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ABSTRACT 

This project builds upon the foundation of previous ethnographic work on academic literacies in 

order to gain a clearer picture of current university students in the US. Foundational 

ethnographic work in academic writing and academic literacy development has shown that 

learning to navigate university discourses can be a complex process that is unique for each 

person (Beaufort, 2007; Casanave, 2002; Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Leki, 2007; Prior, 1998; Spack, 

1997). These studies have revealed the dependence of academic writing expectations on context 

and the extension of “literacy” beyond the mere acts of reading and writing, but they have not 

sought to simultaneously examine the experiences of international and domestic students. In the 

decades since much of this work was carried out, the landscape of higher education, in the US 

and elsewhere, has shifted and academia has recently seen the emergence of a conversation about 

better understanding the experiences of our students, both domestic and international (Goldrick-

Rab & Stommel, 2018). To better understand students’ perceptions of their writing and academic 

experiences, this project followed three international and two domestic undergraduates over the 

course of a year to two and a half years. Through monthly interviews and analysis of 

participants’ writing samples, I identified the range of academic literacies encountered by 

participants and explored one participant’s situated writing practices more specifically through 

analysis of individual assignments. Findings highlight the complex network of literacies, both 

within and beyond academia, that students learn to navigate. This project’s simultaneous 

exploration of domestic and international student experiences provides new perspectives on the 

diversity and development process of both groups and offers a counter to the deficit view of non-

traditional populations. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
The introduction is just a summary of what I want to say. 

–Zane | Interview 2 | 5/14/18 
 

The landscape of higher education has been rapidly changing, with changes in funding 

and business models, rising tuition costs, a move toward online education, and increasing student 

diversity. Although enrollment in U.S. higher education institutions has decreased slightly since 

2010, enrollment has seen an increase of over 20% in the past 20 years (US Department of 

Education, 2018). Additionally, institutions of higher education have seen an increase in 

enrollment of Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Black students. The number of international 

students studying in the U.S. has been increasing steadily since the 1950s, and in the 2016-2017 

academic year, they accounted for 5.3% of all higher education students in the U.S. (Open 

Doors, 2017). Taken together, these statistics indicate broadening access to U.S. higher 

education for students from increasingly diverse backgrounds. Generation Z, or Gen Z for short, 

consists of people born from around 1995 to the early 2000s. Although there is some 

disagreement about the years to be included, it seems that members of Gen Z have reached 

university age and constitute the majority of students universities currently serve. They are “the 

most diverse generation in modern American history” (Selingo, 2018, p. 9). 

At the same time that the student population is growing increasingly diverse, US 

institutions of higher education are not equitably serving the diverse student populations that are 

enrolled (The Economist, 2015). A recent article in The Chronicle called for educators to teach 

“the students we have” rather than the students we assume we have or wish we had (Goldrick-

Rab & Stommel, 2018). The authors argue that today’s college students are “the most 

overburdened and undersupported in American history.” They have many considerations beyond 
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the university, including, for many of them, finances. They amplify Falkoff’s (2018) call for 

more holistic evaluation measures that take students as the humans they are rather than data 

points. Rather than relying on decontextualized and limited student evaluations, we must gain a 

deeper understanding of our students, their experiences, and what they expect from the university 

experience. This includes understanding the diversity of college students we instructors teach in 

terms of nationality, linguistic background, previous educational experiences, and economic 

status. 

 This diversity has recently become a prominent topic of conversation within academia 

and in popular media. A recent National Public Radio broadcast reported on the often unseen 

struggles of rural domestic students attending office hours and other academic hurdles ranging 

from navigating physical spaces to being overwhelmed by the onslaught of strangers in larger 

urban areas (Nadworny, 2018). Similar discussions have also pointed to struggles faced by lower 

income domestic undergraduates (Jack, 2019). International students are often believed to lack 

the skills necessary for successfully navigating US universities, but these discussions show that 

even within domestic populations, students come from different backgrounds and need different 

support. Rural or low-income domestic students might not arrive at university with the cultural 

capital that their more affluent peers were born into (Jack, 2019). 

As universities continue to perpetuate inequalities, they risk alienating students from less 

privileged backgrounds, lowering retention rates. Pratt, Harwood, Cavazos, and Ditzfeld (2017) 

found that first-generation college students were likely to come from lower-income families and 

feel the need to seek employment to help pay their expenses. Retention was significantly lower 

among students who felt pressured to work during their first year of college. Time spent working 
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also reduced the amount of time students devoted to extracurricular activities and bonding with 

fellow students, which are associated with retention. 

Upon entering the university environment, diverse student populations are thrust into 

academic ways of doing that may be unfamiliar to them. The forms of communication, especially 

written, within academic discourses are frequently assumed to be “naturalized, self-evident and 

non-contestable way[s] of participating in academic communities” (Hyland, 2009, p. 8). While 

these ways of doing are expected of students, they are not usually taught explicitly as part of the 

university’s stated learning outcomes. Rather, they form part of the “hidden curriculum” 

(Jackson, 1968). So, how then do students learn to function in academic discourses and navigate 

this hidden curriculum? Perhaps more importantly, especially if student retention and success is 

paramount to universities, how do faculty and staff determine where students need support in 

learning both the explicit and hidden curricula? It seems that listening to student voices is key, so 

this research centers student perceptions of their academic experiences. This study adopts an 

Academic Literacies (AL) framework (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006) in order to gain a more 

qualitative, holistic sense of what current university students experience. 

AL holds that communication is socially situated, meaning that the way students 

communicate and behave in a context is inextricably linked to the specific features of that 

context. Their communication is also unique to them based on their individual personality and 

experiences. So, each student’s journey toward literacy is distinct. Previous research on AL 

(Beaufort, 2007; Casanave, 2002; Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Leki, 2007; Prior, 1998; Spack, 1997; 

Tardy, 2009) have sought to make students’ unique trajectories more visible by holistically 

analyzing students’ socio-academic and writing development. These case studies have shown the 
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ways in which students from diverse backgrounds (refuse to) adapt to their academic discourse 

communities, thus accepting or rejecting those communities’ naturalized ways of doing.  

The present study will add to the existing body of literature on AL development in 

several ways. Most of the landmark studies in AL were conducted between 10 and 30 years ago, 

and the landscape of higher education has changed since then. This study attempts to better 

understand our changing student population and the changing world they live in, in order to 

develop a more holistic portrait of “the students we have” today. Gen Z is highly diverse and has 

grown up with technological advances such as Google and YouTube at their fingertips, yet they 

also have growing burdens, such as rising costs of education. Previous AL research has followed 

a range of students throughout their university-level studies, but none has simultaneously studied 

both domestic and international students within the same context. Given the conversations 

mentioned above about the growing number of international students and the struggles of 

varying domestic demographic groups, it seems all the more necessary to examine the 

experiences of both populations. Notions of what international and domestic students are has 

become complicated, especially when it comes to language background (Lawrick, 2013). 

Universities can no longer assume that all domestic students are monolingual English speakers or 

that all international students have had minimal exposure to English (writing) before their arrival 

in the US. Multilingual students from both backgrounds may feel struggles more acutely as they 

adapt their language use to new contexts, but domestic students who have been socialized into 

the hidden curriculum throughout their lives may have certain advantages. 

This study is meant to provide a window into the student experience so university 

instructors and administrators can begin to better understand our students as multi-faceted 

humans rather than data points. To this end, my study takes a broad look at its participants, 
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including multilingual domestic and international students, and the struggles, successes, 

philosophies, and interactions related to their socio-academic experiences. I discuss here strictly 

academic literacies, such as writing essays, but I also include personal and sociocultural 

influences on these literacies. Since humans cannot be compartmentalized, it is important to 

consider these non-academic aspects of their lives as well. The journey toward academic literacy 

is unique for each student, largely due to personal factors such as personal outlooks and life 

philosophies as well as previous educational experiences. In order to capture these individual 

differences, his study is guided by the following broad research questions: 

1. What does academic literacy look like for participants? 

2. How do participants adapt themselves and their writing to various university contexts? 

The first question aims to determine the literacies students learn or develop in university, 

as well as the factors that influence those literacies. Previous research on AL has acknowledged 

the significant impact of social factors on the production of student writing, but I seek here to 

formulate a model to more concretely outline the many elements of AL, both within and without 

the university environment. The second question more specifically aims to explore how students 

change communication styles and other strategies as they learn to function in different university 

contexts. Students are faced with a wide variety of contexts at university, including classrooms, 

dorms, instructor’s offices, tutoring sessions, and the more abstract academic disciplines. I seek 

to explore how and why students produce the texts they do within these contexts. A facility in 

navigating varied contexts with unique, and likely hidden, practices and expectations seems 

especially important given the structure of US universities that focus on producing well-rounded 

students through general education requirements. Fulfilling such requirements leads students to 

face a number of academic disciplines with their own discourses. 
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The following chapter provides an overview of AL as a concept and field of study. The 

overview of previous research on AL and my own conceptualization of the term lay a foundation 

for my approach to this study, the methodology of which is described in Chapter 3. Following in 

the footsteps of the foundational work on AL mentioned above, I employ ethnographically-

oriented methods to capture a more holistic view of participants’ perceptions. Chapters 4-6 

provide snapshots of the data I collected. Chapter 4 presents profiles of each of the five 

participants, their educational histories, personalities, and general university experiences. These 

profiles form a lens through which the data analysis in the two subsequent chapters can be 

interpreted. Chapter 5 responds to the first research question as it overviews the multiple levels 

of students’ academic literacy experience, culminating in an expanded model of AL that more 

comprehensively and concretely represents students’ university experiences. Responding to the 

second research question, Chapter 6 paints in-depth vignettes of one participant, Peter, in three of 

his university contexts. The analysis of his textual products alongside his perceptions provides 

insight into his disciplinary understanding. The final chapter ties together this study with 

previous research to provide implications for university teaching and administration along with 

suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
So this was kind of just researching more about the topic that you wanna talk about and 
see where it stands, like the community or something. 

–Elisa | Interview 2 | 3/20/18 
 
In this chapter, I will present the prevalent views of (academic) literacy, give an overview 

of findings related to academic literacy in the US university context, and point to gaps in 

previous research that this study begins to fill. 

Johns (1997) outlines three predominant views of literacy. In traditional views, literacy is 

textually based, and students learn to recreate model texts. Reading and writing skills, notably 

grammar, are transmitted from teacher as expert to student as learner. Learner-centered views of 

literacy take individual writers as the primary focus rather than textual forms. Teachers serve as 

guides while students develop their writing skills through their own meaning-making strategies 

and writing processes. The third and final view of literacy, socioliterate, emphasizes the 

importance of the social context of a text. Texts are inextricably linked to their readers, writers, 

and contexts, and all these elements must be understood in order to produce or consume texts 

effectively. 

Defining AL 

Emerging from this socioliterate view of literacy, academic literacy developed to 

conceptualize the reading and writing associated with scholastic contexts. In particular, AL 

served as a counter to the deficit discourse brought about by widening access to higher education 

(Lea & Street, 1998). Before expansion efforts in the UK, the US, and other countries, university 

students were a relatively homogenous population emerging from privileged economic and 

academic backgrounds. When non-traditional populations, including older, racially and 

linguistically diverse, and less economically privileged students, began to enter universities, they 
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were seen to lack literacy skills necessary to succeed in university coursework. These students 

were referred to programs meant to develop their academic skills, reading, and grammar. The 

necessary implication of this deficit view is that traditional students, in many cases domestic 

students, arrive at university possessing the necessary skills for academic success. 

There does not appear to be a widely agreed-upon definition of AL in existing literature, 

and in fact, there is debate over the name of this approach. Lillis and Scott (2007) draw attention 

to the ambiguity surrounding the use of singular (academic literacy) versus plural (academic 

literacies). They suggest that the plural might be used for the field of study, but the terms have 

not been used consistently in the literature. I recognize that becoming part of an academic 

discourse community involves a wide range of ways of thinking, doing, and being rather than 

one uniform literacy. I, however, refer to the field of study and the broad concept in the singular. 

When referring to specific competencies or literacies, I use the plural. 

Previous qualitative studies have articulated conceptualizations of AL that range from the 

traditional textually-oriented views to more distinctly socioliterate views. Spack (1997) and 

Beaufort (2007) focus more heavily on textual aspects of literacy. Spack (1997) defines literacy 

as "the ability to read and write the various texts assigned in college" (p. 4). This study pointed to 

the significant influence of Yuko’s familiarity with US culture and interactions with instructors 

on her academic literacies, but Spack’s definition leaves these sociocultural aspects invisible at 

worst and highly implicit at best. Beaufort (2007) does not provide a definition for AL as her 

study was not expressly classified as such. She does, however, acknowledge that writing requires 

social and contextual knowledge: “Writing is a complex cognitive and social activity and that the 

mental processes involved as well as the contextual knowledge bases that must be tapped are 

enormous. Writing skill is honed over a lifetime” (p. 6). This ever-evolving skill includes the 
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cognitive activities prominent in the learner-centered view of literacy as well as the broader 

features of a socioliterate view. 

Other AL researchers embrace to a greater extent this socioliterate perspective. Leki 

(2007) defines AL in two ways. The first is "membership in communities of academic readers 

and writers" (p. 1), a definition which distances literacy from the previous text-based definitions. 

Shortly after, she provides a second definition of AL: "the activity of interpretation and 

production of academic and discipline-based texts” (p. 3). This second definition, while 

tempered with the caveat that these texts are interpreted and produced “often within important 

social contexts” (p. 3), much more closely aligns with text-based views of literacy than the 

previous definition. 

Casanave (2002), also, does not provide a direct definition of AL, but focuses on 

disciplinary enculturation and participation, which are “conceptualized as experiences that are 

necessarily partial, diverse, conflicted, and fragmentary…. People’s writing lives are shown to be 

influenced by and interwoven with idiosyncratic personal and local factors that may or may not 

be anchored by more stable genre practices” (p. xiii). Similar to Leki’s (2007) first definition, 

literacy here is tied to membership in communities. 

A more recent definition comes from Wingate (2015), who operationalized AL as “the 

ability to communicate competently in an academic discourse community” (p. 6). Here, the 

notion of community-based practice is still central, as the gauge of successfully achieving 

literacy is communicating competently within a specific community. Of note, here, though, is 

that Wingate’s definition doesn’t focus exclusively on written texts, but rather encompasses the 

broader notion of communication, implying that spoken communication is an aspect of literacy 

as well. 
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Perhaps one of the most influential definitions of AL comes from Lea and Street (1998), 

who define AL simply as “reading and writing within disciplines” (p. 158). Much like Leki 

(2007), they rapidly complicate this definition by emphasizing the social nature of literacies. 

Learning to read and write within a discipline entails understanding the ways of making meaning 

within that community, as well as the shifting identities of its members. In their view, AL goes 

beyond two existing but related approaches: academic skills and academic socialization. An 

academic skills approach, frequently taking the deficit view mentioned above, positions students 

as lacking study skills that are necessary for the academic context (Lea & Street, 1998). 

Instruction in this view attempts to teach students discrete skills in order to encourage successful 

integration into academia. Academic socialization goes one step further, acknowledging that 

enculturation into an academic discourse requires more than skills acquisition. There are many 

social factors at play, and students must be aware of how their reading and writing fit into the 

larger picture surrounding it, including disciplinary norms. Academic socialization is criticized, 

though, for its emphasis on textual products rather than on the social practices surrounding the 

production of these texts. AL, Lea and Street (1998, 2006) argue, subsumes both of these 

approaches but extends them even further. 

Hallett (2013) relates this move from skills to socialization to literacies with a shift from 

focusing on skills to students to communities, which corresponds to Johns’ (1997) three views of 

literacy. Disciplinary discourses are not constant, as they may vary over time and from one 

institution to the next. Thus, novices to these discourses must recognize the nuances of dynamic 

power structures while at the same time understanding their own positions within these power 

structures. Whereas academic socialization seeks only to assimilate novices into disciplinary 

discourses, AL seeks to question and even challenge the status quo. Major goals of AL are to 
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develop students' critical awareness, make language visible, and challenge dominant literacy 

practices (Wingate & Tribble, 2012). This critical thinking is especially important for 

challenging "the inequitable assumptions of the traditional academic curriculum cycle" that has 

marginalized non-traditional students (Rose, Rose, Farrington, & Page, 2008, p. 168). While the 

academic socialization approach is criticized for being normative, embracing such concepts as 

apprenticeship, socialization, scaffolding, novice, and expert, AL sees itself as more 

transformative, emphasizing explicit discussions of power, dialogism, hybridity, and 

intertextuality (Lillis & Scott, 2007). 

The skills and socialization approaches are more strongly associated with pedagogy, 

whereas AL has remained at the conceptual level or a framework for research. It has been 

critiqued because it has not yet been widely used as a design frame for pedagogy (Lillis, 2003; 

Wingate, 2015). In practical terms, its focus on unique local contexts and on resistance and 

questioning of established community discourses potentially makes it difficult to teach in formal 

settings. Despite the good intentions of scholars who have promoted the critical component of 

AL, their goals might be too ambitious for undergraduates who are still feeling their way around 

the university environment. Leki (1995) suggests that students might not be able to critique what 

they are unfamiliar with, and Wingate and Tribble (2012) note that "It is difficult to see... how 

students would be able to challenge practices before they have fully understood them" (p. 28). 

So, rather than viewing academic socialization and AL as contrasting, I suggest we view them as 

a staged progression wherein students must familiarize themselves with academic discourses 

before gaining the confidence or authority to challenge them. 

In this light, my use of AL in the present study falls somewhere between the academic 

socialization and academic literacies stances discussed above. I aim to investigate how 
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participants learn to both adopt and challenge academic and disciplinary norms. The 

conceptualization of AL I adopt in this study draws on and expands the definitions discussed 

above. Students must develop multiple literacies to successfully navigate the many discourses of 

university life. As Wingate (2015), I take literacy in its broad sense to include reading, writing, 

and more generally communicating. The skills and strategies necessary for this successful 

navigation of contexts are varied and include academic as well as personal features, as 

demonstrated in subsequent chapters. My conception of AL here takes into account the social 

nature of literacies, but also the broader academic environment navigation beyond disciplines. 

Despite the expanded understanding of literacy and scholars’ insistence on the significant 

role of social aspects, many analyses remain focused on students’ texts. The communicative 

situation of the text, whether it be a social worker report (Ivanič, 1998; Leki, 2007) or a history 

essay (Beaufort, 2007), becomes the context for analysis. Researchers have examined how 

various social aspects of participants’ lives became evident in their writing, but there appears to 

be less emphasis on how assignments fit within students’ larger academic experience, outside a 

particular major or program of study, and personal life. As I will discuss below in the section on 

the structure of US universities, these scholars’ conceptualizations of AL are so focused on (the 

texts produced in) specific disciplinary communities or classes that they don’t seem to take into 

account the broader experiences of early university students and their learning to navigate a 

variety of contexts. For this reason, I focus more widely on students’ broader academic and 

personal experiences beyond disciplinary boundaries. 

Although AL includes many competencies beyond the traditional literacies of reading 

and writing, knowing how to write and to adapt written texts to various contexts is a primary 

component of AL. As Starfield (2002) notes, academia is a “world of texts.” This discourse 
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community highly values textual products, each of which builds on previous textual products. 

Student writing, in particular, is central to higher education, since it serves as a means for 

students to “both consolidate and demonstrate their understanding of their subjects” (Hyland, 

2009, p. 5). Writing is often used as a means to demonstrate successful acquisition of course 

content, but it also serves as a platform where students work through and solidify their newly 

acquired knowledge. So, the study of AL development should necessarily include the study of 

students’ writing processes and products. Just as context is vital in understanding how texts were 

produced, the analysis of texts is vital for understanding the student perceptions I foreground in 

this study. As Ivanič (1998) argues, “The study of textual detail can produce insights into 

academic literacy which might otherwise remain hidden” (p. 109). In Chapter 3, I further discuss 

how the combined analysis of texts and contexts provides greater insight into students’ AL 

experiences, with each element revealing otherwise hidden details. 

As seen above in the definitions of AL, studies commonly adopt social frameworks that 

situate literacy within social networks, or discourses. Conceptualizations of AL development, 

including Casanave (2002) and Wingate (2015), frequently rely on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

notion of apprenticeship and legitimate peripheral participation, where community practices are 

learned through exposure to experts within that community, or Discourse. Gee’s (1989) capital-D 

Discourses are “ways of being in the world” that, beyond merely language, include “acts, values, 

beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as gestures, glances, body positions and clothes;” 

in other words, Discourses are “identity kits” (p. 6-7). Through exposure to members and 

practices of discourse communities, novice members are trained, either directly or indirectly, to 

think, be, and do like other members of the community. Academic discourses are no different. 

They embody various ways of thinking, being, and doing; they have different values and 
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methods of expressing those values. Students, through classes, assignments, and other 

interactions, are trained to become members of academic discourse communities, a process 

which requires them to create and develop a new identity as a member of that community who 

accepts and promotes its values. 

Given that academic discourse communities are heterogeneous, with different practices 

and expectations among, but also within, disciplines (Lillis, 2003), students must learn multiple 

discourses during their university careers (Bartholomae, 1986). Previous research has shown 

great variation in practices at the class and departmental level, including Casanave (2002) who 

found that conflicts within the power structures and theoretical orientation in a graduate program 

she studied eventually led to Virginia’s departure from the program. These discoursal norms are 

tacit and unspoken, which means they are invisible and mysterious. Lillis (1999) calls the 

acceptance of disciplinary norms as common sense “institutional practice of mystery.” 

Complicating the development process is the fact that student populations are equally 

heterogeneous. Students, especially international students, are often assumed to fit within a 

uniform profile (Matsuda, 2006). The inherent heterogeneity of both disciplines and students can 

lead to significant variation in the socialization experiences of university students. Most research 

on AL has focused either on domestic or international populations and has not simultaneously 

included students from both these categories. The division between domestic and international 

categories also risks oversimplifying entire populations of students. It assumes that all domestic 

students are monolingual English speakers, highly proficient in the standardized varieties of 

language necessary for academic communication, and assumes that all international students are 

non-native speakers who must learn English writing “from scratch” (Lawrick, 2013). Schneider 

(2018) shows the problematic nature of nationality- and linguistically-based labels, as his cohort 
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of international students contains native English speakers from Nigeria. Despite his awareness of 

the complicated categorization of students, he still focuses his research on only international 

students. According to Wingate and Tribble (2012), “both native- and non-native speakers of 

English are equally novices to academic writing. A system that fails to acknowledge that every 

new student needs to learn the specific conventions and discourses of their discipline is 

inappropriate" (p. 27). Murray and Nallaya (2016) second this notion, and Lea (2004) argues that 

the continued focus on non-traditional populations could overshadow the fact that all university 

students must navigate new texts and new writing environments. It could also lead to a deficit 

view of these non-traditional populations. 

International students come from a variety of backgrounds, including native English-

speaking regions. Lawrick (2013) suggests that many students, especially those from Southeast 

Asia, should not be treated as English learners but rather should be instructed to “adjust” their 

writing to suit the context. Even international students who use English as a L2 come from a 

variety of backgrounds and have a variety of experiences with English and writing in both 

English and their other languages (Lawrick). Given the growing diversity of international 

students and domestic students, as discussed in Chapter 1, boundaries between domestic versus 

international and L1 versus L2 need to be reexamined. 

 Despite its focus on equalizing potentially disparate populations with unique needs, much 

AL research has indeed investigated the trajectories of L2 learners (e.g., Leki, 2007; Spack, 

1997). What these studies might suggest is rather than experiencing vastly different trajectories 

toward AL, L2 students might feel certain struggles more acutely or in an amplified way. When 

becoming a part of a new academic discourses, non-traditional students are asked to make 

sacrifices (Johns, 1997; Lillis, 2003). Many of these sacrifices relate to students’ multiple and 
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conflicting identities; such sacrifices may be more pronounced for international students whose 

home cultures may contrast sharply with the values and practices of their new academic context. 

Leki (2007) found that all four of her student participants faced implicit and explicit ideological 

concerns while they learned how to write and do in their respective majors. Leki noted that in all 

four of her focal students’ majors, faculty were guilty of cultural indoctrination whereby the US 

was presented as superior to the rest of the world. In Yuko’s case, she witnessed what Leki 

deemed “egregious examples of thoughtless portrayals of the Other” (p. 279). Since ideologies 

and cultural values are typically learned implicitly over time, students from differing cultural 

backgrounds are likely at a disadvantage in understanding them. In more extreme cases, like 

Leki’s Yuko, dominant ideologies can be a direct assault on international students’ identities and 

ways of life. In this project, I attempt to problematize the consolidation of potentially disparate 

student populations and explore the nuances between international and domestic students. 

The Unique Structure of US Universities 

Although the framing of academic literacy as a social process developed over time and 

within communities of practice is helpful for understanding how students learn to write, there are 

several problems when applying this apprenticeship framework to US undergraduate students. 

Given the structure of US universities, many of students’ academic experiences occur outside of 

apprenticeships, especially for early university students. 

In the US system, undergraduates may not know what discipline they want to major in at 

the beginning of their studies. US universities have varying policies regarding the deadline to 

declare a major and the number of times a student can change their major. Students may be 

admitted to a university and pursue a significant amount of coursework before being required to 

declare a specific major. For example, the university where this study was conducted allows 
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students to take 60 credit hours, or approximately two years of courses, before requiring them to 

choose a major. Even after declaring a major, students have the freedom to change majors. This 

setup can leave students without communities of practice or mentors to whom they can be 

apprenticed. 

Even when students have chosen their major(s), the US university system does not 

provide for complete engagement with disciplinary communities. General education courses, 

which are required by many US universities, lead students to bounce around between disciplines 

without spending long enough to understand their norms and practices (Bartholomae, 1986; 

McCarthy, 1987). While it is possible for a student to use their first two years to satisfy all 

general education requirements and then immerse themself in major courses the final two years 

of university, it is likely that students will continue to take general education requirements 

throughout their university careers. Thus, while learning the ropes of their chosen disciplines, 

they will also be required to balance that knowledge with the demands of varying general 

education disciplines. The very courses that are ostensibly designed to prepare students to 

successfully navigate the various genres they will encounter in later disciplinary courses may be 

out of touch with those disciplines. Wardle (2009) argues that the genres of first-year 

composition are “mutt genres” that may have little relevance or connection to other university 

writing contexts. Beaufort (2007) asserts that “hardly any discipline outside freshman writing 

would consider these assignments authentic to the genre requirements of their particular 

discourse communities” (p. 13). Students must (re)learn to compose in these new disciplinary 

contexts, which have varying genres with inconsistent naming practices (Nesi & Gardner, 2006). 

