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ABSTRACT 

 
Among scholars of applied linguistics and composition studies, the notion of academic 

literacy has generated discussions regarding L2 students’ intellectual growth and 

academic performance in the college context. Several studies provide a detailed account 

of how students adapt their literacy practices in response to their perceived needs for task 

completion; however, as the notion of academic literacy has gradually been linked to 

concerns of disciplinary enculturation, a situated process of becoming involved in 

disciplinary discourse, there has been a call for attention to the disciplinary discourse 

communities into which students are initiated through literacy tasks. Although some 

previous studies have forged early linkages and integrated disciplinary discourse into the 

notion of academic literacy, the empirical data comes from graduate students (Casanave, 

2002; Prior, 1998) or L1 students (Hass, 1994; Herrington, 1985; Sternglass, 1997). The 

study reported in this dissertation, however, investigates the situated and enculturating 

literacy practices of L2 students in undergraduate settings. Also, as compared to previous 

studies that describe the literacy strategies in or students’ views of disciplinary discourse, 

the present study attempts to schematize the connection between literacy practice and 

disciplinary enculturation, drawing on the notion of genre and its framework. This study 

has a clear focus of analysis by discussing the literacy practice of two L2 students as they 

engage in genres, mostly written work, in class, herein referred to as genre practice or 

genre-mediated literacy practice. This study follows the L2 students’ learning throughout 
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their undergraduate college experience, providing an analysis of their genre practice 

across disciplines from their first year to graduation, and at the same time tracing the 

factors that contextualize their genre practice, such as previous genre encounters, class 

work, writing assignment guidelines, cultural norms, individualized perceptions of 

disciplinary expectations, etc. Through careful textual analysis and interviews, this study 

focuses on the L2 students’ developing academic literacy as mediated by discipline-

specific genre practice in three different learning contexts: writing in general education 

courses, writing in business writing courses, and writing in courses in their majors. The 

results of the study show that both students’ genre practices varied, depending on how 

genre was cued, interpreted, and performed, by social affordances such as lectures, class 

readings, class discussions, and interactions with peers and instructors. The study shows 

the students’ genre practice taking shape in the way they were situated in disciplinary 

discourse, while at the same time their understanding of disciplinary discourse was 

mediated by their engagement in genre. In addition, by looking at the students’ genre 

practice in four different knowledge dimensions—formal, rhetorical, procedural, and 

subject matter (see Tardy, 2009)—this study documents a detailed process of 

constructing discipline-specific literacy. Despite its context-dependent, individualized 

positioning in disciplinary discourse, this study captures a series of patterns of literacy 

practice cutting across the two L2 students’ approach to genre and highlights the issues 

inherent in classroom-based instructional settings. The theoretical and pedagogical 

implications of this study suggest the need to reexamine the role of writing for discipline-
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specific literacy, both to enhance college writing instruction and to advocate for writing 

across the curriculum.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

College students face the need to write in various genres from the beginning of 

their first year to graduation. In the U.S., university education is particularly 

characterized by late specialization; students take general education courses offered by 

various academic disciplines in the first two years of university prior to making the 

transition to discipline-specific learning. Such a dynamic mix of learning contexts has led 

to inquiries about students’ development of academic literacy across contexts (Currie, 

1993; Connor & Johns, 1989; Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985; Leki, 1995; Leki, 2007; 

Leki & Carson, 1994; Nelson, 1990; Spack, 1988; Perkins & Salomon, 1994).  

Students’ development of academic literacy has been a major research focus in 

the college writing context. The notion of academic literacy was, in the past, limited to 

skills such as text comprehension, reading speed, appropriate register, coherence, and 

structured writing—skills related to the mastery of reading and writing. However, the 

notion of academic literacy has been expanded in recent years to include “the complex set 

of skills . . . which are increasingly argued to be vital underpinnings or cultural 

knowledge required for success in academic communities” (Hyland & Hamp-Lyons, 

2002, p. 4). This expanded notion of academic literacy emphasizes more sophisticated 

understandings of academic discourse, plagiarism, academic integrity, research skills, 

critical thinking, writerly voice, etc. Furthermore, it has been argued that literacy skills 

required to succeed in academic contexts include a keen understanding of disciplinary 

discourse (Becher, 1989; Hyland, 2009; Lea & Street, 2000; Swales, 1998) as well as the 
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ability to develop literacy strategies adapted to discourse-specific conventions (Hass, 

1994; Herrington, 1985; Herrington & Curtis, 2000; Prior, 1991; Russell, 1991). Given 

that students in the U.S.-based college context will likely engage in literacy practice 

across the curriculum, educators in applied linguistics and composition studies find it 

important to explore varying levels and types of expertise required for academic literacy 

across the disciplines, and observe the ways in which students switch literacy practices 

for specific purposes in different disciplinary contexts.  

In this sense, literacy in academic contexts involves the process of developing a 

sense of belonging within a particular disciplinary community (Brown et al., 1989; 

Casanave, 1998; Gosden, 1996; Parry, 2008). As a novice in the community, students 

must learn to participate in accordance with the disciplinary norms shared by the 

discourse community members and sometimes negotiate their way through multilayered 

issues that are inherent in constructing identity in that community. This view of academic 

literacy highlights the notions of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1990), cognitive 

apprenticeship (Collins et al., 1987), and community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Several 

studies have suggested useful perspectives on students’ academic literacy in college; 

however, the notion of academic literacy in these studies is seldom discussed in relation 

to disciplinary enculturation. Recent studies have explored the transition from high 

school writing to university-level writing, with particular attention to whether and how 

prior knowledge facilitates learning of a new writing task in college (Artemeva & Fox, 

2010; Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011); other work on the development of college writing 



16 
 

considers the extent to which students adopt or transfer writing skills that are learned in a 

writing course to other related or unrelated writing tasks (James, 2008, 2009, 2010). In 

these studies, learning transfer, as often instantiated in textual features, is marked as a 

sign of the development of writing expertise, and the extent of students’ transferring 

literacy practice beyond first-year composition courses is viewed as an indication of the 

instructional efficacy of the English courses. Other research studies investigate students’ 

literacy experience across the curriculum in college to see how they cope with curricular 

institutional, and sociohistorical demands in different academic contexts (Currie, 1993; 

Harklau, 1994, 2000; Johns, 1991; Leki, 1995, 2001, 2007; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997; 

Spack, 1997). In these studies, the notion of academic literacy is broadly operationalized 

around students’ “survival” strategies in encounters with immediate task exigencies and 

the challenges in relation to those tasks. Relatively little research has been conducted to 

explore the process of developing academic literacy in response to discipline-specific 

needs, other than on the graduate or professional levels. That process of development of 

academic literacy in response to discipline-specific needs, specifically as it occurs at the 

undergraduate level with L2 students, is the main interest of this study.  

For the purpose of this study, I draw on the notion of genre practice—more 

specifically, genre-mediated literacy practice—as an analytic tool with which to study 

and characterize the ways students construct an understanding of disciplinary 

communities. College writing includes an extensive range of genres: research papers, lab 

reports, analysis papers, book summaries, essay exams, portfolios, and in-class journals, 
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to name a few. These college genres, though they do not necessarily approximate the 

authentic form of genres one can expect at advanced levels of the disciplinary fields or in 

the workplace, are designed in accordance with an instructor’s teaching objectives for 

students’ intellectual growth in the disciplines (Dias et al., 1999; Johns, 2008) and are 

expected to embody disciplinary ideologies or related workplace values. A basic 

assumption underlying this study is that looking at how students engage in theses genres 

and develop genre knowledge over time provides a window into the students’ awareness 

of disciplinary discourse. This is because learning genres goes beyond the learning of 

conventional forms of genre; engagement in genres in disciplinary discourse accompanies 

the development of a keen understanding of the norms or values of particular disciplinary 

communities (see Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995). According to Bhatia (1999), a concept 

central to genre learning is that it is “not simply a matter of learning the language, or even 

learning the rules of the game, it is more like acquiring the rules of the game in order to 

be able to exploit and manipulate them to fulfill professional and disciplinary purposes” 

(pp. 25-26).  

Proceeding from these theoretical grounds and considerations, the present study 

aims to map the trajectories of two undergraduate L2 students’ development of 

disciplinary academic literacy through genre practice, from their first year to graduation. 

In order to make possible a comprehensive analysis, years of student written work were 

collected and hand-tagged. I attend to various levels of textual features employed by the 

L2 students in response to given task requirements and rhetorical contexts. To further 
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illuminate my observation and analysis, a series of text-based interviews were carried out, 

asking students about their literacy practices as they contributed to the process of text 

production, their understanding of different college genres, and their individualized 

engagement in writing. Multiple interviews with the students enrich the data sources, not 

only supplementing the textual analysis, but also triangulating the findings. In addition, 

interviews with their instructors were added to gain an insider view, as well as to 

triangulate data analysis.  

In terms of course objectives, classroom resources, and students’ attitudes toward 

courses, a wide range of college contexts has been categorized into three groups for 

consistency of analysis: writings in general education classes, writings in business writing 

classes, and writings in upper-division major courses. The study describes the ways 

students develop genre practice in each learning context and, at the same time, traces the 

contextual factors that come into play in their genre practice. A description of data 

provides a general account of the students’ genre practice, while a careful analysis 

focuses on the practices that reflect the students’ increasing understanding of disciplinary 

discourse. Drawing on the categorization of genre knowledge (Tardy, 2009), students’ 

genre practice is coded according to formal, rhetorical, procedural, and subject-matter 

domains. The focus on students’ genre practice within the four domains of genre 

knowledge makes it possible to schematize their process of constructing a rhetorical 

understanding of disciplinary discourse and also to describe how engagement in genre 

mediates academic literacy. Beyond a transfer of textual features, I examine the data 
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closely in search of a specific sign of development, that is, the points at which the 

students reshape their genre practices as adapted to disciplinary expectations (Dannels, 

2009; DePalma & Ringer, 2011). In other words, the study explores the ways in which L2 

students acquire and develop a set of literacy practices as well as switch their practices 

between one academic context and another.  

The results of the study point to the complicated process of constructing 

discipline-specific academic literacy as it is mediated by genre practice. For both students, 

genre practice varied depending on how genre was cued, interpreted, and performed by 

classroom affordances such as lectures, class readings, class discussion, social 

interactions with peers and instructors, etc. In particular, the extent to which they derive 

necessary information from classroom resources determined their course of action in 

carrying out a genre task, whether their approach was proactive or retrospective. When 

they thought they did not have a clear enough sense of disciplinary expectations, they 

retrospectively sought information to define their genre practice; otherwise, they 

constructed their own practice in a more staged way. The students’ genre practice seems 

to have taken shape according to the way they were situated in disciplinary discourse, but 

at the same time their understanding of disciplinary discourse was mediated by their 

engagement in genre. Although not always successful, their attempts to participate in 

disciplinary discourse are worth noting, as they provide implications for future discussion 

and research on the role of genre, i.e., here, writing, for disciplinary enculturation.   
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More specifically, the study documents how each domain of genre knowledge 

works toward facilitating discipline-specific academic literacy. First, the development of 

rhetorical knowledge affords the students agency in positioning themselves within 

disciplinary discourse, which, therefore, enables them to take self-directed action in order 

to negotiate with disciplinary expectations. Second, increased formal knowledge gives 

students a head start in engaging in disciplinary discourse, since their perception of 

disciplinary discourse is reified by the genre repertoires they learn or access. However, 

without continued intervention or subsequent support, it poses the danger of resulting in a 

fixated practice. Third, the students seemed to appreciate the discipline-specific values 

they inferred from the learning of subject matter in class. Awareness of discipline-

specific knowledge—with respect to the nature of a subject area, method of inquiry, 

and/or the purpose of knowledge making—influenced the students’ views of constructing 

disciplinary participation. Finally, the study shows that procedural knowledge is the most 

neglected area in the students’ genre practice, as it is not usually evaluated by instructors. 

However, it is worth noting that procedural practice is the medium by which a novice 

writer can be prompted to think about what disciplinary discourse members actually do 

and why.  

Because the number of participants in the study is small, the findings may not be 

widely generalizable to other L2 students’ genre practice. Nonetheless, this study 

foregrounds the understanding of academic literacy in disciplinary discourse, and offers a 

focused look at the mediating role of genre practice in initiating students into disciplinary 
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discourse. Implications for writing instruction at the university level are discussed in the 

conclusion.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive overview of earlier and current approaches 

to investigating the development of academic literacy and genre practice. The first 

section discusses an understanding of the notion of literacy over decades and its 

implications for pedagogy in academic settings. Specifically, through a review of 

empirical studies that evaluate and measure the development of academic literacy, I seek 

to show how academic literacy has been operationalized in those studies to indicate a sign 

of development. Academic literacy as a representation and reflection of disciplinary 

expectations leads to the discussion of genre, a mediating social action within 

disciplinary discourse, which appears in the second section. Along with several key 

aspects of genre and genre practice, the second section focuses on genre practice as a 

mediating source for the development of disciplinary literacy and then reviews several 

specific cases in which student participants form and complicate their understanding of 

disciplinary discourse as they engage in genre. All of the discussion in this chapter is part 

of, and also contributes to, a significant component of the framework within which the 

present research was conducted.  

2.1 Academic Literacy Development in College 

2.1.1 Literacy and Academic Literacy 
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The idea of “being literate1” presupposes that a person has the ability to 

understand how interrelated linguistic elements are combined to enact meaning, usually 

in the acts of reading and writing. Hasan (1993) points out that literacy was once reduced 

to a letter-sound correspondence, and this notion of literacy, which she calls “recognition 

literacy” and which is termed “the autonomous model” of literacy by Street (1984), still 

has precedence in education. This traditional way of viewing literacy requires looking 

into the elements within and between sentences and pursuing recognition of 

interdependencies among syntactic, lexical, morphological, and semantic knowledge in 

language. In this view, literacy is viewed as separate from the contextual situations in 

which literacy acts unfold and is, in education, developed in the service of privileging 

higher cognitive abilities or abstract reasoning as the ultimate goal of literacy practice. 

That is, language rules are treated as great teaching materials and are used to frame 

practical accounts of what literacy is. Hasan (1993) asserts that language educators 

should not dispense with the importance of the relation between linguistic elements, to 

the extent that language-specific knowledge can help us take a full view of how language 

relates to social action in a discourse (p. 388). However, when literacy is defined solely in 

terms of meanings that are coded or decoded in the words and sentences of a text, it leads 

to an assumption that each of those words and sentences convey one single meaning, to 

be recognized through “right,” “correct,” and “standard” interpretation.  

                                                      
1 Although the literature review begins with the traditional concept of literacy, I discuss below the issue of 
multi-literacies, which goes beyond linguistics elements.    
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Since the 1980s, several scholars have questioned this traditional view of literacy 

and have moved toward a view defined in terms of an individual’s literacy practices as 

constructed and interpreted in relation to social discourse. One seminal paper from this 

perspective that shows how little relevance cognitive abilities have for literacy is by 

Scribner and Cole (1981), who studied the reading practice of children of the Vai culture 

in Liberia. Extending their research beyond school literacy enabled them to identify a 

broad range of literacies available to socially serviceable ends. According to their study, 

the Vai culture includes three dominant literacies: English, Arabic, and Vai, each with its 

own syllabary. Each of these literacies is associated with different patterns of use and 

different ways of teaching and learning, leading to fundamental differences in the uses to 

which the Vai put each of them. According to Scribner and Cole (1981), English literacy, 

gained through formal schooling, is used for reading government-related print texts; Vai 

literacy is shaped for and applied to a range of practices, but mostly record-keeping; and 

Arabic literacy emphasizes rote-memorization of the Koran and other skills for religious 

purposes. Their study indicates that literacy capabilities are not determined just by 

cognitive skills, such as syllogistic, abstract reasoning or taxonomic skills, but by literacy 

practices, the ways in which literacy knowledge is put to use for socially motivated 

activities. Such a social view of literacy parallels the attempts of Vygotskyan scholars to 

render social practice visible as a mediational act for literacy development, to the extent 

that both lead to a rejection of the traditional view of literacy that focuses almost 

exclusive attention on its linguistic value rather than seeing it as a social practice 
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(Pavlenko, 2001; Russell, 1991, 1997). The development of literacy is not simply a 

process of familiarizing an individual with school literacy, nor is it regarded simply as 

just a higher form of cognitive ability.  

Context-based approaches to literacy have been expanded to include views that 

define literacy as the ability to make sense of text (in whatever forms it takes, e.g., visual, 

aural, linguistic, gestural, etc.) in a way that is accepted in a social context that values a 

certain mode of interpretation and understanding. This constitutes part of the perspective 

of the New London Group, which claims that the ultimate goal of literacy is to be 

apprenticed into a target literacy practice and to participate in the meaning-making 

process with a growing sense of context (Gee, 2008; Kern, 2000; New London Group, 

1996; van Lier, 2004). One New London Group scholar who cleared the path to new 

levels of understanding of literacy, Gee (1998, 2004), stresses the importance of 

Discourse with a capital D as “a socially accepted association among ways of using 

language, of thinking, and of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a 

socially meaningful group or ‘social network’” (p. 51). Discourse with a capital D is put 

into sharp relief in Gee’s work, which addresses ideological aspects of social practices in 

association with language; in contrast, Gee regards discourse with a small d as just 

stretches of language beyond the sentence level. Central to Gee’s (2004) claim is the idea 

that one needs to assimilate a set of values, beliefs, and viewpoints to gain access to and 

to “be literate” in a particular social group. The New London Group scholars find it next 

to impossible to dissociate literacy from context and dismiss as futile such practices as 
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limiting literacy to self-contained linguistic systems (Block, 2003; Kern, 2000; Gee, 

2008; van Lier, 2004). Literacy is not a personalized, idiosyncratic phenomenon, since a 

valid basis for contextualizing textual elements is only realized through one’s 

engagement with social practices. 

Similarly, the notion of academic literacy has developed along with growing 

awareness of different learning contexts in the university, where particular methods and 

styles of disciplinary communication are required. Academic literacy was initially 

understood as a set of distinct skills that had to be acquired in order to access academic 

knowledge (see Jordan, 1989; Munby, 1978). Skills that are often referenced to support 

this notion of academic literacy involve strategies and techniques for reading, speaking, 

listening, and writing, all of which are necessary for lecture comprehension, note taking, 

class presentations, and essay writing (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998). That is, academic 

literacy is seen as constitutive of those basic, generic skills that underlie communication 

in all discipline-specific discourses. Study skills involving time management, 

memorization strategies, and information searching are also incorporated into appropriate 

experiences to enable students to tackle course demands.  

With an increasing interest in the social and institutional contexts within which 

discipline-specific knowledge evolves (Becher, 1989; Swales, 1998; Well, 1992), a more 

context-based view of academic literacy shifts attention beyond a generic set of 

transferrable skills to the discipline-specific norms, values, genres, practices, and 

knowledge that each discipline has established over generations. Academic literacy in 
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this view is only defined in the acceptable ways of being, saying, and doing within 

specific disciplines. Each discipline suggests specialized types of academic behaviors that 

students should master if they are to participate in the discourses of that community. 

Disciplinary socialization as a way of gaining access to communication aligns with such 

notions as “community of practice” (Wenger, 1998), “situated learning” (Lave & Wenger, 

1990), “cognitive apprenticeship,” (Collins et al., 1987), “academic tribe” (Becher, 1989), 

and so on. The basic assumption underlying these notions is that students are inculcated 

into a discipline-specific context, and that student learning is focused on a process of 

becoming familiar with what is represented as a core set of disciplinary values.  

Another view suggested in New Literacy Studies takes a more critical position on 

student learning and paves a new path to understanding students’ experiences as shaped 

and negotiated through situated literacy practices (Barton, 1994; Candlin & Plum, 1999; 

Ivanič, 1998; Lea & Street, 1998). The view of disciplinary socialization described above 

is seen as assisting student learning in the university by either teaching discipline-specific 

skills and strategies or guiding students through an acculturation process by which they 

learn discipline-specific literacy practices, However, the ideological orientation of the 

New Literacy Studies, like that of Critical Discourse Analysis, Systemic Linguistics, and 

Cultural Anthropology, is its view of a discipline as a site where a variety of discourses 

and practices are located in unequal power relations. A discipline is not characterized by 

a homogeneous epistemological identity; rather, a discipline is constructed by 

heterogeneous discursive practices, norms, genres, fields, and knowledge. Lea and Street 
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(1998) argue for a critical stance toward institutional power and practices that are 

imposed on students, a stance which is somewhat at odds with the view of disciplinary 

socialization. The recognition of a discipline as constitutive of a variety of discourses 

draws attention to students’ experiences—experiences of meaning making by adapting 

discursive sources and strategies as they move across different academic settings. 

Students’ literacy practices are constructed as they engage in academic practice, 

recognize the complexity of academic contexts, and negotiate their identities in response 

to their perceived needs within an academic context.   

 

2.1.2. Academic Literacy Development in Disciplinary Discourse  

 
Along with adding to the theoretical discussions on what constitutes academic 

literacy, the importance of documenting empirical studies investigating students’ 

academic literacy development is evident because by capturing moments of development, 

such studies provide a useful foundation for further defining the notion of academic 

literacy. That is, the complex configurations that shape and represent academic literacy 

development illustrate the ways in which the notion of academic literacy is 

operationalized. For the purpose of the present research, the research studies to be 

reviewed in this section focus on literacy development in educational contexts such as 

postsecondary and professional institutions.  

In previous studies, academic literacy development has often been talked about as 

if it were an attribute to be transferred to other literacy tasks and contexts. It is seen as a 
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developmental process wherein there is a transfer of a core set of skills, strategies, and 

knowledge from one setting to another. Several research studies have been oriented 

toward identifying and compiling writing and/or language learning strategies that 

students employ in response to different academic tasks (Rost, 1993; Zamel, 1982), and 

thus the transfer or use of prior knowledge in the university has been prominently 

featured in the literature (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Beaufort, 1999; Bereiter, 1995; James, 

2008, 2009, 2010; Perkins & Salomon, 1988, 1994). For example, James (2008, 2009, 

2010) explored a transfer of learning outcomes from a writing class to other courses or 

other writing tasks. Drawing on Perkins and Salomon’s (1988) low-road and high-road 

transfer theory, James (2008) investigated L2 undergraduate students’ learning transfer 

from a freshman composition course to other tasks and the effect of task 

similarities/differences on the transfer. As a follow-up, James (2009), in response to a 

perceived mismatch between the kinds of writing in a writing class and the kinds of 

writing students are expected to encounter in other academic courses, also examined a 

“far transfer” of learning outcomes associated with a freshman composition course to a 

writing task with characteristics different from the writing in the composition course. The 

writing tasks used for his 2008 and 2009 studies were purposely created for research 

purposes; however, for his research in 2010, James collected and analyzed student 

writings from actual academic courses at the university. Overall, studies on learning 

transfer, including James’ work, are grounded in the belief that the goal of writing 

education is learning transfer and the value of writing instruction is contingent on 
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learning transfer as well. The most central theoretical underpinning of learning transfer is 

that writing skills and strategies are generally applicable and transferable across all 

academic contexts in terms of content, organization, language use, mechanics, etc. A 

discrete skill set—identified based on the general learning outcomes of a freshman 

writing course—is viewed as necessary in order to complete various writing tasks across 

the disciplines. This view is in keeping with the belief that there is a general cognitive 

process involved in writing (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Jordan, 1997), and empirical studies 

supporting this view take students’ learning transfer from one context to another as an 

indication of academic literacy development.   

The locus of research in learning transfer has moved beyond the writing 

classroom to academic disciplinary courses, with a particular focus on L2 students’ 

different literacy practices in the university (Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Casanave, 1990; 

Currie, 1993; Johns, 1991; Leki, 1995, 2001, 2007; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). Instead 

of focusing on a range of learning outcomes targeted in a writing course, these studies 

bring to light L2 students’ literacy experiences in encounters with different writing 

demands across the curriculum. L2 students’ perception of different writing needs vary 

considerably across the curriculum; this fact is externalized in their production of new 

strategies to tackle those needs, e.g., relying on past writing experiences, taking 

advantage of first language/culture, using current experience of feedback, looking for 

models, accommodating teachers’ demands, etc. (see Leki, 1995). A variety of writing 

strategies identified in Leki’s (1995) study leads to the realization that a writing course 
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cannot always suggest and predict L2 students’ writing experiences in courses across the 

curriculum. Focusing on different ways of using source texts, Leki and Carson (1997) 

also point out that the types of writing required in L2 writing courses emphasize original 

ideas and linguistically correct use of language, whereas writing for other university 

courses requires displaying knowledge of academic contents, i.e., showing an 

understanding of academic content gathered from readings, lectures, or any types of 

meaningful sources and creating “text-responsible prose” (p. 41). Given that there is only 

limited research on L2 students’ academic literacy development, these studies are useful 

in that they shed light on the various literacy experiences L2 students often have at the 

university, and it is worth noting that those experiences—individualized and 

contextualized—incorporate more than the range of skills and strategies defined and 

taught in a writing course. However, the notion of academic literacy operationalized in 

these studies, by and large, remains at the level of describing L2 students’ “survival” 

strategies in encounters with immediate task exigencies and the challenges students face 

in relation to the tasks; also, L2 students’ literacy practices in different courses are 

grouped together and viewed as comparable to those in a writing course. A focus on 

students’ experiences and a comparison of students’ experiences in disciplinary 

university courses to those in writing courses leads to less attention being paid to 

discipline-specific discourse in itself, that is, discourse which contextualizes students’ 

engagement in it.  
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With a shifting orientation to socially situated literacy practice, several studies 

have taken a closer look at context-based literacy practices, focusing on individualized 

interactions with academic discourse (Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Leki, 2007; Spack, 1997). 

Despite the paucity of studies on undergraduate literacy practices in academic settings, a 

few case studies have shown students’ individualized approaches to literacy tasks. Spack 

(1997) provides a longitudinal narrative of a Japanese undergraduate student, “Yuko,” 

documenting her literacy experiences in nine undergraduate courses over three years in 

an American university. Through a detailed look at Yuko’s past literacy experiences in 

Japan, her perceptions of American and Japanese styles of learning, and her reading and 

writing experiences in classes, Spack closely observes the changes in Yoko’s literacy 

beliefs and strategies, particularly in her use of background knowledge, her perception of 

American styles of writing, and her reading strategies. Leki (2007) also traces the 

academic paths of four L2 undergraduate students in engineering, nursing, business, and 

social work, from their first year to graduation. Leki’s analyses provide a rich portrayal of 

the students’ literacy development over time, integrated with the students’ academic life 

experiences, education backgrounds, and relationships with teachers. One of the 

implications of this longitudinal study is that social interactions with peers and faculty—

which Leki calls “socioacademic relationships”—are integral to students’ sense of 

themselves as successful students, as well as to their socialization into a disciplinary 

community. Whether looking at an entire undergraduate career or at one class setting, 

those studies investigate how students forge academic identities in alignment with their 
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developing literacy practices. A broad and comprehensive sketch of students’ real-life 

stories as well as their academic interactions offers a fertile ground upon which to trace 

the changes in students’ academic literacy and to describe how their personal voices 

blend to fit (or not) with course-specific goals.  

The previous studies highlight extended explorations of a range of literacy 

experiences in association with students’ backgrounds, language proficiencies, and 

disciplinary fields; that is, these students discuss individualized, complicated processes 

involved in L2 students’ literacy experiences, the processes that are viewed within the 

broader frame of human development as L2 students encounter concerns and problems in 

the ideological context of a U.S. university. However, the attempts to depict students’ 

literacy experiences are not necessarily oriented to the process of disciplinary 

enculturation. Academic literacy, if it is expected to increase in higher education, must 

involve more than strategic interpretive skills to complete tasks; it rather includes 

knowledge of localized, disciplinary values, genres, and practices, which I hereafter refer 

to as discipline-specific academic literacy, or simply disciplinary literacy. In this sense, 

academic literacy development occurs when students become aware of disciplinary styles 

of thinking and communication gleaned from engaged practices in disciplinary discourse 

(Barton et al., 2000; Becher, 1989; Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985; Ivanič, 1998; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Prior, 1998). Drawing on a “game” metaphor, Casanave (2002) compares 

developing academic literacy to learning how to play games in an academic setting.  
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Learning the game rules and constructing identities as participants in the game 

seem to involve the unconformable process of actual trial and error practice and 

of gradually garnering awareness of patterns across conflicting behaviors and 

practice from more expert participants, whose own knowledge may remain 

largely tacit (Casanave, 2002, p. 24). 

 

Casanave (2002) goes on to suggest that writing in an academic setting is a game-

like practice organized by a set of conventionalized rules, shaped by interactions with 

other participants in the game, and transformed by a series of conflicting experiences that 

do not correspond to game rules. Therefore, one aspect of game-like academic literacy 

practice concerns rules, conventions, and strategies, a shared set of paths and behaviors to 

follow in order to fit within particular academic discourses. An understanding of how to 

participate in specialized activities marks the territory of a disciplinary community which, 

if not always stable, at least defines individuals as insiders and outsiders, and such an 

understanding offers a rhetorical pointer for literacy practices. Academic literacy 

development in this sense includes a process of enculturating into particular disciplinary 

communities—i.e., conceptualizing certain values and practices that are tacitly shared by 

disciplinary experts and redefining identities at the junction of multiple options that are 

available (Prior, 2006; Wenger, 1998). However, disciplinary enculturation is more than 

simply reproducing the same disciplinary values and practices; it leaves room for change. 

The ways in which game players position themselves characterize their commitment to 
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the game, wherein some players subscribe to the game rules, while others flout the rules 

to the extent to which they modify or invent new rules. Such an awareness of agency, of 

the possibility of making changes in the game, is compatible with a sociohistorical view 

of disciplines as multiple, ongoing, and contested forms of power and resistance 

(Bazerman, 1991, 1992; Crane, 1972; Ivanič, 1998; Prior, 2006). To that end, Prior (1998) 

uses the term disciplinarity, instead of disciplines, to designate the process by which 

people with varying power, rights, and expectations jointly constitute social actions and 

negotiate over identities, tasks, and roles (p. 26).      

There are several related studies concerning disciplinary academic literacy, 

although they do not necessarily focus on the particularities of undergraduate L2 students. 

Adopting the game metaphor, Casanave (2002) provides a comprehensive portrait of 

disciplinary literacy practices of undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral students, and of 

faculty, which she finds are filled with tension, conflict, and inconsistencies. Hass (1994) 

provides a detailed, longitudinal analysis of one L1 biology major student’s reading 

practices over four years in college. The participant, Eliza, developed into a rhetorical 

reader of biology texts, in alignment with her growing awareness of the nature of 

disciplinary discourse and disciplinary artifacts therein. The study further shows that the 

changes in her perception of disciplinary discourse were mediated by literacy activities, 

e.g., working in a lab, learning the subject matter, and receiving instructional support. 

Herrington (1985) explored literacy practices in two college chemical engineering 

courses. The resulting study shows that, depending on how a classroom manifests 
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disciplinary values, students’ literacy practices may vary even within a relatively similar 

disciplinary context. All these studies hold great value in addressing the tensions, 

struggles, and dynamics in academic settings, and participants in the studies are 

highlighted as active agents, who engage in the process of reconstructing and negotiating 

selves in the face of disciplinary values and practices.  

These studies have explored the enculturation process of students, giving 

glimpses of how students situate and negotiate their literacy practices. However, some 

areas still remain unexplored. First, not many studies have investigated the enculturation 

process of undergraduate L2 students; the studies that have forged an early understanding 

of disciplinary literacy mostly focus on advanced (e.g., graduate-level or beyond) 

students or undergraduate L1 students. However, the rhetorical development of 

undergraduate students may be less readily apparent than that of novices in graduate 

schools or in the workplace, who are alerted to the conventions of the disciplinary 

communities they belong to or the genres they are to employ within their disciplines. 

Given the multi-disciplinary nature of undergraduate college education, it is not easy for 

undergraduate students to get involved in repeated and longitudinal practice in one 

discipline; such short-term engagement in one disciplinary setting does not give students 

the time they may need to recognize the disciplinary artifacts that instructors carefully 

design to mediate students’ disciplinary thinking. In addition, L2 students’ academic 

literacy development merits more and more particular investigation. Since they arrive 

with prior literacy practices, established with diverse linguistic repertories in their own 
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sociohistorical cultures, a study with L2 students is worth conducting for its potential to 

show how L2 students’ literacy is practiced, transcending different cultures and 

languages, as their awareness of disciplinary expectations increases. Second, in previous 

studies, engagement in literacy tasks—mostly reading and writing—is seen as a way in 

which students are introduced to the thinking and practice central to a particular 

discipline (Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985). To that end, the changes in students’ views 

about their literacy practice, as well as the sociohistorical factors that affect the ways they 

theorize disciplinary discourse, are documented through an analysis of interviews with 

the students. Such an analysis successfully portrays individualized paths to becoming a 

discourse community member. However, the investigation of students’ changing views of 

literacy practices or disciplinary discourse does not lend itself to a schematized account 

of “how” engagement in literacy tasks mediates the conceptualization of disciplinary 

discourse. An exploration of students’ intentions and purposes for “carrying out literacy 

tasks” would tell more about how discipline-specific knowledge is mediated. Also, if the 

process of disciplinary literacy development can be mapped to suggest a model, it may 

shed light on pedagogy for college instruction.  

The present study, therefore, fills an existing gap by following L2 students over 

their entire time in college, from their first year to graduation, to examine various cases 

of disciplinary literacy development within diverse learning contexts in college. In order 

to schematize the connection between literacy practice and disciplinary enculturation, this 

study draws on the notion of genre and its framework in order to capture L2 students’ 
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growing disciplinary literacy as they engage in literacy tasks. The underlying assumption 

of this study is that the literacy tasks students carry out in college, although they may 

appear much the same across disciplines, are designed to embrace, to varying degrees, 

discipline-specific norms, values, and practices. The different, discipline-specific ways of 

knowing define different kinds of expertise that are needed to perform literacy tasks in 

the disciplines, and such tasks, based on different disciplinary expectations, take shape as 

genres in the disciplines (Bazerman, 1991, 1992, 1994; Bazerman & Russell, 2003, 

Britton et al., 1975; Knoblauch & Brannon, 1983; Russell, 1991, 1997). The notion of 

genre as mediating social actions within disciplinary discourse, and its impact on the 

development of disciplinary literacy, are discussed in the next section.   

