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Abstract  

Previous research has investigated challenges facing international second language (L2) 

first year undergraduate students in their attempts to adapt to the norms of academic writing 

at higher education (HE) institutions with English as the medium of institution (EMI). 

However, there does not seem to be a great deal of longitudinal research that investigates 

academic discipline-specific writing experiences of such students in New Zealand (NZ) in 

the early 21st century. Therefore, the main aim of the present research is to explore the 

challenges that international L2 speakers encounter throughout the first year of their 

university studies and the strategies they employ to deal with these challenges. The study 

details the changes in studentsô perceptions of these challenges and the accompanying 

changes in strategies over the period of an academic year. Furthermore, the research 

investigated studentsô earlier learning experiences on preparatory academic English courses, 

such as IELTS, and discusses the usefulness of such courses for studentsô subsequent 

academic writing.   

This study uses the academic literacies approach as a theoretical framework as this 

approach recognises the influence of the sociocultural context in which students undertake 

university study on the development of their academic writing skills in HE. The design of 

the research is informed by a social constructionist worldview and adopts an embedded 

multiple case study approach. The data collection method involved interviews with the 

study participants at set times during the academic year and the scrutiny of assignment 

instructions, marking criteria, students completed assignments and lecturer feedback. The 

data was analysed using the NVivo software which allowed for the rise to the emergent 

themes.  

This research identified key challenges that international second language (L2) first year 

undergraduate students encounter with regards to their writing practices in HE institutions 

in NZ. They involve challenges following academic writing conventions, challenges 
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understanding and following assignment requirements, challenges interpreting feedback, 

and challenges involved in completing assignments on time. Students identified that 

although some of the skills and knowledge acquired in their English for Academic 

Purposes courses and the Foundation Programme, such as the knowledge of the APA 

norms, were somewhat relevant to their current undergraduate writing practices, the 

knowledge and skills acquired in IELTS courses was not seen as relevant. Furthermore, 

the findings show the importance of socio-psychological phenomena, i.e. studentsô self-

efficacy, agency, and motivation, when dealing with their writing challenges. The research 

findings also indicate the relationship between these socio-psychological phenomena 

and the time constraints under which most students operate.  

The research contributes to empirical knowledge by identifying the challenges that 

international L2 first year undergraduate students encounter in HE institutions in NZ and 

suggests practical steps that may assist students in better preparing themselves for the 

academic writing demands of English academy. The research offers insights to university 

lecturers, as well as for pre-degree educators as to how and when, during their first year of 

study, these students could best be helped.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction  

 

 

1.1         Background and Introduction 

The inspiration for this study arose from my ongoing personal experiences with 

academic writing. After completing an undergraduate degree in teaching English in 

2008 at a Russian university, I decided to travel to New Zealand (NZ). Once there, I 

was able to secure work as a second language teacher of English and was able to apply 

the knowledge developed throughout my undergraduate qualification. Academic writing 

was one of the more fascinating areas that I had to teach during this period. 

In 2010, I decided to enrol in a Masterôs programme at a NZ university. However, 

before moving on to post graduate study, I was required to complete a Graduate 

Diploma involving a selection of second- and third-year papers from an undergraduate 

degree. Given my existing qualification, I thought that I would be well prepared for this 

kind of study, however, I was quickly disappointed by my low grades. It became 

apparent that writing in a Western academic context was not simply a matter of using 

correct English grammar and sentence structure but involved the ability to deliver 

knowledge through text relevant to a particular disciplinary and institutional context.  

This experience as an international L2 student ignited my interest in the field of 

academic writing and I became particularly interested in how L2 studentsô prior 

academic knowledge and practices, including their knowledge of academic English 

writing practices, were relevant to the context of NZ higher education (HE) institutions. 

I was also interested in how this prior knowledge created particular perceptions about 

academic writing that resulted in certain challenges and demands, and how overtime 

these challenges were negotiated and perceptions changed, so that L2 students could 

successfully complete their university studies. 

Motivated by these interests, this study records the experience of four international 

students who are all second language speakers of English (L2) enrolled on 

undergraduate programs at three NZ universities. The research traces the challenges 
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they encounter throughout the first year of their study as they attempt to meet the 

academic writing standards demanded by these institutions. Furthermore, and in order to 

represent the cultural diversity of the student body now found in the NZ tertiary context 

as a result of the increasing massification of HE, the four students selected as 

participants for this study are drawn from a range of different backgrounds. As such, 

they bring with them a variety of ñestablished identities, diverse sociocultural and socio-

economic backgrounds, personal histories, past learning and schooling experiences, 

individual learning strategies and writing knowledgeò (Altēnmakas & Bayyurt, 2019, p. 

89).  

Underpinning this study is the acknowledgement that academic writing is no longer 

viewed as a technical skill that can be transferred unproblematically from one context to 

another. Instead, academic writing is conceptualised here as shaped by multi-layered 

and complex institutional practices. These practices include power relations within 

institutions, beliefs about what constitutes knowledge in writing, and the way in which 

studentsô sense of identity and agency plays a role in their writing. (Clark & Ivaniļ, 

2013; English, 1999; Ivaniļ, 1998; Lea & Street, 1998, 2000; Tran, 2013). As a result, 

the demands on international L2 students studying in an English medium university are 

high. They are required to critically reflect on the relevance and usefulness of their prior 

knowledge, they need to establish appropriate personal study strategies, and they need 

to establish specific kinds of knowledge necessary for their particular academic contexts 

- much of which takes place in the early stages of an international L2 studentôs 

programme of study. 

In order to learn more about this complex and multifaceted process of critique and 

development, the study of these four students takes the form of four in-depth case 

studies which trace the trajectory of the academic lives of these international L2 

students as they negotiate their first years of academic study. The case studies include 

an examination of the studentsô assessment requirements, their written assignments, and 

the feedback they receive from their lecturers, along with in-depth interviews with the 

students as their academic year progresses about their responses to these academic 

practices and the ways in which they are negotiated. 

The following sections in this introduction provide a background context for the study. 

It first explains the concept and emergence of massification and its role in bringing the 

type of students who are the subjects of the case studies to study abroad in cultures 
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which are not their own. The chapter then discusses the factors involved in these 

studentsô choice of universities, and the socio-cultural challenges they encounter once 

they begin their studies. Following this, the chapter discusses various pathways which 

international L2 students may go through in order to enrol at HE institutions with 

English as a medium of instructions (EMI), as well as the main problems related to 

each. The chapter goes on to introduce the academic challenges the students face, in 

particular those of academic writing. It concludes by identifying the primary aims and 

research questions for this study and provides an overview of the subsequent chapters.  

 

1.2         Massification of Higher Education (HE)  

Over the past few decades the student population has transformed from being 

homogeneous, i.e. largely local students from higher social and economic communities, 

to being culturally, linguistically and socially diverse (e. g. Altbach et al., 2010, 2017; 

Lillis, 2003; Tran, 2013; Turner, 2011a). This is primarily the result of changes in the 

participation policy in higher education (HE), commonly understood as massification 

(Altbach et al., 2017; Lillis & Turner, 2001; Marginson, 2016). Trow (1973), who was 

one of the first researchers to speak about mass HE, classified it into three groups:  

1) óeliteô HE, which provides places at HE institutions for 1-15% of the school 

leavers, 

2) ómassô HE, which provides places at HE institutions for 15-50% of the school 

leavers,  and  

3) óuniversalô HE, which provides places at HE institutions for above 50% of the 

school leavers.  

Following Trowôs classification, Marginson (2016) argued that in the early 1970s, HE 

was considered elite because only 9.9% of the worldôs school leaver age students 

enrolled in post-secondary education and those students generally came from higher 

social and economic groups. However, by the beginning of the 21st century the numbers 

had increased considerably. In 2013, 32.9% of the worldôs school leavers entered post-

secondary education, either vocational or tertiary (Marginson, 2016). This brought the 

status of HE to what Trow referred to as a ómassô level. However, by 2019 this figure 

had soared to 70%, reaching what Trow described as a óuniversalô category. Currently 

there are more than 250 million post-secondary students worldwide (OECD, 2019) 
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studying in more than 22,000 universities and other HE institutions (Altbach et al., 

2017).  

The growth in student numbers in HE has not occurred without the participation of 

international students. Since 2012, the number of international students worldwide has 

more than doubled, from over 2 million in 2012 (OECD, 2013b) to over 5 million in 

2018 (Unesco, 2019). A major part of the foreign student population in universities, 

including those in Asia itself, are from Asian countries (UNESCO, 2019) and make up 

ñ55% of OECD international studentsò (OECD, 2018, p. 222). Furthermore, 

governments in countries such as Brazil, Egypt, Indonesia, India, Pakistan, Mexico, 

Saudi Arabia, Russia, and Vietnam establish scholarship programs to encourage their 

students to study abroad (Engberg et al., 2014). The OECD (2013a) predicts that the 

number of international students worldwide is expected to rise to 7.2 million by 2025. 

The most recent major disadvantage to student numbers in HE has been the rapid 

worldwide outbreak of the contagious disease COVID-19, known as severe acute 

respiratory syndrome SARS-CoV-2 (Chinazzi et al., 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2020; 

Rumbley, 2020; Tian & Liu, 2020). The disease has spread from Wuhan, China in 2019 

and has taken lives of millions of people worldwide. Chinazzi et al. (2020) concluded 

that travel quarantine delays the overall epidemic progression on the international scale, 

where case importations into China were reduced by almost 80% in just one month in 

early 2020. As the result, many countries worldwide stopped inward and outward travel, 

which greatly affected academic mobility worldwide (Rumbley, 2020). Such travel 

restrictions have already affected many countryôs ability to attract international students 

(Rumbley, 2020; Tian & Liu, 2020). For example, the results of Rumbleyôs study 

(2020) indicate that 48% of inbound student mobility had been affected in European 

countries. The researcher attributed such modest numbers to the timeline of the event, 

when incoming students had already arrived at European universities in early 2020. In 

NZ, international education has experienced a substantial drop in student numbers from 

around 60 thousand international students in 2019 to around 50 thousand in 2020 

(Wilson & Fry, 2020).  

Shifts in student funding is a driver of massification. Recently, governments and 

universities worldwide have questioned whether education should be a public or private 

concern (Altbach et al., 2010, 2017), with the outcome being that HE is increasingly 

seen by governments as of value primarily to individuals, rather than the wider 
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community. Consequently, in many parts of the world government funding for HE has 

significantly decreased with fee-paying being delegated to students (Altbach et al., 

2017; Marginson, 2016; Tight, 2019). This has meant that international students have 

become one of the main fiscal resources for HE institutions, and so worldwide they 

have endeavoured to attract them. To achieve this, HE institutions need to prove their 

status and position in the óWorld-Class Universityô (WCU) system (Altbach et al., 

2017). 

 

1.2.1   Primary reasons for massification 

While massification brings financial rewards to HE institutions, the three most 

prominent reasons for massification in HE are globalisation, neoliberalism, and English 

as a Lingua Franca (ELF). These are discussed in the following sub-sections. 

1.2.1.1 Globalisation  

One of the primary forces shaping massification and the resulting shift in HE from an 

elite to a mass student population is globalisation (Altbach et al., 2010; Mok, 2016). 

Globalisation is ñthe process by which businesses or other organisations develop 

international influence or start operating on an international scaleò (Lexico.com, 2020). 

Globalisation refers to ñthe reality shaped by an increasingly integrated world economy, 

new information and communication technology, the emergence of an international 

knowledge network, the role of the English language, and other forces beyond the 

control of academic institutionsò (Altbach et al., 2010, p. 7). The three most prominent 

processes of globalisation that impact on the massification of HE are the knowledge-

based economy, labour market needs, and International Student Mobility (ISM). 

The knowledge-based economy 

As the primary source of wealth creation and production is now increasingly recognised 

as óknowledgeô (Altbach et al., 2010; Hénard, 2010; Schwartz et al., 1999), other 

resources, such as capital, labour, land, and natural resources are often viewed as 

secondary. Accordingly, there is now a higher demand for employees with post-

secondary education in those workplaces where HE qualifications were not previously 

required. (Altbach et al., 2017). Hence, the shift towards a knowledge-based global 

economy has raised the status quo of tertiary education making it more important than 

ever before (Hénard, 2010). 
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Labour market needs 

Labour market needs also drive the increasingly globalising economy. In order to meet 

the growing demand for highly educated ñprofessionals with high levels of innovation 

and creativityò (Mok & Wu, 2016, p. 78), the expansion of HE becomes necessary 

(Marginson, 2016). Furthermore, to ensure their graduatesô employability, institutions 

create courses that provide students with the types of transferable skills required to meet 

the work skills and customer-focused competencies demanded by todayôs employers 

(McMurray et al., 2016). These demands involve the tailoring of curricula by changing 

the length, content and mode of delivery of their traditional courses (Kalfa & Taksa, 

2015; Ruth, 2018). In turn, completed qualifications certify the kind of knowledge and 

skills acquired by potential employees (OECD, 2018).  

International Student Mobility (ISM) 

International Student Mobility (ISM), that is, ñany form of international mobility which 

takes place within a studentôs programme of study in higher educationò (Higher 

Education Funding Council for England, 2011), is one of the main characteristics of 

globalisation (Mok, 2016; Tran, 2016) and can be discussed as resulting from an 

interplay of social, economic, and cultural variables. There are several motivating 

factors that encourage students to leave their home country and seek HE education 

overseas. Firstly, students may be influenced by their parentsô advice about their future. 

Since HE education is mainly supported by parental wealth, parents tend to make 

decisions regarding their childôs education. These decisions are often complied with, 

even if the HE institution does not appeal to the student (Brown, 1990). 

Secondly, students are motivated to study overseas because they may be aspired by the 

future acquisition of intercultural competencies, such as autonomy, independence 

(Cordón, 1997), resilience, or initiative (Papatsiba, 2005). 

Thirdly, ISM can be related to political and economic circumstances (King & 

Raghuram, 2013), in that the political and economic negative forces of a home country, 

such as low economic status, political instability or war, may result in the studentôs 

choice to study abroad (Li & Bray, 2007). 

Fourthly, students may also feel oppressed in their home country due to their particular 

religious views and, thus, wish to leave (Li & Bray, 2007). 



7 

 

Fifthly, the desire to learn English which is recognised as the most influential global 

language (Graddol, 2010), and study in an English medium institution is another 

contributing factor that powers studentsô mobility and movement to overseas 

universities (Crystal, 2003). 

Finally, students may be motivated to leave their home countries because of the 

prospect for future improved social status, and financial success and wealth as the result 

of international education (Li & Bray, 2007). It is a trend in todayôs labour market to 

hire those with an overseas education (Wilkins et al., 2011). 

1.2.1.2 Neoliberalism  

The second most prominent reason for massification is a global change in ideology 

towards neoliberalism. Neoliberalism can be best described as an umbrella term 

addressing a range of cultural, social, and political changes that prioritise a market-

based economy, encouraging individuals to become more competitive, flexible, 

productive, and efficient (Flubacher & del Percio 2017; Gray, 2016; Roper, 2018; Ruth, 

2018). Neoliberal governments are responsible for a number of changes in post-

secondary sector. The more significant of these are a decline in funding for public 

education, the privatisation of HE institutions, and a shift in teaching orientation. 

Decline in funding for public education 

Public education has experienced a massive reduction in funding. To gain subsidies, 

universities worldwide have to contribute to the development and stimulation of 

economic growth (Gray, 2016). Government funding of universities are now often 

based on the number of full-time students enrolled at a particular institution and the 

ratings given to their courses (Boston, 1999). With the decline in government support 

for the education sector, tuition fees for full-time studies have greatly increased and 

have become the responsibility of the students, rather than the government (Shaw, 

2017). 

Privatisation of HE institutions 

In the context of the global economic crisis, neoliberals were able to successfully 

propagandise education as a personal responsibility, rather than a citizensô right (Gray, 

2016; Roper, 2018). Many universities worldwide were privatised and corporatised. As 

a result, they have been reconceptualised as selling services to student-customers, who 

are purchasing goods on a competitive market (Heller, 2016).  
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Teaching orientation  

Universities in most countries have oriented more towards vocational education in order 

to answer the needs of labour market, which includes the quick replenishing of the 

workforce. As a result, some researchers have suggested that teaching should now 

deliver a mix of skill-sets for the students and stimulate their employability in order to 

increase a countryôs national wealth (Goodnight et al., 2015; Gray, 2016). One 

consequence of this has been the redistribution of government funds to focus on the 

STEM subjects, i.e. Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics, with 

humanities schools suffering a significant loss of student enrolments (Gray, 2016; 

Roper, 2018). As number of humanities students decline, teaching staff in the 

humanities are encouraged to take early retirement or voluntary redundancy (Roper, 

2018). 

1.2.1.3 English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) 

Another main driver of massification is the global rise of English as a Lingua Franca 

(ELF). ELF is ñany use of English among speakers of different first languagesò 

(Seidlhofer, 2011, p. 7, as cited in Cogo, 2015). Traditionally viewed as the language of 

the so-called óInner Circleô, i.e., belonging to first language countries, e.g. the USA, 

UK, Ireland, Canada, Australia, and NZ, the English language has historically spread to 

the óOuter Circleô, i.e., colonised countries, such as Singapore, India, and over fifty 

other territories. Present-day English is becoming the language of power and prestige in 

many countries, and hence its importance is now recognised in counties from the 

óExpanding Circleô, such as China, Japan and Italy (Cagliero & Jenkins, 2010; 

Coupland, 2010). For several decades now English has been used by more non-native 

than native speakers in various contexts (Crystal, 2003; Silfakis, 2018). For 

international students coming to study in HE institutions with English as the medium of 

instruction (EMI), the knowledge of English, and specifically academic English, is of 

paramount importance. 

As indicated above the importance of English is well recognised with Graddol viewing 

language as a ñbasic skillò necessary for full participation in 21st century society (2010, 

p. 10). Phillipson (2017) suggests that many regard ELF as a language divorced from 

societal power and native speaker norms. However, Toh (2019) points out that the state 

of affairs is not this straight forward. ELF has now entered a state of multilingualism 

where interlocutors adopt various semiotic resources in their interactions. Their focus is 
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more on their fellow interlocutors than on the linguistic code. This multilingual status 

that Toh describes has far-reaching implications for English academic writing. 

 

1.2.2  Benefits of massification 

The massification of HE has certain benefits. Firstly, it produces highly educated 

professionals, who are important for the growth of revenue in the knowledge-based 

economy. The knowledge component of capital that has become more sophisticated 

than in the past (Stromquist & Monkma, 2014) forces individuals to acquire HE 

qualifications.  

Secondly, one of the most important paybacks of mass HE for graduates is better 

employment and payment opportunities (Tight, 2019). Completion of HE means better 

prospects in the labour market for graduates compared to those without a degree (Mok 

& Jiang, 2018). Indeed, the employment rate for graduates with a tertiary qualification 

is about 9 percentage points higher than for those who did not successfully complete HE 

(OECD, 2019). Furthermore, HE graduates attain on average 57% higher earnings at 

their jobs compared to their counterparts (Mok & Wu, 2016; OECD, 2019). 

 

1.2.3  Barriers of massification 

Despite the benefits of the massification of HE, it appears that there are nevertheless a 

greater number of drawbacks for all sectors. Firstly, with the vast numbers of students 

striving for HE qualifications, only a limited number of students are able to gain degrees 

from highly ranked universities, such as Harvard (Tight, 2019). Consequently, low 

socio-economic status students may only gain access to institutions that sit at the bottom 

of university ranking (Marginson, 2016; Tight, 2019).  

Secondly, with many neoliberal governments encouraging the development of a greater  

number of HE institutions, and at the same time privatising existing universities, the 

quality of education has deteriorated (Yang, 2003). In their chase for government and 

public funding HE institutions have become more profit- than education-driven 

(Holdsworth, 2009). Furthermore, the increased demand by universities to employ 

academic staff to meet the needs of a growing student population has ñresulted in a 

decline of the average qualification for academics in many countriesò (Altbach et al., 
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2010, p. 19). Consequently, the level of skill and knowledge now acquired at 

universities varies greatly. 

Thirdly, a number of international studentsô choice of HE provider is based on their 

intention to migrate to the host country after graduation. As a result, some home 

countries may face the risk of being deprived of highly-educated individuals (Altbach et 

al., 2010). This óbrain drainô in certain states, mainly developing countries, contributes 

to the economic growth of mainly Western countries (Altbach et al., 2017; Yang, 2003).  

Finally, because massification of HE has resulted in a highly-educated workforce, and a 

highly competitive labour market (Mok & Jiang, 2018), many graduates in developed 

East-Asian, as well as Western, countries experience difficulty in finding employment 

(Lauder, 2014; Chan & Lin, 2016; Mok, 2016; Mok & Jiang, 2018; Mok & Wu, 2016; 

Vedder et al., 2013; Wu, 2011). Vedder et al. (2013) found that 48 per cent of graduates 

with four-year degrees were underemployed, i.e. hired in the positions that do not 

require a degree. In other words, graduates ócrowd outô for decent jobs, even after 

gaining qualifications from highly rated university and colleges (Brown et al., 2011). 

 

1.2.4  Massification of HE in the NZ context 

Massification of HE is also taking place in NZ. Statistics provided by the NZ Ministry 

of Education indicate that international student numbers increased from 92,995 in 2012 

(Ministry of Education, 2013) to 118,300 in 2017 (Ministry of Education, 2018). The 

majority of these students are from China and India (Ministry of Education, 2017) and 

enrol in Auckland institutions. Education New Zealand also continues to strategically 

invest in the growth of students from South East Asian countries (including Vietnam, 

Indonesia, and Thailand), European countries (including France, Germany, and the 

UK), and the USA (Ministry of Education, 2017, 2018). NZ education funds are 

invested in specific projects in Chile and Saudi Arabia (Ministry of Education, 2018). 

NZ also sees long-term potential for growth in students coming from Mexico (Ministry 

of Education, 2017). 

As with NZ, HE providers and related government ministries throughout the world 

employ a range of often competing marketing campaigns to encourage the selection of 

their particular country as the destination for international students. Nonetheless, a 
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studentôs final choice of country and academic provider for their post-secondary studies 

is the result of a number of complex factors. These will be discussed in the next section. 

 

1.3         Factors involved in the choice of host country and HE 

provider  

Ultimately there are three phases that international students go through in choosing their 

overseas HE provider. Firstly they make a choice to study abroad, rather than locally, 

secondly they choose the country they want to study in, and thirdly they select their HE 

provider (Mazzarol, 1998; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). The reasons why a student might 

decide to study abroad were described in Section 1.2.1.1. This section examines the 

factors that influence international studentsô choice of host country and HE provider. 

 

1.3.1   Criteria influencing international studentsô choice of host country  

According to Mazzarol et al. (1997), the choice of studentsô host country may be 

defined by six factors. They are: 

1) Overall knowledge and awareness of the destination country. Knowledge about 

a country, such as its per capita income and whether it offers future employment 

can influence a studentôs decision as to whether a host country is suitable for a 

lengthy stay (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). Other information, such as whether 

the qualifications from a particular country are recognised in their home country 

is also crucial (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Such information is often obtained 

through social or other media sources (Beech, 2014), and the ease with which it 

can be found also pays a role in the selection of a particular host country 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

2) Personal recommendations from parents, friends, relatives, or others. Students 

tend to choose countries that they or their relatives have visited before. They 

also choose countries about which they have received information from by 

someone who has studied there before, including their relatives or friends. 

Information from recruitment agents can also play a role in the choice of a host 

country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 
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3) Costs including study fees, living expenses, and travel costs. Students prefer 

choosing countries where the visa process is less complex in comparison to 

other countries, or where living costs are relatively low (Dimmock & Ong Soon 

Leong, 2010; Jon et al., 2014). Students also look for countries where there are 

opportunities to financially support themselves while studying via part-time 

work. Safety and racial prejudice is another dimension (Ahmad & Shah, 2018; 

Jon et al., 2014). Additionally, students also tend to choose countries where 

there is population from their home country, as this may potentially help them to 

form social groups with people from their own cultural backgrounds (Mazzarol 

& Soutar, 2002). 

4) Type of environment. Students make choices about their host country according 

to the quality of its physical climate and standard of living, as well as the quality 

of its academic environment (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

5) Geographical proximity to their homeland. Many students prefer to study in 

countries relatively close to their home countries so that they can visit their 

families during semester breaks, or at the end of the academic year (Jon et al., 

2014; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

6) Social links to social networks, friends or relatives living in the destination 

country may also define studentsô choice of their destination (Mazzarol et al., 

1997).  

These six factors help to understand the reasons why a student wanting to study 

internationally might choose a particular country over another. However, the six factors 

described above should be considered in conjunction with the factors, mentioned earlier 

in Section 1.2.1.1. Since massification of HE is most pronounced in countries where 

English is a first language, the rest of the Introduction focuses on these countries in 

particular. The last phase in studentsô decision-making process for studying abroad 

involves the choice of overseas HE provider. 

 

1.3.2   Factors influencing international studentsô choice of HE provider. 

The selection of a particular university may be defined by a number of factors too. They 

are: 
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1) HE institutionôs reputation and world ranking. Students prefer to enrol in leading 

universities which offer a variety of courses and have renowned, highly-

knowledgeable staff (Ahmad & Shah, 2018; Choi, 2013; Dimmock & Ong Soon 

Leong, 2010; Jon et al., 2014; Li & Bray, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Students also refer to the world ranking system as they see more potential for 

obtaining a job and a higher salary if they have graduated from an elite 

university (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). International students who seek to 

migrate after graduating also tend to choose universities who support graduates 

to find employment in the host country (Li & Bray, 2007). 

2) Availability of a scholarship from the host institution (Ahmad & Shah, 2018; 

Choi, 2013; Li & Bray, 2007; Mazzarol et al., 1997). Even in cases, when 

students were not able to secure scholarships from the host university, their 

existance attracts international students and enhances a universityôs profile and 

reputation (Mazzarol et al., 1997). 

3) English language requirements and studentsô ability to meet those (Perkins & 

Neumayer, 2014). With English as the global language, universities in countries 

with English as a first language attract a larger number of international students 

than countries with other first languages (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). In those 

cases when studentsô English language proficiency does not meet the English 

language requirements of a chosen HE institution, the ability of the host 

university to offer preparatory language courses prior to the major studies may 

influence a studentôs decision to study in that institution (Perkins & Neumayer, 

2014). 

4) The existance of a student population with a language familiar to the student 

may ease the anxiety of many international students (Perkins & Neumayer, 

2014). Students are more likely to choose institutions when they are able to form 

groups and cliques with others from their own cultural and linguistic background 

(Dimmock & Ong Soon Leong, 2010; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). 

Even after careful selection of their host country and HE institution, when changing 

from a familiar socio-cultural environment to their new environment, the majority of 

international L2 students face a number of challenges, which require internal re-
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adjustment (Choi, 2006; Ivins et al., 2017; Koval et al., 2016; Lau et al., 2019). These 

challenges will be discussed in the next section. 

 

1.4          Challenges for international students 

The major challenges that international L2 students face as they adapt to their new 

environment and attempt to successfully engage with their academic studies can be 

grouped into three areas: challenges with the language, challenges with the academic 

environment, and challenges in the social cultural domain (Tinto, 1993). 

 

1.4.1   Challenges with the language 

English plays a crucial role in international L2 studentsô successful adaptation to their 

new environment. They face challenges with the English language in both the academic 

environment and in the socio-cultural environment (Butcher & McGrath, 2004; Holmes, 

2004; Ward, 2001; Ward & Masgoret, 2004). 

1.4.1.1 Language challenges in the academic environment 

Insufficient command of English is one of the main reasons why international L2 

students struggle to adjust academically (Huang & Klinger, 2006) and can affect their 

ability to engage with written assignments, oral presentations, examinations, and class 

participation. A number of researchers (e.g. Guan & Jones, 2011; Holmes, 2004; 

Paltridge et al., 2009) confirm that even after meeting university language requirements, 

international L2 students are not fully prepared to meet the academic demands of 

universities and succeed in their studies. Read and Hayes (2003) note that ñeven 

students who gained the minimum band score for tertiary admission were likely to 

struggle to meet the demands of English-medium study in a New Zealand university or 

polytechnicò (p. 154).  

Many university staff in Australian universities believe that international students 

require post-entry language support (OôLoughlin, 2013), and students themselves also 

view their proficiency in the language as quite low. Ashton-Haya et al. (2016) 

conducted a study with 140 international students from 79 countries studying in 

Australia. Their findings showed that 69% of the students at the time of enrolment 

viewed their language abilities as average or in need of improvement. Other studies 
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conducted in Australia and NZ found that, once enrolled into HE, international students 

expect more help and language support from their HE institutions. Nevertheless, in most 

cases this is viewed as unrealistic (Barrett-Lennard & Bulsara, 2008; Sherry et al., 

2004).  

1.4.1.2 Language challenges in the socio-cultural environment 

In the sociocultural domain, a low level of English proficiency may impede studentsô 

attempts to socialise with their local peers or other international students, who use 

English as a foreign language, build relationships, expand their social networks, and 

develop social and intercultural communication skills. A large number of studies (e.g. 

Ho et al., 2007; Holmes, 2004; Poyrazli et al., 2002; Zhang & Goodson, 2011) confirm 

a correlation between English competency, socio-cultural adjustment and a high level of 

interaction with locals. At the same time, lower level of English proficiency is found to 

result in acculturation stress, homesickness and depression (Dao et al., 2007; Duru & 

Poyrazli, 2007; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Robertson et al., 2000; Sumer et al., 2008, Yeh & 

Inose, 2003). 

 

1.4.2   Challenges in the academic environment 

Language is not the only challenge faced by international L2 students in the academic 

environment. Dooey and Oliver (2002) interviewed international undergraduate students 

from diverse non-English-speaking backgrounds who were admitted to universities on 

the basis of their IELTS score. 50% of all students acknowledged that problems besides 

language impeded their academic studies. These problems are related to unmet 

academic expectations, the quality and efficiency of campus services, pedagogical 

conventions, and classroom norms. 

1.4.2.1 Unmet academic expectations 

International L2 students become disappointed when they discover that some courses 

are not as challenging as they expected them to be (Lin & Scherz, 2014). Additionally, 

they find that course structure and content delivery are sometimes different from what 

they read in the program description before enrolling in the course (Lin & Scherz, 

2014). They see very little relevance in their prescribed readings to what is taught in 

lectures. They also discover their lack of ability for critical reading and writing (Beaver 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0410
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0620
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0160
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0165
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0165
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0425
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0505
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0590
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0147176711000782#bib0590
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& Tuck, 1998; Campbell & Li, 2008; Holmes, 2004; Johnson, 2008; Skyrme, 2007; 

Ward & Masgoret, 2004; Zhang & Brunton, 2007). 

1.4.2.2 Quality and efficiency of campus services 

Several studies confirm that quality and efficiency of university services are important 

for international L2 studentsô adjustment to their academic and social life on campus 

(Andrade, 2006; Bista, 2015; Korobova & Starobin, 2015). Campus services may be 

related to the following three areas: 

1) academic (academic support, academic staff),  

2) non-academic (counsellors and advisers, administrators, student health centres, 

career centres),  

3) social (social support services, student organisations) 

(Bista, 2015; Korobova & Starobin, 2015).  

Students who do not have suitable support services on campus struggle to develop 

analytical and critical thinking skills compared to students in institutions that provide 

such services. Furthermore, students on campuses without suitable support services are 

less committed to their education and develop fewer positive social links with their 

peers and academic staff (Korobova & Starobin, 2015; Severiens & Wolff, 2008). 

1.4.2.3 Pedagogical conventions 

International L2 students studying in a foreign country face a set of academic norms and 

conventions that are unfamiliar to them (Cartwright & Noone, 2001; Zhang & Brunton, 

2007). The most challenging of these are western approaches to teaching and learning. 

Many international students find it difficult to transition from the type of rote learning 

that takes place at high schools in their home country, to the emphasis on critical 

thinking and interactive learning found in Western universities (Liberman, 1994; 

Torenbeek et al., 2011). In addition, students in Western universities are expected to 

work independently with minimal lecturer contact and reduced feedback (Tawash et al., 

2019), and to explain, discuss, and provide their opinions on questions that may be 

asked by their teacher. Studentsô inability to adjust to new student-centred environments 

with an emphasis on learner autonomy and critical thinking may be detrimental for their 

academic success (Li, 2007; Skyrme, 2007; Zhang & Brunton, 2007).  
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1.4.2.4 Classroom norms 

International L2 students, especially from China, note several differences between 

classroom norms and expected behaviours in their home countries and in western 

universities. Firstly, western education classes are more informal. Students are expected 

to be active participants in discussions and debates (Huang & Klinger, 2006). Secondly, 

students are expected to be prepared for lectures, i.e. read the prescribed texts, and be 

ready to explain the material that is being taught (Huang & Klinger, 2006). Believing 

that they have poor command of English, international students often refrain from being 

active participants in class (Zhang, 2016), which can result in low marks, a feeling of 

isolation from their classmates, and a sense of inconspicuousness (Zhang, 2016; Wu et 

al., 2015). 

 

1.4.3   Challenges in the socio-cultural  domain 

A number of researchers have suggested that academic challenges faced by international 

students are interrelated with studentsô socialisation and socio-cultural challenges (e.g. 

Choi, 2013; Mori, 2000; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). The focus on the socio-cultural 

domain can be divided into two main areas: social challenges and cultural challenges. 

1.4.3.1 Social challenges 

Social challenges that hinder international studentsô successes include parental 

expectations, financial difficulties, a lack of time for events outside their work-study 

life, limited social support, difficulties fostering relationships and enhancing social 

networks, discrimination, and physical and mental health. 

Parental expectations 

Parents, being the main sponsors for international L2 studentsô education, put pressure 

on their children. These students feel obliged to maximally improve their knowledge of 

English and complete their education in the shortest time possible so that they can begin 

their career. This parental pressure raises the anxiety level in students and may have 

detrimental outcomes (Choi, 2013). 

Financial difficulties 

Although some students may have full financial support from their family, or 

alternatively receive a scholarship, a large number of international students struggle to 

make ends meet (Choi, 2013). Insufficient funds is one of the main factors that 
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negatively influences international studentsô academic success (Chen, 2006; Huang & 

Klinger, 2006; Mori, 2000; Poock & Love, 2001). In order to support their studies, these 

students seek part-time employment, on or off campus, which may or may not be 

related to their major (Huang & Klinger, 2006). Having increased responsibilities that 

are not related to their studies can negatively effect studentsô academic success. 

Lack of time for events outside their work-study life 

Students who experience financial constraints find it difficult to find an opportunity for 

social activities, such as travelling around the country they study in, or attending social 

events with their peers. This creates a sense of alienation and distance from other 

students (Choi, 2013). 

Limited social support 

International L2 students often lack social support from their family and friends 

(Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; Smith & Khawaja, 2011) and as a result can 

experience loneliness and isolation (Huang & Klinger, 2006; Wu et al., 2015). Students 

from collectivist cultures, such as Arab countries, may additionally experience guilt 

issues, due to their inability to spend the expected time with family members (Tawash et 

al., 2019). International L2 studentsô sense of alienation may also be strongly felt during 

their national or family holidays, when they are required to be in their lectures instead of 

celebrating with their families (Huang & Klinger, 2006). Such feelings of loneliness and 

isolation may result in depression (Mori, 2000). As a result, international students 

cannot concentrate on their study materials (Huang & Klinger, 2006). 

Difficulties fostering relationships and enhancing social networks 

Building a new social network is a vital factor for international studentsô educational 

success. Most international L2 students believe that their cultural, religious, and 

linguistic differences impede their ability to make friends with their local peers (Huang 

& Klinger, 2006; Ho et al., 2007; Li, 2016; Li & Campbell, 2010; Thomas, 2012; 

Vaccarino & Dresler-Hawke, 2011). Li (2007), focusing on the NZ HE context, found 

that only three out of her four respondents had some kind of interaction with New 

Zealanders, while the fourth one never made NZ friends. Being restricted financially, 

international L2 students also have limited chances to socialise with local students 

outside campuses (Li, 2007; Sato & Hodge, 2009). These challenges slow down 

international L2 studentsô acculturation into their new academic culture (Huang & 

Klinger, 2006) and may result in depression, anxiety and alienation (Chen, 1999). 
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Discrimination 

Students may feel discriminated against in their social and academic life because of 

limited information about their culture and prejudice from locals (Wu et al., 2015). 

Feeling marginalised, international students may become excluded and develop a 

diminished sense of belonging. 

Physical and mental health 

International students who experience stress while adjusting to their new environment 

may develop symptoms affecting their physical and mental wellbeing (Leong & Chou, 

1996; Mori, 2000). Physical symptoms may include increased blood pressure, heart and 

pulse rates, high body temperature, headaches, loss of appetite, loss of sleep, and low 

energy levels (Ammigand et al., 2019; Mori, 2000). Students may also experience 

fatigue and mental burnout because of constant cognitive work (Mori, 2000; Stewart et 

al., 2019). This emotional and physical discomfort may impact studentsô education in a 

negative way (Huang & Klinger, 2006). 

1.4.3.2 Cultural challenges 

Cultural challenges may also negatively contribute to international L2 studentsô 

academic success (Holden, 2015). These may be related to unfamiliarity with cultural 

norms and religion. 

Unfamiliarity with cultural norms 

For many international L2 students, adaptation to an unfamiliar culture may be long and 

difficult  due to different cultural rules and behaviours. A common example is gift-

giving. It is commonplace to open a gift in front of the giver in Western culture, but this 

creates awkwardness for students from, for example, Asian cultures (Wu et al., 2015).  

Religion 

Religion and its impact on the cultural norms of a country can present a major challenge 

for international L2 students. International Arab students, for example, studying in a 

Western country, face challenges with cross-gender interaction in and out of class. They 

may also be shocked by the informality and openness of sexual relationships in their 

host country, including the blatant sexuality that is sometimes evident on campus 

(Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; Rabia & Hazza, 2017). 
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While the challenges and difficulties described in the sections above certainly affect 

international L2 studentsô adaptation to their new environment and ultimately academic 

success in their host institution, the greatest challenge that international L2 students face 

is in the specific area of academic writing, the primary assessment tool in most HE 

courses. 

 

1.5         English language proficiency and admission to HE  

In order to prove their English language proficiency international students are required 

to meet certain language requirements prior to being admitted to English medium HE 

institutions. This is often carried out through international English language proficiency 

tests, such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), Foundation 

Programmes (FP), or English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses. The following 

sections examine these three areas in more detail focusing predominantly (although not 

exclusively), on the NZ university context. 

 

1.5.1  IELTS  as an English enrolment language requirement 

The Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the First Certificate in English 

(FCE), or the academic format of the International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS) are all used to determine whether the language proficiency of international L2 

students is suitable for their admission to English medium universities. These high-

stakes tests are purposively developed for measuring test takersô English proficiencies 

and play a crucial role in their acceptance or non-acceptance to HE institutions in the 

West (Uysal, 2010). 

Of these tests, Academic IELTS is preferred as the entry requirement for those who 

intend to study or work in NZ (Uysal, 2010). The Academic IELTS test is separated into 

the evaluation of four macro skills: listening, writing, reading, and speaking. Each of 

these skills is evaluated according to a 0-9 band score system, where 0 stands for non-

users and 9 for an expert user. A certain band score on the Academic IELTS test is 

required from non-English language speakers for university studies in English-speaking 

countries (IELTS, 2013). This admission score is determined by universities and varies 

from institution to institution. However, IELTS developers themselves warn institutions 



21 

 

to interpret the test scores with caution, as they state that an IELTS test result only 

indicates a candidateôs level of language proficiency at a certain point in time, and this 

may decrease if not actively maintained (IELTS, 2013). 

While the speaking component of IELTS is important for boosting studentsô confidence 

in communication with their peers and lecturers, the writing skills component of IELTS 

remains the main concern for international students during the courses. By preparing for 

the Academic IELTS Writing Task 2, which requires students to write an essay of about 

250 words in order to ñpresent the solution to a problem; present and justify an opinion; 

compare and contrast evidence, opinions and implications; evaluate and challenge ideas, 

evidence or an argumentò (IELTS, 2005, p. 8), students hope to gain the skills for 

writing in, what is presented as a formal, academic register suitable for university 

assessment purposes at EMI universities. 

 

1.5.2  Other pathways to HE admission 

Al though the Academic IELTS test score is the primary indicator of a studentôs 

preparedness for HE studies in English medium institutions, NZ universities have 

recently provided other options for the development and evaluation of international L2 

studentsô English proficiency. These include the Foundation Programme (FP), 

Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA), and English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP) classes. 

1.5.2.1 Foundation Programme (FP) 

In order to increase their number of international fee-paying students, NZ universities 

have developed a number of other pathways to degree courses for students who do not 

meet English language proficiency requirements via high-stakes tests, such as IELTS. 

One of these pathways is the Foundation Programme (FP). An FP is a bridging 

programme that facilitates studentsô enrolment into their major at an HE institution in 

NZ (Bahr, 2010; Merisotis & Phipps, 2000; Nasser, 2012). The FP course offers 

different programme options depending on a studentôs existing IELTS scores or level of 

academic qualifications from their home country. For example, a fast-track course, 

which typically admits students with a minimum overall IELTS score of 6.0, might only 

require one semester of study, while students whose overall IELTS score is 4.5 might be 

required to study for three semesters. Depending on the duration of the course, students 
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are offered an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) class, and a choice of up to four 

elective subjects from the studentsô intended future major, such as accounting, biology, 

Information Technology (IT), mathematics, physics, or art (Taylors College, 2020; UP 

Education, 2020).   

While the EAP class expands studentsô proficiency in all four language skills, i.e. 

reading, listening, speaking, and writing, some of the main foci are spelling, 

punctuation, grammar, and the use of correct lexis (Taylors College, 2020). The class 

typically also targets developing and strengthening a range of writing skills, including 

note-taking, composing paragraphs, and preparing research reports (Taylors College, 

2020; UP Education, 2020). Unfortunately, the approach adopted by many Foundation 

Programs appears reminiscent of the banking style of education identified by Freire 

(2005). Education becomes ñan act of depositingò (p.72) where students uncritically 

accept all that they are taught. The only action allowed to the students is limited to 

receiving, filing, and storing the deposits of knowledge communicated by the teacher. 

Teachers adopting this approach bestow their knowledge on those they consider to 

know nothing of any real significance. While this deficit approach has been strongly 

challenged, it still exists on many programs that seek to equip students for the kind of 

writing required at EMI institutions. Students are effectively robbed of their voice. 

The pamphlets of Foundation Programmes guarantee university entrance once the 

course has been completed, however, in actuality, certain conditions apply (UP 

Education, 2020). For example, depending on the intended major, students are expected 

to gain a pass grade of at least 70% on their English course and they must also pass each 

of the subject-based foundation classes - whether compulsory or elective - with at least a 

50% grade (Taylors College, 2020; UP Education, 2020). Nonetheless, success in their 

FP course does not necessarily guarantee their admission to every university in NZ 

because there may be some additional requirements set out by universities, such as a 

portfolio or an interview. FP providers additionally warn that universities reserve the 

right to deny places even to those students who achieved the English language 

requirements (Taylors College, 2020). 

1.5.2.2 Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA )  

To provide students with additional language support, the University of Auckland in 

NZ, for example, encourages all their students to take a Diagnostic English Language 

Needs Assessment (DELNA) at the start of their HE studies. The test intends to indicate 
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studentsô readiness for courses at the University of Auckland (The University of 

Auckland, 2020c). Although the test is voluntary and first year students are advised to 

take it after university admission, the test is a compulsory language requirement for 

those who completed their previous education at a different tertiary provider in NZ and 

achieved 60 points or more (The University of Auckland, 2020a). Achieving less than a 

ósatisfactoryô result on the DELNA test may require the student to enrol in a 

compulsory language enrichment non-credit-bearing course during the studentsô first 12 

months of study (The University of Auckland, 2020c). 

1.5.2.3 English for Academic Purposes (EAP) classes 

In cases where students do not demonstrate ógoodô results on the DELNA test, they are 

encouraged or will be required to enrol in and pass an academic English language non-

credit-bearing course during their first year of study at the University of Auckland (The 

University of Auckland, 2020a, 2020c). This course enhances studentsô academic 

language skills in oral and written forms, including finding and interpreting relevant 

sources in their field of study, communicating specialist knowledge in an effective, clear 

and coherent manner, and developing writing skills in various rhetorical styles (The 

University of Auckland, 2020b). 

Although preparatory pathways (IELTS, FP, DELNA, and EAP classes) claim to 

develop studentsô level of language proficiency and, as an extension, their level of 

preparedness for academic study in an English medium university, each also comes with 

a number of issues. 

 

1.5.3  Problems with university preparatory language courses 

A range of studies (Cho & Bridgeman, 2012; Fakeye & Ogunsiji, 2009; Feast, 2002; 

Green, 2006; James, 2009; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Storch & Tapper, 2009; Yang & Badger, 

2015) have found a positive improvement in English proficiency among pre-university 

students studying towards the international language tests, or enrolled in university 

preparation classes. Nevertheless, and as discussed in the following sections, these 

programmes also present a number of issues (Lea & Street, 1998; Lumsden et al., 2010; 

Moore & Morton, 2005). 
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1.5.3.1 Issues with international English language proficiency tests  

Issues found with the international English language proficiency tests, and in particular 

the courses used to prepare students for these tests, include negative washback on 

teaching, negative washback on learning, and teacher anxiety.   

Negative washback on teaching 

One of the overriding issues with international language tests, such as Academic IELTS 

and TOEFL, and by extension, their associated preparatory courses, is that they can 

often result in negative washback on teaching (Green, 2007). Negative washback occurs 

when teaching practices develop an effective approach for generating high-scoring 

results within the test timeframe (Green, 2007), but are ultimately constrained by a 

narrow focus of language ability assessed by specific types of tasks (Chan, 2020). For 

example, if writing is assessed by multiple-choice questions, teachers prepare students 

for the test by practising this type of task (Taylor, 2005).  

The test-focused nature of IELTS and TOEFL, for example, has an effect on the 

curriculum design, approaches to teaching, and the types of resources used (e.g. 

Alderson & Wall, 1993; Chan, 2020; Hawkey, 2006; Hayes & Read, 2004; Rashidi & 

Javanmardi, 2011; Sadighi et al., 2018). Indeed, many IELTS and TOEFL instructors do 

not view their courses as preparing their students for university studies, but rather for 

writing successful test essays (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Green, 2006). As a 

result, much of the time spent in such preparatory courses is devoted to familiarising 

students with the test format, and providing useful strategies for obtaining the highest 

test results, ultimately disregarding wider skills (Rashidi & Javanmardi, 2011; Read & 

Hayes, 2003). This negligence can be seen in a study by Alderson and Hamp-Lyons 

(1996) who found that TOEFL teachers limited their curriculum to the skills and 

knowledge required by students to pass the TOEFL test. As the result, the teachers were 

not particularly creative with the choice of study material and mostly followed 

textbooks. In another study (Sadighi et al., 2018), pre-university English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) teachers in Iran also confirmed that they mostly focused on elements 

that were to be tested, which, in their context, was mainly grammar. As the result, 

teaching was limited to particular types of grammar-based exercises, while the 

development of other necessary skills was neglected. Saglam and Farhady (2018) also 

investigated washback from English language proficiency tests on teaching practices. 

They found that the majority of teachersô choice of teaching materials was geared 
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towards preparing students for the test, mostly involving the use of the types of multi-

choice questions used in the proficiency test. 

In NZ, Read and Hayes (2003) investigated the impact of IELTS preparation on 

learning among language schools nationwide. The results of the questionnaire revealed 

that IELTS teachers limit their teaching practice to familiarising students with the test 

format and content. The authors extended their research by conducting follow-up 

interviews. The IELTS teachers stated that their choice of curriculum was driven by 

their studentsô motivation to pass the test and be admitted to their university courses. 

Negative washback on learning 

Similarly, negative washback can also impact on student learning. Negative washback 

on learning leads to surface knowledge (Shepard, 2006), where students are not fully 

engaging or interacting with the content of the curriculum (Harlen & James, 1997). A 

plethora of studies confirm that students preparing for an IETLS test expect to gain the 

necessary strategies and knowledge required to gain the desired test score, rather than 

learning a wider range of language skills (e.g. Erfani, 2011; Hawkey, 2006; Lumley & 

Stoneman, 2000; Neil, 2018; Turner, 2004).  

