and cultural environments affects the 
student’s academic progress. 

Introduction 
to thesis 

This research helped us in analyzing our results; we found a 
consensus that the International students in University of 
Arizona may not be informed of the various voluntary 
programs introduced specially for them. 

Introduction 
to findings 

There are many programs offered by the University of 
Arizona such as, spoken English and Accent reduction, the 
writing centre and free tutoring services to provide extra help. 
The University of Arizona generally may not inform 
international students, from different societies and cultures, of 
these programs available which would support them to adapt 
to the American academic style of education, failure to which 
would affect their progress academically. 

Thesis 
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In this introductory part of the text, the sentences are not coherent and they read as 

several sentences placed together in a disconnected way.  The second move, in the table 

above, also does not particularly add anything to the text in terms of illustration and is 

one of several rhetorical moves that add to create a confused organization of meaning in 

this text.  The thesis is appropriately positioned within the paragraph though again lacks 

clarity and focus and does not successfully set up the paper in terms of displaying the 

findings of the research and/or the writers’ own take on those findings. There are also 

occasional issues with register in this text.  Clear examples of this are in the suggestion 

that International students are a “big portion”; the notion that it is “hard to adapt”; and 

that the research “helped us”, are somewhat conversational in nature and again detract 

from the overall effectiveness of the prose. 

The Introduction paragraph was submitted unchanged in the second draft that was 

submitted in paper form.   The feedback I offered pointed to the following stylistic issues 

and have been bolded in the text above: 

 Big portion – not academic? Statistic? 

 Ignorance shown – appropriate? Too strong? 

 Students find it hard – may? Hedge? 

May not be informed –Hedge? 

In addition, the following organizational comments were made at the appropriate place: 

 What is the purpose of the research? 

 What is the niche? 

Fill the niche 
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Thesis needs to be clearer – what is your suggestion? Proposal? 

Further, the following sentence was marked as being redundant: 

“For example, India follows the British style of education, thus people going from 
India to U.K. may not have many problems adapting to the academic style.” 
 

The following third and final draft reflected these comments and represented a clear 

improvement on the Introduction. The thesis is clear and the overall tone, style and 

organization of this section of the paper is much improved as can be seen in Table 9.3 

below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Table 9.3 Rhetorical Move Analysis Ronaldo – paper 2, final draft 

Text Move 
International students consist of ten percent in the University of 
Arizona (UA Web).  These students are from different cultural, 
social and academic environments.  

1. Grab 

The American academic style is very demanding and different from 
any other country. Some countries in Latin America follow a 
similar style to the US, but students may still find it hard to adapt to 
the American academic system. The problem, according to our 
primary research, may be due to social and cultural differences in 
students and to some extent a lack of understanding shown by the 
University of Arizona towards guiding foreign students 

2. 
Backgro

und 

The purpose of our research is to discuss the lack of communication 
on the programs offered by the University of Arizona, which may 
lead to academic failures due to unresolved social and cultural 
differences between international students. There are many 
programs offered by the University of Arizona such as spoken 
English and Accent Reduction, the writing center and free tutoring 
services provide extra help. 

3. 
Purpose 

of 
research 

On analyzing our primary research, we found a consensus that the 
International students in University of Arizona may not be well 
informed about the various voluntary programs introduced specially 
for them. 

4. 
Introduct

ion to 
findings 

The University of Arizona is trying to help, but our research 
suggests that the students are not fully aware of the programs 
offered. It is our belief, that these issues can be resolved by better 
publicity and more informative orientation programs. 

5. Thesis 
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The paper scored an average of 41.5 on all three categories and was similarly 

graded as a B- in class.   Generally, the paper was well organized and written in an 

appropriate academic tone.  The students made very good use of the detailed feedback 

given by their instructor to improve and edit their text.  Sachin, though often un-

cooperative in the collaborative stage, as discussed by Maria and Ronaldo in the Action 

Research narrative in Chapter 6, did have a high level of language proficiency and had 

studied and written in English in high school in India.  His contribution may be seen as 

important in contributing to the success of the final paper here. The question was then, 

what developmental impact this collaborative learning experience may have had on 

Ronaldo.  

 
 
9.4.1 Collaborative writing experience 
 
 

Ronaldo’s feedback on the collaborative writing experience is brief.  He 

concludes that in general it was a positive experience and that through interacting with 

his partners he had learned “some things about academic writing”. 

 
9.5 – Ronaldo paper 3 - new audience 
 

In examining the following two papers from Ronaldo, I am concerned with 

evidence that the group collaboration has had a developmental impact upon him as a 

writer.  Within the framework outlined in this research, this means I am looking for 

evidence that he has further internalized the cultural models for language use that have 

been presented to the class in this semester.  To this point, there have been only slight 
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suggestions in the written and spoken evidence from the writing produced and the 

interactions transcribed, that this has conceptual framework has provided this learner with 

means to remediate and control his performance. 

In the peer review session, Ronaldo partners up with Sachin, with whom he had 

worked on the collaborative stage of the semester.  The written comments provided by 

Ronaldo, when taken within the context of the recorded session, suggest that the pair 

were basically disengaged from the peer review process.  In fact, the 30-minute session 

produces only 5:56 minutes of discussion between the pair and at 5:00 the pair are clearly 

disengaged from the task and are off topic. The recording device is turned off shortly 

thereafter after Sachin requests this of Ronaldo. 

 

Verbalization activity 3 

 

1 R: [reading from worksheet] How does the rhetoric meet the new 
audience? C’mon, how man? 

 
2 S:  What? 

 
3 R: How does the rhetoric… 

 
4 S: Oh, it’s easier to understand, easier to…dumb people can 

understand it, that means! 
 

5 R: [Laughs] 
 

6 S: And it’s more engrossing for the audience. 
 

7 R: More what? 
 
 

8 S: Engrossing 
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9 R: Engrossing? OK 

 
10 R: [reads] And how does the new organization fit the new audience? 

 
11 S: Well I keep it short 

 
12 R: That makes it a lot easier to read, right? 

 
13 S: Yeah ‘cos it has shorter paragraphs [laughs]  

 
14 R: Do you have any interesting word choice? 

 
15 S: Yeah…Dilemma! 

 
16 R: Dilemma? OK so how can this text be improved? 

 
  

 
At this moment in the transcription, the students get off task and appear to be playing 

some kind of game on the desk.  The discussion of the texts to be reviewed ceases.   It 

seems that Sachin is simply not in the mood to engage in the task at hand at all in this 

session.  In this interaction, Ronaldo endeavours to initiate questions and discussion of 

the text, but he appears to give up in light of his partner’s somewhat flippant attitude that 

is exemplified in lines 4 and 13. 

 
 
9.6 Ronaldo paper 4 - reflection 
 
 

The final paper, as mentioned in the previous case studies, is written without peer 

or instructor assistance.  Again, Ronaldo’s paper is limited in its effectiveness by 

numerous small grammatical mistakes and poor sentence constructions. In terms of 

grading, these weaknesses are reflected quite clearly in the analysis from the outside 
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raters. The average grade for style was 31 and for analysis 34.5, these are not passing 

grades in this context. 

The in-class grade for this paper was 36, which is a C minus grade, allowing the 

student to pass the course. The following example highlights some of the weaknesses and 

also is worth considering in terms of what it suggests about Ronaldo’s internalization of 

the conceptual model. 

 
This shows the big change in style of hedging overall, because it is the phrasal 
verbs, the passive/active voice, or the conversational writing, that gives to the 
audience the directed sense of language that it wants to read. And to reach a 
general audience we use the informal style because it is not focused to a specific 
one in which you try to express the ideas that audience can understand.  

 

 

This excerpt of written text has numerous syntactic errors that contribute to the difficulty 

in reading and understanding this passage, but more importantly, in terms of the analysis 

in this study, it suggests a confused or partial understanding of the role that the social 

context takes in textual organization and choice.  While he clearly alludes to the social 

nature of lexical choice in this section, his analysis is confused and gives the sense that he 

does not clearly understand this relationship.  This is compounded by the use of the more 

conversational term “big” here, ironically perhaps, used while discussing academic style 

and register.  

 Elsewhere in this paper, there is a clear conversational tone to the writing that was 

perhaps responsible for the low grade on language use for this assignment.  An example 

from the third paragraph illustrates this tone well: 
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Some changes had to be made to the second paper to reach the different audience, 
for example the formal style as is used in the research paper. 

 
 

The lexical redundancy here is high, and this contributes to the overall low rating for the 

measure of lexical density on this text – at 46 – compared with a rating of 53 for the 

paper written collaboratively.  

 
 The organization of the paper is, however, generally sound. There is a short 

Introduction, which includes an introduction to the ideas and a thesis.  The following 

paragraphs also contain one main idea and it is supported with discussion related to the 

texts. This is illustrated by the following example: 

 

Text Move 
The appeal and rhetoric used in the opinion paper, compared 
to the research paper, is focused for a different audience. 

1. Topic 
Sentence 

For example, in the research piece we see that it is attracted 
more to an academic audience, which was the English 
Department. But in the opinion piece, we see that it is 
attracted to a general audience, which is the students of the 
University of Arizona, especially the International students. 

2. Support 

The different appeal made in each text is contrasted between 
ideas written in the research and opinion paper. Since the 
texts are focused to different audiences the appeal is was to 
my own experience much more than in the research piece, 
because talking about personal experiences gets the attention 
of the reader since you are not talking about hypothetical 
facts but real ones that makes much more impact in the 
different audiences. 

3. Discussion 

Table 9.4 Rhetorical Move Analysis Ronaldo – paper 4, final draft  
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Beyond the obvious limitations in expression and grammatical mistakes, what is 

missing, is detailed analysis of actual specific linguistic choices, which would have 

supported his central argument much more effectively. That would also have suggested a 

clear understanding, through internalization of the core conceptual model, of the key 

social function of language as related to linguistic use. In one sense then, Ronaldo is to 

some degree organizing his meaning making resources in an appropriate manner for this 

activity.  His lack of detailed, explicit analysis, however, suggests that he has not 

developed full and sufficient control over these resources to fully explain them.  Further 

evidence for this analysis comes from Ronaldo’s posting on the wiki in which the 

students were asked to analyze the rhetorical and lexical features of the Internal Memo 

(see Appendix B). 

 

The use of modal verbs is very interesting because they are located specifically in 
every sentence. 
 
The active/passive voice can be seen in the sentences with numbers describing the 
points in the letter. 
 
There are some interesting words but no that technological. 
-- Ronaldo (2006-10-02 16:48:35) 

 
 

While there is evidence here that Ronaldo has located the specific features of the text, his 

analysis does not suggest that he is fully aware of why these linguistic resources have 

been used in this context.  The passive voice in this example had been used due to 
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specific social relations within the given context and allowed the writer to make a 

specific claim on the audience, without being rude. 

 

9. 7 Final interview 
 

At the end of the semester, I conducted an interview with Ronaldo, outside of 

the classroom context, to discuss the semester and academic writing: 

 
Instructor: So is academic writing important for your major? 
 
R: well not so much but I do need parts of it, for example for reports or the labs, 
something like that. 
 
Instructor: So what have you found difficult about academic writing? 
 
R: Well relating the thesis to the points…like, organization. I hadn’t heard about that 
kind of organization before, it was for the first time. In Ecuador we also have the 
introduction, body paragraph and conclusion but I hadn’t seen like the thesis. 
 
Instructor: Do you understand why it is like that? 
 
R: Yeah, maybe a little bit – the style is very serious, this kind of academic writing 
as the people here…very serious, and it is related to that seriousness I think. 
 
 
Instructor: How do you choose which word to use? 
 
R: Yeah exactly – now I choose! That’s the main difference now – before I just write 
it, whatever, now I choose the way like, as you taught us about the audience and all 
that stuff. You have to imagine who you are writing for – that’s the way you can 
choose the words that the audience wants to hear…related to that. 
 