 
 

2.2 Genre-Mediated Academic Literacy in Disciplinary Discourse  

2.2.1 Genre and Genre-Mediated Literacy Practice  

 
The notion of genre has emerged with the growing attention to context in 

language use (Bhatia, 1993; Hyland, 2004; Hyon, 1996; Martin, 1984; Paltridge, 2001; 

Swales, 1990; Swales & Feak, 2000, 2004). Despite different theoretical orientations 

among different genre schools2, the dynamic interplay between genre and context has 

been noted as central to the conceptualization of genre. Swales (1990) defines genres as 

communicative events wherein members of discourse communities share communicative 

                                                      
2 There are three genre-based approaches: Sydney School, English for Specific Purposes, and Rhetorical 
Genre Studies (see Hyland, 2004; Hyon, 1996; Paltridge, 2001). 
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purposes. This conception of genre is apparently grounded in the notion of discourse 

communities that have a shared set of expectations, interactions, and language use 

(Bizzell, 1982; Swales, 1990; Walvoord & McCarthy, 1990). In this view, genre is seen 

as emerging with formal and rhetorical features reflecting a complicated mix of 

discourses. Discourse communities are assumed to provide a conceptual realm defining 

the extent to which genre practices are socially appropriate, acceptable, and expected. In 

Rhetorical Genre Studies (RGS), genre is understood as a social action in response to 

contextual exigencies (Bawarshi, 2003; Bazerman, 1988; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; 

Miller, 1984; Prior, 1995). Instead of seeing genre as governed by the rules and 

conventions of discourse communities, a situated view of genre focuses on a range of 

complex configurations of discourses that come into play in mediating genre practice, 

and it defines genre as a product resulting from repeated social actions. One RGS scholar, 

Miller (1984), proposes that a definition of genre “must be centered not on the substance 

or the format of a discourse, but on the action it is used to accomplish” (p. 151).  

Genre emerges with an aim of responding to immediate exigencies within social, 

rhetorical, and ideological contexts. The evolution of discipline-specific genres thus bears 

a relation to the contextual exigencies being formed around knowledge, institutional 

structures, and resources in the workings of each discipline; also, engagement in 

disciplinary genres is influenced by the exigencies imposed by—or resources available 

in—disciplines. Central to this view is the notion of situated genre practice mediated and 

scaffolded by disciplinary contexts (see Bazerman, 1988; McNabb, 2001; Swales, 1990). 
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Furthermore, the view of linking an individual and social discourse has taken center stage 

in addressing the dialogic nature of genre (Bakhtin, 1986; Lave & Wenger, 1991, 

Vygotsky, 1978). Devitt (2004, 2006) notes that genre is formed and acted upon by an 

individual’s actions, i.e., those who participate in disciplinary communities are expected 

to construct their own genre practices to achieve a particular communicative purpose they 

have identified, while their genre practices are also subject to an individual’s 

sociohistorical participation in the communities, producing individualized genre actions. 

Prior (1998) also suggests that genre practice inevitably bears traces of one’s own 

involvement in weaving together the multiple contexts at play—personal, rhetorical, 

institutional, and sociohistorical.  

Most genre-based studies focus on advanced learners engaging in graduate or 

professional levels of genres, such as research papers, lab reports, and published articles 

(Bazerman, 1988; Bhatia, 1993; Dudley-Evans, 1991; Swales & Najjar, 1987; Swales & 

Rogers, 1995). Many of these studies attempt to identify distinctive genre features that 

frequently appear in particular disciplinary discourse communities. In some text-oriented 

studies, the nature and dynamics of disciplines are discussed with regard to different 

manners of citing sources, establishing the author’s stance, engaging readers with text, 

building and displaying knowledge, and so forth (Bruce, 2008; Gimenez, 2008; Hyland, 

2000, 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Samraj, 2004; Thompson, 2001). In addition, studies using the 
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concept of metadiscourse3 also provide an insight into disciplinary genres that arise in 

conjunction with particular epistemological processes practiced in the disciplines 

(Crismore, 1989; Crismore et al., 1993; Hyland, 2005; Vande Kopple, 2002). According 

to Hyland (2005), for example, those in the “hard sciences” often seek to establish logical 

reasoning for a clear display of research findings, through recourse to particular 

metadiscourse features that suppress a personal voice and instead highlight phenomena. 

In “soft-field” domains, in contrast, people are often committed to work that requires 

authorial interpretations and sympathetic understanding from readers, which leads to the 

use of metadiscourse features such as attitude markers, self-mention, and engagement 

markers in order to build interpersonal connections with readers. As shown in discipline-

specific use of discursive features, disciplinary genres are constructed by academic 

practices deemed appropriate to the epistemological and phenomenal worlds disciplinary 

members wish to create.  

Traditionally, a disciplinary community is described as having an autonomous 

social territory, and disciplinary enculturation may thus be viewed as a cognitive process 

of internalizing the language, knowledge, and rules of the community. However, such 

                                                      
3 According to Hyland (2005), metadiscourse is conceptualized in two dimensions, one interactive and the 
other interactional. Interactive metadiscourse is related to text organization to the extent to which it meets 
the needs of the audience. Related to the shaping of text, these interactive features include transitions 
(signaling relations between main clauses), frame markers (signaling text boundaries), endophoric markers 
(referring to other parts of the text), evidentials (referring to information from other sources), and code 
glosses (providing additional information by rephrasing). On the other hand, interactional metadiscourse is 
concerned with the ways writers involve readers in the text. These features serve as the means by which 
writers express their views and engage readers in the arguments: hedges (withholding commitment), 
boosters (emphasizing certainty), attitude markers (indicating a writer’s affective attitude), self mentions 
(referring to authorial presence), and engagement markers (explicitly addressing readers). 
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accounts do not explain the ways in which disciplinary knowledge is actually formed 

within a confluence of personal, interpersonal, and sociohistorical contexts. 

Sociohistorical views, instead, have portrayed the workings of disciplines as highly 

dynamic, heterogeneous, and open to change: a disciplinary community is differentiated 

into subgroups wherein individuals take shifting roles in encounters with multiple tasks, 

and such heterogeneity has shaped historical patterns of development and at the same 

time has become a source of change (Bazerman, 1988; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; 

Casanave, 2002; Prior, 1995). Allowing participating members to adopt shifting roles and 

agencies provides the ground for a claim that genre practice serves as a mediating 

experience that gives primacy to the dynamics of interaction, coordination, and existence 

within disciplinary discourse. However, not all practices are appreciated as integral to the 

formation and maintenance of disciplinary communities. The three characteristics 

Wenger (1998) suggests for practice as “the source of coherence of a community” may 

apply here (p. 73): mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire. 

According to Wenger (1998), practice in a community should involve sustained 

interpersonal relations with community members (mutual engagement), a communal 

process of negotiation for an enterprise (a joint enterprise), and repertoires recognizable 

only within the mutual relations (shared repertoires).   

It has been noted that genre practice—specifically, literacy practice involved in 

engaging in genre—mediates students’ socialization into disciplinary communities, i.e., 

disciplinary enculturation (Becher, 1989; Prior, 1998; Wertsch, 1991). When students 
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engage in disciplinary genres, particularly disciplinary writing tasks, they face practical 

questions about the rhetorical purpose of writing tasks, evaluation criteria, instructors’ 

expectations, and the literacy activities necessary to complete the tasks. Going through 

the “guessing game” for writing, students gradually become aware of and familiar with 

disciplinary values, and they negotiate and reconstruct their identities within a perceived 

realm of a disciplinary community. Berkenkotter et al. (1991) note that genres, as 

channels of communication, offer newcomers an opportunity to coordinate with old-

timers, and also guide their sustained inquiry into disciplines. The range of activities 

required to carry out a genre—e.g., looking up related sources, linking class activities to 

tasks, talking to instructors, and seeking outside sources—constitutes a process whereby 

students begin to appropriate particular forms of tools, knowledge, and social interaction, 

and to reconcile their identities with disciplinary values that are made visible through 

their engagement in genre. These actions, inspired by the motive to complete a genre task, 

are hereafter referred to as genre-mediated literacy practice, or simply genre practice, 

wherein students interact with disciplinary artifacts and people. Prior (1998) states that 

such literacy practices are central to disciplinary enculturation as it “[provides] 

opportunity spaces for (re)socialization of discursive practices, for foregrounding 

representations of disciplinarity, and for negotiating trajectories of participation in 

communities of practice” (p. 32). 

The mediating role of genre practice has been empirically proven by some studies 

(Casanave, 2002; Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985; Prior, 1998). Herrington (1985), for 
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example, argues, based on her exploration of students’ literacy practices in two advanced 

courses in chemical engineering, that writing can lead students to consider “what it means 

to think and act in various disciplinary forums” (pp. 354-355). In Haas’s (1994) study 

mentioned above, Eliza’s theories of disciplinary discourse were conceptualized by a 

series of literacy activities within the discourse. Whereas the previous studies broadly 

depict general literacy practices that occur in classroom settings, the present study 

focuses on genre-mediated literacy practices, making connections between the 

development of genre practice and the process of disciplinary enculturation. Given the 

dialogic nature of genre and genre practice, the present study investigates undergraduate 

L2 students’ growing awareness of disciplinarity in parallel with the development of 

genre practice. To do so, it is necessary to examine and tease out what constitutes the 

centrality of genre practice as a focal point in order to investigate the process of students’ 

becoming initiated into disciplinary discourse.   

  

2.2.2 Genre Knowledge Development  

 
The argument for disciplinarity being scaffolded by genre-mediated literacy 

practice has been noted either explicitly or implicitly in several studies; however, specific 

accounts of the interplay between the two concepts are quite rare, especially from the 

perspective of genre learning. Given the theoretical assumption suggesting genre practice 

as aligned with disciplinary enculturation, it is important to establish what underlies 

genre practice, as a way to empirically explore the interconnectedness of genre and 
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disciplinarity. So far, several scholars have theorized the notion of genre knowledge in 

multiple knowledge dimensions (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Johns, 1997; Swales, 

1990; Tardy, 2009). Genre knowledge is often treated as pertaining to particular text 

forms that are associated with particular kinds of discourse. However, rather than 

confining genre knowledge to the matching of textual and contextual dimensions, 

Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) note that genre features, based on the genre’s cognitive 

and social nature, are actually instantiations of the ever-shifting values, power, and 

ideologies inherent in a discourse. 

Tardy (2009), in particular, suggests an expanded model of genre knowledge, 

addressing distinct, but interacting, knowledge domains: formal knowledge, rhetorical 

knowledge, process knowledge, and subject-matter knowledge (see Figure 2.1). Formal 

knowledge refers to an understanding of the textual features of a genre, e.g., text format, 

conventionalized textual norms, structural organization, and linguistic features, which 

may have little relevance to the rhetorical context. Rhetorical knowledge includes an 

understanding of a genre’s purpose in association with a local context; it calls for a 

sophisticated sense of readers’ values and beliefs as they figure in their purpose for 

reading, and also a sense of the situational variables that affect the writer-reader 

positioning in context. Process knowledge includes all the processes involved in 

achieving an intended rhetorical action for a task—on the part of the writer that means 

understanding not only task management skills, but also the reading processes of the 

reader. Subject-matter knowledge is an essential domain that constitutes the construction 
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of genre knowledge: it encompasses background knowledge and details of the subject 

matter to be fleshed out in completing a task. The decision of which content to address 

requires a sophisticated understanding of the discourse, and this knowledge develops in 

line with other knowledge dimensions of genre. 

 
Figure 2.1 Integration of Four Dimensions of Genre Knowledge (modified from Tardy, 
2009, p. 22)  

 

 
Genre knowledge operates in multiple knowledge dimensions. Based on her 

empirical research, Tardy (2009) goes on to suggest that genre knowledge is not anchored 

in equal and synchronous use of the four knowledge domains (formal, rhetorical, content, 

and process) but is better explained by foregrounding particular domains based on the 

task situation. Genre knowledge is not seen as identical to a proportional combination of 

various knowledge dimensions: some knowledge dimensions receive more attention 

whereas other dimensions remain in the background. In the face of new task situations, 

different sets of strategies and resources are drawn upon, that is, acquired knowledge is 

restructured, becoming the source of change for genre practice. Such a view of genre 
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knowledge, which extends beyond a genre’s form, indicates a dynamic process of genre 

learning: genre knowledge development occurs when multiple knowledge dimensions are 

integrated in coordination with the workings of discourse communities.  

Taxonomic descriptions of genre knowledge may not provide a complete account 

of what constitutes genre practice, a tacit practice that is often invisible and influenced by 

a complex of sociocultural factors. In practical terms, however, the representation of 

genre knowledge as manifested in the interplay of the four knowledge dimensions is 

useful in laying the groundwork, lending itself to use as an analytic lens through which to 

explore the process of becoming familiarized with genre. The schematized categorization 

gives researchers a tool to help them see how students develop an understanding of genre 

and tackle the challenges they encounter as they undertake genre tasks. Also, such 

taxonomic work can be expected to set in motion further theoretical discussion and refine 

the understanding of genre, genre learning, and genre practice.  

Several empirical studies have investigated L2 students’ genre knowledge 

development. However, most of these studies have been designed to evaluate the 

instructional efficacy of genre-based instruction and/or to focus only on a change in 

students’ use of textual features (Brown & Day, 1983; Cheng, 2008; Keck, 2006; Johns 

& Mayes, 1990; Moreno, 1997). For example, Henry and Roseberry (1998) found that 

the group of participants who performed move-analysis activities scored better on two out 

of three measures (overall text motivation and writing texture) than another group who 

did not. In Chen and Su’s (2011) study, remarkable progress in the participants’ genre 
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knowledge was shown in the rating measures of content and organization, with progress 

observed through pre- and post- comparisons of writing. These studies show the positive 

effect of a genre-based approach on students’ development in writing. It is worth noting 

that the evaluating measures for genre knowledge development are fairly limited, 

focusing on the formal knowledge dimension of genre (organization, vocabulary, 

language use, etc.). The research focus on the analysis of the student’s writing posits it as 

the only instantiation of the student’s genre knowledge development.   

Cheng’s (2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2008) studies chart the ways in which genre 

knowledge is viewed in close relation to the learner’s awareness. Working from the 

vantage point of ESP, Cheng (2005) initiated a seminal study with a focus on the 

analytical learning process of L2 graduate students, which extended the sphere of 

research on genre knowledge to the learner dimension. He argues that relatively little 

attention has been paid to the interaction between textual features and learners. Such a 

claim calls for deeper investigation into the process of learning, i.e., how learners develop 

a genre-specific awareness. While L2 doctoral students engaged in an evaluative and 

rhetorical reading of research articles in their own fields, Cheng explored the ways in 

which they interpreted, read, and evaluated particular textual features in the analytic 

reading process. The study shows that students’ analytic learning of genre is incorporated 

into their writing, mediating the manner in which the genre features recognized from their 

analysis become textualized. Cheng’s attempt to illuminate what genre features the 

students are attentive to when analyzing discipline-specific exemplars and how their 
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analysis elicit an understanding of the rhetorical intents of research articles based on the 

genre features on which their concern focused is especially noteworthy. Also, an explicit 

focus on the student’s understanding of genre has led us away from a text-focused 

framework that has ill served the formulation of genre knowledge.  

As genre scholars have been alerted to situational exigencies coming into play in 

genre knowledge development, recent studies have focused on individualized genre 

actions that are presented in light of participants’ perspectives. In this regard, Tardy’s 

(2009) study is worth noting for her discussion of genre knowledge in light of 

sociohistorical dimensions, carefully charting her exploration of individualized genre 

knowledge development. Her close look at four postdoctoral students’ disciplinary 

writing over time leads to theorizing about the complex workings of genre knowledge 

development on multiple knowledge dimensions, e.g., formal, rhetorical, process, and 

subject matter. For example, one of the four L2 graduate participants, John, took an 

approach to learning the target genre, a statement of purpose (SOP), that involved more 

than uncovering the normalized genre patterns of an SOP. In his consistent effort to 

understand the SOP genre, John sought alternative ways of articulating his ideas to shape 

a statement that expressed his unique identity, though that meant running the risk of 

departing slightly from the genre norm. John’s attempt to destabilize what is known as a 

norm was more complicated than can ever be described in a normalized process of 

learning genre—it engaged a coordinating process between individual language use with 

socially situated discourse (see Myers, 2006). John reshaped and contextualized his 
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knowledge of the SOP genre for his own purposes with growing awareness of the 

rhetorical context, which, as Tardy (2009) demonstrates, is a sign of development in 

moving through different genres and contexts. In her study, multiple knowledge 

dimensions are reflected, in their fullest sense, in her attempt to substantiate the 

improvement of the students’ genre knowledge. 

Looking into the process of individualized genre learning, it has been noted that 

genre awareness—the cognitive and social process of identifying requisite discursive 

practices in relation to contextual exigency—is fundamental to the mechanism of genre 

knowledge development (Artemeva, 2005; Dannels, 2000; Devitt, 2009; Flowerdew, 

1993; Johns, 2008; Myskow & Gordon, 2010; Tardy, 2009). Genre awareness, with its 

attention to the process of exploration into context, is noted as operating on both the 

cognitive and social dimensions. Bawarshi (2003) aptly illustrates genre awareness as “a 

situated cognitive process, located within genres” (p. 10). Bhatia’s (1999) concept of 

generic competence also foregrounds discoursal awareness as necessary to fulfilling a 

variety of social purposes. Generic competence, according to Bhatia, is “not simply a 

matter of learning the language, or even learning the rules of the game, it is more like 

acquiring the rules of the game in order to be able to exploit and manipulate them to 

fulfill professional and disciplinary purposes” (pp. 25-26). This view is consonant with 

the ability to “‘read’ the discursive dimensions . . . from a social and rhetorical 

perspective and to respond effectively as a writer”—a discursive gaze into discourse that 

leads to awareness of the distinctive ways in which genre functions (Smart & Brown, 
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2006, p. 260). Gentil (2011) further argues that an understanding of specific features 

inherent in genre and the ability to conceptualize and verbalize such understanding of 

genre—which he calls metaknowledge of genre (p. 10)—can be an additional component 

of the construct of genre knowledge that Tardy (2009) suggests. Although these scholars 

use slightly different terms in reference to genre awareness, they all hold a shared view of 

genre awareness as central to genre knowledge development.  

In the face of new disciplinary genres, it is critical genre awareness that carries a 

writer beyond the knowledge he or she has formulated for previous tasks, situating his or 

her discursive practices within a specific disciplinary context. A meta-awareness of genre 

helps writers maneuver within available resources and seek additional support to extend 

their genre knowledge (Devitt, 2006). In the search for parallels and differences between 

old and new contexts, qualitative changes are made to writers’ genre knowledge, 

adjusting their genre repertoires to put them in tune with new contexts (Artemeva & Fox, 

2010; Bawarshi, 2003; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Casanave, 2002; Prior, 1998; Reiff 

& Bawarshi, 2011)—such awareness is the basis of disciplinary enculturation. Genre 

awareness involves a rhetorical understanding of context wherein a writer is situated for a 

genre task, and the evolving genre knowledge becomes contextualized with an increasing 

awareness of the body of relations among persons, activities, and discourses. This key 

corollary indicates that genre practice accompanies knowledge that is mediated by a set 

of dynamic, complex relations of contextual elements, e.g., persons, artifacts, 

communities, and practices, and this, in return, points to the fact that participation in 
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genre provides an opportunity to assimilate and resist disciplinary values, making it a 

springboard to enculturation into disciplines. 

 

2.3 Research Questions 

 
Proceeding from these theoretical grounds and considerations, the present study 

attempts to explore how undergraduate L2 students develop disciplinary literacy through 

engaging in genre practice. Specifically, the particular concern of this study is to explore 

the situated and enculturating genre practices of two L2 students throughout their 

undergraduate college experience by analyzing their writings across the disciplines—

writings in general education courses, writings in business writing courses, and writings 

in courses in their majors. Therefore, this study provides an in-depth analysis of two L2 

students’ genre practice across the disciplines, and at the same time seeks to show the 

relevance of sociohistorical factors—personal, rhetorical, institutional, and 

sociocultural—which contextualize their increasing disciplinary literacy. These issues are 

the main interests of this study, and the research questions are as follows:  

 

How did two L2 undergraduate students develop disciplinary literacy across 

different undergraduate settings?   

 

a. How did genre-mediated literacy practice (more simply, genre practice) help in 

the development of the two students’ disciplinary literacy?  
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b. How did the learning context affect the development of genre knowledge and 

disciplinary literacy?  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter consists of two sections: Research Context and Data Collection and 

Analysis. The Research Context section gives a description of the research site, the 

profile of the two L2 student participants, and the researcher’s stance. The Data 

Collection and Analysis section offers details of the types of data sources and the 

procedures and methodologies involved in collecting the data, establishing the analytic 

framework, and categorizing the data for discussion in the following chapters.  

 

3.1 Research Context 

3.1.1 Research Site  

 
The aim of this study is to provide a window into the processes that characterize 

L2 students’ development of disciplinary academic literacy in regard to genre practice in 

college; therefore, the research site was the university setting where the student 

participants studied. The research site is Southwestern University, a major American 

research university where a growing international student population, representing 

approximately 6% of the total enrollment at the time of this study (though this number is 

rapidly increasing), contributes to the institution’s cultural diversity. As said above, 

students at Southwestern University, like students at most other American universities, 

face the need to write in various genres, from their first year to graduation. University 

education in the U.S. is characterized by late specialization; students tend to take general 

education courses offered by various academic disciplines in the first two years of 
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university before making the transition to discipline-specific learning. The different 

writing contexts, by and large, that I have found at Southwestern University occur in 

first-year composition (FYC) classes, general education (GE) classes, and (mostly upper-

division) courses in students’ majors.   

First-year writing instruction at many North American institutions of higher 

education, including Southwestern University, has developed in response to the need to 

develop students’ rhetorical skills to the degree at which those skills will foster the 

learning of subject matter in content courses afterwards (see Emig, 1977). Students at 

Southwestern University are required to take two consecutive FYC courses designed in 

accordance with the outcome statement for such courses set forth by the Council of 

Writing Program Administration (CWPA). International students whose first language is 

not English are supposed to enroll in two FYC courses designed specifically for them; at 

Southwestern University, they are ENGL107 and ENGL108; these two courses are 

equivalent to ENGL101 and ENGL102, the FYC courses taken by native speakers of 

English4. Put simply, the course objective of ENGL107 is for students to write their 

views, observations, and analyses of literary texts assigned by the instructor. In the 

second course, ENGL108, each student uses source materials to write a research paper on 

a public topic.  

                                                      
4 Some ESL students are placed into ENGL101 or ENGL101A (ENGL101A is the course that follows an 
assignment sequence parallel to standard ENGL101 sections, while focusing more on forms and purposes 
of several genres of writing. This course is paired with a one credit discussion section.)   
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Each undergraduate degree program at the university also requires successful 

completion of a general education component. The general education curriculum at the 

institution is specifically intended to expose students to disciplines outside their major 

field of study, with the intention of helping students to attain basic communication and 

critical reasoning skills as well as to ensure a certain breadth of knowledge. The general 

education curriculum also encompasses fundamental proficiencies in writing (e.g., FYC 

courses), mathematics, and a second language, all of which are considered to contribute 

to students’ readiness to enter into advanced study in their chosen disciplines. The two 

types of general education courses are divided into Tier One and Tier Two. Students are 

required to take six Tier One courses in three different areas (Individuals & Societies, 

Traditions & Cultures, and Natural Sciences); Tier One courses are mostly introductory 

courses that expose students to a broad liberal arts foundation that will widen their 

background for further learning in a variety of disciplines. Offered in the somewhat 

overlapping areas of Individuals & Societies, Humanities, Natural Science, and Arts, Tier 

Two courses provide more in-depth, advanced study of particular disciplines.  The 

university-wide general education committee requires that both Tier One and Tier Two 

courses are to be writing intensive, reflecting the realization that writing is a necessary 

means of accessing disciplinary discourses and knowledge, with an underlying 

assumption that whatever form the assignments for written work take, they should be 

designed in ways that engage students in disciplinary theories, reasoning, and ideas.  
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Once students start to specialize in their major fields of study, they must fulfill the 

requirements specific to their majors. There is no single explicit guideline available for 

writing assignments in advanced-level courses in the disciplines because program 

requirements vary, subject to the curriculum of the courses. My analysis of the written 

work of the L2 participants in this study shows that different types of writing assignments 

prevail across the disciplines, closely resembling professional-level academic or 

workplace genres such as (for these particular students) accounting reports, surveys, 

interviews, and business letters.  

 

3.1.2 The Participants 

 
This research examines the experiences and developing skills of Korean students, 

one of the largest international groups at Southwestern University. Participants were 

recruited by way of an advertisement on a local Korean student association website that 

was widely disseminated with the help of the association members who operated and 

managed the website. The advertisement targeted students who were in their final year of 

study. Overall, eight students showed interest in participating in the study and the 

interviews, but three of those had lost some of the papers that were necessary for the 

study, and two more dropped out of the study after their graduation. Of the remaining 

three students, two were studying management and accounting respectively, in the same 

business program, while the third was studying economics in the College of Social and 

Behavioral Sciences. Since the two students in the business program were assumed to 
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have had a similar trajectory in the courses they took, they were selected for the study. 

Table 3.1 provides a demographic profile of the two students. A more detailed 

description of their learning experiences in writing and English will be provided in 

Chapter 4. The names used for the students are pseudonyms.  

 
Table 3.1 Student Profile 

Name Gender Academic Major Age  
(at the time of research) 

Country of 
Origin 

Ji-Hoon  Male Management 
(Minor: 
Entrepreneurship) 

24 (senior) Korea 

Ye-Na  Female Accounting 22 (senior) Korea 

 
Korean is the first language of both students; neither was fully proficient in 

English. However, both Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na completed their secondary education in the 

U.S., which gave them affordances in language and culture before they entered 

Southwestern University. Ji-Hoon decided to come to the U.S. when he was in his first 

year of high school in Korea, and Ye-Na came to the U.S. right after graduating middle 

school, accompanying her father when he came for a one-year stay as a visiting professor 

at Southwestern University. Ji-Hoon entered the university a year before Ye-Na, but 

because of Ye-Na’s rapid completion of lower-division course work, they were admitted 

to the business program at the same time, and Ye-Na actually graduated before Ji-Hoon. I 

met both students around the same time, when Ji-Hoon had three semesters left before 

graduation and Ye-Na had two semesters left.  
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3.1.3 The Researcher 

 
In research of this kind, it is important to have some understanding of the 

researcher’s positionality (Duff, 2008; Low, 1999). I came to Southwestern University to 

begin my Ph.D. in 2008, but it was not my first time studying in the U.S. In 2005, I 

experienced U.S.-based postsecondary education as an exchange student, spending my 

junior year in a major American university. During that year, adjusting to a new culture 

as well as education system was a big challenge for me. What I realized was different 

about the U.S. postsecondary institutions, as distinct from my prior academic experience 

in Korea, was the writing-and reading-heavy course work, at least at the university I 

attended. As an English major in Korea (in both English linguistics and literature), for 

example, I used to read one or two novels at most per course, while the reading workload 

in the U.S. consisted of six novels and many small essays per course. In Korea, it is 

common for English departments to provide courses in English linguistics and (American 

and British) literature. Thus, it was also a strange experience to see that those courses 

were offered in separate departments in the U.S.: a department of linguistics and a 

department of English. I took courses in the two different departments, and my grades on 

writing assignments varied noticeably across the two different disciplines, with lower—

and, to me, unacceptable—grades on my papers in literature courses. Of course, the new 

literary concepts and specialized vocabulary of the course on feminist literature were 

overwhelming to a non-native speaker of English. Interestingly, however, the comment 

that I often received on my papers was “good, but plain.” I did not understand the 
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expectations the instructor had for the assignments, and I did not know what I had to do 

in order not to receive the comment, “plain,” since I obviously “answered” her questions.  

When I returned to the U.S. as a Ph.D. student in second language 

acquisition/applied linguistics at Southwestern University, I specialized in second 

language writing with a particular focus on the ways in which L2 writers negotiate among 

discourses and identities and instantiate their positioning in text. What became 

particularly interesting to me was the dialogic interaction between language and context 

and the influences each has on the other (Bakhtin, 1986; Gee, 2004, 2008; Vygotsky, 

1978), and when I encountered the notion of genre, I realized that there is a typified way 

of responding to a recurring social context and its demands, which provides a window 

into human action in association with social embedding (Miller, 1984; Swales, 1990). I 

understood why my undergraduate writing, which was evaluated as neat and precise in 

linguistics courses, was marked down for its neatness in literature courses. During my 

Ph.D. studies, I taught developmental writing at a community college and worked as a 

teaching associate in the Departments of Psychology and Linguistics at the university. 

Given my research interest in L2 writing, I was asked to hold writing workshops on 

scientific writing, especially writing in psychology, as a support for students who were 

not familiar with discipline-specific writing. My experience interacting with both native 

and non-native students and grading student papers reinforced my interest in both the 

ways in which students build their understanding of discipline-specific academic genres 

and in what contextual factors promote their intellectual and disciplinary growth. 
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Throughout my experiences as an undergraduate student, a graduate student, and a 

writing teacher, I came to believe that research in this area would have helped a student 

like me, years earlier, to better understand the meaning of my professor’s use of the word 

“plain.” Accordingly, my research focus for this study has been to investigate, from the 

perspective of genre, the ways in which L2 students build their disciplinary literacy in 

encounters with discipline-specific writing assignments, from their first year courses to 

graduation. 

 

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

3.2.1 Data Sources   

 
Multiple types of data were collected and analyzed to explore the two L2 students’ 

genre practices over their entire time in college. Table 3.2 summarizes these data sources 

and offers a brief description of each data source.   

 
Table 3.2 Data Type and Description 

Data  Description 

Preliminary survey  The survey asks about the students’ prior genre knowledge and 
cultural background.  

Written class-work Paper assignments written over the students’ entire time in 
college were collected. If they were still available, the students 
also submitted their rough drafts and instructor feedback. 

Syllabi and writing 
assignment 
guidelines 

Syllabi and writing assignment guidelines were collected to 
contextualize both the student papers and the researcher’s textual 
analysis. These sources were collected either directly from the 
students or from their instructors via email.  

Student interviews  More than 10 semi-structured, text-based interviews with each 
student were conducted, all of which were audio recorded and 
transcribed for coding. The topics for the interviews revolved 
around either the students’ own thoughts about each paper 
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assignment or the researcher’s inquiries following textual analysis 
of the students’ papers. 

Instructor interviews Interviews were carried out with each of a selected group of 
course instructors who taught the study participants. The 
interviews with the instructors were designed to provide insight 
for the researcher’s analysis and provide a triangulated view of 
the students’ writing.   

 

3.2.2 Data Collection Procedures and Methodologies 

 
This section gives an overview of the procedures of data collection and methods 

for analyzing the collected data. Once the Korean L2 students agreed to participate in the 

study, a preliminary survey was administered to them prior to the start of the research. 

This survey asked about features of their socio-cultural background that bear on academic 

writing and their general assumptions about writing assignments in the university setting 

(see Appendix A). This survey not only helped me to focus our interview time on 

discussing their written work, but also enriched the exploration of that work. In addition 

to this survey, the major data sources for this study are 1) analysis of the students’ writing 

assignments, and 2) interviews with the students and their instructors, which will be 

discussed in the next sections  

3.2.2.1 Analysis of Writing Assignments  

3.2.2.1.1 Data Collection Procedures 

 
Once Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na volunteered to participate in the study, I asked them to 

share all their paper assignments with me, and they also agreed to keep sending me 

whatever papers they wrote in the classes they were enrolled in at that time. Since they 
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were both in their last year of college, data collection was carried out not concurrently but 

retrospectively, after both students had composed most of the texts. The retrospective 

collection was appropriate, as it could elicit the students’ natural response to what each 

disciplinary setting required at the time, without awareness of another reviewer, except 

for their instructors, who read and evaluated their papers. The retrospective collection 

thus kept them from being self-conscious about their work. My prior recruiting 

experience with ESL students for other studies showed that self-consciousness was one of 

the reasons some students dropped out in the middle of a longitudinal study or were 

uncomfortable or unwilling to share work that had not been appreciated or favored by 

their instructors.  

Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na had saved their papers electronically on their computers, 

although a few papers were missing. Most of their written data were transferred to me in 

electronic form via email, but some data, such as a teacher’s marginal notes or end 

feedback, were in hard copy. For the sake of consistency in my investigation, the corpus 

of this study was limited to paper assignments only, excluding in-class writing of less 

than paragraph length since such writing seldom shows conformity to other types of 

writing that demand features of an academic genre. I used the final versions of their 

writing assignments as the major data sources for my investigation, although their rough 

outlines, drafts and instructor feedback helped me to contextualize my interpretation of 

the data. At the same time, I personally contacted their instructors via email and asked for 

course materials such as syllabi and writing assignment guidelines, which merit 



64 
 

investigation as a source for the description of context (Glesne, 2006; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2010). As Devitt et al. (2004) remark in reference to genre networks, class 

materials such as the syllabi, readings, homework, handouts, and assignment guidelines 

form a part of the big picture in which a particular genre emerges, representing, in large 

part, the manner in which students situate themselves and approach new writing tasks.  

Table 3.3 shows the courses Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na took divided into three 

categories: first-year composition, GE courses, and major courses. In general, they had 

short and long writing assignments in each course they took, but not all courses required 

writing assignments.   

 
Table 3.3 Courses Taken by Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na 

Students  First-Year  
Composition  

GE courses  Major courses 

Ji-Hoon ENGL107, 
ENGL108 

INDV104, ANTH112, 
GEO104, NATS104, 
NSC170, RELI160, 
RELI300, PSY360, 
SWES170, GEOS212, 
JPN101 

ACCT210, MGMT276, 
ECON300, ECON330, FIN311, 
BNAD314, MGMT351, 
MGMT310D, MGMT310A, 
MGMT401, MGMT440, 
ENTR420R, ENTR487, FIN480, 
MKTG480, BNAD315, 
MGMT471, MKTG484 

Ye-Na ENGL108 INDV102, HNRS195, 
HNRS200, TRAD101, 
INDV101, DNC100, 
NATS101, GEOS397, 
GEOS212, GEOS195 

ECON200, MIS373, ECON330, 
FIN360, MIS304, BNAD314, 
MGMT310, ACCT310, 
ACCT400, MKTG361, 
MGMT402, ENTR453, 
MGMT202, MGMT498, 
ACCT400, ACCT461, 
BNAD315, ACCT451, 
ACCT430, ACCT420 
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3.2.2.1.2 Textual Analysis 

 
The students’ written data was hand-tagged at the levels of discourse, 

metadiscourse, and language, and then contextualized using other written data (syllabi, 

writing guidelines, class notes, etc.) as a reference to assist in characterizing and 

understanding each student’s awareness of discipline-specific genres. For research 

purposes, the analysis of student papers at various levels was necessary given that the 

analysis was retrospective. An in-depth look at student papers also enriched the quality of 

the text-based interviews that followed after the analysis. Table 3.4 gives a sketch of all 

the analytic tools I used for textual analysis of student papers.    