With such minimal institutional assistance, students are left to uncover a host of mysterious 

discourses mostly on their own.  
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Finally, undergraduates may not have access to or mentor-mentee relationships with 

disciplinary experts. In fact, they may not even know the disciplinary status of departmental 

faculty or the structure of the department itself. Unlike graduate students, undergraduates are not 

admitted to their programs of study with promises or intentions to work with specific scholars. 

Jack (2019) found that students’ relationships with faculty varied based on their socioeconomic 

status. Upper income students had more positive encounters with faculty and administrators, 

because they felt more empowered to ask for help, as if it was theirs for the taking. These 

students were “familiar with the expected style of academic exchange” (Jack, 2019, p. 98), or in 

other words, the hidden curriculum of the university. On the other hand, students from lower 

income backgrounds who were not socialized in elite schools reported fewer positive 

relationships with professors. Isabel had a lack of mentor relationships into the second half of her 

junior year, questioning, “How am I going to get some sort of recommendation? How am I going 

to ask for help? How am I going to build a relationship they say is ‘one of a kind’ here? I can’t 

even open my mouth” (p. 111). She was still avoiding faculty and staff almost until her 

graduation. Chiseri-Strater’s (1991) Nick and Anna felt no strong affinity with the university or 

classmates within their major disciplines. Chiseri-Strater even goes so far as to say that these two 

students “can be considered as literate in spite of, not because of, their contact with the academy” 

(p. 143). Given findings like these, it is unclear how consistently US undergraduates have access 

to disciplinary experts or communities to help socialize them into academic discourses. 

While not specifically related to academic writing or literacy, I think it’s also important 

to note that the general structure of US universities varies from counterparts in other countries in 

that they provide more of a social education. Universities in the US tend to be like small cities 

unto themselves with numerous social activities and campus resources. Selingo (2018) claims, 
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“Student development is one of the distinctive elements of American higher education. Four-year 

residential institutions in particular offer robust programming to extend students’ education 

outside the classroom and help them grow as people” (p. 36). This emphasis on social 

development, combined with high tuition costs, leads students to have a wide variety of 

extracurricular opportunities and responsibilities. All of these experiences influence students’ 

academic literacy experiences, and as Johns (1997) put it, “students can begin, but not complete, 

their development of academic literacies in our classrooms” (p. 19). Their literacies include and 

are influenced by communication outside the classroom that instructors will never see. 

Ethnographic Studies of AL 

Ethnographic inquiry has been the primary methodology used to investigate AL, because 

it affords a more holistic view of students’ literacy development (Lillis & Scott, 2007). Lillis 

(2008) outlines three levels of ethnographic inquiry. The first, ethnography as method, takes text 

as the primary unit of analysis, and contextualization is limited to talk around text. This talk is 

frequently in the form of isolated interviews. The second level, ethnography as methodology, 

involves the collection of multiple data sources and sustained engagement with participants. This 

level allows for a more holistic view of students and contextualizes their experiences with a 

range of alternative perspectives. The third and final level, ethnography as deep theorizing, 

begins at the conceptualization of research and attempts to bridge the gap between texts and 

contexts. 

Using an ethnographic approach to different degrees, previous research on AL 

development has painted a comprehensive portrait of individual students and their literacy 

experiences (Beaufort, 2007; Casanave, 2002; Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Leki, 2007; Prior, 1998; 

Spack, 1997; Tardy, 2009). Interviews, classroom observations, textual analysis of student 
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writing, and analysis of accompanying materials provide insights into multiple aspects of AL 

development: the perspectives and beliefs of students and instructors, how students interact with 

each other and other instructors, how academic literacies are mediated through instruction and 

discussion, how students apply their beliefs and learning, how disciplinary expectations are 

communicated to students, and how students react to their contextual constraints. 

Taken together, these data sources allow for triangulation of multiple, sometimes 

conflicting, perspectives. In her series of studies, Casanave (2002) found multiple and conflicting 

“games” in academia. Different disciplines had different expectations for writing and knowing, 

and even different professors within the same discipline had different expectations. These studies 

have also identified conflicting value systems which led to resistance to enculturation and 

expectations on multiple levels. Leki (2007) and Prior (1998) found that students resisted 

assignment directions when they did not fit their conceptions of what successful writing should 

be. These studies have revealed the situated nature of academic writing and the extension of 

literacy beyond the mere acts of reading and writing in a variety of contexts. While all of these 

studies have added to our conception of what AL entails, I focus here on a few influential studies 

carried out in US undergraduate settings. 

Leki (2007) followed international students over the course of their undergraduate careers 

in the 1990s as they integrated into their major disciplines. Through semi-structured interviews 

every other week, examination of documentation related to coursework, interviews with selected 

instructors, observations of class sessions, and participants’ weekly journal entries, she was able 

to piece together a comprehensive profile of the four focal students. She found that the traditional 

literacy skill of writing played less of a role in the participants’ courses than expected, as some 

students didn't write much at all. Rather, socio-academic relationships proved important in 
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students' development. For example, because Jan valued relationships with faculty over 

acquisition of course content, he preferred smaller classes where instructors knew him by name. 

He sought out connections during office hours and through marginal annotations on his 

assignments. He, according to Leki, just wanted to be seen by faculty. Her participants’ lives 

were complex and there were many aspects that instructors didn’t see. Ultimately, the four 

students followed a variety of paths toward AL, but all were successful in the university 

environment. 

Spack (1997) followed Yuko, a Japanese international student, through different courses 

during three years of her university study. Spack’s interviews with Yuko were less frequent than 

Leki’s (2007) interviews with her participants, but her role as Yukos’ English composition 

instructor allowed her a different perspective and access to literacy negotiations during course 

conferences. She also relied on classroom observations and text analysis of course materials and 

feedback. Spack, too, found that AL development was complex and dynamic, evolving over time 

and across spaces. Yuko was able to demonstrate certain abilities in some situations but not in 

others, and she had to balance multiple linguistic and cultural identities. Spack also identified 

mismatches between instructor and student perceptions of assignments and expectations in 

various course contexts. 

Chiseri-Strater (1991) focused on two domestic undergraduates, Anna and Nick, as they 

transitioned from a writing class to courses within other disciplines. Her data came primarily 

from this writing course in which they were both enrolled, including interviews with the 

instructor, weekly journals, and recordings of student-teacher conferences during the course. 

Chiseri-Strater also audited one course with each participant during their second semester so she 

could observe their interactions in another class. She collected coursework from these classes to 
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compare with the writing course. She also interviewed Anna and Nick weekly. She found a 

marked overlap between the students’ public and private lives, with factors beyond the academy 

influencing students’ literacies within the academy. In particular, gender became an important 

theme in the navigation of contexts. As a male, Nick had the advantage in the university’s 

patriarchal system and was often outspoken. Anna, on the other hand, was muted at times by 

lecture styles that didn’t suit her. Chiseri-Strater also questioned the prominence of text-based 

literacy, which excludes other forms of literate activity, including the drawing that Nick 

practiced regularly and the dance that Anna adored. The university’s disregard of these non-

verbal literacies, which formed a large part of the participants’ private lives, led Chiseri-Strater 

to wonder “just how much we are missing when we ask that all knowing be translated into 

writing” (p. 150). The traditional focus on AL doesn’t take into consideration students’ personal 

literacies, like Nick’s journal writing, or the ways in which students might bridge their public 

university performance with their private selves. 

Beaufort’s (2007) study also began in a writing course, but later followed Tim as he 

integrated into his two majors, history and engineering, and entered the workforce in the 1990s.  

Her study was more text-based, focusing on Tim’s five knowledge domains as he learned to 

produce discipline-appropriate texts. To this end, she collected Tim’s coursework, source 

materials used for his writing in FYW and his majors, and evaluators' comments on papers when 

available. She also observed his writing courses, conducted general and discourse-based 

interviews with Tim, and consulted disciplinary experts about his writing. Though broader social 

aspects of Tim’s life feature less prominently in this study than in the studies mentioned above, 

Beaufort acknowledges the socially-situated nature of Tim’s writing and mismatches in 

expectations of disciplinary discourses and Tim’s own expectations as a writer. Tim was able to 
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incorporate his personal interests into his academic writing by focusing on Russian history topics 

and incorporating analogies and wordplay in his history essays. He also chose a rhetoric based on 

his perceptions of course instructors and a broader imagined audience. This rhetoric was not 

always appreciated by instructors, and he was frustrated by receiving lower grades in such 

situations. Beaufort concludes that first-year writing courses did not fully equip Tim to navigate 

the disciplinary contexts he encountered later inside and outside the university. 

These studies demonstrate not only the complexity of AL and the social nature of 

literacies, but they also show that students need to learn to navigate broader disciplinary contexts 

as well as more specific course contexts. Different courses and instructors held different 

expectations for each of these participants, and frequently the expectations remained unspoken. 

The studies’ methods also demonstrate the vast amount of triangulated data necessary to gain a 

comprehensive picture of students’ AL development. Simply analyzing texts is not sufficient, nor 

is interviewing participants. The perspectives of instructors and disciplinary experts were also 

used to contextualize students’ texts. Despite the valuable data gathered in these studies, it is 

worth noting that they don’t fully take into account the issues mentioned above that US 

university students must face. Leki (2007) and Beaufort (2007) focus heavily on participants’ 

integration into major disciplines. Chiseri-Strater (1991) focused primarily on a writing course 

and one other course for each of her participants, and Spack (1997) similarly focused on Yuko’s 

writing courses and political science courses, though she did include sociology as well. These 

studies paid less attention to the broader university contexts students must learn to navigate and 

how these contexts informed their literacy more broadly. It should also be noted that Leki and 

Spack studied international students with English as an L2, while Chiseri-Strater and Beaufort 

studied domestic students with English as an L1. 
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In the next chapter, I outline the ethnographically-oriented methods I employed to paint a 

more holistic portrait of the academic literacy journeys of participants in this study. This study 

extends previous research by providing insight into the AL journeys of current university 

students. The foundational studies discussed here were conducted over a decade and up to three 

decades ago. Much has changed in US higher education since then. The design of this research is 

meant to fill this and other gaps pointed out in this chapter: I simultaneously explore the AL 

journeys of both domestic and international students and set a wide-angle lens to capture the 

wider academic and non-academic influences on participants’ experiences. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 
But after come here, meet those people, and then I find out another angle to see the 
world. 

–Jade | Interview 2 | 5/10/18 
 

This series of multiple case studies is ethnographically-oriented and falls between what 

Lillis (2008) describes as ethnography as method and ethnography as methodology. When 

employed as a method, ethnography tends to remain at the level of talk around texts. Interviews 

or other ethnographic methods are used to contextualize the researcher’s understanding of a 

particular text under analysis. Engagement with participants may be limited, frequently including 

only one interview. Ethnography as methodology typically involves multiple data sources, such 

as interviews with different stakeholders, observations, and text collection. These data are 

collected over a sustained period of engagement with participants to gain a deeper understanding 

of their perspectives. This project falls between these two categories as my data sources are 

limited to individual and group interviews with participants, participants’ written coursework, 

and instructors’ course materials where possible. I did not observe participants during their 

classes, study sessions, or other activities; nor did I interview participants’ instructors or other 

major influences in their AL development. I did, however, maintain sustained contact with 

participants, over the course of one to two and a half years in order to trace how participants 

adapted their study habits, coping strategies, and writing to different contexts over time. It is this 

sustained interaction that granted me access into the participants’ private perspectives. 

Lillis (2008) also outlines a third category, ethnography as deep theorizing, which occurs 

at the conceptual level. At this level, researchers design studies to minimize the gap between text 

and context; texts are taken as inextricable elements of the larger context because they 

themselves constitute socially-mediated action. This third category of ethnography reflects the 
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socioliterate views of literacy mentioned in Chapter 2. Lillis points out that most research on 

academic writing usually takes the text as a starting point and then looks outward to context. 

There is, however, “no parallel move in AL studies circulating back from context to text” (p. 

374). Although this study does make a distinction between text and context, I have attempted to 

bridge the conceptual gap between the two by focusing dually on text and context. I 

simultaneously analyze texts in light of contexts and contexts in light of texts. By making what 

Lillis termed a parallel move from context to text, I am able to better understand text creation 

from the participants’ perspectives. 

Participants and Recruitment 

In order to better understand the AL experiences of domestic and international students, 

both of whom are novices to academic writing (Murray & Nallaya 2016; Wingate & Tribble 

2012), this research included both domestic and international student populations. The 

international cohort consisted of three international students enrolled at Southwest University 

who were originally recruited as focus group participants for a program assessment study of 

English 106, at the time a new course in the first-year writing (FYW) curriculum. I conducted 

three interviews with these students during the 2016-2017 academic year as part of the 

curriculum assessment project. The domestic cohort consisted of two U.S.-born and -educated 

students who were enrolled in English 102, their final FYW course, at Southwest University 

during the spring 2018 semester. Domestic students were recruited during their second semester 

of required composition courses so that I could gain insight into their experiences in FYW 

classes and how those experiences related to experiences in other university courses. See Table 1 

for an overview of participant information and Chapter 4 for more in-depth profiles of each 

participant. 
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Table 1: Overview of Participants 

Pseudonym Educational 
Background Languages 

Semester 
Started at 
Southwest 

FYW Courses 
Taken 

Peter Singapore L1 Mandarin 
L1 English Fall 2016 

English 106 
(FA16) 
English 101 
(SP17) 
English 108 
(FA18) 

Jade China L1 Cantonese 
L2 English Fall 2016 

English 106 
(FA16) 
English 107 
(SP17) 
English 108 
(FA17) 

Zane Oman L1 Arabic 
L2 English Fall 2016 

English 106 
(FA16) 
English 107 
(SP17) 
English 108 
(FA17) 

Elisa US L1 Spanish 
L2 English Fall 2017 

English 101 
(FA17) 
English 102 
(SP18) 

Scarlet US L1 Cantonese 
L2 English Fall 2016 

English 101 
(FA16) 
English 102 
(SP18) 

 
Research Context 

Southwest University is a research-extensive four-year university in the southwestern 

United States. At the time of data collection, the university was home to approximately 34,000 

undergraduate students, with roughly 51% White students, 26% Hispanic students, 5% Asian 

students, and 4% Black students. During data collection, Southwest University received the title 
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of Hispanic-Serving Institution based on its enrollment of Hispanic students, but no information 

regarding the student population’s (heritage) language status is available. Of the total 

undergraduate population, 7%, slightly higher than the national average, were international. 

Around 48% of all international students, undergraduate and graduate combined, were from 

China, while .4% were from Singapore and .2% were from Oman. Southwest University has 

been making efforts to diversify its student body and curriculum. Between 2011 and 2016, the 

number of international undergraduates nearly doubled. Also increasing during this time period 

was Southwest’s four-year graduation rate, though it still hovered around 50%. The university’s 

one-year retention rate has been hovering around 80% for the past decade, which is roughly 

equivalent to the national average (US Department of Education, 2018). 

Data Collection 

Questionnaire. During preliminary information sessions with participants in spring 

2018, I distributed a questionnaire (see Appendix A) to gather demographic and background 

information, including participants’ previous and more recent experience with English and 

writing, transition to Southwest University, and experiences in Southwest classrooms. In 

addition, international participants were also asked to answer questions about their nationality 

and experiences adjusting to life in the U.S. The questionnaire was distributed via Qualtrics and 

served as a springboard for our subsequent interview discussions. 

Interviews. Interviews for this study were conducted in two separate phases. The first 

phase was from my 2016-2017 curriculum assessment project, during which I had group 

interviews with the international students. While these prior interviews were focused on 

students’ reactions to the English 106 course, they recorded student perspectives on their courses 

and adjustment during their first two semesters of enrollment at Southwest University. These 
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data, taken together with the second phase of interviews, provides a more longitudinal 

perspective on the AL development of the international students. The second phase of interviews 

was inspired by the international students’ accounts of their AL experiences during the 

curriculum assessment project. Given that previous research had found AL development to be 

such a complicated, multifaceted process (Beaufort, 2007; Chiser-Strater, 1991; Leki, 1997; 

Spack, 1997), I set out with a wide-angle lens aiming to capture that complexity. I was no longer 

focused on participants’ experiences with a particular course, but instead with their more general 

university experiences. I also recruited domestic students so I could simultaneously gain insight 

into their experiences. 

My attention and interview questions were rather broad at the beginning of the project, 

and I gradually narrowed in to focus on issues the participants found important, relevant, and 

meaningful. For this second phase, I conducted semi-structured interviews with participants 

approximately every 3-5 weeks during spring and fall 2018. These interviews ranged from 50 to 

90 minutes. The majority of interviews were individual. In these interviews, I asked participants 

about their socio-academic experiences in their classes and on campus more generally. I also 

asked about participants’ academic and writing experiences in their courses (see Appendix B for 

individual interview guide). All interviews began with general questions about the participants’ 

academic and personal lives, including their impressions of the semester, general class 

experiences, use of resources, assignments, etc. During the first interview of each semester, these 

discussions took up most of the interview. 

During other interviews, depending on timing of participants’ assignments in their 

courses, we discussed in more depth specific writing tasks. In these discourse-based interviews 

(Odell, Goswami, & Herrington, 1983), I asked participants to explain some of the linguistic and 
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rhetorical choices they made when writing. In order to move not only from text to context, but 

also context to text, I adopted two strategies. I frequently asked participants to tell me about the 

context of their work (e.g., where assignments fit into course trajectories, what instructors 

expected, how they interpreted assignment prompts, their writing process, resources they used, 

feedback they received) before I ever looked at their writing. Conversely, at times these 

interviews resembled stimulated recall, where I asked students about certain linguistic or 

rhetorical features I had noticed during my analysis of their writing. By approaching their 

assignments from both angles, I was able to put together a more comprehensive picture and also 

investigate features I wouldn’t have noticed without student input. 

In many cases, during interviews I positioned myself as an outsider of their disciplines. 

First and foremost, I was indeed an outsider and didn’t understand all the terms and ideas they 

shared. Additionally, and possibly more importantly, I wanted the participants to feel at ease to 

explain their view of disciplines without feeling pressure to explain things the “correct” way. 

With the international participants, I conducted group interviews once per semester. 

Scheduling difficulties prevented group interviews with domestic participants. Based on my 

previous experience working with the international cohort, group interviews were a relaxed, 

generative space where participants could comfortably share experiences. The interaction among 

participants also led to the introduction and development of discussion topics that likely 

wouldn’t have occurred in individual interviews. Additionally, group interviews led to a less 

structured discussion, which allowed for interviewees to guide the conversation (Morgan, 1997). 

Interviewees were able to compare their thoughts and opinions with those of other participants, 

allowing them to more explicitly articulate their beliefs (Morgan, 1993). For these reasons, I 
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hoped that group interviews would encourage more participant autonomy (emic perspective) 

while potentially helping to lessen the influence of the researcher (etic perspective).  

Interview questions were drawn primarily from an interview guide adapted from Leki 

(2007). In order to maintain a certain level of consistency across participants, I created parallel 

lists of questions for each round of interviews, but individualized questions were added to 

address issues mentioned in previous interviews or accommodate participants’ unique situations. 

Ultimately, I allowed participants a certain amount of freedom to guide conversation topics and 

discuss issues they found salient, including their jobs, families, interactions with peers, and 

tensions with instructors. 

 An important consideration for the design of this study was the reliability of interviews, 

especially given that they constituted the major source of data. As previous researchers have 

acknowledged (Tardy, 2009; Lillis, 2008 among others), interviews do not give us a complete 

picture of the phenomenon we are investigating. Rather, they represent what participants were 

feeling at a given moment, and only then what they felt comfortable sharing given the 

participant-researcher dynamic. Interview data were more or less limited to the topics that 

students felt comfortable discussing or brought up on their own, and that changed based on the 

timing of interviews. For example, I had an interview with Elisa the day after she found out she 

had received low scores on two separate exams. She was disheartened and struggling with her 

choice to pursue university studies. During that interview, she talked extensively about her 

struggles with those exams. Similarly, I once interviewed Zane during the height of midterm 

stress, and his demeanor was different than at his other interviews. His answers were much more 

curt than usual, and I struggled to get him talking. I decided to end that particular interview early. 

Because of the variability of interviews, I did not always collect parallel information across 
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participants. I would argue, though, that the uniqueness of interviews was not a real limitation. 

Students’ talk about what was important to them showed me their personal approaches to and 

understanding of academic environments. Elisa’s lengthy discussion of her exams may have 

prevented us from discussing other topics, but I got an in-depth understanding of her life 

philosophy and her struggles. It is here that sustained contact with participants was helpful. Over 

time, I was able to get a more well-rounded view of their academic lives and literacies, including 

the ups and downs along the way. Additionally, the participants became more comfortable 

sharing their lives over time, allowing me deeper access to their journeys. 

In order to ensure that I was representing participants’ journeys as faithfully as possible, 

during interviews I included member checking exercises in which I presented preliminary 

findings and emerging trends for participants to offer notes and clarifications. These 

opportunities allowed participants to explain their statements or help me better understand 

contradictions I observed. After interviews were completed, I created the profiles of each 

participant in Chapter 4. I solicited feedback on these profiles from participants to ensure that I 

had faithfully represented them. 

By the end of data collection, I had conducted 9-10 interviews with each international 

student and 6 interviews with each domestic student, for a total of 30 interviews. Together, these 

interviews amounted to approximately 32 hours of recorded data collected over the course of a 

calendar year, or two semesters, for domestic students and five semesters for international 

students (see Table 2 for a detailed schedule). 

Table 2: Schedule of Interviews 
 Peter Jade Zane Elisa Scarlet 

Oct. 2016 10/27/16*   

Dec. 2016 12/1/16*   
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Mar. 2017 3/31/17*   

Jan. 2018 1/23/18     

Feb. 2018 2/27/18   2/27/18  

Mar. 2018  3/30/18 3/15/18 3/20/18 3/21/18 

Apr. 2018 4/10/18* 4/12/18 4/11/18 

May 2018 5/9/18 5/10/18 5/14/18 5/17/18 5/8/18 

Sept. 2018 9/6/18 9/7/18 9/13/18 9/13/18 9/27/18 

Oct. 2018 10/11/18*   

Nov. 2018 11/15/18 11/15/18  11/2/18 11/2/18 

Dec. 2018   12/14/18  12/13/18 
*Merged cells indicate group interviews. 
 

Written assignments and course materials. Participants were asked to submit copies of 

their written assignments completed at any point during their college careers, including writing 

completed during semesters outside their study participation. Participants shared primarily major 

writing assignments such as essays and reports, but I also received smaller writing assignments, 

including discussion posts and short reading reactions. Where possible, participants also shared 

instructor feedback on these assignments, as well as assignment instructions and course materials 

(e.g., lab manuals, assignment prompts) that guided students’ production of their work. These 

course materials were used to contextualize the participants’ work and help determine how they 

adapted their writing to the particular demands of the situation, including course, instructor, and 

discipline. Examining students’ perceptions and products side-by-side helped triangulate the data 

and determine how students’ beliefs about their literacy development and writing corresponded 

with the texts they produced. Participant writing and course materials were submitted via an 

online Qualtrics form that solicited relevant contextual details, such as course number, 
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completion date, and assignment name (see Appendix D). Texts collected from students were de-

identified and assigned a unique code name before analysis. 

Table 3: Semesters For Which Participants Shared Written Assignments 
 Peter Jade Zane Elisa Scarlet 

Fall 2016 X  X   

Spring 2017 X  X   

Summer 
2017      

Fall 2017 X  X   

Spring 2018 X  X X X 

Summer 
2018   X   

Fall 2018 X X  X X 
 
Data Analysis 

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. In transcribing, I made efforts to maintain 

the participants’ original language, which meant including reduced pronunciations, hesitations, 

repetitions, and pauses, as well as language errors and non-standard pronunciations. To improve 

readability here, I have removed most of these hesitations and repetitions without indicating such 

alterations. In cases where the hesitations provide insight into the participants’ words, I have left 

them. Any other section of text that I removed from quotes is indicated by ellipses, and 

supplemental information is added in square brackets. 

After each interview, I composed a reflection memo to record memorable details or 

issues I wished to discuss in future interviews. I also included contextual details, such as 

gestures, that were not evident from recordings. While transcribing each interview, I added to the 
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reflection memo with insights gained from a delayed look at the data. These memos served as a 

first stage of data analysis where I identified trends to explore during the coding process.  

The next three chapters present analysis of the data described in this chapter. Chapter 4 

serves as a bridge between methodology and data analysis, providing profiles of the five 

participants, drawn primarily from questionnaire answers and interview discussions, to 

supplement the basic details included in this chapter. These profiles form a foundation for 

interpreting the data in subsequent chapters. Chapter 5 presents a broad model of AL, which 

includes multiple levels of literacies and influences students must navigate at university. Chapter 

6 presents the texts and contexts of Peter, providing examples of his adaptation to various 

academic circumstances and demands. Data analysis for Chapters 5 and 6 followed different 

processes as outlined in each chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

 
Humans are different. They all see things at different lenses. 

–Peter | Interview 4 | 9/6/18 
 

This chapter briefly introduces each of the five participants in the study. In order to 

contextualize their AL experiences, I include information about their language use, their previous 

English education, their views on the university and themselves as students, their writing 

experiences, some of their motivations, and snippets of their personality. The profiles presented 

in this chapter, however, cannot be comprehensive portraits of the five participants. What I 

present here are the participants’ words, as well as my own insights gained from sustained 

interactions with participants. In essence, the profiles below consist of students’ self-perceptions 

filtered through my lenses of researcher, instructor, and fellow student. Each profile is written in 

past tense because I acknowledge that this information was gathered at one stage of participants’ 

lives and doesn’t define them in perpetuity. Nevertheless, I hope these initial impressions of 

participants lays a foundation for the analysis in subsequent chapters. 

Peter 

Peter was born and raised in Singapore. He grew up speaking Mandarin and English and 

attended school in Singapore’s English-language educational system. His parents believed that 

he should speak Mandarin at home and entrusted his English learning to the school environment. 

By the time of our study, he still spoke Mandarin with his family, and English was his primary 

language of communication with friends. Peter began attending Southwest University in fall 

2016 after spending two years at a Singaporean junior college and serving two years in the army 

for his obligatory National Service duty. Given these additional pre-university experiences, Peter 

was the oldest of the five participants. Peter originally started out with a double major in physics 
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and mathematics. By spring 2018, though, he had dropped the math, saying, “Give up. Give up. 

Don’t go there. There I give up really. Too much too much. Life is not as simple as it looks 

anymore” (Group Interview 4 | 4/10/18). Although Peter never fully explained his decision to 

drop his math major, he did talk extensively about the overwhelming amount of work for the 

physics major, as discussed further in Chapter 6. Instead of dividing his attention between two 

majors, he chose to focus on his physics courses. 

Peter saw the university as a meritocratic mini-society where students had the freedom 

but responsibility to put forth effort in order to succeed. He explained, “As long as you put in 

effort, you can get things done. But if you are lazy, you’re free to not do anything. Nobody cares. 