 
Instructor: So, I noticed one of the problems you had in the early writing was 
that your style was a little too strong… 
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R: We tend to emphasize too much everything in our culture in Ecuador – the way 
that they taught us it was like that, or maybe they didn’t teach us like that but they 
never said anything was wrong with it.  So in English it means a lot of times you can 
write things that are not true. 
 
 

 
Instructor: What do you feel your problems are now? 
 
A little bit – hedging – I mean, the term hedging what does it mean? When you talk 
about that the passive is that hedging too? I think that’s a problem – active/passive I 
don’t know always where it is better or not. 

Instructor: How about the Collaboration – was that useful? 
 
Oh yeah – we say – more heads think better than one – for example many new ideas 
from them helped me improve my style and organization. Many times alone I 
couldn’t see what is the problem exactly – Then next time he told me…and  OK 
yeah, you are right. 
 
Any other comment about the class this semester? 
 
The wiki – yeah I liked it I felt that it made the class more active just only teacher 
talking is not good – so here we could do some things. 

 
 

9.8 Summary and discussion 
 
 
 My initial reaction when assessing Ronaldo’s work, in terms of the grades he 

received from the outside raters, was that he had not improved as a writer at all through 

the semester.  This is suggested by the dropping off of his grades as the mediation of his 

performance changes and he is required to write more independently.   Analysis of his 

spoken interactions, taken at different points within the semester, support this reading.  

There is very little evidence that Ronaldo is re-mediating his performance with the 

cognitive tools that had been offered in the first part of the semester.  His conceptual 
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drawing of the essay would seem to confirm this also. There is very little detail and no 

relationship drawn between the organization of meaning and choice of language and the 

broader social relationships that exist between writer and audience. 

 However, when considering his first and second drafts, it is clear that at the 

beginning of the semester, Ronaldo had very little control over the language in trying to 

write an academic analysis.  As he suggests in the interview, initially, he would simply  

“just write it, whatever”.  There were numerous problems with basic sentence 

construction and style to the point where his writing was very difficult to understand.  

Closer analysis of his writing towards the end of the semester, suggests that basic 

organization and writing style do improve and it is important to keep in mind that these 

two aspects of composition were the main focus of the instruction in this semester.  The 

suggestion that Ronaldo makes in his interview, that he now “chooses” the language, 

suggest an initial stage of development for the requisite control over the semiotic 

resources available to him to construct written meaning. In that sense, it is unfortunate 

that at this stage of his development his written instruction, in this academic context, 

effectively ends. His generally low level of language proficiency – which wasn’t 

addressed in the class – remains problematic. It is possible that he wasn’t receiving 

instruction at the appropriate level for his development. 

In the following Conclusion chapter, and offer further analysis of the three data 

sets arising from the case studies. I will also highlight the quantitative data resulting from 

the outside, expert raters.  I will reflect upon the data specifically, and in greater detail, 

regarding the research questions that guided this project from the outset. 
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CHAPTER 10 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

  

In this chapter, I will first review the fundamental research goals of this action 

research project. This provides a context to re-visit the original research questions 

outlined in chapter 1, and I discuss them in light of the data findings of this work.  

Following that, I will offer suggestions for future research within this framework. 

In this research, I have examined the teaching and learning of L2 writing as a 

developmental process.  Development here is defined as a conceptual process in which 

learners gain increasing degrees of control over conceptual meanings that underpin and 

underlie the linguistic forms that are used in discourse communities to create meaning. 

Negueruela (2003) defines L2 development thus: 

 
L2 development from a SCT perspective is the revolutionary process of 
developing agency through the construction, creation and transgression of 
culturally accepted meanings…L2 development is defined through awareness and 
regulation, theoretical concepts need to be brought into the learner’s 
consciousness through specific instruction and concrete activity (p. 464). 
 
 
This development, in terms of academic writing, can be seen as ongoing and 

without end; as learners move into different social contexts their language proficiencies 

and requirements continually evolve.  It is assumed that greater mastery of the target 

language will continue to develop into the realms, ultimately, of creativity and the ability, 

as Negueruela suggests, of being able to transgress the accepted and expected norms of 

communicative practice in innovative and self-fulfilling ways.  It is my contention that 
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this ability will develop in a more efficacious way with a conceptual understanding and 

mastery of the rules in the first place. 

As has been described in detail above, designing a pedagogical process to meet 

these developmental goals for an ESL writing class involved a reorganization of syllabus 

and materials to involve learners in a systematic process for the internalization of a 

conceptual framework related to the social function of language through the concept of 

genre.  This process involved consideration of the quality of tools presented to learners 

and also the sequencing of pedagogical procedure in which the pedagogical practice 

begins with the abstract and continues to the concrete substantiations of those abstract 

principles.  Both aspects of the pedagogical process come together to form a 

complimentary, dialectic unity. It is here, in the communicative writing activity of 

concrete task completion, that form and meaning come together.  

The data that I have considered for the assessment of development in this process 

is threefold: definition data, performance data, and verbalization-in-interaction data.  The 

definition data within the students’ analytic writing makes available the learners’ 

conscious awareness of the conceptual framework as they describe and account for 

textual differences across genre types. The performance data consists of longitudinal 

written performance throughout the 16-week semester in which changes in writing 

performance may be analyzed.  This data offers research evidence for another important 

aspect of writing development, which is control over the language.  Increasing degrees of 

control over the linguistic signs used to create appropriate meanings will be expressed in 

terms of fewer errors, greater organizational clarity, shifts in lexical density and register 
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in terms of different audience requirements, and in overall tone, register and style of 

prose. The verbalization-in-interaction data is the key data that ties the other two aspects 

of the research together.  Recalling Vygotsky’s (1986) notion that individual modes of 

higher mental functioning are derived from the activities comprising social practice and 

social interaction, it is within the learners’ verbalizations, as they collaborate in the actual 

writing tasks of planning, writing, editing and giving feedback, that evidence for 

cognitive tool-based mediation of thought may be found.  The importance of this data 

relates to Slobin’s notion of thinking for speaking in which the word completes the 

thought.  Mediated thinking, that is the semiotic mediation through concepts that is 

uniquely human, is done in and through signs, and most importantly through language. 

This is also in keeping with the theoretical bounds of Vygotsky’s double stimulation 

methodology, as described above, for understanding concept formation in L2 learning.  It 

is within this interaction that I would hope to locate evidence of mediation through the 

theoretical concepts; that would then be further evidenced by greater awareness and 

regulation of the conceptual model, leading to greater mastery.  It is with this theoretical 

framework in mind that I approach the research questions set out at the beginning of this 

study. 

 
 
10. 1. Research question 1 
 
Does the concept-based approach to writing lead to developmental changes in how ESL 
writing students conceptualize language and execute writing tasks? Is there evidence of 
the conceptual model regulating performance? If so, what changes are apparent? Does the 
writing of these learners improve? 
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The initial pedagogical aim of the course was to promote the development of 

theoretical thinking through the introduction of abstract concepts, and a procedure to 

realize the abstract relationship between language and context through activities 

involving the reading, writing, and analysis of text.  It is understood that all of the 

learners would have an empirical and unconscious, implicit understanding of how 

language functions in this manner. After all, each of the learners is able to more or less 

successfully negotiate the different genres and speech communities with which they 

interact on a daily basis. This means that they intuitively understand that this involves 

using different styles and registers of language according to audience and purpose.  

Bringing this relationship into full conscious awareness for the learners was seen as 

important in terms of having a significant and developmental impact upon their control of 

the target language as they sought to create academic written texts.  Having this concept 

linked to the relevant linguistic items, such as in the explicit exercises on academic and 

conversational verb use, was important to further strengthen this conceptual 

understanding, in keeping with Davydov and colleagues’ pedagogical approach. 

There is much evidence that this first goal was achieved in two of the three 

subjects.  Interestingly, there is also evidence that this did not occur with some of the 

native speaking learners who also participated as collaborators of the main participants.  I 

will now review some of this evidence and discuss this point further.  All three of the 

learners, at the outset of the course, have trouble negotiating the genre specific needs of 

academic discourse.  This is also indeed true for the native speaking students who were in 

the class.  Evidence for this claim is to be found with the heavy use of conversational 
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register, as well as the overblown rhetoric often associated with Asian students studying 

in an American context.  Janje and Ronaldo, in particular, both provide many clear 

examples of this.   

By week 12 of instruction, however, Janje in particular is showing clear evidence 

that he is now approaching the writing process in a fundamentally different way.  He is 

seen demonstrating awareness and control of the language as he works with his group 

members to co-construct text. The following short example from his case study highlights 

this point well: 

9 M: Fast food is widely eaten in the U-S-A…oh, by everyone? Should we 
say everyone? 

 
10 J: No, too much…hedge. 
 
11 M: Hedge? We shouldn’t say everyone? In the U-S-A? 
  
12 M: Fast food is widely eaten… 
      Janje and Mayumi in week 12 

 
This short example is a demonstration of mediated thought in spontaneous 

performance as the learners work together.  Here with his partner, Mayumi, Janje is 

changing the text, not in terms of grammatical accuracy, or to change the core meaning, 

but in terms of stylistic concerns for the audience and genre-based expectations of 

academic prose. Firstly, in line 9, Mayumi shows increasing awareness of the language 

requirements of the genre, by immediately questioning the use of the word “everyone” in 

this context. The idea that a statement, though grammatically correct, may be “too much” 

to be appropriate is an important development in this writer’s learning process.  It shows 

the writers making linguistic choices that are informed by a conceptual understanding of 
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how language functions; and also they are displaying control of the language, key 

features of development from a SCT perspective. 

An earlier example from this case study shows the genesis of this learning from a 

dialectic point of view. 

 
3 M: …I’m not a native speaker of English so I don’t know how the word 

sounds like…because I wrote for example, “Movie Star” in my paper – 
he said it’s not academic and it’s very informal and I didn’t know 
that…so I should have written “actor” or “actress”. 

 
4 J: I have some problems with academic vocabulary…which is academic 

or not? 
 

 
 
In this interaction, the students are reflecting upon the first unit of study in which they 

have been presented with the conceptual model and had limited opportunity to explore 

and apply this model to textual examples.  They demonstrate a beginning understanding 

of register and how this functions in academic texts when Mayumi recognizes the 

difference between academic and non-academic terms but then suggests (line 3) that it is 

difficult for her to know which linguistic items belong to which category.  Janje confirms 

in line 4 that he has a similar problem with vocabulary.  This underlines the need for 

theoretical understanding to be complemented and completed with concrete experience of 

the language itself.  The only way an L2 learner is going to be able to know the language 

in this way is by experiencing language use in different contexts – crucially, of course, 

through a conceptual lens that brings into focus these differences in the way that language 

reflects culturally bound preferences.  Otherwise, these aspects of the linguistic resources, 

so long as grammatically correct, would likely remain invisible to the learner.     
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In the collaborative discussions with his peers in case study 3, Sook Kim 

demonstrates further evidence of re-mediated thought.  The short excerpt below 

highlights this.   

 
6 SK: [Reading: “but some students do not take it so seriously…”] So like 

“take it” is a kind of conversational word, right? 
 
7 M: Do not take it so seriously? 
 
8 SK: Yeah, so… “consider” …how about like that? 
 
9 M: Ah yeah…some students don’t consider this… 
 
10  SK: That would be a better word right there. 
 
 

In this example from the peer review session with Mayumi, Sook Kim is able to assist his 

partner in her work by correctly noticing a phrasal verb that feels rather conversational 

and casual in this context.  Not only that but he is able to offer a more suitable suggestion 

that actually improves this passage of writing.  This takes place as Sook Kim is reading 

the text which is previously unseen and again suggests growing awareness and control 

over the language.  In his wiki posting in which he relates the narrative of the eBay seller, 

Sook Kim further demonstrates transferability of the abstract concept, which is also an 

important element in the development of theoretical concepts.  They are not context 

bound, and independent and meaningful application to other contexts, including beyond 

the educational context, as in this case, is an important goal of education in this 

framework. 