 
Table 3.4 Frameworks for Genre-Based Analysis 

Genre Analysis 

Discourse level Rhetorical patterns 
"Moves" and "steps" (Swales & Feak, 
2000, 2004) 

Metadiscourse 
level 

Interactional and 
interactive metadiscourse 

Stance and Engagement (Hyland, 2005) 

Language level Language features 
General  

Discipline-specific 

 
Discourse-level features provide an idea of the macro-organization of text. These 

features describe text above the sentence level in terms of rhetorical patterns, “schematic 

structure” (Eggins, 1994) or “moves” and “steps” (Swales, 1990; Swales & Feak, 2000, 

2004). Looking at a staged, step-by-step organization of text, this genre-based analytic 

approach has been applied to examining specialized types of writing such as research 

articles and medical, legal, or business documents (Bhatia, 1993, 2008; Dudley-Evans, 

1991; Nwogu, 1991; Swales, 1990, 2004). For example, Swales (1990) provides a 
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detailed explanation of the three conventionalized moves in the introduction to research 

articles: 1) establish a research territory; 2) establish a niche; and 3) occupy the niche. 

Such moves establish the rhetorical purpose of the introduction and capture the way the 

rhetorical purpose is regularized in a series of textual patterns.    

Metadiscourse-level features provide a textual index that guides an audience’s 

perception of a text (Crismore, 1989; Crismore & Farnsworth, 1989; Hyland, 2005). 

Metadiscourse features represent a writer’s understanding of context and audience, and 

metadiscourse choices thus vary depending on the writer’s assessment of the needs of 

context and audience. The use of metadiscourse aims to express a writer’s textual voice 

and attitude (“stance”) and increase alignment with readers (“engagement”); the 

interpersonal dimension of discourse constructed by stance and engagement guides text 

interpretations in the direction the writer intends. According to Hyland (2005), 

metadiscourse can be conceptualized as occurring in two dimensions, one interactive and 

the other interactional. Interactive metadiscourse is related to text organization to the 

extent to which it meets the needs of the audience. The interactive features that pertain to 

the shaping of text include transitions (signaling relations between main clauses), frame 

markers (signaling text boundaries), endophoric markers (referring to other parts of the 

text), evidentials (referring to information from other sources), and code glosses 

(providing additional information by rephrasing). On the other hand, interactional 

metadiscourse is concerned with the ways writers involve readers in the text. These 

features serve as the means by which writers express their views and engage readers in 
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the arguments: hedges (withholding commitment), boosters (emphasizing certainty), 

attitude markers (indicating a writer’s affective attitude), self mentions (referring to 

authorial presence), and engagement markers (explicitly addressing readers). Not all 

metadiscourse features may be marked, based on a writer’s understanding of genre, but, 

those that demonstrate the writer’s awareness of a reader’s genre expectations, can serve 

as heuristics in guiding writer-reader interactions.   

The language-level features that I define for the study are twofold. First, these 

features refer to general discursive features that appear in all academic writing (see 

Cheng, 2005, p. 75) and are not specifically linked to any single disciplinary context. 

Looking at undergraduate writing, the general language features I found appearing across 

the students’ writings include the use of first and second person pronouns, thesis 

statements, citation use, rhetorical questions, and cohesive devices. Second, I focus on 

identifying any types of discursive features that relate to aspects of disciplinary contexts. 

Since it was not easy for me to get an insider view of disciplinary values and norms, my 

analysis of discipline-specific features in student papers was guided by glimpses of 

discipline-specific views inferred from the descriptions provided by syllabi and 

assignment guidelines, as well as my personal reading of articles that explain discipline-

specific writing. For example, as a result of cross-referencing between the students’ 

writings and assignment guidelines, I focused my analysis on checking whether certain 

language features appeared only in particular papers in accordance with the requirements 
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in the instructors’ guidelines. Features that were required but did not appear were also 

marked for inquiries that would be included in interview questions for the students.       

 

3.2.2.2 Text-Based Interviews (with the students and with their instructors)  

3.2.2.2.1 Data Collection Procedures 

 
I triangulated my data analysis with a series of interviews with the students as 

well as their instructors; those interviews are the second major data source of this study. 

The interviews were conducted after I had finished with the initial analysis of their 

writings—a rough reading and analysis. That is, student interviews were carried out not 

concurrently but retrospectively; by the time the interviews began, the students were both 

in their last semester in college. It must be acknowledged that retrospective interviews 

may provide limited access to gaining a fuller picture of students’ genre practice at a 

given time and space. However, tracing backwards through textual analysis rules out 

outside intervention through any contact I might have had with the students in the midst 

of their study, since interview questions asking in detail about genre practice on four 

dimensions—i.e., formal, rhetorical, procedural, and subject matter—could have become 

a factor that influenced the students’ future engagement in writing.  

Due to the vast amount of written data, more than 5 interviews were conducted 

with each student, over a long time span (see Table 3.5). In addition to email exchanges 

for basic inquiries and paper submissions, Skype interviews were scheduled and 

conducted, whenever needed for further inquiries, due to time and space constraints. The 
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interviews with both students continued even after they graduated. Ji-Hoon stayed in the 

U.S. after graduation to get work experience and spent the summer submitting 

applications for internships. I was therefore able to meet him on a regular basis for 

interviews during that time. Ye-Na, however, flew back to Korea right after her 

graduation; my interviews with her took place via Skype, and more extensively in person 

when I visited Korea during that summer. Both students expressed willingness to respond 

to further inquiries via email and Skype, even after I officially terminated the interview 

process. All the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, coded, and put in 

juxtaposition with the students’ written work for a fruitful examination of their 

disciplinary literacy development.  

 

Table 3.5 Number and Type of Contacts with Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na  

Students Face-to-face interviews Skype interviews 

Ji-Hoon 13 (approx. 28 hrs) 3 (approx. 5 hrs) 

Ye-Na 5  (approx. 18 hrs) 2 (approx. 4 hrs) 

 

The semi-structured interview questions (Seidman, 2005) were devised on the 

basis of the results of the analysis of each student’s writing in order to elicit their own 

views regarding their written work. Basic interview questions that were used as a start to 

delve deeper into their process of drafting can be found in Appendix B. Although these 

questions were inevitably individualized in form and content in view of specific features 

figuring in each student’s writing, the questions I asked were initially categorized as to 1) 

their expectations for each writing assignment; 2) the ways they opted for, in a broad 
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sense, particular rhetorical features that include wordings, phrases, structures, topic 

choices, and content; and 3) contextual influences that affected their discourse 

expectations and discursive choices.   

Constituting the primary investigative tool in this research, the discourse-based 

interviews were employed to obtain an emic interpretation of the students’ written data 

(Odell et al., 1983). Discourse-based interviews have been noted as especially useful for 

uncovering tacit or taken-for-granted processes or strategies that writers employ at the 

time of writing and that are thus worthy of inquiry. The main purpose of conducting 

discourse-based interviews was to invite the students to reflect upon specific forms in 

their writings, in order that the processes or strategies behind these choices might come to 

light. Therefore, I, as a researcher, first identified in their texts specific textual features by 

which I thought I could elicit the students’ understanding of genre. Since I read through 

their work from each student’s whole undergraduate career, it was possible for me to 

identify a range of textual repertories each student used across his/her writings, which 

constituted the range of alternatives of his/her textual use (Odell et al., 1983, p. 233). 

Based on my inquiries into particular textual features in their writings, I conducted 

interviews with the students, asking the reasons for their preferences for particular 

features. Through the exchange of text-based information between myself and the 

students, their reflections on their writings highlighted their personal literacy histories, 

literacy activities, and the challenges they faced in becoming familiar with discipline-
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specific genres. During this process, more questions eliciting clarification were asked 

(Spradley, 1979). 

The discourse-based interview approach focuses explicitly on particular textual 

features of interest to the researcher, whereas the method of “talk[ing] around texts” can 

shed light on writers’ perspectives, interests, and concerns. Developed by Ivanič (1998; 

see Lillis, 2009), the “talk around texts” approach is designed to elicit writers’ views on 

their texts. It is similar to the discourse-based interview in that both approaches use texts 

as a mediating tool for retrieving information from writers; however, the talk around texts 

approach is different from the discourse-based interview, because it invites writers to 

explore their texts in the direction of the purpose of research being conducted, giving 

writers’ views the central place. For example, the role of the students in the study went 

beyond answering my questions. The students were encouraged, at any point in the 

interviews, to examine their own writings and point out discursive features that related to 

my research purpose but were not limited to that; doing so, according to Lillis (2009), 

amounts to their assuming the role of “collaborators who are participating in the 

exploration of the ‘problem’ or ‘phenomenon’ rather than mere ‘informants’” (p. 174). 

The aim of this approach is to offer access to writers’ interests and desires about their 

writings—an access not necessarily prompted by the researcher’s interest—as well as to 

provide emic perspectives (insider accounts) beyond what a researcher’s textual analysis 

can provide (Geertz, 1973; Headland et al., 1990). Overall, both the discourse-based 

interview and the talk around texts approach were employed in order to connect the 
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students’ use of particular discursive features to the sociohistorical contexts that make 

sense of their writings.   

The interviews with the students’ instructors began only when the majority of the 

interviews with the students were completed. I contacted all the students’ instructors via 

email, asking for a 30 minute interview about their courses as well as the students’ 

writings. Of 41 instructors whom I contacted, 14 instructors agreed to have a meeting 

with me, and 7 instructors requested email correspondence instead of an in-person 

meeting due to time constraints. The rest of the instructors either sent me their syllabi and 

assignment sheets only, without showing an interest in further correspondence, or did not 

respond. The interviews with the instructors were important because they, as disciplinary 

experts, could explain how their courses were contextualized, how the writing 

assignments were designed, and how discipline-specific values and norms were reflected 

in their teaching. I met them in their offices; each interview took an average of 30 

minutes, or sometimes more, depending on the instructor’s interest in the study. These 

interviews also followed a semi-structured form, generally asking about 1) their 

expectations for the assignment and 2) their responses to particular discursive features I 

had identified from my textual analysis of the students’ writing and from the interviews 

with the students. When necessary, additional questions were prepared and asked by 

email to clarify the instructors’ answers.  

 

3.2.2.2.2 Coding Methodologies 
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The interviews with the students and their instructors were designed to enhance 

internal validity (Merriam, 1998). The main purpose of the interviews was to confirm my 

textual analysis of the students’ written work. That is, the interview data were used as a 

descriptive triangulation of the students’ written data, increasing congruence between the 

findings of the study. Interview responses may not have completely answered my 

inquiries or reflected the reality of how the students’ genre practice worked to develop 

new disciplinary expectations in college. However, I believe that participants’ responses 

in the interviews offer reliable “displays of perspectives,” rather than “true or false 

reports” (Silverman, 2001, p. 112). Another factor that increased the reliability of the 

interview data is the long-term relationship I established with the students, which 

increased my level of trust in the students’ interview data. Through multiple interviews, I 

was able to ensure the validity of my interpretation of the written data, as well as confirm 

the consistency in their responses (Richards, 2009).  

Interviews were designed around questions about particular textual features I 

identified through close analysis of the students’ papers, and from time to time I allowed 

the students to lead the discussion in directions of their own interest, unless the 

discussion went far beyond what the research could cover. Once more than half of the 

scheduled interviews had been conducted, I started to code the interview data along with 

student writings. In most cases, categories were assigned to particular textual features that 

represented the students’ genre knowledge, drawing on Tardy’s (2009) categories of 

genre knowledge, i.e., formal, rhetorical, subject matter, and process. The four categories 
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were helpful in locating the students’ literacy practices within the framework of genre 

and formulating an account of their literacy development in disciplinary discourse. Based 

on interview responses, sub-categories were assigned to contextual factors bearing on the 

students’ use of those particular textual features, e.g., instructor feedback, genre models, 

assignment guidelines, identity positioning, course readings, peer review, peer/TA 

interaction, work experience, etc. As I gradually built up a coding system, the 

underdeveloped categories from the initial coding of the data were compared and 

contrasted with each other and then combined into larger and clearer categories (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Silverman, 2001). During the coding process, since there were no pre-

determined parameters for data coding, I had to employ a cyclical process of data 

analysis until I found general patterns or observations, i.e., topic coding (Richards, 2009). 

This led to a finer coding after iterative reading of the interview data. Once the data was 

grouped into the categories I had identified, I sorted out the features that were indicative 

of the students’ awareness of disciplinary discourse, in order to see how their disciplinary 

literacy developed over time through genre practice.  

Based on the results of textual coding and interview responses, I categorized 

college contexts into three groups: general education courses, business writing courses, 

and major courses. First, although every classroom is idiosyncratic in the way that it is 

situated in different social, rhetorical, and ideological dimensions, general education 

(GE) courses are grouped together for their use of 3-5 page writing assignments given 

primarily for the purpose of monitoring and assessing student learning as well as 
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evaluating instructional efficacy. Second, two business writing courses both students took 

(BNAD314 and BNAD315) provided a different learning environment than GE courses 

in that those two classes are designed to intensively teach a specific genre, business 

letters, and the instructors explicitly teach genre-related features in class. Third, the 

students’ major courses in business are grouped together as they focused on the process 

of producing particular disciplinary genres, which takes place in association with 

discipline-related practices in class. Due to space limitations, the data I discuss and 

include here can offer only part of a complete picture of the courses the students took and 

their genre practice in those courses. However, the study does accurately describe the 

students’ genre practice in disciplinary discourse within each different learning context. 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 present my analysis of the students’ genre practice in each different 

disciplinary setting.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: APPROACH TO WRITING IN GENERAL EDUCATION 

COURSES 

Chapter 4 provides a description of Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s genre-mediated 

literacy practices in non-major general education (GE) courses, including FYC courses, 

with a particular focus on their developing awareness of disciplinary discourse across the 

curriculum. Each GE course, situated in a particular discipline, involves a heterogeneous 

process of constituting disciplinary genres and genre practices relating to the discipline; 

however, all the GE courses are grouped together for analysis in this chapter because they 

create a similar learning context for students. In most GE course assignment guidelines 

that I have collected and reviewed, the label “essays” or “papers” is used as a de facto 

generic term for assorted writing assignments. The students’ impressions of the label 

“academic paper” were compatible with the two features researchers have found to 

constitute an “academic paper”: (1) argumentation featured as a rhetorical stance (see 

Norton, 1990; Womack, 1993), and (2) a research process requiring the incorporation of 

specific source materials (see Horowitz, 1986). Both Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na, however, still 

needed to gain clues from class contexts to help them adapt their practices in order to 

complete the writing tasks with some degree of success. The following sections describe 

how the students’ genre practice changed across contexts and over time in relation to 

their perception of disciplinary expectations. In this chapter, three GE courses are 

discussed in connection with each student.  
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4.1 Ji-Hoon 

4.1.1 A Biographical Profile of Ji-Hoon 

 
Ji-Hoon came to the U.S. at the age of 17, as an exchange student at a local high 

school for one year of foreign experience. After a year of study, he decided to continue 

his schooling in the U.S. When asked to describe his writing activities in high school, he 

simply answered, “Just writing about my thoughts freely, my viewpoints.” According to 

his memory, most of these writing assignments asked him to express his thoughts on 

issues assigned by his instructors. His work back then, he remembered, was well-received, 

and the reward of a good grade in class confirmed his positive feelings about his ability to 

write and also made him consider majoring in journalism in college. However, he 

followed his father’s advice and ended up as a business major. He stated that he enjoyed 

writing, to the extent that he managed his own blog to communicate his thoughts with 

blog visitors. Upon entering college, he studied hard to establish his eligibility for 

admission to the business program at Southwestern University, a program that offers a 

wide-ranging undergraduate curriculum in Accounting, Business Administration, 

Economics, Management, Entrepreneurship, Finance, etc. To apply to the program, Ji-

Hoon had to prepare his application in advance, by improving his GPA, taking pre-

business foundation courses, and drafting his resume and letter of intent. He mentioned 

that he worked as a cashier at McDonalds, an experience that he thought he could use as 

content in a letter of intent. After admission to the business program, he decided to major 
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in Management with a minor in Entrepreneurship. After graduation, he stayed in the U.S. 

to get some work experience before going back to Korea.   

   

4.1.2 Transition to College Writing 

 
Ji-Hoon enrolled in several general education (GE) classes in a wide range of 

disciplinary contexts, such as Anthropology; Geography; Biology; Psychology; Soil; 

Water and Environmental Science; and Economics. He stated that he actually had taken a 

few more GE courses than were shown on his course list; he repeated some courses as a 

GRO (Grade Replacement Opportunity) and dropped others during the semester. He took 

many GE courses in his freshman and sophomore years, before being admitted to the 

business program as a junior.  

In his first semester in college, Ji-Hoon took ENGL107, a section of FYC for 

international L2 students. Generally, the ENGL107 course teaches freshmen the entire 

writing process, from analyzing a text through close reading, searching for credible 

sources, drafting, and revising. Specifically, three written assignments—textual analysis 

(paper 1), reader-response textual analysis (paper 2), and text-in-context (paper 3)—are 

designed to develop students’ analytic skills in reading texts. A variety of literary texts 

and essays are used as reading materials in ENGL107, and the student’s work is mostly to 

analyze the assigned texts to discuss how authors shape their texts with particular 

rhetorical strategies or literary features and how those textual manifestations help 

communicate their ideas. A series of written assignments, as their names indicate, require 
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text-oriented work; students engage in analyzing texts through close reading, developing 

arguments based on their textual analysis, and conducting research on the social and 

cultural contexts that have a bearing on the texts. According to the course textbook, the 

concept of analysis is defined as “the act of explaining how and why a written or visual 

text does something and whether or not it does it effectively” (Haley-Brown et al., 2011, 

p. 150). The point of the analysis is to reveal how particular textual features work toward 

shaping a meaning or effect. 

Though a core set of academic writing conventions in reference to structure, 

coherence, style, and tone were taught intensively in class, interestingly, Ji-Hoon did not 

perceive them as noticeably influencing or causing a shift in his attitude toward college-

level writing. He did not see that they were completely different from what he practiced 

in high school: the generic conventions that normally include academic style as well as 

the structure of a paper that presents a thesis statement, followed by logically divided 

body paragraphs. When Ji-Hoon went to an institute in Korea to prepare for the TOEFL 

exam, the TOEFL instructor heavily emphasized a highly formulaic five-paragraph 

structure, hoping that students could readily use it to respond to a writing exam within a 

limited time. Most of what Ji-Hoon practiced in the institute, he thought, worked in 

accord with the standards of the papers he wrote for ENGL107. The only feature that 

captured into his attention was PIE (Point, Illustration, and Explanation), which was a 

relatively new concept to Ji-Hoon. PIE, a term used in the English Composition courses 

at Southwestern University, refers to the three elements that constitute a basic paragraph 
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in academic writing. “Point” refers to the topic sentence of the paragraph, the claim that 

is supported by the details that follow; “Illustration” consists of textual evidence—

information from the text under discussion, descriptions of the writer’s personal 

experiences, or both, in the form of direct quotations, paraphrases, or summaries; and 

“Explanation” refers to the ways in which the writer makes connections between the 

point and illustration(s), making sense of how the illustrations support the point (Haley-

Brown et al., 2011, P. 84). This particular paragraph structure has been adopted by and 

tailored to the writing program of Southwestern University as a way of guiding students 

toward crafting paragraphs in which all the details work together to express a single, 

coherent idea. It is worth noting that PIE became etched in Ji-Hoon’s mind as a standard 

of the disparity between Korean and English writing.  

 
Ji-Hoon: At that time, I used English as a medium to express my ideas and write 
in Korean style, but that still worked in high school.  
Interviewer: What do you mean by Korean style?  
Ji-Hoon: Well. Korean writing is, umm, the main idea flows through the paper, 
but is not clearly stated in any parts of the paper. Well, then the reader vaguely 
guesses what the author tries to express, and I think that’s the beauty of Korean 
writing. In high school I wrote in English, but in Korean style, but my instructor 
never pointed out my Korean style writing . . . . In ENGL107, they want the point 
at the beginning, and then examples, and then explanation, which is PIE. We must 
follow PIE . . . . I understand that there is a preferred structure to follow in 
academic papers in the U.S. as that structure makes academic papers different 
from American poetry, for example.  

 
The practice of constructing a PIE paragraph led to an initial change in Ji-Hoon’s 

writing process. Whereas Ji-Hoon preferred free writing without creating an outline, in 

ENGL107, he began for the first time to jot down the ideas that went into each paragraph 
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to make sure his main idea was stated and discussed consistently throughout. Except for 

the new concept PIE, it was just a matter of the degree to which he adhered to the rigid 

structural form (e.g., thesis statement, five-paragraph structure, and formal style) that, he 

thought, accounted for the difference between high school and college writing. According 

to Ji-Hoon, in high school establishing an authoritative voice mattered more than whether 

he adhered to the general essay form, but in ENGL107, he put more attention into 

tailoring his essays to conform to the recommended format. The structural form of essays 

basically fed into his perception of the similarity across high school and college writing, 

especially ENGL107 essays, which actually allowed him to make a smooth and anxiety-

free transition into college writing.  

When asked to reflect on his writing processes in association with his perceived 

purposes for the assignments in ENGL107, Ji-Hoon gave me an answer worthy of 

attention: after reading an assigned text, he conceived the main plot for an essay in 

isolation, in bed or while jogging alone, wrote a draft, and then inserted textual evidence 

later. It does not matter when the act of citing texts happens, but I found it interesting that 

his citing practice displayed only limited commitment to textual analysis. In fact, he 

perceived a text as source material from which he sought evidence for his claim, not as a 

subject of analysis. That is, instead of analyzing textual features that contributed to his 

interpretation of the text’s message, Ji-Hoon sought proof for his point by making 

references to the content of the text.  
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Ji-Hoon: I believe my ENGL107 papers are well-written, although they were not 
well-recognized by the instructor. First of all, the theme of my essay is good . . . . 
When I found a good thesis for my paper, I usually walked outside or lay in my 
bed, thinking how to design my paper in relation to the course readings and 
created an outline while walking. Later, back home, I wrote a rough draft with the 
ideas that I came up with and inserted some textual evidence from the readings 
that could support my ideas.  
Interviewer: You inserted excerpts from readings “later”?  
Ji-Hoon: Yes. I told you that I generated ideas first from within myself. Then I 
had to prove them right by citing some sources. So I cited some cases and 
examples from the readings to support my ideas. Otherwise, it’s just my claim, 
but when I cited the readings, then the reader would note, “Ah! There is a real 
example out there” and trust my ideas more. Also, if the readers like my paper, 
then they would like to read the story that I cited too . . . . ENGL107 papers are 
very similar to my high school and even TOEFL writing. Just the structure, PIE, 
is what makes ENGL107 distinguished as a more authentic academic paper.    

 
Looking at the theses in his ENGL107 papers, as shown in Excerpt 4.1, I found 

that they are all debatable statements that express his views in association with his 

interpretation of the message of texts: “the narrator’s parents affected the narrator’s life” 

(paper 1); “we should control our emotions” (paper 2); and “we do not have to be 

frustrated by failure” (paper 3). In the theses for papers 2 and 3, for example, his personal 

views are marked by a modal verb of obligation, should, along with the second person 

pronoun, we, which together create the effect of persuading readers. In the remaining 

paragraphs in each paper, he primarily used content details, instead of literary features, of 

the texts to support the claims he made regarding the texts.  

 
Excerpt 4.1 

When you were young, no, even now, are you satisfied with the ways your parents treat 
you?   Your parents probably are strict or open-minded, lazy, etc.  For example, my 
parents are pretty open-minded about what I do. Because of it, they let me study abroad 
in US. Like this, in our lives, parents’ role is really important to affect their children. 
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Depending on them, children also can be strict or open-minded, lazy, etc. In this book, 
“Taiping”, we can see many examples that how the narrator’s parents affected the 
narrator’s life which shows creepy behaviors (ENGL107-Paper1).   
 
Have you had any problems, because you could not control your emotion? I’m pretty sure 
that everyone has at least one of those experiences.  People are emotional animals. We 
can feel happy, sad, or even horrified. However, is it okay that we always follow what 
our emotion, from our hearts, to tell us to do? In the book, ‘Village 113’, the author, 
Anthony Doerr talks about the main character, a seed keeper struggles between her brain 
and heart. It is a precious thing to have emotion, but if your emotion dictates your life, it 
can be obstacle to live a successful life. I have similar experiences, too. In this essay, we 
will see why we should control our emotions, and compare to my experiences 
(ENGL107-Paper2). 
 
Have you ever been frustrated because of failures you made? I have, from adjusting in 
college life from high school. Like this, failure is frustrating and makes us blame 
ourselves. However, in fact, if you know what failure does, there is no reason for being 
frustrated by it. We will see two stories, Little Miss Sunshine, “A Composer and His 

Parakeets”, and other sources, and talk about the reasons why we do not have to be 
frustrated by failure (ENGL107-Paper3).  
 

 
Given Ji-Hoon’s perceptions of a similarity between essay writing in ENGL107 

and high school, it is not coincidental that his rhetorical understanding and procedural 

practice of essay writing transferred from high school to his initial college writings. 

Morevoer, Ji-Hoon’s comment on the topics he discussed across his ENGL107 papers is 

worth noting.  

 
Ji-Hoon: I was very sentimental in my freshmen year. I think I was naive. Feeling 
embarrassed to say this [giving me a nonverbal eye signal to, in effect, ask if he 
could continue talking]. As you can see, all these topics reflected my primary 
concerns while studying abroad alone, away from parents’ control. I was bullied 
in high school and fought with peers to revenge. Also, I at first failed in class due 
to language barrier, but I ended up getting all As in class. So I wanted to talk my 
emotions off my chest, taking ENGL107 assignments as a chance to describe my 
concerns at that time. 
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Ji-Hoon told me that his writings in ENGL107 eased his sufferings resulting from 

high school experiences in that he was able to ease his own mind through the voice of 

characters in the course readings. In response to my question regarding his understanding 

of the act of textual analysis, he said, “I got the gist of the author’s message by analyzing 

texts.” A telling example of his perception is also reflected in the way he used course 

readings. Ji-Hoon drew a lesson, i.e., a main message, from the readings and took it as his 

main point of which to persuade readers. The readings were cited, but mostly by detailing 

content. Ji-Hoon’s practice transferred over from high school to his three essays in 

ENGL107, and his grades on those essays were B-, C+, and C- respectively—which he 

described as a “confidence-breaking experience after high school.”  

 

4.1.3 Research Practice in the Enterprise of Genre    

 
In the second semester of his first year in college, Ji-Hoon encountered a 

relatively new writing task in several of his GE courses, including NATS104 (Life on 

Earth). In NATS104, he learned about and discussed the continuing developments and 

controversies regarding biological systems that affect human beings. Because it is a 

writing-intensive course, students in NATS104 are given several small written 

assignments, mostly a page long or less, and homework exercises in response to guiding 

questions, all of which were designed to help students gain knowledge about important 

biological concepts through multiple choice questions or questions that asked for 
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definitions. At the end of the course, students were supposed to write a 5-6 page paper on 

a topic of their choice, which accounted for 30% of the course grade. It is important to 

note that in the guideline sheet the paper assignment was defined as both a term paper 

and as scientific writing. The topic Ji-Hoon chose for his paper was biodiversity5. Since 

the class was a big one with more than 100 students, a 3-4 page-long, step-by-step 

instruction sheet was given to students that briefly addressed paper organization, 

plagiarism, citations in the text, and a grading rubric. The assignment guidelines describe 

the organization of the paper as follows:  

 
Excerpt 4.2 

Writing the paper 
A good paper contains a clearly separated introduction, body, and conclusion. 
 

 Introduction  Outline your topic. Create a thesis statement - a sentence that basically 
sums up the topic of the paper. Include the history of the topic and its importance. 
Briefly explain how the rest of the paper will support your topic. 

 Body  The body is the part of the paper where you develop and expand on your topic. It 
is the main section of the paper in which you present arguments that support your thesis 
statement. You should have three or four main points which support your thesis 
statement, and each point should be a detailed, separate paragraph. 

 Conclusion  The conclusion reiterates the topic of the paper and briefly sums up the 
body of the paper. The conclusion is where you state the outcomes of your research. 
Begin by writing an outline of your ideas and research findings. This will help you 
organize your thoughts and make it easier to separate paragraphs. 

 
Although there was a lack of instruction about the writing assignment itself, Ji-

Hoon, through his engagement in a library resources exercise and citation practice in 

class, became aware of the process of collecting academic resources, the nature of 

                                                      
5 Other topics available were drug resistant bacteria, marine biology, “raw” salt-water animals, human 
evolution, global warming, extraterrestrial life, extinction, exotic species, environmental impact, etc.  
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academic resources, and ways of making in-text citations. This procedural practice was 

conceptualized by him as a research process and played a crucial role in his construction 

of genre practice; however, he still had to retrospectively make sense of what a research 

act is intended to do: the range of research, the reason for research, the use of researched 

materials in text production, and formal features of scientific writing. Transcending 

different contexts, interestingly, his prior experience provided a good lead for his 

retrospective construction of genre practice. His literacy practice in ENGL1086, where he 

investigated several sides of an issue to propose solutions to an observed problem, was 

equated with, and extended to, the research process he was to conceptualize for his 

NATS104 paper as a broad-based search for information on a particular topic. He stated:   

 
Ji-Hoon: I did research broadly to gain a comprehensive understanding of a topic. 
How do we know what we should say in a paper, especially about a topic we have 
little knowledge about? I think we can’t help relying on experts who have more 
knowledge through their real research than us. When you choose your research 
topic, you then find information about its history, characteristics, types, etc.—just 
everything about it. After doing research on all of these, you pick out a few things 
of those and make connections between those separate ideas in a coherent way.  

 
Ji-Hoon’s NATS 104 paper comprises five body paragraphs that address diverse 

aspects of biodiversity and summarize a range of issues surrounding the topic: the 

definition of biodiversity (paragraph 1), the reasons why biodiversity is important 

(paragraph 2), the number of existent species on earth (paragraph 3), the places where 

                                                      
6 The main instructional goal of ENGL108 was to “prepare [students] for further research and writing in 
their future field of academic work,” with an emphasis on the skills of research (ENGL 108 syllabus). 
Specifically, the second writing assignment, Controversy Analysis, was designed to introduce the entire 
research process, from brainstorming, writing a research proposal, finding relevant sources, conducting an 
interview or a survey, and incorporating research materials into a text through paraphrasing or quoting. 
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diverse species can be found (paragraph 4), and the crisis of extinction (paragraph 5). The 

range of topics covered in the paper is broad and perhaps too general; however, this was 

deliberate, based on his intention to do comprehensive reporting, which he noted in his 

thesis statement that provides an overview of the contents to be discussed sequentially in 

the body paragraphs: “This research paper will show the reasons why biodiversity is 

important for human lives, how many studies of biodiversity have been researched, where 

the hottest spots of biodiversity are, and the dangerous present situation of biodiversity.” 

Ji-Hoon made a time commitment for reading and digesting information from his 

search online, to be sure he achieved a good deal of familiarity with the topic. Lack of 

familiarity with a research topic, he thought, was a tacit directive that had previously 

guided his procedural practice. He explained: “My thesis was clearly in mind already 

when organizing contents in ENGL107 essays, but I wouldn’t be able to know what to 

talk about and how to organize my paper until I am done with my research.” Ji-Hoon 

imposed a somewhat stringent rule upon himself regarding the ways of integrating source 

materials into a text: the research materials must be reported to readers as they were, 

excluding personal opinions. On his way up the hierarchy of knowledge in the field of 

biology, his position as a consumer of knowledge shaped his views of research materials, 

i.e., information from disciplinary experts’ studies or speculations, influencing the way 

he handled them in his paper.  

 
Ji-Hoon: Also, think about who is going to read your research paper. Perhaps they 
are less knowledgeable than we are about the research topic. Anyone who has 
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more knowledge about the topic would not read my research paper. Then, my job 
is to convey the information from who’s more knowledgeable than me to less 
knowledgeable readers, without expressing my opinions, so that they can absorb 
the information as it is and learn from my paper. Hmm. Maybe in the concluding 
paragraph, you can offer some food for thought to readers or encourage their 
action, like “let’s do this together.” That is kind of my suggestion. And yeah. 
That’s the only place where you can state your personal thoughts. Basically, no 
opinions in the paper.  

  
His increasing rhetorical understanding of research was marked by his conscious 

effort to isolate only research results in his write-up, placing his personal reflections in 

the conclusion paragraph. Ji-Hoon stated that he held off voicing his opinions until the 

end of the paper, with the aim of only reporting the data as he found it. In relation to this, 

he pointed out the grading rubric7 (see Excerpt 4.3) as a source from which he reinforced 

his belief that personal opinions were inappropriate, and he described the characteristics 

of scientific writing as “factual, research-based, and not personal.” Ji-Hoon committed 

himself to avoiding use of the features noted in the rubric below, features addressed 

under four different referenced criteria: paper organization, scientific format, scientific 

content, spelling and grammar. In these criteria, the rubric stresses a high level of 

formality in language and structure, and the points can be earned by not using certain 

linguistic features or incorrect citation style. In particular, the regulation of the use of the 

first and second person pronouns meshed with his view of disciplinary expectations as 

less personal if his writing was to be scientific.  

  
 

                                                      
7 All students in NATS104 had access to a grading rubric for peer review, and the same rubric was used by 
their TAs to grade student papers. 
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Excerpt 4.3 

Name of the Reviewer ___________ 
Name of student whose paper was reviewed ____________ 
 
PAPER ORGANIZATION: (add up to max 30 points) 
 Title page (6 pt) __ __ 
 Intro/Body/Concl. format (6 pt) __ __ 
 Correct font/spacing (6 pt) __ __ 
 Long enough (3 p. 6 pt) __ __ 
 Works Cited  
  3 references (4 pt) __ __ 
  1 web only (2 pt) __ __ 

Sub Total __ __/30 
SCIENTIFIC FORMAT       (add up to max 30 points)   
 Use of 1st or 2nd person (2 pt) __ __ 
 Many (more than 2) direct quotes (4 pt) __ __ 
 Incorrect internal citations (6 pt) __ __ 
 Wrong reference format (6 pt) __ __ 
 No citations in text (12 pt) __ __ 

Sub Total __ __/30  
 
SCIENTIFIC CONTENT      (add up to max 70 points)  
 Factual errors (12 pt) __ __ 

Misquoting sources (12 pt) __ __ 
“I believe” or “I think” statements (12 pt) __ __ 

 Bad Science (illogical, mythological, pop-science) (34 pt) __  __ 
Sub Total __ __/70 

SPELLING, GRAMMAR  (add up to max 70 points)   
Spelling, homonyms, confusing pairs (8 pt) __ __ 
Punctuation  (7 pt) __ __ 
Sentence structure: fragments, run-ons, incorrect word usage (10 pt) __ __ 

 Paragraph construction (topic sent.,1 idea per para., para.cohesion) (45 pt) __  __ 
Sub Total __ __/70  

 
TOTAL __ __/200  

 

 
Ji-Hoon’s language seems to have become aligned with his increased awareness 

of the notion of research. Ji-Hoon’s NATS104 paper show remarkably lower frequency 
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of use of “self-mention” (features that make an explicit author reference), “engagement 

markers” (features that highlight the engagement of readers in the text), and “hedges” 

(features that indicate the degree of a writer’s certainty about his or her statements) than 

in his other papers, since those features are not so much needed as when expressing his 

views and opinions as in his ENGL107 papers.  