You’re free to not go to classes. Nobody cares. It’s all you against yourself” (Group Interview 5 | 

10/11/18). He recognized the autonomy required of college-level studies but also frequently 

referred to accepting what fate had in store. He said, “we put in the effort, like whatever happens 

is fate” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). He seemed to embrace a “zen” mentality, accepting challenges as 

they came and finding solutions. 

Peter described himself as a lazy but smart student, claiming he always had been and 

always would be. Peter also described himself as a “lone wolf” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). Though 

this term has gained cultural connotations associated with violent activity, by all accounts, 

Peter’s use seemed to reflect the original meaning of a person who prefers spending time alone 

rather than in groups. He acknowledged that studying with peers could provide exposure to 

different perspectives, but he did not necessarily see that as a better alternative to studying alone. 

He claimed he learned best by sitting down alone to visualize and think about “the stuff that’s 

happening” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). 
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Perhaps relatedly, Peter frequently alluded to tensions with (white) Americans and 

American culture. To him, the US was superficial on multiple levels, from greetings to students’ 

not being fully engaged with coursework. Peter commented about the greeting “How are you?” 

on multiple occasions. He found it difficult to adjust to the expression being said in passing. He, 

and Jade as well, claimed that when people asked this question back home, they wanted a 

lengthy life update. Peter also seemed disappointed that classmates would engage in small talk 

rather than meaningful discussions of their work or research interests. Although Peter did 

appreciate some of the social aspects of US university life and spent time with select friends, he 

was deeply interested in physics and seemed to desire more academic interactions with 

classmates. 

In terms of writing, Peter was made to feel like a “bad writer” throughout his education in 

Singapore, where teachers would point out all his shortcomings. Speaking of his education in 

Singapore, he said, “I feel like I grew up in a culture where every piece of writing that you write 

is shit and there’s always way for improvement” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). However, he felt like a 

“genius” at Southwest University because instructors frequently found few or no flaws in his 

writing assignments. In fact, Peter lamented on multiple occasions the lack of meaningful 

feedback he received from instructors in the US. Based on his previous experiences, he 

recognized that writing could always be improved and expected instructors to point out areas 

where this inevitable improvement was needed. Another difference that he noted between his 

writing experiences in Singapore and the US was that most of his writing back home had been 

for timed exams. He did have smaller homework assignments that required writing, but 

“everything that mattered was timed” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). In the US, he was able to 

complete many of his written tasks at his own pace, which he said gave him the freedom to 
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consult resources. In terms of content, he could “find every single information you need with 

Google, just like that” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). In terms of form, he would refer to a thesaurus 

for synonyms to make his writing more flowery, or in his words, he had the “freedom” to make 

his writing “colorful.” 

Peter tended to be outspoken and direct, which sometimes led to what might be perceived 

as simplistic answers to interview questions. On the contrary, he demonstrated a keen awareness 

of life’s nuances. When I asked him for clarification about his views that seemed simple or 

dichotomous, his answer always revealed an understanding of the nuances and complexity of the 

world. In this way, he had a philosophical approach to life, questioning and challenging, curious 

to know more. Peter frequently turned my questions back around to me. He was especially 

interested in learning more about American culture, and on more than one occasion, Peter 

remained after our interviews to chat or inquire about barbecue, race, or graduate school, among 

other topics. In a way, I served as a sort of cultural informant for him. This understanding of 

nuance and tendency to question, challenge, and learn was evident in his desire to not simply 

pass classes but genuinely learn the content. As he said, “School is not about the grades. It’s 

about the learning” (Interview 3 | 5/9/18). He made a clear distinction between learning and 

passing classes, and he was disappointed when he felt instructors encouraged the latter. When he 

felt that a physics instructor was giving away “free marks” by telling him the types of 

information that would be on a test, he “gave up” on her and decided to retake the course the 

following semester with a different instructor. He felt that he would suffer in future classes 

without a solid foundation formed in the current class. He would rather work to genuinely learn 

the material rather than suffer later.  
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Perhaps one of Peter’s most prominent features was his sense of humor. Always quick 

with witty quips, he had a tendency to deliver lines dryly or hyperbolize for comedic effect. He 

described himself as “a very colorful person” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18) and once said, 

“Some people say sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, but I think sarcasms are fun” (Interview 3 | 

5/9/18). It is in this light that Peter’s comments in this and subsequent chapters should be 

interpreted. 

At the point our interviews ended, Peter did not yet have firm plans for after graduation, 

but a master’s or Ph.D. degree in physics was a possibility. He was focused more on his 

experiences at the university and being exposed to a variety of ideas and approaches, or as he put 

it, “learn as much as you can when you can” (Interview 4 | 9/6/18), so he could make an 

informed decision later. His potential future plans were influenced by many factors, including 

the prestige of graduate physics programs and the location of his girlfriend. Perhaps the greatest 

influence was a practical financial one: “They will pay me well, I’ll go there. Simple as that. 

Whoever pays my pocket, that’s where I’ll go” (Interview 4 | 9/6/18). Despite Peter’s whimsical 

sense of humor, he had very practical views on life, academic and otherwise. 

Jade 

Jade started at Southwest University in fall 2016 after completing high school in her 

native land of China. She began with a major in political science, which she felt would help her 

accomplish her broadly humanitarian goal of helping people. By her third year, she had changed 

her sociology minor to a second major because she said she was required by departmental policy 

to have two majors. 

Jade grew up speaking Cantonese and began learning English in elementary school. She 

claimed not to have done much academic writing in English before arriving in the US, as most of 
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her writing centered around language exams, consistent with the English experiences of 

international students in Schneider (2018). Though Jade couldn’t recall exactly what writing she 

did in high school, she did remember that it was very easy, was usually no more than 200 words 

long, and involved responding to a scenario prompt. These tasks sometimes took the form of 

letters or invitations, but she never wrote the types of introduction-body paragraph-conclusion 

essays she wrote in the US. In Chinese, she had written “everything beside fiction… and science 

writing” during her primary and secondary schooling, but the two major types of writing were 

“argument and describe” (Interview 4 | 11/15/18). Interestingly, Jade claimed that one of her 

high school teachers allowed students to write poems instead of the regularly scheduled Chinese 

homework. Jade took advantage of this option when she was running out of time to complete an 

assignment. 

During her second year of university, Jade studied abroad for a semester in Hungary. She 

had wanted to study abroad in Europe, but her ideal school, Sciences Po in Paris, only accepted 

juniors and seniors. Not wanting to wait that long, Jade searched for alternatives. Schools in 

Spain and Germany had language requirements she didn’t meet, so she settled on a university in 

Hungary. Though the program she studied in was English medium, she claimed that the 

instructors’ English wasn’t that advanced, and she didn’t speak English much outside the 

university, also due to the limited English proficiency of the locals. For that reason, she felt her 

English skills declined. She also worried that the experience caused her to be out of practice for 

studying and navigating the “hell” of American university life. In Hungary, she had very few 

assignments and a workload that was much lighter than during her semesters at Southwest 

University. She said she had “lots of time for traveling or going out,” (Interview 1 | 3/30/18) and 

in fact, she traveled quite extensively during her time off that semester. She had been trained, 
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especially through her educational experiences in China, to embrace the idea that being a student 

was hard work. Her easy workload in Hungary was a challenge to that notion and left her 

conflicted: 

Study’s like the biggest thing and the only thing I did in my life. So suddenly not study 

and while I’m struggling with the guilty of not study, I’m also kind of enjoy it. That’s so 

conflict. [sighs] I will like, “Oh, that’s so great! I don’t need to study.” But I say, “No. I 

need to study.” It’s like the angel and the devil in my brain. (Interview 2 | 5/10/18) 

Such a drastic deviation from her preconceived notion of student life left her questioning if 

studying abroad was the right decision and if she was actually learning. 

I had originally hesitated to include Jade in this study because she was in Hungary when I 

began the second stage of data collection, and her experiences then wouldn’t be reflective of a 

US educational institution. As it turned out, our interviews during that semester proved rich in 

data because Jade was able to reflect on Southwest University by way of comparisons to her 

experience abroad. During the summer after studying in Hungary, she participated in a short 

summer study abroad program in Switzerland. She was quite conscious of the differences 

between the US educational system and her experiences in Hungary and Switzerland. In learning 

to navigate multiple academic contexts, she gained greater insight into the practices and 

expectations of each. She pointed out many distinctions, including the workload mentioned 

above and the emphasis on guest speakers and application of concepts to the real world during 

her time in Hungary. When I asked her about the biggest impact from study abroad, she chose to 

tell me about how many field trips, guest speakers, and hands on experiences she had in Europe. 

She was disappointed that these experiences didn’t exist on the same level in the US. There 

weren’t as many guest speakers or extracurricular opportunities to become acquainted with the 
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field of political science. She said that professors would recommend a random public lecture or 

two, but that was the extent of student engagement. 

Over the course of our interviews, Jade expressed quite a bit of confusion and conflict 

over her sense of self as a student and writer. She said that she felt unsure about her strengths and 

limitations due to her grades changing from one course and assignment to the next. One aspect of 

her student identity that Jade did feel certain about was procrastination, which she associated 

with laziness: “I’m that kind of finish the work at the very deadline and study the work really late 

and finish right before the deadline. And... I really want to study daily, but I’m too lazy, so I just 

study… the week before the exam” (Interview 1 | 3/30/18). 

Jade’s plans for after college changed, partially due to the racism and discrimination she 

faced in the US. She recounted multiple separate encounters with Americans outside the 

university who told her to go back home. As discussed in Chapter 5, these experiences inspired 

her to succeed and prove those people wrong, but perhaps not in the US. As of summer 2018, she 

was strongly considering a master’s degree in Europe. This shift also coincided with her 

realization that simply having a bachelor’s degree in political science wouldn’t allow her to do 

the kind of work she wanted. Her options would be limited to, for example, teaching. Instead, 

she felt that a master’s might allow her to fulfill her goal of helping people: 

So I think if I could do something on politics, change something about politics, that could 

change many people’s life and make it better. I just want to like [pause] make some 

change about the society. Because many people are not satisfied about this now. 

(Interview 1 | 3/30/18) 

While Jade never articulated concretely in our interviews the way in which she planned to help 

society, her goals seemed to relate to China’s current political structure, in which one party rules 
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and other parties are “just decorating.” There was pressure not to speak out against the dominant 

communist party, and this is what she most wanted to change. 

Zane 

Hailing from Oman, Zane’s first language was Arabic, and he began learning English in 

elementary school. Before college, his writing centered mostly around exams, much like Peter 

and Jade. He didn’t write much in either Arabic or English, and what he did write wasn’t very 

long. In English, his classes focused on the final exam, which consisted of listening, reading, 

grammar and vocabulary, and writing. In Arabic, he was sometimes asked to do summaries or 

informal research on topics such as Islam or Arabic. He didn’t write research papers in high 

school, but he did work closely with a teacher to practice this type of writing outside of class. 

This personal endeavor was inspired by his experience in a writing competition, where he didn’t 

make it past the first round. Because he lost the competition, he was motivated to become more 

familiar with this type of writing. 

Zane began his studies at Southwest University in fall 2016 after spending seven months 

studying English at an intensive English program (IEP) associated with a university in the 

northeastern US. There he took classes in the four traditional language skills, but he emphasized 

that the content of those courses wasn’t taught in isolation. Rather, students were introduced to 

certain academic disciplines at the same time, including psychology and the arts. Although Zane 

couldn’t recall specifics, he did remember writing college applications and free writing during 

his time at the IEP. At the beginning of his time at Southwest, Zane planned to major in 

geophysics, but in his second year, he changed to industrial engineering. By his third year, he 

was contemplating a major in systems engineering but didn’t think it would be possible to extend 
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his studies an extra year to take the required courses. He settled for a major in industrial 

engineering with an emphasis on systems engineering. 

Zane was a thoughtful and contemplative individual. He carefully thought things through, 

analyzed the situation, and searched for the most appropriate word that concisely expressed his 

meaning. Multiple times during our interviews he stopped to reflect on what he was saying, 

especially when he was trying to find the right word, and he often asked for clarification before 

he answered questions. He appreciated time to think and clarify not only in our interviews but 

also in his studies. He told me that he had many questions in classes but had to regulate himself 

to avoid irritating instructors. This pattern began long before he entered the university: “Even 

when I was in school, my teachers were so angry because I ask a lot of questions” (Interview 3 | 

9/13/18). He learned to ask questions “systematically,” or in other words, not asking them all at 

once. Similarly, Zane preferred open lines of communication and clear expectations, which 

allowed him to know his situation and limitations from the beginning and plan accordingly. This 

was especially true of group work, where surprises were most unwelcome. 

As Zane put it himself, he was not a “hardcore study nerd” who would actively study. 

Consistent with his contemplative nature, Zane preferred to complete his coursework by thinking 

about things, sitting with his ideas, and then beginning to work. As a writer, he described himself 

as elaborative: “even like small thing I can still elaborate more more” (Interview 1 | 3/15/18). 

Partially for this reason, he appreciated clear and explicit assignment guidelines so he would 

know exactly how much to elaborate. 

Zane also liked to challenge himself, both academically and socially. He would take 

upwards of 15 credits each semester, and during one semester, he was enrolled in seven courses 

while also participating in three academic competitions. He once said, “I like to challenge 
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everything. That’s why I’m trying to enroll in everything” (Interview 1 | 3/15/18). Zane also 

engaged in sometimes-challenging personal discussions with people around him. He described 

himself as socially reserved, saying “It’s not that I’m just introverted. I’m socially isolating 

myself most of the time so I don’t really get to go with the community” (Interview 2 | 5/14/18). 

Despite this self-imposed “isolation,” he did take opportunities to engage with others and discuss 

heavy issues, including religion. Sometimes these interactions took place when the Muslim 

Student Association, in which Zane was heavily involved, set up a table in order to connect with 

the wider community on the university campus. During one interview, he described an encounter 

with someone who asked him, “Why do Muslims hate Americans?” Zane seemed to emerge 

from this exchange without a negative impression because he felt the person was open-minded 

enough to have a discussion rather than an argument. He found the university and city to be a 

place where he could intellectually engage with people who were “like-minded,” in that they 

were willing to listen and converse without automatically criticizing others. Zane’s experience of 

like-minded people with whom he could discuss sensitive topics echoes Schneider’s (2018) 

Omar, who felt that the US was a space where he could put his “voice in dialogue with other 

voices…. without fear of negative repercussions” (p. 9).  

Zane enjoyed watching videos on his laptop, a pastime which he began to refer to as an 

addiction and was interested in design and artificial intelligence. His more immediate goal was to 

get a freelance job in this area so he could build up his resume before returning home to Oman 

for future employment. 

Elisa 

Elisa was born and raised in the US, the daughter of parents who immigrated from 

Mexico. She spoke Spanish as a child and didn’t begin to learn English until she attended school, 
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where she was placed in classes for speakers of English as a second language. By the time she 

was in college, Elisa generally felt equally at home in both English and Spanish. However, the 

two languages were used primarily in different settings. She used Spanish more in informal 

settings, such as with family, and she used English more in formal or academic settings. The 

only coursework she took in Spanish was her required language classes in high school and for 

her Spanish minor in college. Given this context, Elisa wrote more in English and felt she was 

better able to “describe” things and expand her ideas in English: “I was just taught how to 

describe more in English than I was in Spanish…. I've never really written in Spanish.... I haven't 

practiced it a lot... English, I have been practicing it since I was so small” (Interview 1 | 2/27/18). 

Despite writing more in English, she felt that her reading comprehension was stronger in 

Spanish. She also claimed to sometimes think in Spanish while composing in English and vice 

versa.  

Elisa went to a technical high school where many of her classmates saw their high school 

diploma as the end goal and weren’t seriously dedicated to studying. She was one of the few 

motivated students, and others would look at her as the “smart kid.” Though she didn’t say it 

directly, it seemed she was burdened by this label and made a point to emphasize the work she 

put in to achieve her scholastic successes. She said, “Yeah, I'm smart but I work to be smart, not 

like it comes naturally” (Interview 1 | 2/27/18). Before attending university, Elisa had a negative 

view of writing and believed she wasn’t good at it. At Southwest University, she was required to 

write extensively in many of her classes. She struggled to structure her writing, and she felt that 

she was expected to know how to write in a variety of disciplines: “I think that’s really hard 

around here cause you’re expected to know how to write and every single, it doesn’t matter what 

major you’re in, you better start writing, you know” (Interview 6 | 11/2/18). She also struggled to 
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put her ideas onto paper, saying, “It’s really hard for me to explain things even when I’m talking 

to you, so when I’m writing, I’m kind of like, ‘“Oh my gosh! I have to… read it out loud and see 

if it makes sense’” (Interview 6 | 11/2/18). Through the extensive practice during her first year, 

she felt her writing improved, allowing her to better express herself. 

Elisa started at Southwest University in fall 2017 with a major in civil engineering, which 

drew her attention more than other types of engineering. With her degree, she hoped to secure a 

desk job, claiming, “I’d die to be in an office setting” (Interview 5 | 9/13/18). She preferred the 

administrative side of engineering and said she would pursue engineering management if civil 

engineering didn’t work out. 

Elisa described herself as hard working, over achieving, and smart. She put a lot of 

pressure on herself to succeed in both academics and her employment. She didn’t like quitting or 

doing nothing: 

I just pressure myself instead of relaxing. I just stress myself out, and there’s just no way 

to avoid that…. I’m the type of person that has to be running all the time. I can’t just sit 

down and, you know, calm. That’s just not me. I feel like I’m wasting time. (Interview 6 | 

11/2/18) 

Despite all this, she had a lack of confidence, which manifested itself in several forms. She 

talked about her indecisiveness on exams and her struggles to be confident choosing the correct 

answer. She also talked about her lack of confidence in herself as an engineering student, 

especially when she compared herself to male classmates who seemed more confident. She said 

she found intimidating “these guys [who] just try to act like they’re better than you. And you 

have to kinda be on their level. And some of the professors can be like that too” (Interview 5 | 

9/13/18). I will touch on this lack of confidence again in Chapter 5. 
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During one of our discussions, Elisa said that an individual’s personality and outlook 

influenced the way they approached the university environment: “I feel like a lot of how you take 

college determines on the way you are” (Interview 3 | 4/12/18). Elisa elaborated on her 

philosophies about life and views on education during our interviews, to a much greater extent 

than the other participants. By the end of our interviews, it was clear how her personality and 

outlook were affecting her studies. I share some highlights here. 

Elisa saw the goal of higher education as a test, saying, “We’re all gonna struggle to get 

there [graduation], and I think that’s kind of the purpose of this. You're being tested. If you're 

really strong enough to handle everything that’s being thrown at you” (Interview 3 | 4/12/18). 

She frequently referred to college as being a struggle or a fight, and she referred to obstacles 

along the way. Elisa envisioned life as a timeline of sorts, and she emphasized that everyone was 

in the same “race” heading toward the same goal. Students were traveling relatively similar paths 

but were simply at different stages along the way. Similarly, she believed that instructors had all 

experienced the same things that she and her peers were currently going through. For this reason, 

she frequently perceived tensions with instructors who seemed to forget where they came from, 

making her feel “stupid” for making mistakes or asking questions. 

Perhaps due to Elisa’s lack of confidence or her distaste for change, she liked concrete 

instructions and examples to guide her. She described herself as “that person that I need someone 

to tell me if I’m doing it right or if I’m doing it wrong” (Interview 2 | 3/20/18). She seemed to 

struggle with the autonomy and accountability of university coursework, especially in online 

courses. She said that she preferred being told what to do, and she liked concrete things that were 

tangible, including directions from instructors.  
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Elisa came across in a very subdued and unassuming way, speaking calmly, slowly, and 

somewhat hesitantly. However, still waters run deep, and she was quite passionate despite this 

even-keeled presentation. In fact, once Elisa started talking about her studies and work during 

interviews, it was hard to get a word in edgewise. Her turns in our interviews were much longer 

than the turns of other participants, and it often seemed that she was working through her ideas 

as she spoke for these long stretches. 

Scarlet 

Like Elisa, Scarlet was born in the US and raised by immigrant parents, in her case from 

China. Also like Elisa, Scarlet spoke her heritage language, Cantonese, at home with family and 

learned English in school. Scarlet claimed, “My kindergarten year and my first grade year our 

teachers didn’t care whatsoever what I did, so they just keep pushing me up. They didn’t care if I 

learned or not” (Interview 1 | 3/21/18). This resulted in her not learning English until second 

grade. Before that, she used her own gesture-based language to communicate with her classmates 

and make friends. After Scarlet learned English, she frequently served in the role of translator for 

her parents. Throughout her childhood, she took family vacations to visit relatives in China, 

which allowed her exposure to both Cantonese and elements of Chinese culture. By the time of 

my study, Scarlet said she felt that she belonged equally to American and Chinese culture, and 

her language proficiency was balanced in the two. Scarlet, like Elisa, used English in academic 

settings or with friends at the university and her heritage language Cantonese with her family. 

Her family lived several hours away from the university, and she didn’t know many other 

students who spoke Cantonese, so she spoke her heritage language less during college. Unlike 

Elisa, Scarlet never took any classes in Cantonese, but she did take Mandarin courses at 

Southwest University and even decided to minor in Chinese. 
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While Scarlet spoke English fluently, she produced somewhat frequent and noticeable 

grammatical and pronunciation errors during our interviews. She attributed her struggles with 

English grammar to not getting grammar instruction in second grade when she was just starting 

to learn English. She said she had to learn grammar by herself because her classmates had 

already covered the major grammar lessons. She even participated in a summer program after 

second grade to “catch up” with her peers’ English level. 

Scarlet began attending Southwest University in fall 2016. As of fall 2018, she had 

decided on majors in pharmaceutical science, molecular and cellular biology (MCB), and, as she 

called it, a non-science discipline, East Asian studies. She changed her constellation of majors 

multiple times just during the semesters we met for interviews. Each shift of majors was 

determined by institutional policies but was also motivated by Scarlet’s forward-thinking career 

goals. She envisioned stiff competition on the job market post-graduation, so she sought to make 

herself more competitive through preparation and back-up plans. She said, “I think it’s better to 

have a strategy, to have back-ups always, because if one doesn’t work, you can always fall to the 

next one” (Interview 1 | 3/21/18). In an interview during her fourth semester of university, she 

laid out her series of contingency plans: 

If I can’t get a certain job like for pharmacy, I could go into nutrition.... If I can’t get a 

job in nutrition, I could go into business field. If I can’t get into business fields, I could be 

a teacher. I have 4 different roles I could take. (Interview 1 | 3/21/18) 

By her fifth semester, Scarlet’s primary post-graduation goal was to attend pharmacy school, but 

she had a new string of contingency plans to account for her new set of majors. If pharmacy 

school didn’t work out, she thought to get a graduate degree in MCB. If that didn’t work out, she 

considered teaching or pursuing graduate studies related to her East Asian studies coursework. 
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Scarlet was driven, disciplined, and studious. She knew what she wanted, and she was 

determined to get it. At the same time, though, she was rather flexible. She realized that her plan 

to graduate with her multiple majors in only four years was going to require her to miss out on 

other opportunities, so she decided to rearrange her schedule and take a fifth year to complete her 

degree. 

While Elisa emphasized similarities between herself and other members of the university 

community, Scarlet frequently described herself using a discourse of exceptionalism. This was 

especially evident when she talked about her family and her dual cultural identity. She described 

herself as “half-half,” taking examples half from her parents and half from American life. She 

also believed that she was not a normal student, “because normal student wouldn’t really learn 

English when they’re in second grade” (Interview 1 | 3/21/18). She also felt that normal students 

wouldn’t know Chinese celebrations such as the lunar new year or summer festival. Based on our 

conversations, it seemed that “normal” for Scarlet equated to American, white, monocultural, or 

at the very least non-Chinese. Because she was familiar with both American and Chinese culture, 

she was a bit of an outlier. 

As a child, Scarlet “always was stuck on writing and would hate writing” (Interview 3 | 

5/8/18), but after gaining more experience and knowledge in university, especially from her 

English composition courses, she liked it more. She felt that “writing is like your imprint on 

paper so… it’s reflecting back on you” (Interview 3 | 5/8/18). Scarlet articulated clear 

distinctions between her writing and writing courses in high school and college. In high school, 

she wrote “the same thing over and over and over” (Interview 6 | 12/13/18), which mostly 

consisted of personal writing and literary summaries. In college, she said she was required to do 

more analytical work and research papers. This shift in expectations caused her to be a bit 
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“stuck.” She found that, in high school, she would get 100s on her writing assignments, but in 

college, she would receive 70s because her instructors found them too broad and not in depth 

enough. This contrast eventually led her to believe that her high school writing education wasn’t 

sufficient. She said that, before college, she had been “learning everything wrong,” and even 

went so far as to claim, with a laugh, that 50% of what she learned in high school was “basically 

trash” (Interview 6 | 12/13/18). In contrast, she very much appreciated her university-level 

classes and said that she learned more in one year of English composition than she did in four 

years of high school classes because they used different perspectives, different skills, and 

different genres. 

The first time I met Scarlet, she struck me with her unique and somewhat contradictory 

mix of youthful exuberance and seemingly wise-beyond-her-years insights. She was full of 

energy, was cheerful, and liked to chat about her experiences. At the same time, I described her 

in my notes as an old soul. In fact, she once told me that her high school friends called her 

“mature.” She chose the pseudonym Scarlet because it was meaningful to her, saying, “when I 

look at Scarlet, it is scar and you let go of the past to become the person who you are today. You 

don’t let the past hold you back” (Interview 1 | 3/21/18). This seemed to reflect Scarlet’s constant 

gaze toward the future and making preparations for it. 

Conclusion 

Over the course of this project, I came to understand, as Elisa had said, how significantly 

a student’s personal experiences and outlooks on life and higher education shaped the way they 

approached the university environment and its tasks. Those experiences and outlooks were 

lenses, as Peter put it in the quote above, through which they viewed their AL experiences. The 

participants’ perspectives influenced the ways they not only viewed the university environment, 
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but also interacted with fellow community members and completed assignments. The contrasts 

between participants especially helped highlight the individual outlooks of each. Jade’s tendency 

toward procrastination differed greatly from Zane’s desire to slowly think through his 

assignments. These tendencies affected how they interacted with peers in group assignments and 

left Zane feeling somewhat anxious about his extensive amount of group work. Even though 

both Elisa and Peter frequently referred to acceptance as a coping strategy, their perspectives 

diverged significantly. Peter accepted his circumstances, and while he did complain from time to 

time, he didn’t seem to actively fight against them. On the other hand, since Elisa viewed her 

college experience as a sort of war, she struggled against her circumstances and was resigned to 

accepting her fate primarily when she felt she was losing battles or approaching burnout. 