In the third case study, there is little or no evidence of the conceptual framework 

having become internalized and subsequently impacting upon the learner’s approach to 
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writing.  Interestingly, this lack of evidence is linked to a lack of improvement as a 

writer.  The discourse evidence cited in the case study, repeated below, highlights the 

lack of clear understanding that Ronaldo expresses regarding the relationship between 

writer, writing and context. 

This shows the big change in style of hedging overall, because it is the phrasal 
verbs, the passive/active voice, or the conversational writing, that gives to the 
audience the directed sense of language that it wants to read. And to reach a 
general audience we use the informal style because it is not focused to a specific 
one in which you try to express the ideas that audience can understand.  
 
 
Through lack of a clear theoretical model, I would argue, he is unable to develop 

his agency through awareness of the language and this becomes very clear in his peer 

interactions where the learners clearly struggle and ultimately, in a peer review session, 

give up in trying to work with the text in productive ways.  The reasons why Ronaldo 

failed to internalize the theoretical model presented to the class of learners is not 

sufficiently investigated in this study.  My feeling as a teacher/researcher on the project 

was that his lower language proficiency level was interfering with his ability to fully 

understand the model that was presented in English through readings, discussion and 

lecture.  Nevertheless, there may well have been other factors that were important with 

this regard. It was observed that towards the end of the semester that Ronaldo did appear 

to be relating with the principle aims of the course when, all too soon, the semester was 

complete.  Time constraints are of course a very real restricting factor in present 

educational settings, highlighted I think, by Ronaldo’s case study. 

The native speaking students who took part in this study provided an interesting 

dimension to the findings, in terms of the difficulties of organizing a semester with a 
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focus on theoretical and abstract concepts.  Some of the turbulence and resistance 

encountered with the class at the beginning of the semester, as documented in the action 

research narrative in chapter 6, is due to the learning histories of these students. Changing 

the history of learners, which shapes expectations and participation structures of a 

learning experience in important ways.  In this context, the empirical approach to writing 

proves to be a powerful model for these students and evidence for this is found 

throughout the data in which these students interact and write.  The following example 

highlights this clearly. 

 
 

1 A: Let’s see…so how shall we start…writing Intro paragraphs is so hard  
because I write them 4 or 5 times and I never like the way that they 
sound…  

 
2 SK: Do you remember the triangle stuff that we covered in class? I think 

that means that we go from the general to the specific… 
 
3 A: So how do you open an intro paragraph? Is there a certain pattern to it? 
 
 

Alison, who ultimately does well in the class, reverts to the writing process with which 

she is familiar, a process in which writing is learned through empirical experience.  The 

fact that Alison is able, eventually, to succeed at academic writing perhaps helps explain 

why she does not seem to be invested with the more abstract and theoretical approach.  

She instead uses an internalized model of academic discourse that she has internalized 

through being a part of the culture that produces this discourse.  She knows the “sound” 

of this discourse and through repeated attempts and miscues is able to produce writing 

that is appropriate.  Importantly however other students, perhaps from less academic 
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family backgrounds (see Bryce Heath, 1986) struggled in this class, both with the 

theoretical approach and then with the writing they produced following a more empirical 

approach.   The notion that learning equates with “doing” was a feature of the classroom 

discourse of these participants. These findings underline the sense that, as an isolated and 

basically one-off teaching experiment, the research in this study was limited. Ideally, 

work done in this class would continue and build upon a theoretical understanding of 

language developed in previous teaching. 

The second, and ultimately most important, pedagogical aim consisted of 

improving students’ academic writing with a specific and deliberate focus on specific 

aspects of academic discourse, namely, organization, tone, and voice.  I used both 

qualitative and quantitative methods to try to capture the changes in written performance 

throughout the semester.  

 
10. 1. 2 Quantitative analysis 
 

The following table shows the results for the outside expert raters, who assigned 

point values for each paper from each writer, according to given criteria.  This reflects the 

typical mode of assessment in the English Department, where each of the raters was 

employed as a Graduate Teachings Assistant.  
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Table 10.1 Expert ratings  

Student, Paper and 
Category 

Rater 1-CK Rater 2-TM Rater 3-AM 

Student 1 – Janje    
Paper 1 - Organization 40/50 41/50 45/50 
             - Language  36 40 41 
              - Analysis 40 42 40 
 Total 116/150 126/50 128/150 
Paper 2 - Organization 43 43 43 
              -Language 42 43 44 
              -Analysis 44 46 42 
Total 129/150 132/150 129/150 
Paper 3 - Organization 45.5 44 42 
             - Language 39 42 42 
              - Analysis 45.5 40 44 
Total 128/150 126/150 128/150 
Paper 4 - Organization 39.5 39 42 
             - Language  37 39 42 
             - Analysis  40 40 41 
Total 117/150 118/150 126/150 

Student 2-Sook Kim    
Paper 1 - Organization 40 45 42 
             - Language  37 43 40 
              - Analysis 42 45 45 
 Total 119 133 127 
Paper 2 - Organization 41 46 43 
             -Language 40 46 42 
              -Analysis 42 46 40 
Total 123 138 125 
Paper 3 - Organization 36 36 43 
             - Language 42 43 44 
              - Analysis 34 36 43 
Total 112 115 130 
Paper 4 - Organization 41 42 41 
             - Language  38 42 40 
             - Analysis  41 40 38 
Total 120 124 119 
Student 3-Ronaldo    
Paper 1 - Organization 40 40 42 
             - Language  42 39 40 
              - Analysis 40 40 40 
 Total 122 119 122/150 
Paper 2 - Organization 40 44 41 
             -Language 39 44 41 
              -Analysis 40 44 40 
Total 120 132 122 
Paper 3 - Organization 37 36 39 
             - Language 34 33 35 
              - Analysis 32 36 36 
Total 125 120 118.5 
Paper 4 - Organization 36 32 34 
             - Language  31 32 31 
             - Analysis  34 36 32 
Total 101 100 97 
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As described in chapter 5, Research Methodology, there are generally accepted 

statistical methods for calculating measures of inter-rater reliability and consistency when 

dealing with larger data sets (Brown, 1996). However, because the data set in this study is 

small, I have employed two simple analysis procedures to understand the reliability and 

consistency of these ratings. 

A simple measure of the overall differences in rater severity/leniency is a simple 

average of the scores within each rating category across all test-takers (Brown, 1988), as 

shown in Table10.2 below. The averages suggest that the raters do not differ greatly in 

their severity/leniency, because the maximum number of points separating the average 

ratings within a rating category is only 2.08 (separating Raters 1 and 3 on the Language 

scale), with most other comparisons well below this level. A maximum difference of 2.08 

on a 50-point scale is a relatively insignificant difference, so we can generally assume 

that the rater training provided was sufficient to put these raters on roughly the same 

calibration level. The conclusion here is that the severity/leniency levels of these raters 

are probably not a major issue in the data. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 10.2 Mean ratings  

 
  

 Counting identical ratings provides further sense of inter-rater reliability. The 

data set of four papers and three rating categories gives 36 possible comparisons of rank 

 Rater 1-CK Rater 2-TM Rater 3-AM 
Organization 39.92 40.67 41.42 
Language 38.08 40.50 40.17 
Analysis 39.54 40.92 40.08 
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order (rater 1 versus rater 2, rater 1 versus rater 3, rater 2 versus rater 3). 11 of these 36 

rankings were identical, to give an overall score of 30.56% identical rankings. As shown 

in Table 2, the Organization scale produced the smallest number of identical rankings, 

suggesting that it was the hardest of the three to use in assigning consistent scores. In 

other words, raters had the most trouble agreeing upon scores of Organization, and 

somewhat less trouble agreeing upon scores for Analysis and Language. It should be 

noted that paper 3, the re-writing for a new audience, produced a large number of 

identical rankings. A detailed look at the data further reveals that Rater 3’s scores were 

the main source of disagreements, whereas Rater 1 and 2’s scores were far more often in 

agreement in terms of ranking the writers. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Table 10.3 Identical rankings (out of a possible three rankings) 
 

 

 The correlation coefficient calculation allows insight into a more global sense of 

consistency. As described in chapter 5, we can use this to calculate the overall 

consistency of rankings, aggregating across both paper and rating scale (Brown, 1996). In 

this case the complete list of all ratings on all papers for each participant is taken, then the 

sum the ratings of the three rating scales is used to create a total score, and calculate an 

Paper Analysis Language Organization 

1 1 0 0 

2 0 0 0 

3 3 3 1 

4 1 1 1 
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overall index of agreement between pairs of raters for the resulting total scores. Rater 1 

versus Rater 2 yielded a correlation coefficient of .828; Rater 1 versus Rater 3 yielded a 

correlation coefficient of .764; Rater 2 versus Rater 3 yielded a correlation coefficient of 

.739. This pattern of results suggests that, although some disagreement exists, there is a 

good general level of agreement among raters when total scores are considered, and that 

the numbers likely reflect more than carelessly or randomly assigned scores from these 

raters. 

 With this in mind, it is possible to make some general comments about the ratings 

in Table 10. 1 above.  In Janje’s case for example, it is possible to see that the results 

show a trend compatible with what might be expected.  His grades are highest for the 

collaborative work, when working with peers and instructor, and then fall off slightly 

when he is writing individually in subsequent performances on paper 3 and 4.  Remember 

that paper 3 was reviewed by a peer, once only, and paper 4 was written alone.  Though 

the grades in each of the four categories fall from the highpoint for paper 2, they are still 

close to the level of paper 1 which was written with detailed feedback and support from 

the instructor.  Though, as has been mentioned before, paper 4 is an easier assignment, 

that required reflection rather than analysis, there is still the suggestion that this writer is 

now able to write at an acceptable level for three raters from this context, in terms of 

language control, organization and style. His lowest aggregated grade for paper 4 would 

have given a score of 78%, which would be a C+ in this grade scheme. When compared 

to the first draft submitted by Janje in week 8 of the course, it is very clearly suggested 
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that he has improved as a writer.  The improved score over time from the accuracy 

ratings adds further weight to this conclusion.  

In the second case study, Sook Kim entered the course with a higher language 

proficiency and as a better writer than the other two participants.  He too produces his 

best-written performance in collaboration with his peers and he is also able to sustain a 

passable writing performance when asked to submit an assignment without assistance in 

paper 4. He is scoring almost at 80% (B-) for the categories of Language and 

Organization in the final paper, which were the two areas of most concern in this course. 

He rates slightly higher for Analysis, which is related to awareness of language use. The 

ratings for accuracy and lexical measurement also suggest an improvement in terms of 

control over the language with fewer errors and evidence of control for register according 

to genre expectations. The conclusion I make here is that Sook Kim also improved as a 

writer and displayed greater understanding and awareness of language use, which was 

related to this improvement. 

In the third case study, Ronaldo’s grades are appreciably lower for the final paper 

when writing unaided. His average score for this paper would not have been considered 

sufficiently developed to have been rated with a pass.  This suggests that Ronaldo has not 

significantly improved, at least not to the real world criterion of being able to produce 

acceptable prose for this audience, without assistance.  The following semester he would 

have been asked to do just this, and so there is a suggestion here that he has not learned 

enough about language and academic writing to participate successfully.  With the data 

available it is difficult to explain precisely why this may have been.  There was some 
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evidence towards the end of the semester that his awareness of these requirements was 

being raised, however, it is true to say that his language proficiency was noticeably lower 

than other members of the class and this may have been the crucial factor here. 

 
10. 2 Research question 2 
 
What implications for writing pedagogy can be drawn from this action research 
experience? 
 