 

4.1.4 Relating to Disciplinary Practice  

 
During his sophomore year, Ji-Hoon only enrolled in so-called pre-business 

foundation courses in mathematics, accounting, management, and economics, courses he 

had to complete successfully before applying to the business program. Ji-Hoon had a 

pretty busy year, preparing the required application materials, such as a letter of interest, 

resume, and self-promotion poster, as well as preparing for an interview; at the same time, 

he had to keep a steady focus on boosting his GPA, since it would count as one of the 

deciding factors in his admission. After becoming a business major, Ji-Hoon took one, or 

at the most two, GE courses per semester. In order to compensate for taking fewer GE 

courses as he began to concentrate on his business major, he registered for GE courses in 

the summer and during the winter break.  

The GE courses Ji-Hoon took during his junior and senior years were a bit more 

advanced than the 100-level GE courses he took in his freshman and sophomore years. 

One of the GE courses he took at this time was PSY360 (Introduction to Social 

Psychology), which offers a broad introduction to social psychology, particularly in terms 
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of how it helps in the understanding of human behavior. Specifically, the course 

introduces the fundamental theories and methodologies employed by social psychologists 

and the kind of empirical experiments conducted in the field of social psychology that 

address the concepts of the self, interpersonal relations, group processes, social cognition, 

attitudes, prejudices, and aggression. Other than in-class quizzes and exams, there was 

only one writing assignment in PSY360; it was designed, as stated in Excerpt 4.4, to give 

students practice in applying social psychological principles to a real-world issue.   

 
Excerpt 4.4 

PSY360 Writing Assignment  

The broad goal of this exercise is to practice applying social psychological principles to a 
real-world issue. I want you to demonstrate that you understand the principles we’re 
leaning by describing how social psychological principles might help to explain the 
existence of a social issue and how it might be used to change that issue.  
 
… 
 
You will be graded on a scale of 1-10 on how well you do each of the following:  
 
1. Elaborate on the two explanatory social psych principles. How does each one help 
explain why the issue you chose is an issue? 
2. Elaborate on the two social psych principles you would use to change the issue. Why 
would these principles be useful? 
3. Discuss the practical application of those principles in the real world. What specific 
actions could be taken to implement them? 
4. Describe the research studies you chose in a detailed and understandable way and 
relate them to the rest of your content. 
5. The overall structure and written quality of the paper. 

 
According to the guidelines of the PSY360 paper, the main goal of the assignment 

was to give students a chance to view real-world issues through the lens of social 

psychology. It was not surprising that the assignment was to find a connection between 
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psychological concepts and real-life issues, since throughout the course the instructor 

took advantage of several world issues to illustrate psychological concepts, to achieve 

better student understanding, and thus the assignment was basically an extension of his 

class lectures. The instructor, a graduate student specializing in social psychology, 

emphasized in my interview with him that talking about psychological issues in an 

applied way is a common formula for this type of class. Ji-Hoon also stated that the 

instructor’s expectations for the assignment were obvious to him as a result of his 

continued exposure to class lectures and discussions.  

 
Ji-Hoon: It was not that difficult to understand the instructor’s expectations for the 
assignment, and I saw many times that the instructor cited real-life examples in 
class. Throughout the class, there came in mind some issues that I really wanted 
to deal with, you know, the issues that I was interested in and that I had 
sympathized with. Looking at a real-life issue from this perspective [from the 
perspective of social psychology] was fun, and I felt like I was actually using my 
knowledge in this paper. For example, I thought that the massacre [the example 
Ji-Hoon used in his paper] was just a heart-breaking and cruel accident, but social 
psychological concepts may make visible a decision-making process that would 
have otherwise been hidden. And I AM making the connection . . . . When an 
issue is viewed more carefully like this, then one can suggest a corresponding 
solution for a future problem. I found it awesome that there are people who are 
doing this kind of work out there.  

 
The consistency between the lecture and the writing assignment turned Ji-Hoon’s 

attention to the ways of knowing, doing, and saying in the discipline, and his awareness 

of disciplinarity blended with his genre practice in PSY360. In alignment with his 

understanding of what social psychology does and can do, he positioned himself as a 

member of the discourse community, if only peripherally positioned, anticipating the 
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purpose for reading his text, the expectations for the text, and the role his text could play 

in real life. And his positioning as a discourse community member illustrates an 

interesting development in his approach to subject matter knowledge: Ji-Hoon viewed 

discipline-specific subject matter not as something to acquire, as he did when he was 

positioned as a student, but rather as a means of gaining and then providing insight into 

real-life issues. His discursive choices in the PSY360 paper also indicate a change in his 

attitude toward a new genre task. For example, instead of selecting one of the issues 

introduced and cited as examples by the instructor, which were relatively easy to discuss 

with social psychological principles, Ji-Hoon chose the massacre at My Lai village 

(during the American war in Vietnam) as his paper topic, which he had taken note of 

since he heard of it in a sermon at church some years earlier.  

One notable discursive feature in his PSY360 paper is that the two studies Ji-

Hoon cited in his paper were simply copied from the textbook (see Excerpt 4.5, for the 

description in smaller font and the figure). Since students were encouraged to use 

research studies referenced in the textbook, the instructor did not view Ji-Hoon’s citation 

behavior as plagiarism; nonetheless, Ji-Hoon’s limited citation strategy was one of the 

factors that made his lack of in-depth subject-matter knowledge apparent. As the 

instructor noted, the research studies were not described or connected to his analysis of 

the massacre; they were, rather, attached as something supplementary or subservient to 

his analysis.  
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Excerpt 4.5  

First there was informational influence, which means influence that produces conformity 
when a person believes others are correct in their judgments.  In this situation, American 
soldiers believed the rumor My Lai villagers were already occupied by the 48th Vietcong 
Battalion, one of the most feared units. Apparently, one of the helicopter pilots radioed 
that he saw Vietcong soldiers below.  Since informational social influence usually occur 
in ambiguous, crisis situations (in this case Vietnam War, a very dangerous situation 
where they might lose their lives suddenly by their enemy), or when others are experts 
(helicopter pilot might be regarded as credible scout by American military back then 
more than any other positions), American soldiers thought it was accurate information, 
and did not doubt about it.  This critical conformity mistake happened due to the real or 
imagined influence of others, supported by a research, Auto kinetic studies (Sherif, 
1936): 

 
People estimated how far a point of light appeared to move in a dark room.  When they saw the light by 
themselves, their estimates varied widely. When they were brought together in groups and heard other 

people state their estimates, people conformed to the group’s estimation of how much the light moved. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       

 
,  
 
 

This wrong information about the enemy in My Lai finally led to American soldiers to 
kill the innocent villagers.   
 

 
In the text, Ji-Hoon matched the features of the conformity principle to the My 

Lai incident. However, his use of research studies did not accord with the instructor’s 

expectation of student learning of disciplinary concepts, which was to be shown in the 
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way the student connected research studies to his analysis. Ji-Hoon explained why he 

directly copied the description of the research study from the textbook:  

 
Ji-Hoon: Here, this research study is showing that the conformity principle I was 
using for my analysis was scientifically proven.  

 
He seems to have used the research study with the intention of substantiating the 

validity of the conformity principle and strengthening his analysis. However, Ji-Hoon 

ironically tried to legitimatize the principles by using scientific research that had actually 

been foundational in conceptualizing the principles; this perception of the role of research 

studies may have come from his lack of awareness of the disciplinary mechanism of how 

a theory is conceptualized through the assimilation and synthesis of the results of 

empirical studies. Considering his passion for the assignment, he was disappointed when 

he got a C on his paper. The instructor pointed out that the connection Ji-Hoon was trying 

to make between the real-life issue and the conformity principle was appropriate, but the 

instructor was not convinced that Ji-Hoon understood how the concepts applied to the 

real-world issues he had selected.  The instructor guessed that the too-narrow example Ji-

Hoon chose might have led to a shallow account of the conformity principle as it was 

involved in the example, and later added that an attempt to explain disciplinary principles 

in the students’ own terms and language was necessary, so that the instructor could 

confirm the students’ learning of subject-matter knowledge. 
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4.2 Ye-Na 

4.2.1. A Biographical Profile of Ye-Na 

 
At the age of 15, Ye-Na arrived in the U.S. along with her family, when her father 

came to Southwestern University for one year as a visiting scholar. She started her 

schooling in the U.S. without any preparation in language skills or any buffer against 

culture shock; it was not a huge surprise that her initial foreign experience was extremely 

difficult. Her instructor gave her permission to write her essay assignments in Korean 

when she had no words to express her thoughts in English. Her first year in the U.S. was 

lonely, as she had no interest in getting along with American classmates, but when her 

parents decided to go back to Korea after one year and to leave Ye-Na and her older 

brother in the U.S., she realized that she had to improve her English to survive in school, 

especially her speaking skills. Her strategy for improving her speaking skills was to make 

friends with English-speaking Asian friends who had immigrated to the U.S. at an early 

age and thus were fluent in English. At the same time, she started improving her literacy 

skills with the help of a private tutor. Ye-Na would ask for a syllabus of the courses she 

enrolled in for the following semester and read the assigned readings with her tutor 

during vacation. Her gradual progress in English motivated her to further challenge 

herself by enrolling in AP courses. Through reading classic novels and essays in the AP 

courses, she encountered a wide range of unknown vocabulary, but instead of 

memorizing the words, she trained herself to find the main theme of a text in one reading 

without looking up those words in the dictionary. A highly motivated student, Ye-Na was 
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admitted to Southwestern University as an honors student and, following her father’s 

advice, had already decided on an accounting major, so that even before enrollment she 

had a head start over other students in her coursework. She transferred two courses: one 

math AP course in which she earned higher than 4 out of a possible 5 points and one 

writing course she took at a local community college as an equivalent to English 

Composition (ENGL107) at Southwestern University. In hopes of early graduation, she 

planned her coursework schedule well in advance and did her best to earn a high GPA. 

After successfully getting into the business program, she became actively engaged in 

several campus-wide academic clubs, in order to build her career as well as make more 

personal connections. In her last semester, she worked as a student accountant at school 

to hone her accounting skills. After graduation, she went back to Korea to study for the 

exam to become a professional accountant there.   

 

4.2.2. Transition to College Writing  

 
As an international student at Southwestern University, Ye-Na had to take two 

English composition courses, ENGL107 and ENGL108, but because she had taken a 

writing course equivalent to ENGL107 at a local community college, she was able to skip 

taking composition in her first (fall) semester and take ENGL1088 in the following 

Spring. Consequently, Ye-Na had to do the written work for her GE courses in her first 

semester without support from a writing course. However, Ye-Na did not find writing as 

                                                      
8 A majority of the ENG108 courses at Southwestern University were usually offered in the Spring 
semester. 
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daunting a task as it often is for other international students who have less experience 

with U.S.-based education. Ye-Na credited her confidence to intensive reading and 

writing in her AP courses as well as literacy practice with her English tutor. She stated 

that the support from her private English tutor, as well as her experiences in school, 

helped her understand basic concepts of academic writing, such as the conventions of a 

thesis, paragraph organization, and formal styles of language use.  

 
Ye-Na: My hard work in AP classes really helped me to feel comfortable with 
writing in college . . . . I learned basic academic writing skills in class. For 
example, how to cite and how to logically organize ideas. You know, consistency 
in writing, writing a thesis, etc. MLA citation style. What else? But anyway, 
nothing particularly different for college writing. Kudos to my AP work. Oh. I 
even developed my own strategy of citing to show an instructor that I have read 
assigned readings.  

  
She was confident: she thought she had made a successful transition to college 

writing by implementing the strategies that she had developed and used for her AP work 

in high school. In fact, most of the papers she wrote, even her first paper at Southwestern 

University, seemed to show her firm grasp of the formal conventions of academic writing. 

She organized her ideas in the structure of introduction, body, and conclusion, with a 

thesis clearly stated in the introductory paragraph, and she projected her ideas in quite a 

formal tone and in an academic style in which she hedged the strength of the claims she 

was making. Specifically her good grade and positive feedback in HNRS195 (The Many 

Facets of Being Human), a course she took in her first semester at Southwestern 

University, reinforced her confidence, and nothing seemed to count against her strong 
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sense of self-esteem, which was based largely on her hard work in high school. Available 

only to first-year honors students, HNRS195 was one of the GE courses offered in the 

College of Science. Students read an assigned science fiction novel, Ender’s Game, and 

when they encountered parts in the novel that could be connected to topics such as nature 

vs. nurture in human behavior, birth order, humans and tools, and humans and language, 

they stopped there and discussed them. Upon completing each topic, students wrote 

papers to express their ideas on the topic by responding to guiding questions from the 

instructor. For example, as shown below in the writing prompt for the first paper in the 

course, one main task involved discussing the assigned topic of birth order in relation to 

Ender’s Game. 

 
Excerpt 4.6 

Your first writing assignment concerns “birth order.” Chapter 1 in Ender’s Game talks 
about being a Third. What is known about birth order and the general characteristics 
attributed to birth order? How does this information fit what is found in Ender’s Game? 
Is this information consistent with the experience from your own family? Finally, from 
the knowledge you have gained about birth order, state whether you would have 
preferred a different position in the birth order of your family and explain your 
reasoning. We ask that you consult and list at least 3 references that you use to prepare 
this assignment. The only websites that should be trusted are those that are subject to 
review by independent sources. Please ask your instructors for examples of appropriate, 
reviewed websites (Writing prompt for Paper 1 in HNRS195). 

 
There was a noticeable difference between her AP work and the HNRS195 

assignments in terms of the genre of readings, the subjects on which she wrote, and the 

percentage that the written assignments counted toward the final grade. However, Ye-

Na’s perception of a similarity between them was, in large part, caused by the main 
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practice involved in completing both assignments; that practice, according to Ye-Na, 

consisted of presenting one’s claim and supporting it with examples.  

 
Ye-Na: I hate it that I had to write a lot of small papers in this class [HNRS195], 
but other than that, I think this class was easy. I even thought to myself, “Ah! this 
is the same as I did to prepare for AP and SAT writing,” just pulling my thoughts 
together, organizing, and supporting them with some credible sources. Freely 
expressing my thoughts. Yeah, exactly the same practice as I did for my AP 
work . . . . In a blank sheet of paper, I wrote a thesis and a topic sentence and 
examples to use for each paragraph, and this is the preparatory work that I always 
did before I got to write. I did the same in my AP courses. With a detailed plan 
laid out, I felt like my writing was like filling the empty document with the 
contents that I had planned  

 
Ye-Na’s reflections on class discussion, as well as on peer review, indicated that 

her literacy practices in HNRS195 were not simply limited to her personal commitment 

to writing topics. Rather than lecturing, the instructor spent most of class time engaging 

students in discussion about the novel in relation to the topics. The class was a place from 

which the instructor derived possible writing prompts for subsequent writing assignments, 

and thus where Ye-Na could hear multiple perspectives and also see the scope of the 

discussion. Contrary to Ye-Na’s initial assumption, her work was not undertaken from 

scratch; the class discussion became the foundation on which a possible range of the 

claims she could take were formulated. 

 
Ye-Na: As you can see here, the writing topics such as the nature and nurture 
debate and birth order were plain and simple. Those were the topics that I had 
been quite familiar with—at least not surprisingly difficult topics. It was just a 
matter of how I discuss them in relation to the novel, Ender’s Game. I got ideas 
from class discussions as I encountered so many voices and ideas, and seeing the 
ways in which the instructor guided the discussion, I could tell his purpose for the 
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assignments and his expectations. I got to know what to discuss and how. Without 
class discussions, I might have discussed how I would personally feel about birth 
order and what happened between me and my brother.  

 
Class discussions caused her to be concerned about which point of view she was 

to represent in accordance with the class’s expectations. In addition, Ye-Na also recalled 

that through peer review she found a remarkable difference in rhetoric in the writing by 

her Korean and American classmates. A Korean friend’s essay provided a general 

overview of the identifying traits of birth order, contextualizing the following discussion 

of the novel, Ender’s Game; this, however, reversed the order of her American peers’ 

papers, in which the characters of Ender’s Game were discussed first, before theories of 

birth order. After her realization about what she believed to be American rhetoric, Ye-Na 

made it a habit to stress what she had to address first, taking course essays as giving a 

direct response to the instructor’s questions. She felt charged with making answers to 

guided questions by making her point straightforwardly, textually instantiating it by 

offering a definition or addressing Ender’s Game at the beginning.  

 However, Ye-Na’s awareness of discourse expectations with respect to content-

building did not lead to a greater understanding of the rhetorical dimension of the genre. 

Despite her perception of similarity in procedural and formal dimensions of the genre, 

Ye-Na was not fully invested in genre analytic work for reformulating her understanding 

of the writing task, and a perceived no social motive to guide her literacy practices 

beyond her prior experiences. Overall, Ye-Na’s grades on her writing assignments were 

very good, except that one or two points were often deducted with reference to her 
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grammatical expressions and sentence structure. She described her writing experience as 

“confidence-building,” which got her off to a good start to her college life.  

 

4.2.3 The Framing Practice in Mediating Genre Knowledge Development 

 
In her second semester, along with GE courses, Ye-Na was enrolled in pre-

business foundation courses, required prerequisites for applying to the business program. 

One writing-intensive GE course Ye-Na took that semester was HNRS200 (Thinking 

Critically about Media), with an instructor from the Department of English. In this course, 

offered only to honors students, she was introduced to the cultural, social, and legal 

concepts and issues pertinent to the contemporary media environment. Taking an 

interdisciplinary approach to new media, the course readings were designed to familiarize 

students with the historical, cultural, social, and legal aspects of new media 

environments; in it Ye-Na encountered such unfamiliar concepts as “rhizome,” “durable 

mutation,” and “copying and remixing.” As shown below in the writing prompt for the 

second paper, the goal of the HNRS200 assignments was to provoke students to think 

critically about new media through a series of activities, in this case on the topic of 

durable mutation: reading assignment materials, watching a TED talk on durable 

mutation, finding relevant media, connecting media to the concept of durable mutation, 

and discussing the characteristics of media in relation to the concept. In particular, this 

assignment aimed at engaging students in a deeper look at aspects of the notion of 

durable mutation as well as the foundations of media.  
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Excerpt 4.7 

Write an essay that identifies and explores an emerging form of media that fits 
McCloud’s definition of a durable mutation that has emerged in the last 5 years (see 
13:50 of McCloud’s TED presentation for a definition). Argue why you believe this form 
to be durable and describe its characteristics.  Please use previous readings to support and 
frame your discussion (see McCloud’s references to McCluhan and V. Bush) as well as 
to outline the cultural and/or scientific foundations upon which that form of media has 
been built upon.  If possible, suggest that future of this mutation and its potential effects 
on other arenas of the media landscape (Writing prompt for Paper 2 in HNRS200). 

 
After a close reading of the prompts, which is loaded with several questions, her 

task, she thought, boiled down to investigating the features of a medium that relate to a 

given concept. The line Ye-Na particularly noted in the prompt for paper 2 was: “Argue 

why you believe this form to be durable and describe its characteristics.” To get an idea 

of a durable mutation, Ye-Na also carefully followed the guidelines in the prompt—

watching the assigned TED talk and reading course textbooks to find a theme that cut 

across those two source materials. What was new to her was framing practices, as found 

in the phrase “frame your discussion” in the prompt. Since no guideline beyond the 

writing prompt was given, she had to construct the literacy practice on her own. In fact, 

Ye-Na found this writing task quite challenging and described her writing experience as 

“odd and strange,” different from her work in her AP and HNRS195 courses. Ye-Na 

remarked in her interview that: 

 
Ye-Na: The writing prompt was not straight to me. It was a bit different from 
what I did in my other courses. It was odd and strange. Quite different from my 
AP work, or maybe also from the HNRS195 assignments. It was not simply 
presenting my opinions about a particular topic; I had to make a connection 
between a concept and an example, here a medium. Perhaps, that’s another type 



104 
 

of argumentation in that I was trying to make the connection and explain the 
connection in my paper. But still, it was not like expressing my opinions with 
evidence. It is not my personal opinion that Internet has rhizomatic features or 
that Facebook is durable mutation; that’s the connection the instructor wanted me 
to make. I had to maneuver my analysis of Facebook features to match the 
concept, durable mutation, that is, it’s already pre-determined.  

 
Looking at the content of her paper and her use of source materials showed that 

Ye-Na understood the act of framing a discussion as accepting an idea from disciplinary 

authorities and reinforcing it with examples. That conceptualization of the framing 

practice did not correspond with what the instructor intended by the word framing—the 

rhetorical act of situating one’s argument in an ongoing discussion of the field, with 

reference to course readings that offer information as to the concept of durable mutation 

as well as the cultural histories of media. That is, Ye-Na was expected to constitute a 

“move” within the field of media studies, reviewing the emerging history of Facebook 

based on the concept of durable mutation. In fact, what Ye-Na did in the paper was 

mostly support the proposition that Facebook contains features related to aspects of 

durable mutation. Ye-Na argued in each paragraph that the Facebook functions she 

found—such as transmitting information, developing relationships, and leading to a 

change in participation in politics—can be viewed as signs of durable mutation. Her 

understanding of the framing practice, although not appropriate for the task, illustrates an 

interesting development, shown in her search for textual instantiations that correspond 

with her understanding. 
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Another textual instantiation of her framing practice is her use of source materials. 

In fact, in order to make the framing successfully, it is important to cite specific 

information that makes a previous “move,” from which readers track down how an 

ongoing conversation has been established and how a new move leads to further 

discussion. Also, when appropriate information is cited in the right way, it suggests the 

direction in which a discussion is framed. The act of finding information from source 

materials and citing it in one’s text is a literacy practice that was familiar to Ye-Na, and 

that is also integral to many types of writing situations in college. However, the 

references in her paper are used in an attempt to sustain and reinforce her claim, not to 

situate her argument in the field of media studies. Her way of using sources remained the 

same as in HNRS195—picking up sources selectively in line with her claims. In her 

second paper, she uses only three references to course readings throughout the entire 

paper—one in the introductory paragraph and the other two in the concluding paragraph 

(see Excerpt 4.8). Ye-Na picked out segments of phrases from the readings, which are 

cited in the form of direct quotes, but, interestingly, those citations were neither directly 

related to media theories nor to the concept, other than offering a general definition of 

“durable mutation” at the very beginning of the paper. The other two quotations were 

rather general statements, which were then stretched in meaning to connect to her claims 

in the conclusion.  
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Excerpt 4.8  

Function Excerpts from Ye-Na’s Paper 2 

Providing 
definitions  

According to Scott McCloud, a cartoonist, durable mutation means 
“a mutation that is durable” (HNRS200-Paper 2).      

Supporting her 
claims  
 

Facebook has changed the way to develop relationships in society as 
it expands its limit of social networking.  Marshall McLuhan, a 
Canadian educator, said “the medium is the message” (7, Murray 
and Manovich).  McLuhan mentioned that a “message” is “the 
change of scale or pace or pattern” that a new invention “introduces 
into human affairs” (Fredman).   Today, Facebook is a message that 
changes the pattern of communication (HNRS200-Paper 2).        

However, in the future, if individuals depend on the media too 
much, then it would result in danger, because they do not know how 
to filter information from the media.  In As We May Think, the 
author Vannevar Bush said “presumably man’s spirit should be 
elevated if he can better review his shady past and analyze more 
completely and objectively his present problems” (47, Murray and 
Manovich). It means if individuals keep using something without 
thinking and organizing, then there is no progress (HNRS200-Paper 
2).      

 
The instructor’s comments on her second paper, as shown in Excerpt 4.9, pointed 

to the need for a more extensive discussion of the concept, durable mutation, in 

explaining the environments within which Facebook emerged and its evolving 

characteristics in light of durable mutation.  

 
Excerpt 4.9 

Understand that "mutation" is metaphorical in this sense and that perhaps making sense 
of its biological meaning might shed some light on how you could apply it to a form of 
media.  Since you are going so far back, you have to try and recreate the conditions that 
existed before Facebook's rise and how that change is evident in the biological meaning 
of mutation.  In other words, apply the idea of a genetic mutation to something very 
different such as Facebook.  I'm definitely assuming a cursory understanding of biology, 
so you might want to take some time clarifying the term as best as possible.  Thinking 
across disciplinary bounds will help you think more precisely and write much clearer 
(Instructor Feedback on Ye-Na’s Essay 2).   

 



107 
 

In sum, Ye-Na’s paper was evaluated as lacking grounds for her claim regarding 

Facebook’s relevance as an example of durable mutation: the concept, durable mutation, 

needed to be discussed more extensively in her analysis of Facebook, with regard to the 

conditions that enabled Facebook’s rise and its development as durable mutation. Though 

not explicitly stated in the instructor’s feedback, what is missing in her paper is the 

framework of her discussion, within which her analysis can be situated. In encountering 

the new task, Ye-Na sensed that a new procedural practice, i.e., framing practice, was 

required for the assignment in HNRS200, and she accordingly developed an 

understanding, based on other dimensions of genre knowledge, that she believed would 

be in keeping with the new literacy practice.  

 

4.2.4 Exploring Disciplinary Styles of Communication  

  
In the same second semester, Ye-Na took another GE course, this one in 

psychology, PSY101 (Introduction to Psychology), which covers all the areas of mental 

life, including behaviors, thinking, and action, as subjects for scientific examination. 

Within the broad spectrum the field of psychology covers, this course accounted for the 

more science-oriented side of it, proclaiming the brain to be the biological house of the 

psyche and thus introducing topics and issues regarding the functioning of the brain, 

rather than other areas of study in psychology. Also, the instructor herself emphasized 

several times in class that she was “brain-biased,” which she admitted affected her 

selection of readings and discussion topics. The workload for the class was heavy for Ye-
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Na since the course requirements included three midterms, three quizzes, and three 

papers. Ye-Na’s first impression upon her encounter with the new types of readings and 

the unaccustomed class materials was that the course would be, according to her, 

“unbearable.” 

The first writing requirement was a “quiz.” The three required “quizzes” were 

actually 1-2 page long essays, or “quizzes,” as the instructor called them. Students were 

each to discuss a topic they individually chose from a list of questions the instructor 

prepared; the list was comprised of topics drawn from course materials. The topic Ye-Na 

chose was the debate over nature versus nurture, a topic she had already written about in 

HNRS195; it was a simple task, as the instructor used these essay-type “quizzes” to 

check on students’ understanding of important psychological issues and concepts. The 

following was the prompt Ye-Na chose for the first essay quiz.  

 
Excerpt 4.10 

What is the nature-nurture debate/controversy, what is its origin in the history of 
psychology, and what is the importance of that issue for psychology now? Discuss 
implication of the issue for the paradigm shifts we have observed in the discipline 
(Writing prompt for the first essay quiz in PSY101). 

 
Although Ye-Na had addressed the nature-nurture topic before, she was not sure 

what direction she could take in dealing with the topic in this case. What was noticeable 

to Ye-Na was the required practice of contextualizing the discussion based on 

psychological research studies. Ye-Na ended up getting help from a friend who had taken 

the same course earlier, from the same instructor, by asking for the friend’s writing for 
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the first essay quiz. With great trust in her friend, who got an A in the course, Ye-Na 

attempted to model her understanding on what she recognized in her friend’s paper. Ye-

Na’s reflections on essay quizzes were quite revealing in the way that she went into self-

directed thinking about disciplinary styles of communication.   

 
Ye-Na: Is psychology a pure science, not an applied one? When I did my first 
writing task in PSY101, I even thought that psychology was like philosophy, or at 
least required philosophical thinking.  
Interviewer: Philosophical thinking? How so?  
Ye-Na: I felt like I was pushed to articulate what I couldn’t articulate by myself. 
Umm . . . . How can I explain this to you? I had the impression that I had to 
explain something that’s taken as a given to me. For example, think about the 
cases such as nature vs. nurture, sensation vs. perception, or debates on gender 
differences. Those are quite familiar topics to me, and I could describe the debates 
in my plain or everyday language, but what I had to do was address them within a 
psychological framework. For example, in other courses, I was supposed to argue 
why I believed a particular issue was true or not, given that it’s true or not true. I 
used to focus on giving supporting evidence based on my views on the issue at 
hand, but here I felt like I had to focus on discussing the topic itself in reference to 
the claims of scholars, which is very philosophical to me because the topic itself 
has been discussed already multiple times before. What’s the point of discussing 
it as a non-expert if I can’t express my personal views? Then I guessed that must 
be an academic way of communication, that is, keep talking about the issues that 
are taken as a given to normal people like me. That’s why I called it philosophical.  

 
Ye-Na’s awareness of the rhetorical purpose of writing was reflected in her 

continued practice as she consulted scientific journal articles for her 5-6 page-long 

writing assignment. The task was to write a research paper with at least three empirical 

research articles as references. As a gentle push to get students started, the instructor 

prepared a list of journal articles addressing different subjects, from which students chose 

one journal article. Once they were introduced to one empirical research article and its 
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findings, students then found two more articles that explored the same issue from 

different perspectives; the three articles had to be cited to meet the requirement for the 

writing assignments. The paper Ye-Na gave me was written on the impact of biology vs. 

society on gender differences.  

Her awareness of disciplinarity in writing is particularly marked in the bridge 

sentences in the introduction, where she contextualizes her discussion by reviewing the 

issue she would be writing about, for example, by providing a definition of the issue, 

summarizing her claims, or making sweeping statements about the relevance of the issue. 

In her PSY101 paper, she brings readers into the disciplinary space where her analysis of 

the issue is “framed.” As shown in Excerpt 4.11, her use of the discipline-specific terms 

reflects her sense of the role of disciplinary artifacts, as well as the process of disciplinary 

knowledge being created and distributed within a context. Although there may have been 

a textual influence from her encounter with research articles, her conscious attempt to 

frame her discussion within the discipline constitutes part of the process of constructing 

her sense of disciplinarity.  

 
Excerpt 4.11 

Research on gender differences was begun by scientists who believed individual 
differences in traits were biologically determined.  Individuals also have been convinced 
by the result of research that demonstrates differences depending on males and females: 
verbal ability, mathematical ability, aggressiveness, etc.  However, is the result of 
differences only from genetics? Males and females have some fundamentally different 
characteristics, but gender differences that appear in society are more affected by socio-
cultural facts and personal background. 

 



111 
 

One genre practice worth noting in terms of her awareness of disciplinarity is 

source use. Her PSY101 paper was outlined according to the findings in the articles of 

her choice, but, notably, those research findings are presented in the form of a summary, 

which is not unlike her prior practice. In the interview, Ye-Na described research articles 

as representing the most authentic form of disciplinary communication, thus serving as a 

useful benchmark from which she “picked up,” to use her term, structural moves, 

methods of citation, and particular textual forms. She admitted that she had not read the 

parts of the articles where the empirical study was explained (the methods sections), but 

rather skimmed through the abstracts, literature reviews, and findings. One textual feature 

she took note of was the ways of presenting a previous research study and providing an 

author’s view on it, a discursive feature she borrowed for her paper. Excerpt 4.12 shows 

the second and fourth paragraphs in Ye-Na’s PSY101 paper. In the second paragraph, 

where a study of Hyde’s (2007) meta-analysis article is cited, Ye-Na paraphrased the 

research findings to report them in her paper (e.g., “about seventy eight percent of the 

effect sizes for gender differences were close to zero”), and then offered her analysis of 

the findings (e.g., “This implies that there were only minimal differences in males and 

females”), although the analyses she presented, in comparison to the original sources she 

had referred to, seem to be identical to the author’s interpretation of the results in the 

article. This pattern continues in other paragraphs. The fourth paragraph, the one where 

she presented Feingold’s (2007) research findings, is constructed according to the same 

pattern: the research findings are presented first, followed by her analysis. Ye-Na 
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consciously interspersed her analysis with the summary of research findings, with her 

analysis explicitly marked by a variety of reporting verbs such as “imply,” “demonstrate,” 

“prove,” and “reflect” that she noticed in her reading of the research articles.  

   
Excerpt 4.12 

2nd paragraph; from a meta-analysis 
article  

4th paragraph; from an abstract of an 
article 

According to Hyde’s sample of effect sizes 
extracted from 46 meta-analyses of 
research on psychological gender 
differences, about seventy eight percent of 
the effect sizes for gender differences were 
close to zero (Hyde 260). This implies that 
there were only minimal differences in 
males and females, which is contrasting to 
the prevailing assumptions of researchers. 
However, there were a few exceptions to 
the pattern of gender differences: the 
largest gender differences were shown in 
motor performance, such as throwing 
velocity (Hyde 260). This implies that 
males and females are physically different, 
not psychologically different. This fact 
becomes more obvious with an effect size 
of leadership effectiveness: the effect size, 
d, is -0.02, which means both genders have 
almost equal effectiveness, with women are 
slightly more effective (Hyde 260). Thus 
all the results prove that both genders have 
similarities in psychological variables. 

Gender differences are consistent with 
cultures rather than biological facts. A 
cross-cultural quantitative review of gender 
differences in verbal, mathematical, and 
spatial abilities was conducted to assess the 
generalization of Americans about the 
statement of ‘males are better at 
mathematics and spatial abilities,’ and ‘the 
sexes are equally variable in verbal’ 
(Feingold, n.p.). After the review, no 
consistent gender differences in those 
statements were found in other countries. 
Instead, the result revealed that males were 
more variable in verbal than females were 
in some nations, or females were better at 
mathematics than men on average in other 
nations (Feingold, n.p.).  This result 
demonstrates that Americans’ thoughts 
based on gender differences about 
mathematical skills and verbal ability are 
not consistent in other nations. The result 
implies that mathematical and verbal 
abilities are not based on genetics, but 
depending on the culture of education and 
personal talents. Thus it reflects that gender 
differences are more based on cultural 
background, rather than fundamental 
differences of the sexes. 
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Ye-Na’s citation practice is worth pointing out as compared to her prior practice 

of thrusting in citations as examples in her arguments. More interesting was a series of 

genre-mediated literacy practices that show her increasing sense of disciplinarity. It is 

particularly worth noting that her rhetorical awareness of the disciplinary context, 

although not necessarily legitimate in the eyes of disciplinary experts, provides a chance 

for an insightful exploration of disciplinary artifacts (e.g., research articles) and seems to 

have influenced her development of formal and procedural genre practice.  