Scarlet’s future-oriented thinking also contrasted with Peter’s focus on the present. She was 

intent on taking classes that were instrumental to achieve her goal of attending pharmacy school, 

while he used his classes as opportunities to explore different areas of physics to later choose a 

suitable research area. The participants’ perspectives influenced the ways they not only viewed 

the university environment, but also interacted with fellow community members and completed 

assignments. At the disciplinary level, individual personality features, including confidence and 

distaste for change, also affected their membership in disciplinary discourses, which I will 

discuss further in Chapter 5. 

These profiles are but a glimpse into the lives of the participants, but I hope they help the 

reader better understand the unique lenses of each person. As Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 will show, 

AL is a complex web of literacies and contexts students must learn to navigate. The participants’ 

personal lives and previous experiences mentioned here interacted significantly with their more 

public university experiences. These public and private lives must be considered together for a 
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better understanding of students as complete human beings. The next chapter will present a 

model of academic literacy that draws on the socioliterate perspective discussed in Chapter 2 in 

order to show the breadth of the AL web students must learn to navigate. While there is a 

specific section devoted to participants’ personal lives, it should be evident throughout each 

section that participants’ personal experiences forefronted in this chapter were influential at the 

institutional, disciplinary, class, and assignment level. 
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CHAPTER 5: REDEFINING ACADEMIC LITERACY 

 
It's the whole goal of college. You have to apply it to the real world. And that transition is 
rough, but we can do it. Because other people have done it, you know. It's just a matter of 
you adapting to it. 

–Elisa | Interview 3 | 4/12/18 
 

This chapter presents an overview of the academic literacy experiences of Peter, Jade, 

Zane, Elisa, and Scarlet. Previous research has acknowledged the social aspects of AL 

development, but they have, as shown in Chapter 2, largely focused on textual products. Previous 

work has also acknowledged the complexity of AL, yet it has not produced a model that details 

this complexity. The goal of this chapter is to build upon these previous conceptualizations of 

AL but also redefine AL in broader terms, showing how strictly academic literacies interact with 

and are influenced by non-academic aspects of the participants’ lives. This chapter culminates in 

a model that begins to depict the levels of complexity inherent in AL. While AL has been less 

successful as a pedagogy than as a research framework and cannot be wholly developed through 

explicit instruction, as discussed in Chapter 2, constructing a model of AL can help instructors 

and university administrators identify the range of skills and competences that are required of 

students. With a more concrete idea of what students need to know and where they struggle, we 

can begin to identify areas for effective support. 

Based on Leki’s (2007) finding that her participants’ experiences were strongly impacted 

by personal and socio-academic factors, I set out with a wide-angle lens to capture not only 

participants’ perceptions of writing, but their more general academic experiences. During 

interviews, we sometimes even ventured into societal issues beyond the scope of academia. In 

the end, I found that the many features of academic, social, and personal life interacted in 

students’ AL development. It is not possible to compartmentalize a human being and ignore the 
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influence of personal struggles on their academic performance. For that reason, this chapter 

addresses aspects of university life that are strictly academic alongside broader aspects of life 

outside academia that impact academic literacies. 

The aspects of AL mentioned here cannot be taken as an exhaustive list of every issue 

faced by university students, nor should it be taken as a comprehensive assessment of all issues 

faced by the participants in this study. They could, however, be considered the most salient 

features perceived by participants at the time of our interviews. These discussions revealed a 

broad range of academic literacies encountered by some or all of the participants. 

This chapter answers the first research question: What does academic literacy look like 

for participants? For the analysis of interview transcripts, I used Atlas.ti to inductively code 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) any AL issues participants described facing. Given my wide scope and 

my aim to capture the many literacies and influences involved in AL, the codes included such 

varied issues as instructional approaches, assignment expectations, and political correctness. 

Throughout the analysis process, I refined my coding scheme to eliminate codes that were too 

broad, too narrow, or overlapped other codes. For example, group work was eventually 

subsumed under the broader category peer relations. I also combined or broadened codes, as in 

the case of feedback. Through analysis, I began to realize that receiving feedback was as much of 

an issue for participants as interpreting it. The original category interpreting feedback was 

broadened to incorporate issues of receiving feedback from instructors. After coding for AL 

issues, clusters of codes were categorized into larger groups, or levels. 

In this chapter, I begin with a discussion of the landscape of academic literacies, which 

includes four interacting levels of literacies directly associated with the university environment. 

After coding for the specific features of AL mentioned above, I found that the codes clustered at 
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these four levels: from broadest to narrowest, institutional, disciplinary, class, and assignment. I 

then examine two additional clusters of codes: the impact of sociocultural factors outside the 

university environment and the influence of personal experiences on AL. In broadening the 

scope to include personal and sociocultural factors, I aim to show how interconnected AL 

development is, making an argument for the inclusion of non-academic factors in our 

conceptualization of academic literacies and the ways in which students navigate university 

contexts. 

Institutional 

The first level of academic literacies revolves around the institution as a whole and includes such 

components as the prestige of institutions, the overall relevance of students’ studies, general 

expectations of the university environment, and bureaucracy. Essentially this literacy revolves 

around questions students face such as: 

● What is the university like? 

● What will I (be expected to) do there? 

● What is required to get my degree? 

● How do I accomplish these requirements? 

● What resources are available to help me succeed? 

● How is my university education related to the rest of my life? 

A frequently mentioned component of this literacy was academic advisors, which I 

discuss in more detail here. The label advisor refers to several roles of university personnel. 

Participants were assigned academic advisors by the university. In some cases, participants had 

advisors for their majors in addition to those university-level advisors. Zane was assigned two 

advisors within industrial engineering, one a faculty advisor he had never interacted with and one 
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a general advisor with whom he had some interactions. In most cases, descriptions of interactions 

ranged from advisors being generally unhelpful to being harmful to students’ academic 

trajectories. One of the few positive descriptions of advisors came from Zane, who said that his 

general major advisor distributed announcements about new courses and opportunities for 

internships and conferences that would increase students’ discipline-specific experience. In 

meetings with this advisor, he said, “there is always benefit. I’m asking her about research and 

stuff” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). The other participants did not describe such positive 

interactions with their own advisors. A significant difference between Zane’s positive description 

and the other participants’ more neutral descriptions seems to be the content of discussions with 

advisors and the relevance to their studies. Zane saw benefit in his interactions because they were 

more deeply relevant to him as an industrial engineering major. 

Other participants’ advisors seemed to be less concerned with communicating discipline-

specific content and more focused on telling students which classes the course catalog dictated 

they take. During the same interview where Zane described the above interaction, Jade and Peter 

described much more perfunctory meetings with their advisors. Summarizing her meetings with 

an advisor, Jade said, “I mean they say every time, ‘OK, you are fulfill this requirement, this 

requirement. You are taking this this semester, so you still have how many credits?’ Remind you 

to take. That’s it” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). Peter very concisely reported what his major 

advisor would tell him, “Hey, take this class. OK, bye” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). Both 

Jade and Peter felt they heard the same types of information at each meeting, and it was focused 

on course requirements more than on their personal trajectories. 

Interactions with advisors were more often brought up by Jade, Elisa, and Scarlet, though 

I hesitate to make any associations with gender given my limited participant population. Their 
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descriptions of advisors ranged from neutral, as in the example above, to negative. A trend that 

emerged from their descriptions of interactions was that advisors were not helpful because they 

didn’t have a clear understanding of the participants as individuals. Each of the female 

participants described instances when their advisors made suggestions they directly avoided 

because they recognized the advice wasn’t appropriate for their particular situation. This 

emphasis on personalized attention and university services reflects the trends Selingo (2018) 

reports about Gen Z. 

During spring 2018, Jade studied abroad in Hungary, and she participated in a summer 

study abroad program in Switzerland before returning to Southwest University in the fall. That 

summer study abroad program consisted of two courses, and she elected to take a third online 

Southwest course at the same time. As mentioned in Chapter 4, Jade’s workload in Hungary was 

light and destabilized her view of herself as a student. Jade felt that a busy summer would help 

her get back in the habit of having a heavier workload. Below is an exchange from an interview 

where Jade told me about her interaction with an advisor regarding these summer courses: 

Jade: And my advisor say I’m crazy and tell me stop enrolling in these summer courses. 

Interviewer: So if your advisor told you not to, why did you decide to go ahead and do 

it? 

Jade: I just mean, I really need this transition to get me like [pause] to get used to it 

again, to the US university. (Interview 2 | 5/10/18) 

Despite her advisor’s warning not to overload herself in the summer, Jade felt that the heavy 

workload was necessary for transitioning back to a US academic environment. 
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Elisa described virtually constant struggles with her required chemistry and math courses, 

yet she refused to give up and drop them. She recounted one interaction with her advisor where 

his view of the situation did not correspond to her own: 

But he was like, “Yeah, if that were me, I would have dropped it already.” And I’m like, 

“You see, I'm not that person.” I’m not the person that’s just gonna give up because 

things are going not the way that I want it to be. And I’ve learned to keep pushing 

forward. (Interview 3 | 4/12/18) 

Elisa attributed her drive to fight through the difficult courses to her hard-working personality. 

Despite her advisor’s indirect suggestion to give up, Elisa felt that she needed to continue 

working hard and pushing forward. 

Scarlet, as an efficient organizer, had arranged her study plan so that she would be taking 

at least one general education requirement each semester. She wanted to avoid overloading 

herself with exclusively major courses in any given term. Despite this strategic planning, her 

advisor still thought she was taking too many courses: “I’ve heard professor already look at my 

year plan and say that’s too much for a student, but I think it’s enough for me. So they already 

say it’s overloading, but I think it’s just about the right amount” (Interview 3 | 5/8/18). Like Jade 

and Elisa, Scarlet disagreed with her advisor’s view because she knew her own situation and 

limitations better than her advisor. She knew that she would be able to manage what the advisor 

referred to as an overload. In all three of these instances, advisors recommended against extra 

work, but the participants were equipped with the self-awareness to know when to listen to 

advisors and when to reject their counsel. 

Of all the participants, Scarlet’s descriptions of advisors were most negative. She relied 

on them heavily as she navigated her constellation of ever-changing majors, but sometimes she 
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felt that they failed her. This was true at the level of specific courses and at the broader level of 

choosing majors. In one instance, Scarlet tried to take a set of biochemistry courses out of 

sequence. Before doing so, she checked with her advisor, who reportedly said, “Yeah, you could 

take it if it’s no problem with you.” The second course, which she took first, “turned out to be a 

problem” because the content presupposed students had the background knowledge from the first 

course. She dropped the course and rearranged her study plan so she could take the courses in 

order. Regarding the discrepancy between the instructor’s claim and her own experience in the 

course, she said “I guess it’s from different people perspective” (Interview 4 | 9/27/18). She 

recognized that her view did not match the advisor’s view, and she needed to rely on her own 

experience to determine that the courses shouldn’t be taken out of sequence. 

At the broader level of choosing majors, Scarlet found her advisor’s input harmful in her 

university experience. Upon entering Southwest University, she had planned to major in pre-

pharmacy, but she was told this program didn’t exist anymore. She switched around majors and 

eventually discovered that there was a similar major she could pursue instead. During an end-of-

semester interview, I asked Scarlet what she would change about the semester, and she 

responded with no hesitation, 

Do not listen to my counselor. [laughter] Period right there. It’s because he kind of like 

mess up my college life because I’m supposed to be 4 years and I’m done with it. But 

now I have to take an extra one year because the degree that I wanted in the very 

beginning... got canceled so I took another program that’s related to it instead. But I 

found out this year there was a similar program... which is easier.... He didn’t told me 

about it, so I need to cram it in into the rest of my year and then add an extra year of 

college. (Interview 3 | 5/8/18) 
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Scarlet’s description here is direct and quite harsh. She claims her advisor messed up her college 

life because he withheld information, though it wasn’t clear if she believed this was intentional 

or not. Because she did not have this vital information about the pharmaceutical science major, 

she ended up in another major and wasted time taking courses there. This miscommunication 

added an extra year to her college experience. 

From these interactions with advisors, we can see that the participants’ experiences were 

variable but did seem to skew neutral or negative. Advisors didn’t provide enough personalized 

advice to be deemed beneficial in most cases. We can also see that participants had developed an 

awareness of the role and stance of advisors, which allowed them to make informed decisions 

about accepting or rejecting their advice. This is one more literacy that students must develop in 

order to successfully navigate their majors and courses at the level of institutional requirements. 

The participants’ interactions with advisors affected other experiences at other levels, including 

Zane’s integration into his chosen discipline, Scarlet’s ability to understand course content, and 

the amount of time each had available to devote to specific courses and assignments. 

From these data, it also appears that advisors serve as a sort of academic gatekeeper, 

encouraging or denying access to communities. In Zane’s case, his general major advisor 

provided discipline-specific information that would allow him to more readily become a part of 

the industrial engineering discourse. Scarlet’s advisor, on the other hand, withheld information 

about the pharmaceutical science major, delaying her entrance into that community. 

Disciplinary 

The second level of academic literacies is the disciplines students encounter and includes such 

components as choosing a major and minor, choosing courses, participating in major-specific 
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extracurricular activities, and understanding departmental structures and priorities. Essentially 

this level of literacy revolves around questions students face such as: 

● What discipline do I want to study and why? 

● How do I achieve a major/minor in this discipline? 

● What are the structure and politics of my department like? 

● What is it like to be an X major/minor? 

● What can I do with this major/minor? 

● What is expected from me in different disciplines? 

Below I discuss a primary component of this literacy: participants’ awareness and understanding 

of the academic disciplines around them, both in terms of their major and beyond. 

This section will describe the participants’ awareness and understanding of their major 

disciplines, but also distinctions among academic disciplines more broadly. When I first began 

this project, I wasn’t sure how much students would have been exposed to disciplinary 

discourses and how much they would know about thinking, being, and doing within their majors. 

Over the course of the project, I discovered that the participants had differing levels of 

familiarity with and commitment to their disciplinary affiliations. For example, Peter identified 

strongly as a “physics person,” a term which I adopt to broadly categorize someone who studies 

or works in physics. Elisa, on the other hand, had mixed feelings about being a woman in STEM, 

as mentioned below in the section on personal influences. She began a sequence of assignments 

in an English composition class with an annotated bibliography on women in STEM but changed 

topics for the following public argument assignment. She felt that she wasn’t “involved” enough 

in STEM to be able to point to discrimination toward women in the field. She felt more equipped 
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to discuss immigration and Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival (DACA), a non-academic 

topic she found more “controversial” and relevant to her life experiences. 

Knowledge of major. When it came to their primary disciplines, all participants were 

able to give me a general idea of their majors, including what topics they studied and how their 

studies could be applied to life outside academia. In these general descriptions, participants 

provided varied amounts of detail and focused on different aspects of their majors. 

Peter saw physics as black and white, factual, and directly applicable to his life. 

Describing the straightforward nature of the discipline, he said, “Physics is like f=ma, that’s it. 

And that’s that” (Interview 1 | 1/23/18). He also recognized divisions and variation within the 

discipline, dividing it into practical and experimental physics. Beyond that level of distinction, 

there were a wide range of possible research interests. According to him, “Everyone’s kinda like 

a Lone Ranger cause it’s a very lonely field” (Interview 1 | 1/23/18). When I asked him to 

explain what he meant by “lonely,” he said, “people’s interests are so drastically different, even 

though it’s the same umbrella.” He explained that someone in the physics department might be 

researching “how any single line can be described by a sine function or a cosine function,” while 

someone else could be researching “how the universe is expanding and the fringes things are cr- 

like. I can’t even explain what they’re trying to explain to me.” These jargon-laden descriptions 

were focused on specific research niches, and Peter acknowledged that he didn’t understand 

some of what others around him were studying. 

As previously mentioned, Scarlet had a seemingly ever-evolving network of majors. By 

the time I ended data collection, she had settled on pharmaceutical science, molecular and 

cellular biology, and East Asian studies. The other majors she had considered or declared 

momentarily included physiology, microbiology, and nutrition. Scarlet was able to articulate 
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some differences between these various majors. For example, physiology was “about the human 

body, the human structures of how it works and everything” (Interview 4 | 9/27/18), whereas 

microbiology was about “the viruses, the bacteria and everything” (Interview 4 | 9/27/18). 

Because Scarlet changed majors so frequently, and it felt like there was a new lineup every time 

we met, we didn’t discuss her majors in as much depth as I did with the other participants. 

Possibly also for this reason, Scarlet didn’t seem to align herself with any one major, but she did 

seem to align herself with the broad field of science. Her East Asian studies major was based on 

personal interest and the desire to have a back-up career plan, but she didn’t seem to position 

herself as an “East Asian studies person.” 

Zane began his university studies as a geophysics major, but he changed to industrial 

engineering because he felt his future opportunities would be too limited in geophysics. For him, 

“in industrial engineering, it’s kinda a chameleon I would say. You can put it in anything and it 

will it will take the color of that thing. That’s the beauty of industrial engineering” (Interview 1 | 

3/15/18). While he seemed pretty confident in his belief that industrial engineering was as 

versatile as a chameleon, he hedged his description of the field: 

So as far as I, as far as my research, uh, as far as I’ve researched about it, it’s about 

mainly improving systems. So we go, for example, in companies and trying to improve 

the system. I mean we’re trying to make it more efficient, more, uh, less less money and 

more efficient in less time. (Interview 1 | 3/15/18) 

Zane didn’t want to make conclusive statements about the field because at that point, he hadn’t 

spent much time as an industrial engineering major. He based his impressions not on his own 

personal experience in courses or other discipline-related venues, but rather on his “research.” 
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According to Elisa, her “type of engineering is civil, you know, building bridges and 

stuff” (Interview 1 | 2/27/18). When discussing civil engineering, she focused mainly on her 

experiences within engineering courses at the university, though she did talk about the high 

stakes nature of building structures. She was concerned with the difficulty of required 

engineering courses and the predominance of men in the field, both of which challenged her self-

perceptions and left her feeling inferior to her classmates. She frequently framed her discussions 

of her major by saying that she knew that an engineering major was hard, but she refused to give 

up and change majors. 

Jade originally started her university career with a major in political science. By her third 

year, she had switched her sociology minor to a major. Though she was taking more sociology 

classes at that point, it still seemed that she was positioning herself primarily as a “political 

science person.” For that reason, I focus on talk surrounding her first major. Her descriptions of 

political science were perhaps the vaguest of all the participants’ characterizations of their 

majors. When asked to describe the field to someone not familiar with it, she replied, “So 

political science kind of like, it’s a things that like, um, it’s hard to explain, but it’s like, um, a 

mix of law, a mix of law, of governments, and like mm. [pause] Also like, like some society 

norms” (Interview 1 | 3/30/18). There was much hesitation in this answer, which indicated to me 

that she was struggling to articulate just what the field was or did. It was clear that Jade saw 

political science not as a specific field unto itself but more as a combination of different areas. 

Jade did, however, seem more certain articulating specific concrete details of the 

discipline. For example, she had a broad understanding of what she could or couldn’t do with a 

political science major. She felt that, with only a bachelor’s in political science, her post-

graduation job opportunities would be limited to teaching, which would not help achieve her 
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dream of helping people. She also recognized a difference in the goals of her fellow students 

studying political science: 

In China, I think study for political science [is] just study for political science. But after I 

came here, I find out it’s not like that in US. Many people they will just want to get into 

law school in political science major. (Interview 1 | 3/30/18) 

Many of her classmates aimed to attend law school, so their motivation and drive to succeed in 

political science courses was different from her own, and she felt pressured to keep up with 

them. 

Disciplinary awareness. Regardless of the depth of their affiliation with a particular 

discipline, all participants were able to broadly articulate some differences in disciplinary 

discourses across the university. Most notably, they discussed large-scale contrasts between 

STEM fields, where the majors for all but Jade fell, and general education requirements in 

humanities and social sciences. As the only non-STEM major, Jade made a distinction between 

social and natural sciences, the latter equating to STEM fields. For all participants, social 

sciences and humanities were often lumped together under the label “gen ed.” Participants noted 

disciplinary distinctions on several levels, from the overarching goals of the courses to the 

expectations for individual assignments. 

At the level of broader goals, participants noted that STEM classes required acquisition 

of concepts and terms, whereas gen ed courses were more about broadening horizons and 

perspectives. For their STEM courses, participants frequently emphasized struggling to 

understand course concepts, putting in effort to solve math or chemistry problems, and 

attempting to find the correct answer. Gen ed courses, especially English composition courses, 

were concerned with exposing students to new ideas: “And also I feel like English classes.… I 
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think it’s more like social education, teaching people how to be more accepting of other 

accents.... I think it’s good exposure for us” (Peter | Group Interview 2 | 12/1/16). For Peter, one 

of his English composition courses helped him “develop as holistic person” (Group Interview 2 | 

12/1/16). Both Zane and Scarlet found that their English courses helped them think about issues 

from different angles: 

● “For me, I think it actually grows my critical thinking. And as I said before, thinking 

differently. Like looking to the same thing but from different perspectives.” (Zane | 

Group Interview 2 | 12/1/16) 

● “I think for English, it helps me think differently” (Scarlet | Interview 1 | 3/21/18) 

At the assignment level, participants noted how the disciplinary approaches manifested in 

specific assignment and grading expectations. Elisa had a conflicted relationship with an online 

linguistics class she took to satisfy a general education requirement. Throughout the semester she 

was enrolled in it, she struggled to be able to fully understand the content and her instructor’s 

expectations. She thought the course would be easy, but it took more effort than anticipated, 

distracting her from the courses she found more important, math and chemistry. I am still not 

certain whether Elisa had the following realization because of the nature of the course or because 

she needed to justify the priority she placed on math and chemistry. Regardless, she decided that 

the gen ed course didn’t require as much attention because the instructor emphasized effort over 

knowledge acquisition. 

I mean they just want to see you try because that's their overall deal here. They just want 

to see you try and everything, and if they see that you're doing it, then you'll get good 

points. It’s not like one of those classes where. Like for me it really doesn't matter, 

linguistics doesn't really matter. I don't think I'm getting anything out of it either. I mean 
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maybe like a little bit more knowledge on how linguistics works, but it doesn't 

necessarily mean I'll be like in linguistics. (Interview 2 | 3/20/18) 

Jade similarly described a sociology course she took by saying that the instructor’s emphasis was 

on students’ effort: 

What he said’s like, ‘Although your first grade is not that good, second grade is much 

better.’ So, you will count the process, how you improve yourself. They count this a lot.... 

Are you actually like putting effort in it to make it better. (Interview 3 | 9/7/18) 

These descriptions stand in stark opposition to the participants’ talk about working through 

calculations, failing exams, class averages, and grading curves in STEM courses. 

Potentially due in part to the perceived focus on concrete knowledge acquisition versus 

effort, participants generally rated their STEM courses and assignments more difficult than their 

gen eds. I realize that since most of them majored in STEM fields, their courses there were more 

likely to be higher-level courses that potentially demanded more knowledge or attention as 

compared to the lower-level gen ed courses. Another confounding factor is participants’ view 

that gen ed courses weren’t as significant to their degrees because they were requirements 

unrelated to their majors. Elisa, in particular, expressed this quite vividly about the gen ed 

linguistics course mentioned above: “Um, I don’t even know about linguistics anymore. I really 

don’t even care to be honest. Like it’s a gen ed. Whatever” (Interview 3 | 4/12/18). Despite these 

confounding factors, I believe there is still a strong connection between perceived course 

difficulty and perceived disciplinary expectations. When participants viewed the discipline as 

requiring exact answers, they found courses to be more difficult. Conversely, if participants’ felt 

that a discipline emphasized effort and personal growth, they seemed to find courses to be easier. 
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In the following exchange from an interview with Scarlet, the division between easy gen ed and 

hard science courses is clearly articulated. 

Interviewer: So far in your experience, either when you first started or up until now, is 

there anything that’s been just really easy to deal with, like you were maybe even 

surprised that it was so easy? It was not a challenge for you? 

Scarlet: Probably it would be the gen ed class and my language class. I thought it would 

be a bit harder than that, but if you can practice it and learn it, then it will be easier, not 

like the other classes that I’m taking, the science, medical courses I’m taking. For my o 

chem [organic chemistry] and everything, even no matter how much time I put into it, 

learn it, it’s still difficult when it comes to test time. You don’t really see the results, but 

in certain things like gen ed or my second language class, Chinese, or other classes, like 

other easier classes, you see the results when you practice it, you learn it. You see the 

grade go up but [laughs] not for the science and medical. It’s just like you have to have 

the understanding of it, not just practicing the problem. You have to understand how the 

mechanism works, why does it work, and why isn’t it a different type of mechanism of 

how… it goes forward. (Interview 2 | 4/11/18) 

Scarlet explained that she could achieve success, i.e. higher grades, in her non-science gen ed 

courses through practice and effort. For her science courses, she needed to understand the 

concepts, and practice itself wasn’t sufficient. This description of science courses is very similar 

to Peter’s description of physics courses presented in Chapter 6. 

Perhaps this gen ed vs. science mentality is a developmental stage on the way to, or at 

least a level of, understanding different discourses within the university. The participants’ 

perceptions don’t seem to be very fine grained, but they clearly articulate a difference in the 
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classes and perceived goals of different disciplines. They understand that gen ed, most 

commonly social sciences and humanities, classes are about expanding horizons and encouraging 

students to reflect on themselves and the world around them. Instructors may be more lenient in 

grading because finding correct answers is not the goal. These characterizations are consistent 

with those in Braxton’s (1995) review of research on academic discipline variation. Students 

must learn to navigate these different disciplinary expectations in order to produce work that is 

appropriate for its context. It seemed that this understanding was vital for students as they 

learned to manage their time and prioritize their coursework. Familiarity with disciplinary 

expectations helped them to allot time for specific assignments or exams. When students felt 

they had to acquire specific knowledge, they were willing to devote more time to studying. On 

the other hand, if the disciplinary goal was personal growth, they recognized that there wasn’t 

one right answer. Their efforts would be taken into consideration, and they didn’t need to expend 

as much time crafting a perfect product. So, participants’ perceptions of disciplines influenced 

the form of assignments as well as their writing process, which will be seen in greater detail in 

Chapter 6. 

Class 

The third level of academic literacies is specific courses and includes such components as 

understanding how classes are structured, determining what types of participation or assignments 

are required, understanding the course content and jargon, accessing and using course materials, 

navigating the physical space of classrooms, and interacting with instructors and classmates. 

Essentially this literacy revolves around questions students face such as: 

● What does the physical space of my classroom look like? 

● How are my classes structured? 
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● What do I need to do in these classes? 

● How do I get the grade I want in this class? 

● What do instructors expect from me in class and on assignments? 