First, I reflect upon the experience of changing the nature of pedagogical practice 

and then address two important features of the pedagogical approach used in this action 

research project.  These features, the wiki and collaborative writing, were not the primary 

focus of the study, but their use, nevertheless, is worth describing and commenting on.  

Following this, I reflect upon the implications for writing pedagogy for concept-based 

instruction.   

 

10.2.1 Pedagogical change 

 

 A very clear finding of this action research was the confirmation that executing 

pedagogical change can be a process that involves discomfort, leading to resistance for 

learners.  This phenomenon has been documented in previous research involving learners 

leaving behind a familiar paradigm and interacting and learning in unfamiliar ways 

(Wildner-Bassett, 2002; Johnson, forthcoming).  The conclusion from this research into 

computer-mediated communication is that the turbulence and resistance that learners 

experience as they move out of their familiar ways of working can be a positive and 

perhaps even necessary aspect of the learning processes.  In both examples cited above, 
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an initial period of discomfort and resistance from learners, involved periods of “crisis” 

(Wildner-Bassett, 2002, p.170) that lead directly to phases of greater class creativity, 

interaction and participation.    

 In this study, the resistance to the unknown started very early, as early as the 

second class, once the learners found themselves engaged with unfamiliar tasks.  Initially, 

this resistance came from, or at least was articulated by, the American L1 students in the 

class, who did not seem to enjoy the focus on language that they were being asked to 

engage in.  The notion of a writing class seemed to suggest to them that they should be 

“doing writing” right from the start, to have this delayed and be given instead a 

theoretical model for understanding language use in context did not seem to make any 

sense to them, and they resisted. This resistance took the form of negative and derisory 

comments in class, lack of attention and care paid to classroom activities, and complaints 

about the contents of instruction.  The ESL learners were already in unfamiliar 

circumstances and so apart from a few remarks from Sachin, a student from India, about 

his preference for his “other writing class”, the ESL learners did not seem to share this 

resistance. This may also be due to cultural differences in how one relates to a teacher 

and expresses dissatisfaction in such circumstances. Possibly, as students in an unfamiliar 

setting the ESL students were also more open to the unfamiliar, since much of what they 

were experiencing in an American university would be similarly beyond their usual 

expectations.  

 This turbulence, to borrow a term from dynamic systems theory (Wildner-Bassett 

2005; Johnson, forthcoming), can be explained from a SCT perspective by the notion of 
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ontogenesis, which is related to the cultural development of an individual through time 

and through experience as they gradually take control of their own mental activity, 

through the “internalization of symbolic means and sociocultural practices” (Wertsch 

1985, cited in Lantolf and Thorne, 2006, p.45).  These learners have experienced a 

particular model and way of participating within the sociocultural practice of learning 

how to write in both high school and university.  It is very difficult to change this 

empirical mode of being in a classroom setting through an isolated break from the 

expected procedure.  The repeated reference in classroom discussion to the necessity for 

practice, and for actual writing as a source of learning, reflects the history of these 

learners. By the end of the teaching process, in part perhaps due to the engagement with 

the more familiar role of actually writing assignments for grades, the tension within the 

class had subsided and the class progressed much like any other. Alan, an American 

student who had been particularly vocal early in the class was at least able by the end to 

reflect that he had gained a better understanding of language and style through this class. 

 From an action research perspective, it is important to reflect upon what I learned 

from these experiences as a teacher of academic writing, in terms of both the positive and 

negative outcomes of this semester long investigation.  The positive aspects of the class 

taught in this way was the clear evidence that learners such as Janje and Sook Kim 

developed an understanding and awareness of language, and to see further how this 

understanding began to aid them in their writing. The creation of a shared framework for 

discussion of language and writing specifically was also a positive result of this 

investigation.  The more negative outcome of this approach was this initial student 
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resistance, and it is important to reflect upon why this occurred and what implications it 

has.  As has been described above, the resistance can be understood in terms of learner 

history and expectations and the difficulty with introducing a different kind of classroom 

approach to learners who already have an established sense of how such a class should 

progress.  The American students’ expectations were particularly entrenched and it was 

difficult to influence their expectations at the beginning of the project.  I feel the class 

would have been more successful if the ESL class had remained distinct, i.e. not had 

American L1 students.  Their needs as writers are different and this research confirms 

that this ought to be recognized in the planning and delivery of any writing curriculum.  

The sequencing of instruction, in which the actual doing of writing was withheld 

until a conceptual model had been presented and established, was an important element in 

the concerns expressed by the learners at the beginning of the semester.  If I were to teach 

this course again, I would seek ways to break up the presentation of the conceptual 

framework into more manageable units of instruction, and perhaps blend in more 

recognizable elements from process writing.  Though I argue that the findings of this 

research strongly support the adoption of a concept-based instructional framework, the 

notion of sequence requires further inquiry and research. Introducing and building upon 

the conceptual framework throughout the semester, for example, could be a useful way of 

developing this approach institutionally. Ideally of course, learners would subsequently 

be given, at the very least, a second semester to explore further the conceptual 

framework.  A one-time and isolated departure from what is perceived as standard 

practice is always going to be problematic and therefore limited in its effectiveness. I 
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suggest that for a meaningful shift in approach to writing to take place, a concept-based 

approach needs to be implemented in an institution from the beginning, as learners enter 

and are perhaps more open to different ways of approaching learning.  By the second 

semester, as was clearly demonstrated by the learners in this study, a powerful model has 

already been established.     

 

10. 2. 2 Use of wiki 

 

The use of the wiki as a tool to support academic writing in this context was not 

systematically investigated in this study.  My main focus was on the learners and how 

they responded to the concept-based instruction.  However, the wiki was an important 

element in the way that I initially designed the teaching/learning process and this 

experience as a teacher/researcher allows me to make some broad observations about the 

use of such a technology for classroom practice in this context.  In chapter 2, I 

highlighted the following functions of a wiki that I envisaged for the teaching/learning 

process in this class:  

1. Collaborating, creating and sharing knowledge, for example, giving each other 
feedback on thesis statements. 

 
2. Class building. Increasing participation and communication amongst class 
members. 

 
3. Co-creation of Text – Students and can write and re-edit a shared text with 
potentially interesting pedagogical implications. 
4. Classroom or homework exercises teaching about various aspects of language – 
in this case the social function of language choice – class reads a text loaded into 
the wiki and discuss the use of modal and active/passive verbs etc. 
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5. Provide conceptual information about functional aspects of academic discourse 
choices, support the development of theoretical thought  

 
 

The main feature of the wiki that initially drew my interest as a tool was the open 

nature of the text and the possibilities this offered for collaborative writing (functions 1 

and 3 above).  My own observations as a researcher and the results of the class survey 

that I conducted on wiki use confirm however that this was not widely used or 

successfully integrated into the functioning of the class for the majority of the students.  

Of the 22 respondents, 9 of the class members reported that they had worked this way.  

The positive comments about this aspect of the wiki can be grouped into the following 

categories: 

1. Ease of access and use (as opposed to working with paper or word documents) 

2. Allows writers so see how different people work and exchange ideas. 

The negative comments can be summarized into the following categories: 

1. Difficult to use (technical problems, problems of access at home) 

2. Formatting does not transfer 

3. The text is open so anybody can see – better if private  

 Perhaps the most salient reason for the fact that learners did not use this tool to write 

together is the fact that the wiki interface does not support the formatting of text and 

therefore transferring co-authored text between word processing documents and the wiki 

becomes time consuming and laborious.  This is especially significant for academic 

papers where layout is an integral part of the expectations of the genre.   
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 A more positive pedagogical role for the wiki emerged through working with the 

class over two semesters, rather than through specific design from the outset.  I found that 

the wiki functioned very effectively as a support tool for the classroom work (functions 1, 

2 and 4) that was done on language. It was very easy for me to add pages and links to 

each of the students’ home pages on the site, and this I did as the semester progressed to 

create an online reference for learners that could be accessed as they worked on writing 

later in the semester.  Sixteen students explicitly mentioned in the survey that they had 

felt this feature of the course to have been very helpful. 

Similarly, I also found that the wiki was an appropriate site in which to post 

shorter writing exercises, including grammar and vocabulary work.  Learners could 

attempt the exercises, then consult others’ work and answer related discussion questions.  

I could also add in my own comments to the discussions and exercises and monitor what 

was being said or written on the site. The formatting issue was not a problem in these 

cases and the ease with which the work could be cut and pasted from class materials into 

the online site was very helpful from a teaching point of view. 12 students responded 

explicitly that hey had found these exercises and resources helpful. 

 The possibility for a wiki to be an aid for concept-based instruction was another 

aspect of the way in which this tool was utilized in this pedagogical approach.  The 

practical deployment of exercises and discussion features could be a useful addition to 

any kind of instruction, but in this research I am specifically concerned with developing 

theoretical thought in learners.  This involves the specific design feature of a wiki that 

allows for the creation of linked pages and resources that suggest specific language 
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features with particular language functions. In interacting with this resource, the 

theoretical approach to language choice is supported and a way of approaching language 

is modelled for the learner.  This method was not systematically deployed or investigated 

in this study, though the suggestions from the learners were somewhat negative, with 

only 6 learners responding that this design feature had help them think about language 

choice in a different way. Ways in which more use could possibly be made of this 

function will be discussed in the following section on future research possibilities.  

 

10. 2. 3 Collaborative writing  

 

The benefits of collaborative ESL writing have already been explored and 

confirmed by previous research by Storch (2005), Donato (1994), and Villamil and 

Guerrero (1998).  Donato’s research established the value of collaborative interaction 

while writing through description of collaborative scaffolds that were formed for learners 

who were then described as, “individually novices and collectively experts” (p.46).   The 

data in this study confirms the value of collaboration and the way in which performance 

can be mutually scaffolded to produce a more proficient, jointly constructed piece of 

writing.  The verbalization activity that this entails, through the discussion and 

explanation of changes that might need to be made, for example, is important for sharing 

insights and creating a mutual scaffold, but also has an important function in terms of 

internalization of the conceptual framework.  As the learners interact with each other, 

they are also re-organizing their own internal understandings of what it is they are 
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discussing.  This is a crucial stage in the formation of conceptual development. The 

interactions in the Janje case study 1 demonstrate this potential clearly.  The important 

point about such collaboration is, however, the learning and development that takes place 

as a result of this scaffolding. If the learners do not produce better work in subsequent 

individual writing activity, then the true value of such collaboration will be in question.  

In the data in this study, we see some evidence that this extended collaborative exercise 

in the middle of the semester generates intermental activity regarding the conceptual 

framework and how it applies in concrete terms to the writing of academic text.   In the 

case of Janje and Sook Kim, this is suggested in written papers that were rated at the 

same or similar level, when writing without scaffolded assistance, in paper 4, as they did 

when they were working with the instructor (paper 1) and with their peers and instructor 

(collaborative paper 2).  It has to be stated again that the fourth essay and the first and 

second essays were not necessarily congruent in terms of difficulty, and this means that 

this finding remains only a suggestion of proficiency development.  This implication is, 

however, supported by a qualitative analysis of the first drafts in which it is clear there 

has been improvement.  The move analysis, lexical density and accuracy measures all 

support the notion of improvement over time in these two case studies, which can be 

meaningfully linked to the interaction that the learners undertook in writing together. 
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10. 2. 4 Concept-based approach to academic writing 

As described in detail in chapter 1, the context for this action research is a 

dominant empiricist approach to ESL writing in which explicit instruction and attention 

to the linguistic manifestations of discourse community expectations are minimal.  

Grammar instruction and writing instruction are often held to be separate activities 

(Hinkel, 2002) and attention to form comes through piecemeal feedback that is reactive 

and unsystematic in nature.  This trend continues despite corpus research that shows 

clearly that ESL writers have specific linguistic problems with writing for an academic 

audience, as Hyland and Milton suggest:   

 
A detailed analysis of the texts reveals that these L2 writers differ significantly 
from the NSs in relying on a more limited range of items, offering stronger 
commitments, and exhibiting greater problems in conveying a precise degree of 
certainty (1997, p.183). 