Erfani (2011), for example, conducted research involving 220 participants studying 

towards IELTS and TOEFL iBT tests at two language institutes in Tehran. Erfani found 

that the majority of students preparing for an IELTS test (98%) focused on improving 

their test scores, and only 79.8% of the student participants expected to ñcapture the 

integrated nature of the use of skills in academic settingsò (p. 93). 

Teacher anxiety  

Roza (2019) found that mature instructors with at least two-yearsô experience teaching 

IELTS or TOEFL had developed a certain degree of anxiety when teaching students 

younger than themselves. The teachers believed that younger students were proficient in 

using to-date sources, such as the Internet and mobile applications containing a plethora 

of general knowledge, while teachers are still guided by IELTS and TOEFL textbooks. 

So, teachers have to keep updating themselves with the test forms, exam questions, as 

well as new technology to feel more advanced than their students. Roza (2019) argues 

that students who feel smarter than their teachers underestimate them, consequently, 

students do not feel motivated enough to continue learning. 
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1.5.3.2 Issues with EAP  

While EAP courses also bear a certain amount of negative washback, the major issue 

with such courses is that they are usually taught by teachers, who overly focus on 

surface-level features, such as grammar and punctuation. Students, on the other hand, 

come from various disciplinary backgrounds, and are interested in developing 

disciplinary language knowledge to facilitate their successful participation in their 

subsequent studies. Another major problem is that EAP courses are usually short-

spanned and are driven by time constraints. These issues are discussed in the following 

sections. 

Lack of disciplinary knowledge 

EAP courses deal with the domain of knowledge that not every native speaker is 

familiar with (Basturkmen, 2010). Nevertheless, most EAP teachers do not require any 

special disciplinary training. EAP teachers usually complete their degrees in the field of 

applied linguistics and transfer their general English teaching knowledge, skills, and 

experience to the EAP context. However, continuing to teach EAP classes based on 

general English topics and general academic writing, EAP teachers find themselves at 

odds with learnersô needs (Alexander, 2010). Given the range of disciplines students 

wish to study after the EAP classes, EAP teachers may find themselves outside their 

primary disciplinary expertise, lacking specialised language and discipline practices 

(Woodward-Kron & Jamieson, 2007). 

Lack of genre knowledge  

Generally, each academic discipline has a particular way of dealing with texts, or genres 

(Lillis & Scott, 2007), that is, a ñsocially recognised way of using languageò (Hyland, 

2007, p. 114) in a particular context. Genres assist in organising knowledge, beliefs, 

values, and ideologies (Johns, 2008). Each genre has specific vocabulary and grammar 

practices that may overlap (Hyland, 2008). Since EAP courses are usually offered to L2 

speakers outside specific disciplines, EAP instructors reduce their teaching to linguistic 

features, such as grammar, punctuation, and structure, rather than dealing with different 

disciplinary genres and epistemologies (Hocking & Toh, 2010; Wingate, 2018; 

Woodward-Kron & Jamieson, 2007). 

Lack of academic vocabulary knowledge 

Another issue for EAP courses is the specificity of disciplinary vocabulary. In 

academia, people have created shared ways of talking about their field of expertise 
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(Boggs, 2015), consequently developing unique languages, each related to a particular 

domain or subject field (Rogers, 2000). As Hyland (2013a) has stated, ñphysicists donôt 

write like philosophers nor lawyers like linguistsò (p. 61). Nonetheless, for the most 

part, EAP has traditionally divorced the teaching of academic vocabulary from specific 

disciplinary context (Wingate, 2015). Normally, EAP students are advised to learn the 

most frequent 2,000-3,000 general English words (Durrant, 2016), based on the 

assumption that the general academic vocabulary list is mostly sufficient for facilitating 

studentsô participation in their particular academic discipline. However, due to the 

specificity of disciplinary vocabulary, this assumption may ultimately underprepare 

students (Hyland & Tse, 2007). Ultimately, the investigation and acquisition of 

vocabulary from specific disciplines is delegated to the students themselves 

(Basturkmen, 2010).  

Time pressure on teaching and learning 

EAP courses are quite short and intense (Alexander, 2010). Usually EAP teachers start 

with a quick induction into management issues and overall course content. The rest of 

the course mainly follows textbook materials with limited opportunities for teachersô 

contribution (Alexander, 2010; Roza, 2019). Students and teachers often wish that the 

time for preparatory courses are longer (Green, 2007).  

Teacher anxiety  

As with the international English proficiency test instructors, EAP teachers also suffer 

from anxiety. This is largely because most EAP teachers, in addition to being 

óunqualifiedô for EAP teaching (Alexander, 2010; Maley, 1992; Woodward-Kron & 

Jamieson, 2007), receive little induction into their role. In Alexanderôs (2010) study, 

most of the novice teachers learnt to teach EAP through pre-sessional courses lasting 

one or two days, by using EAP textbooks, or through self-search in their teaching 

context. Alexander found that EAP teachers with less than five years EAP experience 

stated that it took them less than a year to feel confident teaching EAP, while teachers 

who had over five years EAP teaching experience claimed that they needed two to five 

years of teaching EAP to feel confident. 
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1.5.4  Studentsô expectations of IELTS  and other preparatory courses 

The majority of international students view the Academic IELTS as a means to gain 

entrance to HE universities with English as the medium of instructions (Cheng & Fox, 

2008; Keefe & Shi, 2017; Lewthwaite, 2007). However, students also view Academic 

IELTS as providing them with the requisite knowledge and skills for their future 

studies. As reported in a study by Green (2006), the majority of Chinese students in the 

UK had an expectation of not only learning during their IELTS preparation courses how 

to successfully complete their test essays, but, most importantly, how to write in a 

formal, academic style suitable for university assessment purposes. Similarly, Lobo and 

Gurney (2014) found that students enrolled in preparatory English language courses 

within various disciplines in Griffith University, Australia expected, in particular, to be 

well equipped with academic writing skills. Furthermore, over 80 percent of all students 

preparing for their IELTS tests in two universities in Iran, although wanting to 

successfully prepare for the test and gain the highest possible band scores, also expected 

to widen their knowledge of the language (Erfani, 2011). 

 

1.5.5  Correlation between preparatory courses and HE demands 

Barkhuizen and Cooper (2004) found that for some motivated and determined learners, 

IELTS preparatory courses prove beneficial for their future studies. However, most 

learners find that after completing an IELTS preparatory course and gaining the 

required IELTS score, they are not appropriately prepared for HE studies. In a study 

with 28 students in Melbourne, for example, researchers found ñno apparent correlation 

between IELTS scores and student performance in course-related tasksò (Ingram & 

Bayliss, 2007, p. 137). Similarly, Read and Hayes (2003) have noted that ñeven students 

who gained the minimum band score for tertiary admission were likely to struggle to 

meet the demands of English-medium study in a NZ university or polytechnicò (p. 154). 

Cognisant of this lack of correlation between IELTS scores and HE demands, university 

staff believe that international students require considerable post-entry language support 

(e.g. OôLoughlin, 2013). 
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1.6         Academic writing  

Traditionally, academic writing is a term used for any kind of writing practiced in 

academia (McNamara et al., 2018). The purpose of academic writing has been to assess 

studentsô mastery of content knowledge and their ability to express this knowledge in a 

formal register by following an expected structure for the written genre, such as a lab report 

or an academic essay (McNamara et al., 2018). English academic writing has become 

important for a number of reasons, including the rise of mass education, the growing 

use of English as a medium of instruction, and the publication in English of more than 

90% of all academic scientific journals (Hyland, 2013a). For students at English 

medium instruction (EMI) tertiary institutions in Western countries, the ability to write 

academically is a key skill requirement. It is the expected means by which students 

demonstrate knowledge of their subject areas, and is most often the basis for assessing 

studentsô work (Uysal, 2010).  

 

1.6.1   Challenges with academic writing 

Of all the language skills, writing provides the greatest challenges for international L2 

students in the university context (Elder, 2003; Elton, 2010; OôLoughlin, 2013; Storch 

& Hill, 2008; Thompson et al., 2013). This may be due to the various writing standards 

within and across universities and departments (Woodrow, 2006a), or to the different 

requirements between university writing and writing at pre-university level (Moore & 

Morton, 2005). These and other reasons are discussed in the sections below. 

Difference in writing demands across different disciplines 

The variety of teaching practices within and across disciplines, the difference in 

requirements set by individual subject lecturers, and lecturersô diverse personal 

interpretation of writing requirements (Canagarajah, 2013a; Haggis, 2006) contribute to 

the challenges international L2 students face with their university writing assignments. 

Students find it confusing when their written assignments in one discipline receive high 

grades, while assignments written in a comparable way are not well received in another 

discipline (Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis, 2003; Wingate, 2012a).  

Difference in writing demands across different institutions and lecturers 

Indeed, it is now well acknowledged that academic writing, rather than being a technical 

skill that can be transferred from one context to another, is shaped by the specific 
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practices of individual academic institutions and even discipline lecturers themselves, 

who serve as the authority of what knowledge, expressed in studentsô written works, is 

relevant to their particular essay topics (Lillis, 2003; Turner, 2011a).  

Lack of guidance from university lecturers 

Studentsô confusion is compounded when they seek lecturersô assistance with guidance 

for writing assignments and receive unclear advice. While lecturers have mastered the 

expectations of academic writing through years of writing practice and can recognise a 

good written assignment, they are not always able to describe what constitutes a well-

written piece of work (Lea & Street, 1998). This inability to provide step-by-step 

instructions for effective writing often leaves students on their own. 

Lack of discipline-specific proficiency in writing 

The type of general academic writing that preparatory courses, such as IELTS, focus on 

is different from the discipline-specific writing required in studentsô courses at 

university (Hyland, 2013a; Hyland & Shaw, 2016). To become a competent writer in a 

particular discipline, students must learn the conventions and genres, which expert 

members of the discipline consider to be the effective means for presenting knowledge 

in that discipline. Hence, international L2 students who have successfully gained their 

university entrance requirements through IELT and other preparatory courses find 

academic writing particularly challenging during their first year university studies at 

EMI universities (Elder, 2003; Keefe & Shi, 2017; OôLoughlin, 2013; Sawir et al., 

2012; Storch & Hill, 2008; Thompson et al., 2013) 

Word count for written tasks and time for completion 

University assignments also present a challenge for first-year international L2 students 

who never experienced writing lengthy texts in their preparatory courses (Keefe & Shi, 

2017). For example, students in IELTS classes are given 40 minutes to produce an 

impromptu piece of writing of 250 words. This is at odds with the nature of university 

assessment tasks, where students would normally have a much longer period to present 

a written work. They will also be expected to incorporate secondary sources into their 

writing, which averages approximately 2,000 words. 
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Referencing  

Paraphrasing, incorporating sources and referencing are central to knowledge 

production in the university context and studentsô skills in these areas are crucial 

(Cooper, 2013; Horowitz, 1986). A studentsô uncertainty as to what information needs 

to be referenced can result in the direct copying from a published work without 

acknowledgment of the source (Elton, 2010). This inability to correctly paraphrase 

someone elseôs words can be seen as the studentôs failure to understand key ideas and is 

more problematically considered to be plagiarism (Thompson et al., 2013). Unlike 

academic assignments, the types of writing tasks in IELTS and other preparatory 

courses are not framed around the use of external sources, but instead rely on studentsô 

prior knowledge of a subject. As a result, in their university courses, international L2 

students often struggle to incorporate reading materials into their written assignments 

having not had the previous relevant practice (Keefe & Shi, 2017; Weigle, 2002). 

Lexical bundles 

Another difference between the type of writing found in preparatory courses and the 

type of writing found in the university context involves lexical bundles. Cooper (2013) 

claims that lexical bundles in the IELTS test are in its majority typical of a spoken 

discourse, while those in academic assignments are typical of a written genre.  

 

1.6.2   Writing and identity  

Finally, a number of scholars also make the link between academic writing and identity 

(Anderson, 2019; Hyland, 2011b; Ivaniļ, 1998). In the context of Western university 

education, for example, international L2 students come from discourse communities 

that place them, and their writing practices, in a subordinated position of power 

(Canagarajah, 2002). To accommodate the required norms of writing in English-

medium universities, students need to discard the models of academic discourse 

associated with their own cultures, which ultimately impacts on their identity 

(Canagarajah, 2002; Gee, 1986; Le Ha, 2008).  This, along with other social, 

institutional, and personal changes, can place the international L2 students in what 

might be referred to as a transitional space (Turner, 1987). Turner argues that students 

in a transitional space possess neither their old identity, nor have developed their new 

identity. Viewed positively, it may allow students to reflect on what they want to 

become and allow them to let go of their existing identity (Merrill, 2012, 2015). 
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Nevertheless, despite being under pressure to conform with the norms of their host 

countryôs institution in order to be successful in their studies (e.g. Doherty & Singh, 

2005; Marginson, 2014; Montgomery, 2010; Strauss, 2017), some research has shown 

that international students tend to resist the pressure to westernise (Paltridge & Starfield, 

2007). This resistance may be attributed to L2 usersô fear of losing ófaceô in situations 

when they are not understood by others, while using the language they are still 

mastering (Kettle, 2011). Secondly, some international students view offshore education 

as an opportunity to form a new international identity, rather than maintaining the 

relationship with their own culture (Chapman & Pyvis, 2006). As a result, international 

L2 students compare and contrast their learning experience and practices, adapting only 

that linguistic, educational, and cultural knowledge, which makes them feel successful 

(Kiley, 2003). This process of identity adaption is related to studentsô choice of actions 

and agency. 

 

1.7         This study 

As indicated in the sections above, the academic writing demands on international L2 

students entering an English medium university are high. Although these students often 

bring a certain level of expertise to their writing from their first languages (Preece, 

2010), they are constantly required to critically reflect on the relevance and usefulness 

of this prior knowledge. They also need to establish relevant personal study strategies 

associated with their academic writing and develop the specific kinds of proficiency 

necessary for writing in their particular academic contexts. It is this longitudinal process 

that this study seeks to examine in more detail, particularly within the contexts of first 

year students, who have often only recently pathwayed from the types of preparatory 

courses and associated proficiency tests discussed above. The following section briefly 

refers to related existing research in this area, and within the context of this research 

introduces the specific aims of this thesis. 

 

1.7.1   Related literature  and the specific aims of this study 

There is an emerging body of research focusing on the relationship between the writing 

skills acquired by international L2 students in their pre-university studies, and those that 

they require for their university context (e.g. Ceylan, 2019; Leki, 2007; Leki & Carson, 
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1994). There is also research on the challenges international L2 students face with their 

writing assignments (e.g. Caplan, 2019; Evans & Morrison, 2011a;  Leki, 2017; Mu, 

2012; Wette, 2017; Wette, 2019), and the learning strategies international L2 students 

apply in their writing practices (e.g. Ravari & Tan, 2019).  

Ravari and Tan (2019), for example, carried out qualitative research on international L2 

studentsô thesis writing. The study which interviewed and examined the writing of 50 

students majoring in English across 11 universities was limited to Iranian mastersô 

students who had only just completed their theses. In another example, Mu (2012) 

examined the academic writing strategies used by Chinese students majoring in public 

health and nursing in Australia. He used a qualitative hermeneutic multi-case study 

approach for his study, however it was limited to the specific student population of 

postgraduate students from China. Like many related studies, Ravari and Tan (2019), 

and Mu (2012) focused on specific cultural groups in specific settings, producing 

findings that may not necessarily be generalisable to the unique circumstances of other 

settings, for example, those studying in the NZ university context; a context that is 

closer to my own concerns. Both of these examples also focused on postgraduate 

students and thesis writing, rather than the wider writing demands of fi rst year 

undergraduate students.  

While academic writing research carried out on post-graduate students is important, it 

should be noted that language development and proficiency is a dynamic process and it 

improves with practice and application in a specific discipline of study (Spolsky & Hult, 

2010; Turner, 2004). In fact, a number of studies confirmed that with appropriate 

teaching and learning methods, such as peer work and collaborative discipline-based 

writing, international L2 students are able to overcome difficulties and improve their 

English academic writing (e.g. Bacha, 2010; Connor, 1996; Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; 

Leki, 1995). The results of these studies may lead to a conclusion that the research done 

with postgraduate students in relation to studentsô academic journeys and adjustment 

experiences, tend to look at studentsô somewhat already developed writing skills, 

particularly if they have pathwayed to postgraduate study through an English medium 

University.  

Another area that interests me involves the changing nature of international L2 studentsô 

knowledge and skills about academic writing throughout their first year of study.  We 

have seen, throughout this chapter, that there is a disjuncture between international L2 
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studentsô prior experiences of academic writing, including the skills learnt in 

preparatory courses, and the types of academic writing required in the host university. 

When and how do students become cognisant of this disjuncture and what impact does 

it have on the strategies they use to negotiate their writing demands, and their identities 

as students?  

For the most part, there is a lack of research related to changes in studentsô perceptions 

about academic writing in the course of their first year of undergraduate degrees. One 

such research, known to me, was conducted in Australia by McNamara et al. (2018) and 

involved a total of 22 participants. However, the findings were limited to mainly 

Chinese participants studying towards an Economics and Business degree.  

There is also largely a lack of longitudinal case studies that follow international L2 

students - in particular first year undergraduate students - throughout their initial year of 

study to answer the above-mentioned questions. Longitudinal case studies, in this 

context, would be useful, as they can track experiences of the same individuals long 

enough to detect causal changes in their behaviour and can show ñthe nature of growth, 

trace patterns of change, and possibly give a true picture of cause and effect over timeò 

(Rajulton, 2001, p. 171). 

One relevant longitudinal study in the area of academic writing was carried out by Leki 

(2007). Lekiôs five-year study examined the perceptions and experiences about 

academic writing of four international L2 students as they moved from a pre-university 

language course to undergraduate study. Lekiôs study, however, is limited to the North 

American context and was carried out at the end of the 20th century, over 20 years ago. 

In addition to Leki (2007), there are a small number of other studies related to 

international studentsô academic journeys of adjustment and experiences with writing at 

English medium universities (Brown & Holloway, 2008; Cheng et al., 2004; Cheng & 

Fox, 2008; Guilfoyle, 2006; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Again, the focus of these and other 

similar studies are largely on the postgraduate context. Notable exceptions are Cheng 

and Fox (2008) who included a cohort of undergraduate participants alongside EAP 

students preparing for university entrance, and Cheng et al. (2004) who investigated the 

experience of undergraduate students, albeit at the end of their degree programmes. 

Although, once again, both of these studies were limited to the North American context. 
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There has also been a number of studies carried out on academic writing in the NZ 

context (e. g. Beaver & Tuck, 1998; Campbell & Li, 2008; de Magalhães et al., 2019; 

Hocking & Toh, 2010; Lee et al., 2013; Li, 2016; Skyrme, 2013, 2018; Zhang & 

Brunton, 2007). The students being examined for these studies were from a range of 

Asian countries (e. g. Campbell & Li, 2008; Hocking & Toh, 2010; Lee et al., 2013; Li, 

2016), although some focused exclusively on international students from China 

(Skyrme, 2013; Zhang & Brunton, 2007). One exception, de Magalhães et al. (2019) 

investigated the academic writing experiences of one Pakeha and two South American 

students, but these were all engaged in their doctoral studies.  

Another exception, Skyrme (2018) tracked international L2 studentsô experiences 

related to their academic writing experiences after completing the English for General 

Academic Purposes (EGAP) course in their first semester of undergraduate studies in a 

NZ university. The studyôs participants were L2 speakers of English studying towards 

various majors. Although this longitudinal research was extensive and rich in findings, 

it was limited to a single university in NZ and the range of the participantsô linguistic 

background was not clearly stated. 

Accordingly, there is an obvious lack of longitudinal qualitative research on the 

academic writing experiences of first-year undergraduate international L2 students. 

There is also a lack of such research carried out specifically in the NZ university 

context. As the result, and in order to examine the complex process surrounding 

international L2 studentsô attempts to meet the multifaceted demands of academic 

writing at undergraduate level, this study employs four case studies to trace the 

trajectory of the academic lives of these international L2 students as they negotiate their 

first years of academic study in the NZ university context, focusing in particular on their 

academic writing experiences.    

 

1.7.2   Study design 

This study will involve four case studies of four international students who are all 

second language speakers of English enrolled on undergraduate programs across three 

NZ universities. Following Kiely (2005), case studies can provide ñin-depth contextual 

information on processes and outcomes for program improvement, illuminating unique 

or unusual aspects of a research phenomenon, generating theory, or enlightening a wider 
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scholarly or policy-making audienceò (pp. 7-8). The participants are all enrolled in 

different discipline areas, Chemistry and Biological Sciences, Business, Marine Biology, 

and Computer and Information Science. The data was collected using a variety of 

qualitative methods, including interviews with students, as well as the analysis of 

documents such as assignment requirements, marking criteria, student written 

assignments, and lecturerôs feedback on studentsô written assignments throughout the 

2017 academic year. By triangulating and corroborating the multiple data sources the 

results provide significant insights into the changing academic writing experiences and 

strategies of international first-year undergraduate L2 students, how they critically 

reflect on the relevance and usefulness of their prior knowledge about writing, as well 

as how and when they develop the specific kinds of proficiency necessary for writing in 

their new academic context. 

 

1.7.3   Research questions 

This study attempts to answer the following research questions: 

RQ 1. What challenges do international L2 speakers in the early 21st century 

encounter throughout the first year of their university studies as they attempt to 

meet the academic writing standards demanded by their institutions?  

RQ 2. In what way do international studentsô prior learning and experiences, 

including preparatory academic English courses, such as IELTS, successfully 

prepare these students for the challenges they encounter throughout the first year 

of their academic study? 

RQ 3. How do the studentsô perception of, and approach to their academic writing 

practices, including their prior learning, consciously change as their first year of 

study progresses? 

In answering the research questions, this study aims to track the individual strategies 

that international L2 students develop to help them meet the various English academic 

writing demands in their programmes during their first year of undergraduate studies in 

NZ universities. It also investigates how these strategies influence studentsô choice of 

further actions and their impact on studentsô overall study performance. Furthermore, by 

looking at issues identified by the students themselves, this study hopes to broaden 
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educatorsô understanding of what is happening on the other side of the teaching arena. It 

may also assist teachers to better support studentsô adaptation to their undergraduate 

studies. 

 

1.7.4   Thesis structure  

This thesis consists of 10 chapters. 

The first introductory chapter has set out the motivation for the current study. Then, it 

has provided the background situation with regards to HE worldwide and, particularly, 

in the NZ context. The chapter then provided the knowledge from the existing literature 

related to factors influencing studentsô decisions in their choice of country for further 

education and particularly an HE provider. It also spoke about language, academic, and 

socio-cultural challenges that international L2 students face when starting their studies 

in an overseas institution with English as the medium of instruction (EMI). Mainly, 

these challenges are related to the differences international L2 students observe between 

their previous academic writing experience and writing practices in their undergraduate 

studies.  

Chapter 2 details the theoretical framework behind academic writing in higher 

education. It traces how literacy has historically evolved from being attributed only to 

civilised societies to being recognised as context-dependent with the necessity to 

scrutinise different cultural settings that it is used in. It also describes various literacy 

models and approaches, including the academic literacy approach and its relevance to 

the academic context of international L2 students studying in NZ universities. 

Chapter 3 discusses various academic help-seeking strategies that students may use 

during their studies at tertiary level institutions with EMI. The chapter first discusses 

various adaptive, and then, maladaptive help-seeking strategies. Since academic help-

seeking is closely related to studentsô self-efficacy, agency, and motivation, these 

notions are also discussed. After that, the chapter discusses various adaptive help-

seeking strategies in relation to academic writing in HE institutions worldwide and 

specifically in NZ, which include Student Learning Centre (SLC) and off-campus 

proofreading service. 
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Chapter 4 describes the methodological approach. Based on the social constructionist 

worldview applied in this study, case study methodology was adopted. The chapter 

details data collection procedures providing information about the participants, site of 

the study, and data collection instruments that allowed tracking studentsô coping 

strategies with regard to challenges with academic writing in their first year of studies. 

Data analysis procedures are described in detail in order to achieve reliability and 

validity of the study results. 

Chapters 5-8 present the research findings of each case study. Each of these chapters 

starts with a description of each participantôs context and previous academic experience. 

Following this, the study results are presented, followed by discussion in relation to the 

three RQs. Each chapter is then summarised. 

Chapter 9 triangulates the study findings from each case study and discusses them in 

relation to the three RQs. The chapter starts with the discussion of the key findings in 

relation to the participantsô challenges that they faced in their first year undergraduate 

writing practices. The chapter then discusses the role of self-efficacy, agency, and 

motivation in the formation of the participantsô perceptions regarding their academic 

writing practices at NZ HE institutions. The chapter is then summarised. 

Following the Discussion chapter, limitations of the study, implications, and 

suggestions for future research are outlined in Chapter 10 and the thesis is concluded. 
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Chapter 2.  Theoretical framework 

 

 

2.1         Introduction  

This chapter presents the theoretical framework behind academic writing in higher 

education. It starts by describing the changes in the way literacy has been perceived 

over time. It then highlights the shift from traditional view on literacy to the New 

Literacy Studies (NLS) approach. After that, the chapter presents historical development 

of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) and its branches, i.e. English for Academic 

Purposes (EAP), English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP), English for Specific 

Academic Purposes (ESAP), and Critical English for Academic Purposes (CEAP). 

After discussing the differences between EAP and academic literacies, the chapter 

presents Lea and Streetôs (1998) academic literacies approach and describes its three 

interconnected models. The chapter ends with the discussion of challenges students face 

with regard to academic writing within and across the disciplines.  

 

2.2         Evolution of the definition of literacy  

The Merriam-Webster dictionary (2020a, 2020b) states that the concept of literacy was 

first used in 1880 meaning ñthe quality or state of being literateò, i.e. ñable to read and 

writeò.  Currently, these criteria are the minimum in identifying someone as literate 

(Bailey, 2009) because the term literacy has greatly expanded from about the mid-20th 

century. Currently there are many definitions of literacy. For example, Lanham (1995) 

has identified it as ñthe ability to understand information however presentedò (p.198). 

With technological advancement, literacy now also involves new powerful 

technologies, which require information literacy, i.e. the ability to search, find and 

evaluate information (Baig et al., 2019), media literacy, i.e. ability to comprehend and 

communicate via technology (Potter, 2018), or visual literacy, i.e. understanding visual 

information (Barton, 2017). Literacy nowadays addresses the importance of cultural and 

linguistic varieties of written text, taking into consideration ñvarying social contexts and 

cultural identitiesò (Zheng et al., 2018, p. 1). However, even with the expanded view on 

literacy, the term remains framed within certain ideologies and power relations (Stieger 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/literate#h1
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& Jekel, 2019). The following sections portrait the historical background of literacy and 

draw its evolutionary path. It indicates how views of literacy have altered. 

 

2.3         The óliteracy thesisô and the óGreat Divideô theory 

One of the most influential trains of thought was the literacy thesis. The term óliteracy 

thesisô finds its origins in the works of Havelock (1963) and Goody and Watt (1968). It 

posits that literacy is a single and universal skill related to the reading and writing 

abilities of an individual. This traditional view held the belief that the development and 

spread of literacy were a result of spread of individualism (Gee, 1986). Similar to 

Goodyôs (1977) óGreat Divideô theory, which viewed societies on a dichotomy of 

civilised/primitive (Goody & Watt, 1968), the óliteracy thesisô perceived societies on a 

binary scale literate/non-literate prioritising written language over orality (Goody, 

1977). Societies with literacy were described as having diverse population, widespread 

literacy and technology, and a sense of science. Such societies were seen as having 

analytic, logical, and abstract thinking skills.  

 

2.4         The rise of written language 

Following the ñGreat Divideò theory (Goody, 1977, 1986) writing was viewed as the 

ability to make the relationship between a word and its meaning more abstract and less 

connected to the specifics of time and space, as in oral communication. With the 

development of writing, modes of thought and cultural organisation changed (Goody, 

1977). Writing was described as a necessity for disclosing the full potential of human 

consciousness, without which there was little space for the development of science, 

philosophy, literature, art, and even speech (Ong, 1982). With writing there was no need 

to memorise events, they could be preserved in abstract language (Havelock, 1963). 

Additionally, written language could be constructed over time and was less subject to 

immediate feedback, making it less closely connected with the person, place and time of 

communication (Chafe, 1982; Street, 1984). Since writing is slower than speaking and 

the writer has access to the text over time, written text can be changed allowing the 

expression of ideas in a more complex, logical, and syntactic way (Chafe, 1982; Gee, 

1986; Hildyard & Olson, 1978; Ong, 1982). This way, the final written product is more 
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integrated and independent, while speaking is more fragmented and contextualised 

(Chafe, 1982).   

 

2.4.1   Benefits of literacy 

In their work, Goody and Watt (1968) claim that literacy results in higher-order 

thinking. Those with writing skills, are viewed as having higher cognitive ability to 

criticise and analyse. In other words, literacy liberates consciousness.  

Greenfield and Bruner (1966) proposed the thesis that writing enhances cognitive 

abilities. Their supposition was largely derived from Greenfieldôs (1966) research in 

Senegal comparing schooled and unschooled Wolof childrenôs ability to complete a 

cognitive task, i.e. their ability to group items by form, function, and colour, and, 

subsequently, explain their decision. The author observed three prominent differences 

between the two groups of children. Firstly, schooled children were able to allocate 

items into various categories at different times, while unschooled children tended to 

stick to one way of sorting things. Secondly, schooled children could use full sentences, 

rather than simply providing a label to objects, as the unschooled children did. Thirdly, 

schooled children could provide an oral explanation for their decision-making, while 

unschooled children struggled to do so. The author concluded that schooled children 

had a greater ability for abstract thinking. 

 

2.5         Breaking point in view on literacy 

The traditional belief that literacy was an individual ability promoting personal 

advancement, economic and political development, and improvement of standards of 

living (Graff, 1987), lacked empirical evidence, and became known as the óliteracy 

mythô (Graff & Duffy, 2008). In the 1980s, the stereotypes of nonliterate societies being 

inferior in thinking skills were challenged by anthropological research which showed 

that these cultures had as complex a worldview and as elegant language structures as 

those associated with logical thought in modern societies (Gee, 1986). It was argued 

that higher order cognitive skills differed across cultures, but all societies and 

individuals possessed scientific and non-scientific thought (Street, 1984).  
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Some of the first researchers who initiated a post-structural view on literacy and its 

correlation with intellectual development were Scribner and Cole (1978). They 

questioned the direct link between writing and logical thinking by observing Vai 

literates and non-literates on the northwest coast of Liberia. This society had developed 

its own syllabic writing script that was passed on from generation to generation without 

the need for schooling, providing the researchers with a unique opportunity for 

investigation. After longitudinal field work and a number of tests, the authors were able 

to conclude that literate and nonliterate members of the Vai community were not 

significantly different in their cognitive abilities. The insight from the findings led to the 

conclusion that if schooling seeks to develop logical thinking, appropriate teaching 

techniques and instructional programmes should be implemented, rather than expecting 

these skills to emerge simply because students are able to read and write.   

 

2.6         Plurality of literacy  

Following insights from Scriber and Coleôs study, literacy was re-defined. It was 

regarded not just as the individual ability but also took into consideration the socio-

cultural context in which literacy practices occurred (Barton, 2017; Gee, 1986). It was 

recognised that writing cannot be context-free as a text is based on pre-existing cultural 

knowledge (Halverson, 1992). Literacy of one society was seen as different from 

another society or its subgroup and researchers questioned the assumption that literacy 

was a single universal and neutral skill, which could be transferred to other societies and 

individuals (Street, 1993). Understanding literacy practices requires an in-depth study of 

cultural settings (Burnett et al., 2014; Gee, 1989; Lea, 2004).  

Labov (1973) researched the speech of Afro-American youth in the New York ghetto. 

He realised that the use of their supposedly incorrect grammar and vocabulary was 

linked to their social context and the way the language was constructed with its own 

concepts of tense, verb phrases, pronouns, and word order. The author concluded that 

their dialect was a highly structured and logical system. He further expanded his critique 

of literacy versus orality with positing that tested knowledge is mainly based on ñthe 

social conventions of a dominant class, rather than universal logicò (Street, 1984, p. 27). 

Street (1984) believed that attention to a particular context is important for 

understanding certain social practices and cultural values. In his anthropological field 



43 

 

study in an Iranian community, Street looked at peopleôs identity and their ability to 

read and write. In the village, the author identified a number of óliteraciesô but mainly 

focused on the development of two óliteraciesô that were prevalent in the society. Both 

of these óliteraciesô were closely related to the context of the Iranian village. óMaktabô 

was a literacy acquired in Quranic schools and the way learnersô identity was associated 

with learning the Quran in the male dominant society. This ómaktabô literacy facilitated 

the development of another, ócommercialô, literacy in the context of selling fruit to other 

inhabited places nearby.  

In other words, up until the 1980s literacy was looked at as a stand-alone notion, with 

no relation to a particular context (Gee, 1990; Street, 1984). However, recognising the 

plurality of literacy, the term óliteraciesô was developed. Various literacies were 

recognised, such as ñlegal literacy, gamer literacy, country music literacy, or academic 

literacyò (Gee, 2010, p. 4). Gee believes that specific ways of writing texts in specific 

contexts is determined by the values of different social groups, recognising literacy as 

multiple and contextually situated (Johns, 2008) and, thus, requiring an in-depth study 

of its cultural settings (Gee, 1989; Lea, 2004).  

The traditional view on literacy as universal and ideologically neutral has been widely 

refuted. Literacy nowadays should not be seen as a stand-alone notion but rather be 

viewed as a product of historical, political, cultural, and economic changes. Literacy is a 

product of certain practices and uses, reflecting the power relations and ideologies 

guiding them. The view on literacy has taken a more socio-cultural turn, moving away 

from the concern with individual minds and behaviours. Proponents of the New 

Literacy Studies (NLS) were among those who supported the social aspect in the view 

of literacy. 

 

2.7         New Literacy Studies (NLS) 

New Literacy Studies (NLS) draw on studies of linguistics and social anthropology. 

NLS researchers recognise that reading and writing vary across cultures, time and space, 

and the meanings associated with literacy vary for participants and are rooted in social 

relationships, including crucial relationships of power (Kress & Street, 2005). From an 

ethnographic point of view, literacies are social practices and their understanding 
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requires ñin-depth accounts of actual practice in different cultural settingsò (Street, 

1993, p.1).  

In addition to socio-cultural (Scribner & Cole, 1981) and anthropological research 

(Street, 1984) on reading and writing, another discipline that should not be overlooked 

when discussing the ósocial turnô on literacy is Applied Linguistics (Gee, 1990; Heath, 

1983). Taking insights from the discipline, Health (1983) coined the term óliteracy 

eventsô. They are ñoccasion[s] in which a piece of writing is integral to the nature of the 

participantsô interactions and their interpretive processesò (Heath, 1983, p. 50). Street 

(1984) broadened this concept to óliteracy practicesô referring to both behaviour and 

conceptualisations used in reading and writing as ñempirical occasions to which literacy 

is integralò (p. 12). The concept of óliteracy practicesô attempts to link the literacy 

events to cultural and social events, and activities around them (Street, 2006). This 

makes researchers look at óliteracy practicesô as broader cultural concepts of particular 

ways of thinking about and ódoingô reading and writing in specific contexts. As context 

plays one of the central parts in NLS, Street (1993) proposes that researchers study not 

only the immediate ócontext of utteranceô but also include the broader social and 

conceptual framework, which will lead to the development of theories and methods 

foregrounding the social context. This will provide greater knowledge of social and 

cultural life, which is central in Streetôs (1984) óideologicalô model of literacy, which is 

discussed in greater detail in Section 2.8.2. According to this approach, literacy can be 

defined only from peopleôs perspective and the social contexts in which it plays out.  

 

2.8         Literacies and literacy models 

Over time a number of literacy models have been proposed. The following sub-sections   

discuss the leading literacy and literacies models and theories. As an alternative 

approach to the ñGreat Divideò theory, several models of academic literacy have been 

developed in the past few decades. Street (1984, 2005), for example, differentiates 

between ñautonomousò and ñideologicalò models of literacy. 
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2.8.1   The óAutonomousô model 

In the óautonomousô model, literacy is not associated with social conditions, cultural 

interpretations, or educational programs. It is viewed in technical terms and is treated as 

independent of social context. Ong (1982) states that written language is isolated from 

the interlocutor and context, thus making the utterance pure, unambiguous, self-

contained, and complete. Olson (1988) argues that writing alters the use and structure of 

oral language not only in terms of social development and progress, but also in terms of 

individual cognitive processes. This happens with the development of writing, which 

takes the memory function on itself, leaving the mind to more analytic activities, such 

as examining contradictions, and making logical conclusions.  

The óautonomousô model looks at literacies in different cultures through the prism of 

western conceptions of literacy (Street, 2006), i.e. mostly academic discourse among 

intellectual elite, mainly in the form of an essay (Besnier, 1988). Reading and writing 

skills are considered neutral and universal. Educationalists, linguists, and psychologists 

believed that the acquired literacy skills would lead to higher cognitive and critical 

skills which would improve self-conscious reflection (Street, 1993). Hence, this model 

disguises cultural and ideological assumptions and simply imposes western meaning of 

literacy onto other culture and the ways it should be acquired, disregarding the social 

and ideological character of literacy and the context it appears in (Robinson-Pant, 

2004). This view makes it an inappropriate tool for understanding the diverse writing 

and reading practices around the world (Robinson-Pant, 2004).  

 

2.8.2   The óIdeologicalô model 

The alternative, óideologicalô, model of literacy is very much aligned with NLS in 

offering a more culturally sensitive view of literacy practices. It starts from the premise 

that literacy is a social practice (Street, 2005); the premise states that peopleôs ideas of 

reading and writing are ñrooted in conceptions of knowledge, identity, beingò (Street, 

2006, p. 2). Engaging with literacy is a social act on its own, and particular social 

practices affect the nature of literacy and usersô understanding of its practice. So, 

literacy cannot in this sense be neutral, as it is óideologicalô and rooted in a particular 

worldview (Gee, 1990). People who may be viewed as óilliterateô in the óautonomousô 

model, will be seen as making extensive use of literacy practices in specific contexts 

(Street, 1993).  
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The óideologicalô model of literacy is rooted in identity and cultural knowledge (Gee, 

1996). It ñemphasises not only cultural meanings but also the power dimension of 

reading and writing processesò (Street, 2005, p. 418). It offers a more culturally 

sensitive view on literacy, looking at how local people acquire new communicative 

practices, making literacy part of a power relationship (Street, 2006).   

Although there are a number of literacies, the present study focuses on academic 

literacies and specifically the academic writing of international L2 students at HE 

institutions. The following sections describe the development of the teaching of 

academic English, and the various approaches to which it gave rise. 

 

2.9         From academic literacy to academic literacies 

Recognising the plurality of literacy, Duff (2010) defines academic literacies as ñoral 

and written communication-genres, registers, graphics, linguistic structures, 

interactional patterns that are privileges, expected, cultivated, conventionalized, or 

ritualisedò (p.175). The notion of óacademic literaciesô appeared in the 1990s in the UK 

and South African context of growing diversification in HE (Lillis & Tuck, 2016). The 

assumption that acquired academic skills were transferable from context to context (Lea 

& Street, 1998; Lillis, 2001, 2014) was contested. It was argued that ódefaultô teaching 

practices were no longer suitable in the context of political and social transformations in 

HE (Lillis & Tuck, 2016). Massification and, consequently, the internationalisation of 

HE (see Chapter 1) meant that HE student population could no longer be viewed as a 

homogenous group. As the result, lecturers could not rely on students having certain 

skills as far as academic language was concerned.  Instead, academic literacies 

researchers realised the importance of studentsô experiences and perspectives that could 

be reflected in their academic writing (Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis, 2001). Following the 

NLS movement, academic literacies were viewed from a sociocultural perspective 

(Street, 1984). The academic literacies approach drew on ña number of disciplinary 

fields and subfields such as applied linguistics and sociolinguistics, anthropology, 

sociocultural theories of learning, new literacy studies and discourse studiesò (Lillis & 

Scott, 2007, p. 5). Accordingly, a number of authors (e.g. Elola et al., 2018; Palmer et 

al.,  2018; Street, 2015; Wingate, 2018) no longer viewed literacy as singular but rather 

as a range of capabilities required to communicate in specific academic discourse 
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communities, which involved reading and evaluating information, and then presenting it 

either orally or in writing.  

Although there are a number of literacies, the present study focuses on academic 

literacies and specifically the academic writing of international L2 students at HE 

institutions. The following sections describe the development of the teaching of 

academic English, and the various approaches to which it gave rise. 

 

2.10 English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is a parent-term for English language courses that 

intend to prepare speakers of other language for studies or work in a specific context 

(Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998). Examples of ESP can be English for business, English 

for science and technology, and vocational ESL (Johns & Dudley-Evans, 1991). The 

focus of ESP teaching has shifted over the years. Originally, ESP focused on linguistic 

features of a discipline-specific language (Swales, 1985). Recent ESP proposes that in 

addition to teaching language, it should also teach students discipline-specific 

conceptual knowledge (Basturkmen, 2014).  

Throughout its history ESP has been concerned with learner needs and purposes. In 

other words, it has focused on specific needs facing learners in their discipline studies, 

occupations, or activities (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001). This has been reflected in 

materials design (Johns & Dudley-Evans, 1991). As seen in Figure 2.1, the two main 

branches of ESP are English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) and English for 

Academic Purposes (EAP). Each of these branches is then divided into discipline- or 

occupation-specific areas (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001). So, EAP may be divided into 

English for Mathematics, or English for Medicine, while EOP may be divided into 

English for doctors, or English for hotel staff (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001; Jordan, 

1997). The division between these two branches of ESP has been criticised as not being 

clear-cut. An EAP course, that students take in the academy, may essentially be 

classified as studentsô preparation for work in the area, and, therefore, may be identified 

as EOP (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001). In response to this critique, Flowerdew and 

Peacock (2001) suggest a division of EAP into academic and occupational sectors. 

While both of these sectors are to be based in the academic world, the focus of the 

former would be on assisting students with studies, while the latter would aim to 

prepare students for their professions. Nonetheless, a more traditional division of EAP 
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is presented in Figure 2.1, where EAP branches out into English for General Academic 

Purposes (EGAP) and English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP). The following 

sub-sections provide in-depth discussions of EAP (Section 2.10.1) and its branches, i.e. 

EGAP (Section 2.10.1.1), and ESAP (Section 2.10.1.2). Firstly, each of these branches 

are discussed in terms of their background and teaching aims, followed by a general 

critique surrounding EAP teaching. Then, Critical English for Academic Purposes 

(CEAP) is discussed. 

 

Figure 2.1 

English Language Skills and Purpose of English Language Courses  

 

Note. Reprinted from ñEnglish for academic purposes: A guide and resource book for teachersò (p. 3) by R.R. 

Jordan, 1997, Cambridge University Press. Copyright 1997 by Cambridge University Press 
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2.10.1   English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

EAP, or óAcademic literacy supportô (Skinner & Mort, 2009) is ñthe teaching of English 

with the specific aim of helping learners to study, conduct research or teach in that 

languageò (Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001, p. 8). The term óEAPô is believed to have been 

coined by Johns in 1974 but appeared in 1977 in the publication edited by Cowie and 

Eaton (Jordan, 2002). Since then it has been accepted and now occupies an important 

part in language teaching and research (Hyland & Shaw, 2016). 

Some of the most prominent reasons for EAP development are massification, 

internalisation and diversification of HE, which have been discussed in-depth in 

Chapter 1. As the result of these socio-economic changes, English has raised its status 

as the language of academia and research (Hyland, 2006). To advance their careers, 

understand their disciplines, and to be successful learners, students, whose speak a first 

language other than English, need to acquire the language, as well as master relatively 

standardised norms of academic writing in their discipline areas (Hyland, 2006). To 

support learners with such ambitions, EAP was developed. EAP is seen as a part of 

applied linguistics, which evaluates and explores teaching methods (Hyland, 2006).  

On the one hand, EAP is a practice-driven activity (Bruce, 2011; Dudley-Evans, 2001) 

whose focus is on curriculum and instruction (Hyland, 2006). It tends to apply a number 

of theories and methods in classroom practices, among which are Systemic Functional 

Linguistics (SFL), Discourse Analysis (DA), communicative language teaching, and 

contrastive rhetoric. To present students with certain knowledge and skills, EAP 

curricula developers first investigate discipline-specific characteristics in particular 

settings, which then are applied in classroom teaching by EAP instructors (Dudley-

Evans, 2001). This specificity of taught material serves researchers in the EAP field as 

an indication of the kind of data that need to be collected and the ways in which it 

should be collected. This specificity also allows for the easy identification of theories to 

adopt in interpreting these data (Hyland, 2016). 

However, EAP is also learner-centered and needs-driven (Bruce, 2011), i.e. it focuses 

on what learnersô motivation for learning the language are. One of the largely used ways 

to identify learnersô needs is through needs analysis (Perez-Llantada & Swales, 2016). 

Needs analysis assists EAP teachers in identifying and supporting students in 

developing skills, which are necessary for their discipline-specific studies. Apart from 

fostering such skills, EAP teachers also reinforce the transfer of learnersô existing skills 
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to their studies at HE with English as the medium of instruction (EMI) (Hyland & 

Shaw, 2016). In other words, EAP deals with L2 learnersô acquisition of academic 

language, claiming to offer students the knowledge of linguistic textual structures which 

would be effective in discipline studies (Hyland & Shaw, 2016).  

 

The two branches of EAP, which are EGAP and ESAP are discussed in the sub-sections 

below. 

2.10.1.1 English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) 

One of the branches of EAP is English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP). EGAP 

stems from the belief that there are general language and study skills that are common 

across various disciplines (Bruce, 2005; Hyland & Shaw, 2016; McCarter & Jakes, 

2009). Hence, EGAP adopts a more neutral approach to teaching academic literacy, i.e. 

focusing on general, value-free rules and linguistic features, which can be used in any 

context (Hyland & Shaw, 2016). These skills are, but not restricted to, grammar, 

punctuation, skim and scan reading, paraphrasing, summarising, listening and note-

taking, writing essays and reports, referencing, as well as participating in seminars and 

class discussions, with an emphasis on communicative academic and pedagogic 

practices predominant in the Western academia (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998; 

Hyland, 2006; Hyland & Shaw, 2016). It was argued that once such generic skills were 

learnt in isolation, students would also be able to apply them in different contexts and 

for a variety of purposes (Hyland & Shaw, 2016). Additionally, Hutchison & Water 

(1987), for instance, claimed that there were not enough variations in language forms 

and structures across disciplines to differentiate and teach them in separate discipline-

specific courses. Hence, they suggested grouping students in EGAP classes and 

developing curricula based on a variety of disciplinary texts and topics, focusing 

teaching on what is known as ñcommon coreò language features (Bloor & Bloor, 1986), 

or features found in nearly all disciplines. An example of such features may be generic 

academic English register, formal academic style and language proficiency. Thus, 

EGAP does not recognise that students might have specific language needs (Hutchison 

& Water, 1987).  

Furthermore, supporters of EGAP argue that EGAP teachers, who are discipline 

outsiders, lack sufficient knowledge to identify and teach specific varieties of the 

language. Spack (1988), for instance, argues that EAP teachers have insufficient 

discipline-specific knowledge of certain subjects, so they are better off leaving subject-
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specific knowledge to discipline specialists and focusing on general linguistic features 

and general principles of inquiry and rhetoric. Conversely, Dudley-Evans & St John 

(1998), for instance, argue that some discipline-specific material may be taught as 

general content, where EGAP teachers or students would not require much specific 

knowledge in tackling a task.  

Another reason for teaching general academic English stemmed from the belief that 

EAP is difficult for those students who lack language proficiency. Thus, Spack (1988) 

advised that EAP should equip students with ógeneral Englishô which may be found in 

and applied to a range of academic contexts before they focus on the language specifics 

in their disciplines. In this view, learning is seen as a gradual process of mastering core 

linguistic forms before learning more specific linguistic requirements. Additionally, 

discipline-specific vocabulary has been argued to be relatively unproblematic for 

students (Hutchinson & Water, 1987).   

Relatively recent research, however, indicated a number of issues with EGAP. A 

number of corpus-based studies, for example, have identified that there may not be a 

large variety of language sets which are the same across the disciplines (Durrant, 2014; 

Hyland & Tse, 2007). Additionally, studies have shown that non-native students 

struggle with acquiring discipline-specific vocabulary when starting their studies in HE 

institutions (Berman & Cheng, 2010; Evans & Morrison, 2011b). Hence, there is a need 

for more discipline-specific language classes, such as English for Specific Academic 

Purposes (ESAP). 