  

4.3 Summary and Discussion 

 
I traced the trajectories of the two L2 students’ genre-mediated literacy practices 

through different writing tasks across the curriculum. In particular, attention was paid to 

the points at which shifts occurred in their genre practices via encounters with different 

disciplinary expectations. In the first interviews with each student, they did not seem to 

know what to say when asked about their perceptions of the purpose of each writing 

assignment. Ji-Hoon’s first reply was notably cynical: “I just wrote the way the instructor 

asked . . . . I didn’t have time to analyze and contemplate the purpose of the assignments.” 

Ye-Na also, at first, simply labeled all her writing assignments in GE courses as falling in 

the realm of the genre called “papers.” Over time, however, the ways in which both Ji-

Hoon and Ye-Na interpreted writing prompts, planned their practice, and discussed 

particular textual features they used in their papers provided a window into their evolving 
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understanding of discourse expectations for each writing assignment, as well as the 

process of developing genre-mediated literacy practices in the disciplines.  

Analysis of this stage of the study shows that changes in the students’ genre-

mediated literacy practices for college writing were guided by their growing awareness of 

discourse expectations. In the absence of detailed instructions of writing assignments or 

mentoring interactions, what promoted genre practice was the students’ awareness of 

classroom affordances available in instructional contexts, such as subject-matter 

knowledge, assignment guidelines, grading rubrics, syllabi, instructor feedback, and peer 

review—all of which form a genre network wherein school-based academic genres 

emerge (Devitt et al., 2004). In this section, I discuss the marked changes in the students’ 

genre practices, drawing on the notion of genre knowledge as comprising four different 

but interacting dimensions: formal, rhetorical, subject-matter, and process knowledge. 

The data show that meaningful interactions with contextual factors influence particular 

dimensions of genre knowledge and, depending on which dimension of knowledge is 

foregrounded, the students’ genre practice is configured to the degree to which their 

genre knowledge is situated in the local disciplinary discourses. Figure 4.1 provides a 

schematic description of the dimension of genre knowledge as it figures into the 

development of genre-based literacy practices. My purpose is not to suggest a staged 

model of the students’ genre knowledge development over time but rather to streamline 

my discussion, within the framework of genre knowledge, of how the students’ discoursal 

participation, or disciplinary awareness, is instantiated in genre practice.   
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Figure 4.1 A Schematic Diagram of the Students’ Genre-Mediated Literacy Practices 

Ji-Hoon: ENGL107 
Ye-Na: HNRS195 

Ji-Hoon: NATS104 
Ye-Na: HNRS200 

Ji-Hoon: PSY360 
Ye-Na: PSY101 

“Low-load transfer”  “Retrospective search”  “Networked processing” 

    

 
Many of Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s prior practices from high school were transferred 

to writing assignments in ENGL107 and HNRS19—the first courses for Ji-Hoon and Ye-

Na, respectively. In the face of different types of readings, citation use, writing topics, 

and grading criteria, both students utilized their prior writing experiences in high school 

as a potential source for carrying out writing assignments at the university (see Artemeva 

& Fox, 2010; Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011). Their approach to new assignments in ENGL107 

and HNRS195 was primarily marked by an exclusive reliance on strategies they 

associated with high school writing. They both conceived of their assignments as some 

variety of opinion paper, that is, placing their personal opinions at center stage and then 

inserting external sources, from textbooks or online documents, as evidence for their 

claims—the practice they had been accustomed to. Such a practice seems to coincide 

with what is described as “low road transfer” (Perkins & Salomon, 1994), that is, 
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perceptual similarity of context triggered them to use already-developed, semi-automatic 

repertoires. Two things triggered a sense of perceptual similarity between high school 

and college writing: first, formal features that cut across writing assignments in college, 

such as basic paper organization, formal and academic tone, and Standard Written 

English (SWE); and second, their instructors’ emphasis on expressing ideas in the paper 

as part of guidance for writing assignments. The overlap in both formal and procedural 

features was enough to remind Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na of their prior knowledge acquired in 

high school, which they then recycled. Their engagement in writing was, by and large, 

aligned to and mediated by recognizable disciplinary artifacts such as given writing 

topics, source texts, and paper instructions, but their appropriation of those artifacts 

cannot be accounted for by the aspect of disciplinary practices. Their genre practice 

rather seems to align more with that of “boundary guarders” (Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011), 

i.e., those who draw on and utilize prior genre knowledge as a whole in the face of a new 

task, instead of teasing out and repurposing strategies of particular relevance to a new 

task. “Guarded” by prior knowledge, the students sustained their high school writing 

practice and rarely engaged in activity discovering traces of disciplinarity.  

A remarkable change occurred in the second semester when the two students 

started to learn discipline-specific subject matter: biological systems (Ji-Hoon in 

NATS104) and new media theories (Ye-Na in HNRS200). On reading assignment 

guidelines carefully, Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na both seemed to notice a difference in the 

procedural practice necessary to complete the writing tasks, particularly in terms of 
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source use. Though not full-fledged, the students’ awareness of how disciplinary sources 

are utilized in writing led to the expansion of their process genre knowledge. However, it 

was not clear to either student how to use sources in text production. Assignment 

guidelines were often specific, but mostly provided superficial instructions as to page 

limit, writing topics, and types of source materials to use; often the guidelines stressed 

what to include but did not explain how to employ sources or present the analysis, 

although the “what” and “how” both affected grading. Though disciplinary values and 

practices are reflected in the “how,” the identification of that “how” seems to be left to 

the student’s discretion, triggering a retrospective search for missing information. The 

term “retrospective search,” which I use to describe the students’ genre practice in Figure 

4.1, refers to the practice of tracing backward to formulate genre knowledge in response 

to an immediate task demand. 

Data analysis shows that during the retrospective search, prior knowledge 

establishes a baseline against which any changes in genre practice occur, e.g., in the case 

of Ji-Hoon’s literacy practices in ENGL108 in constituting the notion of research, and 

Ye-Na’s use of source materials. Depending on whether and how a new task aligns with 

prior practice, discursive borrowing occurs in overlapping situations, whereas a 

noticeable discrepancy becomes a motive for a search for disciplinary expectations. 

Therefore, engagement in a retrospective search seems to forge a link to the growth of 

other dimensions of genre knowledge, e.g., formal and rhetorical understanding of the 

genre. An example worth noting, in this view, is Ji-Hoon’s self-directed contemplation of 
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the audience; this example is telling in that it marks an attempt to stretch his rhetorical 

understanding of genre in alignment on his own. Ji-Hoon also, based on the grading 

rubric, conceptualized the practice of effacing subjectivity as central to scientific writing. 

However, such discoursal practice did not accompany a rhetorical understanding of the 

workings and norms in science, and is in fact questionable as a scientific writing norm. 

Ye-Na, on the other hand, constructed conceptual and textual instantiations of the 

framing practice, influencing the ways in which she produced text.   

Such a retrospective search can be viewed as a nascent stage of disciplinary 

enculturation in that it provides an opportunity to build understanding of genre 

knowledge in relation to discourse expectations, but it seems to give rise to a limited set 

of genre practices that do not necessarily comply with disciplinary values. Instead of 

letting genre knowledge emerge through networked, situated, and ongoing practice, the 

retrospective search tends to construct only genre knowledge relevant to completing a 

task, which often results in the “passing” mode of participation, i.e., “passing” for credit 

by orienting their activity to fulfilling requirements and achieving institutional goals 

(Prior, 1998). As the students learned new disciplinary content in NATS104 and 

HNRS200, the perceived purpose of writing changed from a medium for expressing 

one’s opinions to a venue for demonstrating an understanding of subject-matter 

knowledge. Their practice, however, remained at a level of knowledge-telling9. 

                                                      
9 According to Bereiter and Scardamalia’s (1987, 1993) models of text production, the knowledge-telling 
model indicates simply transferring knowledge into written text as it is stored in long-term memory, 
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Discursive features derived for the purpose of knowledge-telling do not necessarily 

deviate from and might be indexed by a disciplinary community; however, it has to be 

pointed out that the students’ genre practice was not inspired by an awareness of 

disciplinary values, but rather by attention to task-oriented purposes. In fact, disciplinary 

enculturation requires some degree of autonomy and a highly sophisticated understanding 

of a local space laden with rhetorical problems to solve, factors which are not attainable 

in a short time (Nelson, 1990; Schwegler & Shamoon, 1982). 

Though it is hard to say whether the students integrated disciplinary views into 

their genre practice, the study findings do illustrate the students’ budding awareness of 

disciplinarity. They began to be aware of the idea of disciplines in academia as being 

rooted in different hermeneutic systems of communication, especially when they took 

psychology courses. In PSY360 (Ji-Hoon) and PSY101 (Ye-Na), a relatively more 

sophisticated sense of disciplinary discourse was integrated into the development of 

genre knowledge. Their writing practice in PSY360 and PSY101 was, as usual, 

influenced by specifications in the guidelines, and they still identified writing 

assignments as instructors’ tools for teaching disciplinary subject matter and assessing 

students’ achievements (see Dias et al., 1999). Despite the students’ different points of 

realization regarding disciplinary features, their views of writing assignments changed at 

the juncture of relating writing assignments to class readings and practice. Throughout 

his course, Ji-Hoon contemplated the role an academic discipline plays in giving insights 

                                                                                                                                                              
whereas knowledge-transforming refers to content generation as guided by a rhetorical goal that a writer 
identifies for a particular task (see Kellogg, 2008, for more information). 
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into reality—not as a way to indoctrinate lay people, including students, but to actually 

make society better. Ye-Na, in the process of completing small writing assignments, 

became aware of a disciplinary pattern of discussion, a realization that later influenced 

her work on a research paper.  

Both students’ writing experiences in their psychology courses were particularly 

striking for the ways in which their genre knowledge emerged in a networked connection 

between classroom resources such as class lectures, class activities, and writing tasks. 

The students’ engagement in a series of class activities gave salience to disciplinary 

practice, establishing a baseline against which writing assignments could be cued, 

interpreted, and performed. Within a rhetorical framework defined by a perceived 

disciplinary community, the students’ rhetorical understanding of writing assignments 

seemed to be, if not fully established, definitely growing. Such rhetorical awareness gave 

them clear reasons for their procedural practice as well as for their choice of discursive 

features. The growth of other knowledge dimensions, along with disciplinary awareness, 

tended to be proactive rather than reactive to a task demand. Ji-Hoon’s attention to the 

workings of the field of social psychology influenced his choice of the real-life example 

he wrote about, i.e., the massacre at My Lai village. Though not consonant with the 

instructor’s suggestions or preference, Ji-Hoon’s choice reflected his intention to make a 

practical contribution to society through social psychological concepts. Ye-Na’s 

understanding of discipline-specific rhetoric became more sophisticated with regard to 

paper organization, source use, and rhetoric. Also, the ways in which Ye-Na framed her 
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discussion within disciplinary theories or concepts changed from simply copying textual 

fragments to introducing current debates in psychology as she made an attempt to insert 

her discussion into a disciplinary conversation. The fact that both students’ genre practice 

emerged through classroom activities points to the intertwined relationship between 

writing and learning and sheds light on the undeniable importance of consistency and the 

relevance of writing assignments to class practices and readings  (see Ackerman, 1993; 

Bazerman, 1994). Given that the aim of college writing is to increase intellectual growth 

and disciplinary knowledge (Britton et al., 1975), the study findings call attention to the 

need for careful planning of writing assignments in order to ensure coherence with class 

practice and readings. Also, the students’ experience confirms that all classroom 

affordances should be designed to reflect disciplinary values and to coordinate with each 

other.    

Lastly, this close analysis of the students’ writing and interviews shows that their 

genre practice did not develop in a step-by-step way, which is not surprising because they 

were studying across disciplines, rather than being immersed in one genre or one 

discipline for a long time. Both students, consciously or unconsciously, constructed a 

different genre knowledge set for each writing task, situating it in the local context 

wherein that particular act of writing transpired. This corresponds to a context-sensitive 

view of literacy development that is currently advocated by new literacy scholars (Barton, 

1994; Ivanič, 1998; Leki, 2007; Lea & Street, 1998), but contradicts the generally held 

assumption that knowledge acquired during first-year composition courses equips 
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students with the necessary genre competence to tackle the requirements of other courses 

(see Fallon et al., 2009; Nelms & Diverly, 2007, for a discussion of transfer), since these 

students’ prior knowledge did not always suggest an appropriate pathway to completing 

writing assignments across the disciplines. Given the students’ context-sensitive 

knowledge development, it is worth noting that their disciplinary literacy gradually grew 

in directions that reflected their understanding of situated exigencies shaped by the 

particular class. Such an awareness of discourse pertained to the ways in which they 

engaged in genres in classes, a factor which provides implications for designing class 

resources including lectures, assignments, and activities.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: APPROACH TO BUSINESS LETTERS 

In this chapter, I analyze Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s genre practices in BNAD314, a 

business writing class, particularly the ways they appreciate the extent to which a genre is 

socially enacted and aligned with disciplinary values. In addition, the analytic focus 

centers on the students’ disciplinary identity that is being influenced and developed along 

their pathways to mastering new genres. Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na both took BNAD314 in the 

same semester, but with different instructors. BNAD314 is a required class for all 

students entering the business program; it teaches communication strategies, both oral 

and written, essential for success in a U.S.-based business environment, and students are 

asked to participate in a variety of course assignments that are intended to facilitate 

effective business communication skills, such as a team-based project, oral presentations, 

and professional business documents. The major tasks in BNAD314 include individual 

and group work. In particular, each individual student creates a portfolio of six business 

letters (three drafts and the same three letters revised). Students learn about three types of 

business letters in this course: routine, persuasive, and bad news letters. They are 

supposed to write in a simulated workplace context, in which they are assigned the role of 

an intern working for, in Ji-Hoon’s case, the director of a company, Give Realty, and in 

Ye-Na’s case, the executive officer of Best Buy. Class lectures provide a general 

overview of business writing, including writing style, medium (letter, e-mail, or memo), 

and different approaches to business letters (routine, persuasive, or bad news). In order to 

make the writing process easier, the instructors encourage students to read assigned 
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articles from which they can extract information at their discretion and that they can use 

in their drafts. At the end of the course, students take a Writing Assessment10; those who 

do not demonstrate writing skills proficient enough to pass the assessment must enroll in 

BNAD315, a review class that provides additional practice for the students.  

I will look at all Ji-Hoon’s business letters (routine, persuasive, and bad news) in 

BNAD314. However, I will focus only on Ye-Na’s persuasive letters in BNAD314, the 

Writing Assessment, and BNAD315. Whereas striking changes are featured in Ji-Hoon’s 

understanding of disciplinary discourse during one semester’s work in BNAD314, Ye-

Na’s rhetorical development seems to have taken place over a longer time span, and 

therefore I will focus on her genre work in BNAD314, the Writing Assessment, and 

BNAD315. Table 5.1 outlines the types of letters that are included for analysis in this 

chapter.  

 
Table 5.1 Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s Business Letters  

Ji-Hoon Ye-Na 

Type   Type  

Routine Letter BNAD314 Persuasive Letter BNAD314 

Persuasive Letter BNAD314  Persuasive Letter Writing Assessment 

Bad News Letter BNAD314 Persuasive Letter BNAD315 

 
Unlike most GE courses, genre practice in the BNAD courses, which are writing 

classes, centers on learning a particular disciplinary genre. Major differences between 

BNAD314 and GE courses are found, therefore, in the nature of the writing assignments, 

the class’s orientation to writing, and the students’ commitment to disciplinary practices 

                                                      
10 Writing Assessment is a timed, sit-down exam.  
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(they are business majors). More discussion regarding the contextual factors constituting 

BNAD courses, in relation to students’ genre practice, will be provided at the end of the 

chapter.  

 

5.1 Ji-Hoon: Taking on the Character of a Business Person  

 
Ji-Hoon stated that in BNAD314 he learned, for the first time, a lot about work-

based writing skills, and he enjoyed the feeling of being included in the world of business, 

since the course is the first required business writing course he took after his admission to 

the business school. However, as he remembers it, the course initially came as a shock, 

another “glass ceiling” (after ENGL107) that he experienced as a second language 

learner:  

 
Ji-Hoon: Business writing is very different from academic writing, or from the 
papers that I wrote for general education courses. I had confidence in my writing 
in terms that I came up with creative ideas for my paper, and those ideas were 
appreciated by instructors. But as you know, business writing does not seek 
creativity in writers; I guess it rather appreciates the message the writer conveys 
in standard form. My job was to follow the structural format as closely as possible 
and communicate my message as clearly as possible with precise language. 
What’s funny is that that may sound easy, but it’s not really easy to apply what I 
know to my writing . . . . The most important features of business writing is 
“getting to the point.” It was not long before I came to realize what that meant 
when I got the first feedback from my instructor in BNAD314. She crossed out 
half of my writing in my rough draft and marked it unnecessary—it was totally 
shocking. And also there were language issues. Another glass ceiling for me as a 
non-native speaker of English . . .   

 
Ji-Hoon’s nascent awareness of what a business letter should be was formed 

through his instructor’s explicit teaching in class, which contributed to developing his 
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rhetorical knowledge (the intended purpose of the genre) and formal knowledge (the 

format and organization of the genre) of the business letter. Ji-Hoon also found the 

samples presented in the instructor’s lecture slides to be extremely helpful:  

 
Ji-Hoon: No one can write that [a business letter] without looking at samples. It’s 
necessary to read them first and then write your own business letters. For me, the 
reference to samples was extremely helpful in that I can sense a preferred way of 
writing a business letter in terms of tone, formality, and style, and even how 
detailed my letter should be in explaining the reason for my request.  
Interviewer: Didn’t the instructor also teach you those?  
Ji-Hoon: Yes, she did. But how can I know what she means when she says, “you 
write in a conversational style in the letter.” How conversational? Can I write the 
way I speak to my friends? Or conversational but a bit formal? She can also say, 
“you need to catch the reader’s attention.” Right, but how? I needed to look at 
samples to figure out for myself those concepts, which are seemingly abstract but 
can take shape with concrete examples in the samples. The most difficult part for 
me was to figure out the way to create the formulaic sequences of a letter. Did 
you know there is a structure like point, details, and action for a persuasive letter? 
I struggled to create the first line to construct each move of point, details, and 
action in my letter. So I looked at the sample and followed the ways in which the 
structure [point, details, and action] is worked out in the sample.  

 
To Ji-Hoon, the instructor’s explicit instruction provided an abstract sense of how 

he should write a business letter, but through a close look at the samples, he formed a 

more concrete picture of the genre. The samples in class were helpful, to the extent that 

they instantiated particular features of the genre and gave Ji-Hoon a sense of how those 

features work together to constitute an appropriate letter. Ji-Hoon quite consciously 

borrowed the genre’s form, textual features, and content from the sample he referred to 

and utilized them as primary sources for advancing his ideas. Excerpt 5.1 shows the 

sample he referenced and the first business letter that he wrote. The task was to write a 
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routine letter in email format, with the aim of inviting the employees of Give Realty to 

Laurie’s talk, which would be accompanied a free lunch. 
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Excerpt 5.1 
Sample  Ji-Hoon’s Routine Letter (draft) 

Dear Give Realty Employees, 
 
Would you like the opportunity to enjoy a free 
lunch while learning a very important lesson? If 
so, you are more than welcome to join us as 
your own Laurie Loew gives her talk on social 
entrepreneurship. Laurie is holding this event a 
week from today in a in a conference room at 
1300 E 7th Street.  
 
Not only is the lunch provided going to be free, 
but also it is from our favorite place The Pecan 
Street Station. The meeting is scheduled to go 
from 11:45-12:45 Wednesday afternoon. This 
hour will be quite beneficial considering Laurie 
is a very successful entrepreneur. I am sure 
there are many valuable lessons that can be 
learned from her. 
 
Who is Laurie Loew 
 

• CEO of Give Realty 
• Over $112,000 donations to charity 
• Entrepreneur 

 
So come on guys, give up one hour of your 
time to help a colleague out. There is a lot to 
learn. Laurie needs us all there to help make 
sure everything runs smoothly. She plans on 
pairing us up with different people for some 
one on one interaction. So please come out, 
enjoy the free lunch while giving back. Please 
respond by Tuesday as we will need a final 
head count before the event. Hope to see you 
all there! 
 
Sincerely, 
Kevin Neman 
 

Dear colleagues, 
 
How is everything going?  Do you have any 
problems in your work place?  For instance, 
having a hard time thinking creatively, having 
good relationships with your co-workers, or 
lacking work skills?  Here is a great chance to 
learn about social entrepreneurship through 
Lunch and Learn.  You will learn many things 
about social entrepreneurship in this seminar, 
which will help you improve your work in the 
company.  It will also provide free lunches 
from your favorite sandwich place “the Pecan 
Street Station.” 
 
In the seminar, 
 

• You will have 15 minutes to chat with 
the participants and colleagues to get 
to know each other. 

• For the rest of 45 minutes, you will 
learn about social entrepreneurship 
seminar with awesome sandwiches 
from the Pecan Street Station. 

• It will be held in a meeting room at 

Conjuncture, located at 1309 E. 7th 

St., Austin, TX 78702,  next 
Wednesday September 14th from 

11:45am - 12:45pm. 
 

I hope all of you can join this seminar Lunch 

and Learn, and have a great time with us. 
 

P.S. If you can attend the seminar, please 

send me an Email by next Tuesday, Thank 

you. 

 

Sincerely,  
 
 Laurie Loew 
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Ji-Hoon’s analysis of the sample text was focused on identifying textual features 

that guided the rhetorical maneuvering of the text. The two textual features he identified 

and borrowed from the sample text were a bulleted list and a rhetorical question. In class, 

he was taught different types of formatting features, such as bold, italics, bullets, and 

their rhetorical effects in business writing. Since a routine letter should communicate 

important information in a clear and concise manner, it was recommended, but not 

required, to use those features for easy comprehension. Ji-Hoon stated that seeing how a 

bulleted list is actually used in an actual letter led him to an awareness of the feature as an 

available tool for the genre. Another textual feature that Ji-Hoon clearly noticed was a 

rhetorical question that was used at the beginning of the sample text. In the interview, he 

repeatedly stated that constructing the opening of a letter was the greatest challenge. The 

rhetorical question in the sample text provided him inspiration for creating his own 

opening. It also gave him an idea about how to position himself when addressing his 

audience. He saw that a personalized, informal question serves as a connection to the 

information the writer intends to convey, and at the same time creates a friendly image of 

the writer.  

 
Ji-Hoon: Here [the sample], the first question aims to draw readers’ attention and 
serves as a link to the discussion of the Lunch and Learn meeting. So I did the 
same thing here in my letter, trying to address the audience’s needs . . . . It sounds 
more persuasive with those questions . . . . And the pronoun you is used in this 
question and actually in the sample throughout, so I thought, “Ah, I can use the 
pronoun you [in a business letter].” The tone I found in this letter was not 
formal—rather friendly.  
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Ji-Hoon began to understand the genre’s form, strategically aligning his own 

writing with the textual features, content, and levels of formality of the sample text and 

developing his textual repertoires of the genre from his reading of the sample. His 

identity construction was influenced by the textual features he noted as constituting the 

sample writer’s identity, which he saw as a representative image, acceptable in the genre, 

of a business person. In fact, despite his growing awareness of the genre, he had little 

sense of the rhetorical context—especially in his positioning himself as Laurie Loew, the 

presenter of the talk—and procedural practices surrounding the genre. In the interview, 

he acknowledged his confusion about the simulated role of an intern writing in the voice 

of a boss, Laurie Loew; one notable feature in regard to that point was the exclusion of 

explicit author reference, as often expressed by first-person pronouns or possessive 

adjectives. Though the authorship of the letter is attributed to Laurie at the end, Ji-Hoon’s 

letter contains no markers of identity representing Laurie as the author. His identity 

positioning could thus be characterized as devoid of rhetorical awareness of the genre’s 

intended action.  

The second writing task was to write a persuasive letter to Kitty Martinez, 

manager of the US bookstore, on behalf of David Fitz, Chief Marketing Officer of Dr. 

Scholl, to persuade Martinez that Dr. Scholl’s exercise sandals are marketable. In class, 

the instructor outlined a three-stage model for developing a persuasive letter—Point, 

Details, and Action—the typical move structure for a persuasive letter; the instructor 

explained these three moves in class with text fragments as examples. The Point is 
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designed to attract the audience’s attention, building some common ground on which to 

make a case for an idea or a product. The goal of Details is to raise interest and build 

desire for a writer’s idea or product, or features thereof. Here, the writer carefully 

prioritizes supporting details and arranges them to highlight the benefits the audience will 

realize from the idea or the product. Finally, in Action, the writer states the desired action 

the audience should take and restates the reward for action.    
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Excerpt 5.2 
Sample Letter   Ji-Hoon’s Persuasive Letter  

 
My name is David Fitz-Chief Marketing 
Officer here at Dr. Schollʼs and Iʼm 
contacting you to offer your store an 
amazing opportunity. We would like your 
campus bookstore to carry one of our 
famous products, the Dr. Schollʼs Exercise  
Sandal. They are fashionable and sleek 
while featuring a wooden sole and raised 
toe crest for gripping action. This allows 
the customer to remain trendy while 
exercising their calf muscles 
simultaneously. 
 
Here are some benefits to sell our sandals 
at the  
SU Book Store: 

• The Bookstore will sell more 
sandals to make sales 

• More chance to let the increasing 
customers be attracted by other 
products  
in Bookstore 

• US logo on the sandals will let 
students show school spirit 

• Students will want to dress like 
celebrities 

• Dr. Scholl’s Exercise Sandals are  
designed to be beneficial for 
healthy legs 

 
Dr. Scholl's would like the Southwestern 
University Bookstore to begin distributing 
our Original Exercise Sandals. Together 
we can help Wildcat fans show their 
emotional connection to Southwestern 
University. Thank you so much for taking 
time to consider this wonderful 
opportunity and please call me at (800) 
558-7614. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
Hi, my name is David Fitz, Chief 
Marketing Officer for Dr. Scholl’s 
Exercise Sandals. I want to introduce 
you our product.  They are natural wood 
sandals, they fit perfectly (flex-feet with 
locking buckles for a precise fit), are 
comfortable, even can relieve your 
backache, if you have any. Also our 
sandals are fashionable well designed. 
The natural wooden sandals are designed 
with mix of new colors, materials, and 
patterns each season, and the dark or 
light crafted wood will add a classic, yet 
modern feeling on them. These 
unexpected fashions have been feminine 
favorite for decades.   
 
Women like our sandals, and they also 
like Southwestern University.  If our 
sandals are sold by SU bookstore, with 
free SU logos on them, the female 
students at SU will love them more, and 
we both can get tremendous profits from 
them.  It will be a great deal for all of us. 
If you want more information or have a 
question, you can go to our webpage 
http://www.drschollsshoes.com/ or 
please let me know. I will look forward 
your wise decision. Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

point Point 

point Action 

 Details 
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Excerpt 5.2 shows the sample the instructor provided in order to explain the three 

moves, Point, Details, and Action, and how that sample was utilized in Ji-Hoon’s letter. 

Ji-Hoon created the Point, Details, Action moves by continuing his strategy of textual 

borrowing. As his letter shows, for the Point move, he stated his position up front, as well 

as the purpose of the letter, as prompted by the sample text. Although inspired by the 

sample text, he felt the need to reveal and further reinforce his authenticity as a Chief 

Marketing Officer. He retrospectively constructed the rhetorical reason for the position 

statement as a necessary step before moving to his sales pitch: “Who would be patiently 

reading when they don’t know who the sender is. I think this is the matter of etiquette.” 

Authorship as a marketing officer influenced other discursive choices in his text. Ji-Hoon 

made extensive use of the first-person possessive (exclusive), our, as a referent to the 

exercise sandals (e.g., “our product,” “our sandals”), and these features are marked as 

resulting traces of his identity positioning associated with his noticing of textual features 

from the sample text.    

In a similar vein, his use of the inclusive pronoun we in the Action move, again 

inspired by the sample text, illustrates an interesting development of his disciplinary 

identity. The pronoun we is not as noticeable a textual feature as a bulleted list or a 

rhetorical question. His awareness of we as placing the writer and the audience on a par 

adds seller confidence to his identity positioning and forges an image of a seller 

interested in audience concerns. His attempt to take a positive stance toward the 

audience’s concerns is captured in the rhetorical form we, as in the sample text; however, 
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his uptake of the form further allows him to locate himself as a business partner with the 

audience, i.e., to emphasize common profits for both of them (“tremendous profits” and 

“a great deal”). The motivation for the repositioning of his identity grows out of his 

awareness of the rhetorical form we, although it is a bit at odds with the intention 

embedded in the sample text11. That voice confidently continues to the end of the letter 

(“If you want more information or have a question, you can go to our webpage” and “I 

will look forward your wise decision”).  

Ji-Hoon’s instructor did not find his effort at identity positioning to be successful, 

as shown in Excerpt 5.3. The instructor’s feedback primarily centers on the irrelevance of 

Ji-Hoon’s attention to audience concerns, characterizing his letter as sounding “self-

centered throughout.” 

 
Excerpt 5.3 

Ji-Hoon’s Persuasive Letter  Instructor’s Comment 

Hi, my name is David Fitz, Chief 
Marketing Officer for Dr. Scholl’s 
Exercise Sandals.  
 
… 
 
Women like our sandals, and they also 
like the US.  If our sandals are sold by 
the US bookstore, with free US logos on 
them, the female students at US will 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
11 The purposeful use of we is to show the writer’s understanding of the targeted buyers at the US bookstore, 
whereas the same use of we in Ji-Hoon’s message is intended to emphasize the profits both his company 
and the US book store can realize from selling the sandals. Despite the different rhetorical impacts of the 
two uses of we in both cases, we is used to address audience concerns, with the intention of putting the 
audience in a positive frame of mind.  
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love them more, and we both can get 
tremendous profits from them.  It will 
be a great deal for all of us.   
 

The third writing task was to compose a bad news (or sensitive) letter. Ji-Hoon 

wrote a letter for his boss, Laurie, with the aim of delivering a disappointing message to 

Laurie’s old friend, Mona Caldwell, the director of Read Write Austin (RWA). Laurie 

had earlier indicated to Mona that Laurie’s clients, the Mitchells, had promised $2,000 to 

RWA, but since then they had changed their minds and decided to donate the money to 

another organization. Ji-Hoon’s task was to deliver this bad news. Given that the news 

was likely to produce a negative reaction from Mona, the instructor asked students to 

present the information using the indirect approach,12 following a pattern utilizing four 

moves: Buffer, Reasons, Bad News, and Good Will Close (BRBG). In this approach, a 

letter often begins with a buffer, a neutral statement that leads to and softens the bad 

news. This extra, opening move is missing from the direct approach. A buffer statement, 

often placed at the beginning of the letter, is not intended to divert attention from the 

soon-to-be-discussed problem, but rather to encourage the audience to embrace the rest of 

a letter with a positive attitude. The next move, Reasons, lays out valid, well-though-out 

reasons for the bad news, preparing the audience for it and convincing him or her to 

believe that the decision is logical or fair. Usually the Bad News comes next, often 

subordinated in a dependent clause or qualified with hedges or other textual constructions 

                                                      
12 Whereas the direct approach is often adopted in the routine letter, especially when expecting a positive, 
or at least neutral, audience reaction, the indirect approach is used in a bad news letter, in which evidence 
precedes the main point, i.e., bad news, to blunt the negative impact. That is, bad news is introduced after 
positive or neutral statements that act as a buffer. 
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to cushion the negative blow. The typical strategy for conveying a negative message is to 

downplay the impact by minimizing the space and time devoted to the actual bad news 

and focusing on what the sender can do, rather than what he or she cannot do. This way, 

the bad news is embedded among positive statements, and the impact is made less 

personal. The last move, the Good Will Close, concludes the letter with a possible 

solution at the end and leaves the door open for a future relationship.  

For this task, Ji-Hoon’s use of sample texts was limited. He drew upon sample 

texts only to the extent to which he could understand how the four moves (Buffer, 

Reasons, Bad News, and Good Will Close) are laid out in a bad news letter. Instead of 

direct textual borrowing, his genre practice was highlighted in his alignment with the task 

situation, especially regarding the exigency of the situation, the purpose of the letter, and 

the relationship between Laurie and her audience, Mona. This may be partly because the 

sample texts were not written in the same context as that given for the assignment; 

however, it should be emphasized that his investment in the task, rather than in sample 

texts, allowed multiple interpretations of disciplinary discourse, either acceptable or 

conflicting, which cannot simply be inferred from samples. Ji-Hoon commented:  

 
Ji-Hoon: I was able to relate to the situation in the prompt, but then, I began to 
feel like this task is sort of a battle of wits, thinking my position can vary 
depending on how the audience views the situation. We have to think what we 
must say and how the audience would read it. I was thinking what I would want to 
hear if I were in her situation because I didn’t want to break our partnership. 
That’s very audience-centered. The principle of having bad news embedded 
inside a letter is also a way to make an audience-centered letter . . . . Thinking that 
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I am just an intern writing a letter for my boss didn’t help me stay focused, so I 
wrote the letter as if I were the person directly involved in this situation.  

 
Through accumulated exposure to the genre and multiple interactions with the 

instructor, Ji-Hoon’s approach to the task had changed. He was aware of the 

conventionalized form of the genre, as illustrated in the BRBG moves, but at the same 

time realized that there was no standardized approach to interpreting the task situation. 

He took ownership of his text and created sub-moves that did not exactly correspond to 

the ones in the sample text. With the locus of genre practice shifting from textual practice 

to rhetorical awareness of the situation, Ji-Hoon’s genre practice allowed him to see the 

identity positioning that informs the disciplinary discourse within which he functions.   
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Excerpt 5.4 
Sample Letter  Ji-Hoon’s Bad News Letter 

Dear Bill, 
 
Your invitation for me to act as chairperson 
for BCCJ’s upcoming Annual Auction 
Dinner is an honor. I enjoyed serving in that 
role last year. Your members are an 
excellent group with great ideas, and it was 
a privilege to work with them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This year I am involved in developing a new 
department here at the clinic that is taking 
up all my time. As much as I would enjoy 
working with BCCJ again, I am afraid that I 
wouldn’t be able to give the duties the 
attention the project deserves. 
 
Perhaps I may suggest one of my colleagues 
who would have the time to do the job the 
way it ought to be done. Give me a call if 
you are interested, and I will be happy to 
suggest some names for you. We want the 
industry to be well represented. 
 