 
 

Hyland and Milton’s findings are supported by analysis of the early drafts submitted by 

the L2 writers in this research.  All three subjects have difficulty in expressing degree and 

commitment to ideas and often use inflated terms, which are not generally acceptable for 

this genre of writing.  For example, Janje, writing his first analysis paper, makes the 

following assertion: “The author deeply understands the benefit of the medical use of 

marijuana…”.  This is clearly an example of the kind of stronger commitment to an idea 

that is referred to above in Hyland and Milton’s research.  Given that learners may have 

only two semesters of writing instruction before they are working independently within 

the university context, an implicit approach to instruction seems an inappropriate way to 
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hope to resolve these issues. The findings of this research suggest that learners can and do 

benefit from a systematic, concept-based focus upon the genre-based requirements of the 

target texts. For Vygotsky, after all, a concept was defined as a tool to solve a problem 

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 164). 

 An important aspect of this benefit for learners was the way in which the 

sequencing of the pedagogical procedure, with the abstract framework presented first, 

created a shared language and focus for the instructor to share with the learners, and for 

the learners to share with each other.  This reflects the findings of the genre based 

approach in Australia, as Martin (1999) reflects, “making this knowledge explicit…puts 

students on an equal footing and also gives teachers and students a language for talking 

about texts” (p.126). This finding is suggested at in the following comment by one of the 

American students in commenting on the concept-based approach: 

In peer review before they would say like ‘oh this is wrong’ or ‘don’t do it like 
that’ but now we can talk about like, audience and academic style so it makes 
more sense how to improve… 
 

This comment underlines an observation that I made as the teacher in this research, while 

I was conducting student conferences, and that was related to the improved 

communication with the students, now that they had a clearer sense of language and a 

developing meta-language and awareness for academic text.  As I recorded in my 

teaching journal for that day: 

It is clear that the conceptual framework gives my explanations more power. I can 
avoid telling students just to ‘do it like this’ – there are reasons we can draw upon 
together to work with the papers (Thursday, October 5th). 
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In previous conferences with students I had often, despite the best intentions, fallen into 

simply correcting written work to improve it.  A shared framework for understanding the 

work benefited the learning process; though this was not fully investigated in terms of 

take up of feedback for example, in this study.  

The Sydney School of genre, and the related Socioliterate approach (e.g. Johns, 

1994) to writing instruction, have of course offered learners a detailed focus on linguistic 

form and relate these forms to a broader social context.  Indeed, the conceptual 

framework adopted in this study is directly informed by their work. However, the 

pedagogy suggested by these two approaches is based primarily on language learning and 

in general terms relies upon the notion of awareness to lead to language acquisition. In 

other words, there is no explicitly articulated theoretical understanding for how the 

learner develops through this instruction.  Martin (1999), writing as a member of the 

Sydney School, cites the “guidance through interaction” (p.126) and the concept of 

scaffolding as the source of learning in the learning cycle for genre instruction that has 

been developed.   In offering an overview of the Sydney school approach, indeed, Martin 

(2005) offers a description that actually comes very close to the pedagogy suggested in 

this research. The pedagogical cycle that has been developed by the Sydney School 

includes an initial period of time in which explicit knowledge about language itself is 

developed. This subsequently becomes part of the classroom discourse on written texts. I 

propose that this approach to written instruction, which features a detailed and empirical 

approach to writing, could be made more effective for learners with the addition of a 

more clearly defined pedagogical practice and sequence, which specifically targets the 
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cognitive development of the learner.  As Martin (1999) concedes, this aspect of the work 

done in Sydney has yet to be fully developed, explored or articulated: 

 
To date we have not gathered together the resources required for longitudinal 
studies that would fully explore the role that knowledge about language might 
play in our literacy programs (p. 133). 
 
 

I suggest that re-conceptualizing “knowledge about language” in terms of Vygotsky’s 

insights into the developmental importance of theoretical concepts; and redesigning 

pedagogical procedures with the research of Gal’perin and Davydov in mind, will 

provide fresh insight and impetus for ESL writing in general, and the literacy programs 

described by Martin (1999). 

To conclude, a functional and concept-based approach to second language writing 

pedagogy involves a re-evaluation of the very nature of language and communication. In 

such a framework, language is seen as a semiotic system for the creation of meaning 

wherein grammar is re-conceived not as a formal syntactic structure governed by rules, 

but as part of the functional resources of the particular languaculture, to borrow Agar’s 

(1994) term. As Hopper suggests, in advocating an emergent view of language structure, 

and as mentioned above, “learning a language is not a question of acquiring grammatical 

structure but of expanding a repertoire of communicative contexts. Consequently, there is 

no date or age at which the learning of a language can be said to be complete.  New 

contexts and new occasions for the negotiation of meaning, occur constantly” (p.171, 

emphasis in the original). Vygotsky’s theory of mind explains Hopper’s claims through 

emphasis on the dialectic relationship between the social environment and the 
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development of an individual’s cognitive capacities.  This is the fundamental notion 

underpinning social–semiotic approaches to language, literacy and cognitive 

development.   

In early development, children acquire the oral and experiential discourses of 

friends and family through socialization into everyday experience as they conceptualize 

the familiar world around them. This congruent discourse (Halliday, 1993), as already 

described above, is related to socially situated, everyday concepts (Vygotsky, 1987) and 

in linguistic terms is associated with the verb-based reality of actors and actions in which 

processes and functions are central.  This is in contrast with the non-congruent discourses 

of public and academic life which, as described in detail above, represent experience in 

the form of objectified knowledge through, for example, the use of nominal patterns that 

allow, through abstraction, the technically precise description and analysis required by 

the specialized discourses of science, mathematics and so on.  This discourse is 

associated with the abstract and theoretical concepts in Vygotsky’s theorizing and 

become increasingly important for development as the adolescent begins to function in 

different social, professional and academic contexts. 

 The shift between these two forms of semiosis is central to advanced literacy 

development.  I argue that in educational contexts such development is surely dependent 

upon an explicit pedagogy that, in terms of academic writing specifically, seeks to 

develop a meta-awareness of the relationship between language context and language 

use, between language form and meaning.  This is entirely resonant with Kramsch’s 

(2006) re-definition of language competence as “symbolic competence”, as well as 
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Lantolf and Poehner’s (2007) notion of “symbolic capability”.  Learners need to 

understand and control the resources of the target language and so through informed 

lexical and grammatical choice, they come to deploy meanings that are appropriate for 

the functions and tasks that they seek to perform. Without foregrounding the specific 

aspects of the target discourse and further, giving learners a conceptual framework within 

which to make sense of the differences and similarities between the familiar language of 

daily interaction and the secondary discourses of academic speech communities, it is 

difficult to see how, in the context for this study for example, incoming ESL writers will 

be able to successfully negotiate participation in their target academic communities of 

practice. As Britton (1979; cited in Halliday and Martin; 1994 p.194) suggests: 

Surely it is the links between commonsense and theoretical concepts, the links 
between ordinary and theoretical language that make learning possible – whether 
in school or out – and it is the ability to move back and forth across the continuum 
that characterizes thinking at any mature age.  

 

One of the suggestions of this research, then, is the questioning of Slobin’s (1993) 

hypothesis that the re-structuring of L1 concepts into L2 categories is extremely difficult 

(see also Pavlenko, 1996), and that these concept-based categories are resistant to change.  

There is evidence from the learners in this study that meaning-based, explicit instruction 

can benefit learners in significant ways and that properly organized instruction that 

supports both explicit and implicit learning as part of a dialectic whole, can both raise 

learner engagement and instigate the development of meaning-making and symbolic 

capacities.  The role of the instructor is therefore re-defined from that of “facilitator” 

(Kramsch, 2006) to that of a more experienced and knowing member of a speech 
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community. In keeping with Davydov’s pedagogical practice, it is suggested that 

following the presentation of key abstract concepts, the instructor and learner then co-

construct opportunities for exploration and understanding of the nuanced instantiations of 

these concepts as they pertain to the object of study. 

 

10. 3 Suggestions for further research 

 
 The conclusions from this action research study remain tentative given the small 

study size and the large number of variables that became part of the research focus. I 

believe that the data holds sufficient promise, however, to warrant more in-depth, 

controlled and focussed research into several of the areas touched upon in this study.  I 

believe, echoing Martin (1999), that the role that explicit and theoretical knowledge play 

in literacy development is an important area for future investigation.  In terms of writing 

specifically, how theoretical and abstract thought can serve as a tool to develop academic 

lieracy would be a useful starting point for this endeavour.  That said, each step of this 

process in fact deserves and requires closer attention. 

 Firstly, the development and presentation of materials and activities to represent 

the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of language is no straightforward 

undertaking.  One of the constraints under which this research project operated was the 

lack of clear guidance, through recent studies, as to how best to go about designing such a 

syllabus.  The possibilities for the design of more effective teaching aids and diagrams, 

for example, has yet to be explored, along with research into how best to present the 

abstract qualities of a concept to learners.  The role that learners might play in designing 
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their own learning diagrams and taking part in peer teaching is also an area of potential 

discovery and insight. 

 In this study, I engaged the learners in three kinds of verbalization activity at 

different times through the semester: collaborative writing, reflection exercises, and 

explanation of concept maps.  More research is needed into pedagogical activity that may 

lead to the internalization of theoretical concepts.  Negueruela (2003) engaged his 

learners in think aloud activities where the learners would record their own thought 

processes as they attempted to understand grammatical use in the foreign language.  This 

was held to haven been an important element in the process of conceptual development.  

Ways in which such exercises can be designed and implemented for a writing class is 

another related area for further research. 

 Similarly, ways in which technology can support the development of cognitive 

tools for learner development is an important question.  In this study, the wiki was 

employed peripherally to this task, yet with advances in technology being so rapid, this is 

also an area where much more fruitful research may take place in future.  The 

observations and feedback from wiki use in this class were mixed but the potential for a 

more informed, in-depth and technologically sophisticated approach to this proposition 

remains. 

 Further and closer attention must also be given to the peer review process in a 

curriculum that seeks to promote conceptual understanding of language.  Research has 

already shown that novice writers in particular struggle with giving feedback and tend to 

make only surface suggestions (Berger, 1990) and further, that writers may not follow the 
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advice they are given from their peers (Villamil and Guerrero, 1998).   Training for 

learners has been shown to significantly improve the performance of learners in review 

sessions leading to better quality of feedback and greater uptake (Berg, 1999). However, 

as yet, the quality of the training given in this situation has not been addressed in the 

literature and further research may suggest that a shared conceptual framework, along 

genre lines, can improve both the feedback given and the kinds of correction and uptake 

that follow.  The increase in awareness and control over language that are the 

characteristics of development from a SCT perspective should produce more detailed and 

productive interaction as learners seek to write together. 

 Along similar lines, further research is needed into teacher-student conferencing 

in a context where the participants share a conceptual framework.   Though this area was 

not addressed in this study, it was my own sense as a teacher that the conferencing that 

took place in this semester was more valuable and fruitful than in previous semesters’ 

conferences.  The notion of a shared framework for discussion and corrective feedback 

meant that the discussions had more purpose and were in fact much easier to conduct 

from a teaching perspective.  Further and detailed analysis is required to verify and 

articulate if and how the conceptual framework can operate as a tool for learning in this 

situation. 