2.10.1.2 English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) 

ESAP bases its teaching on the assumption that specific disciplines have specific 

language features, which students need to acquire to be successful in their HE studies 

(Flowerdew, 2016). With a number of previous research studies supporting the fact that 

discourses across disciplines vary (Benson, 1991; Perez-Llantada & Swales, 2016), 

ócommon coreô teaching needs to be supplemented by identifying studentsô more 

specific needs and language difficulties within their discipline studies (Perez-Llantada 

& Swales, 2016).  

Although teaching ESAP may seem similar to EGAP courses, it has a different 

methodological approach to teaching. In the more specific EAP classes teachers may 

view themselves as being of an equal status with the students, who are viewed as 
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experts in their disciplines (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998). This way, ESAP teachers 

are more of language consultants, who draw on the content knowledge from their 

students in order to generate classroom engagement (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998). 

Because they are dealing with knowledge from their disciplines and being viewed as 

discipline experts, students are believed to be more motivated for classroom tasks and 

discussions (Hadjiconstantinou & Nikiforou, 2012).  

However, there is a lot of criticism of EAP and its branches. Debate surrounding EAP is 

presented in the sub-section below. 

 

2.10.2   Criticism of EAP and its branches 

EAP has been criticised from a number of perspectives. Firstly, benefiting from the 

expansion of English across the globe, EAP has turned English teaching and learning 

into big business which has been of benefit to HE institutions using EMI (e.g. Altbach 

et al., 2017; Boston, 1999; Gray, 2016; Heller, 2016; Holdsworth, 2009; Marginson, 

2016; Roper, 2018). As a result, EAP is often viewed as a money-generating entity 

(Gray, 2016; Heller, 2016; Roper, 2018), which possibly leads to lowered standards in 

teaching English (Holdsworth, 2009). Such lowered standards may be detrimental to 

students during their academic studies at HE. 

Secondly, EAP fails to acknowledge variations between discipline genres (Hyland & 

Shaw, 2016; Krashen, 2011). While this is problematic, what is, perhaps, a greater 

problem for L2 students is that EAP appears to develop and support relatively stable 

Anglophone academic norms and conventions. As a result, EAP has been condemned 

for being óaccommodationistô (Benesch, 1993, p 714), seeking to perpetuate Western 

academic norms (Allison, 1996). Consequently, learners have been viewed as passive 

members in a teacher-centred classroom environment (Hyland, 2006). It is mainly this 

teacher-centred classroom approach that has led to the loss of voice of L2 students who 

come from non-Western backgrounds (Allison, 1996). In academic writing, student 

voice is the capacity of students to represent their own ideas in an attempt to contribute 

to the academic debate in a discipline-specific area (Hyland, 2002). Canagarajah (2002) 

argues that accepting new voices enables progress in the discourse of that community.  

EAP teachers have also been criticised because they often lack discipline-specific 

knowledge.  This may lead to shallow classroom discussions and essays (Pennycook, 
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1997a). In this, there may be certain harm for the students, as they are presented with 

limited opportunities and possibilities to question how language works within the 

classroom. EAP has been criticised for focusing on general academic norms and 

conventions disregarding the authenticity of discipline-specific variations of genres and 

discourse practices, which do not adhere to general templates (Alexander, 2019; 

Benson, 1991; Bruce, 2018; Durrant, 2016; Hyland & Shaw, 2016; Nesi et al., 2017; 

Robertson, 2017). EAP teachers traditionally introduce the writing practice of a five-

paragraph essay as an example of a general essay structure (Macbeth, 2010; Wesley, 

2000). They encourage beginning an essay with an Introduction, which starts with a 

broad topic sentence and lists arguments that will be raised in each of the subsequent 

ñBodyò paragraphs. Alexander (2019) further mentions that paragraphs have a certain 

structure, where the first sentence states the topic and subsequent sentences are a 

coherent development of it. When practicing writing paragraphs, students are taught to 

achieve coherence in a number of ways, such as cause and effect, contrast, comparison, 

and use of discourse markers, for example, óhoweverô, óadditionallyô, óin conclusionô 

(Alexander, 2019). The essay is traditionally concluded with recapturing of what it has 

covered (Alexander, 2019; Hjortshoj, 2001). However, it is widely acknowledged that 

learning discipline-specific written genres is probably more likely to be achieved 

through writing in the target community (Casanave, 2002; Hyland & Shaw, 2016; 

Macbeth, 2010), so teaching general norms and structures may lead  students to believe  

that they will be well-prepared for their academic studies (Hyland & Shaw, 2016; 

Macbeth, 2010). 

Another prominent feature that has been criticised in EAP teaching is presenting 

students with general academic vocabulary (Durrant, 2009, 2016; Hyland & Tse, 2007). 

It has been claimed that academic discipline-specific vocabulary is challenging for non-

native speakers (Durrant, 2016). As a result of such claims, EAP has focused on 

vocabulary, which is distinctive to academic language across a range of disciplines, 

leaving discipline-specific vocabulary to discipline teachers (Durrant, 2016; Farhady et 

al., 2018; Flowerdew, 2016). However, research indicates that there are not a large 

number of language forms and vocabulary sets which are frequent across disciplines, 

stating that academic language is more discipline-specific (Durrant, 2014; Martínez et 

al., 2009). Hence, this more general approach to teaching academic literacy does not 

equip students with the ability to communicate adequately in their chosen discipline 

(Wingate, 2018). 
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What has been considered one of the main weakness of EAP, however, is that it is seen 

by the HE institutional body as ña low-status service activityò (Hyland & Shaw, 2016, 

p. 2), accepting the role of a servant to discipline studies instead of developing its own 

subject knowledge and skills (Hyland & Shaw, 2016; Pennycook, 1997a). Benesch 

(1993) states that proponents of EAP endorse existing power relations which aim to 

assimilate L2 students into current academic standards. This view of EAP leads to 

decontextualised pedagogy, deprofessionalising teachers and marginalising EAP 

teaching as a whole (Hyland & Shaw, 2016).  

Partly in answer to this criticism, Critical English for Academic Purposes (CEAP)  was 

developed. 

 

2.10.3   Critical English for Academic Purposes (CEAP) 

CEAP views learning as a part of a broader social and ideological context taking 

studentsô and teachersô social identities, including class, gender, race, and age, into 

account (Benesch, 2009). In the context of English classes in Western universities, 

teachers should recognise and acknowledge social diversity and various gender 

discourses in their classroom teaching in order to create awareness of the multiplicity of 

societal norms (Appleby, 2009; Benesch, 2009). CEAP encourages teachers, on the one 

hand, to assist L2 students in acculturating into the Western academic and social 

discourse, while, on the other hand, supports them in creating space for the questioning 

and exploration of various cultural and societal differences (Appleby, 2009; Benesch, 

2009).  

Because it is sensitive to social and political differences, CEAP considers power 

relations in the societies as well as in the classroom (Benesch, 2009). Benesch (1999) 

follows Foucaultôs (1980) concept of power. Foucault sees power as the main issue in 

todayôs life, explaining that it is omnipresent, not ñlocalized in the State apparatusò (p. 

60). He further explains that it seeks answers to such questions as ñWho makes 

decisions for me? Who is preventing me from doing this and telling me to do that? How 

are these decisions on which my life is completely articulated taken?ò (p. 103). In the 

educational context, Benesch recognises teachersô struggle to cover the material 

prescribed by departments, while allowing students to implement teaching practices in a 

way that seems to be more beneficial for studentsô learning. Benesch (1999) recognises 
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students as active participants and suggests using, what she calls, órights analysisô (p. 

314) in addition to needs analysis. She identifies órights analysisô as the study of power 

relations and the way they are exhibited as well as resisted in the classroom. Rights 

analysis acknowledges that each educational situation offers its own opportunities and 

that students have the possibility to engage in negotiation and resistance. Rights are 

viewed as a conceptual framework in which students are entitled to question authority, 

control, and practice resistance.  

Another renowned advocate for CEAP is Pennycook. He (1997b) promotes ñcriticalò 

pragmatism of EAP as opposed to ñvulgarò pragmatism (Cherryholmes, 1988). While 

vulgar pragmatism accepts standards, set norms, and conventions that are rooted in 

societal and academic practices, critical pragmatism calls for evaluating and assessing 

such grounded discourse practices, questioning their status quo. Pennycook views the 

English language as a social practice, which is contextually situated. Hence, the author 

argues that EAP should assist students to develop their own linguistic forms and allow 

them to question how the language works within and outside the academy. He calls for 

the development of EAP curricula that critically examine and challenge the discourses 

that construct teachersô and studentsô worldview. Similarly to Benesch (1999), 

Pennycook (1997b) advocates for teaching the set norms of academic discourse, while 

promoting culturally diverse practices. 

Pennycookôs position has been influenced by another researcher (Clark, 1992), who also 

encourages students to critically question teaching practices and academic norms. In 

Clarkôs view, EAP should support studentsô challenging of set academic genres by 

encouraging them to critically analyse text, paying attention to its socio-historical 

context and the way certain forms of knowledge are constructed in discourse 

communities. Clark believes there are four norms that students must follow: validating 

arguments, relating arguments to stated aims, using a recognised referencing style, and 

avoiding plagiarism. Pennycook (1997b) supports the idea of scrutinising these 

conventions, advocating for pluralism of academic writing norms.  

 

2.11 EAP versus academic literacies 

Both academic literacies and EAP courses are focused on assisting students 

communicating their knowledge in the English language in the context of HE 
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institutions. They foreground and make explicit academic conventions emphasising ñthe 

importance of investigating academic literacy as a highly situated [social] practiceò 

(Lillis & Tuck, 2016, p. 39). Both these teaching practices have academic language as 

their focal point (Turner, 2011b).   

Despite some similarities between these two approaches, Lillis and Tuck (2016) identify 

certain differences. Firstly, while EAP focuses mainly on the text, academic literacies 

also investigates the producer of the text. Secondly, EAP uses óstandard (academic) 

Englishô (ibid, p. 39) in the way native speakers presumably do. In contrast, academic 

literacies challenges the assumption that there is a single variety of English. Academic 

literacies acknowledges that a large variety of students, currently present in academia, 

may bring with them the norms from their own English vernacular. Thirdly, EAP 

disregards the value of studentsô own writing experiences that they bring with them into 

the Western academy, while academic literacies takes them into consideration. Lastly, 

EAP believes that once target genres and conventions are identified, they are not 

questioned. Instead, EAP presents students with discipline-specific conventions, 

expecting students to adapt them. Conversely, academic literacies believes that 

academic discourse changes in response to the needs of its users. Hence, gatekeepers 

and other stakeholders, including students themselves, are responsible for transforming 

it (Lillis & Tuck, 2016, pp. 39-40). 

EAP views teaching and acquisition of academic literacy as a straightforward process, 

while Lea and Street (1998) suggest using the óacademic literaciesô approach, which 

takes teaching literacy beyond surface-level features of the language by focusing on 

studentsô negotiation of literacy practices. 

 

2.12 Academic literacies approach  

As can be seen from Figure 2.2, Academic literacies approach is based on three 

overlapping models of 1) study skills, 2) academic socialisation, and 3) academic 

literacies.  
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Figure 2.2  

Models of Student Writing in HE  

 

Note. Adapted from ñStudent writing and staff feedback in higher education: An academic literacies approachò by 

M.R. Lea and B. Street, 2000. The Society for Research into Higher Education (SRHE) & Open University Press. 

Copyright 2000 by The Editors and Contributors. 

 

Lea and Street (2006) underline that the óacademic literaciesô model does not deny 

either study skills or academic socialisation models as part of the teaching process. 

Instead, it encapsulates both models, as presented in Figure 2.2. This way, both 

óacademic socialisationô and the broader óacademic literaciesô models recognise the 

importance of the óstudy skillsô model, i.e. the surface-level features, such as grammar. 

Additionally, they focus on the relation between knowledge and the way literacy is 

constructed. Furthermore, the broader óacademic literaciesô model identifies literacies as 

social practices challenging discourses set in HE institutions. Each of these models is 

described in more detail in the sub-sections below. 
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2.12.1   Study skills model 

The first model focuses on the surface features of the language, such as sentence 

structure, grammar, and punctuation, assuming that they can be transferred to another 

milieu (Lea & Street, 2000; van Rensburg & Lamberti, 2009). This model is informed 

by autonomous theory, behavioural and experimental psychology, and programmed 

learning. It pays little attention to context and meaning-making. Researchers claim that 

this model is commonly applied at universities in the UK (Gamache, 2002; Haggis & 

Pouget, 2002; Wingate, 2006). Bennett et al. (2000) refer to this approach as óbolt-onô, 

rather than embedded óbuilt-inô, where study skills are divorced from the written norms 

in a certain discipline of study. Both the óbolt-onô approach and the óstudy skillsô model 

outsource óat riskô students to seek help outside the discipline departments. The óstudy 

skillsô model focuses on fixing problems related to studentsô learning, which can be 

done with the help of language professionals and university student support services, 

which are available for students from any discipline of study (Lea & Street, 2000; 

Turner, 2011a).  

However, even if they use help from students support services outside their 

departments, students may not find such help beneficial even for surface-level issues. 

There is research which identified that after seeking help with essay writing at the 

university writing centre, studentsô written works still bore a number of surface-level 

errors (Sefalane-Nkohla, 2019). The analysis identified lexico-grammartical errors, and 

errors in the overall essay structure and paragraph structure, for which students had to 

seek help elsewhere, e.g. editing and proof-reading services. Although these findings 

are important, it needs to be acknowledged that the study was limited to only 20 

participants and was confined to the South African context. 

 

2.12.2   Academic socialisation model 

The second model encompasses the óstudy skillsô model but also includes studentsô 

abilities to use the literacy of a certain discipline, discourse, and genre. Unlike the first 

model, the óacademic socialisationô model, informed by social psychology, 

anthropology, and constructivism, recognises that disciplines use different discourses 

and written norms in constructing knowledge (Lea & Street, 2000). However, this 

model supposes that genres in different disciplines are similar and stable and, therefore, 

acquiring skills of reading and writing in one discipline will be easily transferred to 
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another. Thus, writing requirements may be left implicit and seen as obvious (Lea, 

2008). Lea (2008) argues that the óacademic socialisationô model neglects the existence 

of various community practices in academia. Consequently, this model overlooks the 

issues of power relations and ideology which are constituent parts of discourse practices 

(Tran, 2013). As a result, this model has certain similarities with the óstudy skillsô 

model in viewing writing as a set of skills that, firstly, do not require explicit 

instructions, and, secondly, that can be easily transferred across various disciplines 

(Tran, 2013). Both these models serve as the point of reference in developing curricular 

at school and HE institutions, as well as direct teaching practices and research (Lea & 

Street, 2006). 

 

2.12.3   Academic literacies model 

The third, óacademic literaciesô, model is built on the values of NLS, critical discourse 

analysis (CDA), systemic functional linguistics (SFL), and cultural anthropology. It is 

more detailed and situated, foregrounding what institutions count as knowledge in each 

individual context, including power relations among people, institutions, and social 

identities (Lea & Street, 2006). Discipline professionals are seen as the authority who 

set up the norms for conventions in their discipline (Lea & Street, 2006). Therefore, 

unfamiliarity with academic writing norms and conventions might make students feel at 

risk (Street, 2006). However, the strength of the óacademic literaciesô model is that it 

views students as active participants in the process of meaning-making in the academy, 

rather than seeing them as unproblematically acculturated into the academic culture 

(Lea, 2004). It also views literacy at the level of epistemology, making literacy practices 

socially and ideologically situated (Lea & Street, 2006).  

In the óacademic literaciesô model, reading and writing are situated within disciplines 

and serve as the centrepiece of studentsô acquisition of knowledge in their study areas 

(Lea & Street, 1998). Here students are viewed as contributors to the writing 

conventions at institutions. Arkoudis and Tran (2010) state that studentsô challenges 

with writing may go beyond study skills and surface-level features of the language. The 

authors see studentsô cultural and personal experiences with the acquisition and delivery 

of knowledge in writing as of equal importance.  
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Nevertheless, the óacademic literaciesô model has been criticised mainly for its lack of 

insights for pedagogical practices (Lillis, 2003). In response to this critique, Lea (2004) 

outlined some principles in teaching based on the results of a case study with 

postgraduate students in distant learning. The author suggests that instructors should 

take into consideration learnersô previous experience with writing and build on this. 

Furthermore, the óacademic literaciesô model looks at general writing instructions, for 

example, those related to plagiarism (Lea & Street, 2006). However, due to limited 

qualitative research on the application of the óacademic literaciesô model in teaching 

practices (Lillis & Scott, 2007), instructions for teaching writing may still need further 

development. 

 

2.13 Academic skills for studentsô success at tertiary level  

As was mentioned in Chapter 1, academic writing has traditionally been related to any 

kind of writing practice in academic institutions (McNamara et al., 2018). Scholars 

acknowledge that writing is a complex skill to be learnt and is one of the key skills for 

students at universities, as they are usually assessed in writing (Tran, 2013; Uysal, 

2010). Patel et al. (2011) believe that written assignments may constitute up to 90% of 

studentsô total grade in a course.  

Students are often expected to bring knowledge of academic writing with them from 

their pre-university schooling (Wingate, 2018). However, a number of studies indicate 

that academic writing may not be acquired outside specific disciplines (e.g. Drennan, 

2017; Wingate, 2018). Clarence (2012) states that academic writing is a ñsocial and 

knowledge practice that is informed by the values and academic conversations of 

particular disciplines and the ways in which knowledge is constructed and disseminated 

by these disciplinesò (p. 127). Thus, it is necessary to introduce novice writers into 

discipline norms (Hedgcock & Lee, 2017). Interestingly, when students seek help in 

guidance with discipline-specific academic writing, not all subject lecturers are able to 

pinpoint and convey their understanding of genre conventions (Clarence 2012; Drennan, 

2017; Lillis & Turner 2001). Lillis and Turner (2011) state that lecturers are mainly able 

to identify and set general requirements for writing assessments. For example, they may 

require writing an Introduction, but they fail to explain what goes in an introduction and 

how to arrange information to make it clear and logical (Drennan, 2017).  
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Naturally, in HE, students are asked to present their writing in accurate English which is 

void of errors related to surface-level features of the language, i.e. grammar, 

punctuation, spelling, sentence, and essay structure (Nallaya, 2018). Lillis and Turner 

(2001) state that lexico-grammatically correct text should additionally be coherent and 

cohesive. It is presumed that students possess the knowledge of discourse markers, such 

as óhoweverô, ódespite the fact thatô, óinsofar asô, to achieve flow in their writing.  

To become successful academic writers, it is necessary for students to know a variety of 

writing genres that are currently present in academic community practices in their 

discipline area (Devitt, 2009; Hyland, 2011a). Genre ñrefers to abstract, socially 

recognised ways of using languageò (Hyland, 2007, p. 149). The idea is that members 

of a certain discourse community have the ability to recognise features of texts which 

are frequently used in that community. Recognition of such features assists discourse 

participants in reading, understanding and writing a similar type of text (Hyland, 2007; 

Wingate, 2012a).  

There is a number of other expectations of studentsô abilities with regard to academic 

writing that lecturers traditionally hold. One of the expectations is that students are able 

to cite sources according to academic standards in order to avoid accusations of 

plagiarism (Hardy & Clughen, 2012; McWilliams & Allan, 2014). Paraphrasing is a 

skill which is closely linked to avoiding plagiarism. Paraphrasing is the ability to 

present source material in own words when incorporating it into formal academic 

writing (Cooper, 2013; Thompson et al., 2013). Paraphrasing indicates familiarity with 

the context and understanding of the material (Cooper, 2013; Hardy & Clughen, 2012; 

McWilliams & Allan, 2014; Thompson et al., 2013).  

In their attempt to make an argument while incorporating paraphrased text from 

secondary sources, students are also required to ñnegotiate a placeò (Canagarajah, 2001, 

p. 117) for the knowledges, skills, and experiences that they bring from their vernacular 

(Canagarajah, 2002). The spread of English to the ñOuterò and ñExpandingò Circles 

created a number of localised Englishes (Canagarajah, 2006; Kachru & Nelson, 1996). 

These multiple varieties of the language are influenced by local culture and languages. 

Users of these language varieties have to negotiate intelligibility of their Englishes 

when using it with other communities (Canagarajah, 2006).  
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A well-cited schema summarising basic requirements for university assignments is 

outlined by Horowitz (1991). He states that university students need to provide: ñ(i) 

summary/reaction to reading; (ii) annotated bibliography; (iii) report on a specific 

participatory experience; (iv) connection of theory and data; (v) case study; (vi) 

synthesis of multiple sources and (vii) research projectò (Horowitz, 1991, p. 74).  

In a more recent guide to student academic writing, Day (2018) claims that, when 

assessing studentsô learning, academics focus on student writersô ability to: 

¶ demonstrate discipline-specific knowledge in a scholarly manner with the 

application of discipline-specific vocabulary; 

¶ demonstrate research skills; 

¶ follow discipline conventions regarding writing structure and style; 

¶ paraphrase source information and present it in non-plagiarised form by using 

correct in-text citation and referencing skills; 

¶ demonstrate higher-level skills, such as analytical and critical thinking skills, i.e. 

the ability to critique strengths and weaknesses of different research and 

opinions; 

¶ analyse, evaluate and synthesise facts and ideas; 

¶ draw conclusions. 

To summarise, novice writers should acquire norms and conventions of discipline-

specific practices, such as genres, form and structure of text, lexical choice, and 

rhetorical styles, established in Western academia (Hedgcock & Lee, 2017; Nallaya, 

2018; Wingate, 2012b). This acquisition usually happens with little guidance from their 

subject lecturers (Drennan, 2017). A great number of students, especially those from 

non-Western education background, might not have been necessarily exposed to or 

practiced the skills required in Western academia in their prior learning (Drennan, 

2017). Lack of such skills may hinder studentsô academic success (Wingate, 2018).  

 

2.14 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the theoretical framework behind academic writing in higher 

education. The chapter discussed the changes in the way literacy has been perceived 

over time, starting with a traditional view on literacy to the New Literacy Studies (NLS) 
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approach. Then, historical development of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) and its 

branches has been discussed. Following the discussion of the differences between EAP 

and academic literacies, the chapter presented Lea and Streetôs (1998) academic 

literacies approach. The chapter ended with a discussion of challenges students face 

with regard to academic writing within and across the disciplines at HE institutions with 

EMI. The next chapter discusses studentsô help-seeking strategies with writing support 

at HE. 

 



64 

 

Chapter 3.  Student help-seeking strategies with writing 

support at HE 

 

 

3.1          Introduction  

As was described in Chapter 2, L2 students struggle to meet the academic language 

demands of Western academia not only because of the on-going need to master surface 

level features, such as grammar and essay structure, but also because of the variety of 

multiple disciplinary norms and practices. Hence, international L2 students seek help 

via various on- and off-campus services. This chapter discusses various academic help-

seeking strategies that students may use during their studies at tertiary level institutions 

with English as the medium of instruction. Since academic help-seeking is closely 

related to studentsô self-efficacy, agency, and motivation, these notions are also 

discussed. 

The chapter starts with defining academic help-seeking behaviour. It then continues 

with definitions and explanations of two major types of help-seeking strategies, i.e. 

adaptive and maladaptive. The role of time constraints and time management skills on 

studentsô help-seeking strategies is also discussed. The chapter continues with an in-

depth discussion of three major socio-cognitive phenomena, i.e. self-efficacy, agency, 

and motivation, which influence adaptive help-seeking strategies. After that, the chapter 

discusses various adaptive help-seeking strategies in relation to academic writing in HE 

institutions worldwide and specifically in NZ. The strategies discussed are related to the 

main on-campus language support service, i.e. Student Learning Centre (SLC), off-

campus proofreading service, as well as assignment exemplars. The chapter is then 

summarised. 

 

3.2          Academic help-seeking behaviour  

There are a number of definitions for academic help-seeking. Nelson-Le Gall and 

Resnick (1998) view it as a mechanism vital for learners to cope with learning 

difficulties through active involvement with the task. Roll et al. (2011) see it as a 
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multiple construct that encompasses meta-cognitive strategies. Karabenick (2011) and 

Won et al. (2019) define it as a self-regulated proactive strategy that prevents failure in 

academic studies. Chowdhury and Halder (2019) define academic help-seeking as a 

mechanism that involves asking adults or more capable peers for clarification about 

academic material.  

For the purposes of this thesis I combined definitions of Karabenick (2011) and Roll et 

al. (2011) cited above. Additionally, I consider that learners build their unique 

knowledge based on their social background, which adds a socio-cognitive 

constructivist nature to the definition. Hence, the definition of academic help-seeking 

used in this thesis is studentsô self-regulated proactive strategies that involve a set of 

socio-cognitive constructivist behaviours leading to academic success.  

The next sub-sections provide further explanation of the definition discussing the five 

main notions it encapsulates: 

1) constructivism nature of academic help-seeking behaviour (Section 3.2.1),  

2) academic help-seeking as cognitive constructivist behaviour and proactive 

academic help-seeking strategies (Section 3.2.1.1),  

3) academic help-seeking as a social constructivist behaviour (Section 3.2.1.2), and  

4) self-regulated learning (Section 3.2.2). 

 

3.2.1   Constructivism nature of academic help-seeking behaviour 

Constructivism is a practice of learning which depends on scientific observations of 

how individuals learn (Chowdhury & Halder, 2019). It theorises that learners have their 

own perception of the world which is based on their prior experiences and observations. 

Through reflection on new experiences and events, humans construct meaning based on 

the facts and draw their own conclusions fitting them into their existing knowledge 

frame (Chowdhury & Halder, 2019). Constructivism views learning as an evolving 

process where learners are unique individuals who explore the facts and make their own 

conclusions about knowledge rather than accepting what is presented to them. When 

learners have difficulty understanding the study material, they actively seek help. In 

other words, the constructivist approach to help-seeking involves cognitive and social 

behaviours, which are discussed in sub-sections 3.2.1.1 and 3.2.1.2 respectively. 
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3.2.1.1 Academic help-seeking as a cognitive constructivist behaviour 

Academic help-seeking behaviour occurs when students detect a problem in their 

studies, make a series of intentional decisions to seek help, select a suitable source of 

help, and then request support (Giblin et al., 2020; Karabenick, 2011). A process model 

that has been extensively referred to by researchers (e.g. Giblin, 2016; Giblin et al., 

2020; Karabenick & Dembo, 2011) identifies eight steps of help-seeking behaviour: 

1) detecting a problem; 

2) determining that help is needed; 

3) deciding whether to seek help;  

4) deciding what type of help to seek; 

5) selecting the source of help;  

6) soliciting the help;  

7) obtaining help;  

8) processing help (Karabenick & Newman, 2009). 

All these steps involve cognitive processing, starting from diagnosing the problem, 

finding ways to resolve it and bringing a solution to a problem. 

Proactive academic help-seeking strategies 

Proactive behaviour involves recognising that help is needed prior to attempting a task 

(Was & Warneken, 2017). As such, proactive behaviour relies on oneôs cognitive ability 

to analyse the task and identify certain similarities with previous tasks. In other words, 

students need to possess some knowledge of their own abilities and be able to decide 

whether their abilities are sufficient to solve a problem or whether they need help (Was 

& Warneken, 2017). Being unable to predict when to ask for help may have detrimental 

outcomes. On the one hand, seeking help with tasks that they are able to resolve 

themselves deprives the students of the opportunity to test and prove their own 

competence to themselves and others. On the other hand, not being proactive with help-

seeking when they are not able to resolve a task may result in loss of time spent trying 

or failing the task altogether. Additionally, they may lose an opportunity to learn how to 

resolve a similar task in the future (Was & Warneken, 2017). 

3.2.1.2 Academic help-seeking as a social constructivist behaviour 

The theory of social constructivism, propagated by Vygotsky, posits that learning 

cannot happen outside the social context. Vygotsky (1978) highlighted the collaborative 

nature of learning arguing that any cognitive processes originate from social interaction. 
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He stressed that learners seek help within their ñzone of proximal development (ZPD)ò 

through social interactions with more capable peers or adults. Social interaction assists 

learners in constructing their knowledge of the world, based on which they are able to 

perceive a problem and seek help with it (Chowdhury & Halder, 2019). 

3.2.1.3 Self-regulated learning 

In an educational context, self-regulated learning involves setting and pursuing goal-

oriented activities, for instance, focusing on assignment requirements, establishing 

productive study-work balance, assessing learning outcomes and making changes to the 

chosen course of actions when needed. One of the most comprehensive models of self-

regulated learning was developed by Zimmerman (2000). He created a cyclical three-

phase model, which includes: 

1) forethought (before task),  

2) performance control (during task), and  

3) self-reflection (after task).  

In the first phase students use their motivational beliefs and task analysis prior to 

attempting a task. While motivational beliefs include self-efficacy, result expectancy, 

and reasons why students want to learn, task analysis involves settings of goals, 

planning and a choice of methods.  

Learning activities occur in the second phase of Zimmermanôs (2000) model. The key 

processes involved here are self-control, for example, self-instruction, time 

management, help-seeking and attention focusing, and self-observation, which is self-

monitoring and recording of oneôs own learning outcome and resisting distractions. 

Self-observation is informed by either studentsô own perceptions or feedback from 

teachers, peers, or significant others.   

Based on ñtheir self-monitoring and feedback from others, students form self-judgments 

and experience self-reactions in the self-reþection phaseò (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 

2015, p. 519). Self-judgements include self-evaluations and causal attributions. The 

former refers to studentsô goals, previous performance standards, performances by 

others, the assessment criteria and the desired level of achievement. Causal attributions 

refer to effort, own ability, or luck. As a result of self-reflection, students may either 

continue working on a task, i.e. remain in the second phase, or return to the first phase, 
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i.e. forethought, in order to set up a new goal or devise a new learning plan, making 

self-regulation a cyclical process.  

Learners reach self-regulated learning when they are able to methodically ñadapt their 

performance to different environmental and personal conditionsò (Schunk & 

DiBenedetto, 2015, p. 519). They are able to apply certain strategies, adjust their 

behavior in response to a particular situation, and self-evaluate their own performance 

realising that they have an opportunity to implement changes if and when needed 

(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2015). 

 

To sum up, the operational definition of academic help-seeking in this thesis stresses the 

importance of studentsô self-evaluation of their own abilities to complete a task, 

recognition of when help is needed, as well as the use of various strategies to maximise 

their own performance. There are several types of academic help-seeking. The next 

section discusses the main types of academic help-seeking in detail. 

 

3.3          Types of academic help-seeking strategies 

Academic help-seeking strategies are generally categorised into adaptive and 

maladaptive (Chowdhury & Halder, 2019; Parker et al., 2019; Williams & Takaku, 

2011). Adaptive strategies are proactive strategies that a learner uses with an intent to 

master study material (Parker et al., 2019). Maladaptive help-seeking strategies refer to 

situations when a learner does not ask for help with a perceived problem (Chowdhury & 

Halder, 2019). Adaptive and maladaptive help-seeking strategies are respectively 

discussed in sub-sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2. 

 

3.3.1   Adaptive help-seeking strategies 

Adaptive help-seeking strategies are proactive behaviours which involve recognising 

that help is needed prior to attempting a task (Was & Warneken, 2017). A number of 

researchers maintain that students who use adaptive strategies in situations when tasks 

are challenging, are more likely to achieve mastery and success in their studies (e.g. 

Chowdhury & Halder, 2019; Karebenick & Newman, 2006; Parker et al., 2019; Ryan et 
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al., 2001; Williams & Takaku, 2011). Adaptive strategies involve a dynamic 

relationship between the teacher and students in a traditional classroom, where the 

teacher encourages studentsô active participation and enquiry (Schunk & Zimmerman, 

1998; Williams & Takaku, 2011). Volet and Karabenick (2006) argue that active 

students ñbecome less rather than more reliant on others when future difficulties ariseò 

(p. 117). 

There are a number of factors that have been investigated in relation to adaptive help-

seeking strategies, among which are gender, age, and cultural background (Benenson & 

Koulnazarian, 2008; Brennen et al., 2018; Liddon et al., 2017; Mills et al., 2011; Was & 

Warneken, 2017). A number of researchers conclude that female learners are more 

likely to use an active approach to help-seeking (e.g. Benenson & Koulnazarian, 2008; 

Conway et al., 2018; Hunter et al., 2004). Pajares and Valiante (2001) identified that 

females are more frequent users of help-seeking strategies than males. Less frequent 

help-seeking behavior among men may be explained by gender stereotypes and social 

roles (Brennen et al., 2018; Liddon et al., 2017). When a man seeks help, he has to 

admit his inability to solve a problem or handle a situation, leading to his sense of a 

failure as a man (Hammer et al., 2013). In other words, men are more susceptible to 

stigmatise help-seeking behavior which consequently may lower their sense of self -

worth (Cleary, 2017; Brennen et al., 2018; Heath et al., 2017; Vogel & Heath, 2016).  

Another factor that stimulates help-seeking behavior is age (Conway et al., 2018). Was 

and Warneken (2017) concluded that younger students are more likely to seek help than 

older students, especially when an attempted task is complex. Mills et al. (2011) 

previously achieved a similar outcome in their study and, in addition, they found that 

older students are not necessarily better at completing a task than their younger 

counterparts even after receiving help. 

 

3.3.2   Maladaptive help-seeking strategies and self-efficacy. 

Maladaptive help-seeking strategies involve either seeking help when it is unnecessary 

or avoiding seeking help all together (Williams & Takaku, 2011). While such behaviour 

may be an indication of low self-efficacy, it may result from an overestimation of oneôs 

own self-efficacy (Williams & Takaku, 2011). Another factor that may result in 
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studentsô demonstration of their maladaptive help-seeking behaviour is time constraints 

and studentsô lack of time management skills. 

3.3.2.1 Time constraints 

A time constraint is the difference between the available time and the time required to 

complete a decision task (Benson & Beach, 1996). In educational settings, time 

constraints are usually created by the limited time of the courses that students take but 

may create certain challenges for students. Cheng and Fox (2008) conducted a research 

with 56 pre-degree and undergraduate students in three Canadian universities and 

concluded that the majority of student-participants (61%) in in their study complained 

about the amount of time allowed for completing their academic assignments, stating 

that they had to complete their assignments under time constraints.  

The notion of time constraints is linked to studentsô learning pace and time flexibility. 

Learning pace is defined as an individual studentôs speed in which he/she acquires the 

knowledge of a subject (Tullis & Benjamin, 2011). The second component of time 

constraints, time flexibility, involves learnerôs ability to allocate time to academic tasks, 

as well as the quantity and quality of time they can spend on these tasks (Romero & 

Barbera, 2011). Knowing time constraints in advance allows students to allocate their 

capabilities in accordance with their motivation and skills, and align them to the taskôs 

difficulty (Ee et al., 2018). Tullis and Benjamin (2011) state that students often allocate 

more time to study material which is perceived to be more difficult. Ahmetoglu et al. 

(2020) claim that identifying the complexity of a task, such as writing, may be 

challenging and individuals may end up estimating the required time for a task 

incorrectly.  

Time management skills 

One of the major strategies to manage academic workload is time management. Time 

management is a set of behavioural skills that assist in organising oneôs study and 

course load (Adams & Blair, 2019). Cheng and Fox (2008) state that students who 

possess good time management skills are able to plan the course of their actions, 

prioritise tasks, and allocate sufficient time depending on the difficulty of each task. 

Alias et al. (2019) argue that most first year university students do not have good time 

managements skills as the mode of studying is novice to them. In comparison to high 

school, where education is fully guided and supported by teachers, university studies 

require self-learning. Moreover, Sainz et al. (2019) claim that university students tend to 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.aut.ac.nz/science/article/pii/S0747563212001276#b0355
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focus on their short-term goals as they lack habits in long-term planning. Ocak and 

Boyraz (2016) state that lack of studentsô time management skills has a positive 

correlation with procrastination and negative academic outcomes. Therefore, Alias et al. 

(2019) and Sainz et al. (2019) suggest introducing an intervention programme for first 

year university students which would assist them in managing their time in a more 

effective way.  

 

To sum up, when students employ one or the other help-seeking strategy, they 

demonstrate the level of their self-efficacy and exercise their agency, both of which are 

closely related to motivation. The next sections provide in-depth information about self-

efficacy (Section 3.4), agency (Section 3.5), and motivation (Section 3.6). 

 

3.4          Self-efficacy 

In his socio-cognitive theory, Albert Bandura (1977; 1981; 1982) described self-

efficacy as oneôs ability to succeed and accomplish a certain task in a specific situation 

even if the situation is novel, unpredictable, and puts one under stress. Research 

indicates that self-efficacy influences learning, achievement, motivation and self-

regulation (Schunk & Pajares, 2009; Schunk & Usher, 2012; Williams & Williams, 

2010). In a study milieu it may affect studentsô choice of actions, persistence, and 

interest (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2014; Schunk & Usher, 2012). Bandura divided 

students into: 

a) those with high self-efficacy, who are apt to set goals and use effective learning 

strategies to achieve them, as well as create an effective environment for learning, such 

as minimising distractions or finding study partners. Such students demonstrate eager 

participation, hard work, extended persistence, greater interest in learning and higher 

academic results (Pajares, 2008; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016);  

b) those with low self-efficacy, who doubt their success in achieving a goal and, thus, 

work half-heartedly on a task (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). 

There are a number of factors contributing to learnersô level of self-efficacy. 
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3.4.1 Factors of self-efficacy 

Firstly, self-efficacy is influenced by learnersô perception of their performance (Schunk 

& DiBenedetto, 2016). So, previous successful performances may strengthen oneôs 

sense of self-efficacy in the first year of undergraduate study, while a sequence of 

previous failures may lower it (Burton & Dowling, 2005; Whannell, R. & Whannell, P., 

2014). Although Schunk & DiBenedetto (2016) confirm that repeated failure may result 

in a decrease in oneôs sense of self-efficacy, they argue that an occasional failure or 

success may have not a big impact on self-efficacy. 

Secondly, the success of peers play an important role. University students may feel 

encouraged to attempt tasks if they see the success of others. Observing others achieve 

positive results may stimulate observerôs self-efficacy by assuring them, that if others 

could do it, they could do it as well (Brouwer et al., 2016a, 2016b, 2016c; Vaughan et 

al., 2015). Working in small groups may also lead to increased levels of self-efficacy if 

high grades and can-do attitude are a norm in the group (Brouwer et al., 2016a; Neri & 

Ville, 2008). In contrast, group norms that do not value studying may lead to lowering 

studentsô self-efficacy (Brouwer et al., 2016a).  

Thirdly, social persuasions (e.g. ñI know you can do itò) may also positively influence 

self-efficacy if it comes from a credible source, such as parents or significant others, 

who are able to cultivate learnersô beliefs that success is possible (Bergey et al., 2019; 

Kuh et al., 2008; Robbins et al., 2004; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). However, 

Brouwer et al. (2016a) argue that when students leave their parental homes after 

transitioning from school to university, parentsô motivational role subsides and first year 

students seek support from peers and instructors. 

Fourthly, such psychological and emotional states as anxiety and stress also impact self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Mohammadi et al., 2019). Learnersô perception that a task 

might yield negative results or the outcome will be negative may lead to undesirable 

thoughts and fears about their abilities, lowering self-efficacy and resulting in additional 

agitation, which, in turn, might result in an inadequate performance (Mohammadi et al., 

2019; Richardson et al., 2012; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2015).  
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3.4.2   Effects of self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is believed to influence studentsô individual choices of activities as well as 

determining the level of effort and persistence with which learners persevere with a task 

(Pajares, 1996, 2003; Sardegna et al., 2018; Schunk, 2008). Learners who have a high 

sense of self-efficacy demonstrate greater perseverance, resilience, and self-regulated 

learning in difficult situations, display more flexibility in their own learning strategies, 

as well as are less anxious and stressed (Joet et al., 2011; Moos & Azevedo, 2009; 

Sardegna et al., 2018). Highly efficacious learners tend to spend more time on an 

activity and remain committed to it. Students with high self-efficacy are more eager to 

engage with challenging tasks in order to master certain skills. Moreover, they persevere 

with the task and sustain their efforts even in the face of failure, and, in addition, they 

recover quickly after setbacks (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). In contrast, students with 

low self-efficacy may feel that a task is more difficult than it really is. Such potentially 

erroneous perception about the task may lead to elevated anxiety and stress, as well as 

make students feel there are few choices as to how they successfully complete the task 

(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016). Woodrow (2006b) asserts that self-efficacy may be 

enhanced by teachers who provide realistic expectations, focused positive feedback on 

learnersô progress and advice of studentsô development of learning strategies.  

 

3.4.3   Self-efficacy and learnersô calibration 

In the recent years, researchers have been investigating the concept of learnersô 

calibration. Calibration is defined by Schunk and Usher (2011) as the correspondence of 

self-efficacy to performance. People are well calibrated in situations when they believe 

they can perform a task and they do it, or when they perceive themselves as incapable of 

performing a task and then they cannot. In both these situations peopleôs self-efficacy 

accurately predicts the outcome (Schunk & Usher, 2011). In contrast, people are poorly 

calibrated when self-efficacy does not accurately correspond with performance. For 

example, people predict their ability to perform a task, but they cannot or when they 

predict their inability to perform a task but then they achieve a positive outcome 

(Schunk & Usher, 2011). 

Calibration is an important factor influencing studentsô intentions and motivation. 

Although Bandura (1997) argued that slightly higher self-efficacy is desirable as it 

elevates effort and persistence, repeated overestimation may lead to recurring failure 
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resulting in a decrease in studentsô motivation and learning. Overestimation may be an 

outcome of not fully understanding task requirements, instructional and social factors 

(Schunk & Pajares, 2009). Schunk and DiBenedetto (2015) argue that previous 

experience with a task and clear instructions inform students of the required skills to 

succeed. However, instructional practices may also reduce studentsô calibration in cases 

when teachers continuously encourage students without ensuring attainment of required 

skills. This results in poorly calibrated learners who are empowered by educators but, in 

fact, lack skills to succeed. Social pressure may also influence studentsô performance 

when learners intentionally perform lower than their best and perform lower than their 

self-efficacy would predict so as not to appear as overly intelligent in front of their peers 

and as a result become socially isolated (Schunk & Pajares, 2009). 

 

In a nutshell, studentsô self-efficacy has a direct link with the achievement of set goals. 

In order to achieve their goals, students should also have an ability to make conscious 

choices to use suitable actions in pursuing those goals. In other words, students need to 

exercise their agency. 

 

3.5          Agency  

There is a number of definitions of student agency. Neumann & Pereira (2009) identify 

it as a form of meaning-making which ñentails a reflexive purposefulness, a thoughtful 

directedness born of personal desire and valuingò (p. 139). Sharma (2007) defines it as a 

studentôs willingness to influence the patterns and outcome of classroom participation. 

She argues that students have no predetermined agency, and that it only emerges once 

an opportunity to change conventional patterns of classroom communication is 

presented. Campbell (2012) talks about two constructs of agency: perspective and 

action. Agentic perspective is related to the interaction between oneôs self and the 

context in oneôs environment, as well as the way this interaction facilitates oneôs goal 

achievement. Agentic action is simply viewed as oneôs strategic and intentional 

behavior towards oneôs goal. Campbell (2012) believes that both constructs of agency 

are intertwined with the agentic perspective influencing the agentic action. Goulart & 

Roth (2010), whose study was grounded in cultural historical activity theory, talk about 

student agency as constituting the core of the studentsô motivation for learning 

https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.aut.ac.nz/science/article/pii/B9780080970868920191#!
https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.aut.ac.nz/science/article/pii/B9780080970868920191#!


75 

 

engagement. They argue that students with agency not only react to, but also have the 

power to transform certain situations.  

Overall, agency is associated with a list of phenomena, such as self-hood, motivation, 

will, purposiveness, intentionality, choice, initiative, freedom and creativity (Emirbayer 

& Mische, 1998). Vaughn (2018) groups the phenomena associated with studentsô 

agency into three categories:  

1) disposition,  

2) motivation,  

3) position.  

The first category focuses on studentsô personal dispositions, their self-identification as 

creative, goal-oriented, or resistant. Studentsô willingness to take action in response to 

opportunities or difficulties develops a sense of agency on this dimension. The second 

category is linked to studentsô self-efficacy which includes studentsô intention and 

motivation to make choices, as well as ability to control their own feelings and beliefs 

in order to complete a task effectively. The third category focuses on the social, cultural, 

and historical environment in which students complete a task and the way a specific 

context in the environment navigates learners to take actions (Vaughn, 2018).  

Shaw (1999) argues that individual agency as the ability to make conscious choices, 

influences identity formation. Kasworm (2005) finds that agency is a dynamic, 

complex, multilayered and multisegmented concept which involves reflection on oneôs 

formed believes and actions, decision-making processes in achieving own goals, as well 

as the negotiation of oneôs privilege to act in a specific context. Since for Tai et al. 

(2018) agency is the ability to evaluate and improve othersô work as well as their own, 

they suggest that evaluative judgement is essential for becoming a self-regulated and 

life-long learner.  

The definition of agency in the present thesis is adopted from Vaughn et al. (2020) and 

is ñstudentôs ability to have ideas, to have intentions, and to exert influence and take 

actions in the learning contextò (p. 428). In other words, Vaughn et al. mean that agency 

is studentsô ideas on what actions in their educational contexts are required in order to 

achieve their set goals, as well as studentsô decision to persist with these chosen actions. 
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3.5.1   Framework of studentsô agency 

Vaughn et al. (2020) suggest a framework of student agency. The framework consists of 

five constructs: 

1) self- perception as readers and writers, 

2) intentionality, 

3) choice-making,  

4) persistence, 

5) interactiveness. 

The first construct, i.e. self-perception, indicates how students view their ability to read 

and write. Those students who enjoy reading and writing are motivated and eager to 

read and write often (Gambrell, 2015; Henanggil et al., 2019). Since motivation and 

engagement are both dynamic concepts that change every moment (Robertson & 

Padesky, 2019), studentsô experiences in reading and writing may flow from 

enthusiastic to subdued. However, more accomplished students possess self-regulation 

strategies to overcome difficulties with complex or uninteresting reading and writing 

(Springer et al., 2017). 

The construct of intentionality involves studentsô willingness to present their ideas in 

class (Vaughn et al., 2020). In a situation where a student is unwilling to defend his/her 

own point of view which is different to the one that dominates in class, he/she is more 

likely to abandon it and stop pursuing his/her individual needs. Hence, Vaughn (2020) 

proposes that teachers provide voice and space for studentsô opinions.  

Choice-making refers to studentsô readiness to make decisions to implement changes 

(Vaughn et al., 2020). Studentsô individual cultural and social experiences may 

encourage students to reconfigure traditional structures of thought and action in relation 

to their own learning (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Decisions may be opportunistic or a 

result of real engagement with problematic situations, they can be a matter of adaptation 

to events as well as the product of explicit reasoning. 

Persistence is the inclination to continue in a course of action in spite of obstacles and 

difficulty (Vaughn et al., 2020). Research has shown that students who perceive control 

over their learning are more motivated to persist with difficult reading tasks (Guthrie & 

Klauda, 2014; McLaughlin & Rasinski, 2015; Mickelson, 2018). Mickelson (2018) 

suggests applying creative approaches to reading and writing tasks, which may foster 
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greater interest in the activities and promote agency and persistence. Vieira and 

Grantham (2011) argue that when students perceive they have a choice as far as 

activities are concerned, they become more involved with the task. 

Finally, studentsô agency cannot be conceptualised outside their classroom environment, 

which may either support or detract from their ability to make and implement certain 

decisions and actions (Vaughn et al., 2020). Hence, the construct of interactiveness 

represents how students influence or alter their opportunities within the context that 

they are positioned in. 

 

3.5.2   Educatorsô role in fostering studentsô agency 

To promote studentsô agency, Vaughn (2018) urges educators to support studentsô 

efforts that may lead to independency of learners. To do that the author encourages 

inquiring what learners have learnt, whether the study material was hard for them, what 

went well and why. Since the classroom environment is a contributing factor for 

studentsô willingness to exhibit own agency, educators should set norms and rules 

which would facilitate studentsô choice-making about what they want to learn and how 

they want to participate in groups.  

Even though teachers may be willing to take up studentsô ideas and interests, the 

opportunities for students to exhibit their agency are not plentiful (Vaughn, 2019, 2020). 