Perhaps the most prominent class-level issue brought up by participants was instructional 

approaches, which I use to refer to a range of considerations including the way instructors 

conducted class sessions, the way they graded assignments, their perceived approachability, and 

their interactions with students. 

The participants were keenly attuned to whether they felt instructors were genuinely 

invested in students’ learning, which appears to be consistent with findings for Gen Z more 

broadly (Selingo, 2018). I feel it is important to mention once again that I did not observe the 

participants’ courses or interview their instructors, so what I present here is strictly the 

participants’ perceptions. While these views represent only one piece of the puzzle, the 

perceptions greatly affected the way participants interacted in classes, completed assignments, 

and sought assistance from instructors. 

Interaction in Class. Participants commonly mentioned non-interactive lecture styles as 

a factor that hindered their learning. Participants talked about instructors speaking to objects 

rather than to their students. Peter had a physics instructor that he disliked for multiple reasons, 

but he described her lecturing style as, “just rambling, rambling, talking to a book. With her head 

like on the ground, staring at the book all the time” (Interview 4 | 9/6/18). Elisa similarly 

described one of her instructors: “He just starts like talking to the board you know and thinking 

he's the only smart person that would get that” (Interview 3 | 4/12/18). The lack of personal 

communication in these examples frustrated participants and led them to dislike both the 
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instructor and the course, which in turn led to lowered motivation to participate and put forth 

effort. 

A more positive practice that aided participants’ academic literacy was instructors’ 

providing examples and encouraging application of course concepts. This example from one of 

Zane’s physics courses explains why the class was “supposed to be hard, but it wasn’t because of 

the teacher” (Interview 3 | 9/13/18). Zane distinguished between this instructor and others who 

might focus too heavily on superfluous details that students wouldn’t understand or need during 

or after the course. 

He was basically focusing on the things that we can use and understand in the course 

rather than the other things that other professors might focus on, such as why this law is 

there. So using a lot of calculus, a lot of [pause] high level math that after the course, that 

even the class itself, like I don’t think we would remember or understand. He would 

dedicate that time to actually explain more examples on how to use the law rather than 

how it actually came to existence. He would explain how it came, but not in that much 

detail. So he would just give it like 5, 6 minutes, and that’s it. Most of it is just examples. 

(Interview 3 | 9/13/18) 

Participants appreciated instructors who provided examples that allowed for application of 

course concepts to the real world. Being able to apply what they had learned helped them make 

connections and retain information. They also appreciated opportunities to practice skills and 

concepts. This emphasis on instructor enthusiasm and the application of course content is 

consistent with characterizations of the broader Gen Z, who are reported to prefer the active 

engagement of flipped classrooms (Selingo, 2018). 
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Assignment completion. Individual differences in instructors’ approaches affected all 

stages of assignments for participants, from their goals and structure to grading. Participants 

described different levels of freedom in their coursework, generally preferring an intermediate 

level of guidance. They didn’t appreciate what Jade called essays explaining how to write an 

essay, nor did they like feeling overwhelmed by a lack of specifications. Zane explained the 

different approaches to assignments in two of his English composition classes: 

I mean 107 it’s like “find your way.” He’ll give you the tools. He’ll give you everything 

you n-. He’ll give you the examples. But then it’s your thing to find your way in the 

project. To write it in your way. To find, as he said, like your voice.... But in 106, 

sometimes even the instructor give us the layout of or the outline of the project. I mean 

the general outline of the project, like, “Write this, and then this, and then this.” And the 

content is f- I mean we will write it. (Group Interview 3 | 3/31/17) 

In his first composition course, English 106, which was a content-based course with a more or 

less fixed structure, he was given strict guidelines that guided the structure of his paper. His 

second composition course, English 107, was less fixed, and the instructor provided space for 

students to find their direction and voice. He learned through exposure what instructors were 

expecting of him in these contexts. 

 These expectations were sometimes visible in assignment instructions and sometimes not. 

Zane found that in a Japanese culture course, the instructor’s expectations were not evident in 

assignment instructions. They became evident only after Zane had begun writing and received 

feedback on his limitations. During one of our interviews, Zane and I took a look at the 

assignment prompt for a writing assignment in this course. The prompt seemed rather broad to 
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me, and Zane agreed, but he explained that the instructor’s expectations went beyond what was 

written: 

Yeah. But the professor herself is expecting more. It’s not here. It feels very open, but 

then when you wrote it, [s]he said that this doesn’t make sense here. You shouldn’t do 

this. You should elaborate more here. You should do this. So you should be very clear in 

the essay. You cannot, for example, say the word “universal.” For example, “This thing is 

universal.” What do you mean by universal? What does universal means to you? That’s a 

question she would ask. Well, she did ask me about that. (Interview 2 | 5/14/18) 

Through drafting and negotiating feedback, Zane came to understand what this instructor 

deemed acceptable to include and what he should not write. This instructor required specific 

details and discouraged vague language such as “universal.” It seemed that there was a mismatch 

between the broad assignment prompt and the specificity of actual expectations. Zane was not 

the only student to encounter such mismatches between implicit instructor expectations and 

student perceptions based on more explicit instructor directions, as Prior (1998) and Spack 

(1997) reported similar discrepancies. 

Peter also sensed a similar mismatch between the teaching and expectations of one of his 

physics instructors. He said, “She doesn’t really teach us how to see or visualize it. Like I said, 

she’ll teach you how to draw a line, and she expects you to draw Picasso” (Interview 3 | 5/9/18). 

In class, this instructor would prepare students to draw a line, tacitly leading them to believe that 

this was her expectation. In assignments, she would expect students to metaphorically produce 

advanced works of art that were far beyond a simple line. While Zane was able to negotiate the 

discrepancy between tacit and explicit instructor expectations, Peter was not able to reconcile the 

differences in his case. He decided to retake the course the following semester. Comparing the 
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two instructors’ approaches in the same course, he said there was a “hella big difference. The 

professor makes the same content completely different” (Interview 4 | 9/6/18). The other 

participants expressed similar feelings about the profound impact of teaching style on their 

interest and performance in classes, which reflects the views of Leki’s (2007) Jan, who felt that 

professors were the determining factor in how desirable a class was 

Grades were a frequent topic of conversation during interviews, and they were 

occasionally associated with individual instructional approaches, as in the following example 

from Scarlet: 

It was his first time teaching, so he goes by the book. And then instead of partial credits 

he give you, he marked the entire thing wrong. So even just a little part that's wrong, he 

would mark the entire thing. So it was no point on doing it basically. And we did 

presentations and posters. He would dock us off points if it's not interesting. To him. So it 

was not fair. (Interview 3 | 5/8/18) 

The TA she was describing was apparently new to teaching, which, she said, was the reason he 

stayed close to the rules and was a strict grader. He wouldn’t acknowledge students’ effort 

through partial credit but would only reward fully correct answers. Scarlet even went so far as to 

say that this TA penalized students for presenting information he didn’t find interesting. While I 

can’t say for certain whether this was true, the effect of Scarlet’s perceptions is clear. She felt 

that there was little motivation to complete the work when there was a good chance her efforts 

would not be rewarded. Because of her perception of this TA, she also avoided attending his 

office hours and asking about problems she got wrong. 

Seeking assistance. Scarlet was not the only participant to avoid seeking assistance from 

instructors. During interviews, we frequently discussed participants’ willingness and strategies 
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for getting help from instructors. Many of these discussions centered around office hours, some 

positive and some negative. 

Peter’s view of office hours became more positive during his junior year, perhaps 

because he found his physics courses becoming more difficult: 

I’ve found the importance of office hour. I think I will make use of it more and really go 

there and question every single step if necessary. Yeah, I just have to go through more of 

that. I was never a big fan of office hours. I was more of like sit down there and digest it. 

I guess we do need those office hours. (Interview 4 | 9/6/18) 

Peter only came to understand the value of office hours for asking questions and talking through 

problems at the beginning of his junior year. Before that, he had preferred to be a “lone wolf,” 

working by himself. Peter’s situation resembles Jack’s (2019) Isabel, who resisted forming 

relationships with faculty until later in her university experience. 

Like Peter in his first two years, Zane didn’t necessarily see the benefit of visiting his 

instructors’ office hours: “Sometimes I do go to office hours, but it’s not my thing. Either ask 

someone else or just forget about the question” (Interview 3 | 9/13/18). When I asked him why 

he chose not to attend office hours, he responded, “They are extra time than the class. And I’m 

already waiting for the classes to end” (Interview 3 | 9/13/18). He felt that class time was enough 

instruction and didn’t want to spend additional time with his instructors discussing course 

content. 

Elisa recognized that learning to ask for help at the university level was vital, saying, “I 

think taking that initiative of asking questions when you need help is also a big thing in college” 

(Interview 3 | 4/12/18). She struggled with seeking assistance, though, because she described 

herself as someone who didn’t like asking for help. She also felt intimidated by her instructors, 
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who, she mentioned on multiple occasions, made her feel stupid. Here she described her thought 

process when attempting to get help from an instructor she felt was unapproachable: 

I have to remind myself that I can't let him, I can't just be intimidated by him because he 

thinks he's smarter than I am. I'm there to get his help and at the end of the day, I pay for 

college. You know, that's why he has that job. So… I need answers to my questions. And 

that's what he needs to do whether he likes it or not. That's why he has office hours. 

(Interview 3 | 4/12/18) 

In the safe space of our interview, Elisa felt comfortable criticizing this instructors’ behavior, 

even saying that she paid for college and therefore deserved meaningful help from her instructor 

during office hours. Due to the difference in power between her and the instructor, she wouldn’t 

say anything of the sort directly to him. This serves as a prime example of the gap between the 

private and public worlds of students (Chiseri-Strater, 1991). When Elisa felt belittled, she 

stopped approaching instructors for assistance. The description above contrasted drastically with 

Elisa’s description of an instructor she had during a summer math course. She felt motivated to 

improve her math skills because the instructor was approachable and “friendly.” She could sense 

“that attitude of willing to help. You can ask him this simple question, and he won’t make you 

feel stupid” (Interview 4 | 5/17/18). In this situation, she felt more comfortable asking questions 

because the instructor didn’t make her feel stupid. Elisa’s widely varied relationships with 

instructors mirrors Leki’s (1997) Yang, who was quite friendly with certain faculty but gave up 

trying to dispute other faculty with whom she had rocky relationships. Much like Yang, Elisa 

seemed to accept her perceived lack of control over her own fate and didn’t attempt to challenge 

her instructors, rather reserving her frustrations for more sympathetic ears. 
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The participants’ experiences seeking assistance, and especially (not) visiting office 

hours reflects current discussions surrounding students’ adjustment to the university environment 

(Jack, 2019). Some students enter the university not knowing what exactly office hours are or 

how they can benefit from one-on-one time with instructors. At the same time, when students 

step outside of their comfort zone to seek assistance from instructors, they expect to receive 

meaningful help. Otherwise, they, like Elisa, will likely cut off instructors as a resource. In turn, 

they lose access to potentially expert members of the disciplinary community. Instead of seeking 

out connections with instructors, most of the participants relied on YouTube to help them 

understand concepts they didn’t learn through classroom instruction. This reliance on YouTube 

is again consistent with descriptions of Gen Z (Selingo, 2018). 

Assignment 

The fourth and final level of academic literacies includes the work students complete 

within their courses. For the purposes of this dissertation, I combine discussion of assignments 

and writing. This lumping together is problematic because the terms are not synonymous, but 

rather overlapping, as shown in Figure 1. Many assignments that students are tasked with do not 

involve writing, at least not in any substantial way. At the same time, the writing required of 

students is not limited to discrete assignments for courses. Over the course of their university 

careers, students may need to write emails or other communication to instructors, fill out 

administrative forms, complete applications for jobs, scholarships, or internships, write a senior 

thesis, or complete any number of other non-coursework tasks. The participants in this study 

talked about these types of writing infrequently, and almost never to the level of detail with 

which they discussed their writing for courses. For that reason, I will not discuss their writing 

outside of courses here. This section provides a brief overview of some general concerns 
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associated with the participants’ written assignments. Chapter 6 will examine in more detail how 

the nuances of written assignments played out for Peter in three different academic contexts. 

 

Figure 1. Distinction between assignments and writing 

In terms of written course assignments, the participants experienced a range of genres, 

constraints, and purposes. The participants shared with me a wide variety of “essays” from 

English composition courses, which included analysis of films, analysis of language formality, 

analysis of literary works, argumentative papers, annotated bibliographies, public arguments, and 

open letters. From other courses, they shared film analyses, reading summaries and reflections, 

research papers, lab reports, online discussion posts, and even a haiku. The participants needed 

not only to navigate the conventions of these different genres, loosely defined, but also to 

determine specific expectations of instructors and courses. This echoes the adaptability discussed 

in Bartholomae (1986) and McCarthy (1987), among others. Envisioning the purpose of the 

assignment seemed to be an important aspect of the composing process. Their many assignments 

had different purposes, some where the writing itself was the end goal and some where writing 
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was a tool to demonstrate knowledge acquisition or task completion. For other assignments, it 

wasn’t clear to participants why they were being asked to write. 

An interesting example of unclear purposes was in Jade’s general education course on 

global change related to the Earth and its environment. For this course, class sessions consisted 

of group projects that required students to write or draw things on a whiteboard. Afterwards, 

students would be required to take pictures of these whiteboard notes and their own notebooks to 

upload to the online course management system. Then, while submitting these images, students 

would be required to type in the comment box a description of what they had done in class that 

day, including what the instructor talked about, what students had discussed in their groups, and 

what they had learned. According to Jade, students would receive points for submitting these 

notes, but they wouldn’t receive feedback. In fact, she wasn’t convinced the instructor even 

looked at her writing: “Why do you need my notes...? They even don’t go and look at this” 

(Interview 3 | 9/7/18). She narrowed down the possible purposes and eliminated attendance, 

because the instructor kept a record of that on another platform. Jade felt that this requirement 

was redundant busy work since she was already taking notes on her own and didn’t feel 

submitting them online was worth the effort. 

When I asked her why she thought the instructor asked her to submit her notes in such a 

format, she repeated the instructor’s explanation in a manner that indicated she wasn’t convinced 

by the words. The first reason was so that students would review what they had learned in class 

that day. The second reason was so that students would have easy access to their notes when 

preparing for exams. Apparently, before their first exam, the instructor showed students how to 

search their notes for keywords on the course management system. At the beginning of the 

semester, before this demonstration of the search feature, Jade was unclear about the purpose of 
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the requirement. The instructor’s claim that the online notes would prove useful at test time 

seemed abstract to Jade, who wasn’t sure how that would help. She preferred to find the 

information from her own notes: “I could easily find a note from my notebook! It’s a timeline on 

it. I don’t need to search and then open a picture” (Interview 3 | 9/7/18). After the first exam, it 

was clear to Jade how she could access the online notes, but she was disappointed that it was 

simply searching for terms. She claimed the requirement was “meaningless” and questioned, 

“What should I do with that?” (Interview 3 | 9/7/18). In this case, the instructor had made the 

purpose of the writing assignment more or less clear to students, and apparently even framed that 

purpose as a consideration for students. According to Jade, the instructor claimed that the 

reduplicated online notes would not only help students prepare for exams, but they were also in 

an online platform that was accessible everywhere from any device. Despite this explicit 

statement from the instructor, Jade did not see a meaningful purpose for her written class 

summaries and seemed almost resentful that she had to do double the work without receiving 

feedback from the instructor. Jade’s experience contrasts sharply with Peter’s perceived purpose 

of physics lab reports described in Chapter 6. In both cases, the perceived purpose of the 

assignment affected how amenable the participants were to completing the assignment, as well as 

how they prioritized their work. Assignments like Jade’s, where she envisioned no meaningful 

purpose, received less attention than assignments where the perceived purpose was more 

relevant. 

It should also be noted that participants were aware of broader-level writing concerns that 

transcended specific assignments or courses. These included learning to include support for 

ideas, being concise and direct, and the disciplinary expectations for appropriate writing. This 
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last concern was mentioned briefly in the section above on disciplinary awareness and is 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. 

Sociocultural 

Beyond the academic literacies associated with university life were sociocultural 

influences that participants needed to navigate. These sociocultural influences included the 

culture and habits of the city outside the university campus and broader understandings of US 

history and politics. It is in this realm that there were clear distinctions between the international 

and domestic students. Both Elisa and Scarlet were born in the US to immigrant parents. Though 

they at times felt torn between the two cultures, as if they didn’t fully belong in US society, they 

both grew up in the US and were socialized via the US educational system. The international 

students, conversely, had not been socialized in the US, so they encountered challenges in 

understanding and adapting to ways of life in the US. In particular, political correctness became 

a common theme in my interviews with Peter, Jade, and Zane. This was one of the major issues 

that seemed to distinguish the international students from the domestic students. Each 

international student mentioned at least one struggle they had experienced in understanding what 

was acceptable to say in the US, but this subject was not broached by either of the domestic 

students. 

Political correctness became an issue for all three international students in varying ways. 

Peter was blunt, direct, and at times irreverent. His humor relied on straddling the line of socially 

acceptable. He was quite curious about the issue of race in the US, which he suggested was a 

“bento box” as opposed to the melting pot that is typically promoted, and he stayed after our 

interviews on several occasions to discuss racial politics. Beside the issue of race, Peter faced a 

linguistic challenge in his interpersonal relationships. In Singapore, he would call his friends 
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“bitch”: “The closer you are, you can use those languages sometimes. We don’t even say it in a 

mean way, like, ‘Hey bitch, let’s go.’” (Group Interview 4 | 4/10/18). In the US, his friends and 

classmates found this offensive. According to Peter, their reactions were, “‘What did you just 

say? You can’t call me that…. No, Peter, you cannot say that…. You can’t say that. Like, girls 

can say to girls, but guys cannot say to girls’” (Group Interview 4 | 4/10/18). Zane and Jade also 

acknowledged struggling to determine when and how often curse words could be used. 

Zane was a Muslim from a Middle Eastern country. During the time of the study, the US 

political situation was shifting and anti-Muslim discourses were prominent in US society. Zane 

recognized that certain topics which were appropriate to discuss in one country might not be 

appropriate to discuss in the other. He also recognized that words were used differently in the 

different cultures: “For example back in my country, the use of words is different, and here 

where we come it’s totally different space” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). One specific example 

of contrasting word use was “extremist.” Zane didn’t understand why it had such negative 

connotations in the US. He explained: 

I cannot use, for example, using the word extremist. For me, I don’t understand how the 

people use the word. Because people said this person is extremist, doing this. And it has a 

lot of bad connotation to it. For me, I said linguistically extremist doesn’t have anything. 

It’s just a person doing this too much, like taking it to the extreme. (Zane, Group 

Interview 5 | 10/11/18) 

Denotatively, or “linguistically” as Zane put it, extremist was a neutral word, simply someone 

doing something excessively. He didn’t have the sociocultural and historical background to fully 

comprehend how Americans used the word, frequently associated with Islam, and why it was so 

negative. In another interview, Zane talked about his role in the university’s Muslim Student 
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Association, whose goal was, according to him, “getting people together. Getting people also to 

know who we are, not how Fox is actually showing who we are” (Interview 3 | 9/13/18). These 

religious tensions were a somewhat frequent theme in our interviews and showed that Zane was 

continually balancing self-perceptions with perceptions of Muslims in American culture. 

As a political science major, Jade was surrounded by political topics and sensitive issues. 

She felt as though she couldn’t freely discuss certain topics, such as race, the Middle East, or 

refugees, in the US. While participating in a summer study abroad program in Switzerland with a 

group of primarily domestic students from Southwest University, she felt more free to discuss 

these issues: “we just like enjoying that kind of like we jump out the circle and we could feel free 

to talk about this right now. So people just discuss every day. So they say, ‘Wow, this is a 

discussion that I would never see in United State[s]’” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). Discussing 

such sensitive topics is necessary for political science majors, but Jade felt uncomfortable and 

didn’t seem to know exactly where the line between acceptable and unacceptable fell. 

Jade’s issues with political correctness reached a low in an African studies course she 

took. She said when writing an assignment on the Black Lives Matter movement, “I just say 

something unpolitic-, not political correctness and then she [the instructor] give me a fail of that 

assignment” (Group Interview 5 | 10/11/18). By the time I heard about this incident, a few 

semesters had already passed, and Jade couldn’t recall exactly what she had included to upset the 

instructor. At that point, she no longer had access to the assignment, so I could not analyze it. 

Regardless of whether or not the instructor did deduct points because of a politically incorrect 

stance, Jade believed that she did. I’m not sure that Jade ever learned why what she had written 

was deemed inappropriate, but she avoided writing about such topics in future courses. 
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The participants themselves labeled their challenges “political correctness,” but I think 

that label belies the depth and significance of the issue. It’s about cultural awareness and the 

wealth of tacit, culturally-embedded knowledge that universities and instructors have and assume 

students to have as well. Based on our discussions, it would seem to me that much of the 

confusion surrounding the appropriateness of certain topics or words resulted from these 

students’ not being immersed in, and thus intimately familiar with, the nuances of American 

culture, and race relations in particular. Topics related to race, the Middle East, or refugees can 

be touchy even for Americans who have been immersed in US cultural politics their entire lives, 

but the limits of appropriate language use may be less visible for international students. In Jade’s 

case, this lack of tacit knowledge caused problems within her courses and discipline. In Peter’s 

and Zane’s cases, their struggles with political correctness took place outside the classroom, 

largely in interpersonal interactions. With growing efforts toward globalization of universities 

and curricula, we need to reevaluate what shared knowledge students arrive with and how their 

sociocultural awareness affects their interactions inside and outside the classroom. Not only can 

implicit cultural taboos affect students’ coursework at the assignment level and during class 

discussions, but they can also affect students’ socio-academic relations, indirectly impacting 

their comfort studying in a particular environment. The experiences of Peter, Jade, and Zane 

recall Leki’s (1997) participants, who faced ideological indoctrination in their courses. 

Perspectives associated with dominant US ideologies were “taken-for-granted assumptions” that 

were likely invisible to the participants’ instructors who espoused them, thus not discussed 

openly. Likewise, the assumptions and beliefs underlying the rules of political correctness were 

invisible to Peter, Jade, and Zane. 
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At the linguistic level, these findings make clear that students, especially those from 

international backgrounds, must learn much more than academic or disciplinary terminology. 

Palmer (2016) proposes that international students studying in English-medium contexts must 

learn to navigate the triple learning of three linguistic registers of English: the variety they 

learned at home, the academic variety used at the university, and the provincial variety used 

casually with locals around the university. It is in this third category that the majority of Peter’s, 

Jade’s, and Zane’s conflicts with political correctness seem to fall, yet they rarely expressed 

doubts about their linguistic prowess. They didn’t tend to attribute interpersonal 

miscommunications or cultural frustrations to language difficulties as Palmer found. Rather, 

when specifically asked whether a certain problem they recounted was more a result of language 

or another issue (e.g., content knowledge, personality, culture), participants always attributed 

problems to the non-language issue. In the case of the examples above, the participants felt their 

conflicts were a result of the restrictive culture of political correctness in the US rather than any 

lack of linguistic competence on their part. 

Personal 

A second aspect of students’ lives beyond strictly academic literacies is the personal, 

which includes, as Scarlet put it, “those life needs… that is unrelated to college… like daily 

needs… the independent stuff to be a grown up” (Interview 3 | 5/8/18). While she claims these 

life skills, such as cooking, cleaning, paying rent, time management, and maintaining a healthy 

lifestyle, are unrelated to college, I would go so far as to say they are indirectly, and sometimes 

quite directly, related to college and play a significant role in AL development. Beyond these 

basic life skills are other personal influences on students’ university life, including their 
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personalities, previous experiences, families, life philosophies, learning styles, and general 

approaches to studying. 

I had made it clear to participants from the beginning of my research that I was primarily 

interested in their academic life, though we did somewhat regularly discuss aspects of their 

personal lives apart from the university. Participants discussed these topics to a greater or lesser 

extent, with the domestic students frequently sharing details about their families. By the end of 

data collection, it was clear to me, as discussed in Chapter 4, that the participants’ personalities 

and personal lives played a major role in their AL development and largely influenced the ways 

they approached the literacy challenges they encountered. In this section, I will first provide brief 

examples of how aspects of participants’ personal lives intersected with their academic literacies. 

I will then discuss one specific issue, finances, in greater detail. 

Peter, as I mentioned in Chapter 4, considered himself a lone wolf who, especially given 

his tensions with younger, “superficial” classmates decided to work alone for most of his courses 

and assignments. It wasn’t until his third year that he saw the value of attending office hours. He 

was left to complete assignments and study on his own. Because he saw physics as a field of 

researchers working independently, it seemed his personality was a suitable match for the 

discipline. 

Some of Elisa’s personal struggles related to her family. While I do not have the space to 

do this discussion justice here, I think it’s worth mentioning that she felt she received mixed 

messages from her father about her decision to pursue an engineering major. Her father was 

encouraging of her as an individual, but he did not believe that women should be engineers. Elisa 

attributed his “traditional” mindset to his Mexican upbringing. She wasn’t entirely sure what to 
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make of the mixed messages, and she was simultaneously “vulnerable” or “put down” and driven 

to prove that she, a Hispanic woman could succeed in engineering. 

Scarlet faced struggles managing her time and balancing her course load with her job. To 

cope with this problem, she did research about sleep cycles. She rearranged her schedule so she 

would sleep in carefully-timed bursts and take naps throughout the day. Within a few months, 

she found this schedule unsustainable and began only following this routine a few days a week. 

Zane, coming from a country with beliefs and practices that often conflicted with those 

he experienced in the US, at times struggled to reconcile the two cultures. He faced an 

overwhelming onslaught of information coming at him and what he referred to as “the paradox 

of choice.” This overwhelming amount of choice affected him at multiple levels, from the social, 

deciding which campus activities to participate in, to assignment, deciding what to write about in 

assignments. 

As I briefly mentioned in Chapter 4, Jade had faced multiple instances of racist and 

xenophobic behavior in the university town and in other parts of the country while on vacation. 