 This action research project has made an initial and partial attempt to clarify some 

of the more general issues pertaining to research into academic writing from a SCT 

perspective. I have sought to apply some of the insights from a rich and growing legacy 

of intellectual endeavour into a very commonplace and modern context, with the aim of 
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understanding and addressing some of the daunting problems and issues that ESL writers 

face when they try to write academically in an English speaking university context. The 

development of learner awareness, agency and creativity through a fully developed 

understanding of how language functions in discourse communities is the pedagogical 

aim that will continue to guide this research trajectory. 
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT CONSENT 

Research Consent Form – University of Arizona 

Collaborative Writing Research Permission 
 

You are being asked to read the following material to ensure that you are 
informed of the nature of this research study and of how you will participate in it, 
if you consent to do so. Signing this form will indicate that you have been so 
informed and that you give your consent. Federal regulations require written 
informed consent prior to participation in this research study so that you can know 
the nature and risks of your participation and can decide to participate or not 
participate in a free and informed manner.  
 
Students enrolled in this section 04 of English 108 are being asked to participate 
in a study on the collaborative writing process.  The goal of the study is to learn 
more about how peers interact in the writing process so that instructors can use 
this knowledge to facilitate collaborative group sessions.  This will help 
Composition teachers better understand the role that group work can have in the 
Composition classroom.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  All students 
in class today, whether they participate in the study or not, will receive full credit 
for the in-class writing assignments and other activities. Your written samples will 
be used to see how you progress throughout the semester.  However this work 
will only be done after the class grades have been assigned. Your identity will be 
kept private in this study. You will be graded in the usual manner in keeping with 
class policy. You may choose not to answer some or all of the questions and may 
stop participation at any time if you feel uncomfortable.  There will be no 
compensation of any kind for your participation in this study. 
 
You are eligible to participate because you are enrolled in English 108 (section 
04) during the Fall 2006 semester. 
 
 If you agree to participate, your participation will involve the following: 

 
•    Audio recording of three in-class discussions of you and your group 

members as you discuss the writing that you are doing as a group. 
 
•    A recorded interview with the instructor after the collaborative writing 

project is complete.  You will be asked to comment on aspects of writing 
together with your group members. The interview(s) will take place in a 
location convenient for you and will last approximately 20 minutes. You 
may choose not to answer some or all of the questions. During the 
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interview, written notes will be made in order to help the investigator 
review what is said. Your name will not appear on these notes. 

 
     
  
•    A final questionnaire in which you will reflect on your writing 

experiences in this class. 
 
•    The researcher will also use as data the writing you produce for course 

assignments as a student in this class; however, your identity will remain 
hidden and your work will be given another name whenever the written 
work is described in the study.  

 
•    The researcher will also use written observations of how the class 

proceeds from the perspective of the teacher. 
 

Apart from the recorded interview and questionnaire, all other activities are 
normal classroom procedure for this course. 

 
Any questions you have will be answered and you may withdraw from the study 
at any time. There are no known risks from your participation and no direct 
benefit from your participation is expected. There is no cost to you except for 
your time and you will not be compensated for your participation. 
 
Only the principal investigator, Neil Johnson, will have access to your name and 
the information that you provide. In order to maintain your confidentiality, your 
name will not be revealed in any reports that result from this project. Interview 
information will be locked in a cabinet in a secure place. 

 
You can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Neil Johnson, 
Ph.D. student, at (520) 319-8637.  If you have questions concerning your rights as 
a research subject, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects 
Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721. 

 
AUTHORIZATION  
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE 
METHODS, INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN 
EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I 
MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW 
FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD 
FEELINGS OR AFFECTING MY GRADE. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS 
THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED 
DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY 
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WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE 
GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM 
WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS 
COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL 
INVESTIGATOR, NEIL JOHNSON OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE 
OF THE ENGLISH DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY 
LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED 
CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME.  I UNDERSTAND THERE 
WILL BE NO COMPENSATION FO ANY KIND GIVEN FOR MY 
PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH. 
 
 
____________________________________            ______________________________   
Subject's Signature      Date 

 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT  
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent 
form understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in 
his/her participation and his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or 
language or educational barrier has not precluded this understanding.  
 
 
____________________________________           ______________________________  
Signature of Investigator        Date 
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APPENDIX B: EXAMPLE TEACHING MATERIALS 

Genre and Academic Writing 
 

Key Ideas: 
Genre 
Social action 
Discourse community 
Communication 
Code 
Conventions 
Expectations 
 
What is genre? 

You are probably familiar with the term genre, from talking about such things as 
film and music.  Most people know that there are several common genres for both of 
these things. Film genre includes Horror, Science Fiction, Romance, Western and Action. 
As far as music goes, the labels such as Jazz, Hip-Hop, and Rock actually refer to 
different genres of music.  These labels and names are all around us and perform an 
important function.  
 

Genre then is a type of something and these types are defined by similarity. If we 
take an Action film, for example, before the film has even started, the audience 
understands a great deal about the film. They can assume that there will be a particular 
situation and that something of interest is going to happen in this situation that will 
require the action itself.  Probably, there are going to be a hero and a villain and the 
action will revolve around conflict between the two.  It is also likely that the hero will be 
involved in some romantic interest, and that both partners will be attractive.  These things 
are called conventions – and they are suggestions for what has to happen in a film of this 
kind.  Is the good guy going to win at the end of the film? Of course!  
 

Does this mean the film is boring? Strangely, no it doesn’t. Thomas Sobchack 
(1995) is an expert on film and this is what he says about film genre: “Bound by a strict 
set of conventions, tacitly agreed upon by filmmaker and audience, the genre film 
provides the experience of an ordered world and is an essentially classical structure…the 
plot is fixed, the characters defined, the ending satisfyingly predictable” (p.72). 
 
So where does genre come from? 
 

The above quotation from Sobchack answers this question quite clearly.  Genre is 
an unwritten agreement between the writer and audience that has developed over time as 
more and more texts of a certain type are produced. In this sense then, we can think of 
genre as a repeated social action – created by people in a certain community over time as 
they interact together. In the case of film, genres are created over many years by different 
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film-makers working to produce a code that the audience understands and can use to 
understand the text being produced.  For example, by convention a bad guy in a certain 
kind of Action film may typically wear black and be physically unattractive. This is a 
kind of code so that the audience, when they see this figure on the screen, immediately 
understands that this person is not to be trusted. This code only works because the 
filmmaker understands that this is how the audience will react. So genre is really a form 
of communication. 
 
So how does this concern me? 
 

Well, genre is also very important when it comes to writing.  There are of course 
many famous genres of writing with which we are all familiar.  Detective stories or 
Romance stories are two genres that have their own codes, expectations and conventions.  
However, there are many other kinds of writing that also belong to a genre that we use 
every day without thinking about: letter, business letter, e-mail, note, resume, job 
application and etc. Each of these texts is shaped by the genre conventions in very 
important ways. This includes the structure, or how the text is organized, and also the 
style in which it is written.  These features and expectations have been created as a result 
of a particular situation and communicative need within a particular community of 
people. When people who communicate together have particular needs for that 
communication, this is called a discourse community. Genres develop as a result of the 
repeated ways people get things done in their social groups. 
 
An example 

One such discourse community is the business community.  In any given country, 
and even internationally, there are companies and businesses that need to communicate 
with each other to achieve their goals.  Over time, because of the nature of how these 
people communicate and what they do, a certain code or genre for business 
communication has developed.  In a business letter in America for example, it is accepted 
that within the first two sentences, the letter will state what the purpose of the letter is. 
But importantly – there is a reason for this convention – people who read and answer 
these letters are very busy and deal with many such texts at one time, therefore, this 
community has developed a very direct and clear organization and style.  We can say that 
this choice of organization and style is motivated. This means that there is a clear 
functional reason. If a letter in this community does not do this – it may not communicate 
its intention and there may be a breakdown in communication. So to communicate 
effectively with a discourse community you need to know the conventions and 
expectations that have developed within that community. 
 
Interesting, but… 

Yes this is interesting AND important for you. Why? Because, now that you are 
students at a university in the United States, you now belong to a discourse community.  
The purpose of any writing that you do in the next 4 years (and beyond) is to effectively 
communicate your ideas with that community. That community, depending upon which 
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community exactly you are writing for, has very specific expectations and conventions 
about how you will communicate with them. If you fail to follow important aspects of 
these conventions, just like the business letter that does not inform the reader of the main 
idea until page 3, you will not communicate effectively. 
 
OK, so how do we know the conventions? 

In a sense this is what you are going to learn in your writing classes at the 
University of Arizona: how to effectively organize your ideas and how to write in an 
appropriate style for a particular community. Corpus Linguistics is the study of patterns 
in texts and experts in this field have used computer programs to collect thousands of 
academic texts and then discover how different academic communities use language to 
communicate. We know what the expectations are because we are able to study many 
examples of successful academic writing and find out what these unwritten rules are.  
Awareness of these conventions and expectations will help improve your own writing. 
 
So what are the conventions? 

Corpus Linguistics research has highlighted a number of very important 
differences between formal written and spoken language in English. 
 

 
 
 

Genres and Discourse 

Look at the text types below and discuss in terms 

of the questions in the box. 

 
• What is the author trying to accomplish? (Purpose)  
• With whom? (Audience)  
• Under what circumstances and in what genre? (Context) 
• Is more than one genre possible?  
• What context can we understand that these passages are from?  
• What language clues – what linguistic choices – tell us which genre these texts are 

from? 
• What might be some formal cues that identify genre regardless of language? 

 
 
Sample Text Passages: 

1. At the ancient pond 
      A frog plunges into 

 The sound of water 
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2. In addition to my academic accomplishments, you will note that I have always been 
very industrious and hard working. I have been continually employed either full or part-
time, since age thirteen.  Despite this work schedule, I have also managed to squeeze in a 
healthy slate of extracurricular activities, showing an ability to effectively plan and 
manage my time 
 
3. Wildwood State Park is well out on the island, 73 miles east of New York City. It is 
roughly rectangular and has a frontage of about 1.5 miles on the Long Island Sound. 
Situated on high ground with high bluffs, it covers just over 500 acres. There is good 
walking along the pebbly North Shore beach there. 
 
4. I am absolutely heart-broken over the news my parents gave me this morning.  They 
drove over here and calmly announced that after forty-four years of marriage, they are 
getting a divorce!  I honestly believe that they have gone crazy! It is true that they have 
quarreled a lot over the years, but so have most married couples.  Furthermore, despite all 
these fights, they have never separated – not even for one day.  
 
5. You have two choices today: Either focus your energy on communicating more 
clearly, or suffer through a series of misunderstandings. Being the smart person you are, 
you will likely choose to work harder on giving your ideas to others and - more 
importantly - listening more completely to what other people say. Remember, 
communication is a two-way street and it's impossible for you to listen while you are 
talking. Choose to say less and hear more today. 
 
6. Every two weeks, a 45-minute recording of spontaneous language samples was made. 
From these samples, count and mass nouns were isolated and divided into form similar 
and form dissimilar categories. A form similar word is operationally defined as a noun 
sharing at least 50% of its phonemes with its translation equivalent. 
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Internal memorandum 
 
From: Tony Yang                             To: Dr. Smith, Ken (Eng) 
 
Telephone: 617-1234      Copies to: 
 
Date: August 10th, 2006 
 
 
 
Office window(s) found open 
 
Please be advised that during the recent typhoon, some of the windows inside your office 
were found open and our security staff had to lock up the windows in order to prevent 
damage to the building and the room. 
 
We do not recommend open windows. The reasons and concerns are: 
 

1) The design of the centralized air-conditioning system on campus has provided 
sufficient air changes to offices, classrooms and lecture rooms. That is to say, 
fresh air intake into the rooms is sufficient. There is no need to open windows for 
more air. 

 
2) Leaving windows open will allow the intake of moisture; dust/dirt and other 

pollutants that may promote mold growth. 
 

3) Opening windows will allow the intake of rainwater, which could cause flooding 
and hence damage to the property and rooms concerned. 

 
4) To leave windows open in our buildings would constitute a violation of fire and 

safety regulations as outlined in the university guidelines. 
 

5) Energy is wasted when windows are opened. 
 