Educators are often pressured to adhere to set instructions and assessments, which 

stifles opportunities for studentsô agency. Nonetheless, Vaughn (2018) encourages 

teachers to adopt an adaptive stance towards instructions and take into account learnersô 

cultural and linguistic strengths.  

Vaughn (2020) further recognises agency as a means of identity-making. The question 

of identity-making is especially important for international students who commence 

their study in HE institutions with EMI. Thus, the next sub-section provides information 

on agency and identity with relation to international students. 
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3.5.3 Agency and identity 

Studentsô identity is shaped by the social, institutional, and personal contexts in which 

students are involved during their university studies. These kinds of contexts place 

students in a transitional space that allows students to reflect on what they want to 

become, which may mean letting go of parts of their old identity, and possibly changing 

or assuming a new identity (Merrill, 2012, 2015). Some students consciously let this 

happen, some change only when they must, and others acquire attributes necessary for 

success, while still preserving their old identity (Merrill, 2015). In most cases, though, 

students graduate from university as changed people (Merrill, 2015). 

The sense of agency plays a great role in shaping the identity of international students 

who leave their home country and start their journey in a foreign educational setting. 

Due to lack of familiarity with the host country norms, international students require a 

greater change in their sense of agency and identity compared to the students from the 

host country (Marginson, 2014). As newcomers to a foreign country, international 

students are confronted by a number of constraints which affect the way they engage 

with the new environment. However, over time, the experiences of international 

students influence their agency and they may start exploring new opportunities and 

change the way they engage with the environment (Matthews, 2017).   

 

3.5.4 Agency and mature learners 

Mature students are usually identified by several features. Firstly, they are students who 

are over 25 years of age (Boston, 2017). Secondly, they delay their HE studies or return 

to full-time HE after a period away from it (Hubble & Bolton, 2020; OôCarroll et al., 

2017). Thirdly, they are often financially independent (Boston, 2017). Lastly, before re-

entering education, these students have usually experienced various life changing 

events, such as change of career, previous higher education, family, a loan or a 

mortgage (Boston, 2017; Broadhead, 2018). Such life changing events alongside other 

knowledge acquired in life often equip mature students with wisdom and practical skills 

to overcome various life difficulties and transformations (Broadhead, 2018). When 

overcoming life difficulties, mature students exhibit their agency by drawing on their 

previous life experience and transferring the knowledge acquired in previous life 

situations to the events in their new educational environment (Broadhead, 2018).  
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One of the challenges that mature learners may face throughout their HE studies is 

development of a strong peer support system. When mature students seek opportunities 

to communicate with younger peers, they often find minimal reciprocation, which leads 

to isolation (Marginson, 2014; Marginson et al., 2010). Additionally, mature students 

may have other life commitments, such as family or work, leading them to spend 

minimal time on campus (Boston, 2017). Commitments outside their education may 

weaken their supportive social network within their university which may lead to a 

diminished sense of agency (Busher & James, 2019) and a greater sense of invisibility 

on campus (Boston, 2017; Haggis, 2013; Marginson, 2014). 

In order to reach their goals students also need to be motivated (Hartnett, 2018; Tuncel 

et al., 2016). The notion of motivation is presented in-depth in the next section. 

 

3.6         Motivation  

Various definitions of motivation have been proposed. Ryan and Deci (2000), for 

example, suggest that a person who is inspired to act and achieve his/her goals can be 

characterised as motivated. Similarly, and bearing in mind that ómotivationô derives 

from the Latin verb ómovereô, meaning óto moveô, Beck (2004) considers motivation as 

a general term to determine peopleôs actions and movements at specific times. Schunk 

et al. (2008) define motivation as ñthe process whereby goal-directed activity is 

instigated and sustainedò (p. 4) and Thorkildsen (2002) defines motivation as ñan 

internal force that activates, guides, and maintains behavior over timeò (p. ix). Deckers 

(2005) claims that motivation means ñto be moved into actionò or ñto be moved into 

cognition, feeling, and actionò (p. xiii). Wentzel and Brophy (2014) define motivation 

as ña theoretical construct used to explain the initiation, direction, intensity, persistence, 

and quality of behaviours, especially goal-directed behaviourò (p. 2).  

Some of the leading researchers studying motivation in recent years take a socio-

dynamic stance on the topic, highlighting the dynamic character and temporal variation 

of motivation (Dornyei & Ryan, 2015; Ushioda, 2009, 2015). From this perspective, 

motivation is seen as a dynamic factor that shows continuous changes in the learning 

context to which the learners are adapting (Dornyei & Ryan, 2015; Ryan & Dörnyei, 

2013). Temporal variation of motivation indicates its changing nature which affects the 

learnerôs future behaviour in a particular context (Dornyei & Ryan, 2015; Weiner, 



80 

 

2010). The socio-dynamic and temporal perspective of motivation is in line with the 

theoretical framework of this thesis, hence I have adapted Ushiodaôs (2015) view on 

motivation and define it as a learnerôs fluctuating behaviour, which defines direction, 

intensity, and persistence in achieving goals, and which correlates with the changing 

social context. According to this definition, learners are not separated from a particular 

context traditionally characterised in terms of its linguistic or cultural settings, or a type 

of learning environment. Instead, Ushioda proposes studying a two-directional 

relationship between learners and context, where learners act, contribute, and shape 

their contexts by responding to language input. In turn, learnersô input affects the 

content, quantity and quality of further input in the development of context of the 

interaction. 

 

3.6.1   Motivational theories 

Despite the range of definitions of motivation, Dörnyei and Ushioda (2013) suggest that 

what seems to unite them is a focus on the direction and magnitude of human 

behaviour, i.e. the choice of an action (why something is done), the perseverance with it 

(the duration of the willingness to carry on an activity), and the effort expended on it 

(how hard it is pursued). Overall, however, the authors suggest that the notion of 

motivation is so vast that it is unrealistic that motivation scholars will succeed at 

ultimately creating a single theory of motivation.  

Ushioda (2009) suggests focusing on real learners rather than on theoretical 

abstractions. She proposes focusing on learnerôs agency, identity, intentions, motives 

and goals, and interrelation of these aspects with the ever-changing social contexts in 

which learners operate. In her later work (2015), Ushioda advocates for the move away 

from theories that view learnerôs context as a static notion and suggests focusing on 

dynamically evolving relationship between learner and context as each adapts to the 

other.  

 

3.6.2   Types of motivation 

One of the main factors that plays an important role in shaping learnerôs actions is type 

of motivation, i.e. intrinsic, or extrinsic. Conventionally, students are said to be 

intrinsically motivated if they find the task at hand interesting and enjoyable. 
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Alternatively, they can be extrinsically motivated due to their understanding that 

gaining the result or knowledge from the task will lead to a separable outcome (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000), such as good grades, better jobs, money, or the approval of others.  

Intrinsic motivation is universally seen as the predictor of academic achievement 

(Noels, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Wlodkowski, 2008). However, teachers cannot 

simply rely on studentsô intrinsic motivation, as most assignments are unlikely to be 

interesting and enjoyable for each student (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ryan and Deci (2000) 

recommend that, in order for the students to achieve cognitive and real-life learning 

skills, teachers should encourage students to strengthen their own self-efficacy and 

develop a set of skills to succeed at study. In this way, learners are geared towards 

developing certain proficiencies rather than being oriented towards high grades.   

 

3.6.3   Motivation and language learning  

Motivation and positive attitudes assuredly influence individual levels of success in 

language learning activities (Al-Tamimi & Shuib, 2009). Brown (2000) states that 

proper motivation can result in successful language learning and, according to Shunk et 

al. (2008), students become intrinsically motivated once they find their interest in 

learning.  

Another factor that plays a major role in learnersô motivation for mastering English is 

globalisation and the spread of global English, which were discussed in Chapter 1. 

Under the influence of globalisation and the spread of English as the global language, 

students are highly motivated to learn English and are less motivated to learn other 

languages because English learning has become one of the major factors for success in 

todayôs world (Altbach et al., 2010, 2017; Cagliero & Jenkins, 2010). As a result, 

learners have a reason to learn English, giving learning of the language instrumental 

value (Kubota, 2016), i.e. a means to an end. Kubota (2016) argues that knowledge of 

English is a basic commodity which brings economic benefits to the society, thus 

nowadays language teaching emphasises the transferability of study skills to the 

workplace as the main selling point for English language teaching. The focus on the 

instrumental value of learning English might override studentsô intrinsic motivation for 

language learning (Scarino, 2014).   
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To sum up, students need to develop a range of non-linguistic skills in order to 

demonstrate their adaptive help-seeking strategies that may lead to successful academic 

studies. Since the current thesis focuses on international L2 studentsô challenges with 

academic writing in their first year of undergraduate studies at HE institutions in NZ, 

adaptive help-seeking strategies are further discussed in relation to academic writing. In 

HE, there is a range of services that aim to assist students with the writing demands in 

their discipline-specific subjects. The next part of this chapter discusses few major 

services offered to students in HE, such as Student Learning Centre (SLC), proof-

reading, and Grammarly. 

 

3.7          Academic support services in relation to academic writing in 

HE 

Any novice writer, either native or non-native, can find academic writing problematic as 

studentsô language competence alone is not sufficient to guarantee success in HE 

(Wingate & Tribble, 2012). However, it is obvious that non-traditional students and 

learners from culturally- and linguistically-diverse backgrounds are more likely to have 

a greater need for such a service as they tend to struggle to meet academic and linguistic 

demands of Western HE institutions (Roberts & Reid, 2014; Skyrme, 2018; Williams, 

2005). Some of the reasons for studentsô struggles were discussed in Chapter 1. The 

main ones are related to: 

1) different norms and conventions required in Western and English medium HE 

institutions, and those which students have acquired in their home countries 

(Drennan, 2017); 

2) a certain degree of variation in writing demands and practices within and across 

the disciplines in the same HE institutions (Canagarajah, 2013b; Haggis, 2006; 

Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis, 2003; Turner, 2011b; Wingate, 2012a); 

3) the fact that international L2 students may be under-prepared for tertiary studies 

in Western or English medium universities (Aguiar et al., 2019; Guan & Jones, 

2011; Holmes, 2004; Paltridge et al., 2009; Read & Hayes, 2003; Thies, 2012).  

As was mentioned in Chapter 2, discipline-specific writing may not be acquired outside 

specific disciplines (e.g. Drennan, 2017; Wingate, 2018). Since academic lecturers are 

often unwilling or unable to guide students into genre-specific conventions in their field 

of study (Clarence 2012; Drennan, 2017; Lillis & Turner, 2001), students may seek 
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support with academic writing through services outside their schools and departments, 

such as Student Learning Centres (SLCs), proof-reading services, or web-based 

grammar-checkers, such as Grammarly. The next sections present information on these 

services. 

 

3.7.1   Origins and development of Student Learning Centre (SLC) 

Student learner centres (SLCs) were set up in the 1970s by universities in the USA 

(Park, 2014). Their main aim was to assist mainly domestic first language speakers of 

English (L1) with the academic and linguistic demands of HE. Learning assistance was 

oriented to bridging ñthe gap between the skills students bring to tertiary education and 

the skills required for successful participationò (Morris, 2008, p. 87). To narrow the gap 

between studentsô previously acquired skills and those required in HE, SLCs focused on 

generic study skills, such as exam and study preparation, referencing, summarising, and 

paraphrasing (Roberts & Reid, 2014).  

In the early 1980s, international L2 students started joining the domestic cohorts at EMI 

universities worldwide. Many of these international students, as has already been 

discussed, experienced difficulty with the linguistic demands of higher education 

courses. With the growing demand to support students, whose English proficiency level 

was not on par with the L1 students, SLCs used two tutoring frameworks, i.e. tutor-

centred and student-centred (Moussu, 2013). While the former framework focuses on 

óstudy skillsô, such as grammar and punctuation (Bailey, 2018; Winder et al., 2016), the 

latter emphasises a collaborative approach to instruction, with a focus on the text as a 

whole rather than on grammar (Winder et al., 2016). In the USA and Canada, a student-

centred framework is considered as non-interventionist, requiring óminimal tutoringô 

because tutors point to writersô issues through questions about the written text instead of 

explaining a certain way of approaching writing (Winder et al., 2016). Such enquiry-

based approaches foster studentsô ownership of their texts and their decisions to 

implement changes, however, it does not necessarily provide the assistance that students 

seek. 

3.7.1.1 Purpose and services offered at SLCs  

SLCs originally offered mainly one-on-one tutorial sessions with Tertiary Learning 

Advisors (TLAs) (Harris, 2000; Jackson & McKinney, 2012; Tan et al., 2017; 
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Tiruchittampalam et al., 2018). The role of a TLA has been to assist increasingly 

culturally and linguistically diverse student cohorts to transition smoothly into the 

university learning environment, address their writing concerns and improve their 

learning outcomes (Tran et al., 2019). The one-on-one tutorials with TLAs could last for 

as long as 90 minutes (Johnston et al., 2009). During a one-on-one session, students 

have been able to address their academic concerns with writing, which may be related to 

assignment requirements, structuring an argument, or usage of academic style and 

register (Roberts & Reid, 2014). TLAs have also been able to assist students with 

appropriate academic reference criteria (Laurs, 2010; Roberts & Reid, 2014) and 

resources (Wilson et al., 2011).  

Research indicates that addressing studentsô individual concerns regarding discipline-

specific writing yields the best outcomes especially at the initial stages of their 

university studies (Preece, 2010; Wingate, 2015). Individual support offers personalised 

attention and allows TLAs to address studentsô individual needs in a non-threatening 

environment where students are able to ask question (Fenton-Smith & Humphreys, 

2015; Ma, 2018). However, such individualised learning and writing support is time-

consuming and requires a large staff, which SLCs are not always able to provide. Lack 

of manpower within SLCs is mainly related to the neoliberal regime (Ma, 2018). As 

was discussed in Chapter 1, government funding for HE institutions has been cut. Such 

financial cuts hit SLCs that have been regarded as peripheral by their universities, i.e. 

outside faculties and departments (Paré, 2017). To find solutions to their fiscal 

problems, SLCs need to find alternative ways to assist students with their concerns.  

One of the ways to cut the costs while offering support to a large number of students is 

to reduce the duration and number of one-on-one sessions. For example, one-on-one 

sessions with a TLA at the University of Waikato (The University of Waikato Te Whare 

Wananga o Waikato, n.d.) and Victoria University of Wellington (Victoria University 

of Wellington Te Herenga Waka, n.d.) are currently limited to 50 minutes. University of 

Canterbury offers 40-minute appointments once a fortnight with a limit of up to 8 

appointments a year (University of Canterbury, n.d.). At Auckland University of 

Technology (AUT) in NZ students can book only 15-minute one-on-one sessions twice 

a semester (AUT library, n.d.). 

To help offset the limited individual help available to students, centres offer generic 

workshops (Ma, 2018; Roberts & Reid, 2014; Wilson et al., 2011). However, students 
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do not always find such learning support relevant to their needs as generic workshops 

leave a number of unanswered questions that students have regarding own discipline-

specific writing (Ma, 2018).  

In addition to the unanswered questions that students may have regarding writing norms 

and conventions in their disciplines, generic workshops do not necessarily equip 

students with the skills that can be transferred to their discipline studies (Ma, 2018). 

Learning transfer is the transportation and application of learnt knowledge from one 

context to another (Wardle, 2007). There are two types of transfer identified:  

1) near transfer, which is the application of skills in a similar situation; and  

2) far transfer, which is the application of prior knowledge and skills across a 

variety of new situations and settings (Wardle, 2007).  

Generic workshops offered by SLCs seem to rely on the transfer of learning to novel 

situations, i.e. far transfer. However, research indicates that far transfer of writing skills 

is problematic (e.g. James, 2010; Larsen-Freeman, 2013; Slomp, 2012) because of the 

dynamic nature of knowledge, the individual, and the social contexts in which the 

knowledge is developed (Beach, 1999; Slomp, 2012). Hence, the generic support that 

SLCs offer may not necessarily fit into studentsô various needs in their discipline-

specific areas. Haghighi et al. (2019) argue that the most effective transfer happens 

when the cognitive processes that are active during learning are similar to those that are 

active during retrieval (Haghighi et al., 2019), i.e. when near transfer happens. In other 

words, to achieve a high level of learning transfer, academic writing is best taught 

through personalised approach addressing learnersô individual needs (Wingate, 2015). 

To offer students a more context-specific support, USA and Canadian learning centres 

substituted the óbolt-onô approach that SLCs traditionally have, i.e. teaching writing 

norms outside specific disciplines, to the embedded óbuilt-inô approach (Bailey, 2018). 

Such an approach embeds the teaching of academic literacies in specific disciplinary 

contexts (Maldoni, 2017). The embedded approach involves direct communication 

between: 

1) the subject lecturer, who possesses epistemological knowledge of the discipline,  

2) students, who do the writing, and 

3) writing specialists, who have theoretical and pedagogical knowledge about 

writing (Bailey, 2018).  
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One such embedded models is the US model of Writing in the Disciplines (WID), 

which embeds writing instructions into the disciplineôs curriculum, making the subject 

lecturers responsible for teaching writing to their students (Deane & OôNeill, 2011). 

The realisation of this model involves either collaborative work of discipline lecturers 

with writing instructors or peer mentoring and the use of formative assessment. 

Dansereau et al. (2020) integrated in-class writing-instruction workshops and discipline-

specific writing tutor support into the first-year programme in the Biology department at 

Saint Maryôs University in Hallifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. Both in-class writing-

instruction workshops and discipline-specific writing tutors were to offer explicit 

instructions related to writing lab reports. The authorsô quantitative analysis based on 

surveys, attendance records, and studentsô grades indicated that 80% of participants 

taking part in the programme stated their preparedness for further studies. Although the 

research results sound significant, there are various linguistic and non-linguistic factors 

that have not been accounted for, such as studentsô motivation or self-efficacy. 

One of the major challenges of embedded writing support that subject lecturers note is 

the amount of time they spend on the formative learning requirements of their courses. 

In a case study done by Wingate (2012b), lecturers voiced their concern regarding the 

amount of time needed for engagement with the formative learning requirements of 

their courses. From studentsô perspective, once learning materials were devised and 

made available, lecturers rarely referred to them with the result that students perceived 

them as a low priority. 

Since embedded writing support empowers subject lecturers to teach writing directly to 

their students, TLAs lose their visibility. TLAs voice their concern about feeling 

marginalised and confused about their role (Chanock, 2007; Roberts & Reid, 2014). It 

seems that academic teaching staff misinterpret what TLAsô responsibilities are 

(Prebble et al., 2005) and send students to such centres for tasks that are not SLCsô 

responsibility, such as proofreading (Johnston et al., 2009). While trying to deliver the 

best service they can, TLAs are not able to draw a clear map of what their clients, both 

students and academic staff, expect from them (Nunan et al., 2000). As a result of this 

misunderstanding and ill-defined responsibilities, TLAs try to integrate on-the-spot 

requests from the students into whatever expectancies were briefly outlined for them by 

schools and faculties (Nunan et al., 2000). Such integration is often subject to TLAsô 

interpretation of the priorities set by the institutions themselves (Nunan et al., 2000). 
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Recently, SLCs are seemed to be pushed to create óone-stop shopsô by merging with 

other units at universities, usually a learning commons or academic support centre, 

which may have a different mission to SLCs (Essid & McTague, 2020; Herb & 

Sabatino, 2020). One of the biggest recent initiatives is the relocation of SLCs to 

libraries.  

SLC/Library partnership 

The development of the SLC/Library partnership has been a bone of contention whether 

it is in studentsô or SLCsô best interests. A number of researchers (e.g. Elmborg & 

Hook, 2005; Ferer, 2012) find SLC/Library amalgamation appropriate because the two 

units seem to have certain similarities in promoting student autonomy in research and 

writing. Brady et al. (2009) advocate for such collaboration in terms of expanding 

studentsô information literacy practices, leading to studentsô deeper understanding of the 

research, reading and writing processes. Cooke and Bledsoe (2008) additionally 

pinpoint that such an alliance facilitates SLC tutors and librarians dealing with the 

challenges that they otherwise face. As an example, the authors indicate that SLC tutors 

may direct students to librarians when help is required with the search for scholarly 

sources. In turn, librarians may refer students to the SLC when students struggle 

incorporating scholarly sources into their written assignments. 

The authors identified five challenges that both librarians and SLC tutors face:  

1) guiding students through the sequence of the writing process,  

2) assisting students who may be uncertain about assignment guidelines,  

3) operating under time constraints, 

4) empowering students to take charge of their learning, and  

5) evaluating sources for quality and preventing plagiarism  

(Cooke & Bledsoe, 2008, p. 120). 

Although some research indicates that there are certain advantages of SLCs/Library 

partnership, Herb and Sabatino (2020) acknowledge certain challenges related to co-

location. The main issue is related to different working modes that the two learning 

units have. While libraries encourage quiet self-study, SLCs promote dialogue and 

communication between the writing tutor and the student (Herb & Sabatino, 2020). 

Often located in the open space in the library, SLC writing tutors disturb other students 
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during quiet studies. Additionally, absence of a separated space may additionally 

disallow students easily identify writing tutors from students (Herb & Sabatino, 2020).  

Another difficulty is that students might not want to be seen approaching SLCs for help 

(Nunan et al., 2000; Salem, 2016). Students tend to perceive SLCs as having a 

ñremedialò role (Salem, 2016; Strauss, 2013). When students think that visiting an SLC 

is evidence that they are not capable of meeting requirements, they may experience a 

sense of shame in addressing their writing concerns (Strauss, 2013) and not seek help 

there even though they genuinely need assistance (Salem, 2016).  It appears logical, 

therefore, that they would be reluctant to seek help in such an open and public space. 

This is problematic for the centres themselves as the number of student attendees is a 

vital indication of the centresô value and demand. Funding is often based on attendance 

(Nunan et al., 2000; Salem, 2016). Thus, SLCs try to supply students with the help they 

seek while keeping costs to the minimum.  

 

In a nutshell, the role of SLCs is vital in terms of providing studentsô support with their 

learning and writing needs, as well as providing support to subject lecturers with 

developing explicit writing requirements. Since the current study is related to 

international L2 studentsô academic writing experiences at HE institutions in NZ, the 

next sub-section discusses SLCs and the role of TLAs in NZ. 

 

3.7.2   SLCs in NZ 

In NZ, SLCs appeared in the 1980s with an aim to assist students in acquiring the 

necessary academic and writing skills to succeed at their studies. At the end of 1999, 

TLAs in NZ SLCs formed the Association of Tertiary Learning Advisors of Aotearoa 

New Zealand (ATLAANZ) and wrote their own constitution, which was incorporated in 

2003 (Fraser et al., 2009). The three main functions of ATLAANZ were identified as: 

facilitating communication and sharing of best practice amongst TLAs, supporting the 

professional development and promoting the professional status of members, and 

disseminating relevant research findings (ATLAANZ, n.d.).  

According to recent data from OECD (2020), NZ is one of the top five countries 

welcoming international students for tertiary education (Beech, 2018). Just as in other 
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countries with EMI, these students require learning advice and support with 

acculturation into the academic culture at tertiary institutions (Casanave, 2008; Wingate 

& Tribble, 2012). Logically, TLAs, whose role is to assist students to smoothly 

transition into their new academic environment, should be valued on campuses (Strauss, 

2013). However, due to the neoliberal framework in which HE institutions are 

positioned (Marginson & Considine, 2000), the role of TLAs has been downplayed. 

They have been seen as ñservants of the discipline mastersò (Strauss, 2019, p. 113) 

whose main role is to provide students with fairly superficial language support (Strauss, 

2013, 2019). Such a technicist view (Strauss, 2019) of the TLAsô role supports the 

belief that learning advisors mainly deal with language that can be ñeasily fixedò 

(Turner 2011a, p. 18), such as grammar or spelling. Another major issue that TLAs face 

is that often academics are unaware of the existence of SLCs. TLAs in Straussô (2013) 

study reported results of their own survey of academics at her university and stated that 

only 40% of academic staff knew about the existence of SLCs. 

TLAôs ñsense of belonging and purposeò (Parkinson, 2008, p. 52) is also influenced by 

their volatile position within the university framework. TLAs in NZ seem to experience 

similar employment instability as their colleagues worldwide (Cameron, 2018b, 2018c; 

Cameron & Catt, 2014; Carter, 2008). SLCs tend to hire staff on part-time or casual 

basis (Carter, 2008). Among those TLAs who remain in their position for several years, 

only a limited number believe that they have career opportunities. Cameron (2018a) 

conducted research with 265 TLAs in NZ and revealed that many TLAs in permanent 

employment do not see career opportunities in their role. Only 12 participants in 

Cameronôs (2018a) research had positive experience with promotion, while 12% of 

TLAs had negative experiences, and the rest saw a number of barriers to promotion, 

such as lack of support by the manager, or TLAsô type of employment, i.e. part-time or 

casual.  

Despite the fact that TLAs on the whole face an uncertain future, the majority are 

committed to researching their area of practice (Cameron & Catt, 2008, 2014). They do 

this despite the fact that such research activity does not usually form part of their job 

description (Cameron, 2018a). The research done by TLAs is important as it may bring 

insights into studentsô transition experience, especially with learning and study 

approaches (Sotardi & Friesen, 2017). Without this research, academic staff risk to 

overlook significant information they need in order to design their discipline-specific 

courses and assignments. 
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Apart from SLCs, students may also seek support with academic writing through off-

campus and web-based proof-reading services. The next section discusses the proof-

reading options that students may use. 

 

3.7.3 Proof-reading 

International L2 students, who doubt their language accuracy even if they meet 

language requirements on admission, often seek proof-reading services (Harris, 2016; 

Tynan & Johns, 2015). Some proof-reading services include not only accuracy 

correction, for example, proof-reading grammar and correcting spelling, but also 

involve editing services, for instance, ñrevis[ing] texts into well-written Englishò 

(Turner, 2011b, p. 431). There are certain concerns raised by students, lecturers, and 

proof-readers alike in relation to proof-reading services (Harwood et al., 2009; Knight, 

1999; Turner, 2011b; Scurr, 2006).  

3.7.3.1 Issues with proof-reading services 

Firstly, some students find that proof-reading services may not necessarily be helpful 

when it comes to disciplinary concepts as proof-readers tend to change the language of a 

specific context into the language of everyday use (Turner, 2011b). Such kind of ódis-

serviceô may erode the contextual meaning of the text. As was detailed in Chapter 2, 

discipline outsiders may lack sufficient knowledge about standardised norms of 

academic writing, which vary from discipline to discipline (Hyland, 2006). 

Alternatively, proof-readers may choose to limit their service to focusing on general, 

value-free rules and linguistic features, such as grammar and spelling (Hyland & Shaw , 

2016; Turner, 2011b). Secondly, proof-reading services are quite costly, and not every 

student can afford them (Turner, 2011b). 

Although academic staff may feel reluctant to read unclear and un-proofread texts 

(Turner, 2011a), some lecturers doubt the usefulness of proof-reading services. They 

criticise it for disguising lack of literacy (Scurr, 2006), which can be harmful (Shin, 

2007). Some authors (e.g. Harwood et al., 2012; Turner, 2011b) claim that proof-

reading results in the loss of learning opportunity for learning.  
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Proof-readers see a number of challenges in their work too. Firstly, they find it 

challenging to correct studentsô work when they are not familiar with the context 

(Harwood et al., 2009). Secondly, proof-readers in Harwood et al.ôs (2012) study raised 

their concerns as to what kind of services they are entitled to provide. The tendency 

these days is away from direct intervention when proof-readers simply ófixô studentsô 

text, to indirect intervention, when proof-readers highlight errors, and students are 

encouraged to think of their own mistakes and correct them themselves (Harwood et al., 

2012). 

As was mentioned, commercial proof-reading services are costly. To avoid high costs, 

students may seek alternative ways to check their assignments for accuracy. One such 

way is to ask their peers for help. Another way to make their written assignment more 

accurate is through online spelling- and grammar-checkers, such as Grammarly.  

3.7.3.2 Peers as an alternative way to commercial proof-reading services 

Other than external proof-reading service, students may choose to ask their peers to 

check their written work for accuracy. While some students may feel the need to seek 

support from a single individual, others establish ña network of mutual proof-readingò 

(Turner, 2011b, p. 430). In the cases of high reliance on another person to proof-read 

oneôs written work, the renumeration could be in the form of an invitation to dinner or a 

concert (Turner, 2011b).  

3.7.3.3 Grammarly as the way to ómistake-freeô writing 

Grammarly claims to be the most accurate online grammar- and spelling-checker, 

providing essential writing support in the English language that goes beyond spelling 

and grammar (Grammarly, 2020). The software claims to make the writing clearer, 

more readable, and effective (Grammarly, 2020). Since the software was created only 

11 years ago, the research around its effectiveness in an academic environment is 

scarce. Some of the strengths and weaknesses of the software are identified by three 

EFL postgraduate students in Indonesia in Novaôs (2018) study. The three participants 

have been using the software for an extended period of time and have identified the 

following strengths of Grammarly: 

1) the usefulness of the feedback for their future learning. Explanations, examples, 

and suggestions for change were identified as useful and resulting in writing 

improvement; 
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2) ease of access, i.e. a simple and straightforward sign up process; 

3) availability to the public, i.e. free of change, and  

4) speedy error evaluation.  

OôNeill & Russell (2019) conducted research with 96 degree and pre-degree students 

from CQUniversity in Australia related to the effectiveness of using Grammarly by 

TLAs prior to their meetings with students. Fifty-four students constituted an 

experimental group receiving feedback from TLAs, who selected which mistakes 

identified by Grammarly were relevant to studentsô works. The second, control group (n 

= 42) received traditional feedback without the use of the software. Students in the 

experimental group noticed that the TLAs did not comment on some errors identified by 

the software but TLAs could explain why those could be ignored, which most students 

considered a good learning point. Overall, students in the experimental group were 

satisfied with the amount of feedback on grammar provided by TLAs; however, they 

noticed a lack of focus on context and content. By the end of the research, none of the 

students from the experimental group felt the need for further writing support with their 

assignments. In contrast, the control group was in need of clearer explanations of their 

errors and further writing support. 

 

While proof-reading services mainly help students with surface level corrections, and 

TLAs assist with structural organisation of a written text, a number of researchers 

suggest that providing students with assignment exemplars may be beneficial for 

studentsô advancement in writing (Bell et al., 2013; Hawe et al., 2019; Hendry & 

Anderson 2013; Hendry et al.,  2016; Wingate, 2012b). 

 

3.7.4 Assignment exemplars 

Assignment exemplars are pieces of work done by previous students, which represent 

quality and competent writing (Sadler, 1987). Wingateôs (2012b) study revealed that, in 

order to adapt to the new discourse community, students prefer exemplars of written 

work done by previous students or feedback provided by the tutors on their own piece 

of writing. Students in her study claimed that such a mode of writing support gives a 

realistic picture of the expected standards. This finding is supported by other research in 

the field (Bell et al., 2013; Hawe et al., 2019; Scoles et al., 2013).  
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Various studies give additional benefits of using exemplars in relation to written 

assignments. Exemplars give an idea of how the end-product should look in terms of 

structure and teacher expectations (Hawe et al., 2019; Scoles et al., 2013), and present 

specifics of new writing genres, such as a case study or a report (Hendry & Anderson, 

2013). Students also report advancement in their disciplinary knowledge through 

reading and understanding the content of exemplars (Hawe et al., 2019). Additionally, 

exemplars facilitate student reflection on their own writing and can help to identify 

areas for improvement in studentsô own work (Hawe et al., 2019).  

Research also shows that exemplars negatively correlate with psychological factors, 

such as anxiety (Yucel et al., 2014). Assignment exemplars may boost studentsô 

confidence, raise their self-esteem, and motivate students to try harder and do better in 

their future studies (Hawe et al., 2019; Hendry et al., 2012). Overall, students express 

their preference for assignment exemplars over outlined criteria (Bell et al., 2013). 

 

3.8          Chapter summary 

This chapter provided a definition of academic help-seeking behaviour. It then 

discussed various adaptive help-seeking strategies that students may employ in HE 

institutions with EMI. It also discussed non-linguistic attributes that contribute to 

utilisation of adaptive help-seeking strategies, i.e. self-efficacy, agency, and motivation. 

The chapter then presented several avenues students may employ as their adaptive help-

seeking strategies. One of the major avenues is SLCs. The chapter discussed the origins 

and development of SLCs and, the changing nature of TLAsô role. Challenges that 

TLAs face in order to accommodate the demands of the stakeholders, i.e. students, 

academic staff, and university as a whole, were addressed. As an alternative to adaptive 

help-seeking strategy for using SLC services, commercial and free web-based proof-

reading services were discussed. Additionally, studentsô use of peer support in relation 

to proof-reading was detailed. The chapter also discussed the usefulness of assignment 

exemplars. 
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Chapter 4.  Research Methodology and Methods 

 

 

4.1          Introduction  

This chapter presents an overview of the research methodology, approach and methods 

employed in order to answer the following research questions: 

RQ 1. What challenges do international L2 students in the early 21st century 

encounter throughout the first year of their university studies as they attempt to 

meet the academic writing standards demanded by their institutions? 

RQ 2. In what way do international studentsô prior learning and experiences, 

including preparatory academic English courses, such as IELTS, successfully 

prepare these students for the challenges they encounter throughout the first year 

of their academic study? 

RQ 3. How do the studentsô perception of, and approach to their academic writing 

practices, including their prior learning, consciously change as their first year of 

study progresses?  

In brief, the research sought to examine what challenges international L2 students 

encounter in relation to written genres demanded by their institutions in the early 21st 

century and how, why, and when, the studentsô prior perceptions of academic writing 

that they bring to their first year of academic study, change as their first year unfolds. 

As indicated in Chapter 1, these prior perceptions are often developed in the courses 

associated with international language proficiency tests (e.g. IELTS), other preparatory 

courses, or the education that students receive in their home country. Also as mentioned 

in Chapter 1, such preparatory courses are often, among other things, problematically 

exam-focused, taught by those without the expertise relevant to the studentsô academic 

pathway, and lack a focus on the type of genres and specialist vocabulary that the 

students encounter at university. Nevertheless, most international L2 students 

throughout the course of their first year of study learn to successfully cope with, and 

adapt to, the demands and challenges of their first year academic writing practices. It is 
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the experiences and emergent understandings that impact on this process of change and 

adaptation that the study was primarily interested in. 

In order to answer the research questions, a qualitative multiple case study approach 

was employed. This involved tracking the academic writing experiences of four 

international L2 students throughout their first year of academic study as they engaged 

with the writing demands of their academic courses in NZ universities. This chapter 

explains and rationalises the nature of the case study approach employed. It begins with 

an explanation of the researcherôs worldview and discusses how this, along with the 

researcher identity, informed the initial design of the study. Following this, the chapter 

describes why a qualitative methodology was chosen for the research, and then why the 

case study was selected as an appropriate qualitative approach. Next, I explain the use 

of the longitudinal, embedded multiple case study design employed. After that, I 

describe the data collected for the case study, as well as where and when it was 

collected. I then describe the selection method and criteria, as well as the participant 

recruitment process. Following that, I detail data collection procedures and the way the 

data was analysed. Research quality assurance is then discussed in terms of reliability, 

validity, transferability and dependability. Finally, I reflect on the ethical and legal 

considerations for this research. The chapter is then summarised.  

 

4.2          Worldview 

Worldview as a philosophical orientation that builds foundation for research (Creswell 

& Tashakkori, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011). It informs ontological (theory of 

being, e.g. tangible versus intangible), epistemological (theory of knowledge, e.g., tacit 

versus explicit), and axiological (a theory of beliefs, e.g. researcher versus participant) 

aspects of inquiry (Poulter et al., 2016), as well as the methodological orientation of 

research (Poulter et al., 2016; Riitaoja et al., 2010; Creswell, J. W. & Creswell, J. D., 

2018).  

The design of this study is informed by a social constructionist worldview. A social 

constructionist worldview suggests that realities are socially constructed, and 

individuals confer diverse meanings on own experiences (Hua, 2015; Weinberg, 2014). 

At the centre of social constructionism are human activities and their impact on 

meaning construction and understanding (Hua, 2015; Lock & Strong, 2010).  
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Danziger (1997) identifies two strands of social constructionism: ódarkô and ólightô. The 

first strand mainly draws on the works of Foucault and is concerned with issues of 

power, the articulation of subjectivity, and the relativity of knowledge. It is the latter 

strand, light social constructionism, that is employed in the current research. Light 

social constructionism recognises multiple possibilities for meaning even with regards 

to conventions, traditions, and norms (Lock & Strong, 2010). Social constructionism in 

this strand cautions individuals to be suspicious even of their own assumptions of how 

the world appears to be, and to question whether the categories with which one sees the 

world actually refer to real divisions (Burr, 2015). For example, social constructionism 

questions the traditional division of humans into males and females as distinct types of 

humans. Given the possibilities of gender re-assignment surgery, such traditional 

classifications of human beings into men and women, proves to be ambiguous (Burr, 

2015).  

Furthermore, in social constructionism, the meaning of human activities is culturally 

and historically relative (Burr, 2015).  Social constructionists perceive that certain 

human activities change with the progression of time and differ across cultures. As 

such, they depend on the particular social and economic situation dominating a culture 

at a specific time (Burr, 2015). Consequently, the understanding and meaning of 

particular events may differ across different situations (Lock & Strong, 2010). 

Social constructionists seek an understanding of how knowledge emerges and ñgains 

significance for societyò (Walker, 2015, p.37). They believe that of the best ways to 

gain knowledge of social phenomena and understand its meaning is through the 

examination of social interactions (Lock & Strong, 2010; Walker, 2015).  

In light of the research questions, and the studyôs intention to capture and analyse the 

influences, experiences, and practices of four international L2 students as they 

attempted to meet the academic writing demands of their first undergraduate year, it was 

determined that multiple longitudinal qualitative case studies would best suit the 

methodological requirements of this research. The selection of this approach allows the 

research to reveal the meaning of the participantsô changing perceptions of their 

academic writing practices at different times throughout the research.  The case study 

approach is detailed in Section 4.4 below.  
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4.2.1   Researcher identity 

As well as a social constructionist worldview, my own identity as an international 

student has contributed to the design of this study. The researcherôs identity and 

assumptions are shaped by their socio-historical locations and influence the kind of data 

collected and the way it is interpreted (Chikkatur & Jones-Walker, 2013; Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 1995). Indeed, my own values and assumptions about international L2 

studentsô writing experiences were shaped by my own experiences as an international 

L2 student in NZ, which, in turn, resulted in the emergence of the research questions, as 

well as type of data to be collected and the best way to analyse it. When embarking on 

my own undergraduate journey in NZ, I realised that my previous knowledge of 

academic writing could not be easily transferred to writing in a western academic 

context. In the course of my studies, I realised that what I had been taught about 

academic writing at highly regarded educational institutions in Russia had very little 

relevance for the writing practices demanded at the New Zealand university where I was 

studying. This change in my own perceptions of academic writing sparked my interest 

in the perceptions of other first year international L2 students as far as academic writing 

in their areas of study was concerned. 

Studying in NZ as an international L2 student myself, I had to adapt to a new language 

as well as a new learning style, one that was very different from that of my home 

country. I also had to find ways to overcome the many obstacles that occurred 

throughout my first year undergraduate study in an English-speaking country. As a 

result, when I began designing this study, I had a personal awareness of how cultural 

differences might impact on the participantsô understanding of their own learning 

processes, as well as their interaction with myself as a researcher. For example, I was 

aware that the participants, as international L2 students, might not feel comfortable 

sharing their lives, worries, and concerns (Patton, 1990; Seidman, 1991). However, I 

believed that a research design, such as a longitudinal case study, would overtime, allow 

me to present myself as a sensitive and open-minded investigator, who was interested 

and respectful of otherôs opinions. This would allow me to break any initial barriers 

between the participants and myself, and encourage them to share their stories 

(Seidman, 1991). The qualitative nature of the research would also allow me to pick up 

on the rich and complex nuances of their study experiences. 
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4.3          Methodology 

In order to examine the influences, experiences, and practices of first year international 

L2 students that impact upon and lead to changes in their academic writing processes, it 

was crucial to develop rich descriptions of the events that took place as their academic 

year unfolded. It was also crucial to understand the participantsô perceptions of these 

events, as ultimately, it is the participants themselves that have an awareness of their 

own experiences in a particular context. As a result, a qualitative methodology, that is, a 

systematic investigation into social phenomena and human behaviour in its natural 

settings (Litchman, 2012), was identified as the most suitable for carrying out these 

research objectives, which ultimately focus on finding out how people make sense of 

their daily experiences (Gubrium & Holtein, 2003; Kvale, 1996; Litchman, 2012; 

Merriam, 2009). In other words, a qualitative methodology can allow the researcher to 

investigate the phenomenon under study from the participantsô point of view 

(Sarantakos, 1998). Similarly, as Stake (2010) argues, the aim of qualitative research is 

to ñgenerate description and situational interpretationsò (p. 57), which leads to a detailed 

analysis of the problem under investigation based on an individualsô understanding of a 

phenomenon. Accordingly, a researcher who uses a qualitative methodology usually 

relies on in-depth discussions or observations of the study participants in order to reach 

their findings (Litchman, 2012).  The selection of a qualitative methodology also guides 

the selection of data collection methods and tools, as well as the procedures for data 

analysis. The qualitative case study approach employed for this study is discussed in the 

following section. 

 

4.4          Approach 

A qualitative case study approach (Swanborn, 2018) was selected for the study as being 

able to best provide an extensive, in-depth account of the influences, experiences, and 

practices of first year international L2 students that impact upon and lead to changes in 

their perceptions of academic writing processes. This section first provides an 

introductory description of the case study approach. It then looks at the benefits and 

disadvantages of the case study, followed by a discussion of the different types of case 

studies and case study designs. Finally, it describes the case study approach used in this 

study. 
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4.4.1   The case study  

The case study has been viewed in different ways. Yin (2002) views it as an empirical 

enquiry. Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) see it as a ñrich empirical description of a 

phenomenonò (p. 25). Christensen and Carlile (2009) state that it is a ñmultifaceted 

examination of a situationò (p. 243). Other researchers view it as a research strategy 

(Eisenhardt, 1989), a research paradigm (Gomm et al., 2011), or a research approach 

(Swanborn, 2018). Following Swanborn (2018), I consider the case study as an 

approach to interpreting real-life events by means of various data collection methods of 

different sources of data. 

A case study research starts with the identification of what constitutes the ócaseô, or the 

object of study ñwithin its real-life contextò (Yin, 2014, p. 16). The case is a single unit 

under scrutiny. Stake (2006) explained that óa case is a noun, a thing, an entityò (p. 1). 

For example, a case may be a single person or a group of people who are representative 

of a particular phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A case study can also be a 

representative programme, policy, organisation, or community (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Although knowledge of a wider social context is important in understanding the 

case holistically (Taylor, 2017), it is important to draw clear boundaries around the case 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). If a case cannot be bounded, or ñfenced inò (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 38), the phenomenon under study cannot qualify as a case. 

In its core, Swanborn (2018) states that case study research analyses and illustrates the 

social world as a detailed ñanalytic narrativeò (p. 14). An óanalytic narrativeô provides 

the researcher with a detailed description of the historical events that influence the 

research participantsô goals and preferences. óNarrativesô focus on ñstories, accounts 

and contextò (p.14), which allow the researcher to trace participantsô behaviour by 

providing the research with evidence of historical events (Bates et al., 2000). The notion 

of óanalyticô can refer to the process of discovering research participantsô preferences 

and perceptions and their line of reasoning based on the information they possess and 

their strategies to overcome any constraints that are presented by the context, and 

restrict their actions (Swanborn, 2018, p. 14). The analytic part of a narrative also 

embeds theoretical concepts and theories to the narratives of historical events described 

by the participants (Bates et al., 2000). As a result, the exploitation of narration and 

analysis is believed to yield a better explanation of the investigated phenomenon than 

each could do alone (Mongin, 2016, 2019).  
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When reporting the findings from a case study, the researcher narrates a story that 

provides an empirical understanding of the studied phenomenon in an informed and 

clear way (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). In shaping the story, the researcher makes 

conscious decisions about which features are ethnographically and discursively relevant 

and crucial for the final report of the findings (Livholts & Tamboukou, 2015; Sarangi & 

Candlin, 2004). The narrative of the findings in the current research is often shaped 

around ócritical momentsô (Candlin et al., 2017) identified in each case study, that is, 

moments where participants exhibited their beliefs, processes, and practices in a 

particularly challenging context (Candlin, 2000; Candlin et al., 2017). During such 

critical moments participants evaluate their behaviour, develop a sense of what is 

possible, adjust own behaviour to a particular situation, and later reflect, discuss, and 

develop own beliefs, processes, and practices (Laws, 2020). The observation and 

analysis of these critical moments allows the researcher to acquire empirical knowledge 

of the participantsô behaviour and thoughts, ultimately adding to the existing theories. 

 

4.4.2   Benefits of the case study approach 

There are certain benefits of using the case study approach. Firstly, the case study 

approach enables the researcher to use multiple sources of data collection, which allows 

the observation of a single real-life event from multiple perspectives (Simons, 2009; 

Yin, 2006). The data collected by means of various data collection sources can provide 

holistic in-depth information on single processes in particular contexts (Simons, 2009) 

and inform the researcher of unique aspects of the studied phenomenon (Kiely, 2005).  

The collection of multiple sources of data can lead to another benefit of the case study 

approach, that is, richness, specificity, and depth (Berg, 2009). In attempting to find the 

answers to ñwhatò, ñhowò and ñwhyò questions, the researcher gains invaluable insights 

about the perceptions participants have of their feelings, actions, and life experiences 

(Simons, 2009). Such insights can reveal important case characteristics that may have 

been previously overlooked or may not have been given sufficient significance (Simons, 

2009; Yin, 2012). 

Another major benefit of the case study approach is that it can facilitate the generation 

of theory (Kiely, 2005). This usually happens through the use of an inductive process, 

i.e. moving from an observation and scrutiny of the individual case, to a comparative 
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analysis of different cases, to the building of theory (Christensen & Carlile, 2009). 

Following the inductive process, the researcher first discerns possible relationships 

between aspects of the collected data from each individual case. That is, comparative 

analysis of two or more cases allows the budding of themes, increases understanding of 

the phenomenon, and results in theory development (Taylor, 2017).  

The case study approach also assists the reader of a case to better and more clearly 

understand the phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2011). This can be achieved by means of 

reporting case-based themes and theories through narrative description (Creswell, 

2013). When writing narrative description of research results, the researcher describes 

events and participantsô experiences while simultaneously interweaving theoretical 

knowledge from literature (Simons, 2009). The combination of theory and narrative 

description of research results provides the reader with a fuller picture in comparison to 

the presentation of abstract theories alone (Creswell, 2013). 

 

4.4.3   Disadvantages of the case study approach 

The case study approach also presents certain disadvantages. The first involves the 

collection of large amounts of data. As mentioned above, to gain an understanding of 

the different possible types of information offered by a particular case, it is often best to 

employ a variety of data collection methods. However, the use of different data 

collection methods and the resulting collection of multiple sets of data may become 

cumbersome and hard to process (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Another problem involves the often-necessary development of personal relationships 

with case study participants. Simons (2009), for instance, suggests that knowledge in a 

case study is typically co-constructed through the building of relationships with the 

participants and through the objective viewing of their reality. However, such personal 

involvement in a case study may be problematic, as it may result in the researcherôs bias 

and affect the participantsô trust in the credibility of the process (Cohen et al., 2011; 

Yin, 2012).  

Another major critique of the case study approach is that it often offers a poor basis for 

generalising (Yin, 2009). This problem arises due to the fact that the case study under 

investigation is closely linked to the specific time and space of the participants. 
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However, a case studyôs results do not usually generalise about a wider population, but 

rather rely on analytical generalising where a particular set of results is generalised 

against some broader theory (Yin, 2009).  

 

4.4.4  Types of case study  

Runeson & Host (2009) identify four types of case study: descriptive, exploratory, 

explanatory and evaluatory. A descriptive case study intends to portray a phenomenon. 

An exploratory case study seeks an understanding of what is happening in a particular 

situation, and results in insights, new ideas, or hypotheses. An explanatory case study 

tests existing theories, and an evaluatory case study evaluates processes, methods, and 

tools. Given that the aim of the current research is to uncover the experiences and 

practices that impact upon and lead to changes in the perceptions of the academic 

writing processes of first year English L2 students at NZ universities, an exploratory 

case study is employed. The exploratory case study in my research seeks to understand 

how writing practices of first year international L2 students impact studentsô behaviour 

and lead to changes in their academic writing practices. 