She said these incidents weren’t frequent on campus, and she was able to avoid them by going 

straight to class and home. It was when she went out that she encountered this verbal assault. She 

described a time when she was showing her cousin around New York, and while waiting for an 

elevator, a man kept telling her to go back to her country. In the university city, she described the 

following exchange between her and a group of retirees at a tram stop: 

Some of them come to me to ask if they want to go to this place, where should they go. I 

said, “You should go to the westbound....” And they [said] thank you. Some of them were 

very nice. They ask like, “Oh, where you from? Oh, OK. Yeah, your English pretty 

good.” Something like that. And then there was suddenly a lady that was saying, “Oh, are 
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you going to stay here [in the US]?” And I say, “I’m not sure right now.” And then [she] 

said, “OK, I thought like you will… Oh, I know you marry an American guy [to] stay 

here.” I say, “I’m not like everyone [who] marries someone for citizenship.” (Interview 2 

| 5/10/18) 

Jade was upset by this stranger’s assumption that she was planning to marry an American in 

order to gain US citizenship. She told me she talked to her TA, a fellow international student, 

about these xenophobic experiences. According to Jade, the TA gave her this supportive 

message: “If you have any question, you could head to me, email me. Because we need you to 

success. We need… the minority to be success” (Interview 2 | 5/10/18). Jade remembered this 

advice months later and was motivated to push harder to succeed: “No matter what they are 

yelling at me, I think the only thing I need to do is to success to tell them that I’m better than 

them” (Interview 2 | 5/10/18). While these events occurred off campus in her personal life, they 

affected Jade’s study at the university and her future plans. This example also shows how 

important socio-academic relationships are for students coping with academic and personal 

pressures. Jack (2019) argues that “College is not all about the books. Connections with faculty 

do not just result in extensions on papers and advice about internships. Access to emotional 

support and professional help is sometimes needed” (p. 119). In Jade’s case, the emotional 

support provided by her TA helped her transform potentially traumatic events into motivation.  

One of the few personal influences on AL that seemed to distinguish the domestic and 

international students was finances. During a member-checking exercise at a group interview, I 

asked Peter, Jade, and Zane to read over a list of AL components I had identified and tell me 

about their relative importance and difficulty. Both Jade and Zane labeled finances as a minor 

concern for them. Outside of this direct inquiry, they rarely mentioned finances in our 
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interviews. Peter, however, did broach the topic several times in interviews, but his remarks were 

usually casual. The most significant impact of money seemed to be his future goals. As 

mentioned in Chapter 4, his future career aspirations were largely determined based on monetary 

considerations: “Whoever pays my pocket, that’s where I’ll go” (Interview 4 | 9/6/18). During 

his third year, he took a job as resident assistant in a student dorm. He claimed that he liked the 

job for the free rent, but when directly asked, he indicated that the job was more for experience 

than for financial necessity. 

Elisa and Scarlet, on the other hand, had financial considerations that were much more 

current and pressing. Both Elisa and Scarlet had siblings who were attending Southwest 

University at the same time, intensifying this financial burden. Elisa and Scarlet had chosen to 

study at Southwest University not only to remain close to their families but also for monetary 

reasons. They both obtained scholarships to fund their studies, but they took jobs to help them 

and their families cover the cost of a university education. Both women had a money-saving 

mindset that affected various aspects of their academic and personal lives. Elisa’s financial 

situation served as additional motivation for her to succeed in coursework. She said, “when 

you’re on scholarships or when you get loans, you’re not gonna waste that money for nothing” 

(Interview 3 | 4/12/18). She felt that failing courses or settling for the minimum required GPA 

was a luxury associated with students whose parents paid for their education.  

During high school, Elisa had enrolled in career and technical education courses through 

a local community college. She had participated in the Licensed Nursing Assistant program and 

been trained as a caregiver. She began working in an assisted care facility, which she found 

rewarding but mentally and physically exhausting, and continued working there during the 
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semesters we had interviews. She made personal connections with the patients in the care facility 

and was emotionally invested in them: 

I'm used to these people. It's like they're my family, and when you see them suffering it 

takes something away from you. I'm not going to work next week, and I don't know what 

to expect when I come back. Because it's also an environment that involves a lot of 

change. (Interview 1 | 2/27/18) 

Elisa expressed on multiple occasions her distaste for change. In this case, change implied 

injuries or death of patients, which was a type of change with much higher stakes. She cared for 

the patients emotionally as well as physically, and this was one of the reasons she continued her 

job at the care facility. 

As Elisa was struggling more intensely with her math and chemistry courses, she sought 

out more help. She visited office hours and various tutoring opportunities on campus, all of 

which took up more time in her schedule. Due to the amount of time she spent accessing 

resources and studying, her job began interfering with her studies, as Pratt et al. (2017) found. 

She ultimately made the “sacrifice” to cut back her hours. She also rearranged her work schedule 

to combine two part-time days into one longer day so that she could focus her attention on 

schoolwork the remaining days of the week. 

Her parents and her advisor questioned her commitment to the job and its relevance to 

her studies and future in engineering, but Elisa didn’t want to give up her work even though it 

wasn’t directly related to her major. She viewed the healthcare field as a backup plan, but she 

also found many connections between her work at the care facility and her work in engineering. 

For example, she viewed both as high stakes environments where gathering details and asking 
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questions was necessary to avoid disastrous consequences. In the care facility, patients’ lives 

were at stake, and in engineering she said, bridges could collapse and harm others. 

During her third year, Scarlet took a job as a cashier on campus. Her work didn’t seem to 

be as stressful or emotionally draining as Elisa’s caregiver job, but her hours were at times 

unpredictable. She would attempt to schedule certain shifts in order to visit office hours or study 

sessions, but her supervisors wouldn’t honor her requests. In fact, several of our interviews were 

rescheduled at the last minute because Scarlet’s boss asked her to cover a coworker’s shift. It is 

partially due to this work schedule that Scarlet frequently stayed up all night: “I work until 

midnight, and I had to wake up early in the morning for a lab, so I spend the entire night doing 

homework and everything. And studying for a quiz [laughs] for the next morning” (Interview 4 | 

9/27/18). Attempting to get more effective rest, she made the above-mentioned alterations to her 

sleep routine. 

Ultimately, though Peter, Jade, and Zane carried a higher financial burden as 

international student “cash cows,” the domestic students seemed to feel their financial burden 

more acutely. Peter himself brought up the term “cash cow” during a group interview while 

making a “make it rain” gesture. I asked Peter, Jade, and Zane how they felt about being cash 

cows, and they responded rather neutrally. Peter nonchalantly summarized the situation as an 

equal exchange between international students and the university: 

Peter: They make use of us. We make use of them. 

Jade: Yeah. 

Interviewer: How are you making use of them? 

Peter: By getting a wholesome education and making myself a better person. [laughter] 

To get a full college experience. 
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The international students seemed to feel that their money was well invested, and they had few 

worries about paying the bills. However, the jobs that Elisa and Scarlet worked to help ease their 

financial burden added stress and extra time commitments that competed with academic 

concerns. While Elisa and Scarlet are only two students, growing discussions of crippling student 

debt in the US would indicate that they are not alone (The Economist, 2015). 

Toward an Expanded Model of AL 

Given the importance and impact of the non-academic factors described in this chapter, I 

believe it is important to conceptualize academic literacy as more of an ecology. Each interacting 

level of literacies is affected by the other levels as well as external influences from the 

sociocultural context and the participant’s personal life. University students need to know how to 

navigate the various aspects of each level and perform in different contexts, or, in other words, 

they must develop the ability to read situations and act appropriately in them. The model of AL 

in Figure 2 shows the four levels of strictly academic literacies, institutional, disciplinary, class, 

and assignment. Beyond these levels of strictly academic literacies are personal and sociocultural 

considerations that also influence the development of students’ academic literacies. 
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Figure 2. An expanded model of academic literacy and its influences 

 

While each level is represented by a distinct circle, it is important to note that they 

overlap and mutually influence each other. Chiseri-Strater (1991) argues that “the university 

curriculum encourages the separation of students’ private and public selves through the 

compartmentalization of disciplines that establish boundaries around their knowledge bases and 

discourse conventions” and suggests that universities should do more to integrate students’ 

public and private lives (p. 164-165). Doing so would allow them to acknowledge their multiple 

identities and allow for more ways in which students can express their range of literacies, both 

verbal and non-verbal. More recently, Selingo (2018) has claimed, “For too many students, 

college is a series of disconnected experiences: the classroom, the dorm, the extracurricular 

activity, the internship” (p. 29). The university seems to lack a unifying element that helps 

students bring together their multiple selves and transfer literacy learning from one context to 
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another. With this model, I seek to show how interconnected all of these levels of experience are. 

A students’ experience in the dorm will necessarily affect their performance in the classroom, 

and internships are bound to influence the ways students understand disciplinary knowledge. 

I have provided examples throughout this chapter of the ways in which each level of 

literacy and influences interacts with other levels. Ultimately, as the center of the model, 

students’ written assignments could be considered the culmination of the swirling whirlwind of 

literacies and personal and sociocultural influences around them, or as Wingate (2015) put it, 

“writing is only the end product of a far more comprehensive and complex process” (p. 2). At the 

institutional level, participants dealt with advisors, who served as arbiters of university policy 

and gatekeepers. Scarlet, in particular, struggled in choosing classes to take and when to take 

them. The number of credit hours she and other participants enrolled in often dictated how 

invested they were in a specific course and how much effort they dedicated to assignments. Here, 

institutional and disciplinary literacies overlap, as students perceived general education 

requirements imposed by the university as intended to encourage personal growth rather than 

serve them career-wise. These perceptions helped determine how students approached written 

assignments. The next chapter will explore how Peter’s perceptions of academic disciplines 

impacted his writing. Participants’ interactions with instructors greatly affected their view of 

disciplines as well as assignments. When instructors were perceived as less approachable, 

participants resisted seeking assistance that could have helped them complete assignments or 

gain access to disciplinary communities. Participants’ personalities came into play here as well. 

In the case of Elisa, her pride encouraged her not to approach instructors who made her feel 

stupid, but her drive to succeed led her to visit office hours and insist on seeking assistance. At 

the last level, sociocultural influences, participants needed to be aware of culturally appropriate 
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communication in order to produce assignments that instructors deemed acceptable, as in the 

case of Jade’s Black Lives Matter incident. 

When considering these factors together, it becomes clear that students’ writing cannot be 

separated from its context as previous researchers have acknowledged (Beaufort, 2007; Chiseri-

Strater, 1991; Johns, 1997; Leki, 1997; Wingate, 2015 among others). Context as previously 

discussed in this work has been rather abstractly defined. This expanded model offers a way to 

envision context in less abstract levels, while showing how all these levels interact to inform 

students’ literacies. This model also builds on Wingate’s (2015) notion of academic literacy as a 

form of communication, rather than limiting it to writing. As part of students’ literacy 

development, they learn to communicate effectively in a range of university contexts, from the 

class level to the institutional level. Considering this broader communication in our 

understanding of AL is essential given the wide range of disciplinary discourses and contexts US 

undergraduates encounter. Personal and sociocultural influences are included because all aspects 

of students’ lives, even those that are not strictly academic, affect their academic performance. 

The incorporation of those influences into the model allow us to view students more holistically, 

taking into account both their public and private lives. 

While the participants dealt with issues at each level, these categories were generated by 

me during data analysis. Such divisions are not necessarily visible to students, and they may not 

be consciously aware of them. As novices to academic discourses, they may not be able to 

distinguish between these overlapping and interacting levels. For example, disciplinary 

conventions may be mistaken for the expectations of individual instructors or vice versa. Since 

discourse norms at all levels remain unspoken, it is likely that a student may not recognize the 

source of norms or their own frustrations. Wingate (2015) found that students felt their struggle 
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to complete assignments was due to poor time management. She found that the students’ 

struggles were more deeply rooted in their unfamiliarity with the construction of academic 

arguments. In this case, students misattributed conflicts to different sources, largely due to their 

status as novices in academia.  

 The next chapter continues the discussion of this model by exploring in greater detail the 

interaction of levels in the composition of Peter’s written assignments. I show how Peter’s 

disciplinary awareness, personal characteristics and goals, and course expectations interacted as 

he composed texts within three different university spaces. 
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CHAPTER 6: CON(TEXTS) OF PETER’S ACADEMIA 

 
I’m a chameleon. Put me anywhere and I’ll adapt. 

–Peter | Interview 4 | 9/6/18 
 

To illustrate in more depth the complexity of academic literacies discussed in Chapter 5 

and how they played out for one individual, this chapter will present three vignettes depicting 

Peter’s academic literacy in different university spaces. In particular, I focus on three situations 

where the interaction of his texts and the contexts in which they were produced reveals his 

growing understanding of academic discourses, as well as his ability to navigate varying 

contexts. The texts I examine in this chapter were produced for three of Peter’s courses, the 

general education English 101 and two physics courses, Electricity and Magnetism and 

Thermodynamics and Optics (see Table 5 for more details). The timeline in Figure 3 indicates 

where these courses fell in Peter’s plan of study. Context, as discussed here, broadly includes the 

disciplinary milieux in which he was writing, course requirements, instructor expectations, 

Peter’s own habits and writing processes, and feedback from instructors and/or graders. Since I 

didn’t observe Peter’s classes or interview his instructors, the context described here is primarily 

related to Peter’s perceptions of himself, his work, and the broader socio-academic environment 

as reported to me through interviews. 

Table 4: Peter’s Texts Included in Analysis 
English 101 Electricity and Magnetism Thermodynamics and 

Optics 

Description of an impactful 
text 

Lab report 1 Lab report 1 

 Lab report 2 Lab report 2 

 Lab report 3 Lab report 3 

 Lab report 4 Lab report 4 
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 Lab report 5 Lab report 5 

 Lab report 6 Lab report 6 
 

This chapter answers the second research question: How do participants adapt themselves 

and their writing to various university contexts? By narrowing my focus to one participant, Peter, 

I am able to demonstrate in depth the interconnection of text and context in three specific 

university contexts he encountered. As such, this chapter contains analysis of both his interview 

data and texts he produced. I analyzed noun phrases and word frequencies in the six lab reports 

from his Electricity and Magnetism course during spring 2018 and in a composition from his 

English 101 course in spring 2017. Noun phrases were tagged manually according to the 

framework in Table 5, adapted from Parkinson and Musgrave (2014). The frequency of words 

used in his writing was determined using LexTutor and the Corpus of Contemporary American 

English (COCA). The lab reports from Peter’s Thermodynamics and Optics course in spring 

2018 were also analyzed, albeit less systematically, for this chapter. These reports were primarily 

analyzed in comparison with the lab reports for the Electricity and Magnetism in order to 

determine structural, content, and linguistic differences based on course context. 

Table 5: Tags for Noun Phrase Analysis 
Premodification Postmodification 

Adverb Appositive Noun Phrase 

Article Complement Clause 

Attributive Adjective Participial Clause 

Demonstrative Adjective Prepositional Phrase 

Noun Relative Clause 

Participial Adjective  

Possessive  
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Quantifier  
 

In the first vignette, I examine Peter’s assimilation into the physics discipline and the 

ways in which his physics lab reports reflect this emerging identity of “physics person.” The 

second vignette illustrates Peter’s keen awareness of variations within the same discipline 

through analysis of the lab reports written for two separate physics courses. The third and final 

vignette broadens the scope to look at Peter’s understanding of variations across disciplinary 

contexts, from physics to general education courses. Through these snapshots, I attempt to bridge 

textual and contextual factors to gain a better understanding of how and why Peter produced the 

texts he ultimately submitted. Mingled together with these texts and descriptions of context are 

Peter’s evolving identities. This chapter explores how Peter’s existing and emerging identities 

shaped his text creation as well as how the texts themselves reflected those identities and his 

grasp on academic literacies. 

 

 

Figure 3. A timeline of Peter’s university experiences 

 

Vignette 1: Becoming a “Physics Person” 

Peter had been a physics major since his first semester of university. By spring 2018, he had 

finished most of his general education requirements and was enrolled for the first time in only 

classes that fulfilled major requirements. He seemed to be overwhelmed by these four physics 
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courses, plus a math for physics course, and said it was “a perpetual struggle” for two reasons: 

understanding concepts and time management. At the beginning of the semester, he was “getting 

by,” but by mid-semester, he claimed to be behind in everything: “even you put in hours to go 

through the grind doesn’t mean you will understand, know it. Just need to wait for the time for 

the switch to flick. If it doesn’t flick, there goes my term” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). This fit with 

Peter’s conception of physics as discrete knowledge points that must be acquired, as opposed to 

social sciences that have less-defined answers. Physics courses provided a series of concepts that 

he had to master, and it didn’t matter how long or hard he struggled to understand them; the 

understanding, the flicking switch as he put it, would come on its own. His description of physics 

courses mirrors the other participants’ awareness of the distinction between science and gen ed 

disciplines as mentioned in Chapter 5 and echoes previous research on disciplinary variation 

(Braxton, 1995). 

In terms of understanding course concepts, Peter had been relying on his knowledge 

gained from physics classes in high school, which was “quite advanced in a sense.” He had four 

semesters of physics courses, which served as “a good overview.” Ultimately, this background, 

which was perhaps more rigorous than American high schools, led Peter to feel more prepared 

than his classmates. However, the content of his current courses was reaching the limits of his 

previous physics studies: “It’s coming to a point where what I’ve learnt in high school is no 

longer covering me for college. And right now I’m stepping into new grounds” (Interview 1 | 

1/23/18). 

The second issue Peter described was time management. A bit of this struggle is evident 

in his quest to understand course content, but he also described the sheer amount of time he 

dedicated to completing the assignments for his various courses: “It’s a lot of work. Like for 
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example, last week, we had 3 midterms, 2 lab reports to submit, and 3 homework. A lab report 

may take four hours. A homework may take 3 hours. Do the math. There’s not time enough for 

anything” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). His courses had a rolling schedule of submission deadlines that 

included consistent work, which he described as “always there,” as well as occasional exams. It’s 

clear from Peter’s description of these assignments that he felt they were a constant presence in 

his life that semester, always looming in a sense. 

It was during this semester where Peter was becoming steeped in physics, if you will, that 

two of his courses required lab reports, Thermodynamics and Optics and Electricity and 

Magnetism. Although Peter perceived a few distinctions between the lab reports written for these 

two courses, as discussed in the second vignette, he didn’t emphasize other major differences in 

the writing process. In fact, it seemed like some of his thoughts regarding lab reports fused 

together and applied to both sets of reports. 

Both courses included weekly lectures and weekly lab sessions. Each lab consisted of a 

different experiment, but lab reports were due every two weeks. According to Peter, students 

could choose to write about the particular experiment they were “more comfortable with.” 

During lab sessions, students would conduct the prescribed experiment with a partner, generating 

results in the form of numbers and charts. After the lab session, partners would individually write 

up their results into lab reports. Instructors had emphasized that reports shouldn’t be similar, so it 

was recommended to write individually. This suited Peter since, as mentioned previously, he 

considered himself a lone wolf who preferred not to rely on peers to study or complete 

assignments. Peter felt that the process of writing lab reports was natural. Students were given a 

task to complete in the lab and “everything just falls in in steps.” The order and sections of the 

lab report logically followed the experiment, and the writing was more a product of the research 
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than an imposition by the instructor: “So I think [it] falls into place quite naturally. It’s not cause, 

‘Oh, the prof needs this and I submit this.’ It’s more like everything falls into place” (Interview 3 

| 5/9/18). Peter seemed to be internalizing the research process and saw the lab reports as a 

necessary part of it. 

When composing his lab reports, Peter would “sit down. Write, write, write, write, write 

for like three hours. Yep. Takes about that long” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). He used only his results 

from the lab session, mostly in the form of numbers and charts, and the course’s lab manual as 

reference. He started with the more concrete sections and then move on to the sections that 

required more interpretation or analysis. He said, “I always do the procedure first, cause this is 

what I’ve done, and I know exactly what I did” (Interview 3 | 5/9/18). Once the procedure 

section was finished, he would focus on the theory and derivation, results, and discussion, with 

the abstract being the last section. He didn’t spend much time proofreading or reworking his 

grammar because, as he repeatedly emphasized, physics people didn't care about the language 

that was used in lab reports. According to the lab guidelines for Electricity and Magnetism, 

students were required to write out their procedure section in paragraph form, but they were told 

they could start with bullet points, “then you just turn it into a bunch of sentences and clump it 

into a couple of paragraphs. It shows how much effort is required for our English component…. 

We don’t care about language” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). In Peter’s mind, “language” seemed to be 

equivalent to correct grammar. As I will show later, Peter did find certain aspects of language, 

according to my broader definition, worthy of consideration. 

As I was preparing to read one of Peter’s lab reports during an interview he cautioned me 

that since concepts were more important than English, “you might see sentence structures that’s 

terrible in there. I don’t care. It’s probably not, but if you do find it, I don’t care. That’s not that 
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important” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). It should be noted that I did not find many “terrible” sentence 

structures in his lab reports. Peter continued his description of the role of language in lab reports 

by saying, “Usually you don’t need to be super creative. You don’t need to use different verbs. 

No. Just give it as it is” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). He seemed to feel that creative language added a 

filter and that more direct language would help communicate the truth more transparently. This 

view on language echoes his view that physics was more straightforward than the “gray” general 

education courses he took (as discussed in Vignette 3). 

One of the most important aspects of lab report instructions Peter identified was the need 

to write for a lay audience. He described the writing process in this way: “we conduct our test, 

we get our data, and we go back and write a report such so that someone who has zero 

knowledge about physics can pick up the report, replicate the same experiment based on the 

instructions, and they will understand the concepts” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). He later repeated the 

same phrase “zero knowledge,” emphasizing that a person outside of the physics discipline 

should be able to read the lab report and understand the experiment. During an interview the 

semester after Peter took these physics courses, he explained that the “driving force” of writing 

lab reports was to “write it as simple and as stupid as possible” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). Peter 

even considered “explaining it to the point where someone not in physics could understand” 

(Interview 2 | 2/27/18) one of the most difficult and time-consuming aspects of writing lab 

reports. He spent much of his time contemplating this intended audience and what their needs 

would be. He described his process as something akin to getting inside the audience’s mind: 

Cause we have to be in the shoes of someone who has never done physics before. So 

even always thinking like, ‘Oh, does this sound too complicated?’ Or like, ‘Would they 

understand this?’ And then like, ‘Would they understand why I’m doing this even though 
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it seems really mundane to me?’ It’s like drinking water but do I have to explain why I’m 

drinking water? And if the answer is yes, then I have to go and type.” (Interview 2 | 

2/27/18) 

Peter felt that many of the concepts he discussed in lab reports were as natural to him as drinking 

water, so he had to take a step back and reexamine the physics knowledge he was taking for 

granted. 

During one of our interviews, we took a look at the lab manual instructions, which were a 

bit more lenient than Peter’s own description. According to the manual, reports, and the 

procedure section in particular, should be written so that someone who had studied physics but 

hadn’t taken a physics course recently could understand the process. I found this a marked 

difference from Peter’s adamant focus on writing for a person with “zero knowledge” of physics. 

We discussed this discrepancy a bit during the interview, but Peter didn’t seem to be fazed by it. 

In fact, two months later at the end of the semester, Peter still described lab report requirements 

the same way. He said he spent large amounts of time contemplating how to phrase and explain 

concepts to readers outside of physics: “Troublesome ones [lab reports] could be 6 hours. Lots of 

reading up, lots of thinking how could this have been explained to a layman, how could, what 

kind of [unintelligible] do I put in there for them to see for example” (Interview 3 | 5/9/18). This 

notion of a lay audience seemed to stick in Peter’s mind more than the actual wording of the lab 

manual. Since I did not observe his class meetings, I am unable to determine whether this 

insistence on the lay audience stemmed from Peter’s own interpretation of the assignment 

guidelines or if his instructor and/or TA emphasized the lay aspect in class sessions. In either 

case, this awareness of an imagined audience necessitated much attention and became the most 
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salient aspect of lab reports for Peter. During interviews, he talked about this much more than 

any difficulty he had understanding the physics concepts associated with the lab experiments. 

When I first read Peter’s lab reports, I, a confirmed lay person, found them mostly 

incomprehensible because of the content and discipline-specific jargon. I was struck by the 

disjuncture between Peter’s insistence on his imagined lay audience and the actual language he 

produced. If a lay person struggled to comprehend the reports, was he really fulfilling the 

instructor’s requirements? His graders seemed to think so as they awarded him high scores on his 

lab reports. There are many possible explanations for this situation: they did not see a major 

discrepancy, they stuck closer to the expectation of former student rather than lay person as 

audience, their definition of lay person did not match my own, or they simply didn’t see the 

intended audience as the most salient aspect of reports as Peter did. 

I would argue that Peter had immersed himself so far into his “physics person” identity 

that he was not keenly aware of which terms or phrases would be incomprehensible to a lay 

person. The high marks from his graders led him to believe he was completing the assignment as 

expected, i.e., successfully communicating with a lay audience. In the semester following Peter’s 

production of these lab reports, I asked him to retrospectively identify some portions of a 

Thermodynamics and Optics lab report he had worked hard to make comprehensible for a lay 

person. He pointed to the set of sentences below, the first two of which were, according to him, 

more technical and the third of which was reworded for a lay audience. He claimed that the two 

parts were “saying the exact same thing,” but he had rephrased the second part into “something 

that was more pleasing for the everyday eyes” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). 
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More technical: It states the we have to consider every point of a wave front as a source 

of secondary wavelet. They spread out in all direction with speed equals to the speed of 

propagation of the wave. 

More lay: When light passes through a small opening, not much bigger than the 

wavelength of the light, it will bend when it passes through it, the end result will look like 

light radiating radially from that small opening. 

While the distinction between these sentences was not immediately evident to me, Peter’s 

perception of difference could be due to the noun phrases he uses. He himself pointed out two 

noun phrases in the first sentence: “If I use things like every point of a wave, x as a secondary 

wavelet. Seems pretty non-English” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). The description of this jargon as 

non-English fit Peter’s hyperbolic tendencies, and this was not the only time Peter claimed that 

his lab reports weren’t English. Although the verb radiating in the lay sentence was more 

technical than spread out in the first set of sentences, its informality was potentially 

overshadowed by the formality of the following noun phrase speed equals to the speed of 

propagation of the wave. This noun phrase is dense with information and contains an embedded 

noun phrase with two embedded prepositional phrases. 

In analyzing Peter’s lab reports from the Electricity and Magnetism course, there was 

indeed discipline-specific jargon that demonstrated his knowledge of certain physics tools and 

concepts. These instances of disciplinary jargon took the form of nouns rather than verbs, as in 

the above example. The verbs that Peter employed in these reports were rather common and 

generally academic, e.g., fall, change, observe, touch, remain, record, increase, multiply. All of 

these examples fell into the 4 highest frequency bands in LexTutor BNC-COCA. The occasional 
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verb was slightly more discipline specific but still broadly understandable, e.g., repel, which fell 

into the sixth band. 

In terms of nouns and noun phrases, Peter referred primarily to specific equipment and 

objects used during experiments (oscilloscope, electroscope, non-ohmic diode, solenoid, 

resistor) and measurable features, along with the measurements used to quantify those features 

(RLC circuit parameters, SI units, voltage, capacitance, magnetic flux). It was a word from this 

latter category that sparked an interesting discussion between Peter and me during an interview. 