In view of the potential problems created by leaving windows open, I am writing to seek 
your kind co-operation to refrain from opening the windows in your office. Should you 
have any questions about this, please feel free to call me at 617-1234. 
 
 
Tony Yang 
Facilities Manager (Safety) 
 
(Adapted from Hyland, 2004) 
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Introduction - Textual Analysis – Genre and Function 
 

What kind of text is it? 
 
Who wrote it? 
 
For whom? 
 
What is it about? 
 
Can you identify stages in the text? (beginning, middle, end?) 
 
What is the function of each stage? 
 
How are the different parts of the text linked together? 
 
 
Which vocabulary choices tie the text together? 
 
 
What kind of grammatical statements are used? Why? 

• Statements? 
• Questions? 
• Commands? 

 
Where does the writer use modal verbs (can, should, may, must, etc.)? Why? 
 
 
What kind of voice is used – active or passive? What effect does using the passive have 
here? 
 
Are technical or everyday words used?  
Examples? 
 
Why do you think these kinds of words have been chosen? 
 
 
Are there a lot of descriptive or a lot of content words? Why? 
 
Do the vocabulary choices give strong emotion and judgment or are they neutral? What 
reason would the writer have for choosing these words? 
 
Is the layout important to the meaning? How? Are some parts of the text made important 
by layout? 
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Introduction to the Motivated Organization of Discourse 
 

In any form of written text, information is presented to readers in a structured way.  Even 
short pieces of writing have regular patterns of organization.  As a writer we can make 
use of these patterns to help us communicate. 
 
Although we are not interested so much in letter writing in this class, we can see some 
interesting points about how meaning is organized and why it is organized like it is –from 
looking at the two examples below. 
 

Example One  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Dear Ms. Matsuda,             Parts 
 
Thank you for your interest in our university.      Acknowledgement 
 
On behalf of the Dean of the Graduate School,  
I congratulate you on being accepted to the                    Good News 
program in Aerospace Engineering to begin at  
the master level.  This letter is your official 
authorization for Fall 2006. As a reflection of  
the importance the Graduate School places on  
the ability of its students to communicate  
effectively, the Graduate School requires all            Administrative Details 
new students to have their English evaluated.  
Specific details are given in the enclosed  
information packet. 
 
We look forward to welcoming you to the  
University of Arizona and wish you success          Welcoming Close 
in your academic career. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Example 2  
 

There are four parts to this kind of letter: 
 

Preparation for bad news bad news         close      acknowledgement 
 
Read the letter and label the four parts: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As you can see – the acceptance letter is organized differently 
 
 
 
 
As you have noticed, the acceptance letter is organized differently than the rejection 
letter.  The news does not come in the same place.  
 
What reason could there be for that? 
 
The writer of the good-news letter wants the correspondence to continue, while the writer 
of the bad-news letter wants the correspondence to end. 
 
Can you think of any other differences in purpose? 
 
Are there any other ways in which difference in purpose have changed the letters? 

                                                                                       Parts      
 
Dear Mr. Lee: 
 
Thank you for your interest in the graduate  
program in Aerospace Engineering.  We have 
now finished our rigorous review process for  
Fall 2006 applications. We received an  
unusually high number of applications for  
the Fall term and we unfortunately had to  
limit the number we could accept. While  
your background is impressive, I regret to 
inform you that your application to the  
program has not been accepted.  Given  
your excellent qualifications, I trust you will  
be able to pursue your academic interests  
elsewhere and wish you luck in your future  
endeavors. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Hedging in Academic Writing 

Hedging is an important aspect of academic writing –but it is important to understand 

WHY it is important in terms of rhetoric and the relationship between the writer and the 

reader. 

 

There are two main functions of hedging: 

 

Giving the writer more credibility by appearing more balanced 

 

Creating a more appropriate stance for the writer in terms of their audience 

 

 

After doing the following examples – discuss these two functions of hedging. 

 

Example sentences: 

 

What are the differences in meaning for these sentences? Which sentence sounds the 

most informed and credible? Why? 

 

1. People are totally against genetic engineering, but it provides benefits for human 
kind. 

2. Some people are totally against genetic engineering, but it can provide benefits 
for humankind. 
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3. Some people are against genetic engineering, but it can provide many benefits for 
humankind. 

 

Useful hedging words: 

Usually Essentially   Perhaps May  Actually  Apparently    Often     

Some Likely    Broadly     Somewhat    Somehow       Potentially    Normally   

Theoretically 

 

 

Look at this short paragraph from a student paper: 

 

These days, it is obvious that students in high school and college plagiarize their 

work by using the internet. They do not write their own essays, or do their own 

homework. Students can easily access the companies that sell various course papers via 

the Internet and so, once they know this, these students go to a website that sells papers 

and buy them. Plagiarized papers get excellent grades. In other cases, students get caught 

and expelled from the university. Educators feel that students need to fulfill their 

responsibilities in studying, and they say that students cheat in buying their papers. 

 

What kind of relationship between reader and writer is established here? How could it be 

improved? Add some hedges. 

 

Edit the following sentences – taken from student essays: 
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1. There are many important lessons, that must be learned by everyone, from 
these findings 

 
2. Computers are the most popular type of home technology because they 

absolutely make our work easier and faster. 
 

 

3. A lot of students just go to the Internet instead of watching TV all day. 
 

 

4. Nobody wants trouble in their life, and risk management must be the best 
course of action for investors to take. 

 

 

5. We have the mass media to give us information about everything, so that we 
know what’s going on in the world every day. 

 

Verbs in Academic Writing 
 
As we have seen, different discourse communities use different kinds, or codes, of 
language to communicate.  If you wish to communicate effectively with that discourse 
community – it helps if know the code of that community.  
 
English often has two or more options to express an action or occurrence.  The choice is 
often between a phrasal verb (verb + particle) or prepositional verb (verb + preposition) 
and a single verb. 
 
Often in spoken English – which is generally less formal – verb + preposition is used; 
however, for academic written English, generally a single verb is preferred. 
 
There are hundreds of phrasal verbs in common daily use: 
“To look” means to see, or to search for something. But -  
 
Look up -  
Look up to -  
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Look on –  
Look out –  
Look out for - 
 
This is one of the most important stylistic shifts between informal and formal style. What 
reason could there be for this?  What effect does it have in terms of rhetoric? 
 
Here is an example: 
 

According to some government scientists, coming up with clear proof of Global 
Warming has been difficult. 
 
According to some government scientists, providing clear proof of Global 
Warming has been difficult. 
 

Choose a verb from the following list to reduce the INFORMALITY and conversational 
tone of the sentences: 
 
review     reach         maintain            develop          cause        eliminate  

 
suggest determine   investigate           decrease      constitute 
 

1. The most common causes of death in the U.S., such as heart disease and diabetes - are 
mainly brought on by lack of exercise and overeating. 

 
2. Scientists are looking into innovative ways to combat AIDS. 
 
3. The purpose of this paper is to try and come up with some ideas to help the major 

problems international students have in the United States. 
 

4.  Rice and fish makes up a major part of the Japanese diet. 
 
5. Worldwide consumption of Mcdonald’s has gone up to 526 million units per day. 
 
6. Although Fraternity Houses have been able to keep up their membership numbers, 
some are beginning to question the future of these organizations. 

 
7. The number of mature female turtles who are able to return to nest sites has  
gone down to only 145 today. 
 
8.The University of Arizona looks over nearly 1,200 applications to the Business College 
every single semester. 
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Academic Style: Vocabulary 

For each sentence below – match the words that have the same meaning from each 
column. Think about a context where this item may be appropriate – and why? Are the 
sentences active or passive? Why? Which is most effective for academic language? Why? 
 
 
 
I investigated the results further I looked into the results a little bit more 
The findings fluctuated over time The results go up and down in this time 
We obtained permission from the parents We got permission off the parents 
The atmosphere in the class became 
negative 

The feeling in the class turned bad 

The required permission was granted We got the permission that we needed  
This result indicates that many students 
have problems on the campus 

This result points to the fact that many 
students are having problems like this 

I think this suggests that further action be 
taken  

I think this tells us that we should take 
further action 

It is difficult to understand why students 
behave in this manner 

I can’t understand why some students do 
these kinds of things 

The new factory was established to create 
jobs 

The new factory was set up to give people 
new jobs 

 
What feature does academic writing have? 
What is the difference in meaning in the statements?  
Which sentence is the “more academic” sounding? Why? 
 
(Adapted from Hinkel, 2002) 
 
Exercise 3 
 
Using the ideas above, you should now be able to understand some of the ways language 
is used to communicate in different ways.  By applying them to different texts you should 
be able to discuss the following paragraphs in detail: 
 

6) Who is the author’s intended audience? How do you know? 
7) What is the author’s relationship to the audience? Is it hostile? Distant? Intimate? 

How can you tell? 
8) Does the author seem credible / knowledgeable to you? How does he or she 

establish this credibility? 
9) What can you tell about this person’s personality? Can you tell anything at all? 

Do you get an image of the author in your mind when you read his or her work? 
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10) What features in grammar and style do you notice for each one? Underline 
significant word choices that demonstrate/create the social relationship that you 
see in each paragraph. 

 
 
A. 
Think about the ways we respond when someone asks us to talk about ourselves. Usually, 
we talk about what we do (“I’m a veterinary chiropractor in Oswego”) or what we like (“I 
enjoy long walks on the beach, bubble baths, and curling up with a good book and a plate 
of chopped liver”). Occasionally, we’ll talk about what afflicts us (“ I have gout”; “ I’m 
terrified of ducks”), or talk about our families (“I’m the proud stepmother of 
quintuplets”). But these answers only tell us so much, and for good reason. There’s only 
so much one wants to reveal about oneself, and there’s only so much people actually 
want to know. 
 
B. 
The truth is that writing is not a universal means of self-expression. It’s not even 
necessarily the most effective. It’s certainly not the medium many of our students use to 
express their identity. And despite my own desperate desire to make the world embrace 
the essay (or at least learn to put two sentences together coherently), I simply cannot 
expect that my students will find the power and freedom that I’ve found in writing. And 
that’s okay, because although their essays may be vapid and devoid of any semblance of 
personality, our students are sharing themselves through music, through doodles in the 
margins of their class notes, through the love they have for their friends. I even had one 
student tell me that the most intimate experience he ever had was smoking a joint with his 
best friend on his back porch, and after listening to him talk about watching the smoke 
they exhaled mingle in the night air, I suddenly had faith that love, self-expression, and 
self-realization do happen after all. They just don’t always happen where we expect them 
to. 
 
 
C. 
 
One of Malinowski’s most important goals is to show how primitive languages represent 
the earliest stages of the evolution of language, with European languages and other 
similarly civilized tongues at the top of the evolutionary ladder. He is interested in 
common forces that shape all languages, and believes that “man’s essential nature is 
identical, and the primitive uses of language are the same” (p.328). This is, of course, 
problematic for several reasons. The first is that Malinowski’s theory of linguistic 
evolution is racist, or at the very least, heavily biased against non-literate cultures. In 
Malinowski’s writing, there is a clear hierarchy of complexity from primitive to civilized 
language, with the latter being the richer because of its capacity for abstraction, 
philosophy, and art. Those who speak a civilized tongue know that the relationship 
between word and idea is mediated by thought, that words are representations and have 
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no intrinsic value. The primitive mind, Malinowski argues, does not understand this 
concept. Because primitive peoples do not think abstractly and use language concretely, 
they naturally think that word and idea, signifier and signified, are one and the same. 
Words, therefore, take on intrinsic power, what Ogden and Richards call “word magic.” 
Magic uses words to make things come about, just as when a baby asks its mother for 
milk, it appears. 
 