I wish you and the committee great success 
in achieving this year’s goal. 
 

 Dear Mona Caldwell, 
 
Time flies.  It has been already 10 years, 
since I met you from the workshop.  Our 
passion about non-profit organization has 
grown since then, and I am very happy to be 
able to help others.  Even though it is not 
easy to help others, you and I have tried hard 
to devote effort to our community.  For 
instance, you worked for tutoring services 
for under privileged children in RWA, and 
my customers and I have donated money to 
the community through my charity.  We 
have contributed $4,300 to RWA so far.  
 
Last time when we had lunch at Austin’s 
Zilker Botanical Garden, I told you that my 
latest clients, Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell wanted 
to donate the fee from their house, about 
$2,000, to RWA.  However, I am sad to say 
that they have changed their mind and they 
will contribute to Meals on Wheels instead.  
I heard that RWA is dealing with some 
financial issues to operate its services. Since 
I have known your pure fervor to devote to 
our community and your organization, I feel 
sorry about this bad news.  I think that this 
happening is also part of my responsibility, 
since I delivered to you uncertain 
information about the fund; thus I will try 
best to look for people who want to help 
RWA around me, and I also would like to 
donate $500 personally to RWA.   
 
I really wish everything will turn our fine for 
us, and I will pray hard for it. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Laurie Loew 
Give Realty 

 

 Buffer 

 Reasons 

 Bad News 

 Good Will Close 
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As shown in Excerpt 5.4, Ji-Hoon stated that he extended the length of the Buffer 

and Good Will Close moves in order to embed the bad news more deeply inside his letter 

and thus marginalize the negative impact. The formulated moves served as scaffolding to 

Ji-Hoon’s genre practice, but his understanding of the moves embodied his values about 

what is integral to business relationships. His attitude toward the genre became more 

proactive; the letter’s content and sub-moves evolved in reference to his positioning in 

the situation, which went beyond simple imitation of the sample text. What is interesting 

is his intentional creation of an apologetic identity through direct expressions of his 

feelings, claiming responsibility for what has happened to Mona and further 

acknowledging his own fault (“I am sad to say . . . ,” “I feel sorry . . . ,” and “I think that 

this happening is also part of my responsibility”).   

 
Ji-Hoon: I think Mona already understands what happened and why the donation 
was cancelled. I was trying hard to put myself in her shoes, and as her friend, I 
think I should open up to be honest with her and show her heartfelt sympathies. 
Then she will also open up to understand my situation as well.  
Interviewer: I see. And here in this line, you said this happening is partly your 
responsibility.  
Ji-Hoon: That’s actually true, right? Because I was the one who conveyed the 
donation news to Mona . . . . If I treat her with an open mind and give my honest 
response, then that would comfort her. I think this strategy [being honest with the 
reader] is quite effective in any kinds of relationships including business one 
when it is conceivable that the reader would be terribly disappointed at my letter.  

 
Ji-Hoon’s genre practice was facilitated through his embodied engagement in the 

genre and his increased sense of the exigencies of the task. However, that does not mean 

he established a full-fledged view of the genre or a sophisticated positioning in the genre, 
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which could otherwise be gained through longer engagement with disciplinary discourse 

and a deeper understanding of business ethics. The instructor’s comments relate to this 

issue: she stated that Ji-Hoon’s letter sounded too apologetic and thus sounded like he 

was dwelling on the negative—especially where he blamed himself for the bad news.  

 

5.2 Ye-Na: Reconstructing the Genre 

 
Ye-Na’s understanding of the business letter genre was constructed through the 

class lectures, her interaction with her instructor, and the feedback her instructor gave on 

her drafts. She clearly understood the goal of business writing in alignment with its effect 

on the reader: “business communication should appeal to the reader’s interest to 

encourage action, given that it affects all the stakeholders involved.” According to her, 

what is of most concern in business writing is not what she wants to convey, but how she 

expresses herself in order to “obtain what [she] wanted to earn from the reader of a letter.” 

What was a great challenge to her, however, was the tightly restricted range of preferred 

styles and rules her instructor presented and strongly recommended using in drafting her 

letter.  

 
Ye-Na: It was very very annoying to follow the one and only format given by the 
instructor. I am personally down-to-earth and realistic, that is, a practical person. I 
found it useless to fixate on the formulaic moves. 
Interviewer: Why so? Can you tell me more? 
Ye-Na: When I learned a lot of rules all at once, my mind got blank and it’s hard 
to apply the rules in my writing. But most challenging is to make myself believe 
that there’s this only way to be successful in business writing. I thought to myself, 
“I can also make the letter persuasive and understandable in my own way with 
some sort of formal words. Why should I forgo my way and follow their way?” 
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And when I didn’t use whatever was recommended by the instructor, I got marked 
down in my paper, not because I didn’t make it persuasive, but because I didn’t 
follow the format. If I had to, I can follow the format; it’s just I don’t understand 
why I have to. 

 
In the interview, she expressed her frustration several times over the rules and 

formats she had to abide by “just to get a good grade” and complained that her grade had 

depended on whether she complied with the formulated moves, not whether her letter was 

convincing. She hoped for a chance to figure out on her own ways to approach the 

simulated situation contextualized in the writing task, but she acknowledged that the 

conventionalized formats and structure for the genre demotivated her and even made her 

feel hostile toward writing for the class. It was the mismatch between her rhetorical 

perception of the genre and the genre’s structural format that made it hard for Ye-Na to 

do her task. She found the formulated moves less conducive to performing the task and 

that eventually led to her lack of motivation regarding her learning in the course.  

With all the scaffoldings in class, she pointed to the sample texts the instructor 

presented in class as most helpful in getting a sense of what the “real” business letter 

should look like. Ye-Na’s understanding of the course concepts in the abstract, which 

came from the lectures, took shape with the analysis of the samples in class, and she 

believed she benefited from reading the samples when she drafted her own letter. Ye-Na 

also viewed peer review activities as contributing to her understanding of the genre, not 

in the sense that she acquired new knowledge, but in the sense that she had exposure to 
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samples that guided her attention to the ways in which her peers applied the learned 

knowledge to their papers. 

 
Ye-Na: We always did peer review with our first rough drafts. It did help as I had 
zero knowledge about business writing, so looking at their papers gave me 
sometimes some comfort, “Ah- I didn’t do that bad,” or reflection on my letter, “I 
think I should revise a little bit in my letter”—but not as much . . . . Perhaps, more 
helpful was that the sample gave me a rough idea of a boundary of what is 
accepted in a business letter. I was thinking, “the ideas that I had for my letter are 
within the boundary the sample is marking.” I gained some confidence in my 
writing.  
Interviewer: Boundaries? 
Ye-Na: Umm. In terms of tone, style, formality, structure, etc. I can get some 
ideas of what’s acceptable.  

 
For the persuasive letter in BNAD314, Ye-Na wrote in the voice of the Best Buy 

Chief Executive Officer. Her task was to write, in letter format, to Derek Young, Fidelity 

Investment’s president of Asset Allocation, and to inform him of Best Buy’s decision 

about global expansion and that Best Buy branches in China were to be closed, except for 

Five Star electronics stores, in hopes of increasing market share in the Chinese 

electronics industry. For this persuasive letter in response to the simulated workplace 

situation, the instructor in BNAD314 asked the class to adopt the AIDA model. This 

model, one of the indirect approaches for a persuasive letter, is comprised of four 

structural moves (Attention-Interest-Desire-Action): first, establish some common ground 

with the audience or write a compelling sentence to get his or her “Attention”; second, 

explain the relevance of a new idea or a product to the audience’s “Interest” in order to 

sustain attention; third, highlight key benefits to create “Desire” in the audience and 
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reduce resistance; fourth, motivate the audience to take “Action” and provide the 

audience with all the information needed for action. In the AIDA model, the main idea of 

a letter usually comes at the end, in the Action move, once audience needs and concerns 

have been addressed in the first three moves. Excerpt 5.5 shows the sample given in class 

and Ye-Na’s persuasive letter.  
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Excerpt 5.5 
Sample (Persuasive Letter) Moves Mark-

up 

 
April 13, 2007 
 
Ms. XXX 
Eller College of Management 
P.O. Box 210108 
Southwestern University 
XXXXX 
 
Dear Ms. XXX,  
 
Are you looking for a way to stay “cool” this summer? Why not give the “Summer Sampler” from 
Skyline Country Club a try! Enjoy all the privileges of a Private Country Club membership –golf, 
tennis, swimming, fitness center and award winning dining for the whole summer at one low price. 
 
Skyline Country Club is currently offering you the opportunity to experience all the amenities of one 
of the finest Private Country Clubs in the Country. In 2006, Skyline was honored to be selected as 
one of America’s top two hundred of more than six thousand private clubs and earned the distinction 
as a Platinum Club of America, recognizing excellence in membership, governance, leadership, 
amenities, facilities and service.  
 
Challenge yourself on the 18 Hole, 71 par golf course. Fine tune your tennis game on one of our six 
clay courts. Four of the courts are lit for a cooler, evening game after the sun goes down. After a 
vigorous workout in the Fitness Center, go for a swim or just relax by the pool –its like being on 
vacation right here at home. Skyline is renowned for world class cuisine so keep your kitchen cool 
and join us for lunch, dinner, or Sunday Brunch.  
 
Everything that Skyline has to offer can be yours from May until August at a special “Summer 
Sampler” dues rate of $1,600. All other charges are secured to your credit card. A the end of the 
summer, if you have enjoyed your summer experience at Skyline, you will have the opportunity to 
join as a member and have your “Summer Sampler” dues plus $500 applied to the initiation fee. 
 
Once you’ve enjoyed Skyline with your family, we know you’ll want to become part of our Club 
family. Come and see what great things are happening at Skyline! Give us a call at 299-1111 today 
to reserve your “Summer Sampler” membership. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Jesse K. Thorpe, CCM 
General Manager 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Attention  

(questions) 
 

 

 

Interest 
(product) 
 
 
 
 

Desire 
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Excerpt 5.6 
 Ye-Na’s Persuasive Letter Moves Mark-

up  
7601 Penn Ave. 
South Richfield, MN 55423 

 
May 12, 2011 

 
Derek Young, 
Fidelity Investment’s President of Asset Allocation 
Fidelity Investments 
P.O. Box 770001 
Cincinnati, OH 45277 

 
Dear Mr. Young: 

 
Thank you for constantly supporting Best Buy as a major shareholder.  I promise that I will cultivate Best Buy’s 
marketing strategies with goods of excellent quality and services in a global electronic industry as a response to 
your support. 

 
Through this letter, I want to inform you about Best Buy’s major change for the stores in China and to ask for you 
to keep investing in Best Buy. 

 
Although Best Buy closes its nine stores and instead operates Five Star stores in China due to low profits, it does 
not mean that Best Buy will stop its business in China, but will instead focus on developing a more profitable 
strategy. 

 
Having contributed to the expansion of Best Buy stores since 1985, when there were only 12 stores, I guarantee 
you that this change will let the company gain a greater market share in the Chinese electronic industry. 

 
There are multiple reasons that explain and support the new decision. 

 
� China has a large potential for Best Buy to increase its revenues. 

China has the largest population in the world, and its monthly retail growth rate was 18.4% last year. If Best 
Buy uses this advantage of China with a new marketing strategy, it is possible to double revenues to     . 

 
� The Chinese recognize the Five Star brand more than that of Best Buy. 

The Five Star brand has been in the Chinese market longer, and it is the brand that people recognize.  If Best 
Buy operates Five Star stores, it will save time and money to advertise the brand and will easily and quickly 
gain more profits. 

 
� The Five Star locations are much more spread out. 

This means the brand has a major national presence and has its own distribution network.  If Best Buy 
exclusively operates these stores, it will strengthen Best Buy’s network in China, which contributes to 
success in the Chinese electronic industry. 

 
� Wang Jian, co-founder of Five Star, has been appointed global vice president for Best Buy. 

Mr. Jian’s knowledge and experience in China will allow Best Buy to gain a great share in the Chinese 
market.  Mr. Jian will help Best Buy settle itself into the Chinese electronic industry successfully by making 
a connection between Five Star stores and the Best Buy brand. 

 
Best Buy is focusing on expanding the more profitable domestic chain in China through this change.  Best Buy 
needs your investment to succeed in the Chinese electronic industry.  Please give Best Buy a chance to increase its 
share with your valuable investment and to provide you with a higher stock value.  

 
Sincerely yours, 

Brian Dunn 
Brian Dunn 
Best Buy Chief Executive Officer 
briandunn@bestbuy.com 
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Ye-Na’s reading of the sample text does not follow the prescribed structural 

moves of the AIDA model. In fact, the moves shown in the sample text are in the order of 

Attention, Interest, Desire, Desire (Reduce Resistance), and Action, whereas Ye-Na’s 

letter has basically two parts: in the first place, she directly states her claim, the shutdown 

of Best Buy stores in China, the shift to operating the Five Star stores, and the request 

that the audience continue to invest in Best Buy. She then provides evidence to support 

that final action, continued investment, in the bulleted list. Looking through the AIDA 

model, her letter nearly goes in a reverse order: Attention, Action, Desire (Reduce 

Resistance), Desire, and Action. The purpose of Ye-Na’s reading of the sample text was, 

according to her, “just [getting] the feel of it before [she began] to write.” Instead of 

focusing on particular discursive features in sample texts as Ji-Hoon did, Ye-Na utilized 

the samples to get a general sense of what is acceptable in terms of tone, style, formality, 

and structure. She described her experience of reading of sample letters as follows:    

 
Ye-Na: My first impression when I looked at the sample letter was, “Wow! This 
looks professional!” when I looked at mailing addresses on top of the letter and a 
signature at the bottom. I thought what mattered was to make the letter look 
professional. I still think the same—that’s the basic of business writing. But that 
was overwhelming to me. As you know, I was just 20 years old at that time.  
Interviewer: Did you also make your letter look professional? What did you do?  
Ye-Na: Well, I thought I had to use bullets in all letters at that time, although now 
I know that’s not always true, but at least, I thought bullets fit any types of letters 
as they make letter contents organized. And same as numerical data . . . . I don’t 
know what I was thinking was right, but I thought they were basic, effective 
features for business letters as they all together show an audience sort of 
professionalism of a writer. As the instructor suggested, I consciously searched 
for numerical data to insert inside my letter to increase credibility of my claims.  
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In the encounters with sample texts, Ye-Na first noted the genre’s form, such as a 

business letter’s format, its appropriate length, and the written signature at the end of the 

letter, which she referred to when she wrote her letter. She seemed to develop part of her 

genre expectations through her encounters with sample texts, especially the genre’s form 

that she thought was markedly different from writing in other courses, and inferred an 

image of professionalism as integral to engaging in the genre. As noted throughout the 

interview, Ye-Na’s sense of identity was complicated by her feeling of discomfort as a 

novice to the genre as well as the need to be professional as a business person to get 

credit in class. However, she barely managed to engage in identity positioning, mostly 

through particular textual features she learned in class, such as bullets, a “passive 

method13,” and use of numerical data, all of which she associated with a sense of 

professionalism in letter writing. She stated that she had already decided to use those 

features in her letter, regardless of what scenario would be given for the task, and found 

content that could be expressed through those discursive features.  

                                                      
13 According to Ye-Na, the passive method is an approach that pushes back the main idea to the end of a 
sentence for “[making] the sentence longer and sound smooth” by adding an adverbial phrase or a 
subordinate clause, for example, “Through this letter, I want to inform you about Best Buy’s major change 
for the stores in China and to ask for you to keep investing in Best Buy.” However, after interviewing her 
instructor, I came to believe that Ye-Na had confused what she called the passive method with the strategy 
of subordinating bad news in a complex or compound sentence to de-emphasize the negative impact, a 
strategy that is often used in bad news letters. The instructor confirmed that she did not teach the passive 
method and guessed that the word “passive” might have come from her teaching the passive voice, a 
strategy of placing the focus on the action and putting a writer in the background to create an impersonal 
tone.   
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At the end of BNAD314, Ye-Na took a Writing Assessment, a required writing 

exam that is used to measure all BNAD314 students’ proficiency in business writing; the 

writing task was to write a persuasive letter. Reviewing class lectures, activities, and her 

papers in class, Ye-Na prepared hard for the exam. Interestingly, she did not settle on the 

type of organization that she had acquired and practiced in class. After some 

contemplation, she decided to dispense with all the generic moves, i.e., the AIDA moves 

(indirect approach), and rather composed her letter with introductory, body, and 

concluding paragraphs, as she had done in her previous essay papers in other classes. She 

described the change in organization as “back to [her] style”—a better way, she thought, 

than the AIDA model. She decided that the AIDA model did not match her sense of the 

genre, was not appropriate in making a convincing argument, and that a move such as 

“Interest” took up space that she could otherwise use to explain reasons or benefits in 

depth. Ye-Na was, however, concerned about her preference for a direct approach, with 

her point stated up front, since this genre practice might deviate from a recommended 

approach to the genre. But with her instructor’s agreement that she could use a direct 

approach, she referred back to the introductory, body, and concluding paragraph structure 

to compose her persuasive letter.  

 
Ye-Na: I didn’t relate to the indirect approach anyway. If it’s not a must, I thought 
I had better alternative ways to express my ideas, not limited by all the rules 
needed for the indirect approach. There wasn’t a standardized model for the direct 
approach, but I think, perhaps from the perspective of an audience, a direct way of 
presentation is more persuasive and effective. Also, with the direct approach, I 
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didn’t need to use the passive method and I could hit the point in a more concise 
way. And as you know, conciseness is what business writing prefers.  

 
With the three-part structure, i.e., introductory, body, and concluding paragraphs, 

she stated that she had felt that she needed to have more space to illustrate specific 

evidence in the body, believing that would help increase audience willingness to take her 

suggestions. She deleted the Interest move to cut more directly to highlighting reasons in 

the body paragraphs, keeping two sub-moves in an introduction paragraph: “establishing 

common ground with the reader” and “stating the purpose” (see Excerpt 5.8). The overall 

structure of her persuasive letter stays largely the same in BNAD315, the class she was 

required to take after BNAD314, since her BNAD314 Writing Assessment did not 

demonstrate proficient writing skills as defined by the course objectives.   

 
Excerpt 5.8 

Writing Assessment   BNAD315 

Thank you for providing 
Monument restaurants 
franchising opportunities 
for several years.  I, as a 
managing partner of 
Monument Restaurants, am 
proud of the fact that our 
restaurant can contribute to 
Five Guys as the largest 
franchisee.  To contribute to 
Five Guys more with our 
reputation, I want to ask 
you for providing us more 
franchising opportunities 
this year. 
 
 

 
 
 
    Establishes common  
ground with the reader 
 
 
 
 
 
     
     States the purpose  

Thank you for promising to 
support building a new 
Starbucks plant in Augusta.  
We are committed to 
maximizing positive impact 
of the new plant to 
recompense for your 
support.  We want to 
remind you of the benefits 
of the new plant and want 
you to persuade Augusta 
citizens including council 
members.  The plant will 
provide a number of 
employment opportunities 
and minimize pollution. 
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At this time, Ye-Na’s engagement in a self-directed practice of swapping her role 

with that of the audience helped her reposition herself in genre practice. Around the end 

of the semester, Ye-Na started to work as an accounting assistant at a student-run 

newspaper organization at Southwestern University; in that position she had to deal with 

emails, business memos, and official accounting reports. Experiencing the audience 

position in a more authentic situation not only gave Ye-Na more of a sense of audience 

expectations but also enriched her agency in identity positioning: “I realized that the 

audience wouldn’t be convinced when the writer doesn’t show self-confidence as a 

professional.” In Ye-Na’s persuasive letter in the Writing Assessment at the end of 

BNAD314, her identity became well marked with her positioning as a business person on 

a par with the audience. Instead of vaguely explaining a profit for the audience, Ye-Na 

described what she herself could do for the audience, which demonstrated her 

understanding of the role she “played.” As shown in Excerpt 5.9, she revealed her 

identity clearly and described her follow-up help. In addition, the use of numerical data 

did not stand alone; the data were interpreted and used to support her claims.  

 
Excerpt 5.9  

 Examples in Ye-Na’s Persuasive Letter at the Writing Assessment 

Describing her 
role in a concrete 
way 

I, as a managing partner of Monument Restaurants, am proud of the 
fact that our restaurant can contribute to Five Guys as the largest 
franchisee. 
… 
I strongly believe that our company will provide more returns to Five 
Guys with opening more stores this year.  I will also provide the 
report that includes comparison of projected revenue when we open 



151 
 

more stores now to that of when we do it later.   

Providing an 
interpretation of 
data 

Annual sales in 2010 for fast-casual burger chains increased by 16%, 
and the unit growth totaled 17%. This demonstrates that it is a time 
to maximize profits through franchising. 
… 
Now, I know that Five Guys has about 800 stores in the U.S. and 
plans to open more stores next year.  However, this is not fast enough 
to prevent the stores from being extremely crowded, which leads to a 
bad customer service.  

 
In BNAD315, Ye-Na further developed her confident voice with her use of the 

modal verb will rather than would, as in her persuasive letter at the Writing Assessment 

(see Excerpt 5.10). In addition, whereas a main point was placed at the end of each 

paragraph in the letter at the Writing Assessment, she moved it to the beginning of each 

paragraph in the letter in BNAD315, creating a “thesis,” to use Ye-Na’s word. That was a 

strategy, she thought, that was more appropriate and more likely to make her point clear 

to the audience.   
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Excerpt 5.10  

Writing Assessment BNAD315 

Recently, a fast-casual chain has become a 
trend, and we can expand more stores to 
increase Five Guys’ revenue and fame with 
this trend.  Annual sales in 2010 for fast-
casual burger chains increased by 16%, and 
the unit growth totaled 17%.  This 
demonstrates that it is a time to maximize 
profits through franchising. There are not 
that many competitors in fast-casual chains 
compared to fast food restaurants and 
luxurious restaurants.  If Five Guys start 
franchising more at the beginning of the 
trend through the largest franchisee, it 
would successfully distribute its stores and 
earn profits. 
 
Because of the trend, the number of 
customers has increased exponentially, and 
we need more stores to satisfy an 
increasing demand.  Now, I know that Five 
Guys has about 800 stores in the U.S. and 
plans to open more stores next year.  
However, this is not fast enough to prevent 
the stores from being extremely crowded, 
which leads to a bad customer service.  If 
Five Guys provides more chances to 
purchase franchising opportunities this year 
to our company, it would not only increase 
profits but also emphasize a good customer 
service. 
 

Employment rate in Augusta will increase, 
and local business will grow through the 
new plant.  Starbucks will not only provide 
140 direct jobs, but also create hundreds of 
indirect jobs related to supply chain 
activities, shipping, transportation, and 
construction.  The plant will especially 
boost the community’s manufacturing 
sector with 75% of the plant work 
associated with it.  The company will 
invest $200,000 in community programs to 
make Augusta’s local businesses thrive.  
The community will also receive funds for 
3 years to finance businesses from 
Starbucks customers’ donation, estimated 
at more than $7 million.  The plan will 
optimize employment opportunities, and 
more money will go to local businesses. 
 
Starbucks will minimize pollution during 
and after the construction.  The company 
will work with elected leaders in local-non-
profit organizations to identify 
environmental issues of the construction.  
We will develop solutions for the least 
pollution through discussion and 
negotiation with the leaders.  The company 
will import its in-plant recycling system, 
which availability is tripled since 2009.  
We will also work with the Augusta Local 
Recycling Plant to develop and support 
local programs focused on recycling.  The 
community will experience not only 
minimization of pollution but a deeper 
sense of community engagement through 
recycling plans. 
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5.3 Summary and Discussion 

 
The learning context in BNAD courses is distinct from that in GE courses in that 

BNAD courses are designed to teach a particular genre rather than disciplinary 

knowledge. Therefore, the analysis of both students’ learning of the business letter genre 

was focused on the ways the students developed their awareness of disciplinarity with 

respect to identity construction. It has been pointed out that writer identity plays a role in 

the process of gaining specialized knowledge of a genre (Dressen-Hammouda, 2008; 

Ivanič, 1998; Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007). That is, while being 

socialized into genre-specific practices, writers go through a process of building identities, 

either complying with, or deviating from, discourse-specific values. Through a close look 

at the students’ business letters and their interviews, the issue of disciplinary identity was 

prominently featured as part of the process of genre learning. Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s 

identities were constructed and developed in relation to a new business discourse and 

genre into which they were being apprenticed. Both students felt the need to construct a 

different identity that might not necessarily be the same as the one they had deployed in 

prior classes: this need became especially apparent in the business writing class when 

they were exposed to the business mindset, and it was also implicit in their own 

encounters with the genre’s form that reflects that mindset.  

Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s learning of the business letter genre took place in a 

classroom setting, which is less authentic than a real-world setting that would have 

engaged more localized practice in interaction with those involved in the emergence and 
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development of the genre (see Winsor, 1996; Wenger, 1998). Given that the writing 

practice took place in a classroom setting, both students’ construction of genre 

knowledge was characterized in accordance with the scaffolding bound up with that 

setting. Above all, the instructors’ explicit teaching of the genre constituted the primary 

resource for the students’ learning. The instructors illustrated in class the rhetorical 

purpose of each type of business letters (routine, persuasive, and bad news), textual 

features typical to business writing, and the business mindset that is useful in analyzing 

audience needs as well as writing situations. The instructors’ support carried considerable 

weight in the students’ genre learning in the first place, but it is also worth noting that 

sample letters became the mainstay of the students’ actual writing process. In fact, their 

reference to samples is not a surprisingly new finding in the study (see Pecorari, 2003; 

Shi, 2004; Tardy, 2009, for a discussion of textual borrowing). As novice learners of 

business conventions—or business writing generally—they both benefitted from the 

samples that served as textual manifestations of the rhetorical concepts and forms. 

Samples provided a range of textual repertoires through which the students could identify 

how the recommended moves (e.g., PDA, AIDA and BRBG moves) can be textually 

instantiated, linking the abstract to the concrete.  
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Figure 5.1 The Students’ Genre Practice for Reification of Identity 

 Genre Practice for Identity Construction  

 � Textual borrowing from samples 
 

� Use of linguistic features and structural moves of 
the genre  

 

� Use of genre-specific principles taught in class 

 

 
Through the learning of genre conventions from class teaching and sample 

reading, the students’ genre practice involved strategically increasing the pool of 

discursive repertoires (see Figure 5.1). Especially at the beginning stage, both students 

focused on learning structural moves and conventionalized linguistic features of the genre 

that their instructors pointed out in class. Increased genre knowledge of the formal 

dimension leads to the growth of other dimensions of genre knowledge and mediates 

students’ awareness of disciplinary values and identities. It is worth noting, however, that 

a sense of disciplinarity, particularly the construction of disciplinary identity, seems to 

develop within the disciplinary discourse shaped by available formal features of genre. 

The understanding of disciplinary discourse is reified through formal features. That is, a 

conventionalized form of genre, which the students perceived they must adhere to, gives 

form to their genre experience in the disciplines and influences their modeling of 

disciplinary identity. In the study, when the students’ genre practice was controlled by 

formal elements, they impersonated an identity that could allow them to be seen as a 
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member of a target disciplinary discourse (Ivanič, 1998; Gavioli, 2005; Swales, 1990) in 

a way that was reified by a set of formal conventions they could access.  

Despite their shared orientation to formal features of the genre, Ji-Hoon and Ye-

Na demonstrated different approaches to gaining clues for an appropriate identity as a 

business person. Ji-Hoon complied with what he perceived as genre expectations for 

business writing and mimicked the writer identity he found in the sample texts by textual 

borrowing14—the practice of copying vocabulary, sentence structure, writing style, and 

even ideas for a writer’s own text (Leki & Carson, 1997, p. 51). Through a careful 

reading and analysis of linguistic features noticeable in the sample texts, Ji-Hoon 

captured the sample writer’s intended purposes and aligned his own positioning with 

those purposes by copying discursive features, with some changes to fit his writing 

situation. Through the use of rhetorical questions and bullets, Ji-Hoon was trying to be 

friendly and thoughtful as a boss in his routine letter and confident and professional as a 

seller in his persuasive letter, through self-introduction statements and personal pronouns. 

His discursive choice was partly driven by his awareness of the two disciplinary 

principles he found to be central to business writing, i.e., conciseness (he called it 

“getting to the point”) and an audience-centered approach (“buttering up the audience”), 

but it is important to note that even such an understanding was textually instantiated by 

                                                      
14 This is not an uncommon practice among learners of a target genre or discourse and has other 
designations as well, such as patchwriting (Howard, 1993), textual appropriation (Shi, 2008), textual 
plagiarism (Pecorari, 2003), and language re-use (Flowerdew & Li, 2007). A considerable number of 
studies have acknowledged textual borrowing as a common practice employed by novice writers or 
apprentices in a discourse (Abasi et al., 2006; Flowerdew & Li, 2007; Li, 2012; Pecorari, 2003, 2006; Shi, 
2004, 2008). 
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the discursive features he copied from the samples. In a similar vein, Ye-Na’s reading of 

samples was oriented to surface features of the template of business letters, the features 

noticeable to her due to the template’s deviation from the format for other academic 

essays, e.g., the letter’s length, the font of the signature, and even letterhead. Her careful 

attention to the genre’s form was enough to cause her to note a sense of professionalism 

associated with particular textual features. As shown in her persuasive letter, the fixed set 

of textual tactics she used for identity construction (e.g., bullets and numerical data) 

influenced her other discursive choices as well as procedural practices. Overall, her 

engagement in genre mediated by formal knowledge points to the limitations to 

developing a deeper understanding of disciplinary values embedded in the genre.  

More engagement in class practice and interaction with their instructors increased 

the students’ confidence in writing business letters. Once they were assured that their 

written products at least did not depart from conventionalized expectations of the genre, 

they started to align themselves more with the task situation. And notably, there was an 

attempt to form their own positioning vis-à-vis the task situation and the audience, 

although it was not necessarily appropriate in the eyes of professionals. Sophisticated 

understanding of a rhetorical situation creates a condition for re-negotiating the pattern of 

investing in disciplinary discourse—not simply fashioning identities as an allowable form 

of participation, but negotiating shared knowledge for conflicting identities. In this study, 

the students’ engagement, inspired by rhetorical needs, was aligned with multiple 

interpretations of what disciplinary discourse is about, which redefined their genre 
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practice and provided a basis for their discursive choices (see Figure 5.2). At this stage, 

the students’ discursive practice was more than copying textual fragments or adhering to 

structural moves; it rather included the maneuvering of genre-specific features or prior 

knowledge in line with their understanding of disciplinary expectations.  

 
Figure 5.2 The Students’ Genre Practice for Negotiation of Identity 

 Genre Practice for Identity Construction  

 � In situ positioning 
 

� Understanding of audience expectations   
 

� Self-directed maneuvering of formal features of 
the genre  

 
It is also worth noting Ji-Hoon’s apologetic identity in his bad news letter. 

Although his identity positioning was pointed out as inappropriate, a sincere apology was 

a strategic way, he believed, of conveying bad news while maintaining a business 

relationship with the audience. His approach to the task situation seemed a bit personal, 

but his attempts to find a balance between his personal and disciplinary identities can be 

seen in the way he utilized formal elements of the genre. Ji-Hoon adhered to the 

structural moves formatted for a bad news letter, but he extended the length of particular 

moves to express his position vis-à-vis the audience’s concerns. Also, his self-directed 

revision was focused on identifying textual features that did not mesh well with his 

positioning. Ye-Na’s change in genre practice was more dramatic. In particular, her self-

directed practice of swapping her role with that of the audience enriched her agency in 
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identity positioning. For her persuasive letters at the Writing Assessment and in 

BNAD315, she tried to reveal her identity more clearly to create a self-assured voice, 

which she thought would be valued in the business discourse. And in line with this 

developing awareness of disciplinary expectations, her genre practice in the formal 

knowledge dimension changed: she revisited her prior discursive repertories (e.g., 

introduction-body-conclusion paragraphs), drew on them as available resources, and 

further broke away from her habitual use of discursive features to support the identity 

with which she aligned herself.   

Overall, the learning of genre includes more than acquiring textual genre 

knowledge: developing genre knowledge leads to a challenge to writers regarding how 

they align themselves with beliefs and practices that are embedded in the genre 

(Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Devitt, 2004). Dressen-Hammouda (2008) suggests that 

constructing a disciplinary identity is part of genre learning in academic contexts, and this 

study’s findings demonstrate that it was also the case in Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s learning 

of the business letter genre. Given the interplay between genre practice and disciplinary 

academic literacy, the research focus is on the ways the two students’ awareness of 

disciplinarity was given form through their participation in genre. Both students’ 

disciplinary identities became more sophisticated as their genre knowledge grew, even 

when their identity positioning was not always successful or they did not get recognition 

for their attempts at better positioning. Since genre practice occurs in a learning situation, 

it is not surprising that the students’ identities, at first, were expressed through textual 
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borrowing of explicit cues such as genre template, rhetorical questions, bullets, numerical 

data, and assuring remarks. It has been noted that textual borrowing contributes to a text-

making process in the developmental stage (Bloch & Chi, 1995; Flowerdew & Li, 2007; 

Leki & Carson, 1997; Shi, 2004, 2008); however, when formal elements of genre 

determine participation in a disciplinary discourse, students’ identity is reified by the 

formal elements of the genre. Drawing on Wenger’s (1998) notion, reification refers to 

the process of perceiving, interpreting, and encoding abstractions such as concepts or 

human experience. As shown in the study, the students’ textual practice, i.e., textual 

borrowing, becomes the source of reifying disciplinary expectations and shaping their 

genre experience, and these student’s identities were constructed within the range of 

textual features they recognized. On the other hand, genre practice, when it involves 

active participation within disciplinary discourse, seems to generate negotiated identity. It 

has been noted that embodied participation in discourse involves a continual process of 

negotiating the practice of discourse communities (Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 2004; Wenger, 

1998). The students’ participation organized itself around reified concepts and meanings 

in discourse, but later created a context wherein a new set of meanings was negotiated 

and produced to reflect their genre practice and, by extension, transform discourse 

communities. The more engaged they become in discourse, the less likely it is that the 

students’ genre practice depends on textual cues for creating intended rhetorical effects; 

rather, they construct disciplinary expectations through their own engagement in genre 

practice and further maneuver within textual features to achieve their rhetorical purpose.  
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CHAPTER SIX: APPROACH TO WRITING IN THE DISCIPLINES 

In Chapter 6, I provide a portrayal of Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s genre activities in 

their major courses and their increasing awareness of disciplinarity. After entering the 

business program, both students’ literacy experiences spanned a range that included 

reading sets of disciplinary documents, establishing collaborative relationships with peers 

and experts, and noting the differences between academic and workplace writing (see 

also Anson & Forsberg, 1990; Beaufort, 1997; Ivanič & Camps, 2001). Both Ji-Hoon and 

Ye-Na engaged in writing in different genres in their business courses, e.g., accounting, 

finance, management, entrepreneurship, etc., but the most frequently appearing genres 

across their papers were executive summaries for Ji-Hoon and accounting reports for Ye-

Na. Both students wrote in their respective genres across several different business 

courses. Those business courses, although each course was shaped by particular forms of 

immediate exigency, constituted a networked situation saturated with traces of shared 

disciplinary values, purposes, and activities. The account of those coordinated contexts 

carries over into a view of Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s longitudinal genre learning as 

characterized through repeated practice.   