Shortly after Peter pointed out the two sets of contrasting sentences above, he said, “it seems like 

the English is pretty simple except for a few big words,” again emphasizing the jargon he said 

made his reports potentially incomprehensible for me (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). To more clearly 

pinpoint where a lay person might fall between him and me, I began to read through his report 

one line at a time. I made it through five sentences of the procedures section before stopping at a 

word I was unfamiliar with, minima. Below is the exchange that followed where we negotiated 

the meaning of this word within the context of his lab report: 

Interviewer: OK, what is a minima? 

Peter: Minimum. 

Interviewer: OK, but what is that? 

Peter: Just equivalent to minimum. Minimum light, the dimmest. 

Interviewer: Ah, the dimmest light. 

Peter: So it’s like the minimum, minima. Equivalent. 

Interviewer: So you’re measuring on the screen where the dimmest light is. 

Peter: Yeah. 

Interviewer: Oh. OK. 
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Peter: You know the slits. You see like the dark fringes. That’s like the minima. 

Interviewer: See that makes much more sense now. I did not get that before. [pause] But 

you looking through it [the report], you don’t feel like that’s terribly jargon-y, though, 

right? 

Peter: Cause English the word looks exactly the same, minimum and minima. 

[Interviewer laughs] Doesn’t it look the same? 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Peter: Yeah. 

Interviewer: But you have to know what it refers to, right. You have to know 

specifically what that means. Minimum could be a lot of things, right. 

Peter: I thought we were talking about light. [laughter] And you say like make a sketch 

of what you see, which means the light. And measure the distance of the light from the 

minima to the first minima. So that’d be like still talking about light. We didn’t bring in 

any other stuff. Right? Cause we did say like make a sketch of what you see. 

Interviewer: So if I’m imagining that I’m seeing light over here on the screen, right, it 

could be the minimum as in the one that’s the least far away from a center point, or it 

could be the one that’s the lowest to the ground or something. 

Peter: Yes. No, it cannot be lowest to the ground cause there’s a picture to help you. That 

show you it spreads like this…. I guess I didn’t make it clear enough. [Interviewer 

laughs] I apologize. 

Interviewer: But, no. Your instructors liked it, right? You got a high score on it. 

Peter: They love it. [Interviewer laughs] They dig it. They eat it up. It’s like, “Ooh, this 

good!” [laughter] (Interview 5 | 11/15/18) 
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This exchange began with my asking what “minima” meant. Peter initially responded by giving 

the more commonly used singular form “minimum.” When I still didn’t understand what value 

was being measured, he explained that it was the lowest level of light. As the exchange 

continued, I explained that I was imagining the minima to be a measure of distance rather than 

brightness. Peter felt it was self-evident that the experiment would be measuring the area of 

dimmest light rather than distance. This interaction demonstrates Peter’s contextual physics 

knowledge in which the meaning of “minima” was embedded. From his courses and lab 

experiences, he knew what the term meant in this specific physics context, whereas I did not. 

This exchange also makes clear Peter’s mild frustration at my lack of comprehension. As 

evidenced by his insistence that minima was equivalent to minimum, he felt that I should be able 

to easily transfer my knowledge of the familiar to the unfamiliar. Like the above, his conception 

of the word “minima” was as natural as drinking water. 

Toward the end of the exchange, Peter sarcastically apologized for not expressing his 

meaning clearly enough. Within this sarcasm lies his awareness of audience. He jokingly 

apologized to me because he knew I didn’t fully understand what he had written. It was, 

however, not a serious apology because he knew he had produced a text that was appropriate for 

his disciplinary context. I confirmed that he had met his actual audience’s requirements and 

achieved a high score. Peter acknowledged that his instructors had approved of his lab report, but 

his answer was jokingly hyperbolic. He knew that a student’s lab report wouldn’t be all that 

exciting to a grader.  

In addition to discipline-specific jargon, the noun phrases in Peter’s lab reports were also 

interesting in terms of phrasal complexity. His highly modified noun phrases with layers of 

embedding were typical of academic writing (Biber, Gray, & Poonpon, 2011). Though there was 



 

120 
 

more phrasal complexity in his Electricity and Magnetism reports than in his English 

composition assignment discussed in Vignette 3, many of his noun phrases were formulaic and 

repeated frequently within lab reports. At times, entire phrases were used repeatedly, and 

sometimes the same generic structure would be used with minor substitutions. In particular, 

Peter’s lab report noun phrases frequently, at almost twice the rate of his English composition 

assignment, included prepositional phrases as postmodifiers. These included phrases indicating 

parts of the whole (e.g, the top of the electroscope, the focus of the beam), the features, 

capability, or characteristic of an entity (e.g., capacitance of the capacitor, the frequency of the 

system, the slope of the line of best fit), and location (e.g., the potential drop across the resistor, 

charges on its plates, the source voltage on the function generator). Prepositional phrases were 

also used in noun phrases such as part one of the experiment in order to help situate the report in 

chronological order. 

Peter also included more participial adjectives and nouns as premodifiers in these lab 

reports. Both of these types of modifiers were highly formulaic and repetitive. In his first 

Electricity and Magnetism lab report on electrostatics, there were 11 instances of the participial 

adjective charged as a premodifier, and it collocated with only 3 nouns, insulator, rod, and 

leaves. Some participial adjectives were employed in noun phrases representing physics jargon 

(e.g., deflecting plates, driving frequency), and others related to the research process (e.g., the 

observed emf, the corresponding distance, our recorded value). Peter used roughly twice as 

many premodifying nouns in his lab reports as his English composition assignment. The term 

equilibrium state was repeated three times in his report on electrostatics, accounting for three of 

the four noun-noun sequences in that report. Other noun-noun sequences that represented physics 

jargon included voltage drop and phase change. Peter also employed multiple noun premodifiers 
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together within the same noun phrase as in these examples: quantum band gap and the CRT 

deflection equation constant. In this latter example, CRT refers to cathode ray tube, which I 

consider as one noun since it is the name of a single entity. 

So far, I have provided isolated examples of jargon and noun phrases, but here I provide 

an example of Peter’s longest noun phrase from the Electricity and Magnetism lab reports. 

Almost 80% of this sentence is found within one noun phrase (in bold). Embedded within this 

noun phrase are five postmodifying prepositional phrases and a relative clause. 

According to Faraday’s law, there will be an induced emf in a closed loop that is equals 

to the negative rate of change of magnetic flux through the loop with respect to time. 

While this is an exceptionally long noun phrase rather than the norm, it demonstrates how 

densely packed Peter’s lab reports were. Though Peter never mentioned noun phrases or 

complexity when describing his writing, it seems that he had begun to implicitly embrace these 

hallmarks of academic writing. 

I feel it is important to mention here that Peter’s reports were not entirely in line with his 

explicit descriptions of academic conventions. Despite Peter’s repeated claims that physics 

writing was impersonal, verging on anonymous, there were multiple linguistic features, including 

personal pronouns and imperative forms, that demonstrated his personal presence in the 

experiment or created interpersonal relations between writer and reader. He frequently used our 

to refer to himself and his lab partner when describing the experiments that were conducted, as in 

the following examples: 

There are 3 parts to our experiment. 

the excess electrons from our hands 

Our results are consistent with our understanding of this topic. 
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These examples clearly situate people at the center of the experiment rather than demonstrating 

an objective, third-person reality. While most instances of the possessive referred to himself, he 

did use the second person your in the procedures section. These second person possessive 

pronouns, along with second person subject pronouns, corresponded to his use of the imperative 

form, which necessarily assumes the presence of an audience to follow the commands. The 

following examples demonstrate the coincidence of imperative and personal pronouns. 

Discharge your electroscope by grounding it. 

Record your observation. 

Record the image which you observe on your oscilloscope. 

When I asked Peter about his use of the imperative, he reiterated that it didn’t matter whether he 

used it or not because his graders weren’t concerned with the language in the reports. Parkinson 

(2017) found that only a minority of lab reports studied employed the imperative mood, while 

the majority preferred past tense and passive voice. She attributes this to the writers 

misunderstanding their role as givers of instructions rather than reporters of completed actions. 

Her disciplinary informant reported that some students rely heavily on the lab manual, which 

employs the imperative in instructions. Based on Parkinson’s study, it would seem that use of the 

imperative signals an initial or developing stage of genre knowledge. It’s not clear whether this is 

true in Peter’s case because his explanation for using the imperative seems to indicate a broader 

understanding of the assignments, once again tied to his imagined audience. Since he was writing 

the reports for a lay person in hopes that they would be able to replicate the experiments, he felt 

that the imperative was appropriate to use. It was as if Peter viewed the lab report as a guide for 

future students who might reproduce experiments and would thus need instructions. 
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After all of our discussions, one question remained. Why was Peter so adamant about 

catering his lab reports to a lay audience, especially when his only real audience was the TAs 

who graded the assignments? Peter’s explanation of the purpose for lab reports helps answer this 

question: 

I think the end game is potentially all of us could be doing research in the future, so 

making sure that it’s highly legible and readable by someone who is less knowledgeable 

on that topic is really important. Cause if you’re in the frontier of research, whatever you 

are doing, no one would really understand until you explain it to them. So you just having 

the same skills and making sure that what you do is understood…. It’s not just having a 

good idea, it’s able to sell your idea. (Interview 2 | 2/27/18) 

Peter envisioned his future self as a researcher who would need to sell his ideas and thus saw the 

lab reports as practice in making his ideas marketable to an audience unfamiliar with his research 

niche. He was embracing his emerging identity of physics researcher. This finding contradicts 

Kalaskas (2013), who found that students viewed grades as the primary purpose for lab reports 

rather than disciplinary learning. Peter’s view aligns more closely with the instructors’ 

perspective, which saw lab reports as an important preparation for the industry workplace. 

Perhaps the major reason Peter struggled so greatly with this imagined lay audience was 

this identification as a “physics person.” I asked him whether it was more difficult to adapt the 

content or language of his reports to a lay audience, and he said, 

I think it’s both. Non-physics majors would not see things as physics majors do. So for 

[other] majors, we just see light bulbs and think like, ‘Oh, light, electricity, light.’ But for 

us we would be thinking about voltage, electron, flowing here, like electron flowing the 

opposite way of electricity. (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). 
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Peter clearly positioned himself as a physics major. It seems that the language, or terminology in 

this case, went hand in hand with the concepts. Physics majors would see everyday objects like 

light bulbs and have a much more in-depth understanding of the ways in which they functioned. 

They needed certain terminology to talk about this understanding. 

 This vignette has shown how Peter’s conception of physics as a discipline, and physics 

writing more specifically, impacted his production of lab reports. It also demonstrates how 

Peter’s positioning as a “physics person” led to his production of writing that conformed to 

conventions of academic writing and influenced his imagined audience. His strong alignment 

with this identity also led him to see the role of lab reports as much more than a pedagogical task 

to fulfill the instructor’s requirements. His alignment with the instructor’s perspective on the 

purpose for lab reports and his desire to genuinely learn physics in preparation for a potential 

career in the discipline are reminiscent of Leki’s (2007) Ben. At the same time, we see how 

Peter’s explicit descriptions of disciplinary writing, and the lab reports in particular, did not 

always correspond to the texts he produced. His writing was not necessarily comprehensible to a 

lay person. 

Vignette 2: Accommodating Intradisciplinary Variation 

As mentioned previously, Peter’s descriptions of the guidelines for lab reports in his two 

physics courses during spring 2018 seemed to meld together. The lay audience discussed above 

seemed to be applicable to both sets of reports. He also described his writing process similarly. 

He did, however, point to distinctions between instructor expectations for the different classes. 

These distinctions began in the labs themselves. For the Electricity and Magnetism course, he 

relied more on the lab manual to guide him through the experiment process, whereas the 
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Thermodynamics and Optics lab course was more “free-flowing” and guided by his TA. He 

didn’t refer to his lab manual as much for this course. 

According to the Electricity and Magnetism lab manual guidelines, reports were to 

include a title page, an abstract, a description of the experiment procedures, the results, a 

discussion of the results, and a couple paragraphs in an open-ended section. The guidelines for 

Thermodynamics and Optics included a couple more sections, namely goals and introduction and 

theory and derivation, but a title page and open-ended portion were not required. The first lab 

report in both courses was due on the same day, which meant Peter composed them within the 

same time frame. 

Peter had written the first lab report for each class according to his interpretation of the 

assignment instructions, conforming to the requirements mentioned above. After receiving 

feedback on those first reports, he realized there was even more of a difference between the two 

courses, which he attributed to the graders’ expectations: 

I produced two lab reports, one for [Electricity and Magnetism], one for 

[Thermodynamics and Optics]. For the [Electricity and Magnetism], I got full marks, like 

100%. But from other class, I got like 80%. I’m like, “Why?” Same standard but different 

score, so it’s up to you to understand your TA about how he works and then you modify 

your things to it. (Interview 2 | 2/27/18) 

These expectations, similar to Zane’s Japanese culture course mentioned in Chapter 5, were not 

clear to Peter from the beginning, but rather became evident through the graders’ comments, 

albeit limited. According to Peter, “they will circle Why Why? Why? Explain. Tell me more” 

(Interview 2 | 2/27/18). It was these rather cryptic and brief comments that led Peter to 
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understand that he needed more explanation in his reports for Thermodynamics and Optics. He 

summarized the difference in expectations for the two classes: 

Like for one of them, you’re supposed to talk about why you do certain precautions to 

prevent so and so. One of them you just write, “Oh, you should do this in a particular 

way.” Good enough. Second TA will like, “You do it in this particular way because so 

and so and so.” So there’s that gap that you need to fill in, which the first one do not 

expect. (Interview 2 | 2/27/18) 

For the Electricity and Magnetism course, he only needed to write what he did, but for the other 

course, the TA expected him to justify his actions. Peter took the feedback on that first 

Thermodynamics and Optics report and adapted his approach for subsequent lab reports in that 

class. He doubled the length of his second report, from four to eight pages. His strategies seemed 

successful given that he received 95s or 100 on the following reports. 

This vignette demonstrates Peter’s ability to adapt to various contexts within the physics 

discipline, as well as his ability to adapt to individual instructors’ expectations. He was able to 

determine from the beginning the different expectations of his two courses. When feedback on 

the first Thermodynamics and Optics report indicated that he wasn’t meeting his TA’s seemingly 

implicit expectations, he changed his approach to successfully meet the newly visible 

expectations. 

Vignette 3: Understanding Interdisciplinary Variation 

Peter’s “physics person” identity was evident not only in his production of lab reports, 

but also in the contrasts he perceived between physics and other academic disciplines. He saw a 

firm distinction between the discourse associated with his major and the discourses present in 

general education courses he took. Peter, like the other participants, referred to his non-major 
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courses as general education courses without making clear distinctions between the disciplines. 

As discussed in Chapter 5, most of the participants, with the exception of Jade, were in STEM 

fields, and they seemed to associate general education courses with non-STEM courses. In other 

words, general education to them meant humanities or social sciences. All of them were able to 

contrast their majors with these so-called general education courses, but their disciplinary 

awareness seemed to stop there. Participants rarely made distinctions among general education 

disciplines. The distinctions they did perceive were evident at the level of the courses themselves 

and in the writing assigned in the courses. 

If we go back to Peter’s view during his first semester at the university, we can see that 

he describes, in fairly absolute terms, university writing as formal and objective: “I would prefer 

it if they standardized and everyone has to write in a third person more formal, more objective 

way… Because informal writing has no place in college. There’s nowhere in college where you 

need to write informal articles” (Group Interview 1 | 10/27/16). To him, college writing equated 

to being standardized, formal, and objective as well as employing the impersonal third person. 

As of his fourth semester, Peter recognized a distinction between orientations in physics 

courses and in humanities and social sciences courses, the latter allowing space for a personal 

touch. Social science courses themselves were “more free flowing” and “less clear cut.” He 

claimed that “the non-physics classes is more gray and up to you to interpret and for you to make 

use of the material. So there’s more of a personal signature to it” (Interview 1 | 1/23/18). Peter 

saw the goal of general education requirements as provoking students’ thoughts and broadening 

their horizons: “this exposure to different concepts, the purpose of English or more of gen ed. 

Cause gen ed we are exposed to things that’s completely different…. So I think... it’s meant to 

broaden your concept” (Group Interview 3 | 3/31/17). Unlike physics courses, which required the 
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acquisition of knowledge and mastery of concepts, general education courses encouraged 

reflection and self-discovery. 

The writing required for these courses followed the orientations of the courses 

themselves. On multiple occasions, Peter described writing in physics courses as objective, 

functional, and not very creative: “This is like truly functional. The only personality you get to 

see from this is who put in more effort, who decides to be more naggy and talk about every 

single thing that is minutely related” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). According to Peter, lab reports were 

devoid of the personal signature found in general education courses, so devoid that he felt they 

were virtually anonymous. Peter once described the distinction between the two styles in a way 

that merged the process with the product and the human reaction associated with them: 

This [lab reports] is easier to write, but the other kind [general education essays] you can 

get a greater sense of accomplishment after you write…. Cause it feels like the writing 

has an identity. It’s filled with your essence, but for this it’s like you never know who 

wrote this.... I doubt the professor will be able to tell who wrote which. (Interview 2 | 

2/27/18) 

He felt more at ease with the black and white world of physics, reporting events just as they 

occurred, but he felt a certain accomplishment being able to express himself in non-physics 

courses. Ultimately, Peter recognized two distinct writing styles with two disparate purposes: 

I prefer physics cause it’s more black and white cause it is something that can be used. In 

a sense you can use physics to do something, but if it’s for classes, if it’s like gray, you 

can’t really use it to do something else. What I’ve learnt in New Media [a social science 

course he took], I don’t see how I can use it in real life. But as for writing for my own 

free time and for my leisure, it’s… a bit like self-discovery sometimes. Like sometimes to 
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discover about someone else…. They are like independent from each other. One is for 

doing well in life and getting a job. Another one is like, ‘OK, who am I?’ So I wouldn’t 

bring them together. (Interview 1 | 1/23/18) 

Writing for physics courses could be directly applied to the real world, much like the discipline 

itself. Learning how to write lab reports would help him succeed in his future career, while more 

personal writing was for learning about himself or others. 

 During his fifth semester, while retrospectively looking at several gen ed assignments 

from various courses, Peter told me that some assignments allowed for more self-discovery than 

others. Writing focused on the analysis of texts was more “science-y” because “you write as a 

science. You take away the emotions. You take away life. And so it’s very unlikely for you to 

add the emotions and self-discovery” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). Previously, Peter had seen clear 

distinctions between physics and gen ed discourses and their assignment goals. At this point, 

though, Peter saw the “science” in the social sciences, which seemed to equate to systematic 

analysis. Peter described this systematic analysis as both structure and a Swiss army knife: 

But for some of the gen eds, there’s always a structure that you kind of follow, but it’s 

debatable and you can take like certain sides. So you have more freedom. You have more 

more knives out of the Swiss army knife you can pick out and use. Sometimes this knife 

might apply, sometimes this might not. So you have to pick another one. (Interview 5 | 

11/15/18)  

While acknowledging that both discourses valued specific tools of analysis, and that certain tools 

were only appropriate for certain situations, Peter still distinguished between physics as 

“absolute” and gen eds as “relative.” During this discussion, Peter talked himself into confusion, 

questioning, “Am I jumbling things up a little? What is science?” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). I 



 

130 
 

cannot conclusively associate Peter’s different perspectives with the passage of time, for 

different conversations led to different observations. However, it would seem that Peter’s views 

of disciplinary distinctions became more nuanced over time. In his first semester, he saw 

university writing as impersonal and factual. He later talked about distinct expectations for 

writing in different disciplines, and during the last semester of data collection, he began to see 

similarities between disciplinary expectations. 

While Peter felt more at home in the clear-cut “black and white” of physics, he was quite 

adept at navigating the demands of the “gray” discourses as well. He was not only aware of 

differences in academic discourses, but he was equally successful in adopting them in his work. 

In what follows, I will examine an English composition assignment that he found to be one of the 

most personal and less “science-y” he had written. 

The first major writing assignment in Peter’s English 101 class during his second 

semester was rather open-ended. He summarized his instructor’s guidelines as, “Just write about 

a piece of writing that impacted you the most” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). He chose to write about 

an online chat message received from a high school friend. Unlike the more “science-y” gen ed 

writings mentioned above, this paper was highly personal to Peter. He said, “I think that’s self-

discovery one, but everything else is just for grades” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). His writing for 

other less-personal assignments was perfunctory, but this one was meaningful for him beyond 

the grade he would receive. The paper was so personally meaningful to him that he considered 

himself unlucky when the instructor asked him to read his work in front of the class. He 

explained, “It’s meant to be private I guess. I don’t expect people to be reading it to like 15 

people” (Interview 5 | 11/15/18). 
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As expected, the language that Peter employed for this assignment was much more 

personal and informal than the language in his lab reports. Since the assignment required him to 

talk about his own personal reaction to a text, there was a large number of personal pronouns. 

Since his writing centered around his reaction, first person pronouns I and me were frequent. In a 

couple of paragraphs where Peter wrote about his high school friend, third person she and her 

were frequent. Similarly, there were roughly three times as many possessives in this assignment 

as in his lab reports. Most instances of possessives took the form of my, but her, its, their, and 

our were also present. 

 While the noun phrases in Peter’s lab reports were jargon-laden and contained multiple 

embedded modifiers, Peter’s English composition essay was interesting in terms of adjectives 

and verbs. This English assignment contained fewer noun premodifiers and more attributive 

adjectives than the lab reports. The attributive adjectives ranged from high frequency (e.g., 

ordinary, tiny, particular, old, red, same) to less frequent (e.g., shifty, grim, volatile). Many of 

the verbs Peter used were, according to COCA, much more frequent in fiction or magazine 

registers than in academic texts (e.g., snuggle, slap, glare, chuckle, quiver, vanish, shimmer, 

weave, churn, crackle, drift, splinter). These verbs helped paint a more vivid picture than the 

verbs in Peter’s lab reports (e.g., fall, change, observe, touch, remain, record, increase, 

multiply). Taken together, these features indicate a more narrative style reminiscent of fiction 

rather than academic texts. There was less repetition of content words, as demonstrated by 

Peter’s range of adjectives and verbs, and this fit with Peter’s description of his non-physics 

writing style. For physics lab reports, he said, “I don’t mind using the same words and same 

sentence structure all the time” (Interview 2 | 2/27/18). In his English assignments, though, he 



 

132 
 

preferred more variety both in word choice and sentence structure. He attributed this to his 

perfectionism: 

I think as a writer both for class and for texting, I’m a bit of a perfectionist. Like to keep 

typing a lot till I get to express exactly what I want to, and if I don’t, I will either not send 

the text or I will just continue to edit. I’m starting to feel my grasp of English sometimes 

it’s not that good, so when I’m writing papers I will have to constantly go to online 

websites and like, “What’s a synonym of this word? Ah, OK, I know this word. OK, let’s 

use this word instead.” So class work, I like to do that quite often. (Interview 1 | 1/23/18) 

Peter would frequently consult a thesaurus to find synonyms that would add variety to his 

writing. 

Peter had similar concerns about monotonous sentence structure in his English texts. He 

explained his thought process by saying, “I… keep using the same struc- sentence length, long 

sentence, long sentence. It’s getting boring. Let’s do some short sentence, middle sentence” 

(Interview 2 | 2/27/18). The excerpt below contains the first and second paragraphs of Peter’s 

assignment, and it demonstrates how Peter strategically used sentence structure to guide the 

reader’s experience.  

One ordinary night, I was catching up on a television series that I had missed 

during the winter break. To be exact, it was two straight seasons of Black Mirror. I’m not 

sure if I’m watching all these shows to break myself out of the boredom, or that I truly 

enjoy the grim content that reflects the phenomenon in our society. As the credits of the 

final episode started rolling, I slapped my MacBook shut, and snuggled into the depth of 

my bed. I scrolled though my social media, looking at some of the moments I could have 

been in, fifteen-thousand kilometers away. That night, my Instagram feed looked 
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different, there was an unusual glaring red blob at the top right corner. I clicked on it. 

The page loads.  

“WHERE the heck are YOU” 

Though there are a typo and a few non-standard punctuation choices, Peter’s ability to 

manipulate the narrative flow is evident. He begins with medium to long sentences, setting the 

scene. Toward the end of the first paragraph, the sentences get shorter. The last two sentences 

have four and three words respectively. These short bursts of text punctuated by periods create 

suspense as he introduces the pivotal text message that his story centers around. That text 

message stands alone as its own paragraph, drawing the reader’s attention before Peter describes 

his reaction in the following paragraph. 

 From this vignette, we see how Peter’s conception of disciplinary discourses, namely the 

absolute physics and the relative gen eds, filtered down through his understanding of writing 

expectations and his writing process. Because the goal of his English 101 assignment was self-

discovery, he wrote a highly personal narrative. Though Peter referred to his writing as 

“philosophical” rather than fictional, he used linguistic features characteristic of fictional texts. 

This was a major break from his physics lab reports, but it was what fit the context of his English 

101 course and the genre of this reflective essay. In addition to his disciplinary awareness, 

Peter’s adaptation to different contexts also illustrates his burgeoning genre knowledge of 

physics lab reports and reflective essays. 

Conclusion 

It is evident from the three vignettes presented in this chapter that Peter had a keen 

awareness of the academic contexts in which he found himself. Some of these contexts were 

more concrete, as in the instructor expectations for his two physics courses, and some were more 
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abstract, as in disciplinary orientations. Regardless, Peter was able to adapt his behaviors, 

expectations, and writing, as he navigated successful being, doing, and knowing in these 

different contexts. Peter clearly expressed an awareness of the expectations of each of the three 

contexts discussed in this chapter and was indeed a “chameleon” as he called himself, able to 

fulfill the requirements in multiple disciplines. From this perspective, it would seem that Peter 

had a firm grasp on ways of being and doing in the disciplinary discourses he encountered. At 

the same time, though, there were mismatches between what Peter said and what he produced in 

his writing. As I have shown here, the most notable mismatch was between his imagined lay 

audience and the jargon-laden, informationally-dense physics lab reports he wrote. Another 

mismatch was between his claim that lab reports were so impersonal that they were practically 

anonymous and his own use of personal pronouns and imperative in those lab reports. This 

zoomed-in view of AL in one participant shows that despite being adept at navigating university 

contexts and satisfying instructor expectations, students may still struggle with implementing 

certain aspects of disciplinary discourses. Academic literacy is complex, and awareness of norms 

does not ensure adherence to them. This chapter also demonstrates the interaction of all levels of 

academic literacies presented in the model in Chapter 5. Peter’s awareness of disciplinary 

orientations and knowledge of his own major discipline, physics, predisposed him to view his 

writing in different ways. At the class level, individual instructor’s expectations and feedback 

shaped the way Peter wrote his reports. His personal future goals of potentially pursuing physics 

research led him to see lab reports as an integral feature of experiments, and the related desire to 

market his ideas led him to fixate on his imagined lay audience. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

 
The conclusion is a bit harder because you’re trying to summarize the entire thesis of the 
paper. 