D. 
Every two weeks, a 45 minute recording of spontaneous language samples was made. 
From these samples, the author isolated count and mass nouns and divided these into 
form similar and dissimilar ones. A form similar word is operationally defined here as a 
noun sharing at least 50% of its phonemes with its translation equivalent. Its vowels must 
be similar to those of its equivalent, and the two words’ consonants must share at least 
two of the following: place of articulation, manner of articulation, and voiced/voiceless 
classification. From all the observed data, 59 German tokens and 5 English tokens in the 
German context and 46 English tokens and 6 German tokens in the English context are 
considered form similar nouns. 81 German and 0 English in the German context and 34 
English and 3 German in the English context are considered as form dissimilar nouns. 
There are 15 form-similar and 17 form-dissimilar nouns for which translation equivalents 
were observed.  
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APPENDIX C – ASSIGNMENT SHEETS 
 
 
 

Neil Johnson 102/8 
 

Genre Analysis Essay 
 
 
So far in class we have studied the concept of genre and how it works. We have discussed 
how it is a social creation for a particular kind of communication.  The elements that 
make up a genre depend upon the relationship between the author, the reader, the purpose 
of the text, the kind of text it is and the social/cultural context. All of these factors shape a 
text.  
 
In this essay you are going to offer a detailed analysis of two different texts. These texts 
are thematically similar and yet because they are written for different audiences they end 
up being very different texts. 
 
This is a compare and contrast essay and so I recommend that you organize your 
analysis by looking at one factor – such as organization – in alternate paragraphs. So you 
would describe the organization in text A and then compare and contrast that with Text B 
etc. 
 
The task in this analysis is to describe how the different genre expectations of these two 
texts, influences every aspect of how they are on the page. 
 
You need to think about the following questions: 
 

• Who wrote this text? 
• Who was their intended audience? (And how do we know?) 
• What was their purpose? (And how do we know?) 
• How did the writers persuade their audience of their ideas? 

 
You need to answer the following questions: 
 

• How are the texts organized? Why are they organized like they are? 
 

• What sort of style is used in each text? How does this style suit the goals of the 
writer for this audience? 

 
• What word choice is interesting in this text? Why have these words been chosen 

how do they help communication with this audience? 
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I’d like you to address each of these areas –organization, style, grammar, and word 
choice. That means that you will write a minimum of 8 paragraphs -including an 
Introduction and Conclusion.  
 
 
 
Process: 
We will go over again ideas for analysis in class.  You should start by making notes and 
thinking about ideas for each category you are being asked to analyze. Think about the 
concept model we have been developing in class – apply this to your texts. 
Use examples to illustrate wherever you can. Work your notes into a first draft of at least 
two pages by the given date. We will then review in class. Take suggestions and feedback 
from me for further work and complete the assignment. 
 
Audience: 
Consider your audience to be the discourse community of the English Department at the 
University of Arizona.  You need to find an appropriate voice and style for this audience 
and establish an appropriate relationship with this audience. 
 
Grade: 
There are two considerations for your grade:  
 
The first is your analysis. 
A good paper will show a good awareness of the relationship between text and context in 
terms of organization and style.  Important differences between the texts will be noted 
and explained. 
 
The second consideration is your writing. 
A good paper will be organized in an appropriate way, with a clear thesis, clear topic 
sentences and good support.  There will be an appropriate academic style and vocabulary. 
 

 

Unit 2: Writing Assignments 
 
In Unit 1, you learned how to analyze text and explored the relationship between 
language use and context. Now, in Unit 2, it’s time to look more closely at your chosen 
field (or find a field to explore), review the issues of importance in this field, choose an 
issue to research extensively, and enter the conversation about that issue by writing your 
own argument based on your own research.  This may seem like a big assignment, and in 
some ways it is, but we’ll approach it in stages by breaking down the various research 
and writing tasks involved.   
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1. Proposal. 
Preliminary version (required)—Due Friday 13th of October  
State the issue you will be investigating.  Set out your research questions and plan 
for research addressing what you want to learn and how you plan to learn it.  
Indicate the research you’ve already done, and describe the issue’s importance as 
you currently understand it.  Work on it together (in the wiki) and post it on 
your wiki. 

 
 

2. Annotated bibliography —Due Mon 23rd October.   
Put your thesis statement at the beginning and then list at least 5 separate sources 
you have investigated.  At least three of these sources must come from journals or 
books you’ve found in the library.  The remaining source may be from an internet 
journal.  Arrange the bibliography this way: 
• List sources in alphabetical order, by author’s last name, just as you would on 

a works cited page. 
• Begin each entry with the source’s bibliographical information, again as you 

would on a works cited page. 
• Follow each entry with a paragraph containing 1) a brief summary of the 

contents of the source, 2) an explanation of the source’s use to your paper—
whether you are likely to actually cite the source in your paper or use it for 
necessary background or an overview of the issue. 

 
 

3. Documented research argument —Final Due Monday November 20th.  
     First draft due on Wednesday November 8th 

Write a research argument that argues for something or some issue you are interested 
in.  It should be relevant to your own lives here at the UA, here in Arizona, or as a 
person living in the United States in 2006. You will conduct some primary research to 
create new knowledge regarding your issue.  The findings will form a large part of 
your argument.  You will conduct either interviews, surveys or questionnaires to 
collect your primary data. 

 
Your primary data will be presented after a review of what others have said about this 
issue. 
 

Successful papers in the past have addressed such issues as: 
 

• Use of diet pills amongst students 
• Date rape on campus 
• Student involvement with political parties 
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• Student sports on campus 
• Corporations taking over the campus 
• Hall of residence issues 
• Foreign students’ experiences on UA campus 
• How much alcohol do we drink? Is it dangerous? 
• How much do UA students study in a week? Is it enough? 
• What effect, if any, does playing violent video games have? 
• War 

 
The more successful papers have come from students who were truly interested in 
their topic! 
 

 You should form a thesis that would require about five to eight pages for full 
development.  Your paper should be long enough that it can easily integrate the required 
minimum of FIVE separate sources.  Failure to use the required number of sources, to 
submit the photocopies with the paper, or to document your sources properly will result 
in failure of the paper.   

 

Your paper then should take the following structure: 
 

Introduction – including a thesis. Introduce and give some background to your issue. 
Literature Review – Discussion of what others have written about this issue. 

Description of your study – what did you do – who did you ask etc. 
Results – what you found out, might be presented in a table. 

Discussion – what do your results mean? 
Conclusion – what do we learn? 

 
You will be given considerable in class writing time to help you collaborate with your 
group members: 
 

 
 

1. Writing a First Draft 
2. First Draft Review Stage 
3. Second Draft Review 
4. Final Draft Review 
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APPENDIX D: GRADING RUBRICS  
 
 

Grading Criteria – Genre Analysis Essay                   150 

Content of Analysis Organization of Essay Language Use Poi
nts 

 
Displays excellent 
understanding of the two 
writings.  Explains why the 
features of each one are the 
way they are in terms of 
audience and purpose. Is able 
to give good examples and 
discuss what these examples 
mean for their own thesis in a 
clear and logical manner.  
Thesis is clear and logical. 
The points made support the 
thesis. 
 

 
Essay is clearly structured.  There is a 
good introduction with a context and 
clear thesis that successfully controls 
the essay. Each paragraph contains 
one valid main point, which is 
illustrated and explained. The ideas 
are linked together with transitions.  
There is a conclusion which re-states 
thesis and makes some wider point. 

 
Excellent control of language 
– good word choice and 
grammar.  Essay has the 
appropriate style voice and 
tone for an academic paper.  
Pronouns are used effectively 
to relate to the audience Word 
choice (technical, verb choice 
etc) suggests the writer 
understands how to appeal to 
their audience. 

 
 

50-
45 

 
Displays a fair understanding 
of the social nature of writing 
and how it is shaped by 
context. Has some good 
examples and fair analysis. 
May not have fully analyzed 
either of the texts.  Has some 
discussion to support a good 
thesis. 

 

 
Essay is fairly well structured. There is 
a thesis and the paragraphs are fairly 
clear and basically contain one main 
idea.  There may be some confusion 
regarding the order of ideas and the 
essay may not flow logically. 

 
Good control of language and 
vocabulary.  May be one or 
two errors in grammar and 
spelling. 
Writer maintains generally a 
good tone and style for 
academic writing. 
Selects the correct vocabulary 
to communicate with their 
audience. 
 

 
 
 

44-
40 

 
Shows limited understanding 
of the social nature of 
language use.  Appears 
confused or analysis lacks 
depth. Has some examples 
from the texts but may not be 
fully explained or may not fit 
exactly with the point being 
made. 

 
There are some serious problems with 
the essay in terms of structure. Needs 
a clear organization with each 
paragraph having one main idea and 
the points are linked together. Thesis 
may not be clear to the reader. 

Inconsistent control of 
language. May be multiple 
grammatical mistakes and 
evidence of lack of awareness 
of voice, style and tone for 
academic writing.  Errors start 
to impede understanding of the 
essay. 

 
 

39-
35 
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Shows only very limited 
amount of analysis and 
understanding of the texts and 
how they have been shaped by 
the social context and 
purpose.  Thesis is unclear 
and analysis and support is 
weak. 
 

There is no clear organization of the 
analysis or ideas in the paper. The 
thesis is either missing or else it is not 
the controlling idea. 

Little language control.  No 
evidence of awareness of 
academic audience. 
Inappropriate expression and 
style. Multiple errors in 
grammar and/or spelling  
and tone. 
 

 
 

34-
30  

 
 

 

Grading Criteria – Newspaper Opinion                   150 

Content of Opinion Organization of Opinion Language Use Points 
 
Displays excellent understanding of 
the issue.  Explains why the issue is 
relevant to this audience and is able 
to give good examples to support 
their position and discuss what 
these examples mean for the thesis.  
Thesis is clear and logical. The 
points made support the thesis and 
it is persuasive. 
 

 
Opinion is clearly structured.  
There is a good headline that 
sums up the main idea. Each 
short paragraph contains one 
point, which is linked to the 
main argument and 
explained. The ideas are 
linked together with 
transitions.  There is a 
conclusion which re-states 
thesis and makes some wider 
point. 

 
Excellent control of 
language – good word 
choice and grammar.  
Essay has the appropriate 
style voice and tone for a 
newspaper opinion piece.  
Word choice suggests the 
writer understands how to 
appeal to and engage with 
their audience. 

 
 

50-45 

 
Displays a fair understanding of the 
issue and how it is important to this 
audience. Has some good examples 
and fair support for their central 
claim. Has some discussion to 
support a good thesis. 

 

 
Essay is fairly well 
structured. There is a 
headline and the short 
paragraphs are fairly clear 
and basically contain one 
main idea.  There may be 
some confusion regarding the 
order of ideas and the essay 
may not flow logically. 

 
Good control of language 
and vocabulary.  May be 
one or two errors in 
grammar and spelling. 
Writer maintains generally 
a good tone and style for 
journalistic writing. 
Selects the correct 
vocabulary for their 
audience. 

 
 
 
 

44-40 

 
Shows limited understanding of the 
issue.  Appears confused or 
analysis lacks depth. Has some 
examples from the texts but may 
not be fully explained or may not 
fit exactly with the point being 
made. 

 

 
There are some serious 
problems with the essay in 
terms of structure. Needs a 
clear organization with each 
paragraph having one main 
idea and the points are linked 
together. Thesis may not be 
clear to the reader. 

 
Inconsistent control of 
language. May be multiple 
grammatical mistakes and 
evidence of lack of 
awareness of voice, style 
and tone for this type of 
writing.  

 
 

39-35 
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Shows only very limited amount of 
analysis and understanding of the 
ideas and issue. Thesis is unclear 
and analysis and support is weak. Is 
not persuasive for audience. 
 

 
There is no clear 
organization of the opinion 
or ideas in the paper. The 
thesis is either missing or 
else it is not the controlling 
idea. 

 
Little language control.  
No evidence of awareness 
of audience. Inappropriate 
expression and style. 
Multiple errors in 
grammar and tone. 

 
 

34-30  
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