 

 6.1 Ji-Hoon: Executive Summaries 

 
Ji-Hoon’s decision to major in business resulted from discussions with his family. 

Following his father’s advice that a business major would have various job opportunities 

after graduation, Ji-Hoon firmly resolved to study in the business program. Upon entering 
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the business program, Ji-Hoon chose a management major, because in a management 

course he took earlier as an elective, he was attracted to the ways in which human 

resources are coordinated with material resources in order to attain organizational goals. 

As a leader in a small college group at his church, he had been interested in learning ways 

to motivate all group members to commit themselves and to engage them in group work. 

At the same time he felt the need to develop his own management and leadership 

strategies in the areas of mediating conflicts, planning projects within a budget, 

considering group members’ concerns, and working closely with the older members of 

the congregation. His interest in management and leadership was primarily inspired by 

his personal experiences, including his struggles as a group leader, but more knowledge 

of business operations led him to dream about being an entrepreneur and launching his 

own business. Around this time, Ji-Hoon, following a senior student’s advice, decided to 

minor in entrepreneurship, thinking that he should be armed with more practical skills in 

order to embark on his business career.  

The new genre Ji-Hoon encountered in the first semester upon entrance to the 

business program was an executive summary in a finance course, FIN311. An executive 

summary is a section of a business document—which could be a report, business plan, 

proposal, or manual—that gives a brief overview of the larger document’s overall 

contents. Usually appearing first in a business document, an executive summary 

consolidates the main points of the document in one page or two and provides the 

overarching message of the business document to the audience, usually executives who 
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do not have time to read the whole document. FIN311 was a seminar for non-finance 

majors; therefore, it was designed to teach the basic financial tools and principles 

necessary to equip students with the financial knowledge required for general decision-

making. It was also a writing-intensive class, and the instructor used writing as a medium 

by which students could practice the skills of reading financial statements and developing 

an analytic stance towards them. The instructor used two genres—an executive summary 

and a financial statement—to develop the students’ analytic thinking. In class, the 

instructor lectured briefly on those two genres and then assigned students to read and 

summarize a real financial statement, with the aim of helping students develop nuanced 

views and perceive the implicit features embedded in the genre. Ji-Hoon seemed to have 

a clear idea about writing an executive summary; however his understanding of the genre 

was limited to the terms in which it was defined, not inspired by the kind of authentic 

practice and situational needs within which the genre makes more sense.   

 
Ji-Hoon: It is a summary as its name indicates. Easy to write as it’s just an 
abbreviated version of a 10-20 page-long document like a summary.    

     
In the middle of the semester, Ji-Hoon wrote his first executive summary of a 

financial statement by General Motors (GM). The class read the financial statement 

together, and the instructor went over it several times in class. According to the instructor, 

the primary purpose of the assignment was to suggest a critical view of the statement in a 

concise form so that a potential reader, an executive, could make use of the executive 

summary as a resource for his or her business decision. Ji-Hoon’s first executive 
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summary looks quite like a one-page paper that has an introduction, body, and conclusion 

paragraphs (see Excerpt 6.1). Describing the current and future performance of GM, Ji-

Hoon’s executive summary mainly explains what he found in the statement. In the first 

paragraph, Ji-Hoon provides a brief description of the company, summarizes GM’s 

current and future investment plans, and presents his own plan at the end of the paragraph. 

After a detailed explanation of GM’s current and future investment plans in the body of 

the paper, a separate conclusion section at the end provides a summary of his executive 

summary document. The following is the full text of his executive summary.  

 
Excerpt 6.1 

Executive Summary 
General Motors (GM) is the number one car producer in the world, operating in over 157 
countries. General Motors is a publicly traded company in the New York Stock Exchange 
(NYSE) with a current estimated stock value of $24.98. The company has experienced 
great success in the past as well as great downturns, but is looking to have a bright future. 
The filing of chapter 11 was the biggest obstacle the company experienced but as a result 
chapter 11 saved the company from economical and financial collapse.   GM has been 
investing heavily in new technology to produce more gas efficient engines and hybrid 
automobiles. The company’s ultimate future plan is to produce a fully electric vehicle 
independent from gasoline. We will discuss GM’s major economic and financial policies 
of the next 5 years. 
 
Present 
The economic downturn of 2009 has caused General Motors to file for Chapter 11 with 
the United States Government to prevent the company’s closure. Unlike Chapter 7, 
General Motors was allowed to keep all its assets with court overseeing the company’s 
financial policies. GM had to do extensive reorganization within the company that was 
successful in keeping it alive. The company was reinstated into the NYSE on November 
18, 2010 with an initial offering of $33 a share. As a result of the successful recovery, 
General Motors was able to pay back in full amount with interest its loans to the US and 
Canadian government in April 21, 2010. 
 
GM has mainly uses inorganic growth over organic as a strategy to increase their 
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revenues. One of which, is through their new project product mix. GM is planning on 
producing new products to consumers. These new cars include a sporty, fuel-efficient car 
named the Chevy Sonic. Another addition to their product line is the Buick Verano, 
which is a luxury small car. This is an inorganic step to the company. There are also 
plans to use advance technology on their cars. Some of the new technology is based on 
environmental conservation like increasing fuel efficiency in their cars and reducing 
emission. They also want to improve the safety and improve the driving experience of 
their cars. This is also an inorganic approach to the growth of GM. On October of 2010, 
GM acquired AmeriCredit for about 3.5 Billion making this an inorganic growth. 
Another way GM plans on making profits is by selling through globally targeting 
markets, making this an organic approach to growth.  
 
Future 
Through the years 2010 to 2015, they expect to see an unprecedented growth of 12 
million vehicles in the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) combined. With 
the expected growth, they estimate that the five following years will be big in GM as they 
expect a huge increase of sales of GM products. This would be a future organic growth 
process. GM is planning of producing and offering a new series of cars in the near future. 
They are the Chevy Orlando (Europe), Chevrolet Beat Diesel (India), and the Opel 
Ampera (Europe). This is an inorganic method of growth that GM is planning. GM is 
planning to increase the volume of vehicles produced from common global architectures 
to more than 50% of total volume in 2015. 
 
Other than the cars mentioned above, GM is also releasing 13 new vehicles in GMNA 
across the 4 brands in 2011-2012. These cars will be launched in the aforementioned 
growing car and crossover segments. GM is also planning to launch 29 additional 
vehicles in 2013-2014. GM is planning to launch 70 new vehicles in GMIO (particularly 
in China) through 2012. 
 
GM has agreed to reduce its ownership in Ally Financial to less than 10%, this is an 
example of inorganic reduction. 
 
Conclusion 
General Motor is the number one car producer in the world.  Although GM has been 
through many obstacles in economic downturn of 2009, GM has reorganized itself to 
keep alive.  In the next five years, GM expects to see tremendous growth by selling cars 
to BRIC countries, and producing new series of cars, like Chevy Sonic, Buick Verano, 
and etc.  GM is also planning to launch 29 additional series for the car market in the 
world.  
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As the instructor suggested in class, the key practice in the executive summary 

genre goes beyond summarizing a business plan, and the actual professional practice 

includes a clear reference to the writer’s views and evaluations. Ji-Hoon’s executive 

summary highlights GM’s economic renewal in a positive light and presents its future 

investment plans. His favorable stance toward GM’s growth potential is generally noted 

with his use of attitudinal markers, e.g., “as a result of successful recovery,” “an 

unprecedented growth,” “a huge increase of sales,” and “tremendous growth.” However, 

those textual features can hardly be taken as evidence for a situated practice in 

disciplinary discourse, because those are his personal opinions not grounded in, or 

connected to, his analysis. Ji-Hoon instead foregrounded his views more clearly in his use 

of the theoretical concept, i.e., organic and inorganic growth (see Excerpt 6.2).  

 
Excerpt 6.2 

“This is an inorganic step to the company.” 
 
“This is also an inorganic approach to the growth of GM.” 
 
“Another way GM plans on making profits is by selling through globally targeting 
markets, making this an organic approach to growth.” 
 
“This would be a future organic growth process.” 
 
“This is an inorganic method of growth that GM is planning.” 
 
“GM has agreed to reduce its ownership in Ally Financial to less than 10%, this is an 
example of inorganic reduction.” 
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After making reference to each of GM’s investment plans, Ji-Hoon provides his 

own judgment as to whether each plan is organic or inorganic growth. Since there are no 

explicit cues to show how his analysis could serve as a ground for an extended discussion, 

the instructor indicated that his genre practice is hard to see as consistent with the ways 

disciplinary practitioners carry out this genre. His genre practice, driven by subject-

matter knowledge, is, nonetheless, worth noting in that it offers more than knowledge-

telling. As shown in the interview excerpt below, subject-matter knowledge is taken as an 

analytic lens through which to carry out his genre practice.    

 
Ji-Hoon: At first, my mind got blank as I couldn’t even guess how to read a 
financial statement. Even when we summarize some stuff, it should be organized 
around one theme. And then, she [the instructor] mentioned it [organic/inorganic 
growth] in class as an example to use, and for me, that was the theme for my 
executive summary, and that gave me a perspective of what is to be discussed and 
valued in this type of paper.   

  
Near the end of the class, Ji-Hoon wrote another executive summary. This 

assignment was very similar to the previous one in that he had to analyze an assigned 

financial statement, this time of Coldwater Creek Inc., a clothing company. However, this 

time he had to write not only an executive summary but a 5-7 page analytic report. 

Whereas the report was group work, each individual student had to write his or her own 

executive summary based on the report. The instructor offered support for the assignment 

through instruction in the use of three theoretical concepts students could employ in their 

analyses: value drivers, financial metrics, and risk factors. With more disciplinary 

concepts available to use, Ji-Hoon’s executive summary includes a concept-mediated 
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analysis of the financial statement. Compared to his first executive summary, his second 

executive summary is rich in analysis, and the attitudinal markers in the summary are 

closely associated with his analysis (see Excerpt 6.3). 

 
Excerpt 6.3 

“We identified three value drivers that can help the company prepare and plan for a better 

solid future.”    

 

“The second value driver is the seasonal apparels. They can strengthen this value driver 

in different strategic ways that can be more desirable to our customers.” 

 

“The Spa concept is an excellent feature that can add value to the company brand.” 

 
This time Ji-Hoon describes his practice of applying theoretical concepts for 

analysis (see Excerpt 6.4), foregrounding his positioning to discourse. Compared to his 

first executive summary, his use of theoretical concepts shows greater sophistication: he 

clearly demonstrates the process through which he arrived at the findings of his analysis 

and highlighted his engagement in it, stating, “I thought those concepts are the standard 

tool to communicate my analysis, as the instructor suggested using. And I am letting her 

know that my analysis rests on the concepts.” The fact that Ji-Hoon realized how 

theoretical concepts were shaping his analysis points to his understanding of subject 

matter in disciplinary discourse.  

 
Excerpt 6.4 

We identified three value drivers that can help the company prepare and plan for a better 
solid future.  
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The Metrics reflect the three drivers we have found in the Coldwater Creek  
 
We will also talk about how the metrics reflect to the risks we have identified. 
 
The net income statement will give us a general overview of the company’s financials in 
terms of sales and expenses. 
 
The third metrics will help us discuss our third value driver, which is about managing the 
current stores more efficiently and extending the Spa store concept to more markets in the 
United States. 
 

 
Mostly notably, his understanding of the connection between the two genres, an 

executive summary and a business plan, became marked enough for a shift in his genre 

practice.    

 
Ji-Hoon: An executive summary is a summary of as well as a sort of reference to 
a business plan. I figured that I should give a reader an indication of what they 
will be reading forward, that is, giving them a brief summary but not everything. 
So I focused on explaining what they will read about.   

 
In relation to his increased awareness of the networked connection of genres, a 

number of new textual features appear to emerge. In particular, a modal verb, will, is used 

as a textual indicator, informing readers that a more in-depth discussion can be found in 

the following full business plan (see Excerpt 6.4).  

 
Excerpt 6.5 

“We will discuss in details to come our three value drivers along with their cons and 

benefits.” 

 

“We will explain how it reflects to our second driver which is the possibility of 

diversifying our seasonal product.” 

 



170 
 

“Our last section that we will discuss is about Coldwater Creek’s risk factors.” 

 
Ji-Hoon’s involvement in two genres, i.e., an executive summary and an analytic 

report, establish a genre network within which his participation in one genre acts upon 

the traces of another (see Bazerman, 1994; Tardy, 2003, 2009). However, as the 

instructor noted, it seems that his understanding of the target genre remained at the level 

at which he drew upon the contents of the analytic report in his summary but failed to 

develop a full-fledged practice in terms of its formal and rhetorical dimensions. 

Two years later, in one of his entrepreneurship courses, Ji-Hoon learned how to 

write a business plan, a formal statement describing a set of objectives, goals, and 

planned procedures of a future business project. Writing a business plan is not easy for 

novice business majors since identifying a case to explore for a future business enterprise 

requires a great amount of background knowledge and practical experience in the field. 

Moreover, it was not just a class project to be evaluated for student understanding of 

disciplinary knowledge; all student projects from the course were to be presented to real 

business investors who are invited to an annual university-wide competition at 

Southwestern University. Cash prizes are awarded to the projects that are ranked high, 

and the students who develop those award-winning projects get a chance to carry out 

their business plans with financial support from investors who are interested in the 

projects. Ji-Hoon was teamed up with four other students who were majoring in finance, 

marketing, management, and economics. Ji-Hoon volunteered to write a draft of an 
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executive summary and committed himself to searching out and compiling information 

for group discussion. This was partly because he felt confident about his mastery of the 

executive summary genre, while at the same time, as a non-native speaker, he was not 

confident about writing a large section of a business plan. Ji-Hoon stated that he always 

tended to back off on writing when engaging in a team project, as he knew that a native 

peer would later have to revise his writing. Ji-Hoon discussed with other group members 

what to include in the executive summary, and one of the group members revised his 

draft for grammatical expression. Nonetheless, Ji-Hoon confirmed that the overarching 

structure and contents of his executive summary were kept intact. 

Proposing a new, innovative project requires authentic, professional processes 

such as identifying a problem, designing a prototype, and meeting with the stakeholders 

involved. Ji-Hoon’s writing started when his group’s idea started to take shape as a 

business plan. On the surface, several noticeable textual features represent Ji-Hoon’s 

developing genre awareness. Following the sections in the business plan, Ji-Hoon created 

corresponding sections in the executive summary15, titled “one line pitch,” “business 

summary,” “management,” “customer problem,” “product/services,” “target market,” 

“customer validation,” “sales/marketing,” “business model,” “competitors,” “competitive 

advantage,” and “financials.” In order to consolidate every section addressed in the 

business plan into one or two pages, he had to write much less for each section and be 

                                                      
15 Ji-Hoon’s group got an award and their project is currently underway. Since Ji-Hoon does not want to 
reveal the full text of his third executive summary, only particular textual features are copied from his text 
to help readers understand the point of discussion.  
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concise in wording and sentence structure. As Ji-Hoon stated, and as is apparent in his 

writing, he used simple sentences with fewer relative clauses, and tables as well as 

bulleted lists to streamline what could have been a bulky account of the business plan. 

Ji-Hoon’s understanding of the target genre meshed with his engagement in 

another genre associated with it. During weekly meetings with group members all 

semester, the group had intensively discussed what should be addressed in their business 

plan. Ji-Hoon’s increased understanding of the business plan genre influenced his writing 

of the executive summary. Since a business plan is a proposal for a promising future 

business, Ji-Hoon used textual indicators referring to future disciplinary practice, not 

simply pointing to the following document, as he had done before in connection with an 

analytic report (see Excerpt 6.6).  

 
Excerpt 6.6 

We will initially target… 
 
To acquire customers, we will first cultivate… 
 
We will form relationships with… 
 
We will perform product demonstrations… 
 
We will seek to get our devices sold… 
 

  
In his second executive summary, the verbs describing future activities pointed to 

the writing act of the following report and signaled an internally organized sequence of 

text materials (see Excerpt 6.5). On the other hand, as shown in Excerpt 6.6, future 
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activities referenced in this text point to disciplinary practices through which his group 

would put their proposed idea into practice. Those explicit statements of future plans 

were intended to show progression phases this project would go through in order to 

ensure their investors a smooth execution of the project. This indicates that Ji-Hoon’s 

executive summary was clearly targeted to investors, not to a course instructor. In an 

attempt to capture the attention of potential investors, his executive summary specifies 

the assistance of industry experts, a licensing of the proposed device, the device’s 

competitive advantage in comparison to other similar devices, and the interest of 

identified stakeholders. It also shows that his genre practice facilitated the development 

of his identity as a business person.  

 
Ji-Hoon: I really enjoyed collaborating with my group members, who were all 
intelligent! They motivated me, and I also felt rewarded when they adopted my 
ideas. That was how it should work in the future when I launch my own business.   

 

6.2 Ye-Na: Accounting Reports 

 
From the time she entered the university, Ye-Na never altered her plan to become 

an accountant. Ye-Na was an active learner: beginning in her junior year, she became 

involved in many extracurricular activities, joining several on-campus business clubs, 

attending student-led business seminars, and working as an accounting assistant at a 

student-run newspaper organization at Southwestern University. Not all these experiences 

were necessarily related to learning accounting skills, but she believed that a range of 

such extracurricular activities would enhance her familiarity with the mindset she would 
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need in the business world. Ye-Na believed she was lucky, according to her, that her 

practical and down-to-earth personality meshed well with the qualifications that she 

thought were expected of an accountant. Writing in accounting courses, as she recalled, 

was not a formidable challenge to Ye-Na.  

 
Ye-Na: Excel does everything. I just had to put numbers and see what the Excel 
says. My interpretations should come in then to analyze the findings, but once 
numbers appear, it was not a difficult thing to do. I was just writing like, “as this 
finding demonstrates this, the answer is this.” It was a clear logic, and I liked it. 
That was my style of thinking and writing. Writings in other business courses are 
mostly so vague, if not in accounting or in finance. I felt good about majoring in 
accounting.  

 
The analytic work required for accounting course assignments involved 

calculating, interpreting, and reporting numerical and statistical information, and the most 

important skills were precise calculation and logical writing. Ye-Na took two accounting 

courses before she was accepted into the business program, but according to her 

descriptions, those were introductory-level courses, intended to arouse student interest in 

the field of accounting. In these courses, Ye-Na was taught basic concepts necessary to 

understanding the mechanisms of the field. On the other hand, the accounting courses she 

took in her junior year—after becoming an accounting major—were densely packed with 

learning practical skills that she could use in the workplace. In these courses, writing 

assignments were assigned in the form of brief reports that required some accounting 

practice. Ye-Na took seven accounting courses after admission to the business program, 

and she had writing assignments in four of those courses. 
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In ACCT310, Ye-Na was taught practical accounting skills for the first time, 

skills especially necessary for evaluating whether a company has appropriately used its 

funds. For those assignments, the instructor usually gave students a five-page document 

comprised of information such as a dialogue between an accountant and a customer, 

stakeholders involved in the situation, some related tables and figures, and questions to 

answer. Ye-Na’s job was to analyze the data she was given, produce an Excel output, and 

then answer the questions, most of which were “what” questions regarding, for example, 

profits, total unit cost, or sales volume, all of which could easily be answered after the 

data input was appropriately calculated, resulting in Excel output. Though these were 

individual assignments, Ye-Na and her friends formed a group to work together to ensure 

the reliability and consistency of their Excel outputs. The only parts of the assignments 

they composed separately were the responses to the “how” questions that required value 

judgments, e.g., interpreting the data in order to make recommendations. Excerpt 6.7 

shows part of an accounting report she wrote in ACCT310:  
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Excerpt 6.7 

 
1. Profit when the company produces and sells 30 tons at a retail price of Cr. 8.20 

At a Retail Price of 8.20 

Price to Dansk 
Minox 

  5.72 

Incremental Cost 3.69   

Less: 
Transportation, 
storage 

(.20)   

Less: Labor (.50)  2.99 

Profit Contribution   2.73 

Volume  30 tons (30,000 kg)  

Total Contribution 30000 x 2.73  81900 

 
2. Profit when the company produces and sells 85 tons at a retail price of Cr. 6.85 

At a Retail Price of 6.85 

Price to Dansk 
Minox 

  4.78 

Incremental Cost 3.61   

Less: 
Transportation, 
storage 

(.20)   

Less: Labor (.50)  2.91 

Profit Contribution   1.87 

Volume  85 tons (85,000 kg)  

Total Contribution 85000 x 1.87  158950 

 
3. Recommendation regarding the new “complete meal” product 

 
Without concerning the overhead allocation, determining which method is better would 
not be predictable.  So we have to see the profit margin after estimating the fixed cost 
allocation.  The result leads to the following conclusion. 
 
If the company chooses to go with the price 6.85, then it will not be able to support any 
manufacturing overhead. There is only 0.01 of profit margin to cover fixed production. 
 

 
Once Ye-Na and her group members came to an agreement on the Excel output, it 

was not difficult to answer the questions in the assignment. Ye-Na’s reply to each 
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question was brief and to the point, as can be seen in the way she approached question 3, 

the question asking for recommendations. Ye-Na gave a brief explanation of how she 

arrived at a result, that is, the process she went through to arrive at a particular item of 

data analysis. The first half of Ye-Na’s reply describes the analytic process that led to her 

interpretation of data, and the other half points to the profit margin that the company 

would realize in such a hypothetical situation. Textual markers that show Ye-Na’s stance 

or judgment on the result are nearly absent, and she stated that she actually had held off 

making a direct recommendation.  

 
Ye-Na: I just said what I’ve found and let who’s interested in this matter decide. It 
is also true I was afraid to do so [make recommendations]. But the important part 
was whether the numbers were correct. I think it’s [the last question] formality.  

 
Ye-Na’s interview shows her self-identification as a disciplinary novice. 

Describing her analytic process was, to her, the only alternative disciplinary practice she 

felt could ensure her engagement in the discourse, especially when she did not want, or 

did not know how to make recommendations. In her first encounter with high-level 

accounting practice, Ye-Na focused on producing correct results through data analysis 

and declined to get involved in the process of evaluation and decision-making. This genre 

practice is traceable to Ye-Na’s limited understanding of the role of an accountant who, 

in the real world, assists in making business decisions regarding revenue and expenditure 

trends, financial commitments, and future revenue expectations. One of the primary roles 

of an accountant is to provide strategic recommendations for specific financial situations, 
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which involves forecastING activities in connection with the interests of all stakeholders. 

However, since Ye-Na had little knowledge about the role she should play in her genre 

practice, she remained uncomfortable with those elements of it.   

A noticeable change occurred when Ye-Na took two accounting courses 

(ACCT430 and ACCT451) in her last semester (3rd year/1st semester) in college. Before 

this semester, she had taken several accounting and management courses, accumulating 

exposure to accounting-related documents such as financial statements, stakeholder 

analysis, income statements, etc. Ye-Na was by then able to demonstrated her deeper 

understanding of the function of an accounting report in business and its effect on the 

decisions that stakeholders make. The following is an excerpt from one of Ye-Na’s 

accounting reports in ACCT430.  
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Excerpt 6.8 

 

LIQUIDITY RATIOS: 1987 1986 1985 1984 

Current ratio 2.41 1.40 1.56 0.93 
Quick ratio 1.40 0.60 0.77 0.15 
Sales / Receivables 3.24 116.77 49.75 52.72 
Number of days sales in A/R 112.70 3.13 7.34 6.92 
Inventory turnover 3.22 4.50 4.15 N/A 
     
PROFITABILITY/PERFORMANCE RATIOS:   
Gross profit margin (%) 0.23 0.26 0.24 0.22 
Income before taxes / Owners’ 
equity 0.23 0.64 0.55 1.28 
Income before taxes / Total assets 0.07 0.22 0.20 0.22 
Sales / Long-term assets 10.68 11.74 10.23 15.72 
Sales / Total assets 1.20 2.07 2.08 3.75 
Sales / Working capital 2.30 8.80 7.25 (64.27) 
     
SOLVENCY RATIOS:     
Owners’ Equity / Total assets 0.32 0.34 0.36 0.17 
Long-term assets / Owners’ 
equity 0.35 0.52 0.56 1.40 
Current liabilities / Owners’ 
equity 1.17 1.75 1.41 4.82 
Total Liabilities / Owners’ equity 2.16 1.98 1.73 4.88 

 
The red flags in the financial statements are revealed when there is fluctuation in 
elements that are not supposed to fluctuate, and there is no fluctuation when there should 
be fluctuation.  One of the examples is the amount of inventories recorded in 1987: it is 
1.8 times higher than that of 1986.  This shows unexpected increase in inventory during 
the year, which should be explained.  Also, net sales of 1987 increases by $90255 while 
the industry’s rate of growth tapers off, and the intensity of competition increases.  This 
result does not follow the industry trend, so it also suggests the firm to pose a higher-
than-normal level of audit risk. 
 

 
Ye-Na’s familiarity with the target genre as well as her exposure to different types 

of business documents guided her genre practice. Certain discursive features marked her 

awareness of how interrelated genres are coordinated to complete an intended action. 
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First, a few new vocabulary items and phrases that Ye-Na had frequently encountered 

through her reading of financial statements appeared in her writing. Ye-Na pointed out 

that words and phrases such as “red flags,” “fluctuate,” “higher-than-normal level,” and 

“tapers off” were expressions that she acquired from reading of a variety of class 

documents. For example, Ye-Na used the term “red flag” in her report in order to 

substantiate her subsequent analysis. Given that the concept of a red flag is used as an 

indicator for many possible undesirable situations in business operations, this was Ye-

Na’s creative attempt to apply the concept to describe the financial data she perceived as 

being out of compliance with lawful or accepted procedures. In addition, implicit 

judgments seem to surface in the report, as an attempt to convey relational implications to 

an audience. Second, some words and phrases that signal Ye-Na’s stance appeared in her 

ACCT430 reports, but more importantly, she seemed to have come to understand the 

governance role that an accountant plays, monitoring the way a company processes its 

financial transactions in order to ensure the company’s sustainability. For example, some 

expressions in her reports reveal her understanding of the parties who will be influenced 

by accounting implications, as well as her attempts to regulate corporate transactions, e.g., 

“…which should be explained” and “it also suggests the firm to pose a higher-than-

normal level of audit risk.” Finally, it is also worth noting that she based her analysis on 

an external indicator, i.e., “the industry trend,” which shows that her data analysis is not 

limited to what she can tell from an Excel output. Ye-Na stated:  
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Ye-Na: I learned that financial accounting is aimed at providing information to 
parties outside the company, and that this is what a CPA would normally do for 
the company. Their work requires systematic and organized skills. I felt that 
stakeholders might sue the company if the reports they read are fraudulent. This is 
not a real situation, but I had a different mindset than before when I did this 
work . . . . I realized that it [writing accounting reports] is not just interpreting 
what numbers say. Well, that’s also important, but an accountant should even be 
able to say whether the numbers are fraudulent, and such statements are only 
possible when he has a discerning eye for how the numbers work in relation to 
current financial situations in the company as well as in the world. When I read 
well-written financial statements, I felt that the statements informed just more 
than “reading” numbers.  

 
In Ye-Na’s report in ACCT450, she used textual markers that reinforce her 

analysis in connection with external sources. She grounded her data analysis in relation to 

contextual factors referenced from external sources, going far beyond what an Excel 

output reveals. Intertextual features appeared in her ACCT430 reports, but Ye-Na’s 

analysis in ACCT450 became more sophisticated: her voluntary attempt to find sources 

took center stage in her procedural practice. As shown in Excerpt 6.9, before drawing a 

conclusion about the future growth rate of TJMaxx and Ross, she consulted information 

from several different sources including those from the class and from her own search 

online: the economic situation in Europe, the United State’s GDP rate, the document 

titled “long term revenue forecasting,” demographic information for Chicago and 

Midwest markets, and Ross’s sales report. In her data analysis, she clearly offered her 

opinions, although she stated she had attempted to play it safe by hedging with the phrase 

“I assume.” Along with her growing understanding of accounting reports as well as an 
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accountant’s role, all of these textual features can be taken as evidence for Ye-Na’s 

developing identity as a future accountant.  
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Excerpt 6.9 
A.  

 

B. Discussion About the Growth Rate Used in Analysis 

 
According to TJMaxx annual report, the sales growth rate in 2011 is approximately 5.7% 
(($23191.46 million- $21942.19 million)/$21942.19 million).  I assume that economy is 
not going to recover soon, so the growth rate is going to decrease gradually.  The main 
reason that I assume that the growth rate is going to decrease is TJMaxx’s concentration 
on Europe market.  The company states that it has held significant growth potential for 
TJMaxx in Europe however, Europe’s economy is in a bad situation now.  If the 
company invests in Europe market, it is likely to cause loss in the close future. That is, 
the development of stores in Europe is going to cost much money to settle stably in 
Europe.  Thus, it will contribute to decrease the sales growth rate for following years. 
 
Ross’ sales growth rate in 2011 is approximately 9.5% (($8608.29 million-$7866.10 
million)/$7866.10 million).  If the company keeps growing by 9.5% each year in the 
future, it will be larger than the United State’s GDP rate, which is impossible.  According 
to ‘long term revenue forecasting,’ the maximum long-term sustainable growth is real 
growth rate of economy, 5%.  Since Ross has the long-term growth opportunities in 
Chicago and other Midwest markets based on their healthy population densities and 
favorable demographics, the growth rate of 5%, the maximum sustainable growth rate, in 
2016 (the last year for the estimation above) is reasonable.  Thus, I assume that the 
growth rate will finally fade down to economic average in 2016. 
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6.3 Summary and Discussion 

 
Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s learning of discipline-specific genres began upon their 

entry into the business program. Despite some resemblance to GE courses or business 

writing courses, the genre learning context for Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na had several distinctive 

features. First, writing in core business courses requires a high level of disciplinary 

knowledge, unlike GE courses, since the disciplinary knowledge taught in major courses 

is dense and serves as the language of academic literacy, reshaping students’ views in and 

of academic discourse (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Rorty, 1979). Without understanding 

disciplinary concepts, it is almost impossible for students in these courses to engage in 

writing. In particular, according to Carter’s (2007) taxonomy16, writing within business 

courses falls under the category of problem-solving, and it calls for an ability to 

determine which disciplinary concepts are appropriate for solving a problem as a result of 

situation analysis. What this means is that at the core of disciplinary literacy is a deeper 

understanding of theoretical terms and concepts as an analytic tool, rather than when 

using them as evidence to support an argument. Second, the students’ learning of 

disciplinary genres (executive summaries for Ji-Hoon and accounting reports for Ye-Na) 

occurs across different contexts, that is, encountering the same genres in different 

                                                      
16 Based on outcomes-based assessment identified and measured by disciplines—i.e., program outcomes 
that refer to ways of doing that faculty think are expected of the majors—Carter (2007) categorizes four 
meta-genres, grouping outcome statements by similar ways of doing that cut across disciplines. The four 
meta-genres describe generic learning situations that call for 1) problem solving, 2) empirical inquiry, 3) 
research from sources, and 4) performance. 
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disciplinary contexts. This points to a possibility that exposure to different rhetorical 

situations allows fine-grained adjustment to students’ engagement in the target 

disciplinary genres. Disciplinary genre learning in this context includes not only 

knowledge of that particular single genre, but an awareness of the manner in which it 

operates with other related situations (Artemeva & Fox, 2010; Bawarshi, 2003; Bazerman, 

1994; Devitt, 2004, 2009; Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011). Third, it is important to note that the 

other students taking business courses with Ji-Hoon and Ye-Na are also business majors, 

who are likely to pursue their future career in the same field, or who have chosen their 

major based on their personal interests. In creating a local academic community, these 

students and their peers were motivated to adopt, construct and transform recognizable 

parts of a disciplinary discourse they belong to, and the two students’ genre knowledge 

was influenced by their membership in social groups and the actions of other members 

who projected a shared understanding of disciplinary practice (Gee, 2004; Hyland, 2000, 

2009; Wenger, 1998). Also, given that the field of business appreciates collaboration and 

cooperation, it is possible that an interaction with community members can be integral to 

the construction of a learning context.  

Despite each student’s individualized development of genre practice, changes that 

are apparent in the series of both Ji-Hoon’s and Ye-Na’s writings point to some patterns 

cutting across their developing disciplinary literacy. As shown in Figure 6.1, Ji-Hoon’s 

and Ye-Na’s learning of subject matter, at the beginning, played a critical role in their 

navigation within the target genres and influenced their text production. With little prior 
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exposure to business contexts and genres, what gave the students a nudge in their 

disciplinary participation—especially in their genre practice—was domain-specific 

subject-matter knowledge. 

 
Figure 6.1 The Students’ Genre Practice (At the Initial Stage) 

 Genre Practice  

 � Understanding of the role of subject-matter 
knowledge within academic discourse  
 

� Engaging in problem-solving based on subject-
matter knowledge   

 

 

 
However, the students’ genre practice consisted of more than what is described as 

knowledge-telling (Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987, 1993); that is, it was not simply 

transferring knowledge directly into written text. Their use of subject-matter knowledge 

in genre practice rather became the point at which they started to work within an 

academic discourse in the ways disciplinary experts do, not simply to obtain the 

knowledge the experts know. In GE courses, the students’ genre practice was concerned 

with eliciting dimensions along which subject-matter knowledge was communicated as it 

is in the voices of disciplinary experts. Instead, the students’ genre practice in business 

courses was guided by subject-matter knowledge, eliciting interpretations of disciplinary 

values and norms. As shown in the data, Ji-Hoon utilized subject-matter knowledge as an 

analytic tool for investigating a company’s investment plans, while Ye-Na did so to 

predict a company’s profit. Although their genre practice remained at a nascent stage, the 
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specific ways they engaged with disciplinary artifacts, i.e., here, subject-matter 

knowledge, foregrounds the role of knowledge for a particular form of development of 

disciplinary discourse (Boaler, 1999; Herrenkohl & Wertsch, 1999; Lave, 1988). 