 

4.4.5  Types of case study designs 

Yin (2002, 2018) also identifies four case study designs: single holistic, single 

embedded, multiple holistic, and multiple embedded designs.  

4.4.5.1 Single and multiple 

Single designs involve single cases, while multiple designs involve more than one case. 

Multiple case studies are seen as stronger and more reliable than single case studies, as 

they allow for the collection of in-depth information from several individual cases. 

Multiple case studies are also more likely to allow the researcher to develop convincing 

theories about the phenomena being studied (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Gustafsson, 2017).  

The present study involved recruiting a number of participants, each with a different 

background and different first year university context in order to identify similarities 

and differences within and between cases, and facilitate the development of new 

knowledge in the field of academic literacies. Thus, the design of the study was 
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multiple. It first involved a within-case analysis, which identified reoccurring themes 

and patterns in each individual case (Yin, 2009). This was followed by a cross-case 

analysis employed to understand the similarities and differences between the cases (Yin, 

2003). The findings were reinforced by existing literature in the field (Vannoni, 2014). 

4.4.5.2 Holistic and embedded 

Furthermore, and according to Yin (2003), holistic case studies focus on single units of 

analysis, while embedded designs focus on multiple units of analysis. In order to 

develop a comprehensive and complete understanding of the international L2 studentsô 

first year experiences, the study necessarily involved a range of units of analysis, 

including interview transcripts, studentsô written assignments, writing assignment 

requirements, marking criteria, and lecturersô feedback on studentsô assignments. As a 

result, an embedded design was chosen for the case study approach. In brief, the 

embedded nature of the case study integrated multiple units of analysis, providing 

various data for a wider and deeper understanding of the phenomenon (Yin, 2018). 

Figure 4.1 presents a visual representation of the case study design for the current study. 

Figure 4.1  

The Embedded Multiple Case Study Design Employed for this Study 
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As indicated in the figure, the embedded multiple case study design employed for this 

research involves four units of analysis, that is, four first year international L2 students 

studying in three different NZ universities. Embedded in each unit of analysis are five 

different data sources: writing assignment requirements, marking criteria, studentôs 

written assignments, lecturer feedback, and interview transcripts. 

 

4.5          Time Horizon 

Time horizon may be defined as a representation of events over a given period of time 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Since the current research seeks understanding of international 

L2 studentsô prior perceptions of academic writing and the way these perceptions 

change in the course of their first year of university studies, a longitudinal time horizon 

has been employed. Hence the case studies employed in this research are longitudinal.  

 

4.5.1   Longitudinal case studies 

Longitudinal case studies examine chronological timelines of events, activities, and 

changes in real-world situations over a period of time (Street & Ward, 2012). The main 

strength of longitudinal case studies is its capacity to track the changes and development 

of a specific event or activity (Saunders et al., 2019). Furthermore, the collection of data 

from many different time points provides the researcher with a more precise and 

detailed description of a studied phenomenon (Swanborn, 2018).  

According to Kobayashi & Rinnert (2013), the longitudinal case study has increasingly 

been recognised as a beneficial research approach for examining L2 writing, as they 

help the researcher identify which knowledge and skills students apply to their writing 

at particular times, and how the use of this knowledge and skills may change overtime. 

Similarly, Leki (2000) argues that longitudinal case studies may inform researchers of 

the way studentsô writing develops and how social settings and activities influence 

studentsô learning process. 

The data collection for this study began at the beginning of the 2017 academic year and 

concluded at the end of the 2017 academic year. Each of the four international first year 

L2 students were met with three times throughout the data collection period. The first 
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meeting took place at the beginning of the academic year where data about the baseline 

perceptions of the participants was gathered in order to identify their initial perceptions 

of their academic writing practices in their NZ universities. The second meeting took 

place at the end of Semester 1 or beginning of Semester 2, depending on participantsô 

availability. This second meeting focused on gathering data about the challenges 

participants faced in relation to their ongoing academic writing practices. It also focused 

on collecting data about whether participantsô perceptions of their academic writing 

processes had changed and how they had adapted to the demands and challenges of their 

academic writing practices by the middle of their first academic year. The final meeting 

with participants took place at the end of Semester 2. The final stage of the data 

collection process focused on capturing further information about changes in 

participantsô perceptions of their writing practices, including information about their 

strategies for coping with their study experiences and approaching their written 

assignments. 

 

4.6          Data  

The data for the case studies was collected in the three meetings that took place with 

each participant. The data sources involved semi-structured interviews and 

documentation provided by the participants, including writing assignment requirements, 

marking criteria, student written assignments, and lecturer feedback on the written 

assignments. Fieldnotes were also taken by the researcher throughout the interviews. 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the data collected for the study, as well as the 

rationale for collecting this data. 

 

Table 4.1  

Overview of the Data and the Rationale for its Use 

Data  Rationale 

Semi-structured 

interviews 

V Establish a rapport with the participants (especially at the 

initial interview). 

V Obtain information on the context and individual perceptions 

of writing practices during first year university studies. 
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V Discuss with the students the relevance of their academic 

writing skills that they gained previously to the current writing 

assignments.  

V Invite students to discuss the way their writing assignments 

meet the assignment requirements and marking criteria. 

V Invite students to discuss the reasons for the given grade. 

V Invite students to discuss what could have been improved to 

achieve a better grade. 

V Invite students to reflect on the kind of knowledge they gained 

with regards to academic writing from their lecturersô 

feedback. 

V Invite students to reflect on what could have improved their 

past writing assignments. 

V Query studentsô confidence in seeking application of their 
gained knowledge about academic writing in their future 

writing assignments. 

Writing assignment 

requirements  

V Gain an understanding of time frames provided for the 

students in order to complete each writing assignment. 

V Gain an understanding of the type of assignments (individual 

or group). 

V Gain an understanding of lecturersô requirements for the 

written assignments. 

V Conduct linguistic analysis of the assignment requirements for 

understanding the complexity of the language used by 

lecturers in written assignment requirements. 

V Compare with the assignment requirements implied by the 

marking criteria. 

V Identify areas for subsequent discussion with the participants. 

Marking criteria V Gain an understanding of lecturersô marking criteria for the 
written assignments. 

V Conduct linguistic analysis of the assignment requirements for 

understanding the complexity of the language used by 

lecturers in marking criteria. 

V Identify consistency or discrepancy between what was 

required in the writing assignment requirements and what is 

being assessed according to the marking criteria. 

V Identify areas for subsequent discussion with the participants. 

Student written 

assignments 

V Analyse studentsô written skills for tracing changes in 
studentsô writing practices. 

V Identify whether student written assignments match the 

writing assignment requirements and marking criteria. 

Lecturer feedback on 

the student written 

assignments 

V Compare lecturersô feedback grades with the studentsô written 
assignments. 

V Compare studentsô responses to questions about the lecturersô 
feedback with the lecturerôs feedback. 

V Use as a prompt for discussing studentsô perceptions of 
lecturersô feedback.   

Fieldnotes V Observe non-verbal behaviours of the participants. 

V Make notes of the information to be discuss with participants 

at a later stage, in order not to interrupt the participantsô 

thoughts. 
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The following sections will justify the use of the chosen data collection sources and 

tools. 

 

4.6.1   Semi-structured interviews 

One of the best ways to acquire knowledge about a particular environment is through 

the insights of another human being immersed in that environment (Lofland, J. & 

Lofland, L., 1995). These can be easily gathered through face-to-face interaction 

(Kvale, 1996). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) argue that face-to-face interaction allows the 

researcher to capture the perceptions of participants that are inaccessible via other 

means of data collection, for example, through the use of quantitative methods. In cases 

when the rapport is established with the participants, interviews may empower the 

researcher to develop joint understanding and co-construct the reality of the 

participantsô contexts (Simons, 2009). The purpose of interviewing is not to simply 

obtain answers to questions, but to obtain an in-depth understanding of the lived 

experience of other people and the meaning that they make of that experience (Seidman, 

2006). Interviews can also provide access to the context of the participantôs behaviour 

and offer ways to interpret their behaviour. As a result, interviews with participants 

were selected as a tool for collecting data for the case studies. 

Interviews can be classified as structured, unstructured, and semi-structured, and the 

decision as to which of these to use is most useful and is often determined by the nature 

of the study itself. Structured interviews, for example, do not normally allow for the 

change of order or wording in the questions, and are best suited for demographic 

research (Merriam, 2009). In contrast, unstructured interviews are useful when not 

enough information is known about the phenomenon, as it is difficult to formulate 

precise questions prior to the research (Berg, 2009).  

The current research utilised semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews 

allow the formulation of an approximate set of questions related to the aims of the study 

and are often based on the existing literature in the field. However, at the same time, 

they also offer a degree of flexibility to explore unexpected issues raised by the 

participants (Merriam, 2009). Semi-structured interviews also provide flexibility for the 

order in which the questions can be asked and discussed. The questions became prompts 

that allow for the exploration of a participantôs train of thoughts on a particular topic or 
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area of interest. In this study, such flexibility enabled me to converse with the 

participants in a natural manner. It also provided me with the opportunity to react and 

expand on the ideas discussed by the participants, rather than limiting myself to the 

devised questionnaire (Merriam, 2009).  

More specifically, the flexibility of the semi-structured interview approach enabled the 

informal discussion of the participantsô writing assignment requirements and marking 

criteria, the completed written assignments, and lecturerôs feedback on the written 

assignments. For example, discussion about the documentation allowed the participants 

to reveal their perceptions about the similarities and differences of their previous and 

current academic writing practices. It also enabled participants to discuss the way their 

current writing assignments met the assignment requirements and marking criteria. 

Semi-structured interviews also gave participants the opportunity to reflect on their 

lecturersô feedback of their written assignments, and how this knowledge may have 

helped them perform better in their previous writing assignments. Similarly, semi-

structured interviews also enabled the participants to consider whether the knowledge 

they had gained about academic writing would be useful for their future writing 

assignments. Berg (2009) argues that, at least in the initial stages, the semi-structured 

interview fosters informal communication with the participants, by establishing rapport, 

forming a connection, and building a relationship. Accordingly, the use of semi-

structured interviews in this study also enabled me to cultivate trust and develop 

empathy with the participants. This was often achieved through an effort to relate to 

each studentôs circumstances and experiences. Ultimately the semi-structured interview 

approach facilitated in-depth personal descriptions of their first year academic writing 

experiences that provided unique and illuminative findings. 

As mentioned above, the interviews were held three times over the 2017 academic year. 

The first interview was held at the beginning of the academic year, while depending on 

the participantsô availability, the second interview was held either at the end of Semester 

1 or beginning of Semester 2. The final interview took place the end of Semester 2. 

Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. The interviews were held on the 

campuses of the participantsô universities in the metropolitan area of Auckland.  
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To summarise this section, the semi-structured interviews used in this study provided a 

useful framework for the participants to share their experiences by reflecting on their 

academic experiences in relation to their writing practices, and at the same time, to 

elaborate on these events within the broader context of their lives (Kvale, 1996; 

Seidman, 1991). The use of this data collection tool provided me with a clearer 

understanding of what influenced changes in studentsô academic writing processes in 

their first-year undergraduate study at NZ universities. 

 

4.6.2   Documentation 

Another type of data collected for the case study that contributed to answering the 

research questions was documentation. Documentation facilitates broad coverage of the 

phenomenon under investigation over a long span of time in different settings and can 

be reviewed repeatedly (Yin, 2002, 2005). 

Creswell (2013), however, argues that documentation may be either difficult to source, 

may not be accommodating, or inappropriate altogether. Hence, Scott (2017) suggests 

that documentation should be evaluated for its fit for the research before constituting it 

as a data collection source. As indicated in Section 4.4.5, to answer the research 

questions, the documents collected for the case study involved writing assignment 

requirements, marking criteria, studentsô written assignments, and lecturerôs feedback 

on the studentsô written assignments. Rationale for each individual type of document 

was mentioned in Section 4.6. The use of documents also assisted me in corroborating 

and augmenting evidence from semi-structured interviews (Yin, 2009). A description of 

documentation collected for the study is presented in the following sections. 

4.6.2.1 The writing assignment requirements  

The studentsô writing assignment requirements were collected in order to understand the 

nature of the requirements for the studentsô assignments. Information of interest 

included the due dates for the assignments, the type of assignments (individual or 

group), description of assignment tasks, as well as the kind of knowledge and skills 

which the students were expected to demonstrate in their assignments. Additionally, the 

linguistic clarity of the assignment requirements was examined to identify any 

discrepancies between the requirements and the marking criteria. As mentioned, the 
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writing assignment requirements were also used as prompts for questions in the 

interviews.  

4.6.2.2 The marking criteria  

The assignment marking criteria were collected in order to understand the nature of the 

marking criteria and the grades assigned for each assignment task. Additionally, the 

consistency between the writing assignment requirements for the studentsô assignments 

and the marking criteria were examined. The marking criteria were also used as prompts 

for questions in the interviews.  

4.6.2.3 The studentsô written assignments 

The studentsô written assignment work was one of the focal points for the current study. 

In particular, it served as the focus of discussion in the second and third interviews with 

the participants. The interviews included inviting students to point out where in their 

work they were attempting to meet the assignment requirements set by the lecturers, and 

in which way. Students were also invited to discuss which of their academic writing 

skills acquired prior to the current studies were applicable or irrelevant, to their current 

written works, and in which way. 

4.6.2.4 Feedback on the studentsô written assignments   

The lecturersô feedback, which included the lecturersô comments on their assessment of 

the participantsô written assignments, as well as the final grades received for the 

assignment, were also of interest for this study. Once a participantôs lecturer had 

returned the hard or soft copy of their assignment with their comments and grades, the 

participants were requested to forward them to me for analysis. The feedback also 

served as a trigger for the discussion of the participantsô perceptions about their 

assignment, the fairness of the comments and the grade awarded, as well as how they 

believed it might impact on their approach to future written assignments. 

 

4.6.2.5 Data collection timeline and procedure  

This section presents a timeline of the case study data collection process from the time 

participants were recruited until the final interaction. Details of the data collection 

procedure are also included. 
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Prior to the first interview, I asked all participants to email digital copies of their writing 

assignments requirements and marking criteria. In total I received 28 writing 

assignment requirements, and 21 marking criteria. 

As mentioned in Section 4.6, the first interview allowed me to establish a rapport with 

the participants and obtain information on the context and individual perceptions of 

writing practices at the beginning of their first year university studies. Each of the three 

interviews were audio-recorded. Audio records were later transcribed for analytical 

purposes. During each interview I also took fieldnotes, which were typed into memos in 

the NVivo software. 

In the first interview, participants were also requested to email me their written 

assignments, after they were completed. Participants were encouraged to provide me 

with as many written assignments as they had throughout their first year of study. In 

total participants provided me with 31 written assignments. Additionally, participants 

were asked to provide me with a hard or soft copy of lecturersô feedback on their written 

assignments once received, even if it only consisted of the assignment grades. The total 

number of examples of feedback collected was 28. 

As soon as documents were obtained, I digitalised those that were only provided in hard 

copy. Then, I analysed the linguistic clarity of the writing assignment requirements and 

the assignment marking criteria. Following that, I analysed the participantsô written 

assignments paying attention to their relationship with the marking criteria. The 

lecturerôs feedback on participantsô written assignments was then examined to establish 

the consistency between the focus in the lecturersô comments, writing assignment 

requirements, and marking criteria. All the documentation analysed provided a basis for 

in-depth discussion with the participants and was the main focus of second and third 

interviews. Table 4.2 summarises the data collection processes. 
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Table 4.2  

Summary of Data Collection Processes 

 

 

4.7          Participants 

 

4.7.1   Participant selection method and criteria  

Purposive sampling, which involves hand-picking certain participants for a specific 

reason while excluding others (Somekh & Lewin, 2009), was chosen as the most 

suitable approach for the selection of participants. Oliver (2008) identifies this type of 
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sampling as non-probability sampling, which is common for interpretive-based 

research. Cohen et al. (2011) also argue that this type of sampling avoids deliberate 

representation from the wider population, seeking to represent a certain group of people. 

Since the research was directed only at international students whose first language was 

not English, and who were in their first year of undergraduate study at a NZ university, 

purposive sampling allowed the researcher to select participants that met this criteria 

from the wider student group. 

Furthermore, given the longitudinal and qualitative nature of the study, as well as the 

intended scope and depth of each case study, only a small number of participants were 

perceived as necessary, i.e. between four and six students. Two levels of selection 

criteria were utilised (see Table 4.3). If more than six potential participants met the first 

level selection criteria, then the second level selection criteria would be utilised to cut 

down the number of participants to six. Details of the participants selected will be 

provided in Section 4.7.3. 

 

Table 4.3 

Two Levels of Selection Criteria 
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4.7.2   Recruitment process 

The participant recruitment process targeted students from three large universities in the 

metropolitan area of Auckland. Together these universities host a large number of 

international L2 students, and therefore provide the opportunity to recruit the specific 

population required for the study. Furthermore, all three universities are listed in the top 

500 universities internationally (The World University Ranking, n.d.). 

The recruitment of the student participants was voluntary-based and had three 

components. One of the primary ways that participants were recruited was through 

written advertisements (see Appendix B) placed on student notice boards at the three 

Auckland Universities. Furthermore, as a practicing Muslim who often attends a 

mosque for prayers, I knew that many other people who attend prayers are international 

L2 students. As a result, I distributed and attached written advertisements on notice 

boards in both female and male parts of the mosque at the AUT city campus. One of the 

participants contacted me after viewing the advertisement on a student notice board and 

another replied to an advertisement placed in a mosque. 

The second way to recruit participants was through institutional gatekeepers, such as 

undergraduate office administrative staff and Heads of Departments, who have access to 

student email databases. The gatekeepers were sent emails where I introduced myself as 

a researcher and outlined my study. The email also contained recruitment information 

including a written invitation to international L2 first-year undergraduate students, a file 

with an e-poster (Appendix C) stating the purpose of the research and participant 

criteria, as well as my contact details. The gatekeepers were politely requested to 

forward the electronic invitation and e-poster to potential participants using their student 

email databases. Two of the three universities also advertised the study through their 

electronic newsletters that were published bi-monthly and were distributed to studentsô 

university emails. Two potential participants contacted me after receiving one of these 

emails and were recruited. 

The third way that participants were recruited involved asking potential participants in 

person at various university club events. I was able to recruit four participants in this 

way. I also asked the presidents of a number of clubs to distribute information about my 

research to their new club members, who would presumably be first-year students. For 

ease of distribution, the club presidents asked me to email them the e-poster and 
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information about my research, so that this could easily be forwarded to the club 

members via their database. The clubs that were approached included the world 

ñinternationalò in their title, or were country-specific, for example, ñChinese Clubò. To 

support this manner of recruitment, I also joined the Facebook pages of those clubs that 

were approached and personally posted invitations to my study. Unfortunately, no 

responses were received via this manner of participant recruitment. 

To sum up, the recruitment of participants for the study was achieved by purposive 

sampling. Three ways to recruit student participants were utilised: written 

advertisements at universities in Auckland, asking gatekeepers to invite students 

utilising their electronic databases, and approaching participants in person during club 

meetings at NZ universities. 

 

4.7.3   Participants 

A total of eight potential participants contacted me about the study at the beginning of 

the 2017 academic year. Four were Arab, two were Chinese, one was Mexican, and one 

was from Sri Lanka. Since more than six students volunteered for the research, level 

two selection criteria was required. To represent a variety of countries of origin, two 

Arab student-participants and one participant from the other three nationalities were 

selected (criteria 1). To present a more or less equal gender mix, three of the 

participants selected were females, and two were males (criteria 2). The incline towards 

a female group of participants was due to the fact that only two males volunteered for 

the study. There was naturally a good range of ages and discipline areas. Once the 

research progressed, one of the male participants dropped out after our first interview. 

When I approached him to organise our second interview, he asked to be excluded from 

the study. Table 4.4 below presents demographic information of all potential 

participants who volunteered for the study and which of those were involved or not. 
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Table 4.4  

Potential Participants and Involvement in the Study 

 

 

The four participants who ultimately participated in the study were all second language 

students in their first year of undergraduate studies. Two had Arabic as their first 

language (females), one student had Spanish as her first language (female), and one 

participant, although coming from Sri Lanka, where Tamil and Singhalese are the 

official languages, identified English as his first language (male). The participants were 

19-30 years old: Sarah was the youngest (19), Marina and Harry were of similar age (21 

and 22), and Reema was the oldest (30). The range of the participantsô gender, age, 

disciplinary area studied, and languages spoken indicate the possibility that the findings 

of the study could be applied more widely to those studying elsewhere in NZ.  

Reema was the only participant who did not have any educational experience with 

English as the medium of instruction prior to coming to NZ. Although all of the 

participants had attended an IELTS programme, Sarah, Reema, and Marina also actively 

self-studied for the exam. Only Marina and Harry, however, were admitted to university 

based on their IELTS test results. Marina, Harry, and Reema gained an undergraduate 

certificate or diploma prior to their current study, while Sarah did not have any post-

secondary qualifications. Reema was admitted to her main studies after successfully 
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passing a Foundation Programme, and Sarah was required to take a compulsory non-

credit-bearing EAP course in her first year of her study. Table 4.5 presents a summary 

of all four participantsô previous study experiences involving English, as well as the 

pathways that they took to be enrolled in their current programmes of study. 

 

Table 4.5  

Students' Study Experiences 

 

 

4.8          Data collection procedures  

The following sub-sections explain the procedures for collecting semi-structured 

interview data, the documentation data, and the fieldnotes. 

 

4.8.1   Procedures for collecting semiïstructured interview data 

Prior to carrying out the interviews a list of potential interview questions was 

established (Appendix D) as prompts for the semi-structured interviews. The question 

prompts were designed to be asked in different ways and in any order to different 

participants (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The interview question prompts had four primary 

aims:  



118 

 

1) Establish information about the participantsô background information, duration 

of previous language studies, pathways to their current studies, current 

area/course of study, and studentsô overall psychological state with regard to 

their academic studies in general.  

2) Establish the participantsô academic writing practices at various points of time in 

their first year of study. 

3) Establish information about the participantsô academic writing skills acquired 

prior to entering their current major. 

4) Establish information about the participantsô application of their previously 

gained academic writing knowledge and skills and their effectiveness of these 

during their first-year undergraduate writing practices. For example, a question 

prompt designed to be asked to the participants at the beginning of their 

undergraduate studies was Which of the IELTS skills are relevant for your 

current studies? In subsequent interviews throughout the year, the interview 

guide included reformulated and retrospective questions, such as Do you think 

that previous learning helped you with your written academic tasks? In what 

way? 

To ensure that the questions were answered in full during each interview, I gave the 

participants time to collect their thoughts and used various probing techniques (Bernard, 

2013). These techniques mainly involved echo-probing and clarification. Echo-probing 

involved the repetition of a word or phrase that had been mentioned by the participant 

and which I wanted them to expand on or clarify (Bernard, 2013). The clarification 

technique involved rephrasing the participantsô words in order to establish a full 

understanding of the participantsô meanings of their words (Bernard, 2013). I was also 

aware of non-verbal cues that showed that my questions were not clear or needed 

reformulating and clarification. Any questions from the set of interview prompts that 

were covered by the participants in their answers to previous questions, were omitted 

from the interview, in order to maintain the flow of the interaction, and avoid turning 

the interview into a question-answer session. 

To ensure privacy, the interviews took place in pre-booked private rooms, secluded 

parts of student study areas, or cafes where the surrounding ambience would prevent the 

interview from being heard by the public. In order to arrange the interviews, the 
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participants were provided with a list of potential time periods for each interview and 

were asked to choose a suitable time slot. 

4.8.2   Procedures for collecting the documentation data 

The data collected for the document analysis component of the case study involved 

writing assignment requirements, marking criteria, studentsô written works, and 

lecturersô feedback.  

Participants were asked to email me digital copies of their writing assignments 

requirements and marking criteria, so that they would arrive before the first interview. 

However, in most cases participants brought them as hard copies. In two cases, I had to 

assist the participants locate their assignment requirements and marking criteria, as they 

were not familiar with the online learning management systems (LMS) of their 

universities. In some cases, the writing assignment requirements were not provided by 

the participants. For example, in one case I was only provided with the assignment 

template, and in another, I was provided with only one of two assignment requirement 

documents. Once the assignments requirements and marking criteria were obtained, any 

hard copies of the documents were digitised, and the originals returned to the 

participants. 

The participantsô written assignments were collected next and they became the primary 

foci of the second and third interviews. At the first interview, students were asked to 

provide me with several of their written assignments that they had completed 

throughout the course of their 2017 academic year. Any student assignments submitted 

to me in hard copy were digitalised and the hard copies returned to students.  

Once a hard or soft copy of the studentôs written assignments with the lecturerôs 

feedback was returned to the students, the participants were requested to forward them 

to me for data analysis. For some assignments, the participants were not provided with a 

copy of their written feedback. In these instances, they were only able to offer their 

assignment grade, or I was able to, with their permission, help them navigate through 

their universityôs online LMS to retrieve their lecturerôs comments. In 3 cases students 

did not provide me with any feedback on their assignments, so this data was considered 

missing. Again, any hard copies of the documents were digitalised. Table 4.6 indicates 

the number and type of documentation received for each participant. 
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Table 4.6  

The Number and Type of Documentation Received for Each Participant 

 

Note. 1 involved only assignment requirements for resources; 2 marking criteria for Communicating for a 

Knowledge Society Assignment 1 (Research Summary) involved only names of the criteria without explanation of 

what they involved; 3 assignment requirements for the Communication paper Assignment 1 (Source Justification) 

involved only assignment template; 4 lecturerôs feedback consisted of the assignment grade and a comment on the 

research question identified by the student; 5 four examples of feedback for the Programming 1 paper in Semester 1 

and 2 involved Peer Review and Critique Forms. 

 

To ensure that the collected data is correctly interpreted and to avoid ambiguity, it was 

necessary to develop a well-structured process for analysing the data. The data analysis 

process is described in detail in section 4.9. 

 

4.8.3   Procedure for collecting fieldnotes 

During the interviews, I also took fieldnotes. These largely involved observations, 

personal thoughts, and ideas that emerged as a result of the ongoing interview process. 

The fieldnotes also included information that I wanted to either clarify or verify with the 

participants later in the interview (Hancock& Algozzine, 2017; Hua, 2015). I also noted 

comments on the informantsô non-verbal behaviour. Some of the details of these non-

verbal descriptions were incorporated into the case study reports to allow readers to feel 

as if they were present during the interviews. As the fieldnotes were considered a 

component of interviews, they were analysed along with the participantôs answers.  
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4.9          Data analysis 

Data analysis ñis the process of making sense out of the dataò (Merriam, 2009, p. 175), 

and involves interpreting, as well as reducing and consolidating the information. The 

data analysis procedures for this study involved the analysis of the recorded and 

transcribed interviews and researchersô fieldnotes, as well as text analysis of 

documentation, i.e. writing assignment requirements, marking criteria, studentsô 

assignments, and lecturersô feedback on those. It involved a cyclic and iterative process 

(Hiver & Al -Hoorie, 2019; Lapan et al., 2011; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Tesch, 1990), 

which began once the first data sets were collected. 

The procedure for the data analysis followed three steps: 

1) Organising the data; 

2) Analysing the data; 

3) Generating overall themes. 

Each of these steps are discussed in the following section. 

 

4.9.1   Organising the data 

The organisation of the data involved a number of processes. Audiotaped interviews 

were transcribed verbatim and transcripts checked for accuracy. All transcripts were 

also read and checked by the participants. Documentation that was not already in an 

electronic form was scanned and saved on my personal computer. All data was 

organised into four main folders, each designated for one of the participants. These 

main folders included a folder containing all interview transcripts with the participant, 

and two other folders named Semester 1 and Semester 2. The Semester 1 and Semester 

2 folders included daughter-folders named after participantsô papers1 in each semester. 

The number of these daughter-folders was determined by the number of written 

assignments the participant wished to share from their papers. Each of these folders 

contained the assignment requirements and marking criteria, student assignments, and 

assignment feedback.  

 
1 In NZ, ópaperô is known as a ósubjectô or óunitô in other education systems. 
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All the raw data was then loaded into the computer software programme NVivo 11 in 

preparation for the analysis. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) identify the NVivo 

programme as a useful tool for organising and structuring qualitative data. This is 

because NVivo facilitates in-depth analysis ñusing powerful search, query and 

visualisation tools that can uncover subtle connectionsò (Taylor & Søndergaard, 2017). 

NVivo also provides the researcher with insights and ideas for coding, labelling and 

categorisation in the course of the data analysis process (Taylor & Søndergaard, 2017). 

The raw data was organised in the NVivo programme in the same way that it was 

organised in the computer to avoid confusion. This also allowed me to work on each 

participant individually. Figure 4.2 presents a visual representation of the way raw data 

was organised in NVivo for one of the participants, Marina. As can be seen in the 

figure, data was collected in separate folders, named after each participant. Within those 

folders, data related to each assignment, including assignment requirements, marking 

criteria, assignment templates, studentsô written assignments, and lecturerôs feedback on 

them, was organised in daughter-folders for Semester 1 and Semester 2. 

 

Figure 4.2  

Organisation of Documentation in NVivo 

  

 

The fieldnote data was also recorded in memos in the NVivo software and attached to 

each participantôs folder. This data helped to identify the context of the situation, as well 

as any information that might have appeared as significant during the data analysis 

process (Lapan et al., 2011; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). An example of the fieldnote 

data, as it appears in NVivo, can be seen in Figure 4.3 below. 



123 

 

Figure 4.3  

Fieldnote Related to Contradictions in Assignment Requirements 

 

 

4.9.2   Analysing the data 

The data analysis process began with a within-case analysis (Yin, 2009). This involved 

analysing each case study separately. It involved three steps: coding, labelling and 

categorisation. The first step, coding, involved examining each line in all the raw data, 

to identify and give descriptive codes to themes in the data related to the research 

questions, including evidence of the participantôs skills, strategies and knowledge about 

academic writing, their application of these to their academic written assignments, and 

their perception of their effectiveness. Themes and patterns related to the studentôs 

interactions with texts and practices, such as the writing assignment requirements and 

marking criteria, tutorials, group work, and lecturer feedback were also identified, as 

were any noticeable changes in their perceptions of academic writing in light of these 

interactions. Figure 4.4 below presents an extract of the initial coding of the data with 

the descriptive names for each code. 

 

Figure 4.4  

Initial Coding of the Data 
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The second step of data analysis, data labelling, was carried out in several stages.  Data 

labelling involved assigning labels or names to the identified themes and patterns during 

the coding step. Nominated labels were concise, clear, and diverse and provided 

minimal information about each code in relation to the research questions (Hiver & Al-

Hoorie, 2019). 

The final step of the data analysis, categorisation, involved placing all labels into higher 

level parent categories. At this stage, some initial codes were renamed using concepts 

from academic writing literature, the list of interview questions (Dornyei, 2007), as well 

as the metaphors and analogies used by the participants (Dornyei, 2007). The use of 

participantsô direct speech in the categoriesô names made the preliminary codes more 

unique and authentic (Rosch, 2013). As shown in Figure 4.5, the original code name 

óEnglish was hard at the beginning of Semester 1ô (Figure 4.4) was later labelled as 

óChallenges comprehending discipline-specific vocabularyô and was placed under a 

broader category óChallenges understanding and following assignment requirementsô. 

 

Figure 4.5  

Categorisation of Analysed Data 

 

 

Coloured visual tree-diagrams and cluster analysis were also used to assist the 

organisation of the preliminary codes into the higher level parent categories. In some 

cases, there also was a need to break down some codes into more than one category, 

merge them with other codes, or remove them altogether. 
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4.9.3   Generating overall themes 

The third data analytical procedure included looking for patterns, making comparisons, 

producing explanations, and building models from the higher-level parent categories 

across the four case studies in order to develop more in-depth thematic responses to the 

research questions (Dornyei, 2007). This process is referred to as a cross-case analysis 

(Yin, 2009). The óconstant comparative methodô (Merriam, 1998) was used to develop 

these overall themes. This method involves the constant ñcomparing of one segments of 

data with another to determine similarities and differencesò (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, 

p. 32). Eventually, four broad categories were identified classifying studentsô challenges 

with academic writing in their first year undergraduate writing practices. They were: 

1) challenges following academic writing conventions, 

2) challenges understanding and following assignment requirements, 

3) challenges interpreting feedback, 

4) challenges involved in completing assignments on time. 

The data analysis also showed that while students were dealing with the above 

mentioned challenges, they constantly drew on their: 1) self-efficacy, 2) agency, 3) 

motivation. These themes were also investigated in relation to the research questions.  

To ensure the efficacy of the determined categories, the guidelines mentioned by 

Merriam (1998) were followed. Firstly, I ensured that categories reflected the purpose 

of the research and provided answers to the research questions. Secondly, the categories 

were exhaustive, which means that all data fitted into at least one category. 

 

4.9.4   Triangulation of data 

Triangulation refers to ñan examination of how different sources of data on the same 

topic may complement each other to deepen understanding of the study topicò (Lapan et 

al., 2011, p. 99). It is a feature of a multiple case study approach that involves multiple 

data sets (Yin, 2002, 2018).  

Triangulation has a number of benefits. Flick (2011) sees triangulation as the 

combination of data sources, theories, and observations when studying a particular 
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concept. One of the benefits of triangulation is that the combination of data sources 

helps the researcher identify, explore, and understand different dimensions of the areas 

of study (Rothbauer & Given, 2008). Another benefit of the triangulation process is its 

ability to provide rigor, complexity, richness, and depth to the data analysis (Foster, 

1997). By looking at the data from various perspectives, the researcher is able to extract 

enough meaning to depict various patterns that may constitute theories (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). 

Denzin (1978) identifies four types of triangulation: 

1) the use of various data sources, such as time, space and person (data 

triangulation); 

2) investigator triangulation when more than one researcher is doing the research; 

3) theory triangulation; 

4) the use of multiple methods in an examination of a phenomenon 

(methodological triangulation). 

This study, which included the collection and analysis of multiple sources of data (i.e. 

interviews, field notes, writing assignment requirements, marking criteria, student 

written assignments, and lecturer comments) involved ódata triangulationô. This 

occurred through the constant comparison and cross-checking of the findings emerging 

from these different data sets (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Furthermore, to ensure that 

emergent interpretations of the data were correct, preliminary findings were taken and 

voiced to the participants during the second and third interviews, who drawing upon 

their experiences, often suggested improvements to my initial perspectives on their 

experiences. This allowed me to improve the rigour of the analysis óby assessing the 

integrity of the inferences that one draws from more than one vantage pointô (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 579).  
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4.10 In brief , the data analysis processes and attention to 

triangulation, described above, were intended to produce 

rigorous findings that would result in an in-depth 

understanding the phenomenon under study, as well as the 

development of a theory based on the emergent themes and 

categories. It was also hoped that the analytical process 

would impact on the reliability, validity, dependability, and 

transferability of the results (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These concepts are described in 

the next section.  Quality assurance 

To add credibility for the research, Merriam (1998) calls for quality assurance. She 

considers credibility as a consistency between the findings and participantsô shared 

experiences. Creswell (2013), however, argues that the findings of any research is a 

subjective representation of the authorôs understanding of the events. Since this research 

is qualitative in nature and adopts a case study approach, it is necessarily my 

interpretation of the participantsô experiences. However, several measures of quality 

assurance are considered. They include reliability and validity, as well as transferability 

and dependability. These measures are discussed in the sub-sections below. 

 

4.10.1   Reliability and validity  

Merriam (1998) states that reliability refers to the ability that a studyôs findings can be 

replicated. Yet, she also acknowledged that it is problematic to reproduce results related 

to peopleôs perceptions or thoughts. Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to reliability in 

qualitative studies as involving dependability and consistency. I have attempted to seek 

dependability and consistency in my study by offering an explicit description of my 

processes of data collection and data analysis, as well as specifying my position and 

worldview as a researcher (see Section 4.2)  

Furthermore, to ensure the reliability of my data collection procedures, I was consistent 

with the questions asked and the information offered to each participant, only allowing 

slight deviations due to the nature of each participantôs experiences. My participants 

also read through the interview transcripts to check for accuracy, and they were also 

consulted after the overall themes were established in order to confirm if those clearly 

depicted their statements. This is often referred to as descriptive validity, or ódescriptive 
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triangulationô (Maxwell, 1992). This process of member checking improves the rigor, 

trustworthiness and consistency of findings. 

Validity is the soundness of the study (Loewen & Plonsky, 2016), or the extent to which 

the research findings answer the research question (Gravetter & Forzano, 2018). Any 

doubt about the accuracy and meaning of the results can threaten the validity of a study 

(McKinley & Rose, 2019).  

There are two main types of validity: internal and external. Internal validity deals with 

how research findings match reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). From the social 

constructionist worldview, reality is multifaceted and is based on individual, socio-

cultural and historical perceptions of the research participants. Hence, to ensure internal 

validity of this study, I was considerate to the participantsô background and their rights 

(Berg, 2009). Additionally, I paid close attention to the context and time in which 

participants approached their writing assignments in order to provide a holistic 

representation of their reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

The second type of validity, external, is the extent to which the results of the study can 

be generalised (McKindley & Rose, 2019). Generalisation may be viewed from several 

perspectives: generalisation of the research participants to the wider population, 

generalisation from one study to another, and generalisation from the study to the real-

world scenario (McKindley & Rose, 2019). To ensure generalisation of the research 

results from the first perspective, participants were selected to represent a variety of 

universities, schools, and discipline areas. To enable generalisation with other studies, I 

have provided a detailed description of the methodology, approach and research data 

employed in the study. I have also explained the data collection and processes of 

analysis in detail. Since the research involved the participantsô perceptions of their real-

li fe writing practices, it is also hoped that this research may be considered generalisable 

to the real-world scenario. 

 

4.10.2   Transferability and dependability 

The transferability of a study is the ability for its results to be applied to similar settings 

with different participants (Shenton, 2004). This concept of transferability is also 

closely related to dependability, which is the ability to replicate a study (Shenton, 
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2004). In order to achieve transferability and dependability, I provided thick 

descriptions of the participantsô background and current experiences with regard to 

academic writing. I also detailed the data collection methods (Section 4.6) and 

analytical processes (Section 4.9). These detailed descriptions of the study design are 

able to provide other researchers with the potential to replicate the methods to establish 

whether similar findings may be evidenced. It needs to be kept in mind, however, that 

because this research deals with individualsô unique experiences and perceptions in a 

particular context, transferability may not be possible in certain settings. 

 

4.11 Ethical and legal considerations 

Ethical approval ensures that research on human subjects ethically protects the 

participantsô rights and eliminates the risk and potential harm of the research to the 

individuals (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Ethical approval for this study was gained 

from the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC). 

Additionally, approval from the Ethics Committee at the universities where the 

participants were studying was also obtained before the data collection was carried out. 

As the research was voluntary-based, the participants were informed what the research 

consisted of prior to their commitment. They were provided with enough time to make a 

decision to take part in the research. Before the commencement of their participation, all 

participants were provided with a soft copy of the information sheet containing details 

about the study (Appendix E). Upon agreement to participate in the qualitative 

interviews, students were requested to contact me in order to set up a date and time for 

the first interview. During the first interview, all participants were asked to sign the 

Consent Form (Appendix F), which included general information about the research, 

explained the participantsô rights, as well as the contact details of the researcher for 

further information if required. The following points were stated in the Consent Form: 

- Participants were to be given pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality (Creswell, 

2013); 

- Participation was voluntary and withdrawing from participation would not 

influence their grades (Cohen et al., 2011); 
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- The information provided by the participants was confidential and was not to be 

shared with anyone else, except the research and her supervisors (Creswell, 

2013); 

- All data collected from the participants was to be securely stored, would be used 

only to fulfil the aims of the research, and after that would be destroyed 

(Creswell, 2013). 

To ensure that the participants felt comfortable and relaxed during face-to-face 

interviews, I provided snacks and (non-alcoholic) beverages to the informants after each 

interview. In case the participants were interested in the study results, they were 

informed that a written report would be provided at the end of the research period.  

 

4.12 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the research design of the current study. It explained the 

researchersô worldview through which the data was analysed and interpreted, as well as 

the impact of the researcherôs identity on the research. The chapter then explained the 

research methodology and research approach, including details of the studyôs time 

horizon. Following that, the different data sets were discussed, and the selection of 

participants, process of recruitment and participant details were described. The chapter 

then identified the procedures for data collection, and the process of data analysis. Next, 

it was discussed why the analytical process, along with the attention paid to 

triangulating the results, offered rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to the 

findings. The chapter also provided details about the quality assurance of the results and 

conclusions drawn from the analysis.  Ethical issues were also considered. The next four 

chapters present the findings of the research. 
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Chapter 5.  Case study 1: Sarah  

 

 

5.1          Introduction  

The first case study focuses on Sarah, a 19-year-old student from Saudi Arabia, 

studying towards a a Bachelor of Science (BSc) majoring in Chemistry and Biological 

Sciences at University B. This chapter begins by providing Sarahôs educational 

background and pathways to university in NZ. Then, the studentôs IELTS classes and 

self-study experience are described focusing on the skills, strategies and knowledge 

acquired in relation to academic writing. This is followed by a discussion of Sarahôs 

experience at the Foundation Programme (FP) and skills, strategies and knowledge 

acquired in relation to academic writing at the FP. Following that, Sarahôs university 

undergraduate degree studies are presented, and details of papers, which the student 

chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year, are 

discussed.  

 

5.2          Sarahôs profile  and educational background 

From kindergarten until Grade 4 for a total of 5 years, Sarah studied English at a school 

in Saudi Arabia that followed the British curriculum. After Grade 4, she studied at an 

Arabic school in Saudi Arabia for a year, where English was taught a couple of times a 

week and, according to her, was at the beginnersô level. The next two years, from Grade 

6 to Grade 7, Sarah studied at an international school in Jordan where students followed 

both local and British curricula, which meant that some of the material in subjects, such 

as maths or science, was studied in both English and Arabic: 

Terminology has different names in Arabic and English. So, we had to 

know both. 

During Grade 6 and 7, Sarah had daily English as a Second Language and English 

literature classes, during which students never spoke Arabic. From Grade 7 until the end 

of high school, Sarah studied at an Arabic school in Bahrain, where she had English 

classes a couple of times a week. These classes were easy for her in comparison to her 
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previous school in Jordan. The classes were following a project approach in teaching. 

Sarah did not acknowledge the final five years of English learning at school as a 

óseriousô study because students mainly did group projects, created PowerPoint slides, 

and delivered oral presentations: 

It was kinda a free hour. We would do anything we want. It wasnôt 

like a real proper class. 

 

5.3          Pathway to the current study 

When Sarah turned 17, her father found a job in NZ, and the family had to immigrate. 

Sarah wanted to enter University A in NZ and study towards a Bachelor of Science 

(BSc) majoring in Chemistry and Biological Sciences. However, since Sarahôs high 

school certificate was from an Arabic school where English was not the medium of 

instruction, Sarah had to prove her English proficiency by providing IELTS test results 

with an overall score of 6.0. Another option offered by University A was to gain an 

IELTS overall result of 5.5 and enrol for a Foundation Programme (FP) for two 

semesters. Upon the completion of the FP with an average grade B, the student would 

be enrolled in the Bachelorôs degree in the School of Science at University A.  

To learn about the exam structure and acquire IELTS skills, Sarah spent six months in 

an IELTS preparation course taught at University A. After obtaining the overall IELTS 

test score of 5.5, Sarah chose to complete the FP at University A, starting from summer 

semester in 2015 and finishing at the end of Semester 1 in 2016. After successfully 

finishing her FP, Sarah was admitted to her Bachelorôs Degree at the same university. 

However, the student changed her mind and decided to do her degree at University B, 

which she believed was more prestigious and provided a better quality of education. 

However, University Bôs policy did not accept Sarahôs English grades from the FP at 

University A as an alternative to IELTS. The previously acquired IELTS results were 

also lower than required by University B (6.0 overall). Thus, Sarah had to sit for another 

IELTS test. Sarah was confident that after completing her FP, she would easily gain the 

desired IELTS test result. Unfortunately, the test results remained at the same level, and 

Sarah had to sit the test yet again.  

Believing that taking IELTS classes again would not improve her test results, Sarah 

decided to opt in for self-study. After three months of self-study, Sarah achieved an 
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overall score of 6.0 with Band 6.0 for both writing and reading, Band 5.5 for listening, 

and Band 8.0 for speaking. The result was sufficient to enter University B. However, at 

University B, every student, regardless of their linguistic or educational background, 

had to take the universityôs internal language test. Sarah explained that the test was 

online and comprised only of 20 questions which could indicate studentsô level of 

language competency. Upon the results of the test, Sarah was required to complete a 

two-hour pen-and-paper diagnostic test because the online test indicated a low level of 

English proficiency. The results of the diagnostic test further supported poor results of 

the preceding test, so Sarah had to take a Communicating for a Knowledge Society 

paper in Year 1, which was an EAP course built into the mainstream curriculum. 

Although the grade for this paper was not to appear on Sarahôs official academic record, 

she was advised that to develop strong academic skills she had to aim for an average B+ 

in the paper.  

The next sub-sections detail Sarahôs pre-degree studies in chronological order. 

 

5.3.1   IELTS classes and self-study towards an IELTS test 

Overall, Sarah was disappointed with the IELTS classes at University A in NZ. She 

expected a great deal of writing practice, as, in her understanding, writing was the main 

skill when learning a language: 

When you learn a new language, you need to spend time on writing. 

Sarah felt that written tasks in class were not done to a satisfactory level and were given 

to students to fill up spare class time. She was happy to receive a written practice task as 

her occasional homework. However, the way she received feedback on her written work 

was below the level of her expectations. Written tasks were the only type of homework 

students would get. IELTS instructors would then provide written feedback on studentsô 

work by underlining and circling their mistakes, mostly indicating grammar or spelling 

mistakes with occasional correction of sentence structure or providing advice on how to 

write topic sentences. Nonetheless, the instructors would not explain the way the 

mistakes could be corrected, neither did they engage in further one-on-one discussions 

with students on how to improve their writing further. 
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The only teacher-student type of error correction done in class was when the instructor 

wrote mistakes made by the majority in the class on the whiteboard to discuss them with 

the whole class. However, Sarah did not benefit much from such feedback, as not all of 

her mistakes were explained to her, while some mistakes discussed were not relevant to 

her: 

Everyone would have basically different type of mistakes. Some of 

them [mistakes] will be like the style of writing, the grammar. Some of 

them will be like full stops and dashes.  

The communicative teaching method in NZ was different to Sarahôs way of learning 

that she got used to in high school, where she had one-on-one tutorials with her teachers 

to discuss her concerns. Sarah realised that her writing was not up to the standard in 

order to achieve a required IELTS test score and feedback that answered only some of 

her needs was dissatisfactory. 

As was mentioned in Section 5.3, after her IELTS course Sarah self-studied towards her 

subsequent IELTS test. Her previous IELTS test indicated that her reading, listening, 

and speaking skills were at the required level for admission to her current studies. Thus, 

during her self-study, Sarah mainly focused on IELTS writing skills and techniques. To 

do that, she found an online book from IELTS textbook publishers that had high review 

ratings and promised high results to its users. The textbook was so helpful that the 

student improved her writing score from Band 5.0 to Band 6.0 in 3 months.  

So, I learnt how to answer the different questions. Some questions will 

be advantages and disadvantages. Some questions will be like 

describe.  

Both IELTS instructors and the textbook, that Sarah used for her self-study, paid a 

significant amount of attention to correct grammar. For example, Sarah learnt to be 

consistent with her use of tenses: 

Use past throughout all your writing. I tend to use past and present 

together the whole time. 

To boost studentsô test scores in writing, IELTS instructors provided students with 

academic vocabulary to memorise: 
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Like, instead of ósayô, I would use ópoint outô. 

Sarah said that IELTS knowledge did not improve her discipline-specific vocabulary 

that would be of much use for her current study. 

Although written genres were not clearly explained to students by the IELTS instructor, 

during self-study Sarah learnt to distinguish between the different types of essays, such 

as an Opinion Essay or an Argumentative Essay. Sarah also learnt that an essay type 

could determine what ideas to include in the IELTS Writing Task 2. So, an Opinion 

Essay had to mention why the student agreed and disagreed with the opinion, while an 

Argumentative Essay required the student to present at least three arguments supporting 

own opinion on a topic: 

Before I would just put my ideas and maybe be biased and write only 

advantages. 