–Scarlet | Interview 2 | 4/11/18 
 

This dissertation has taken readers on a journey, first zooming in for a close look at 

participants’ individual profiles, then broadening the scope to examine the interrelated levels of 

academic literacies, and finally zooming back in for a fine-grained analysis of one participant’s 

specific writing assignments. 

Chapter 5, which provided a snapshot of what AL looked like for participants, 

demonstrated the multiple interacting levels of literacy and influences on participants’ AL. 

Participants had to navigate clusters of literacies at the institutional, disciplinary, class, and 

assignment levels. Like an ecology, these literacies influenced each other and were impacted by 

a range of personal and sociocultural factors outside the university, much as previous work has 

shown (e.g., Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Leki, 2007). 

Chapter 6, which explored the case of Peter, showed how he adapted himself and his 

writing to three university contexts. It was clear from the feedback instructors gave him that he 

was adept at navigating various contexts. At the same time, he was still developing his academic 

literacies, as what he expressed explicitly sometimes did not match the texts he produced. 

Beyond these specific research questions, there are five primary conclusions that have 

emerged from this study. Most of these conclusions reiterate what has been found in previous 

literature, but the fact that students still have these struggles indicate that there is much progress 

left to be made. 

First, AL is complex, involves multiple interacting levels, and is influenced by factors 

well outside the university. As Chapter 6 demonstrated, different aspects of AL developed at 
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different times for Peter. He was able to tailor his tasks to his instructors’ expectations, but his 

lab reports were not as impersonal as he claimed physics writing to be. Students may complete 

tasks successfully, but that does not necessarily mean that they have mastered a literacy or level 

of literacies. Students also might have problems articulating what they know about academic 

literacies or reconciling their explicit actions with their implicit beliefs (Wingate, 2015). 

Explicitly, Peter claimed his lab reports were written for a lay audience, but his writing was 

jargon-laden and incomprehensible to a lay person. Part of the navigation of the university 

experience is understanding the multiple factors at play in AL. Students may not understand that 

community norms are norms or where they come from, so they may blame the wrong entity or 

level. For example, they may generalize a characteristic to an entire discipline based on the 

interactions with one instructor, or vice versa. Wingate found that students attributed their 

struggles to time management when there was a deeper underlying issue of unfamiliarity with the 

writing of academic papers. Students didn’t allot enough time to write a paper because they 

weren’t familiar enough with the genre to know how long it would take to construct. As novices 

developing their literacies, students may not always be aware of the source of their struggles 

within the overlapping layers of the AL model.  

Second, this study raises awareness of the diversity of our student populations in terms of 

nationality, linguistic repertoire, interests, outlooks, and previous educational experiences. 

Domestic students are not all monolingual English speakers, or even speak English as their first 

language. Conversely, some international students arrive at US universities with very limited 

experience in (written) academic English, while some, from Singapore and other countries, have 

spoken English since birth and have been educated in English-medium institutions. Many 

struggles in adapting to various university contexts were shared among all participants, 
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suggesting that, as Wingate and Tribble (2012) and Murray and Nallaya (2016) have argued, all 

students must learn the ropes in this new environment. At the same time, students’ backgrounds 

may lead them to face certain struggles more acutely, as in political correctness with students not 

socialized in the US, finances with domestic students, or feelings of inferiority in Elisa’s status 

as engineering major. For students raised outside the US (Peter, Jade, and Zane) or students who 

inhabit the middle ground between two cultures (Scarlet and Elisa), sociocultural norms and 

challenges may be more apparent than to students who have lived their lives immersed solely in 

the dominant culture. 

Third, I was a bit surprised by the significant role of individual factors, or in other words, 

the lenses mentioned in Chapter 4, in AL development. In certain ways, the socialization process 

of each participant was unique based on their own personal acceptance of ideas or concepts. 

Elisa’s persistence and drive led her to remain enrolled in a challenging major and difficult 

courses despite her lack of confidence and feelings of burnout. She sought out many sources of 

assistance, including multiple tutors and friends. At the same time, her pride led to tensions with 

instructors who she said were not welcoming of questions or willing to accept students’ 

developmental stages. She resisted instructors who made her feel stupid, similar to Yang in Leki 

(1997). 

Fourth, this study made visible students’ invisible beliefs, expectations, struggles, and 

writing processes. As instructors, we cannot see everything that our students do outside of class, 

and we frequently expect them to approach us if they have concerns. Due to the power 

differential between student and instructor, students don’t always feel comfortable asking 

questions or visiting office hours. In this study, students cut off instructors as resources if they 
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felt belittled, ignored, or unheard. These findings reflect recent discussions about the role of 

office hours in students’ college careers (Jack, 2019; Nadworny, 2018). 

Fifth, this study reiterated the embeddedness of language and practices within cultures 

inside and outside the university. This cultural embeddedness is evident in Zane’s struggle to 

understand the use of “extremist,” Jade’s struggles to understand “Black Lives Matter,” and my 

own struggle to understand Peter’s use of “minima” in his physics lab report. The cultural 

associations in language tend to be tacit, taken for granted, and assumed as common knowledge. 

Efforts to increase access to US higher education necessitate the reassessment of our 

assumptions, both at the course level and at the broader institutional level. 

This study should make abundantly clear that literacy extends far beyond the acts of 

reading and writing traditionally associated with the word to encompass not simply reading texts 

but reading situations and people and deciding upon the appropriate course of action for those 

contexts. Participants’ communication with advisors was a pertinent example of their capacity to 

read situations and make decisions that were appropriate for their personal trajectories. The role 

of advisors has not been discussed extensively as a component of AL, but it’s clear that being 

able to communicate successfully with these members of the academic community had an impact 

on participants’ academic lives. This is especially important given the structure of US 

universities described in Chapter 2. Undergraduates in this system have so much freedom in 

selecting majors and courses that some expert input is valuable in guiding their paths. 

Though Peter, Jade, Zane, Elisa, and Scarlet each navigated their own unique trajectories 

and may not be representative of all US undergraduates, many aspects of their AL experiences 

were not unique at all. The participants themselves shared similar struggles, and those struggles 

are reflective of many university students. In fact, many of the issues included here are reflective 
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of the broader experience of Gen Z students, including a desire to apply learned content and a 

heavy reliance on YouTube as a teacher (Selingo, 2018). I’d like to share an anecdote that I 

believe demonstrates just how reflective these participants’ experiences are of the “average 

university student,” whatever that might be. 

One fine day while working on Chapter 6, I stopped by the university library to analyze a 

few of Peter’s texts before heading home. I settled myself in an armchair surrounded by fellow 

students working individually on their own tasks. About six feet from my perch sat a student also 

quietly working by himself at a table. We’ll call him Luke. A short time after my arrival, a 

second student, who we’ll call Sam, arrived and greeted Luke by way of saying that he failed a 

quiz he had just taken. The two immediately started working through the problem that Sam 

hadn’t been able to solve. Luke attempted to help his friend and offer advice, and they even 

rolled one of the library’s six-foot whiteboards beside their table to write out their equations. 

Sam explained that their mutual friend Hasan also struggled with the quiz. He had apparently 

arrived at a different solution, but they believed it was still incorrect. A while later, this third 

friend, Hasan, arrived at the library. He joined the conversation, and the three students nabbed a 

second rolling whiteboard to work through the problem. After half an hour of discussion, they 

concluded that both Sam and Hasan arrived at incorrect solutions. They were not sure if their 

answers were close enough to receive partial credit. According to them, the instructor didn’t take 

into account the calculation process, only the final answer. 

Throughout this interlude, Luke, Sam, and Hasan discussed not only the specific quiz 

problem, but also their professor and his instructional approaches. Sam and Hasan said that he 

just threw information at students without explaining anything. One of the students said he was 

using YouTube videos to learn the concepts because the instructor wasn’t actually teaching them 
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what they needed to know. As I continued to sit in my armchair, half analyzing Peter’s texts and 

half witnessing this episode of academic literacy, Hasan forgot about the quiz and began working 

on another assignment. He talked about the difficulty he was having with a certain type of 

equation, and Luke recommended him to watch a YouTube video that explained the concept. 

For these random students in the library, whose real identities I will likely never know, I 

can’t make any assumptions about their class or how their instructor teaches. They’re not part of 

my data, and I have no information beyond what I saw in the library that day. This incident was 

quite impactful for me, though, as it drove home several important aspects of this project. First, it 

was evident that the students did not perceive what the instructor was doing as teaching. This 

echoes what the participants in this study felt about their own instructors. Second, it reinforces 

what I found in my data about students’ learning to navigate resources. It seemed that Sam and 

Hasan didn’t feel their instructor was approachable or helpful enough to aid their comprehension 

of course concepts, nor was he understanding enough to offer partial credit to students who were 

still learning these concepts. Instead of seeking assistance from this instructor, the students 

sought other sources of assistance, including each other and YouTube videos. 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, this incident also drove home the extent of 

students’ lives and academic experiences that are invisible to instructors. If indeed these students 

got the answer wrong, the instructor will only see that final result. He’ll most likely never see the 

work of these students as they sat in the library after the quiz was over, attempting to conquer the 

problem. He’ll probably also never hear their frustrations about not being “taught” due to the 

institutional power structure, and thus not have the opportunity to improve his practice. 
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Implications & Future Directions  

This study has implications for three areas: pedagogical, institutional, and research. 

Pedagogical. This research revealed some of students’ writing processes and coping 

strategies that are frequently unseen by instructors. These hidden aspects of AL development can 

help teachers better understand students and the multi-faceted lives they lead. Some struggles 

that participants faced are likely common across US university contexts, so teachers need to be 

aware of the types of challenges they can help students overcome or avoid. At the same time, to 

account for the diversity of student populations, teachers should attempt to better understand “the 

students we have” (Goldrick-Rab & Stommel, 2018). Teachers should make fewer assumptions 

and more inquiries, which entails listening to students and consistently asking them for their 

input throughout a course. Explicit communication can help identify areas where instructor and 

student perceptions or expectations are mismatched and point to areas where additional 

clarification or support is warranted. 

Although much discourse knowledge is gained through interactions within communities, 

making explicit instruction challenging at times, learning can be accelerated through 

implementation of ethnographic activities inside and outside the classroom (Johns, 1997). 

Raising students’ awareness of discourse practices and genre conventions allows them to think 

analytically about the texts and situations they encounter at university. This type of explicit 

instruction has also been proposed by a host of other scholars (e.g., Beaufort, 2007; Chiseri-

Strater, 1991; Lea & Street, 2006; Wardle, 2009; Wingate, 2015). There’s even an entire 

initiative devoted to fostering more transparent pedagogies called Transparency in Learning and 
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Teaching (TILT) that encourages equity, access, dialogue with students, and collaboration 

among colleagues (Winkelmes, Boye, Tapp, Felten, & Finley, 2019). 

Given the reluctance of students in this study and others (Jack, 2019) to attend office 

hours, more attention should be paid to making students aware of the purposes and benefits of 

office hours. Selingo (2018) suggests making faculty more visible, both figuratively and 

physically by placing offices in easily accessible locations and leaving doors open. Because each 

instructors’ office hours are different, Jack suggests that instructors explain their personal 

expectations, including whether students should come to talk about coursework or whether office 

hours are a space for broader discussions of the discipline, the workforce, or adjustment to the 

university. 

Institutional. The burden for easing students’ adaptation to various university contexts 

cannot rest on instructors alone. Students must develop academic literacies at multiple levels, 

and institutions are better positioned to assist students at levels beyond the classroom, where 

instructors have less influence. Perhaps the first step toward successfully serving students is 

discovering who is being served. Rather than using standardized and decontextualized course 

evaluation forms, which may or may not elicit meaningful feedback, universities should invest 

more in the types of qualitative, holistic student feedback evident in Prevenas (2019). This effort 

is led in part by undergraduates themselves and investigates students’ experiences not only in the 

classroom, but across the university. Since AL extends beyond isolated courses (Johns, 1997), 

having a better understanding of students’ broader experiences can help institutions better 

support them. 

The second step at the institutional level would be to implement broader AL support 

systems. Jack (2019) suggests starting as early as freshman orientation to explain to students and 
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parents what college is like. Rather than simply showing off the newest recreational center or 

computer lab, universities should endeavor to relay broader expectations for the university 

environment. This training cannot stop at orientation, however. Wingate (2015) proposes a 

curriculum-integrated approach, where all students are required to attend lessons on AL. The 

mandatory nature of such courses would ensure that all students have access to assistance, rather 

than stigmatizing certain non-traditional populations by funneling them into segregated support 

services. Additionally, stigmas on non-traditional populations could be further reduced by 

implementing mandatory intercultural training for all university stakeholders, including faculty, 

staff, and students (Palmer, 2016). Such training would sensitize instructors to working with 

students from diverse backgrounds with varying literacy needs. Including students in this type of 

training could potentially smooth group work interactions among classmates. According to 

Selingo (2018), Gen Z does less face-to-face socialization and spends less time going out with 

friends, which means students are less experienced with interpersonal communication and need 

to be taught. 

Research. In terms of research, certain methodological aspects of this study might prove 

productive avenues for investigation in the area of AL development. First, demonstrating the 

complexity of AL, including personal and sociocultural factors, should inspire future research to 

set a wide angle when investigating how and why students write what they do. Multiple factors 

influence students’ production of coursework, and they should be considered in research. 

Second, group interviews provided a venue for participants to share their thoughts and 

experiences with fellow students and have more agency in directing the conversation. Like 

McCarthy (1987), I learned much about the international participants through their interactions 

with each other during group interviews. On occasion, they even talked about or inquired after 
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each other at individual interviews. This is especially true of Peter and Jade who had become 

friends while enrolled in the same English composition class their first semester and had even 

taken a vacation together with a group of friends. Peter referred to our group interviews as a 

“safe space” where they could discuss taboo topics. Future research might consider exploring 

small cohorts of students as they develop AL, employing group interviews to engage students in 

interaction with peers. 

Third, the simultaneous exploration of domestic and international student experiences, 

which is not a common design feature in existing research, provided new perspectives on the AL 

experiences of both groups. The data do point to some potential disparities between the two 

groups, which would be an ideal area for future research. This study showed that in terms of 

strictly academic literacies, domestic and international students faced similar challenges. All 

participants toiled over written assignments, contemplating imagined audiences and attempting 

to interpret instructor feedback. It was, however, in the personal and sociocultural realms where 

variations were most visible. The domestic students, Scarlet and Elisa, took on jobs to fund their 

education, while the international students, Jade, Zane, and Peter, struggled to conform to 

expectations of political correctness in assignments and beyond the university. This finding 

confirms the need to examine the broadly-defined AL development of both domestic and 

international students. 

Fourth, an important contribution of this study was centering on student perceptions, 

which has not been a common approach in AL research (see Schneider, 2018 as an exception). 

Compared to previous ethnographic work on AL, my data were limited. I was not able to observe 

classes or see the perspectives of the participants’ instructors, classmates, or tutors. Because of 

this, the data I collected allow for an in-depth understanding of participants’ perceptions, but 
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they don’t always point to the sources of and influences on those perceptions. For example, it 

seemed that Peter had very much taken to heart the notion that lab reports should be 

understandable to a lay person, but I do not have the contextual data that would allow me to 

identify the origin of this focus. Was it a recurrent focus during class time? Was it simply 

gleaned from his brief reading of the lab manual? Though I at times asked participants where 

certain ideas came from, their answers were not necessarily revelatory. As humans, we often 

internalize information and forget its source. However, concentrating on student perceptions 

encouraged a more emic perspective. While other ethnographic studies have collected a broad 

range of data to explore cases from multiple perspectives, I would argue that our students do not 

have access to those alternative perspectives. Their experiences are based on their perceptions 

and are less influenced by what the instructor intended when performing an action, such as 

designing an assignment. Students may see only the assignment prompt and interpret it based on 

their knowledge and experiences. This research allows instructors and administrators to better 

understand the students’ side of AL development, which is typically less visible from our 

vantage point. Future research might consider centering student perceptions of their AL 

experiences to a greater extent. 



 

146 
 

APPENDIX A – INITIAL QUESTIONNAIRE 

  

For all participants: 

  

How old are you? 

[text box] 

  

Are you an international student? 

�  Yes 

�  No 

  

How would you describe the role of English in your life? If you speak other languages, please 

include them in the text boxes below. 

�  English is my first and only language 

�  I grew up speaking English and another language: [text box] 

�  English is my first language, but I later learned to speak another language: [text box] 

�  English is an additional language for me. My first language is: [text box] 

�  Other: [text box] 

  

How many semesters have you been studying at the University of Arizona? This is my… 

�  1st semester 

�  2nd semester 
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�  3rd semester 

�  4th semester 

�  5th semester 

�  6th semester 

�  7th semester 

�  8th semester 

  

Have you attended an institution of higher education other than the University of Arizona? If yes, 

please indicate where and how long you attended. 

�  Yes [text box] 

�  No 

  

What is your major? 

         [text box] 

  

On a scale of 1-5 (1 = very easy; 4 = very difficult), how would you describe your process of 

adjustment to life at the University of Arizona? 

1       2       3       4 

  

Please explain your answer to the previous question. What aspects of university life have made 

your experience smooth or challenging? 

[text box] 
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Think specifically about your experiences with classes at UA. What has gone well? What do you 

feel confident doing? 

[text box] 

  

Think specifically about your experiences with classes at UA. What has NOT gone well? What 

aspects of class do you struggle with? 

[text box] 

  

How do you feel about the writing you did BEFORE attending university? Were your 

experiences positive or negative? 

[text box] 

  

How do you feel about the writing you’ve done WHILE attending university? Have your 

experiences been positive or negative? 

[text box] 

  

 
  

For international participants only: 

  

What country are you from? 

[text box] 
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How old were you when you began learning English? 

�  5 or under 

�  6-10 

�  11-15 

�  16-20 

�  21-25 

  

On a scale of 1-5 (1 = very easy; 4 = very difficult), how would you describe your process of 

adjustment to life in the United States? 

1       2       3       4 

  

Please explain your answer to the previous question. What aspects of U.S. life have made your 

experience smooth or challenging? 

[text box] 
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APPENDIX B – INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 

(Adapted from Leki, 2007) 

  

[Choose the questions from the list that are most appropriate for the timing of the interview.] 

  

Warm-up: 

● How has your semester been so far? 

● How have things been since the last time we met? 

  

General information for beginning of semester: 

● How was your break? 

● What classes are you taking this semester? How are they going? 

● What kinds of writing are you going to be doing for your classes? How do you feel about 

this writing? 

● What are you looking forward to this semester? 

● What are you worried about? 

  

Writing assignments & feedback: 

● What assignments have you been working on recently? Can you show me a copy? What 

kind of writing do the assignments involve? What have you learned from working on this 

assignment? How useful was this assignment for you to do? 

● Have you gotten any feedback from your instructors recently? What kind of comments 

did they make? Did you understand the comments? Were they helpful to you? 
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● What assignments will you be doing in the next few weeks? 

● Why do you think your instructor gave you this kind of assignment? What does your 

instructor want you to get out of it? 

● How did you do this assignment? (Did you do it in one sitting, revise a lot, get help?) 

● What kinds of problems did you have with this assignment? How did you deal with these 

problems? 

● If you went to the writing center, what did you work on there? How many times did you 

go and how long did you spend there? 

● How did you figure out how to do the assignment? (Ask teacher for explicit guidelines, 

ask classmates, follow model of some kind?) 

● What do you have to do to do well on this assignment? What is your teacher looking for 

when assigning a grade? 

● How does this assignment compare to other assignments you’ve done? How useful was it 

to you in helping you learn about the subject or about how to do something from the 

subject area? 

  

Course Readings: 

● What about the reading for your courses? How is it related to the classes? How well do 

you have to learn what you read? 

● Why do you think your instructor assigned this reading for you to do? 

● If you aren’t reading everything that is assigned, how do you decide what is not 

important, what you can skip? What have the consequences been of not reading 

everything assigned? 
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Study habits: 

● How are you studying for your courses? How much time do you spend per day/week? 

What are you doing? When do you study for your courses? 

  

Major: 

● How are you feeling about your major now? 

● What do you think about your courses since we met last time? What stands out for you? 

What has concerned you? 

  

Group work: 

● Are you involved in any group work or do you have any study partners this semester? In 

which classes? 

● If you have study partners, how do you help each other? Can you give a specific example 

or show me a specific assignment you did with the help of a peer? Describe how you did 

the assignment. 

● If you are involved in a group project, did you get to choose the group or was it assigned? 

● What kind of project is the group working on? Ho2 do you divide up the work? Can you 

show me an example of an assignment you have done/are doing in a group? Which part 

did you do/work on? 

● When, where, how did you meet to work on the project? 

● Do you ever have problems communicating with study partners or group project 

members? If so, describe. 
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Social life: 

● Tell me a bit about your social life right now. How much time do you spend doing things 

other than studying? When do you relax? With whom? What do you do? How do you feel 

about your social life? 

● What do you do besides studying and relaxing? How much time do you spend on those 

other activities (family responsibilities, work, etc.)? How do you feel about those other 

activities? 

  

English composition: 

● How do you feel about your composition course this semester? 

● What is the most important thing you are learning/have learned in your English 

composition courses? Have you used that skill/concept in your other classes? 

● What role do you think English composition has played in your university career so far? 

  

Identity: 

● How would you describe yourself as a student? 

● Tell me about your place in the community at the University of Arizona. 

● How would you describe yourself as a writer? 

  

End of semester: 

● Now that the semester is almost over, how do you feel about it? 

● If you had to summarize this semester in 3 words, what would they be? 
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● If you could go back in time, what would you change about this semester? 

● What are you looking forward to next semester? 

  

Wrap-up: 

● Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experience this month? 
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APPENDIX C – GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE 

(Adapted from Leki, 2007) 

  

[Choose the questions from the list that are most appropriate for the timing of the interview.] 

  

Warm-up: 

● Let’s introduce ourselves to everyone. Please share you name, major, and anything else 

you’d like us to know. 

● How has your semester been so far? 

● How have things been since the last time we met? 

● Tell me a bit about how your classes have been going. 

  

Writing assignments & feedback: 

● What assignments have you been working on recently? What kind of writing do the 

assignments involve? What have you learned from working on this assignment? How 

useful was this assignment for you to do? 

● What challenges have you had working on these assignments? What have you done to 

overcome those challenges? 

● What have you felt confident doing? Why do you think you feel so confident? 

  

Study habits: 

● How are you studying for your courses? How much time do you spend per day/week? 

What are you doing? When do you study for your courses? 
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Social life: 

● Tell me a bit about your social life right now. How much time do you spend doing things 

other than studying? When do you relax? With whom? What do you do? How do you feel 

about your social life? 

  

English composition: 

● How do you feel about your composition course this semester? 

● What is the most important thing you are learning/have learned in your English 

composition courses? Have you used that skill/concept in your other classes? 

● What role do you think English composition has played in your university career so far? 

  

Identity: 

● How would you describe yourself as a student? 

● Tell me about your place in the community at the University of Arizona. 

● How would you describe yourself as a writer? 

  

Wrap-up: 

● Is there anything else you’d like to tell me about your experience this month? 
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APPENDIX D – TEXT SUBMISSION FORM 

  

Choose your pseudonym from the list below. 

[list of pseudonyms] 

  

What kind of submission is this? 

�     Writing for a class 

�     Writing NOT for a class 

�     Instructor or course materials 
  

 
  
For class writing: 
  

Please submit your writing assignments on this page. You should answer the questions below 

and then upload a digital copy of your work. Microsoft Word documents are preferred, but PDF 

files are also acceptable. 

  

If you only have a paper copy of your work, you can upload a picture of the assignment here or 

let Rachel make a copy of your assignment. 

  

If you have materials from your instructor to accompany this assignment, you can upload 

them on the following pages. 

  

What class is this assignment from? Please use the course code (ENGL 101, CHEM 300, etc.). 
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[text box] 

  

What is the name of your instructor for this course? (Please include both their first and last 

names.) 

[text box] 

  

At which institution was this work completed? 

�  University of Arizona 

�  Other: [text box] 

  

What type of text are you submitting? 

�     Small assignment or routine homework 

�     Major assignment with a writing portion 

�     Major writing assignment (paper, essay, report, etc.) 

�     Other: [text box] 

  

What is the name of this assignment (what did your instructor call it)? 

[text box] 

  

When did you write this text? If you wrote it over a period of time, please indicate the date of 

completion. 

[text box] 
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If this assignment was graded, what score did you receive? 

For example: A, B, 15/20, 95/100, etc. 

[text box] 

  

Please include anything else you think I should know about this assignment (if it was a group 

assignment, etc.). 

[text box] 

  

Please upload a Microsoft Word or PDF version of your assignment here. 

  

Do you have any additional materials related to this assignment that you can share with me? This 

could include any feedback or materials your instructor provided to help you complete this 

assignment (assignment instructions, writing guides, model assignments, rubrics, etc.). 

�     Yes 

�     No 

  

 
  

For non-class writing: 

  

Please submit writing you did that is NOT related to your courses on this page. You should 

answer the questions below and then upload a digital copy of your work. Microsoft Word 

documents are preferred, but PDF files are also acceptable. 
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If you only have a paper copy of your work, you can upload a picture of the assignment here or 

let Rachel make a copy of your assignment. 

  

If you have relevant materials to accompany this assignment, you can upload them on the 

following page. 

  

What is the name of this text? 

[text box] 

  

When did you write this text? If you wrote it over a period of time, please indicate the date of 

completion. 

[text box] 

  

Please include anything else you think I should know about this writing. 

[text box] 

  

Please upload a Microsoft Word or PDF version of your writing here. 

  

Do you have any additional materials related to this writing that you can share with me? 

For example, if you wrote an application, what were the guidelines? 

�     Yes 

�     No 
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If yes: 

  

What type of text are you submitting? 

�  Prompt/instructions 

�  Writing guide or other materials designed to help you complete this text 

�  Model text 

�  Rubric (or other document someone used to rate your writing) 

�  Feedback or comments on your text 

�  Other: [text box] 

  

Please include anything else you think I should know about this writing. 

[text box] 

  

Please upload a Microsoft Word or PDF version of your writing here. 

  

 
  

For course materials: 

  

  

What class is this text from? Please use the course code (ENGL 101, CHEM 300, etc.). 

[text box] 
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What type of text are you submitting? 

�     Prompt/instructions for the assignment 

�     Writing guide or other materials designed to help you complete your assignments 

�     Model assignment 

�     Rubric (or other document your instructor to help determine your grade on this assignment) 

�     Feedback or comments from your instructor 

�     Other: [text box] 

  

When did your instructor distribute this text? 

[text box] 

  

Please include anything else you think I should know about this text. 

[text box] 

  

Please upload a Microsoft Word or PDF version of the text here. 
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