The students’ disciplinary literacy increased when they started to understand that 

a genre does not exist in isolation but is rather manifested in interconnected networks 

with other related disciplinary genres. The same view has been taken up by several 

scholars who advocate a network-based view of genre for an account of the development 

of disciplinary expertise (Bazerman, 1994; Tardy, 2003, 2009; Uhrig, 2012). The 

assumption underlying the network-based view is that genres rarely function alone; 

instead, they are involved in intertextual interaction with different layers of other genres 

and build upon the traces of those genres. The relationships among interconnected genres 

constitute genre sets (Devitt, 2004) or genre chains (Swales, 2004), and genres in a genre 

set serve interlinked functions in alignment with particular purposes they all relate to.  

 
Figure 6.2 The Students’ Genre Practice (At the Final Stage) 

 Genre Practice  

 � Understanding of a larger genre network 
 

� Intertextual practices  
 

� Construction of disciplinary identity 

 
Learning across different classroom settings allowed the students to break with 

particular procedural practices they had associated with the target genres (see Figure 6.2). 
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Exposure to different genre contexts led to an increased awareness of how a genre is 

carried out in connection with other interrelated genres and pointed to a larger rhetorical 

purpose embedded in the construction of a genre set. In Ji-Hoon’s case, his learning of 

the executive summary genre was promoted by his developing insight into diverse 

business documents. The changes apparent in Ji-Hoon’s executive summaries over time 

reflected his understanding of the main document’s rhetorical purpose, audience, 

structure, and even its length. In a similar vein, Ye-Na’s interactions with many business 

documents helped her carry out a comprehensive analysis and further provide 

recommendations—an action she initially felt uncomfortable with. Her views were 

gradually foregrounded as mediated by her engagement in other related business 

documents.  

More specifically, looking at the students’ data, the students’ awareness of a genre 

network, i.e., the interdependence between target genres and interrelated genres, was 

noted in the form of intertextual practices. Encounters with related genres in a genre 

network served as “support genres” (Tardy, 2009, p. 247), significantly affecting both 

students’ use of discursive features in their genre practice. The more encounters they had 

with the related genres, the more sophisticated their intertextual practices became. By the 

end of the term, their intertextual practices included a reformulation of the discourse of a 

target genre in order to integrate disciplinary insights as inferred from their encounters 

with related genres. Fairclough (1992) suggests that there are two types of intertextuality. 

An explicit reference to one text in another through explicit textual cues such as quotation 



189 
 

marks or reporting verbs is called manifest intertextuality, whereas constitutive 

intertextuality refers to intertextual practices without a direct textual representation, 

resulting in “the heterogeneous constitutions of texts” with different discourse 

conventions for the production of a new text (p. 104). This signifies that the discourse of 

a target genre is reconfigured by those of interrelated genres as a constitutive element. 

These students’ practice is viewed as indicative of constitutive intertextuality. 

Furthermore, in this study, intertextual traces were fed back into the ways in which both 

students identified possible roles to assume as future disciplinary experts. That is, in each 

student’s genre practice, the writer’s role and identity changed in association with the 

disciplinary practices required for main business documents.  

Overall, the students’ increased awareness of interrelated genres scaffolded their 

understanding of the target genre, guiding them through textual and rhetorical genre 

features that are available and acceptable in the disciplinary discourse. Particularly, at the 

core of the students’ genre learning was a genre network. As Berkenkotter (2001) 

suggests, a genre network plays “an intermediate role” between individual genre practice 

and disciplinary discourses (p. 329). The students’ engagement in a genre network 

developed in each of them a tacit view of how genres are instantiated forms of 

disciplinary practices; at the same time it constructed rhetorical reasons for their genre 

practices within the disciplinary discourse. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The present study attempts to explore the ways in which two L2 students (Ji-Hoon 

and Ye-Na) developed disciplinary academic literacy through engagement in genre 

practice. Genre practice in this study, as involved in writing, has been noted as integral in 

constructing students’ theories of disciplinary discourse and mediating their awareness of 

disciplinary discourse (Brannon, 1995; Carter, 2007; Haas, 1994; Herrington, 1985; Prior, 

1998). This is because genre emerges in response to the social demands of discourse and 

thus bears traces of the discourse in which it is embedded (Bawarshi, 2003, 2006; Devitt, 

2006; Johns et al., 2006). Different ways of knowing in the disciplines formulate different 

kinds of expertise that one would need to access disciplinary discourses, and engagement 

in disciplinary genres, which are constructed by the social needs of disciplinary discourse, 

allows a sense of the ways people in disciplinary discourse know, believe, and act. 

Drawing on the social nature of genre, the present study has aimed to trace the 

trajectories of two L2 undergraduate students’ disciplinary literacy as it developed in 

parallel with their genre practice over time and across contexts. In particular, it has 

focused on the ways in which the students utilized genre knowledge to carry out 

disciplinary genre tasks.  

The rest of this section revisits and answers each research question, leading to a 

brief discussion and suggestions for further research on the development of disciplinary 

literacy and the teaching of genre in an undergraduate setting:  

 



191 
 

1. How did genre-mediated literacy practice (more simply, genre practice) help in the 

development of the two students’ disciplinary literacy?  

The present study, based on the four dimensions of genre knowledge, i.e., 

rhetorical, formal, process, and subject matter (see Tardy, 2009), describes the students’ 

genre practice and its relation to the development of disciplinary literacy. Although each 

student’s unique, individualized positioning in disciplinary discourse produces different 

approaches to genre tasks, both of these students’ disciplinary literacy can be, by and 

large, explained by the extent to which a particular dimension of genre knowledge was 

foregrounded in their genre practice. In response to particular aspects of classroom 

affordances, one or two dimensions of genre knowledge became essential and served as a 

driving motive for the growth of the remaining knowledge dimensions. Based on the 

findings of the study, the following summary shows how each dimension of genre 

knowledge worked in relation to others as well as to the development of disciplinary 

literacy.   

Rhetorical knowledge: One factor associated with the students’ genre practice 

was their growing awareness of a genre’s purpose and the potential reader of the genre. 

The students’ growing understanding of the genre’s rhetorical context influenced their 

positioning vis-à-vis disciplinary discourse and further developed into a disciplinary 

identity. Information such as the genre’s purpose, audience expectations, and identity 

positioning contextualize genre acts, and with that information one can have agency over 

target genres. Particularly, rhetorical understanding seems to give students reasons for 
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their discursive choices, e.g., choice of particular textual features, content, composing 

processes, sources as evidence, etc., even if those reasons were not appropriate in the 

eyes of experts. As shown in the students’ maneuvering of genre features for their 

business letters, increased rhetorical knowledge works as a heuristic for genre acts and 

can further produce inventive genre acts, which leads to genre evolution (Bawarshi, 2003; 

Devitt, 2004). However, rhetorical knowledge does not always guide writers toward 

legitimate discursive practice that is acceptable in a disciplinary discourse. When 

rhetorical knowledge develops as a strategy to tackle immediate task demands, it may not 

be appreciated by disciplinary experts—e.g., in this study, instructors—as when it 

evolves with a more sophisticated understanding of disciplinary discourse. What seems 

prominent in the students’ use of rhetorical knowledge in this study is how to deal with 

task exigency itself, rather than what the genre is intended to do in a disciplinary 

discourse and how members of disciplinary communities are involved in using and 

shaping the genre. It is only fair to acknowledge the relationship between disciplinary 

genres and disciplinary discourses in college settings as opposed to real world settings—

especially when writing assignments are generally used as a tool to “monitor” and “assess” 

student learning. Nonetheless, in spite of the artificiality of the classroom setting, a grasp 

of the genre’s intended purposes, i.e., the role that genre plays in a disciplinary discourse, 

offers a useful starting point for building disciplinary literacy.    

Formal knowledge: Formal knowledge develops when genre features are 

provided through explicit teaching in class or accumulated exposure to the genre over 



193 
 

time. Formal features of genre become sources by which students textually instantiate 

their conceptualization of the genre and familiarize themselves with conventional genre 

forms (Gosden, 1996; Leki, 1995; Macbeth, 2010). Formal knowledge is essential to 

genre practice at least at the initial stage of genre learning, since it gives access to 

disciplinary participation. The students in the study also began their genre learning 

through the practice that is often characterized as textual borrowing, copying formal 

features of genre in a way that served the purpose of their message17 (Ivanič, 1998; Prior, 

1998; Shaw, 1991; Tardy, 2009). However, the students later made an attempt to uncover 

disciplinary reasoning that underlies the use of those features. The findings of this study 

reveal that the learning of or exposure to formal features of genre helps students develop 

a metalanguage for discussing disciplinary expectations, and also helps them engage in a 

retrospective search for constructing other dimensions of genre knowledge. Otherwise, 

prior knowledge comes into play to compensate for limited knowledge of the genre’s 

form, but that prior knowledge may not be well-received in disciplinary discourse (e.g., 

as in major courses). However, two potential dangers were found during the study, 

showing that the act of reifying disciplinary expectations with a fixed set of formal 

features may be limited and incomplete. First, students’ disciplinary participation may 

take shape only through formal features they can access, and they may become fixated on 

those features without continued exposure to genre or guided support that consistently 

                                                      
17 Such practice parallels with what is referred to as “calquing,” the act of mapping new content onto a 
modelled structure (Jones & Freeman, 2003, as cited in Flowerdew & Li, 2007) or “plagiphrasing,” the act 
of interweaving words or phrases from published works with the writer’s own sentences (Krishnan & 
Kathpalia, 2002, as cited in Flowerdew & Li, 2007). 
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intervenes in the students’ process of conceptualizing disciplinary discourse. Second, 

students respond to formal features in individualized ways in association with their prior 

cultural and educational experiences, and such individualized approach to genre, without 

a firm grasp of the workings of disciplinary discourse, can result in an understanding that 

deviates from disciplinary expectations.  

Subject-matter knowledge: It is worth noting that subject-matter knowledge the 

students acquire in class contributes to and, by extension, facilitates their understanding 

of the workings of disciplinary discourse (see Beaufort, 1999; Hass, 1994). Subject 

matter in the disciplines has been constructed, negotiated, and transmitted through 

relatively uniform modes or media that members of disciplinary discourse share (Crane, 

1972; Hyland, 2005, 2009). In the process of learning crucial content in the disciplines, 

the disciplinary values embodied in it, be they perceived values or values imposed by 

course instructors, influence one’s views of disciplinary participation and encourages 

proactive thinking toward genre tasks. In this study, in GE and major courses, the 

students’ encounters with disciplinary genres occurred simultaneously with their learning 

of subject matter; their understanding of subject matter did not directly provide specific 

guidelines for writing but still suggested pathways toward approaching genre tasks, 

particularly in the formal and rhetorical dimensions. For example, they tailored paper 

structure or used particular words/phrases to highlight their understanding of the 

disciplinary content they were writing about and sometimes traced the profile of a 

potential audience or the rhetorical reason for writing on a particular topic. The students’ 
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understanding of a disciplinary field took shape when they viewed subject matter with 

respect to the method of inquiry, the overarching purpose of knowledge making, and 

disciplinary ways of thinking. In this case, the learning of subject matter guided genre 

practice, influencing discursive choices. One interesting finding is that the connection 

between subject-matter knowledge and disciplinary thinking is caused by the degree to 

which genre tasks were associated with class readings, lectures, and discussions. When 

the link between genre tasks and those class affordances was missing or loose, subject-

matter knowledge did not work as a driving force for facilitating genre practice, but was 

rather discounted as knowledge to be displayed just to convince instructors of their own 

learning achievement.      

Process knowledge: The students’ procedural practice was subject to classroom 

artifacts that were either deliberately provided by instructors or sought out and 

incorporated by students to constitute their own genre practice. It became clear that the 

development of procedural practice is not simply enabled by one unifying interaction 

with an assignment sheet, although an assignment sheet is where students finds the most 

clues about how to complete a genre task. A writer’s position takes shape as a result of 

negotiations and mediations of multiple classroom—or sometimes non-classroom—

genres at work, such as the syllabus, grading criteria, assignment prompts, readings, 

teachers’ comments in response to student essays, peer workshops, conferences with the 

teacher, and/or personal interactions outside the class, all of which constitute a ground 
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upon which a writer orients himself/herself18. Those interactions are further 

individualized by the individual’s own desires, prior practices, and subjectivities 

(Beaufort, 1999; Casanave, 2002; Myhill, 2005). In the study, one promising case for 

procedural knowledge development was found when the students wrote in genres in their 

major courses, where a variety of related genres constituted a genre system and 

scaffolded the students’ procedural practice as well as their rhetorical understanding of 

genre. In GE courses, however, procedural knowledge was noted as both the most 

neglected area in both students’ genre practice and as difficult to develop (see also 

Benesch, 1995; Berkenkotter et al., 1988). Since student writing is often evaluated for 

content, instructors pay less attention to the processes students go through to carry out a 

task, and, in fact, may be unable to do so without a deepened understanding of each 

student’s sociocultural contexts. Also, it is often the case that little instruction is found in 

assignment guidelines regarding the appropriate approach to genre, e.g., in the case of 

source use in GE courses, and thus the chance of reformulating the process of genre 

practice lies in the hands of students—if they are alerted to the need to change their 

accustomed genre practice. It is no wonder that procedural knowledge, in most cases, is 

derivative, in that its development is inexorably linked to, and highly coordinated with, 

preceding changes in other knowledge dimensions. The present study indicates that 

procedural practice is the most powerful medium by which a novice writer can be 

                                                      
18 Bawarshi (2003) maintains that a writing classroom is a “dynamic, textual site of action mediated by a 
range of complex written and spoken genres that constitute student-teacher position, relations, and practices” 
(p. 118). 
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triggered to think about what disciplinary discourse members actually utilize and why, 

which provides implications for teaching disciplinary genres in a classroom setting.    

 

2. How did the learning context affect the development of genre knowledge and 

disciplinary literacy?  

In order to capture the students’ increasing awareness of disciplinary discourse, 

the particular concern of this study has been to analyze the students’ use of genre 

knowledge when they carried out writing tasks in college; more specifically, the students’ 

genre knowledge development is explored with respect to the diverse learning contexts 

they experienced during college: general education classes, business writing classes, and 

major classes. Findings of the study reveal that the students’ engagement in disciplinary 

genres took different shapes depending on the learning context in which their genre 

practice occurred. The configurations of courses and, by extension, the ways disciplinary 

discourse was manifested in the courses, accounted for variations in the students’ genre 

practice, and influenced the ways they used genre knowledge in encounters with new 

writing tasks. Central to the development of disciplinary literacy is students’ prior 

knowledge as re-shaped in encounters with features of the specific learning contexts, 

such as assignment guidelines, explicit teaching of genre, the level of association between 

disciplinary values and writing assignments, and between writing assignments and other 

classroom affordances, e.g., lectures, class readings, class discussions, assignment 

guidelines, grading rubrics, and instructor-student interactions.   
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Brannon (1995) does not specifically use the term genre, but he suggests that 

writing is neither an a priori condition for nor subordinate to the learning of subject 

matter; it is rather to be handled on an equal footing, and practiced in accordance, with 

the learning of subject-matter knowledge. This study further confirms another function of 

writing, namely, that students’ involvement with genre practice mediates their literacy 

development to the degree to which they condition and establish their view of the 

disciplinary discourse that they participate in (see also Ackerman, 1993; Geisler, 1994). 

From their first year to graduation, they experience myriad genre practices in formal, 

rhetorical, procedural, and subject-matter dimensions, thus becoming familiarized with 

the dynamic entity of disciplinary workings that profoundly influence schooling and 

beyond, including curricula, institutions, and even professions. As the data show, 

however, genre practice—performed in the act of writing in this study—does not always 

yield promising results in the students’ investigation of disciplinary discourse. Data 

analysis primarily focuses on describing the critical points at which the students make 

progress in disciplinary literacy, and based on the points where development occurred, 

the study indicates varied suggestions for improving student performance in genre 

practice, which I will briefly discuss below.   

When writing from course to course across the curriculum, students encounter the 

need to reconstruct their positioning in the face of varied assignment requirements. The 

first thing they do before they wrestle with a new genre is compare it with their prior 
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knowledge and decide how far they must stretch from that prior knowledge and what 

kind of knowledge they must acquire to prepare for a new task. The gap they discover 

through this initial screening usually determines the degree of their involvement in the 

genre as well as the streams of activities that should be followed. The gap between prior 

and new genre contexts also creates a space where students reconstruct an identity that 

they think aligns with disciplinary expectations, a transforming process of either 

embracing or resisting what they have noted as the conventions (Berkenkotter et al., 

1991; Chiseri-Strater, 1991; MacDonald, 1994). Even if this process runs counter to an 

instructor’s perception of the conventions, it is integral to the development of disciplinary 

literacy. It may be premature to assume that one or two writing assignments enable 

students to sense a discipline-specific identity and to adopt it in an appropriate way. In 

order to nudge students toward a meaningful negotiation for a disciplinary identity, as 

well as to maximize the benefits students can get from class work, writing assignments 

need to be planned and designed to contain “something different.” This “something” 

should feature discipline-specific activities, values, and thinking, so that students can be 

motivated and challenged with cognitive dissonance.  

First, it is important to label writing assignments with something other than the de 

facto generic terms “essays” or “papers.” Looking through the two students’ papers, 

including those that are not included in the discussion of each student’s work, I found that 

most of their writing assignments—especially in GE courses—were labeled as either 

“essays” or “papers” in the guidelines. Despite different subject matter and rhetorical 
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purposes, the perceptual similarity students draw from the same labeling might limit their 

incentive for reformulating genre practice. In interviews with the students regarding their 

business writing (“business letters”), they articulated what they saw as the complete 

disconnect between what they thought of as academic writing (or traditional school 

writing) and business writing. Such an awareness of the difference between prior practice 

and what they were expected to do in their business writing classes led them to adopt a 

new stance toward their tasks—seeking new textual features and professional identities as 

business people. Ye-Na, for example, recalled that she was given a list of public 

argument genres—from which students were instructed to choose one genre and follow 

that genre structure’s format—to construct a public argument for her assignment in 

ENG108. She then voluntarily searched out the style of editorials in order to mimic it; she 

did this because she felt lost and vulnerable when faced with an unknown genre. 

Discipline-specific labelling can spur students to transfer/transform their genre acts and 

to view their work as bound up with the workings of disciplines.  

Second, instructors need to create writing assignments that emulate the ways 

disciplinary experts act, think, and write, and they need to do this before they label them. 

College genres are designed primarily for the classroom context, and they are created by 

college instructors, experts who have embraced and participated in discipline-specific 

practice for a long time; those genres bear on the educational goals for which course 

instructors strive. Given the dynamic interplay between genre and genre users (Devitt, 

2006), however, it is ironic to see that the instructors are not customarily users of the 
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genres they teach. Leki (2007) also suggests that the college genres assigned to students 

are “the inventions of people who never write them” (p. 243). As the inventors of college 

genres, instructors usually view a writing assignment as a tool to evaluate student 

performance, but it would be more pedagogically sound to view such assignments as 

ways to push students into awareness of disciplinary boundaries (see Wenger, 1998, for 

the concept of “brokering”), in hopes that students will realize the utility of the 

disciplinary discourse in which they become enmeshed as a way to arrive at competence 

for writing in their chosen disciplines.     

Classroom affordances are pre-assigned resources that feed into students’ initial 

perception of disciplinary expectations, and students can benefit from tightly coordinated 

disciplinary materials in class, as shown in the students’ performance in their major 

courses. Course instructors, therefore, when they create writing assignments, need to 

examine how closely the assignments reflect disciplinary values and how relevant the 

writing assignments are to classroom resources such as lectures, class readings, class 

discussions, assignment guidelines, and grading rubrics, because those practices create a 

semi-disciplinary context that provide a conceptual realm for students’ genre acts. In 

addition, I suggest that writing assignments should be developed in ways that encourage 

students to utilize subject matter as part of constituting their genre practice. Several 

studies have noted that students normally think of writing assignments as a place where 

they transmit knowledge that they learn in class or through research from outside sources 

(Geisler, 1994). Subject matter is not being treated as an element that works in 
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conjunction with other types of genre knowledge and does not, in effect, contribute to 

understanding and completing the genre task. The ways students use subject matter in the 

paper remain nearly the same across courses: students deal with subject matter as 

information to be reported, and in the same way, instructors, especially those who are 

teaching introductory courses, tend to evaluate students’ comprehension based on their 

use of disciplinary “facts” in the paper. In fact, the ways subject-matter knowledge is 

textually coded and circulated vary across the disciplines, and at the core of competence 

in disciplinary writing is a sense of how the knowledge-making process happens in each 

discipline and what kind of rhetoric is preferred for the display of knowledge (Hyland, 

2000; Jones, 2000; MacDonald, 2002; Wardle, 2004). This may be a tacit rhetoric that 

can only be embodied as a result of a full or at least a long-term commitment to the 

disciplinary setting, but a sharing of disciplinary rhetoric and processes for genre practice 

could be very useful in demystifying disciplinary discourse and helping students to 

engage in genre with increased agency (see Blakeslee, 1994).  

Some scholars are highly skeptical of the teaching of genre as static formulas (see 

Bawarshi, 2003; Devitt, 2004; Freedman, 1993); however, the findings of this study 

suggest that explicit talk about the conventions or direct support through models is 

necessary for novice students. Instructors expect their students to engage in genre and 

improve their disciplinary thinking, but in reality the commitment to teaching genre is 

surprisingly weak. Given the lack of instruction on genre, it is likely that students may 

fossilize into a non-disciplinary practice, e.g., the students in the study did not change 
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their practice of citing sources across different types of papers (they selectively used 

disciplinary information to exemplify their claims). Also, students may try to construct 

their own genre model retrospectively, based on a few clues they picked up in class, 

arriving at results which clash with disciplinary norms. As some scholars point out, 

students may be blinded by a ready-made set of genre-features and lose sight of more 

authentic expertise that they could have acquired through embodied experience in the 

disciplinary discourse; nonetheless, at least at the early stages of learning, I would 

recommend helping to orient students to the direction they should follow and pursue, so 

that they can interweave pieces of knowledge about disciplinary discourse. This orienting 

work must be followed by instructors’ continued intervention in students’ genre practice 

to negotiate and enforce shared views. Depending on the levels, objectives, and subject 

matter of the course, the extent and ways of exposing students to the workings in the 

disciplines may be different. But in most cases, an instructor’s feedback—oral or 

written—can offer valuable heuristics and serve as inspiration for reflective thinking 

about the genre’s exigencies, such as its purpose, its audience’s expectations, and readers’ 

attitudes toward the genre. Students’ interaction with instructors, in the process of 

composing or afterwards, brings their attention to what they may have missed or 

misinterpreted about disciplinary thinking, writing, and communication 

Lastly, instructors in all disciplines need to acquire an increased understanding of 

L2 students who bring their prior literacy and cultural histories to their writing. Those 

histories influence the ways L2 students conceptualize their practice with regard to 
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disciplinary genre. Coming from different literacy and cultural backgrounds, L2 students 

have little information about genre, and they are likely to feel vulnerable when 

encountering new genres. When a perceptual similarity is noted in their initial 

investigation of a new genre, they transfer a broad range of prior knowledge; however, 

when central aspects of a genre are markedly different from what they already know, 

students start to negotiate their prior knowledge and the disciplinary values they identify 

in their investigation. Students may simply appropriate given disciplinary discursive tools, 

but this appropriation usually elicits a negotiation of their habitual practice—

reconstructing their prior knowledge to fit with the disciplinary tools and interpreting 

disciplinary values from the position established by the student’s personal history (see 

Bartholomae, 1985; Berkenkotter et al., 1991; Prior, 2002). This reconstructing process 

likely carries with it a risk of failing to meet disciplinary expectations.  

As shown in this study, the two students seemed to compensate for their lack of 

familiarity with the genre of business letters through textual borrowing. As they 

proceeded to further involvement in genre, in addition to textual features copied from 

model texts, they had to construct knowledge in the rhetorical dimension of genre, which 

became possible when they interpreted the genre context and engaged in identity 

positioning through a comparison with corresponding contexts from prior encounters. Ji-

Hoon’s creation of an apologetic identity, as well as Ye-Na’s return to the claim-evidence 

structure, illustrate discursive choices resulting from the act of aligning one’s personal 
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history with disciplinary practice; however, their attempts were not necessarily seen as 

successful by the professionals evaluating them.   

Individual students, both L1 and L2, take different approaches to achieving the 

same goal, depending on the personal history that each student draws on to construct 

genre practice. However, it may be harder for instructors to predict whether and how L2 

students’ literacy and cultural history are being played out in order to reconcile or relate 

to disciplinary values. To this end, instructors should commit to a broad range of 

discussion regarding the effects and patterns of L2 students’ cultural histories (although 

those histories and discussions are not generalizable), so that they can devise course 

materials to proactively draw students into genre systems. Some scholars discuss the 

issue of the agency they believe students should have in performing genre, especially in 

the ways they appropriate different voices at play in the disciplinary discourse (Chiseri-

Strater, 1991; Prior, 2002). When dealing with novice students, however, more attention 

should be paid to the ways they interpret disciplinary concepts—the points at which 

students draw on and align their personal histories to construct genre practice. Instructors 

need to be aware that such negotiation inherent in students’ positioning between old and 

new knowledge can be obscured by so-called “errors,” and also that those errors are an 

indication of literacy development. In order to draw students beyond the disciplinary 

boundaries that they have defined in response to immediate task demands, several 

pedagogical interventions can offer ways of exposing them to what counts as variant 

aspects of disciplinary discourse. Having students experience various genre models or 
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increasing instructor-student interactions can create a window through which students 

notice and observe genre-related motives that are contradictory to their own routines, so 

they can adjust and reconstruct their practice to align with newly identified disciplinary 

knowledge.  

In addition to pedagogical implications, this study has identified several areas for 

further research. First, it would be pedagogically sound to design a model writing 

assignment that emulates disciplinary values in the four dimensions of genre knowledge 

(formal, rhetorical, process, and subject matter). Unlike professional genres, classroom 

genres are often simplified to fit traditional types of school writing, i.e., essays or papers, 

requiring a stock set of activities that do not necessarily bear on discipline-specific 

features. Looking through the two students’ papers, including those I did not include in 

the earlier descriptions, I found that written tasks were sometimes assigned without 

regard to class content and did not mirror features of disciplinary genres. A 

systematically designed model of a writing assignment and its pedagogical values would 

be worth investigating as a move toward a gradual reform of the use of writing in college 

education. In the same way, the curriculum of FYW (first-year writing) can be enriched 

in close collaboration with disciplinary experts; this is another area to be considered for 

future research.   

Second, it would be interesting to explore the development of academic identity 

as students work on the same genre in different settings—a trajectory of their 

involvement in one genre from school to professional networks (e.g., in graduate school 
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or the workplace). The present study traces many changes in genre practice experienced 

by the two L2 students with regard to new genres and contexts; it was a study that 

covered years of genre practice, but only in the college setting. A study of genre learning 

from school to work would reveal more than this study can suggest, e.g., the effects of 

academic and professional settings on disciplinary literacy, longitudinal changes in genre 

knowledge, processes of re-constructing disciplinary practice, and challenges students 

face in different settings. An analysis of disciplinary practice within the framework of 

genre knowledge might also offer a more principled view of how genre knowledge 

develops and which affordances lead to a change in the development.        

 Third, L2 students’ rhetorical development needs to be explored in more detail. 

One revealing method is to compile several L2 students’ writing in a particular genre and 

draw out patterns of their rhetorical formulation of discipline-specific knowledge. A close 

investigation of underlying motives for commonly shown textual features can provide 

invaluable insights about writing pedagogy—particularly in understanding the culturally 

coded nature of L2 students’ genre practice and proposing a model for approaching genre. 

The attempt to find genre features that cut across the disciplinary practices of the two L2 

students in this study was possible since they had fairly similar literacy and cultural 

backgrounds; however, more samples would elicit the richness and complexities of 

students from various backgrounds as well as lend clarity to the causes and effects 

applicable to the development of each dimension of genre knowledge.  
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APPENDIX A: Preliminary Survey 

Name: __________________________________ Native language:_________________ 
Age: ______ Nationality: ______________________________ Sex:   male      female    
Major: _____________________________Email: ______________________________ 
  
 

Please circle the response that is most true of you, or provide an answer in the 

blank space.   
 
1. What year are you in? 
 
Freshman  Sophomore  Junior  Senior 
 
2. How long have you been in the U.S?   
 
1 (year) 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5 4 or more 
 
3. How long have you been studying English?  
 
1 (year) 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 or more 
 
4. My English proficiency is……. 
 
Fluent  highly competent  competent   poor 
 
5. My TOEFL score was_________________ (Circle type: PBT, CBT, IBT) 
If you took the IBT TOEFL test, then please provide your writing score: _____________ 
 
6. How comfortable do you feel writing in English? Please respond on a scale of 1-5,  
where 1 is “not at all comfortable” and 5 is “completely comfortable.”  
Comfort with writing in English: ______ 
 

 

Please check all the statements that describe your exposure to English and provide a 

short additional response in the blank space when appropriate.   

 
[ ___ ]  I’ve watched American sitcoms (or other programs, e.g., CNN, or listened to 
radio programs) at home.  

� If so, name the programs ________________________________  
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� For how long ( ________years__________months) have you watched or listed to them? 

 
[ ___ ]  I went to English academy.  

� If so, for what purpose did you attend the academy? 

� For how long were you learning English there? ( ________years__________months)   
� What did you learn there? (Circle all that apply: grammar, reading, listening, speaking, 

etc.) 

 
[ ___ ]  English was one of the required subjects to study in my primary and secondary 
school (middle and high schools).  

� Only in high school? Or in both middle and high school? _________________________ 

 
[ ___ ]  I had an experience of staying in English-speaking countries in my childhood for 
more than 5 months.  

� If so, where? ______________________ 
� From when to when? _________________ 

 
[ ___ ]  My parents (or any member of your family) speak English at home.  

� If so, how often?_______________________________ 

 
[ ___ ]  I have many English-speaking friends in the U.S.  

� If so, then how often do you meet your friends?________________________________ 

 
 

Please answer the following questions.  

The age at which I started to learn English was ___________ 
 
If not listed above, please specify other experiences of your learning of English below. 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Please specify your learning of English writing below—when, where, and what kind of 
writing did you learn and study before coming to the U.S.? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Please place a mark (V) in the first blank space if you have read the genre (type of 

writing) at least once and place a mark in the second blank space if you have written 

in that genre at least once.  

 
e.g., argumentative essay  ______V______    
 
 I have read 

it in my 
native 
language 

I have written 
it 
in my native 
language 

 I have read 
it 
in English 

I have 
written it in 
English 

Blog or online journal 
commenting  

    

Email     

Online discussion board     

Personal letter     

Instant messaging (MSN, etc)     

Text messaging     

Short essay     

Fiction     

Poetry     

Song lyrics     

Research paper     

Analytical essay     

Argumentative essay     

Compare and contrast paper     

Book (movie) review     

Description     

Evaluation paper     

Interview (Q&A)     

Five-paragraph essay     

Literary analysis (literature)     

Lab write-up/ 
report 

    

Opinion/position paper     
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Personal essay/narrative 
(personal story) 

    

Summary     

Freewriting     

Journal/diary writing     

Lecture notes     

Reading notes     

Oral presentation (informal)     

Speech     

Storytelling     

Newspaper article     

Business letter     

PowerPoint presentation     

Resume or CV     

Letter to the editor     

Web page design     

Web page text     

Social networking sites 
(Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, 
etc.) 

    

Application     

Documentary film     

Petition     

Scholarly journal paper     

diagram     

Invitation     

Cartoon     

Grant proposal     

postcard     

photograph     

YouTube video (UCC)     

Biographical profile     

 

Other types of writing you have done that are not listed above (please specify). 
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APPENDIX B: Interview Questions for the Students and their Instructors 

Interview Questions (Students) 
 

1. Based on the assignment guideline/instruction for the paper written for this 
assignment, what did you think the purpose was?  

2. Please tell me what you did to achieve that purpose.  
3. Was this paper similar to or different from previous papers you had written? If it 

was similar, what made you think so? (which parts of the assignment guidelines, 
instructor’s statements in class, etc.) 

4. Who did you have in mind as a potential audience of this paper?  
a. If you had an audience in mind, what did you want to get across to that 

audience? 
b. (Continued) Based on the paper, what did you do (in text; textually) to 

achieve that purpose with that audience?  
5. What resource did you search for or draw on to complete this paper? Please tell 

me any particular sources you drew on or help that you got. 
6. Were there any difficulties when you wrote this paper? (content, organization, 

understanding the expectations of the assignment, format, language, 
communication with the instructor, finding relevant sources,  not understanding 
feedback) 

7. Please re-read the instructions and your paper. Is there anything you found that 
you would revise?  

a. Word choice 
b. Writing style 
c. Citations 
d. Organization 
e. Content 
f. Use of citations 
g. The sources used 

8. (Continued) What led you to think that revision might be in order? 
a. What makes you think differently now from your previous conjecture 

about and attempts at the paper? (e.g., accumulative experiences in the 
genre, instructor feedback, extensive readings, etc.) 

9. Please tell me anything that you would like to share in terms of this paper.  
 
(In terms of particular discursive features) 

10. What was the purpose of using this feature? Explain your reasoning for using this 
particular feature. 

11. How do you think this feature relates to/supports your overall purpose? 
12. Please tell me anything you would like to share in terms of this feature.  
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13. Do you have any comments in general? 
 
(At the end of a series of interviews) 

14. What do you think about college writing? 
15. What kind of support would have been helpful in and out of class? 
16. What was your greatest difficulty in writing across the disciplines? 
17. What do you think about the role of writing in disciplinary courses? 
18. Please tell me anything that you would like to share in terms of your writing 

experiences in college. 
 
 
Interview Questions (Instructors/Professors) 
 

1. Please explain the purpose of this assignment, particularly your expectations. 
2. Please explain the assessment criteria you had/have for this assignment. 
3. What comments in general would you like to give to this student? 
4. Based on the assignment guidelines,  

a. Are there any aspects of the paper you found worth pointing to and that 
were instrumental in your grading decision? 

b. Are there any aspects of the paper you found irrelevant to the purpose?  
5. What do you think about the writing ability of this writer? 
6. How would you name this assignment? (i.e., which genre would it be called?) 

a. (Only if relevant) What are the expectations, procedures, and conventions 
of the particular genre in the professional/workplace setting? 

7. What do you think about the role of writing in your course?  
8. What do you think about disciplinary writing in college?  
9. Please tell me your experiences with second language writers in your class (e.g., 

struggles, difficulties, advantages, disadvantages, strong points, etc.) 
10. What kind of support have you provided to second language writers? 
11. What kind of support would have been helpful in and out of class for second 

language writers? 
12. Do you have any comments in general?  

 
(In terms of particular discursive features) 

13. What do you think about this particular feature? 
14. Does it relate to/support the overall purpose of this genre? 
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