Regardless of the essay type, Sarah remembered that the essay structure had to involve: 

- a paragraph with a broad introduction and the paraphrased Writing Task 

question,  

- two or three ideas organised into coherently-written paragraphs, 

- conclusion. 

The paragraph structure for each essay type involved: 

- a topic sentence, 

- an explanation and examples for own idea, 

- a summary. 

IELTS writing skills also involved understanding and analysing graphs and tables for 

IELTS Writing Task 1. Sarah perceived the vocabulary used to describe any visual 

information in IELTS Task 1 was business-specific and of little use to her degree 

studies: 

It was all business vocabulary: increasing, decreasing. We do have 

graphs in chemistry but there are other words, like óroseô. 

Apart from the language skills, Sarah found the time management technique central to 

gain high IELTS test scores. To optimise her time during the test, the student had to 
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learn how to provide concise answers. She learnt how to shorten her sentences by using 

one academic word instead of a colloquial phrase, which saved her time in the writing 

tasks. 

This is really important to know how to consume your time. You canôt 

lose your time in the long writing. 

 

To sum up, during preparation for IELTS, Sarah boosted her academic vocabulary, 

learnt essay and paragraph structure of various written genres. She improved her 

academic vocabulary and extended her knowledge of grammar. Additionally, she 

developed some time-management skills. 

The following sub-section presents types of skills and knowledges that Sarah acquired 

during her Foundation Programme at University A. 

 

5.3.2   Foundation Programme (FP) 

Sarahôs FP lasted for two semesters and included eight courses totalling 120 credits. Her 

compulsory core papers were related to academic language, academic writing, as well as 

study skills and strategies. Her elective papers focused on communication styles in 

various contexts, such as individual and group settings, basic mathematical and 

statistical concepts, as well as physical and biological concepts.  

During her FP, Sarah had to read a lot of scientific literature related to her area of study, 

which helped her with vocabulary for lab equipment, actions performed during labs, and 

spelling of discipline-specific vocabulary: 

We learnt phrases, like ógreater to the name of moleculeô. 

During the core papers, Sarah continued mastering her skills of writing essays, as well 

as familiarising herself with the genre of scientific Reports. She identified that the 

difference between an Essay and a Report was in length and presentation: the latter was 

shorter and could use bullet points.  

During the FP, students were required to produce a number of written and oral 

assignments in the area of interest, and great attention was paid to research skills, such 
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as using different databases. Sarah also had the whole week devoted to studying how to 

reference sources. Students worked individually, and it was quite intense for Sarah, but, 

as a result, she was confident in applying the referencing skill in her academic studies.  

Overall, Sarah was satisfied with the level of teaching and the knowledge she gained 

during her FP. She felt well-prepared for her undergraduate degree studies. She was 

equipped with such skills, as writing an academic essay fit for a university assignment, 

making presentations, and referencing. She also believed she improved her grammar 

and boosted her academic discipline-specific vocabulary. Sarah stated: 

It was really helpful. 

Details of Sarahôs academic written assessments and her perceptions of assignment 

requirements and lecturersô feedback are described below. 

 

5.4           Current academic studies 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Sarahôs current studies and the 

influences, experiences, and practices that impact upon and lead to changes in Sarahôs 

academic writing processes, the following sections look at certain critical moments 

within the narrative around Sarahôs engagement with her written assignments 

throughout the first two semesters of her academic study at University B. They include 

a detailed description and examination of the following: 

1) Sarahôs assignment instructions and related marking criteria. These are also 

compared for consistency; 

2) Sarahôs perceptions about her ongoing assignments and marking criteria; 

3) Sarahôs writing processes as she attempts to complete each of her assignments; 

4) Sarahôs application of previously acquired writing and study skills; 

5) The lecturerôs grades and feedback, as well as Sarahôs perception of these. 

 

5.4.1   Semester 1 

In Semester 1 Sarah took four papers: Computer Science, Biological Sciences, 

Chemistry, and Mathematics. She provided me with a total of four writing assignment 

requirements, six of her written assignments, and six examples of lecturerôs feedback.  
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The provided Biological Sciences assignments were in-class tests, which lasted for 10 

minutes and required the student to answer multiple-choice questions or provide short 

answers to discipline-specific questions. The questions were not provided to the student 

prior to the class. The grades for these assignments did not contribute to the studentôs 

final grade on this paper, thus, are not discussed below.  

Assignments for the Computer Science and Chemistry papers are described in sections 

5.4.1.1 and 5.4.1.2 respectively. 

 

5.4.1.1 Computer Science Assignment 1 and Assignment 2 (Lab Reports): 

Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

Sarah shared two out of nine Computer Science assignments, which were referred to as 

Lab Reports. Assignments were provided in a paper manual that students could either 

purchase from the school or download from the university LMS. All nine assignments 

contributed a total 20 percent towards the final grade in the paper. Each assignment in 

the Computer Science paper had to start with a Lab Summary where students self-

evaluated and self-analysed their own learning processes and knowledge gained through 

completing each assignment. Figure 5.1 provides an example of the structural 

organisation of a Lab Summary provided in the manual.  

 

Figure 5.1  

Example of a Lab Report 
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Following Lab Summaries, students had to provide answers to the questions that related 

to the study material. The assignment questions were written throughout the manual, as 

underlined in Figure 5.2. Assignment questions were preceded by brief information 

which could assist in answering assignment questions. However, the information in the 

instruction manual was not always sufficient to answer assignment questions. Sarah 

explained that students were expected to read other study materials prior to attempting 

them.  

 

Figure 5.2  

Spread-Out Format of the Assignment Questions and Lack of Information Preceding the Assignment Question: Lab 

Report 1 

 

 

The majority of the assignment questions required naming icons, providing keyboard 

shortcuts, or screenshots. For example, as shown in Figure 5.3, students were required 

to name and identify the purpose of an icon. However, as circled in Figure 5.3, the 

image of the icon in the assignment question was blurred. Sarah knew that the icon 

could be located in a different place on her private computer. Hence, she consciously 

chose to use a lab computer when completing her assignment because she was certain 

that she would easily find it by following its described location in the question.  
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Figure 5.3  

Lab Report 1: The Assignment Question Related to a Specific Icon (circled in red) 

 

 

There were no marking criteria for any of the Computer Science assignments and Sarah 

did not feel the need for them as the answers to the assignment questions could either be 

correct or incorrect. 

The two Lab Reports provided to me were similar in nature, hence they are presented 

conjointly in the next sub-section reflecting on any differences in the way Sarah 

approached them.  

 

Studentôs work on the assignment 

The two assignments for the Computer Science paper, which Sarah provided me with, 

were considered easy by the student, as she believed they mainly assessed studentsô 

basic knowledge of using a computer.  

As required, Sarah started each assignment with a Lab Summary. Unlike in the example 

of the Lab Summary provided in the manual (Figure 5.1), Sarah added the heading ñLab 

Summaryò, which she perceived ómissingô in the manual: 

Just to show that itôs not a test question. 

Figure 5.4 presents Sarahôs Lab Summary for Lab Report 1. When writing the Lab 

Summary 1, Sarah used various discourse markers, such as ñat the beginningò, 

ñfurthermoreò, ñbutò, ñgenerallyò, which described the logical sequence of events from 

the moment a problem occurred during the work on the Lab Report until its resolution. 

Sarah did not use any contractions because she learnt in her FP that every word in 

academic assignments had to be written in full. 
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Figure 5.4  

Lab Summary for Lab Report 1 

 

 

By Assignment 2, Sarah developed a strong belief that assignments were assessed by 

the number of correct answers to the assignment questions and were more important 

than the self-reflective Lab Summaries. As a result, Sarah wrote a much shorter Lab 

Summary for Assignment 2 and, as highlighted in Figure 5.5, made some grammatical 

mistakes.  

 

Figure 5.5  

Lab Summary for Assignment 2 (Lab Report 2) 

 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and the studentôs reflection on it 

Sarah got 92.5 out of 100 for Assignment 1 and 94 out of 100 for Assignment 2, 

however, she did not check any lecturerôs feedback on her mistakes. Sarah networked 

with senior students and was advised that none of the assignment questions would be 
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asked in the final exam. So, she felt that it was unnecessary to pay attention to the 

lecturerôs feedback on her mistakes in these assignments: 

The finals they wonôt give you the same question from what you did in 

the lab. So, it doesnôt matter. 

The following section presents Sarahôs assignments for her Chemistry paper in 

Semester 1.  

 

5.4.1.2 Chemistry Assignment 1 and Assignment 2 (Laboratory Assignment 1 and 

2): Requirements, marking criteria, and the studentôs reflection on them 

Sarah provided me with two out of six Laboratory Assignments for the Chemistry 

paper. During the Laboratory Assignments students had to perform lab tests, make 

mathematical calculations and then report the lab test results by writing answers in 

answer sheets or drawing graphs after making calculations. All six Laboratory 

Assignments contributed 20% towards the overall final grade.  

Assignment requirements for the two Laboratory Assignments provided to me were 

written in four-page documents, which included safety information about the tested 

ingredients, formulae to calculate ingredients, and step-by-step guidelines on how to 

conduct lab tests. Students were allowed to bring their writing assignment requirements, 

textbook or other resources to labs, but Sarah stated that there was no time to read in 

class: 

There is just no time to read in class. Itôs too much and you have to 

work quick. Otherwise you wonôt complete it [Laboratory 

Assignment]. 

One of the main concerns voiced by the student at the beginning of Semester 1 was her 

lack of discipline-specific vocabulary needed for understanding the writing assignment 

requirements. The student mentioned that unfamiliar vocabulary was overwhelming and 

included lab equipment, such as ócapillaryô, product viscosity, such as ópowderô or 

ófluidô, and action verbs, such as óstirô, óreplaceô, or ódevelopô. Nonetheless, Sarah was 

determined to learn new vocabulary and to understand its meaning. Hence, Sarah 

decided to use English to English interpretation, as can be seen in Figure 5.6. Sarah 
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believed that systematic use of English would improve her overall language skills, as 

well as her writing skills in particular.  

 

Figure 5.6  

Use of English Words for Unfamiliar Vocabulary in Writing Assignment Requirements: Laboratory Assignment 1 

 

 

When preparing for Assignment 1, Sarah also used a self-devised colour code. As seen 

in Figure 5.7, Sarah used purple colour to highlight information related to work with a 

jar and yellow colour for the information about a thin layer plate. Sarah perceived that 

different colour highlighters would help her to easily see information related to different 

components of the experiment in the assignment requirements and assist in her work 

process during the lab.  

 

Figure 5.7  

Colour-Coded Writing Assignment Requirements: Laboratory Assignment 1 

 

 

By Assignment 2 Sarah was overwhelmed with the amount of academic work and in 

preparing for Assignment 2, she used only one highlighter, as seen in Figure 5.8. 

Instead, she started circling information with a pen to speed up her preparation process. 

 

 

 



144 

 

Figure 5.8  

Student's Use of a Highlighter and a Pen in the Preparation to Laboratory Assignment 2 

 

 

Writing assignment requirements did not include any marking criteria but those were 

provided at the bottom of Laboratory Assignment answer sheets handed out at the 

beginning of each lab. As seen in Figure 5.9, where the circled areas indicate the 

supervisorôs feedback on Sarahôs Assignment 1, marking criteria assessed studentsô 

practical and mathematical skills but there were no language criteria.  

 

Figure 5.9  

Marking Criteria for Assignment 1 (Laboratory Assignment 1) 

 

Note. Circled Areas Indicate the Supervisorôs Feedback on Sarahôs Assignment 
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The student was not worried that marking criteria were provided at the beginning of the 

lab tests as she believed studentsô grades depended on their ability to demonstrate 

practical skills by achieving correct solutions as the result of lab actions:  

As long as you complete the task and get the right solution, you will 

get the highest mark. 

Since Sarah could not practice doing lab tests, she had to accept whatever outcome she 

could achieve in class.  

 

Studentôs work on the assignment, supervisorôs feedback, and the studentôs reflection on 

it 

Sarah could prepare for practical assignments only by reading and understanding the 

writing assignment requirements. However, when conducting her first lab test, she 

realised that such theoretical preparation was insufficient for practical assignments. For 

instance, her first lab presented her with difficulties when using lab equipment. Without 

prior practical experience with lab equipment, she felt anxious and scared: 

I donôt want to break it or something. Because itôs small and Iôve 

never used it, so I was scared. 

Assignment 2 presented Sarah with issues related to her mathematical abilities and 

using the results from calculations when drawing graphs: 

Iôm not good at Math. 

In contrast, language skills were not a concern for the student. As can be seen in Figure 

5.10, in Assignment 1, students were requested to provide an explanation for two open-

ended questions. Answer sheets provided very limited space for the studentôs answers. 

In fact, when answering the first question, Sarah had to use the margin, some space 

provided for the second question and then outline the border for the answer. Despite the 

limited space for the answers, when answering both assignment questions, Sarah 

utilised discourse markers indicating purpose, cause and effect. 

Sarah explained that because the question required to ñdescribe brieflyò, conciseness 

was the key. Moreover, she believed that the supervisor was only looking for, what 
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Sarah called, ókey wordsô and did not read past the first two sentences. Therefore, Sarah 

aimed to compress her answer into one or two sentences. 

 

Figure 5.10  

Answers for a Laboratory Assignment Question in Assignment 1 

 

 

In addition to the supervisorôs feedback in the marking sheet, Sarahôs mistakes were 

indicated within the answer sheet, as shown in Figure 5.11. 

 

Figure 5.11  

Marking of an Incorrect Answer in Laboratory Assignment 1 
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Sarah did not understand the meaning of such non-verbal feedback, but the supervisor 

was usually unavailable after lab tests to answer any of the studentsô questions. Hence, 

Sarah searched for the required formula online but was unsuccessful. She decided that 

the formula was simplified, so could not be found online. Sarahôs search for correct 

answers for her lab assignments stopped when she realised that formula studied in the 

lab would not appear in exams.  

 

In summary, assignments in Semester 1 did not require students to write extensively. 

Writing was limited to short sentences or paragraphs. There was no assessment of 

studentôs language proficiency, instead, the focus was on studentsô practical and 

mathematical skills. 

The next section discusses Sarahôs experiences related to academic writing in Semester 

2. 

 

5.4.2   Semester 2 

In Semester 2 Sarah took four papers: Chemistry, two Biological Sciences papers and 

Communicating for a Knowledge Society. The latter was a compulsory EAP course that 

aimed to strengthen Sarahôs academic skills. In total, Sarah provided me with four 

assignment requirements, and four written assignments with the lecturersô feedback. 

The writing assignment requirements provided to me for Assignment 1 in the 

Communicating for a Knowledge Society paper consisted only of requirements for 

resources.  

Writing assignment requirements, studentôs work on the written assignment, the 

lecturersô feedback, and the studentôs reflection on them for Chemistry and 

Communicating for a Knowledge Society papers are presented in the section below. 

 

5.4.2.1 Chemistry Assignment 1 and Assignment 2 (Experiments): Requirements, 

marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

Two Chemistry assignments provided to me by Sarah were referred to as Experiments 

but were similar in nature to Laboratory Assignments in Semester 1.  The assignment 
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requirements for Experiments were up to seven pages long, however, the format and 

type of information was similar to assignment requirements in Semester 1, i.e. they 

included safety information about the tested ingredients, formulae to calculate 

ingredients, and step-by-step guidelines on how to conduct experiments.  

In Semester 2, Sarah felt more confident reading and understanding the assignment 

requirements. She also felt much more confident when conducting lab experiments 

because she was already familiar with different lab equipment and lab actions: 

I was so clueless and scared [in Semester 1]. I donôt want to use it 

[lab equipment] and, like, break it and get to pay for it. But now Iôm 

fine. 

Nonetheless, assignment requirements still contained vocabulary that was unfamiliar to 

Sarah. However, unlike Semester 1, when she used only English to interpret assignment 

requirements, in Semester 2, in order to speed up her preparation process for the 

Experiments, Sarah started translating discipline-specific terminology into her first 

language, Arabic: 

Hard to just translate from English to English. That would take me 

more time to understand. 

 

Figure 5.12  

Translation of Unfamiliar Vocabulary into Arabic: Assignment 1 

 

 

Sarahôs translation of unfamiliar vocabulary in the assignment requirements into Arabic 

is shown in Figure 5.12 above.  
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In addition to translating discipline-specific terminology into Arabic, Sarah also 

continued using an English-English dictionary for unfamiliar vocabulary that in her 

opinion was not necessarily related to her discipline area: 

óContainingô, or, like, 'deduction'. So, these are kind of words I try to 

translate into English. 

Sarah believed that she could use ógeneralô English vocabulary in her written 

assignments or answers to exam questions. An understanding of such vocabulary, in 

Sarahôs opinion, could be only achieved through the use of an English-English 

dictionary. 

In Semester 2 Sarah also simplified her preparation for Chemistry assignments. Unlike 

Semester 1, in Semester 2, Sarah stopped using highlighters when reading the writing 

assignment requirements. Instead she simply underlined or squared information and 

instructions that she perceived important for conducting Experiments. When 

Experiment instructions provided a sequence of lab actions, Sarah also numbered active 

verbs, as shown in Figure 5.13. She explained that such marking provided her visual 

assistance for the order of lab actions during the Experiment. Even though Sarah felt 

more confident with lab procedures, there still was lack of time for any detailed reading 

during the Experiments, so she had to have the knowledge of how to perform 

Experiments, in order to act quickly in class: 

In the labs you take all your brief notes and then make experiments. 

Thereôs no time to read. 

The next sub-section discussed the studentôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs 

feedback, and the studentôs reflection on it. 
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Figure 5.13  

Numbering the Order in which Lab Actions had to be Followed in Experiment 2 

 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs feedback, and the studentôs reflection on it 

In comparison to Laboratory Assignments in Semester 1, there were more open-ended 

questions in Semester 2. When answering assignment questions, Sarah used discourse 

markers, such as óat the beginningô, óthenô, ósoô, as seen in Figure 5.14. Sarah explained 

that she wanted to communicate the sequence of her actions during Experiments, but 

she worried little about any language errors, such as punctuation, capitalising, grammar, 

and spelling. She believed such errors would not affect her grade because the focus of 

Experiments was on illustrating discipline-specific knowledge and practical skills. 

 

Figure 5.14  

Sarahôs Written Answer to a Question in Experiment 2 
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Figure 5.15 presents marking criteria for Experiment 1, where circled areas indicate the 

supervisorôs feedback on Sarahôs written assignment. The marking criteria suggested 

that there was no assessment of studentsô language skills.  

 

Figure 5.15  

Marking Criteria for Experiment 1 

 

Note. Circled Areas Indicate the Supervisorôs Feedback on Sarahôs Written Assignment 

 

The next section describes Sarahôs assignment requirements for the EAP course, or as it 

was titled, the Communicating for a Knowledge Society paper. Sarahôs written 

assignments and the lecturerôs feedback on them are also discussed in detail. 

 

5.4.2.2 Communicating for a Knowledge Society: An overview 

For the Communicating for a Knowledge Society paper, Sarah provided me with two 

out of three assignments, Research Summary and Poster. Since the paper was directed 

to improve Sarahôs academic skills through written assignments, the student knew she 

had to focus on demonstrating her writing proficiency and language skills, not 

discipline-specific knowledge: 

Itôs an English paper. I have to take it because I didnôt have enough 

score [at the internal language test]. So, itôs for my language. 
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All three assignments in the paper had to focus on the same research question. Areas of 

interest were defined by the lecturer and limited to beauty, cancer, and psychology, but 

students had to specify their research question in the chosen area themselves. For her 

assignments, Sarah chose to focus on the effects of chlorinated water on human health.  

Details for the Research Summary and Poster assignments are described in sub-sections 

below. 

 

Assignment 1 (Research Summary): Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs 

reflection on them  

Assignments 1 for the Communicating for a Knowledge Society paper was referred to 

as Research Summary and involved writing a research summary on the topic of 

studentôs interest. The assignment requirements were separated into two documents: 

assignment requirements and resource requirements. Sarah was able to provide me only 

with the latter, as she could not retrieve the former from her university LMS.  

 

Figure 5.16  

Hypothetical Example of Resources 
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The resource requirements explained what was meant by resources. All assignments had 

to involve four óqualityô resources, three of which were to be peer-reviewed journal 

articles. The fourth óqualityô resource could be a book, a report, a governmental website, 

or an article from a leading newspaper. Students were warned that information from 

general websites was dubious and students were discouraged from using it. Figure 5.16 

above illustrates a range of óqualityô resources that students could use for their 

assignments. Students were encouraged to mainly use scientific databases, such as 

SCOPUS or Google Scholar, when searching for resources.  

All resources were to be referenced. To assist students with the referencing norms, 

students were provided with the APA referencing conventions, as seen in Figure 5.17. 

Additionally, a reference list for the Hypothetical Example of Resources (Figure 5.16) 

was provided.  

 

Figure 5.17  

Guide to APA Referencing 

 

 

In the FP at University A, Sarah was introduced to various academic research channels 

and the APA reference format. Hence, Sarah was confident approaching the assignment: 

I practiced it [APA referencing] a lot in the Foundation Programme. 

So, I didnôt really need this [written explanation about APA 

referencing]. 

The marking criteria assessed students on the following: Research objectives (1 mark), 

Discussion/Structure (3 marks), Conclusion (1 mark), Written Expression (2 marks), 

Required sources (1 mark), In-text citations (1 mark), and Reference list (1 mark). Sarah 

did not provide me with documentation which explained what each marking criterion 

involved. 
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The next sub-sections describe Sarahôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs feedback, and 

the studentôs reflection on it. 

 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ 

When Sarah read the assignment requirements for the Research Summary, she felt 

excited because it seemed to resemble assignments in her FP. However, when she 

started writing it, she was confused by the required three-paragraph structure for a short 

Research Summary. In the FP, Sarah learnt that each paragraph had to develop a 

separate argument. In Assignment 1, Sarah perceived that all the information she used 

was related to the same argument: 

But this is, like, summary of all the research I did. Same topic.  

Although she did not see the need for separate paragraphs, Sarah knew she had to 

introduce the topic and state the purpose of the assignment, as seen in Figure 5.18 in the 

next sub-section. Then, she presented two evidence-based arguments related to two 

effects of chlorinated water on health, i.e. bladder cancer and birth defects, which she 

found in the literature. Following her knowledge from the FP, in the concluding 

sentence, Sarah summarised all the information discussed in the written assignment, i.e. 

two effects of chlorinated water on human health.  

 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƛǘ 

The lecturerôs feedback was provided in two formats: within Sarahôs assignment and in 

a form on an overall comment on the university LMS. 
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Figure 5.18  

The Lecturerôs Feedback on Assignment 1 (Research Summary) 

 

 

Note. Lecturerôs Feedback Involved: Absence of the Title (underlined in blue), Vocabulary (underlined in red), 

Grammar (highlighted in yellow), Sentence Length (underlined in green), and In-Text Citations (underlined in black)  

 

As seen in Figure 5.18 above, the lecturerôs feedback on the assignment was detailed 

and related to the following areas of the studentôs academic writing: 

Absence of the title (underlined in blue): Sarah advised that she was so excited to share 

her research, which she did over several weeks, that she forgot to write the title.  

Vocabulary (underlined in red):  The lecturer corrected Sarahôs use of the words 

óinjuriesô, óexaminedô, and óestablishedô to óhealth effectsô, óconductedô, and óshowedô 

respectively. Sarah was confused by such feedback. While the correction of the first two 

words seemed to make her Research Summary sound more academic, the last one, 

óshowedô, seemed to be alligned with the assignment requirement to utilise simple 

language understandable to lay audience. 

Another vocabulary correction was related to ñchlorine and its by-productsò instead of 

ñchlorineò. The student perceived that since chlorine by-products cannot exist without 



156 

 

the product itself, chlorine, she could use ñchlorineò when referring to both. Sarah 

perceived that the constant mentioning of ñby-productsò led to unnecessary repetition, 

which would make the assignment wordy and contradict its main aim, summary.  

Grammar (highlighted in yellow): While Sarah agreed that her use of the preposition 

was wrong, she was surprised that she had to use the Present Simple tense instead of the 

Future Simple. Despite the knowledge related to using the same grammatical tense in 

academic writing, acquired in her previous academic studies, Sarah perceived that 

Assignment 1 was only a summary of secondary sources and not the research itself. 

Hence, when referring to research, she meant the next assignment, Poster. Therefore, 

she used the Future Simple: 

Well, I was like summarising in this assignment and I thought that the 

Poster [Assignment 2] would be the research itself. So, yeah, future 

[tense]. 

Sentence length (underlined in green): The lecturer separated Sarahôs extended 

sentence into two shorter sentences, which the student perceived as more appropriate for 

lay audience.  

In -text citations and references (underlined in black): Sarah over-looked the in-text 

reference and did not include it in the reference list. Sarahôs reference list was a page 

long and had a single error related to a missing volume number, as seen in Figure 5.19. 

 

Figure 5.19  

Reference List for Assignment 1 (Research Summary): Missing Volume Number 

 

 

Figure 5.20 below presents the lecturerôs overall comment on Sarahôs assignment 

provided via the university LMS.  
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Figure 5.20 

Lecturerôs written Comment on Research Summary 

 

 

The lecturer commented on the broad scope of Sarahôs Research Summary and, 

consequently, the weak Conclusion. However, Sarah linked the comment about the 

weak Conclusion to her inability to demonstrate the skills of drawing a conclusion due 

to time constraints: 

I know it needed more work, but I was in a rush, so I just put it. I think 

its vague. 

Sarah did not understand how she could have improved her Research Summary in 

response to the lecturerôs comment about bringing studies ña bit more in conversation 

with each otherò. Sarah believed she presented studies in a logical sequence. To 

improve her presentation of the research in the subsequent assignments, she decided to 

focus only on one effect of chlorine water on health effects. She considered that by 

narrowing the scope of her research she would illuminate the problem of linking 

different research aspects together.  

Overall, Sarah was satisfied with the assignment grade, 7.75 out of 10 marks. Although 

the lecturer provided the student with the breakdown of the grade, there were no 

detailed marking criteria for in-depth understanding of what each mark represented.  
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The next sub-sections discuss the assignment requirements for Assignment 2, Poster, 

and Sarahôs work on it. Sarahôs reflection on her writing process and the lecturerôs 

feedback are also discussed in detail. 

 

Assignment 2 (Poster): Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on 

them 

Assignments 2 for the Communicating for a Knowledge Society paper was referred to 

as Poster and involved students creating an A1 size poster on the same topic as 

Assignment 1. Sarah did not provide me with writing assignment requirements because 

she followed the marking criteria provided in two comprehensive documents.  

The first document for the marking criteria, presented in Figure 5.21, was referred to as 

Visual Impact & Design and assessed studentsô ability to create a visually attractive 

poster. The Poster had to involve a catchy title, easy-to-read fonts (examples of 

acceptable fonts were provided), and a balance between written text and graphic 

elements. Graphs had to be óseamlessly integratedô into the poster discussion, which 

Sarah understood as an in-text explanation of the information in the graphs. The 

marking criteria also evaluated studentsô language abilities through assessment of clear, 

sound, concise, and coherent writing. Sarah understood that, similarly to Assignment 1, 

the language had to be simple, directed to laymen. 
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Figure 5.21  

Visual Impact & Design Marking Criteria Assignment 2 (Poster) 

 

 

The second marking criteria, presented in Figure 5.22, was referred to as Academic 

Discussion and assessed studentsô ability to carry out evidence-based writing. 

According to the Academic Discussion marking criteria, students had to integrate 

óqualityô resources into a ósolid, sound and accessible argumentô. The Conclusion 

section had to provide an answer to the stated research question, which had to emerge 

from the Discussion section. The Conclusion had to be sound, coherent, and contain a 

clear take-home message. Sarah did not understand why the language requirements 

were mentioned in both marking criteria in several places but decided that coherent 

writing understandable to lay audience would meet all of them.  
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Figure 5.22  

Academic Discussion Marking Criteria Assignment 2 (Poster) 

 

 

The next sub-sections present Sarahôs work on the Poster, the lecturerôs feedback and 

the studentôs reflection on them. 

 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ 

Although Sarah never created a poster in her previous studies, she felt empowered by 

her deeper understanding of the research question gained through the completion of the 

previous assignment, Research Summary: 



161 

 

I liked that it was step-by-step, so in the end I knew what to write 

about. I was ready. It was just about organising it and making it look 

nice.  

For her Poster, Sarah chose a bluish background colour, which seemed to her related to 

the research question, i.e. the health effect of chlorine in drinking water on bladder 

cancer. To add to the visual attractiveness of the poster, Sarah included two pictures at 

the top and bottom of the poster. The top picture depicted a glass of water which Sarah 

believed activated the readersô schemata about the research question. The second picture 

indicated chlorine and its by-products in a glass of water, which in Sarahôs opinion gave 

the Poster a scientific look. Since Sarah used these pictures for visual attractiveness, she 

did not reference them: 

Itôs just to fill up the space ócoz we needed to make it interesting and 

attractive. 

Sarahôs Poster had four sections: Introduction and Objective, Background ï Water 

disinfection, Discussion, Conclusion and Outcomes. In the Introduction and Objective 

section, Sarah used the same text from Assignment 1 (Figure 5.18) to introduce the 

research topic. In the Poster, she corrected the grammatical errors marked by the 

lecturer in Assignment 1 (highlighted in yellow in Figure 5.18). The Introduction and 

Objective section also included abbreviations, THM and HAAS, which were left 

unexplained. Sarah believed the abbreviations were well-known and did not require an 

explanation: 

I think there are some abbreviations that everybody will understand, 

like, chlorine is CL. 

Figure 5.23 presents Sarahôs Conclusion and Outcomes section, where bullet points 

were used to summarise the information from the Poster. Sarah explained that she was 

working under time constraints, so did not have sufficient time to write coherent text, 

which required a lot of thinking. Sarah believed that the use of bullet points would 

result in a quick completion of the assignment and additionally assist her in error-free 

writing. As a result, she did not proof-read the final section, which lacked linguistic 

clarity: 
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Shorter to write in bullet points and, also, I make fewer mistakes this 

way.  

 

Figure 5.23 

Conclusion 

 

 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƛǘ 

The lecturerôs feedback, presented in Figure 5.24, was provided via university LMS and 

focused solely on the language aspect. Although the lecturer negatively commented on 

the complex language that impeded the uptake of the message communicated in the 

Poster, the use of tentative language received positive comments. The feedback also 

pointed out the studentôs linguistic inaccuracies and the fact that some parts of the 

Poster were hard to understand, however, it was not explicitly stated whether this issue 

related to linguistic inaccuracies or the óunnecessary complex languageô. 

 

Figure 5.24  

Lecturer's Feedback 
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The next section provides answers to the three research questions based on the 

information from the case study described in this chapter. 

 

5.5          Within -Case Analysis 

The current section attempts to answer the three research questions drawing on the 

information revealed in the process of data analysis of Sarahôs case study. 

 

5.5.1   RQ 1. What challenges do international L2 students in the early 21st 

century encounter throughout the first year of their university studies as 

they attempt to meet the academic writing standards demanded by their 

institutions? 

Throughout her first year of undergraduate study, Sarah encountered a number of 

challenges that can be organised into four larger categories: 

1) challenges following academic writing conventions; 

2) challenges understanding and following assignment requirements;  

3) challenges completing assignments under time constraints;  

4) challenges interpreting feedback. 

 

The following sub-sections provide detailed analysis of challenges in each category.  

 

5.5.1.1 Challenges following academic writing conventions  

Sarah encountered challenges following academic writing conventions which involved 

i) challenges comprehending discipline-specific vocabulary, and ii) confusion about 

how to write on a scientific topic to lay audience. 

Challenges comprehending discipline-specific vocabulary 

One of the biggest challenges for Sarah at the beginning of Semester 1 related to 

understanding discipine-specific vocabulary in the assignment requirements for her 

major subject, Chemistry. Although she had acquired a certain amount of discipline-

specific vocabulary in her FP, the amount of unfamiliar vocabulary in her degree studies 

was so high, that Sarah felt overwhelmed. As discussed in Chapter 1 and 2, Hyland and 

Shaw (2016) state that students tend to struggle with discipline-specific vocabulary. 
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Scholars (e.g. Casanave, 2002; Macbeth, 2010; Hyland & Shaw, 2016) further claim 

that discipline-specific norms and conventions are best acquired through practice in the 

discipline area. To gain understanding of the Chemistry assignment requirements at the 

beginning of Semester 1, Sarah seemed to make use of certain ineffective study habits. 

Jairam (2020) identifies four ineffective study habits, among which are re-reading 

information several times, studying linearly and not drawing connetions between facts, 

making disorganised notes with insufficient details, and highlighting. Sarahôs 

ineffective study habit was related to highlighting. At the beginning of Semester 1, the 

majority of Sarahôs assignment requirements for Laboratory Assignment 1 in Semester 

1 was highlighted (Figure 5.8 in Section 5.4.1.2). Jairam (2020) states that students 

falsely assume that óstudyingô happens through highlighting. Furthermore, he argues 

that students tend to believe that the higher amount of text is highlighted, the more 

learning is happening. It appears that already by the second lab test Sarah realised that 

the use of several highlighters was time consuming, did not empower her much during 

the practical tests, but impacted her preparation process for the Chemistry and other 

papers. Sarahôs observation led her to a decision to re-strategise her learning behaviour. 

Hence, when approching Assignment 2 in Semester 1, Sarah started using only one 

highlighter (Figure 5.9 in Section 5.4.1.2). Yet, the amount of the highlighted text was 

still considerably high indicating that Sarahôs level of comprehension of the assignment 

requirements was still quite low. It seems that only by Semester 2 Sarahôs 

understanding of discipline-specific vocabulary used in the assignment requirements 

increased and she appeared to have attained active discipline-specific vocabulary which 

she was confident using in both perceptive and productive skills. Consequently, her 

study habit concerning highlighting improved and in Semester 2, highlighted and 

emphasised areas in Chemistry assignment requirements were mainly reduced to such 

information as the order of lab actions (Figure 5.13 in Section 5.4.2.1). 

Confusion about how to write on a scientific topic to lay audience  

When approaching her Semester 2 assignments in the Communicating for a Knowledge 

Society paper, which was a compulsory EAP paper, Sarah was confused about how to 

write on a scientific topic to lay audience. Sarahôs confusion when approaching EAP 

assignments may be rooted in her academic writing experiences. Although a number of 

researchers (e.g. Basturkmen, 2017; Hyland, 2013a; Hyland & Tse, 2007) investigated 

the impact of EAP writing norms on studentsô challenges with discipline-specific 

writing, Sarahôs developed capability of academic discipline-specific writing seemed to 
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obstruct her from writing more simply. Sarah did not seem to possess sufficient 

vocabulary to make discipline-specific knowledge accessible to lay people. 

Furthermore, it appears that Sarahôs perception about her main audience, the lecturer, 

further supported her choice of discipline-specific academic lexicogrammar.  

Sarahôs linguistic choices appeared to be additionally driven by her motivational goals. 

She saw the EAP course as an opportunity to have some discipline-specific writing 

practice and to prepare for future writing demands in her discipline area. Therefore, she 

failed to see the importance of having simple vocabulary to discuss complex terms. 

Sarahôs expectation that the EAP course would prepare her for future discipline-specific 

writing appears to be shared by other international students. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

Section 1.5.4, Lobo and Gurney (2014) conclude that after preparatory English language 

courses within various disciplines in an Australian university, international L2 students 

expected to be well-prepared for academic writing demands in their discipline areas. In 

Sarahôs case, the findings indicate that the studentôs intention to prepare for future 

studies detracted her from the actual assignment aim, communicating scientific 

knowledge to laymen. It seems that Sarahôs lecturer failed to explain the fact that 

writing to lay audience is a steppingstone to a more complex discipline-specific writing.  

 

5.5.1.2 Challenges understanding and following assignment requirements  

Sarahôs challenges with understanding and following assignment requirements involved 

challenges with the structural organisation of assignments. 

Structural organisation of written assignments  

Another challenge encountered by Sarah related to structural organisation of her written 

assignments, particularly in the EAP paper in Semester 2. For example, the required 

structural organisation of Assignment 1, Research Summary, confused Sarah. She could 

not comprehend why a short summary of sources on the same topic had to be presented 

in, what seemed to her, an essay structure, i.e. Introduction-Body-Conclusion. Sarahôs 

bewilderment about the required structure may be explained by her confusion of what 

constituted a ótopicô and óargumentsô. Lillis and Turner (2001) argue that lecturers often 

see specific terminology as ócommon senseô, and therefore in no need of clarification. 

They further theorise that wordings which are central to academic writing, such as 

óargumentô, are commonly viewed as ñtransparently meaningfulò (p. 58) by the 
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lecturers, yet present challenges to the students. Furthermore, Lea and Street (1998) 

claim that lecturers themselves are often unable to specify what the notion of 

óargumentô means. 

 

5.5.1.3 Challenges completing assignments under time constraints  

Challenges with time required for completing assignments related to time constraints. 

Time constraints 

In the course of Semester 1, Sarahôs lack of discipline-specific knowledge needed for 

comprehension of Chemistry assignment requirements affected the time she could 

devote to prepare for assignments in other papers. Onwuegbuzie and Seaman (1995), 

and Caviola et al. (2017) argue that time constraints result in studentsô increased anxiety 

level and lead to lower test grades. It might be that hasty work in some assignments 

resulted in Sarahôs second-best results.  

 

5.5.1.4 Challenges interpreting feedback  

The challenges Sarah faced interpreting the feedback she received on her written 

assignments were primarily related to her confusion with marking criteria and the 

supervisorôs non-verbal feedback. 

Confusion with marking criteria and supervisorôs non-verbal feedback 

Some of Sarahôs challenges interpreting feedback for her EAP assignments were related 

to her confusion about marking criteria, which may be explained by two primary 

factors. Firstly, several assessed elements were combined under the same marking 

criterion, as in the óDiscussion/Structureô marking criterion for the Research Summary 

assignment (Figure 5.20 in Section 5.4.2.2). Secondly, the language requirement was 

included under different marking criteria for the Poster assignment (Figures 5.21 and 

5.22 in Section 5.4.2.2). Saddler and Andrade (2004) argue that unclear marking 

criteria, or rubrics, in their terminology, may lead to studentsô confusion regarding 

certain assignmentôs requirements and potentially result in studentsô disinterest and 

demotivation towards academic achievements. In contrast, Jones et al. (2017) argue that 

explicit and detailed marking criteria may assist students in gaining a clear 

understanding of the assignment requirements and, as a result, enhance their academic 
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performance. Sarah was steered towards ensuring all marking criteria were reflected in 

her assignments regardless of what criterion they were described under.  

Another issue influencing Sarahôs ability to interpret feedback related to her confusion 

about not particularly informative supervisorôs feedback on her Chemistry assignments, 

which was largely in a form of ticks and crosses. Hyland (2013a) states that compared 

to feedback on humanities and social sciences assignments, science assignments contain 

more non-verbal feedback, often in the form of ticks and symbols, which often 

frustrates students. Since Sarah could not get any comprehensive feedback from her 

supervisor regarding her mistakes in the assignment, she felt discouraged to search for 

correct answers. By the beginning of Semester 2, Sarah changed her focus from gaining 

correct answers to all lab test questions to gaining practical skills that she might be able 

to employ in her future academic career, and, later, at work: 

I just want to know how to do experiments because I will need it in 

Year 2 and maybe at work too. 

 

5.5.2   RQ 2. In what way do international studentsô prior learning and 

experiences, including preparatory academic English courses such as 

IELTS, successfully prepare these students for the challenges they 

encounter throughout the first year of their academic study? 

Sarahôs pre-degree studies allowed her to acquire a range of skills, strategies and 

knowledges that she brought to her first year studies. For example, during her IELTS 

studies, Sarah improved her knowledge of grammar, acquired task analysis skills, learnt 

how to analyse graphs or tables, and present visual information in writing. When 

writing answers to her lab test questions in Semester 1, Sarah utilised her IELTS skills 

related to task analysis. For example, the use of the word ñbriefò in the task description 

for the Chemistry Assignment 1 signaled to Sarah that an extended answer would not be 

accepted by the lecturer. Consequently, Sarah provided concise answers to the 

questions, i.e. in one-two sentences. 

The time management skill, acquired during IELTS preparation, was identified by the 

student as one of the most useful skills in relation to academic writing. Adams and Blair 

(2019) identify time management as a set of behavioural skills assisting in balancing 

study and life workload. Kearns and Gardiner (2007), and Misra and McKean (2000) 

argue that good time management skills positively correlate with academic 
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achievements and result in a decreased stress level. Although during her IELTS studies, 

time management skills were related to succinct language, during her university studies, 

Sarah expanded this skill to her preparation for Chemistry assignments. That is, in order 

to ensure she had sufficient time for her written assignments, Sarah carefully managed 

her time for preparation for each assignment. 

During the FP, Sarah also acquired research and referencing skills, which she 

effectively and successfully applied in her current studies. Although Neville (2008, 

2012) suggest that referencing is often taught as a defence against plagiarism, Sarah 

seemed to have also brought the referencing skills that allowed her to develop her 

authorial voice. For example, in the Research Summary in Semester 2, Sarah 

incorporated the scholarly findings into her arguments by referring to researchers by 

their names within her argument (Figure 5.18 in Section 5.4.2.2).   

Although Sarah could see relevance of a number of skills, strategies, and knowledge 

acquired in her pre-degree courses, she also realised little relevance of some other 

previously acquired skills to her current writing practices. For example, vocabulary 

learnt during IELTS preparation seemed to Sarah more relevant to the field of business. 

Stigger (2019) states that the IELTS vocabulary is generalised and decontexualised, 

which means that it is not necessarily relevant for HE discipline-specific studies. 

Moreover, Durrant (2014), and Hyland and Tse (2007) point that there is a small 

amount of vocabulary that is the same across the disciplines and that discipline-specific 

vocabulary is best acquired while learning the discipline itself. Although it seemed to 

Sarah that the knowledge of discipline-specific vocabulary acquired at the FP somewhat 

prepared her for understanding the assignment requirements in the Chemistry paper in 

Semester 1, this knowledge was quite limited and slowed Sarah down in her preparation 

for lab tests because she found herself translating most of the assignment requirements. 

However, it appeared that for Sarah some knowledge was better than no knowledge at 

all and she appreciated the vocabulary that she gained in this area. 

Another discrepancy between Sarahôs knowledge acquired in pre-degree studies and her 

current writing practices related to genre writing, Sarah realised that various types of 

essays that she learnt during IELTS preparation seemed to be irrelevant to her Semester 

1 papers as she found herself mainly writing Laboratory Assignments or Laboratory 

Reports. Allison (1996), Krashen (2011), and Hyland and Shaw (2016) argue that EAP 
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fails to acknowledge variations between discipline genres and mainly supports 

relatively stable Anglophone academic norms and conventions.  

Furthermore, as discussed in Section 5.3.1, Sarah commented that the majority of 

IELTS instructorsô feedback related to grammar and punctuation. Although Nallaya 

(2018) states that one of the expectations for HE studentsô writing is accurate English 

void of errors related to surface-level features of the language, Sarahôs grammatical, 

punctuation, and spelling errors, did not seem to impact her grades. Moreover, in 

Sarahôs Chemistry assignments linguistic accuracy was not even present in assignment 

marking criteria. Hyland (2013a) points to the lecturersô major focus on content 

knowledge in studentsô assignment and fewer comments are provided regarding 

linguistic accuracy.  

 

5.5.3   RQ 3. How do the studentsô perception of, and approach to their academic 

writing practices, including their prior learning, consciously change as their 

first year of study progresses? 

When approaching her assignment requirements for the Chemistry paper in Semester 1, 

Sarah saw an opportunity to improve her command of English by achieving in-depth 

comprehension of her assignment requirements. Lasagabaster (2008), Lasagabaster and 

Sierra (2009), and Arnó-Macià and Mancho-Barés (2015) postulate that international L2 

students are motivated to learn English in authentic situations where they are provided 

with meaningful opportunities to practice discipline-specific language. Nevertherless, 

Arnó-Macià and Mancho-Barés (2015) found that in discipline-specific subjects taught 

through EMI, little attention is given to language learning. Cots (2013) links lack of 

focus on the language learning in discipline-specific subjects to lecturersô lack of 

language awareness, which stems from lecturersô lack of training in language teaching. 

Sarah seemed to realise that as an international L2 student studying in an HE institution 

with EMI, there would be limited formal English teaching in her discipline-specific 

papers. Being self-motivated, she chose to improve her language herself. To achieve 

this goal, Sarah used an English-English dictionary to interpret unfamiliar vocabulary in 

the Chemistry assignment requirements. Such an adaptive learning strategy, coupled 

with weekly practical lab tests, where Sarah had to refer to and re-read her assignment 

requirements as well as provide written answers on the lab test sheet, seemed to boost 

Sarahôs knowledge of discipline-specific vocabulary and academic scientific register. 

As a result, she increased her self-confidence when reading assignment requirements 
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and answering lab test questions in Semester 2. Lasagabaster (2008) points that learning 

a language through discipline-specific subjects improves learnersô self-confidence in 

own ability to communicate discipline-specific knowledge in the language. 

Furthermore, he argues that it promotes and motivates learners to continue learning the 

language. The latter, however, was not the case with Sarah. Perhaps the absence of 

lecturersô and supervisorsô guidance with learning English lead to Sarahôs reduced 

motivation for learning English through reading Chemistry assignment requirements. 

Consequently, in Semester 2 Sarah started translating unfamiliar vocabulary mostly into 

her first language, Arabic.  

From as early as the middle of Semester 1, Sarah seemed to lose motivation to utilise 

her writing skills acquired in her pre-degree studies. For example, when approaching 

her Lab Report 1 in the Computer Science paper, Sarah made every effort to apply her 

knowledge of academic writing from IELTS and the FP, which largely related to error-

free and cohesive writing through the use of discourse markers. However, already by 

Assignment 2, Sarahôs Lab Summary was less detailed and featured linguistic mistakes 

(Figure 5.5 in Section 5.4.1.1.) demonstrating her lack of motivation to achieve 

linguistically flawless writing. This happened because, firstly, Sarah was restricted by 

time constraints when approaching her written assignments, and, secondly, linguistic 

mistakes did not seem to impact her grades as grades were determined by the amount of 

correct answers to the Lab Report questions and not by the linguistic accuracy. 

Therefore, Sarahôs strategy approaching her Computer Science assignments appeared to 

be quite effective. 

Although Sarah did not find that lecturersô feedback in Semester 1 was of significant 

value, she quite valued the lecturerôs feedback on her EAP assignments. Glover (2004) 

construes that although learners are often motivated by their assignment grades, they 

also value written feedback. Since the grade for Sarahôs EAP paper would not be 

officially registered, Sarah sought educational value in the EAP lecturerôs feedback. 

Baik and Greig (2009) claim that students often lack motivation to attend EAP courses 

built into the mainstream curriculum as they take time away from mainstream classes. 

However, Sarah was rather motivated to achieve good results in the paper as she 

expected it to enhance her language skills needed for her future studies in her major. 

Therefore, she tried to meet all writing assignment requirements and built on her 

lecturerôs feedback when approaching each assignment. Gibbs and Simpson (2004) 

identify seven conditions under which feedback is believed to impact studentsô learning. 
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These involve the quality, quantity, and timing of the feedback, as well as the studentsô 

response to it. The written feedback on Sarahôs EAP assignments seemed to be high in 

quantity and quality, so the student saw real benefit in it. Consequently, when 

approaching Assignment 2, Poster, Sarah took into consideration the lecturerôs feedback 

on her linguistic errors from Assignment 1, Research Summary.  

Despite her motivation to receive a recommended grade for the EAP paper, Sarahôs 

perception that the paper would prepare her for academic demands in her discipline 

seemed to be detrimental for her EAP assignments. Sarahôs belief that the EAP course 

was a way to enhance her writing skills in the discipline strengthened the studentôs 

choice of academic vocabulary in her assignments. Hyland and Tse (2007) suggest EAP 

instructors to align their vocabulary teaching to the studentsô needs. In Sarahôs case, due 

to the choice given to the students regarding research areas for the assignments, 

vocabulary needed to relate to humanities or science areas. Durrant (2014) states that 

vocabulary and grammatical constructions vary across the disciplines. Therefore, it may 

be that Sarahôs unsuccessful employment of complex language was related to the lack 

of the lecturerôs explicit instructions regarding lexicogrammar suitable for the 

assignments.  

 

5.6          Chapter summary 

This chapter presented a detailed encounter of Sarahôs case study. The chapter started 

with the presentation of Sarahôs profile and educational background. Then, the studentôs 

pathway to the current studies were reported focusing on the skills, strategies and 

knowledge acquired through her preparation for the IELTS test, both IELTS preparatory 

courses and self-study, as well as through the FP. Following that, Sarahôs current 

academic experiences were detailed focusing on the critical moments in the studentôs 

approach to her Semester 1 and Semester 2 assignments. After that, the within-case 

analysis was presented focusing on the three research questions. 

 

The next chapter presents details of the second case study, Reema. 
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Chapter 6.  Case study 2: Reema 

 

 

6.1          Introduction  

The second case study focuses on Reema, a 30-year-old student from Saudi Arabia, 

studying towards a Graduate Diploma in Business at University C. The chapter begins 

by providing Reemaôs educational background and pathways to universities in NZ. 

Then, the studentôs English-learning experience in General English and IELTS class at 

University C, as well as her self-study for the IELTS exam are described focusing on 

the skills, strategies and knowledge acquired in relation to academic writing. Following 

that, Reemaôs experience of EAP classes is provided. Then, the studentôs university 

undergraduate degree studies are presented, and details of papers, which the student 

chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year, are 

discussed.  

 

6.2          Reemaôs profile and educational background 

Reema is a 30 year-old student from Saudi Arabia, studying towards her Graduate 

Diploma in Business on a full government support. Before arriving in NZ, Reema 

acquired a Bachelorôs qualification in teaching Arabic from her country but decided to 

requalify and obtain education in Business. With her previous Bachelorôs degree, she 

was not required to complete a whole three-year Bachelorôs degree in NZ but only take 

Year 2 and Year 3 papers in the new major in order to obtain Graduate Diploma, which 

could be achieved in one academic year. 

When Reema arrived in NZ, she could not have a simple conversation in English. 

Originally, Reema learnt English in a public school as a compulsory subject. Her classes 

occurred once or twice a week and were based on a translation method, which involved 

almost no communication in the target language. Reema said that in her English classes, 

English was mainly used to give short instructions to the students, such as ñopen your 

booksò, or ñread and translateò. The main focus was on accurate English grammar and 

https://www.aut.ac.nz/study/study-options/business-and-economics/courses/bachelor-of-business/marketing,-advertising,-retailing,-sales-major
https://www.aut.ac.nz/study/study-options/business-and-economics/courses/bachelor-of-business/marketing,-advertising,-retailing,-sales-major
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vocabulary which was tested in written grammar exercises in a multiple-choice format. 

There was never a speaking test: 

They donôt do speaking. Never. Only grammar and vocab.  

Reemaôs language practice was rather limited to her classroom participation. Even 

though she had some English TV channels available, Reemaôs family did not stimulate 

her language learning, and Reema did not see any benefits in learning a second 

language herself: 

Why we learn English when we donôt travel outside [the country]? 

Overall, Reema did not feel that she acquired much knowledge of the language during 

her school years. 

During her Bachelorôs Degree in teaching Arabic, Reema had a compulsory English 

class that lasted a semester. Similarly to her school, teaching at university was also 

translation-based, so Reema did not benefit in learning conversational or written 

language either.  

After gaining her Bachelorôs Degree, Reema worked for a year as an Arabic teacher but 

she found it tedious, so she decided to change her job. She found an administrator job in 

a marketing company, which she liked. So, she decided to get a qualification in 

Marketing to continue her career.  

Since Reema did not know English that would allow her to complete a qualification in a 

university with EMI, her government awarded her a 2-year scholarship to learn English 

prior to her main studies in NZ.  

The following section presents details of Reemaôs pathway to her current studies at 

University C in NZ. 

 

6.3          Pathway to current study 

When Reema arrived in NZ, she did not speak much English, so her new friends in NZ 

were Arabs. In fact, Arabic remained the main language of communication for Reema 

throughout her studies in NZ. The majority of her English speaking was reserved to the 

classroom environment and when speaking to her non-Arabic speaking classmates.  
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Reemaôs academic studies in NZ started with general English classes that lasted for a 

year. Then, she was transferred to an IELTS class, where she remained for around nine 

months. Throughout the entire English learning journey, she took six IELTS tests before 

she achieved the required results for admission, with roughly a month between each 

test. Four tests were taken in NZ and after little success she took the test twice in Saudi 

Arabia.  

The first time Reema took the exam before she even started the IELTS course. Reema 

wanted to see her level of English and have realistic expectations of the test results. The 

second time she took the test was shortly after she started IELTS to check if there was 

any improvement. Reema explained that she had to take tests frequently because the 2-

year time frame for her scholarship was coming to an end. But with little improvement 

indicated by the test scores, Reema started feeling disappointed and discouraged: 

I really suggest to my friend to take it [IELTS test] in a long period 

because doesnôt work if you try many time in a short term. You get 

disappointed.  

Reema achieved an overall score 4.0 for each of four IELTS tests that she took in NZ, 

attributing such low scores to strict examiners and the tense atmosphere during the 

exam. This score was not sufficient to be admitted to an undergraduate degree of her 

choice, as she required a minimum overall score of 6.0. Reema decided to leave NZ and 

try taking the IELTS test in her country, hoping that it would be an easier pass. In 

contrast to NZ, the exam atmosphere in Saudi Arabia was more relaxed and more 

agreeable to Reema. She achieved an overall score of 5.0 in her fifth test, which was a 

better outcome but still not sufficient to enter a NZ university.  

Then, Reemaôs friend recommended her using www.ieltsadvantage.com website, which 

had assisted the friend in self-preparation for the test. Reema used the website for three 

weeks focusing mainly on her writing skills. In her last, sixth, IELTS test taken in Saudi 

Arabia, Reema achieved an overall score of 5.5 with 6.0 for writing, and 5.5 for 

listening, reading, and speaking.  

Although the overall score of 5.5. was not sufficient to start her undergraduate degree 

courses in NZ, Reema enrolled into a three-months EAP pre-degree course at University 

C on the understanding that if she completed the EAP course with an overall B+, she 

http://www.ieltsadvantage.com/
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could enrol for her Diploma. She considered that the course would make her major 

studies easier after she learnt more about the academic culture: 

Now I get this: to get to EAP and EAP will pass me to uni, that is OK. 

Actually, itôs best to learn a lot of things about uni before you go 

there. Because thereôs not a lot of time to face new things.  

Eventually, she was happy to have chosen this pathway believing she would be better 

prepared for university life and have a deeper understanding of what university study 

was going to be like, what university assignments would entail, as well as gain core 

academic skills, such as referencing, writing long assignments, doing projects, and 

conducting case studies: 

EAP is perfect actually! Because if I go with language only, I will face 

a lot of challenges, like how to do assignments. 

Reema achieved an overall B+ at the EAP course and was admitted into her Graduate 

Diploma in Business studies at University C.   

 

6.3.1   General English classes, IELTS classes, and self-study for IELTS  

This section focuses on Reemaôs experiences in her General English and IELTS classes 

at University C, as well as self-study for her IELTS experience. 

Overall, Reema perceived the skills acquired during her General English classes and the 

preparation for IELTS were only marginally relevant to her undergraduate degree. 

While she understood that the former was designed to prepare her for daily 

communication, she could not say the formal IELTS classes prepared her well for the 

IELTS test nor that they provided her with sufficient learning support throughout the 

course. In fact, she felt the IELTS classes were a continuation of her General English 

classes with more intense focus on vocabulary and grammar. In contrast, she believed 

that by undertaking self-study she was presented with a plethora of information and 

tools to help score high on the exam. The information offered on the website Reema 

used during self-study included vocabulary which would be more advantageous in a 

writing test, explanation of grammar, essay structures and samples. Since the site was so 

detailed, Reema felt as if a teacher was guiding her every step of the preparation: 
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Vocabs, grammar, EVERYTHING actually! Itôs really helpful! Like 

someone whoôs actually beside you explaining all those things. 

Reema acquired a number of skills and knowledge throughout her overall preparation 

for the IELTS test. First of all, she focused on improving her knowledge of grammatical 

tenses and structures, such as conditionals; passive voice; relative, subordinate, and 

conditional clauses. Another main focus was on academic vocabulary. During her 

classes, Reema liked the daily lists with thirteen words given to students to memorise 

and that were tested in writing  the next day. She believed the taught vocabulary was 

academic and useful for her degree course: 

Like ókeyô and ófocusô. For example, óenhanceô, óimproveô. That is 

more academic and that is, like, level 9 or level 8 in IELTS.  

During self-study Reema started boosting her vocabulary by using online Thesaurus 

dictionaries, as she believed vocabulary was vital for IELTS. 

Structuring essays and paragraphs was another skill acquired by Reema during her 

preparation for the test. Although different written genres in IELTS Writing Tasks had 

not been explained to her in her face-to-face classes, during self-study she realised that 

each writing task in IELTS belongs to different types of essays, such as Opinion Essay 

or Advantages/ Disadvantages Essay. During IELTS classes students were provided 

with a rather broad description of an essay structure, which consisted of an Introduction, 

Body, and Conclusion, but during self-study Reema learnt the function of each sentence 

in each paragraph. While her IELTS instructor emphasised the importance of cohesive 

paragraphs through the use of linking words in almost every sentence, Reema perceived 

it a better practice to use them mainly to introduce new paragraphs. 

While Reema considered that paraphrasing through the use of synonyms, changing 

grammatical structures of sentences, or swapping parts of the sentences was one of the 

main skills learnt during her self-study, this skill was only relevant to paraphrasing 

IELTS Writing Tasks to introduce essays.  

To sum up, during her IELTS learning, Reema believed she extended her academic 

vocabulary, widened her knowledge of genre and improved her ability to write 

accurately.  
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As was mentioned in Section 6.3, after gaining an overall score of 5.5 in her last IELTS 

test, Reema was admitted to an EAP course, which preceded her main study. 

 

6.3.2   EAP experience 

During the course, Reema further extended her knowledge of academic vocabulary and 

successfully continued using the learnt functions of sentences in paragraph writing. She 

also developed skills of writing good topic sentences and improved her skills of 

summarising and drawing conclusions. Students were assured that lecturers at university 

preferred linking words and phrases in university assignments to sub-headings in an 

attempt to organise the content of written assignments: 

They [lecturers] usually L-I-I-IKE the linking. They donôt like sub-

headings. I learnt it in EAP.  

Reema also learnt something entirely new to her ï creating a reference list according to 

the APA 6th style and the way to provide in-text citations. This was discussed in detail 

over a week in her EAP course and entailed a number of exercises for practice. 

After meeting the requirements of passing the EAP class, Reema was admitted to her 

mainstream studies. She believed that the knowledge gained in EAP empowered her and 

equipped with the skills necessary for achieving positive outcomes during her Graduate 

Degree studies. The next section discusses the studentôs mainstream academic 

experiences at University C. 

 

6.4          Current Academic Studies 

The following sections detail critical moments in the trajectory of Reemaôs engagement 

with her written assignments throughout the first two semesters of her academic study at 

University C. They include a detailed description and examination of the following: 

1) Reemaôs assignment instructions and related marking criteria. These are also 

compared for consistency.  

2) Reemaôs perceptions about her ongoing assignments and marking criteria. 

3) Reemaôs writing processes as she attempts to complete each of her assignments.  

4) Reemaôs application of previously acquired writing and study skills.  
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5) The lecturerôs grades and feedback, as well as Reemaôs perception of these. 

 

6.4.1   Semester 1 

In Semester 1 Reema took four papers: Communications in MARS (Marketing, 

Advertising, Retailing, Sales); Understanding the Environment; Data, Information and 

Knowledge; and Trends and Innovations. The student provided me with a total of four 

writing assignment requirements, and four written assignments with lecturersô feedback. 

Although all the assignments provided insights into Reemaôs perceptions regarding 

academic writing, a decision was made not to include all of them but to provide 

description of critical moments only of assignments belonging to different written 

genres and formats.  

 

6.4.1.1 Communications in MARS (Marketing, Advertising, Retailing, Sales) 

Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan) 

Assignment 1 was referred to as Communication Content Marketing Plan, which 

involved students contexualising working for a MARS Communications Agencyôs 

client who needed help with a communicationôs campaign for their brand aimed at teen 

boys. Students could choose a brand from provided examples, as highlighted in yellow 

in Figure 6.1, or choose a brand of their liking. Reema misunderstood the requirement 

related to choosing a brand and considered that she could recommend a generalised 

communications campaign. She stated: 

We didnôt have to use a specific brand. We could imagine one. 

Figure 6.1  

Communications in MARS Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan) 

 

Note. Examples of Brands are Highlighted in Yellow 
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The assignment had two distinct parts. Although the assignment was contextualised in 

the field of marketing, the first part of the assignment reminded an academic essay in 

which students were required to demonstrate their discipline-specific knowledge in an 

organised way. To assist students with structural organisation of the assignment, the 

lecturer offered a detailed step-by-step guide, which included information that was 

expected to be written in each paragraph. Figure 6.2 presents the information in relation 

to the first part of the assignment.  

 

Figure 6.2  

Communications in MARS Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan): Assignment Requirements for 

the First Part of Assignment  

 

 

The second part of the assignment seemed to be a field-specific Pitch Document, which 

had to contain a Content Marketing Plan for the chosen branded company. In the 1200-

1500-word Pitch Document students had to utilise relevant theories from academic 

sources. All used sources had to be acknowledged but there were no specific 
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instructions on what conventions to follow and how to acquire knowledge of those. 

Reema presumed that since it was a Year 2 paper, the lecturer must have thought that 

students were already familiar with referencing information. Reema said that she knew 

referencing conventions from her pre-degree EAP classes, so she had no issue with 

composing a reference list.  

The final writing assignment requirement was to ñHave fun!ò. Reema did not find this 

requirement relevant to her first experience with writing academic assignments at 

University C. Compared to her previous studies in her country, where students mainly 

wrote traditional academic essays, she found this assignment very different in nature. 

As a result, Reema struggled with Assignment 1 and was in need of strong academic 

support.  

 

Figure 6.3  

Communications in MARS Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan): Marking Criteria  

 

Note. Highlighted Text Indicates the Lecturerôs Marking for the Assignment 
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The marking criteria for the assignment are presented in Figure 6.3 above where 

highlighted areas indicate the lecturerôs marking of Reemaôs assignment. As can be 

seen, the language requirement was embedded into two rubrics: 1) the Informative 

writing and quality, and 2) Presentation. The former rubric required students to 

demonstrate a strong writing style which Reema was not able to elaborate on for me in 

the interviews. The latter rubric seemed to mainly focus on grammatical accuracy of the 

Pitch Document, i.e. second part of the assignment. Reema did not attribute this 

requirement only to the Pitch Document, as she believed the whole assignment had to 

be error-free in order to achieve a grade in the A range. Reema did not think that her 

assignment could contain any linguistic mistakes if she wanted to achieve the top grade. 

Furthermore, she believed that linguistic mistakes would impede clarity of the content 

knowledge.  

 

The next section discusses Reemaôs work on the assignment and the studentôs reflection 

on it. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment  

The provided assignment was the first written work for Reema in her first-year 

undergraduate study at University C. Reema was goal-oriented in striving to achieve a 

B+ in the course and continue her education at the Mastersô level. Realising that she 

would have several assignments with similar deadlines, Reema demonstrated her time 

management skills and approached her first assignment as soon as she got the 

assignment requirements. To figure out the way to complete her first assignment and to 

achieve a good outcome, Reema spent nearly a month working on it.  

To achieve a high grade, Reema decided to closely follow assignment requirements so 

that the structural organisation of her work would meet the lecturerôs requirements 

(Figure 6.2). Since the assignment requirements were clear and detailed, the students 

felt confident writing the assignment: 
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She [lecturer] is very specific and gives the detail for everything she 

wants. That makes it easier and really helpful for us. Just follow 

structure. 

Even though Reema followed very detailed guidelines in organising her assignment, she 

encountered an issue with presenting content knowledge in a concise form. Each 

discipline-specific concept for the assignment was explained to students in one-hour 

lectures but  had to be compressed into 1-2 paragraphs. She could not compare concise 

writing of IELTS Task 2, where she had to write about a single general topic, to her 

current assignment, where she had to discuss several discipline-specific concepts: 

[IELTS] is totally different. They give you one topic and donôt go 

anywhere. Plastic bags, Ok, talking about plastic bags. But here if 

you go to the content categories, itôs not from the same lecture. We 

took this in maybe 4-5 lectures for just this assignment. Itôs hard. 

To avoid going over the word limit Reema decided to avoid topic sentences in each 

paragraph, which was the norm in IELTS and EAP classes. Instead she wrote óshort 

phrasesô, as seen in Figure 6.4, considering that they would serve as a suitable brief 

indication of what the paragraph was going to be about: 

Like a shortcut of what you want to say. 

 

Figure 6.4   

Communications in MARS Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan): óShort Phraseô to Introduce the 

"Owned Content" Section 
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Although Reema previously learnt that linking words and phrases were vital for 

university assignments, she perceived little need of them as she used descriptive sub-

headings. There were no comments on óshort phrasesô by the lecturer, leading Reema to 

believe that they were acceptable in academic writing instead of topic sentences. 

One more issue that Reema encountered when writing the assignment was related to her 

paraphrasing skills since paraphrasing required understanding the content meaning of 

the information from secondary sources. Because the discipline-specific knowledge was 

new to her, Reema was not always certain if she understood it correctly. She further 

generalised the issue with paraphrasing to all L2 students: 

Itôs hard for us [L2 students] because weôre scared to change the 

meaning.  

Reemaôs Recommendations section was addressed to an imaginary brand, making it 

rather broad and directed at any teen boysô clothing brand. To make the 

recommendations sound more persuasive, Reema consciously chose forceful language, 

such as ñmanagers will do thisò, ñteenagers will have to replyò. Reema attributed her 

choice of forceful language to two major reasons. Firstly, she linked her direct language 

to her life experience: 

Because if you donôt push someone, they wonôt do anything.  

Secondly, since the assignment was contextualised in the MARS industry, Reema 

believed that tentative language, which she had learnt to use in her pre-degree courses, 

would not be suitable when addressing business audience: 

Sometimes ócouldô and ómayô, the suggestion words, advice, it doesnôt 

work. They are teaching something and Iôm using something different. 

Striving to achieve the best grade, Reema believed that apart from the structural 

organisation of her assignment, it had to be error-free. Hence, the student approached a 

proof-reading service. Reema was happy with this decision as the proof-reader, who 

previously majored in the same discipline area, identified many grammatical issues. 

Additionally, the proof-reader made changes to some vocabulary, which seemed to 

Reema a better expression of her non-academic writing. In fact, there were so many 

considerable changes in the final version that the student felt there was little of her own 

writing left.  
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Although the assignment was thoroughly checked by the proof-reader and there were no 

spelling mistakes, there were some grammatical errors related to verb forms, articles, 

incorrect parts of speech, and subject-verb agreement. Examples of some grammatical 

errors from different parts of the assignment are highlighted in Figure 6.5.  

 

Figure 6.5  

Grammatical Errors: Incorrect Parts of Speech, Incorrect Use of Passive Voice, Subject-Verb Agreement. 

   

 

 

The next sub-section presents lecturerôs feedback on Reemaôs assignment and the 

studentôs reflection on it. 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and studentôs reflection on it 

There were two types of lecturerôs feedback. Firstly, feedback was provided on the 

marking sheet with highlighted areas indicating the grade range for each marking 

criterion (Figure 6.3). The second type of feedback was in a form of an overall comment 

on the whole assignment. The lecturer praised Reemaôs work and her sophisticated and 

well-developed understanding of discipline-specific concepts and the clear Pitch 

Document.  
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Figure 6.6  

Communications in MARS Assignment 1 (Communication Content Marketing Plan): Lecturerôs Comment  

 

 

As seen in Figure 6.6, the lecturer did not comment on grammatical issues but found 

spelling mistakes detracting from the work. Reema misinterpreted the lecturerôs 

feedback perceiving it as an issue with semantical meaning of lexical units or register 

modified by the proof-reader: 

[The proof-reader] kept asking: ñWhat does this mean?ò Then I tell 

him in easy way, and he says: ñOK, this is not written like thatò. 

Maybe it changed meaning. I trusted him.  

Reema was excited to receive a high grade for her first written academic assignment, 

i.e. 24.5 out of 30. She attributed her success in this assignment to very detailed writing 

assignment requirements, lecturerôs availability to orally discuss and clarify them, and 

the lecturerôs written feedback on her drafts. Reema perceived that the lecturer for the 

Communications in MARS paper was an exception to the general rule as, with time, the 

student found that lecturers for other papers were not as eager to discuss studentsô 

concerns and were rarely available to provide written feedback on drafts.  

The next section discusses Reemaôs other assignment in Semester 1. 

 

6.4.1.2 Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1) 

In the writing assignment requirements, Assignment 1 was referred to as a Case Study, 

a Case Analysis, an In-Class Activity, an Essay, and a Report. Reema was confused by 

this: 

I think they just give it a name. They donôt know the difference. 
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Reema herself perceived In-Class Activity 1 as an in-class open-book exam, referring to 

it as such during our interview: 

It's kind of exam. Because you have to study and then come back to 

class. 

Below, I refer to the Assignment 1 for the Understanding the Environment paper as an 

In-Class Activity. 

One of the reasons why Assignment 1 was referred to as several genres could be its 

hybrid nature. Before the In-Class Activity, students were provided with the 

descriptions of the case of ñGreen Oxò, a business producing sport beverages with 

antioxidants. Students had to study and analyse the case prior to the class. To start their 

case analysis, students were provided with a list of points, as indicated in Figure 6.7. 

The abbreviations in the assignment requirements were frequently dealt with in class 

and Reema had a clear understanding of what they stood for. While analysing the case 

prior to the in-class test, students could make notes which were allowed during the In-

Class Activity. Students were advised not to do any further research but to rely on the 

information provided in the case. 

Reema clarified that the provided list of points (Figure 6.7) was a general guideline to 

potential areas that students had to address in their reports during the In-Class Activity. 

At the beginning of the In-Class Activity, students were presented with ña couple of 

essay questionsò related to the case which incorporated some of the points from the list 

and students were expected to write answers to these questions in a coherent Report.  
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Figure 6.7  

Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1): Assignment Requirements 

 

 

Students were allocated only 60 minutes for the In-Class Activity, in which they had to 

produce a maximum of five-page typed document using own laptops. In case students 

could not bring a laptop, the lecturer provided answer sheets and student could write by 

hand. Reema feared that her ability to type quickly in English was not sufficient to 

answer the questions fully in the given time frame. Neither could she imagine hand-

writing a lengthy Report. Reema wondered whether the In-Class Activity was an 

assessment of her typing skills.  

According to the marking criteria, assignment evaluations were done based on studentsô 

thorough scrutiny and analysis of the information in the case as well as structural 

organisation of the Report. Figure 6.8 presents marking criteria for an A range grade for 

Assignment 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



188 

 

Figure 6.8  

Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1): Marking Criteria (A range) 

 

 

To achieve a grade in the A grade range for the first marking criterion, i.e. óClear 

explanation of key strategic issuesô, students had to show their ñsuperiorò knowledge of 

the investigated companyôs issues, problems and situation. Since Reema could rely only 

on the information in the provided case, she understood that the ósuperiorô knowledge 

referred to detailed answers to the óessay questionsô. Reema also believed that studentsô 

superiority could be demonstrated by linguistically accurate writing. The next two 

marking criteria seemed to assess studentsô analytical and critical thinking abilities. The 

final marking criterion, Professional writing, referred mainly to surface-level features, 

such as grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 
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In what follows, Reemaôs written assignment and her comments on it are discussed.  

 

Studentôs work on the assignment  

In Semester 1, the Understanding the Environment paper seemed one of the most 

information-dense papers for Reema. Additionally, she struggled with the way the 

assignments were set out.  

Reema perceived several major barriers to her successful completion of Assignment 1. 

Firstly, she worried that without proof-reading her level of English was not sufficient to 

express her ideas in a comprehensible way. Secondly, vague requirements and absence 

of questions for the Report did not allow her to structure her notes of the case while 

preparing for In-Class Activity. Anticipating these barriers, Reema decided to guess 

potential questions, write answers to them prior to the class and modify them in class to 

fit the actual questions and presentation requirements. Following her plan, Reema wrote 

down as much about the case as she could, considering that the quantity of her writing 

would allow her to respond to any potential question. When the óessay questionsô were 

announced, the student perceived that she had answers already written. However, the 

óessay questionsô did not offer detailed instructions on how to structure content 

information and this freedom regarding structural organisation only confused Reema 

and elevated her level of anxiety.  

To create a cohesive report during the In-Class Activity, Reema wrote her answers to 

the óessay questionsô in separate paragraphs. She also signposted which question she 

was answering by using a different font style for ókey wordsô, such as ódemographicô 

and óphysiographicô in Figure 6.9. Reema believed that a different font style eliminated 

the necessity for topic sentences or sub-headings as there was an indication of what the 

paragraph would refer to. 

Since Reema could not use proof-reading services, her In-Class Activity was less 

comprehensible compared to her other assignments in Semester 1 provided to me. 

Although the range of grammatical mistakes was quite similar compared to the mistakes 

in the assignment for Communication Content Marketing Plan (Section 6.4.1.1), the 

quantity of mistakes was much higher. Errors were related to incorrect parts of speech, 

subject-verb agreement, missing predicates, and incorrect articles. 
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Figure 6.9  

Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1): Key Words Emphasised in a Different Font Style 

 

 

The next sub-section presents lecturerôs feedback on Reemaôs assignment and the 

studentôs reflection on it. 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and studentôs reflection on it 

Although students were provided with specific marking criteria (Figure 6.8), the 

lecturerôs feedback consisted of detailed comments, as presented in Figure 6.10.  

Comments indicated what the student could have potentially referred to in the Report. 

Comment 1, for example, was related to the 5Cs mentioned in the writing assignment 

requirements (Figure 6.7). When completing her In-Class Activity, Reema did not think 

of referring back to the assignment requirements and simply tried to answer the óessay 

questionsô. She neither expected that the provided general assignment requirements 

would be used for assessing her work nor that the lecturerôs feedback would be so 

detailed with focus on every possible point she could have addressed in writing the 

Report. Hence, she was confused with the function of the marking criteria and the 
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reason for providing such general written assignment requirements instead of precise 

guidelines. 

 

Figure 6.10  

Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1): Comment 1 

 

 

When reading through a three-page lecturerôs feedback, Reema realised that the 

feedback was mainly related to discipline-specific knowledge with only one comment 

regarding structuring an answer, such as shown in Figure 6.11.  

 

Figure 6.11  

Understanding the Environment Assignment 1 (In-Class Activity 1): Lecturerôs Feedback on Q2 

 

 

Reema received 2 out of 5 marks for Assignment 1. As she believed that she had 

addressed each óessay questionô, she found such low grade unfair, so she asked for a 

reconsideration. The lecturer explained that some answers were not acceptable due to 

insufficient explanation, lack of details, or surface analysis. However, the lecturer 
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agreed to add 0.7 mark to the assignment grade. The lecturerôs feedback on Reemaôs In-

Class Activity assignment made Reema reconsider her attitude towards writing 

assignments and shift her focus from structural organisation and absence of linguistic 

errors to delivering in-depth content knowledge in Semester 2 assignments. 

 

6.4.2   Semester 2 

In Semester 2 Reema took four papers: Attitudes, Cognition & Behaviour I; Segments 

and Markets; Strategies and Tactics; and Attitudes, Cognition & Behaviour II. In total 

Reema provided me with four writing assignment requirements and four of her written 

assignments, only three of which had lecturersô feedback. Similar to the discussion of 

Semester 1, I made a decision not to include all four provided assignment works in the 

description of the case. Although three of the four provided assignments belonged to the 

written genre of a Report, the decision was made to provide detailed analysis of the 

Attitudes, Cognition & Behaviour I assignment because it was based on a primary 

research, i.e. observation of consumersô behavior. Assignment for the Segments and 

Markets paper was an individual C2B (Consumer-to-business) Project and is discussed 

in section 6.4.2.2.   

 

6.4.2.1 Attitudes, Cognitions & Behaviour I Assignment 1 (Consumer Behaviour 

Audit Report)  

The assignment for the Attitudes, Cognitions & Behaviour I paper, Consumer 

Behaviour Audit Report, contributed 40% towards the final grade. Students had to rely 

on their knowledge and understanding of key consumer behaviour which they had to 

observe at a public place of consumption. Observation of a chosen consumer behaviour 

had to last for a minimum of two hours. Students had to ensure they were observing 

behaviour that was of managerial importance to the company of studentôs choice but 

there were no instructions on how to decide which consumer behaviour was of 

managerial importance. Reema stated that since lecture materials emphasised emotional 

reaction of consumers, she decided to observe consumersô emotions when purchasing 

products. To have a clearer display of emotions, Reema decided to focus on emotions of 

children and their parentsô purchasing behaviour as a response to that. 
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To assist students with conducting an observation, the lecturer provided links to online 

articles related to rules, steps and methods used in qualitative observational research. 

Additionally, students were directed to FAQs about observational research on the 

university LMS. Reema checked the provided resources but did not find theoretical 

knowledge on conducting the observation relevant to the practical field work, where the 

student had to follow families and note their behaviour. Reema felt very invasive 

conducting observations because she found it rather obvious.  

While conducting their observations, students were also encouraged to make detailed 

field notes which might have influenced consumersô behaviour. When Reema started 

making notes during her observation, she felt glances of her participants. Fearing that 

she could get into trouble with her óweirdô behavior, she decided not to continue making 

notes shortly after starting the observation: 

I didnôt find itôs easy. Maybe someone will ask what you are doing.  

In fact, Reema stopped observations after she felt she raised suspicion with the first 

observed family. Even though originally Reema targeted to observe three families, she 

did not want to experience the same awkwardness again. She hoped that few field notes 

that she took, and her memory of consumersô behaviour would be sufficient to complete 

her written assignment. 

The collected observational data had to be organised in a Consumer Behaviour Audit 

Report with recommendations on how the company could use the observed consumersô 

behaviour to their advantage. The assignment had to be organised according to the 

specified structure, which involved:  

1) Cover page 

2) Contents page 

3) Executive summary  

4) Introduction 

5) Discussion  

6) Recommendations  

7) Conclusion  

8) References  

9) Appendices (if any).  
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By Semester 2 Reema had a clear understanding that none of the essay structures taught 

in IELTS or EAP were useful for her current assignments. Additionally, she noticed that 

the structural organisation of academic assignments in the same genre varied from 

lecturer to lecturer. As a result, when completing the assignment for the Consumer 

Behaviour Audit Report, Reema did not feel empowered by her previous practical 

knowledge of writing Reports. Hence, she consciously chose to organise her assignment 

in a way that she perceived fit for an academic Report with the main aim of 

demonstrating her knowledge of theories and concepts from the discipline: 

 I donôt follow anything. Follow my requirements. 

To prepare a good Consumer Behaviour Audit Report, students were directed to the 

Marking Guide, as shown in Figure 6.12.  

The Marking Guide was rather confusing for Reema. For example, she did not 

understand what was meant by ññsellingò the reportò in the Executive Summary rubric 

or ñconstructiveò in relation to the Recommendations rubric: 

I didnôt get the meaning. For me itôs hard. Like, the English, itôs not 

easy.  

Reema also noticed that the Presentation & Formatting marking rubric gave little value 

to the language criteria: 

That is worth only 2! Itôs not that huge thing. 
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Figure 6.12  

Attitudes, Cognitions & Behaviour I Assignment 1 (Consumer Behaviour Audit Report): Marking Criteria 

 

 

Lack of importance attributed to language criteria in the marking criteria and the 

lecturersô feedback on Semester 1 assignments influenced Reemaôs perception of the 

importance of linguistic clarity in her assignments, something she had tried to achieve 

in Semester 1 assignments. Reema started to believe that an incorrect preposition or 

absence of an article could not impede understanding of her written assignment. Instead, 

she attributed significance to reporting data, discussion of theories or concepts, and 

recommendations for interventions because honouring every marking criterion related 

to the discipline-specific content could allow her to achieve a positive outcome. Finding 

it hard to report findings from her observations, the student addressed her concern to the 

SLC, which she found quite helpful. Firstly, the SLC staff member briefly explained 

how to approach the assignment. Secondly, Reema provided the SLC staff member with 

her assignment draft for written feedback on how to improve it: 
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Actually, I get benefit with them. Because I give my idea and they say 

if they think that is my requirement. 

The next sub-section discusses Reemaôs work on the assignment and her reflection on 

it. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment and reflection on it 

Reema perceived that the Consumer Behaviour Audit Report was an exercise in 

observation with the focus on studentsô explanation of the observed phenomenon and 

not on the paraphrased theoretical knowledge from secondary sources: 

Itôs just observation. For that reason, I think we donôt need in this 

assignment lots of reference. So, you write what you want.  

Even though Reemaôs Report was a detailed presentation of her findings from 

observation, she systematically referred to secondary sources where it was appropriate, 

such as in Figure 6.13.  

 

Figure 6.13  

Attitudes, Cognitions & Behaviour I Assignment 1: Use of Secondary Sources 

 

 

In reporting her findings, Reema avoided using the personal pronoun óIô, perceiving it 

was not prescribed to academic writing because she did not find any examples of it in 

academic texts. Instead, she addressed herself as óthe authorô: 
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I want to get a bit academic. Iôm not gonna say óIô. 

Similar to Semester 1, Reema believed it was important that a proof-reader checked her 

assignment. However, in Semester 2 Reema required the proof-reader to focus on the 

accuracy of the content knowledge. Since the same proof-reader, who helped Reema in 

Semester 1 was unavailable, the student had little choice but seek help from a proof-

reader who had previously majored in another discipline area. As a result, Reema found 

that the proof-reader had distorted meaning of her text: 

I get low mark because the content. Itôs nothing else.  

In an attempt to avoid grammatical mistakes while correcting her work after the proof-

reader, she used Grammarly.  However, as seen in Figure 6.14, Reema still had a 

number of linguistic errors, among which were clumsy expressions, the incorrect use of 

passive voice, usage of vocabulary with wrong semantical meaning, the incorrect use of 

articles, and repetitions. 

 

Figure 6.14  

Attitudes, Cognitions & Behaviour I Assignment 1 (Consumer Behaviour Audit Report): Linguistic Errors 

  

 

For Reema, one of the challenging parts of the Report was the Executive Summary. 

Apart from different ways to approach Executive Summary put forward by different 

lecturers, Reema did not see the relevance of exercising this skill in the academic 

setting. The student believed that in the real-life scenario, the chance of the whole report 

being read by a busy manager heavily depended on a persuasive Executive Summary. In 
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contrast, in the university context, where the lecturer sets up the task to assess studentsô 

discipline-specific knowledge, Reema was certain that the focal point was on the main 

part of the Report, i.e. Discussion and Recommendation, and not the Executive 

Summary: 

Who cares about the [Executive] summary? 

As a result, Reema devoted much less time and attention to the Executive Summary 

when writing the Consumer Behaviour Audit Report. 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and studentôs reflection on it 

Unfortunately, the only feedback the student received was in a form of the final 

assignment grade, hence it is unknown which of the marking criteria (Figure 6.12) in 

the assignment were assessed as excellent or poor. Overall, Reema was satisfied with 

the grade, i.e. 30 out of 40 but she was eager to know what could have been improved. 

After speaking with the lecturer, Reema was disappointed to find out that some marks 

were deducted for the absence of field notes, which, according to the writing assignment 

requirements, were optional: 

She said if you want to give a whole description of observation [in the 

Report], you donôt have to provide [fieldnotes]. 

Reemaôs grade was not re-considered by the lecturer but the student was glad to receive 

a reasonably high grade. 

The next section provides details of the assignment for the Segments and Markets 

paper. 

 

6.4.2.2 Segments and Markets: Assignment 1 (C2B (Consumer-to-business) 

Project)  

Assignment 1 for the Segments and Markets paper referred to as C2B (Consumer-to-

business) Project and was worth 40% of the paperôs total grade. It involved students 

presenting a new business model in the form of a Report. Overall, the assignment 

requirements used business specific, professional language, which seemed to encourage 

students to come to the task as professionals in their field. However, the assignment 
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requirements did not seem to require students to contextualise the Report, leading 

Reema to perceive it as an academic assignment which required more tentative 

language.  

The assignment requirements were clearly divided into two parts. The first required 

students to come up with a product service system, a redistribution market, or a 

collaborative lifestyle brand, basing their ideas on Botsman and Rogersô (2010) theory. 

Then, adapting Maôs (2014) philosophy, students had to create a new business model 

that would be suitable for consumers as both providers and end-users of services. The 

second part of the assignment required students to deliver their idea of a new C2B 

venture in an organised Report. The structural organisation of the Report was provided. 

However, as indicated in Figure 6.15, there were no headings for each section. Instead, 

students were provided with a set of questions to answer in the Report. This part of the 

assignment seemed to test studentsô ability to incorporate a range of skills required in 

academia and industry, among which were research skills, analytical thinking skills, 

creativity, persuasion, and structural presentation of own ideas.  

 

Figure 6.15  

Segments and Markets Assignment 1 (C2B (Consumer-to-business) Project): Writing Assignment Requirements 

(Structural Organisation of the Report) 

 

 

Figure 6.16 below presents the Marking Guide where the highlighted numbers are the 

marks for each marking criterion given by the lecturer. The language requirements were 

provided in the Presentation marking criterion and assessed studentsô ability for clear 

writing. Similar to the language requirements in the Segments and Markets paper, the 

Presentation marking criterion could contribute only two marks towards the total 
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assignmentôs grade. The uneven distribution of marks intensified Reemaôs belief that 

content knowledge was superior and even if her assignment was poorly written, she 

could still get a desired grade. Although Reema had a number of linguistic mistakes in 

her C2B Project, among which were the incorrect use of articles, incorrect use of 

preposition, and subject-verb agreement, she received the highest mark for the 

Presentation rubric. 

 

Figure 6.16  

Segments and Markets Assignment 1 (C2B (Consumer-to-business) Project): Marking Criteria 
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Studentôs work on the assignment 

Reema believed that her knowledge of describing visuals acquired from the IELTS Task 

1 was particularly useful in this assignment: 

That [skill of describing graphs from IELTS Task 1] is helpful yes, 

because I have to describe the graphs. 

However, she saw several differences between how she was required to describe visuals 

in an IELTS task and how she could approach the task in her current assignment. The 

student explained that in the former she had to write an introduction and explain as 

much data from a visual as possible. In comparison, she believed that she could describe 

only the information that was relevant to her Report which could be done in one-two 

sentences.  

The next sub-section presents lecturerôs feedback on Reemaôs assignment and the 

studentôs reflection on it. 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and studentôs reflection on it 

The lecturerôs feedback for C2B Project was provided in the marking sheet and in the 

form of an overall comment. As could be seen in Figure 6.16, Reema got a total of 25 

marks from a maximum of 40, which resulted in a C+ grade. The overall lecturerôs 

comment provided Reema with feedback on the content. The feedback indicated 

missing consumer profiles, a lack of statistical data and pointed out that the visuals did 

not support the studentôs C2B idea. However, at the end of the overall comment, the 

lecturer acknowledged good discussion throughout the Report, as indicated in Figure 

6.17. Reema tried to request a reconsideration of her grade based on this comment but 

after reconsideration the mark was not changed. 

 

Figure 6.17  

Segments and Markets Assignment 1 (C2B (Consumer-to-business) Project): Lecturerôs Overall Comment  
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The next section presents within-case analysis in relation to the three research questions 

for this study. 

 

6.5          Within -case analysis 

The current section attempts to answer the three research questions drawing on the 

information revealed in the process of data analysis of Reemaôs case study. 

 

6.5.1   RQ 1. What challenges do international L2 students in the early 21st 

century encounter throughout the first year of their university studies as 

they attempt to meet the academic writing standards demanded by their 

institutions? 

The research analysis showed that throughout her first year undergraduate study, Reema 

encountered several challenges that could be grouped into three major categories: 

1) challenges following academic writing conventions, 

2) challenges understanding and following assignment requirements,  

3) challenges completing assignments under time constraints.  

The following sub-sections provide detailed analysis of challenges from each category. 

 

6.5.1.1 Challenges following academic writing conventions  

Challenges with academic writing conventions involved i) the variety of written genres 

in the course of her diploma studies, ii) the assortment of different genres in a single 

assignment, iii) challenges paraphrasing and writing concisely, iv) linguistic accuracy 

and content meaning, and v) academic register. 

Variety of written genres 

One of the major challenges for Reema in Semester 1 related to a variety of written 

genres, such as a Communication Content Marketing Plan or Consumer Behaviour 

Audit Report. Graves (2017) states that assignment genres vary greatly across and 

within disciplines and in some disciplines, students may encounter over fifty various 

genre names in the course of their degree studies. As was discussed in Chapter 1, genres 

may be characterised by specific ways of using the language (Hyland, 2008), hence 
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knowledge of what genre an assignment belongs to may assist student-writers in their 

linguistic choices of grammar and vocabulary. During her previous writing practices in 

her IELTS and EAP classes, Reema was mainly introduced to the genre of an essay, 

hence she had a narrow scope of knowledge about other academic written genres and 

what rhetorical, linguistic and structural choices would be acceptable in them.  

Reemaôs confusion with the variety of genres may also be explained by the level of her 

studies. Graves (2017) states that the complexity of written assignments increases with 

the course progression and upper-level students are expected to expand their first-year 

knowledge regarding academic writing and demonstrate higher level skills in writing, 

such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Reema, whose university journey started 

with Year 2 and Year 3 papers, had no previous undergraduate writing experience to 

scaffold on. In fact, her approach to her assignments was largely limited to linguistic 

clarity and structural organisation of assignments, which were the focus in her IELTS 

and EAP classes.  

Mix of written genres in the same assignment 

Several assignments in Reemaôs study confused Reema with genres that assignments 

claimed to belong to. This happened mainly because firstly assignments required 

elements of several written genres (e.g. Communication Content Marketing Plan) and 

secondly were referred to as different genres Reema was unfamiliar with (e.g. In-Class 

Activity). Leedham (2009) argues that conflation of genres has become common in 

first-year writing due to the massification of higher education, neoliberalism, and 

market-driven economy, which were discussed in Chapter 1. Leedham claims that 

institutions that try to attract international fee-paying students for funding purposes, 

publicise innovation in teaching and assessment, such as incorporation of knowledge 

from a different field of study to the discipline-area, as a selling point in advertising 

course materials. Furthermore, Zhu (2004) emphasises that in a business major a single 

assignment often purposefully combines rhetorical modes and undergraduate students 

are expected to smoothly navigate from one mode to another.  

Reemaôs concern when addressing assignments with the mix of genres related to the 

lack of her genre awareness, that is ña sensitivity to intertwined influences of context 

and formò (Tardy et al., 2018, p. 2). Tardy et al. (2018) claim that genre awareness may 

be achieved through genre acquisition, which is the investigation of linguistic and 

rhetorical genre patterns that students then attempt to replicate in their own writing. In 
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Reemaôs case, the studentôs limited encounter with a variety of written genres during the 

previous studies appeared to be compensated by genre acquisition during her work 

experience in the field of marketing. However, such genre acquisition seemed to be 

skewed towards written genres circulating in the industry, hence resulted in certain 

rhetorical choices (e.g. use of directive language). 

Paraphrasing and succinct writing 

When writing her assignments, Reema was challenged with paraphrasing secondary 

sources. Paraphrasing, which is at the crux of evidence-based writing, requires students 

to change lexical and syntactic items from the resource yet still retain the meaning of 

the original text (Na & Nhat Chi Mai, 2017; McCarthy et al., 2009). Na and Nhat Chi 

Mai (2017) state that when paraphrasing texts, L2 students are presented mainly with 

linguistic challenges related to, firstly, reading competence, and, secondly, confidence 

in own grammar and lexical skills. When paraphrasing, Reemaôs linguistic challenges 

were intensified by her lack of skills with regard to succinct writing. For example, she 

struggled to compress the information she learnt in an hour lecture into a single 

paragraph as was required by the assignment requirements. In an attempt to make her 

writing more succinct, Reema used short phrases instead of topic sentences and such 

stylistic elements as different font styles. Reema believed that by emphasising a point in 

a different font style, she, firstly, was using fewer words, and, secondly, would not have 

to describe what the emphasised point entailed. 

Linguistic accuracy and content meaning  

One of the major challenges for Reema in Semester 1 was to deliver linguistically 

accurate assignments. In Semester 1, she believed that top grades could not be achieved 

when assignments contained grammar, spelling and punctuation errors. Such belief 

appears to stem from her IELTS and EAP courses. As was discussed in Chapter 1, both 

IELTS and EAP tend to narrow teaching to non-disciplinary skills, such as grammar 

and general academic vocabulary (e.g. Alexander, 2010; Green, 2005; Wingate, 2015). 

Furthermore, Wingate (2015) and Alexander (2010) argue that EAP teachers are not 

adequately prepared to deal with the discipline-specific demands. Therefore, EAP 

divorces the teaching of academic vocabulary from specific disciplinary context 

privileging discrete elements of language (e.g. vocabulary and grammar) (Grapin et al., 

2019). Haneda (2014) states that academic language in the general sense has become an 

end in itself rather than ña means to the achievement of a variety of ends that are not 

purely linguisticò (p. 128). Hyland (2013b) also argues that EAP writing differs from 
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discipline-specific writing. He suggests that the former focuses on students learning 

how to express themselves in the language, while the latter encourages students to 

demonstrate their critical and analytical skills and develop their ability to construct 

discipline-specific arguments following the conventions of the discipline area. 

By Semester 2 Reemaôs perception regarding linguistic accuracy had changed and she 

realised that low English proficiency would not greatly affect her grades as language 

was limited to a certain number of grade points in the marking criterion for assignments. 

Hyland (2013b) discusses  the lecturersô prioritisation of  content knowledge over 

language accuracy in studentsô assignments indicating that lecturers often take into 

consideration the fact that L2 students may be challenged by the language accuracy, 

hence assigning a small percentage of the assignment grade to the language marking 

criterion indicates an intention to assess studentsô knowledge of the subject rather than 

the language. However, Hyland indicates the difficulty lecturers face when attempting 

to distinguish whether studentsô errors are related to ócontentô and óformô. óContentô 

involves ñconcepts, procedures, theories and understandings of a disciplineò (ibid., p. 

11) and óformô is studentsô rhetorical choices when presenting discipline-specific 

ócontentô. Hyland argues that lecturers acknowledge that language is not a mechanical 

device by which content knowledge is delivered but rather is a tool by which the writer 

attempts to persuade his readers of his line of reasoning as well as indicate his 

membership in a certain discourse community. He claims that language used to express 

ideas and arguments is inseparable from those ideas and arguments.  

Another reason for Reemaôs changed perception of the importance of linguistic 

accuracy in her assignments was related to the amount of lecturersô feedback on it. 

Although lecturers in Hylandôs study realised the importance of linguistic accuracy in 

the delivery of the scientific argument, Hyland (2013b) accentuated that STEM and 

humanity lecturers seem to pay a different amount of attention to it. While STEM 

lecturers provided nearly a third of their comments in linguistic accuracy of studentsô 

written assignment, the amount of comments on the language by the lecturers from the 

humanity disciplines reached nearly 43 per cent (Hyland, 2013b). Reemaôs major, 

business, may be classified under humanities, since, as discussed in Chapter 1, 

sustainability and customer-focused competencies are vital for business organisations in 

todayôs globalised knowledge-based economy (Altbach et al., 2017; McMurray et al., 

2016). Therefore, the results of the current case study align with Hylandôs (2013b) 

finding in relation to the type of errors humanity lecturers comment on.  Although 
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Reemaôs assignments contained a certain number of linguistic errors (e.g. C2B Project), 

they were not commented on by the lecturers.  

The finding that lecturers give priority to the content meaning over linguistic accuracy 

may point to another related area, the importance that lecturers place on studentsô 

critical and analytical skills, their ability to critique and synthesise information, as well 

as implement different theories and philosophies into own arguments and business 

ideas, required at this level of education. Such skills allow students to develop 

understanding of own abilities for learning, their level of mastery of the study material, 

as well as foster lifelong learning skills in a student-centred way. Tempelaar (2006) 

claims that there is a positive correlation between the level of critical thinking skills of 

first-year undergraduate business students and course performance. However, although 

Tempelaarôs study involved international L2 students, language was not one of the nine 

subcomponents of metacognition by which studentsô level of critical thinking was 

measured. Snyder, L. G. and Snyder, M. J. (2008) conclude that undergraduate students 

struggle demonstrating their critical thinking skills due to lack of previous training and 

practice. However, when lecturers use effective questioning techniques, model the 

thinking processes, and guide studentsô metacognition processes, students develop 

better critical thinking skills. 

Academic register 

Another challenge with the assignments that Reema encountered related to the academic 

register. In particular, Reema struggled with the use of tentative language. Perhaps in an 

attempt to prepare student for the industry lecturers seemed to set up assignments (e.g. 

Communication Content Marketing Plan) that appeared to be a fusion of what seemed 

to be an academic essay and a field-specific document. Although two written genres are 

usually characterised by different types of language: an academic essay requires a more 

tentative use of language (Bailey, 2017), while professional writing in the industry 

usually involves a more forceful use of language (Hamida et al., 2019), students were 

not told which approach was appropriate. Strauss and Goodsir (2011) investigated 

challenges of postgraduate hospitality students with regards to written assignments. 

They argue that students commonly complain about lecturerôs expectations for a 

particular way of writing without explicitly stating what writing would be acceptable. 

Although lecturers realise the need for explicit language instructions, Strauss and 

Goodsir (2011), and Zhu (2004) indicate that lecturers often find it hard to teach the 

kind of language they appear to want in their assignments.  
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The fact that the research by Strauss and Goodsir (2011) involved postgraduate students 

strengthens Reemaôs case. Firstly, compared to postgraduate students, who completed 

their undergraduate qualifications and were to an extent familiar with writing norms in 

their discipline, Reema was an undergraduate student who came into the academy after 

EAP courses and was only at the beginning of her contact with academic written 

standards. Altēnmakas and Bayyurt (2019) argues that newcomers into the Western 

academia have to acquire ñdifferent skills than that of general literacyò (p. 89), such as 

discipline-specific academic register.  

 

6.5.1.2 Challenges with understanding and following assignment requirements 

Challenges with understanding and following assignment requirements involved i) 

challenges with approaching assignments with vague assignment requirements, and ii) 

challenges with the structural organisation of assignments. 

Approaching assignments with vague assignment requirements 

Unlike the Communication Content Marketing Plan, where Reema was provided with 

detailed assignment requirements, most of her other assignments in her first year of 

studies did not appear to be particularly well-structured and did not have sufficient 

detail to enable a clear understanding of what was required (e.g. In-Class Activity 1 in 

Section 6.4.1.2.). Lack of clarity in the assignment requirements seemed to contribute to 

Reemaôs struggle with writing assignments as she was unsure of how to approach them. 

Copeland et al. (2018) claim that students may miss the intended aim of their 

assignments due to vague and poorly-formulated assignment requirements. In the NZ 

HE context, Johnson (2008) concluded that L2 first- to third-year undergraduate 

students find understanding assignment requirements challenging due to ñcomplex 

wording, too wide a topic choice or topics that were too general, and use of such terms as 

evaluate or discussò (p. 236). What is of interest in Reemaôs case is that, on the one hand, 

unclear assignment requirements resulted in her struggle to complete assignments on 

her own and she had to deploy her adaptive help-seeking behaviour (e.g. addressing 

proof-reading services). On the other hand, unclear assignment requirements seemed to 

empower her with certain flexibility for structural organisation of her written works. 

Structural organisation of assignments 

Although in her pre-degree courses Reema was taught how to structure and organise her 

written works, she found this task challenging at the beginning of her first year studies. 



208 

 

Bailey and Garner (2010) state that undergraduate students tend to struggle to meet the 

requirements for the structural organisation of their assignment, which is mainly due to 

the lack of clearly-worded requirements in this regard. Indeed, as was discussed earlier, 

most of Reemaôs assignment requirements, regarding assignmentsô structural 

organisation in particular, could be considered vague. Nonetheless, although at the 

beginning of Semester 1 vague assignment requirements for structure somewhat 

contributed to Reemaôs struggle with structurally organising her assignments, she 

seemed to quickly change her perception and view it as an opportunity for own 

decisions on how to organise her written works. 

The reason for Reemaôs struggle with structural organisation of her assignments may 

additionally relate to the traditional EAP pedagogy that fosters studentsô knowledge of a 

traditional five-paragraph essay structure with certain rhetorical moves within each 

paragraph (Alexander, 2019; Macbeth, 2010; Wesley, 2000). In ESP genre studies, 

Paltridge (2014) identified rhetorical moves as ñthe discourse structures of textsò (p. 

303). Devitt (2015) states that EAP students are often taught simplified structural 

patterns of certain genres, leaving students to self-explore the complexity of structural 

organisation of various discipline-specific academic genres. Devitt also emphasises the 

importance of writing practice in the discipline that empowers students to make own 

conscious decisions of using more complex rhetorical structures in their university 

assignments. Crosthwaite (2016) and Fenton-Smith et al. (2018) claim that, through 

analysis of discipline-specific texts, EAP teachers empower learner with academic 

writing skills, including grammar, vocabulary, and rhetorical structure, that lead to 

academic success throughout learnersô academic studies. Such pedagogical implications 

are argued to be problematic. Fox and Artemeva (2017) state that skills related to 

structural organisation of writing taught in EAP classes are not necessarily applicable to 

discipline-specific studies, since EAP emphasises broad rhetorical structures 

presumably suitable across disciplines. Dias and Pare (2000), and Hyland (2007) further 

claim that academic writing cannot be learnt outside specific disciplines. Bearing in 

mind the cultural and linguistic diversity of student population in HE, discussed in 

Chapter 1, and the fact that EAP students usually proceed with their education in 

different areas of study, teaching generic structure of written text might not be 

appropriate to learnersô future academic careers.  
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6.5.1.3 Challenges completing assignments under time constraints  

Challenges with time required for completing assignments related to time constraints. 

Time Constraints  

One of Reemaôs biggest concerns throughout her first year studies, was time constraints 

with writing assignments. Many a time Reema had only a week to complete 

assignments which in her view resulted in shallow and poorly written work. Altēnmakas 

and Bayyurt (2019) argue that time constraints on written assignments cause first-year 

studentsô anxiety and result in poor writing outcomes. As was discussed in Chapter 1, 

Lea and Street (1998) point that lecturers acquire academic discipline-specific writing 

knowledge through years of practice. However, studentsô acquisition of discipline-

specific knowledge usually happens through a range of papers, each lasting a semester. 

These papers are often taught by different lecturers. Canagarajah (2013b) identifies the 

difference in requirements set by individual subject lecturers, which is often based on 

lecturersô diverse personal interpretation of writing requirements. Time constraints on 

each course did not allow Reema time to orient herself quickly in the academic 

environment of changing genres and lecturersô various writing requirements. 

Furthermore, the fact that Reema wrote her assignments in L2 intensified her struggle. 

Reemaôs lack of confidence with her language skills contributed to the time she required 

to complete her assignments because she first wrote them in Arabic and then translated 

into English: 

Yeah, the hard drive [mental processing] is still in Arabic. 

Altēnmakas and Bayyurt (2019) points to the double burden L2 students carry when 

adapting to Western academic ways of using the language. Firstly, students struggle 

using appropriate discipline-specific academic register and rhetorical structure, which 

may differ from that in either their country or their pre-degree courses. Secondly, 

writing discipline-specific content in their second language is challenging for L2 

students whose language is still in the developmental phase.  

Reema believed that academic writing was much easier for L1 students, and L2 students 

should have been given longer time frames for completing assignments: 

They treat us like the native speakers. But we need the time. 
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6.5.2   RQ 2. In what way do international studentsô prior learning and 

experiences, including preparatory academic English courses such as 

IELTS, successfully prepare these students for the challenges they 

encounter throughout the first year of their academic study? 

At the beginning of her first year studies, Reema was happy with the set of skills, 

strategies and knowledge about academic writing that she acquired in her pre-university 

studies, and believed that she was well-prepared for her degree studies. However, when 

approaching her assignments, she realised that only few of the acquired skills, strategies 

and knowledge were relevant to her current academic writing practices. As mentioned 

above, the main reason for Reemaôs struggle was the disparity of written genres as well 

as the mix of genres in a single assignment. Rogers and Rymer (2001), and Zhu (2004) 

argue that undergraduate assignments in a business major are highly contextualied and 

often require students to write effectively to a wide range of audiences. With language 

knowledge that was still developing and without the knowledge of the required genres, 

Reema struggled to utilise the necessary lexicogrammatical resources in an effective 

way (e.g. tentative language). Hyland (2015) points out that academic language and 

knowledge of genres required by the discipline-specific studies are linked to discipline-

specific epistemologies. However, in the current case studies, a lack of lecturersô 

comments on language accuracy, as well as the lecturersô frequent confusion about 

genre names, often lead to the assessment of studentsô analytical and critical thinking 

skills reflected in studentsô critical stance on a particular topic in their assignments. 

Wilson (2016) states that many EAP students do not have critical thinking skills at the 

level expected in HE. She argues that the lack of L2 studentsô critical thinking skills 

may be related to their educational, political, and cultural backgrounds where such skills 

are not necessarily fostered. Moreover, Wilson argues that EAP courses often adopt a 

skills perspective on critical thinking that emphasises the development of logical 

argument through identifying cause-effect relations and making inferences. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, Benesch (2009) emphasises the importance of the CEAP, which 

recognises the need for reasoning and analysis, confronts social ideologies, as well as 

creating safe opportunities for students to explore various cultural and societal 

differences. 
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6.5.3   RQ 3. How do the studentsô perception of, and approach to their academic 

writing practices, including their prior learning, consciously change as their 

first year of study progresses ? 

It seems that Reemaôs orientation towards her educational goal, i.e. an average B+ for 

her degree study and proceeding to the next level of education, i.e. Masterôs Degree, 

motivated her to deploy adaptive help-seeking behaviours  in her search for the ways to 

approach each genre in her assignments. Reemaôs maturity was one of the reasons for 

her conscious implementation of various adaptive academic help-seeking strategies, 

such as seeking support at the SLC, asking her lecturers clarifying questions about 

assignment requirements, or paying for proof-reading services. She seemed to be 

emotionally and academically equipped to deal with challenges during her academic 

journey at University C.  

When Reema was writing each assignment, she seemed to come back to the forethought 

stage in Zimmermanôs (2000) model, discussed in Chapter 3, several times. Reema 

considered that vague writing assignment requirements contributed to her struggle. Her 

confusion with the way to approach assignments with vague assignment requirements 

seemed to result in more cycles in the model before she completed assignments. In 

contrast, detailed step-by-step written assignment requirements and ready-to-help 

lecturers, such as in the Communications in MARS paper in Semester 1, made her 

confident writing her assignments, meaning that she did not have to come back to the 

forethought stage as often before completing them.  

Reemaôs whole first year academic writing experience may also be considered cyclical. 

Based on her knowledge about academic writing acquired in the pre-degree courses, in 

Semester 1 Reema focused on structural organisation and linguistic clarity of her 

university assignments. However, Reemaôs knowledge of paragraph structure did not 

appear suitable for lengthy writing in her current studies. Firstly, even though she 

attempted to focus on paragraph structure, her lack of knowledge in this area, which was 

acquired writing short texts, was not suitable for the extended writing required at 

university. Secondly, assignment requirements did not have explicit instructions for 

paragraph structure. Reemaôs perception of the inappropriateness of her knowledge of 

paragraph writing for her university assignments is also supported by Alexander (2019). 

He states that a traditional paragraph structure taught in EAP classes, i.e. topic sentence 

that introduces the main idea, a series of sentences developing the idea, and a 

summarising sentence, is useful only as a starting point in learning to write genre-
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specific texts. In the current case study, lack of lecturersô feedback on the structural 

organisation of the assignments led Reema to a conclusion that paragraph structure was 

of little significance to academic writing in her discipline area. Furthermore, a limited 

number of marks for language clarity that Reema could receive for each assignment as 

well as lack of lecturerôs comments on the language, signalled to the student that 

content meaning was of superior importance and linguistic errors probably would not  

impede understanding of the discipline-specific knowledge. As was mentioned in the 

discussion of RQ1, Hyland (2013b) points out that although lecturers comment on the 

language errors in studentsô assignments, much more weight is given to the content 

knowledge. Zhu (2004) emphasises the importance of delivering content meaning in 

written assignments specifically in the context of undergraduate business programmes. 

Indeed, the abundance of feedback on each aspect of Reemaôs assignment requirements 

in-depth, points to the superiority of the discipline-specific knowledge and the studentôs 

analytical and critical thinking skills. Hence, in Semester 2, Reema re-strategised her 

approach to academic assignments and focused primarily on delivering accurate content 

knowledge.  

Reemaôs diligent study throughout her first year at an HE institution with EMI appeared 

to have contributed and developed her skills of an academic writer. The variety of help-

seeking strategies utilised by the student throughout her first year studies made it hard 

for Reema to distinguish which of the skills she was using in her current study were 

developed in her Bachelorôs Degree, IELTS, or EAP courses. She said that by the end 

of Semester 2 her writing style has changed to an amalgamation of her own writing 

style, writing styles used in discipline-specific secondary sources, and those of proof-

readers who helped her throughout the year. 

 

6.6          Chapter summary 

This chapter described the findings from the second case study, Reema. As in the 

previous chapter, the current chapter started with the description of the studentôs 

educational background and pathways to universities in NZ, including her general 

English and IELTS classes, self-study towards the IELTS test, and an EAP course. 

Reemaôs pre-university educational experience was described focusing on the skills, 

strategies, and knowledge acquired in relation to academic writing. Following that, the 

chapter presented an in-depth account of Reemaôs approach to assignments that the 



213 

 

student chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year with 

the focus on critical moments that paved Reemaôs perception about academic writing. 

The chapter then presented within-case analysis in relation to the three research 

questions. 

 

The next chapter presents the findings from the third case study, Marina. 
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Chapter 7.  Case study 3: Marina 

 

 

7.1          Introduction  

The third case study focuses on Marina, a 21-year-old student from Mexico, studying 

towards a Bachelorôs Degree in Marine Biology at University A. The chapter begins by 

providing Marinaôs educational background and pathways to universities in NZ. Then, 

the studentôs self-study towards an IELTS exam are described focusing on the skills, 

strategies and knowledge acquired in relation to academic writing. Following that, 

Marinaôs university undergraduate degree studies are presented, and details of 

assignments, which the student chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 

2017 academic year, are discussed. The chapter then presents within-case analysis in 

relation to the three research questions. Finally, the chapter is summarised. 

 

7.2          Marinaôs profile and educational background 

Marina started learning English when she moved from Mexico to the United States at 

the age of two. While there, her family encouraged her to learn English and Spanish 

simultaneously. During this period, she attended an American day-care, where she was 

taught English, however at home, with her family, she spoke Spanish. When Marina 

turned three, her family returned to Mexico. In Mexico, she went to an American 

kindergarten and later studied at an American primary school, both of which used 

English as the only language of instruction. As before, she continued to speak Spanish 

to her family and friends outside the classroom. Halfway through primary school, 

Marina asked her parents if she could be transferred to a local school that had Spanish 

as the medium of instruction. This is because she experienced significant social stress 

and peer pressure in her English school and was repeatedly being judged by other 

students. Moreover, the local school had a focus on sports and the arts, both areas that 

Marina specifically enjoyed:  

The other [Mexican] school was like free and open and like they had 

lots of arts. Like, arts classes and PE every day. So, it was really cool. 
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The English class at Marinaôs new school occurred only twice each week. However, 

because students were placed according to their level of English, Marina found herself 

in the highest class. In this class, they were expected to only speak English during 

communication with both the teacher during whole-class activities, and with co-students 

during pair, group, and project work. 

To support her English, she had a first language speaker of English tutoring her at home 

once a week for a year. Her classes with the tutor mostly focused on watching movies in 

English, reading age-appropriate books, such as those by Roald Dahl, and learning 

through games. 

For her last two years of high school Marina studied at another local school which had a 

stronger academic focus. As with her previous school, English classes only occurred 

twice a week. However, the primary focus was on other subjects, and as a result Marina 

believed that her English language skills declined during this time. After graduating 

from high school, she took a gap year where she trained to do wakeboarding and 

travelled the world.  

When Marina arrived in NZ, Spanish was her main language of communication.  

However, she pointed out that since starting her studies here, she has been mainly 

communicating in English with her classmates who are of different nationalities. She 

also has a boyfriend who is a native-speaker of English. As a result, she only uses 

Spanish with her family via Skype two or three times a week as they are in Mexico. At 

the beginning of her academic year, Marina felt quite home sick, so her mother visited 

her for around two weeks in Marinaôs first mid-semester break, and they travelled 

around NZ. Her mother left just before our second interview. During the semester break, 

Marina also met her family in Fiji, where they all travelled and spent time together 

relaxing. 

 

7.3          Pathway to current study 

Marina arrived in NZ on a visitor visa when she was 19 as part of her world travel, and 

after seeing the country, she decided to stay and study. She worked towards a one-year 

business diploma at a NZ college. To enrol, Marina was required to complete the 

collegeôs English language test, which Marina passed without any difficulty. She 
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believed that this was because the test focused on general English, in particular, tenses, 

grammar and essay writing, rather than business English.  

Although Marina studied business, her passion was to become a scientist and help 

improve the condition of the oceans. Thus, after completing the first semester of her 

business diploma, she decided to enrol in a NZ bachelorôs degree in the field of marine 

biology. After browsing and enquiring about her options at various NZ universities, she 

realised that an IELTS or TOEFL score was required for enrolment. Unfortunately, 

none of the universities would accept her enrolment in a NZ business diploma 

programme as proof of her English language proficiency.  

While completing her diploma, Marina decided to prepare herself for enrolment in 

University A. As she was more familiar with TOEFL, than with IELTS, she borrowed a 

number of TOEFL books from her college library in order to study for the TOEFL test. 

However, after receiving TOEFL test scores that were just below the satisfactory grade, 

she decided instead to study for the IELTS test. Again, she borrowed books from her 

college library. Alongside the borrowed books, Marina also used various free online 

sources to study for the IELTS test. These included official Cambridge websites, as well 

as YouTube videos posted by IELTS instructors. The total time that Marina spent self-

studying towards both TOEFL and IELTS was three months, with the majority of her 

exam preparation taking place whenever she had time after her business classes and at 

the weekend, as well as throughout mid-semester and semester breaks for the business 

diploma.  

Before completing her diploma education, Marina had managed to pass the IELTS test 

and achieve the required overall university entrance score of 6.5 in her first attempt (7.5 

for Listening, 6.0 for Reading, 6.0 for Writing, 7.0 for Speaking). As a result, she was 

able to successfully enrol in the Bachelorôs program in Marine Biology at University A.  

 

7.3.1   Self-study for IELTS  

Marina pointed out that she learnt a great deal self-studying towards IELTS and that she 

became equipped with the strategies necessary for her future academic career: 
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IELTS gives you the keys that will stay for all your life: the structure 

of an essay, attracting attention with the first sentence, developing 

ideas, using connectors. 

Marina strongly recommends that other students study for the IELTS test, as she 

believes that the skills learnt provided her with the basics for both reading and writing. 

At our first meeting Marina sounded assured that IELTS helped her to communicate 

information more efficiently in her current writing assignments due to a clear 

understanding of a paragraph and essay structure: 

Everything you want to communicate in writing, [IELTS] gives you a 

good structure. 

Marina considered that acquiring vocabulary was paramount for the IELTS exam. She 

stated that she completed many vocabulary exercises during her IELTS self-study.  

However, she paid little attention to learning a range of vocabulary or synonyms, even 

though she was cognisant that academic words, such as óassistô rather than óhelpô, or 

using a single word for a phrase, such as óempowerô rather than ógive the authorityô, 

were of paramount importance for receiving a good IELTS writing grade. Even after 

gaining a required IELTS score, Marina believed she had to further improve her 

vocabulary: 

Really trying to learn all the different, like, connecting words. Like, 

saying ófor exampleô or ófor instanceô or, like, different ways to say 

words. Because sometimes I really say the same. And thatôs the 

problem with me.  

Another skill that Marina acquire during her IELTS self-study related to structuring an 

essay and organising ideas in paragraphs. She learnt that the structure of an essay 

involves an introduction, body, and conclusion. According to Marina, the introduction 

encompasses a brief description of each paragraph in the body of the essay, and each of 

these paragraphs starts with a topic sentence to attract the readerôs attention and is 

linked to the information in the introduction. Each paragraph in the body also provides 

an example of the information discussed in the paragraph and concludes with a 

summary. This concluding paragraph sums up the information from the whole essay and 

might include the writerôs opinion on the matter. 
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7.4          Current academic studies 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Marinaôs current studies and the 

influences, experiences, and practices that impact upon and lead to changes in Marinaôs 

academic writing processes, the following sections look at certain critical moments 

within the narrative of Marinaôs engagement with her written assignments throughout 

the first two semesters of her academic study at University A. They include a detailed 

description and examination of the following: 

1) Marinaôs assignment instructions and related marking criteria. These are also 

compared for consistency.  

2) Marinaôs perceptions about her ongoing assignments and marking criteria. 

3) Marinaôs writing processes as she attempts to complete each of her assignments.  

4) Marinaôs application of previously acquired writing and study skills.  

5) The lecturerôs grades and feedback, as well as Marinaôs perception of these. 

 

7.4.1   Semester 1 

Marina took four papers in Semester 1: Biology of cells, Biology of animals, 

Communication, and Kinesiology. However, according to Marina, the Communication 

paper was the only paper that required her to do written assignments. She provided me 

with two of her assignments that she completed for the course.  Assignment 1 was 

referred to as a Source Justification and consisted of two parts. Although Marina did not 

provide detailed assignment requirements for Assignment 1, the analysis of the 

provided documentation revealed that the first part required students to find three 

secondary sources related to a topic that students chose from the list provided in the 

writing assignment requirements for Assignment 2. The three secondary sources had to 

belong to three different source types, i.e. a media source, a peer-reviewed article, and 

an official government website. Then, students had to identify three key points in each 

source and provide reasons for the sourcesô relevance to the proposed topic. In the 

second part of the assignment, students had to reflect on their search strategies for the 

secondary sources. Assignment 2 was a Position Paper. For this assignment, which took 
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the form of a filter blog2, the student was required to express their opinion about a topic 

related to the environment.  

 

It should be noted that Marina was highly motivated and aimed for high grades at the 

beginning of her studies. She spent hours in the library finding and reading sources that 

could complement and expand her knowledge on the material taught in class. She 

believed that quantity of her knowledge would win over quality. However, her 

systematic reading and note-taking did not relate to material which could contribute to 

her assignments. Moreover, by the end of Semester 1, she realised note-taking was more 

of a mechanical exercise from which she did not learn much. Consequently, she did not 

have sufficient time for her assignments. 

 

7.4.1.1 Communication paper Assignment 1 (Source Justification): 

Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

This section details the assignment requirements and marking criteria for Assignment 1, 

the Source Justification, from Marinaôs Communication paper. This section also 

documents the studentôs reflection on the assessment requirements and marking criteria 

for the assignment. 

Figure 7.1 presents four pre-written marking criteria according to which the studentsô 

work for the Source Justification was graded. The highlighted sections in Figure 7.1 

indicate how Marinaôs lecturer rated her assignment work around the third source that 

she discussed.  

 

 

 

 

2 Filter blog is the type of a blog that reflects the bloggerôs viewpoint (Li et al., 2012) with redirecting 

readers to ñspecific content elsewhere on the Web, comment on it, and solicit feedbackò (Koulikov, 2007, 

p. 2). Filter blogs usually contain web links to sources that have informed the argument.  
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Figure 7.1  

Assignment 1 Marking Criteria for Part 1 - Justifying Your Source Selection 

 

As can be seen from Figure 7.1, the students were assessed on their ability to abide by 

the APA referencing conventions. Secondly, students were graded on the nature of their 

search strategy. Thirdly, students were assessed on their ability to identify the key 

points of the three sources and explain how these points were relevant to the chosen 

topic. The final marking criterion referred to studentsô ability to justify each sourceô 

selection based on its contribution to the topic and the NZ context. The fourth criterion 

also required the students to identify the reliability of the information found in the 

selected source. To gain an óexcellentô mark for this criterion, students needed to 

develop an óin-depthô discussion, most likely involving the use of a range of analytical 

and critical skills.  

Andrade (2005) states that a rubric, or marking criteria, as it was referred to in the 

documentation provided by Marina, should go hand in hand with a detailed written 

explanation of the requirements, or an oral elaboration in class. Marina stated that 

students were provided with detailed writing assignment requirements and the 

requirements were additionally briefly explained in class. Furthermore, students were 

supplied with the assignment template for organising answers to the first part of 

Assignment 1, which is presented in Figure 7.2 below. However, when approaching the 
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assignment, Marina was still confused which question had to contain her justification 

for choosing sources. As a result, she provided source justification when answering 

questions two and four. 

 

Figure 7.2  

Assignment 1 Part 1 Template 

 

 

For the second part of Assignment 1, students were required to reflect on and self-

evaluate the search process of the first part of the assignment. To do this, students were 

prompted to answer three questions about their search strategies and the challenges they 

encountered: 

1) What have you learned about the information searching process? 

2) Describe your information process for the position paper. 

3) What was the greatest challenge for you in finding and evaluating information 

sources to use in this position paper? 

The answer to the first question clearly focused on the studentsô learning from the 

search process in the first part of Assignment 1. However, the other two questions, 
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although they made mention of finding and evaluating sources, were actually related to 

the subsequent Assignment 2, i.e. the Position Paper. As a result, they caused a degree 

of confusion for the student when completing the second part of Assignment 1. When 

answering the second question, Marina decided to describe her work process on 

Assignment 1 because she did not make much progress on Assignment 2 by then. 

Marina answered the third question in a single sentence, stating her biggest challenge 

was in finding a credible media source on the topic. Marina explained that she did not 

believe that media sources could be credible in the first place because in her home 

country it was mainly biased towards an opinion supported by country leaders.  

The second part of Assignment 1 was graded from 1 to 5 (1 being the lowest grade and 

5 being the highest grade). Details of the marking criteria are provided in Figure 7.3, 

where the highlighted section indicates Marinaôs grade for the second part of the 

assignment. 

 

Figure 7.3  

Assignment 1 Marking Criteria for Part 2 - Reflecting on the Research Process 

 

 

In what follows, Marinaôs written work is discussed and her comments on my analysis 

of her work are presented. 

Studentôs work on the assignment 

When Marina quickly read the assignment requirements and marking criteria, the 

former was not provided to me, she believed that finding sources related to a topic of 
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interest and identifying key points in the sources was a straightforward task. Marina was 

confident that presenting the key points in short paragraphs would suffice and would be 

easy for her because she had learnt the relevant skills for structuring paragraphs from 

IELTS. Neither was Marina worried about demonstrating effective and creative search 

strategies, as she was confident that Google would provide her with a plethora of 

appropriate sources.  

The perception of easy work ahead made Marina postpone work on the assignment and 

use the time to work on her other subjects. However, when she eventually did begin 

work on the task, she thoroughly read the marking criteria and realised that it was a 

more complex task than had seemed at first. Firstly, her chosen topic ñFurther action 

must be taken to control the fishing industry in the interests of a sustainable marine 

environmentò was too general for Assignment 1 and, in order to be aligned with the 

marking criteria (Figure 7.1), had to be narrowed down to the NZ context. Secondly, 

Marina realised that Assignment 1 was a preliminary step to Assignment 2, which 

involved students presenting their position on the same chosen topic. Hence, the same 

information and sources could be used in both assignments. Consequently, Marina 

wanted to select sources for Assignment 1 that could support her position, i.e. NZ was 

the most careful country when it came to overfishing. However, all the sources she 

found on the topic pointed that, like many other countries, NZ had big problems with 

overfishing too. As the result, Marina found linking the sources to her selected topic of 

overfishing and the NZ context challenging. The task felt even more challenging when 

Marina realised that she had to find specific source types, i.e. a media source, a peer-

reviewed article, and an official government website, and not any sources that could 

support her personal opinion.  

Overall, Marina found it difficult to simultaneously think of her Position Paper 

assignment, while still working on her Source Justification assignment: 

I did struggle with that. Because I thought it was gonna be very easy. 

Because we just have to find sources and write some paragraphs. But 

because it was, like, thinking about the next assignment.  

As a result, and in an attempt to speed up her work process, Marina decided to search 

for the shortest sources that she could find. This is because she feared that she would 
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spend a considerable amount of time reading lengthy sources, which might also not be 

so relevant: 

If I see a big thing of thread, I would rather look for something else. It 

takes a lot of time, and maybe itôs not relevant. 

Another big challenge for Marina in completing the first part of Assignment 1 was 

determining whether a source was credible or not. One of the reasons for struggling 

with the task was the novelty of it, i.e. she had not engaged in this type of task before. 

Additionally, the difficulty with the task may have come from Marinaôs inability to 

identify that sources were reliable:  

The only thing that was new for me was researching reliable sources. 

I was never, like...I didnôt know that. To be honest, I remember not 

being very sure of why the sources were credible. And having to 

justify myself somehow. But not being really sure.  

Marina justified selecting the first two sources by density of the information in the 

sources, presence of factual and statistical data, as well as source types. The Reason for 

Source Selection/Rejection marking criterion was marked óExcellentô for the first two 

sources.  

Marinaôs reason for selecting the third source was based on the source type alone, i.e. 

peer-reviewed journal article. Marina believed that peer-reviewed journal articles could 

be considered reliable because they were written by academics in the field. According to 

the lecturerôs feedback for the Reason for source selection/rejection marking criterion 

for the third source, which was marked óFairô (Figure 7.1), Marina provided a surface 

level analysis about the usefulness of the source. In her discussion about such low mark, 

Marina stated that she had insufficient time to provide in-depth justification.  

Another challenge that Marina faced related to the assignment template. When Marina 

started writing Assignment 1 by following the template (see Figure 7.2), she realised the 

template did not allow space for an introduction. Marina did not feel that she could go 

straight to the main part of the task without first introducing the task in some way. 

Hence, Marina exhibited a degree of agency by making changes to the assignment 

template in her desire to follow the óintroduction-body-conclusionô structure to 

academic writing that had encountered in her pre-university studies:  
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I need to state what kind of information I was searching. So, even I 

came up with these topics, like, after I found the sources, it is kind of, 

like, an introduction to [the task]. 

The rest of Marinaôs written work followed the provided template (Figure 7.2). 

However, Marina was confused about the way she had to organise the discussion of the 

key points she had identified because she realised she could not apply her IELTS 

paragraph writing skills to this component of the assignment. This difficultly was 

compounded because Marina also found supporting evidence for the same key point in 

various sections of the sources and was unsure if these should be combined in a single 

paragraph. As a solution, Marina placed each item of supporting evidence that she 

found in different parts of the sources in separate stand-alone paragraphs. Two 

paragraphs that present supporting evidence on the same key point of overfishing can be 

seen in Figure 7.4. 

 

Figure 7.4  

Source Justification 2 - Key Point 1 

 

 

Marina stated: 

I was confused. Because, like, the author expanded and spoke about 

other things. But, then, kind of come back to the same point. So, I 

wasnôt sure if I could put it together. 

Another area of concern for Marina related to referencing conventions. Although the 

Communication paper students were directed to the library website to find out about 

referencing conventions, Marina found it difficult to come to terms with the often-
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complicated nuances of APA referencing. As a result, the references for some of her 

selected sources had formatting issues, for example, the titles were not italicised. 

Marinaôs final selected source was incorrectly referenced altogether, because she 

wrongly identified the source type. Marina labelled it as a journal article when it was a 

conference paper. According to Marina, she did not have sufficient time to find a peer-

reviewed article, and decided to present a conference paper as one: 

I think I knew that it was not a peer-reviewed article. But I couldnôt 

find one. 

The lecturer gave feedback on the difference between the two types of sources but 

stated that no marks would be deducted for the incorrect identification of the source 

type.  

 

Lecturerôs feedback and the studentôs reflection on it 

Apart from the grade for each criterion highlighted in the marking sheet (Figure 7.1 and 

Figure 7.3), the lecturer provided feedback within the assignment in a different-coloured 

font, as shown in Figure 7.5. 

 

Figure 7.5  

Comments on Assignment 1 

 

 

After her struggle to locate reliable sources, Marina was especially confused to receive 

feedback advising her not to use strong claims regarding the credibility of her source. 

She believed that as a peer-reviewed journal article it was eminently reliable (Figure 7.5 

above). Marina stated: 
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It seems, like, they want us to choose reliable sources, but here she 

comments that these sources, like, may not be reliable. So, I donôt 

know. 

However, reliability of the journal article may not have been the focus of the lecturerôs 

comment, but instead she may have been making reference to Marinaôs use of the 

phrase ñ100% trueò, which is semantically quite different from the term óreliableô or 

ócredibleô.  

Overall, Marina was satisfied with a B+ grade for this assignment. She suggested that 

her inability to identify reliable sources contributed to her failure to get a higher grade.  

 

7.4.1.2 Communication paper Assignment 2 (Position Paper): Requirements, 

marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

Assignment 2 of Marinaôs Communication paper involved a Position Paper. As was 

mentioned in Section 7.4.1.1, Assignment 2 needed to focus on the same topic and 

employ the same sources that the students chose for their first assignment, the Source 

Justification. However, in Assignment 2, students were required to use the selected 

sources to support their own position on the chosen topic. 

Assignment 2 was to be written on paper in the format of a filter blog and then handed 

into the lecturer. The Position Paper instructions required the blog to be engaging for 

various audiences, from high school students to research scientists. The underlined parts 

of the Assignment 2 requirements in Figure 7.6 indicate the informal register in which 

the assignment instructions were written in, potentially inviting students to produce a 

similar register in their assignment.  
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Figure 7.6  

Assignment Requirements: Position Paper 

 

 

The assignment requirements were a page long. The task resembled something of a role-

play, in that it explained how the editor of a Sciblog had emailed the students inviting 

them to write on a óhot topicô, i.e. the environment. Perhaps in order to make the role-

play more credible, the students were provided with a link to the blog website, that 

contained other blog entries, which could potentially be used as exemplars for their 

assignments.  

By setting up the Position Paper assignment as a blog, the lecturer might have intended 

to encourage students to develop their ideas without the constraints imposed by the 

demands of academic writing conventions. Nonetheless, the assignment requirements 

and the marking criteria, presented in Figure 7.7, seemed to send mixed messages about 

what written genre was expected from the students. For example, the requirementsô 

suggestion that Assignment 2 had to be óbacked-up by scholarly researchô or employ 

ókey stylistic elements of scientific writingô, seemed to relate to a conventional 

academic essay genre, while some, such as the óneed to write for a general audienceô 

and the requirement to make it óreally engagingô related to the type of writing found in 

the blog genre (Figure 7.6). Similarly, the requirement in the criteria that it would use 

APA referencing related to the conventions of the academic essay genre, while the 
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requirement for a ócreative, attention, grabbing hookô related more to non-academic 

writing genres.  

  

Figure 7.7  

Position Paper Assignment Marking Criteria 

   

 

The marking criteria for Assignment 2, presented in Figure 7.7, sent Marina mixed 

messages about the nature of the assignment itself. Unsure about which way she had to 



230 

 

approach the assignment, as a filter blog or an academic essay, Marina chose the latter, 

believing it would be more appropriate for a university assignment. By the middle of 

Semester 1, Marina had realised that this paper was directed at teaching students to 

communicate discipline-specific knowledge to the general audience, rather than testing 

studentsô knowledge from their discipline. Although the student was eager to conduct 

discipline-specific research, she saw Assignment 2 as an exercise to express ideas and 

information in a coherent way, following a certain structure: 

Itôs just a communication paper. So, they teach how to communicate 

something. Itôs not checking my knowledge about fishing.  

As can be seen from Figure 7.8, the assignment requirements indicated that students 

could find resources explaining how to write a position paper on the university online 

LMS. Marina decided not to spend time searching for the links due to the overwhelming 

amount of work she had to do in her academic studies. Instead, she chose to write her 

assignment guided by the assignment requirements and marking criteria provided.   

 

Figure 7.8  

Position Paper Assignment Requirements Related to Writing Position Papers 

 

 

Marinaôs work and reflections on Assignment 2 are detailed in the next section. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs feedback, and the studentôs reflection on it 

By the time Marina started her work on Assignment 2, she was overwhelmed with her 

university work, and consequently did not pay careful attention to all the requirements 

and explanations for the assignment. Nevertheless, the student felt empowered to do the 

task because she already had the three sources analysed for Assignment 1. Additionally, 

while working on the previous task, she had also saved some articles that she thought 

would be relevant for the Position Paperôs blog format. Marina did not have previous 

experience with blog writing, so she decided to write her assignment in a form of a 
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university essay. She stated that she did not pay detailed attention to the marking criteria 

because she was aware she lacked the skills for achieving excellent outcomes. Marina 

did not go into detail of what skills she referred to. 

Before submitting their final version for Assignment 2, students were required to 

provide a draft of their work, which would not be graded. After checking the draft, the 

lecturer scheduled individual one-on-one sessions with each student. During the one-on-

one session, feedback on the draft was provided in writing in a Tutor Clinic Sheet, and 

the lecturer also discussed the ways that the student could improve their Assignment 2 

written work. 

When working on the final version of the Position Paper, Marina utilised the feedback 

from the one-on-one session.  For example, the first piece of feedback in the Tutor 

Clinic Sheet was: ñTitle?ò. Marinaôs draft did not include a title, however, in light of her 

lecturerôs comments, a title was added to the final version. She decided that a simple 

topic-focused title would not be sufficiently appropriate, so she included her particular 

position within the title perceiving that it was important to present the reader with her 

position up front (Figure 7.9).  

 

Figure 7.9  

Assignment 2 Title 

 

 

Furthermore, as per her lecturerôs comments in the Tutor Clinic Sheet, Marinaôs draft 

neglected to include section headings. Marina had never included section headings in 

her previous experiences of academic writing, as IELTS did not require them. Instead, 

Marina learnt from IELTS that the overall academic essay structure would contain an 

Introduction, Body, or óParagraphsô in Marinaôs lexicon, and Conclusion. As a result, 

she provided section headings related to the conventional essay structure, as well as 

developed headings that accurately summarised the content in the Body part of the 

assignment, as can be seen in Figure 7.10. 
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Figure 7.10  

Headings in Assignment 2: Position Paper 

 

 

As can be seen from Figure 7.11, the lecturer negatively commented on the headings 

related to the conventional essay structure and advised to provide headings that reflected 

the content of each section. Subsequently, Marina got a óFairô mark for the Informative 

Headings sub-criterion from the Body or Content marking criterion (Figure 7.7). 

 

Figure 7.11  

Lecturer's Comment on the óIntroductionô as a Heading 
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In the Tutor Clinic Sheet Marinaôs lecturer marked the absence of the thesis statement. 

The student had previously learnt that the thesis statement was the part of an 

introduction that explained a position on the topic, and she believed she had included 

this in the draft. Marina could not recall the lecturerôs explanation as to why her thesis 

statement was unclear, so in her final version of Assignment 2, she singled it out by 

adding a separate heading, stating óThesis statementô.  However, the lecturer had meant 

that Marina had included several ideas in her introduction, and it was unclear which of 

them was related to the thesis statement. As can be seen from Figure 7.12, the lecturer, 

although somewhat unsure himself, commented on what may have been the thesis 

statement in Marinaôs assignment. 

 

Figure 7.12  

Thesis Statement in the Introduction Section 

 

 

The lecturerôs comment for the Thesis Statement sub-criterion from the Introduction 

marking criteria stated óClear thesis statementô but óGoodô mark was assigned (Figure 

7.7). Marina was confused what the comment referred to, as the lecturer had perceived 

her thesis statement unclearly identified. Marina concluded for herself that for an 

óExcellentô mark she had to specify ways to solve the overfishing problem, which was 

stated in the thesis statement: 

I think if I was clearer with my thesis [statement] and said not only 

that it is a problem but maybe ways to solve [the problem]. Could be 

a better mark for [Thesis Statement sub-criterion]. 

Marina responded more successfully to the lecturerôs advice about creating a better 

óhookô, which as can be seen in Figure 7.13, involved providing Marina with strong 

advice to use impersonal constructions, such as ñéit is important to understandéò and 

avoid using the pronoun óyouô in the Introduction section. 
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Figure 7.13  

Advice Using Impersonal Language 

 

 

It seems that the lecturer was guiding the students to master the perceived conventions 

of academic writing, rather than the genre of a blog which characteristically address 

their reader as using the personal pronoun óyouô.  Marina, however, wished to gain a 

good grade for her work, so she did not question the authoritative opinion of the 

lecturer. In fact, given her own intention to organise the work as a university essay, 

rather than a filter blog, the student agreed that óweô was a more acceptable pronoun to 

employ than óyouô: 

óWeô, or, for example, instead of saying óyou need to knowô, I would 

say, like, óit is important to knowô. 

Marinaôs Introduction in her final version of Assignment 2 indicated that the student 

implemented the lecturerôs advice to write a stronger hook by using impersonal 

statements, such as óIt is estimatedéò and rhetorical questions, such as ñIs that all it 

will take to solve this problem?ò, to avoid addressing the reader, as óyouô. Although, 

lecturerôs comments in the Tutor Clinic Sheet indicated that Marinaôs choice of 

linguistic and stylistic elements in her Introduction were seen as effective in attracting 

readersô attention, Marina only received a óGoodô grade for her Introduction. Marina 

believed that her Introduction deserved an óExcellentô grade, but her lecturer wanted to 

encourage her to do better next time by only giving her óGoodô. 

Furthermore, and as can be seen in Figure 7.14, in her final submission for Assignment 

1, Marinaôs reference list did not strictly follow the APA reference conventions. 

Although the lecturer, during the feedback one-on-one session, had referred Marina to 

the university libraryôs website for the interactive guide to the APA style, she was not 

able to develop her references to the required APA standards, especially in relation to 

web resources: 
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I just retrieved [APA conventions] from the library website but I 

couldnôt find about [referencing] websites. 

 

Figure 7.14  

Reference List for Assignment 2 (Position Paper) 

 

 

Marina received a C+ grade for Assignment 2 (Figure 7.7). Below the marking criteria, 

the lecturer stated that the assignment was actually a good Position Paper. 

Consequently, there were no mistakes specified except the lack of reference to academic 

sources. As a result, although the majority of criteria were graded as óGoodô or 

óExcellentô, the student believed that the relatively poor grade was due to the absence of 

any reference to peer-reviewed articles, as well as her excessive use of personal opinion 

in her assignment. From the assignment grade, Marina understood that the online 

sources she used, such as official governmental websites and leading newspapers, could 

not be considered reliable and used as supporting evidence to her own opinion. 

The next section describes Marinaôs work on assignments for her Science and 

Sustainability paper in Semester 2. 

 

7.4.2   Semester 2 

As with Semester 1, Marina took four papers in Semester 2: Science and Sustainability, 

Statistics, Chemistry, and Physics. Overall, the student was much happier with the 

subjects in Semester 2, as most of them did not require much writing and were mainly 
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based on practical lab tests and calculations. Marina chose to provide me with her three 

written assignments from the Science and Sustainability paper. All three assignments 

needed to be related to the same topic chosen by the students. The first assignment was 

referred to as a Source Summary and required students to summarise three recent media 

reports related to sustainability concepts. Assignment 2 was referred to as a Rough 

Draft. It aimed to help students understand a critical issue related to sustainability, as 

well as assist students in improving their written communication skills. Assignment 3, a 

Research Project, required students to write a paper following the format specified in 

the assignment requirements. As the writing assignment requirements for Assignment 2 

and 3 were the same, discussion of Assignment 2, as an intermediate step, is omitted 

below.  

 

7.4.2.1 Science and Sustainability Assignment 1 (Source Summary): 

Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

The first assignment contributed only 2% towards the total final grade of the paper and 

required a summary of 3 recent media reports related to sustainability concepts. URL 

links from leading NZ and the UK newspapers were provided for the student to choose 

the media reports from. Each chosen media report was to be summarised in a hundred 

words. 

According to the writing assignment requirements, the summaries had to be ñclear and 

originalò. In her interpretation of this requirement, Marina must have focused on the 

word óoriginalô, as her belief was that a óclear and original summaryô would be one that 

was not plagiarised. To acknowledge the sources, students were not required to provide 

APA references and URL links were sufficient. 

After summarising information from the chosen sources, the students were required to 

propose a topic for their subsequent assignments. The topic was supposed to be in the 

form of a question and be related to at least one of the summarised media reports.  

None of the three assignments for Science and Sustainability paper had marking criteria, 

which Marina justified as the lecturerôs intention to test students for their knowledge in 

the discipline, rather than the studentsô skills at presenting their ideas in a clear way: 

é [Position Paper] was for Communication [paper], which is like 

they teach me how to write. Whereas this one [Source Summary] is 



237 

 

more like, environmental issues. Like, they care more about what Iôm 

saying than how Iôm saying it. Just assuming that I know how. 

Marina did not worry about the absence of the marking criteria, as she found the written 

assignment requirements detailed enough to complete her assignments. Moreover, she 

had an excessive amount of work to complete for her other papers, and so chose not to 

be as dedicated to each paper as she was in Semester 1. Overall, in Semester 2, Marina 

developed a more balanced study-life equilibrium, and decided not to neglect her 

friendship, relationship, and hobbies, even though it might have led to detrimental 

academic outcomes. Her motherôs visit that happened during the semester break seemed 

to have a huge influence on Marinaôs attitudes towards her academic studies. After this 

visit, Marina was no longer concerned with getting good grades as she was before. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment 

Marina struggled to summarise sources succinctly as she had little previous practice 

with it. She exceeded the 100-word limit for each of her written summaries by between 

18 and 39 words.  

Marina initially attempted to write each summary in a single paragraph. In her IELTS 

preparation, she learnt that a paragraph should be devoted to a single idea, which she 

believed was relevant to summaries. As a result of her Communication Paper in 

Semester 1, the student had learnt specific rules for writing a paragraph. For example, a 

relatively short, eight-sentence paragraph would help to keep the reader interested. 

Short eight sentence paragraphs would also express information concisely and in a way 

that was easy to understand and follow. Students were also informed in the 

Communications Paper that the frequent use of paragraphs shorter than eight sentences 

often gave the impression that the paragraph contained many unrelated ideas. Apart 

from paragraph length, Marina also learnt from the Communications paper to follow a 

particular paragraph structure, i.e. thesis statement, explanation, summary: 

In each paragraph, you should have an introduction, body, and 

conclusion. Which is, like, say what you want to say, say it, and say 

what you said.  
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When working on Assignment 1 in Semester 2, Marina struggled to apply this approach 

to paragraph structure. She did not feel that her summaries required an introduction or a 

thesis statement, or a summary:  

I think itôll be too much putting, like, an intro in each one of the 

[summaries]. I would have gone over the word limit if I follow this 

[structure]. 

Additionally, the skill of writing a creative hook was not identified by Marina as 

applicable to the current assignment: 

Itôs not really useful because it wasnôt like an essay. 

Although Marina initially tried writing single eight-sentence paragraphs for Assignment 

1, she felt that the information found in each of the chosen sources was rich and dense, 

and that summarising this information into a one-paragraph summary would have made 

the paragraph difficult to comprehend. Hence, she chose to write her summaries as more 

than one paragraph which she believed would make them easy to follow and 

understand. However, this was not always effectively done. As can be seen in an extract 

of her writing in Figure 7.15, Marina exercised her agency in an attempt to summarise 

information about five innovations shaping current sustainability practice. In this 

extract, it can be seen how she separated information about three innovations in one 

paragraph and the other two in another paragraph.  

 

Figure 7.15  

Use of Sequencers and Paragraphing in Assignment 1 
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The lecturerôs feedback and the studentôs reflection on it 

Marina received 1.6 percent out of 2 percent but there was no feedback or indication of 

how the grade was assigned. Although there was no marking sheet, the feedback was 

provided electronically via a message on the LMS. There was no feedback on the 

summaries, and it was only related to Marinaôs proposed question for the subsequent 

assignments (Figure 7.16).  

 

Figure 7.16  

Marinaôs Research Question for Assignment 2 and 3 

 

 

As can be seen in Figure 7.17 the lecturer rephrased Marinaôs proposed question in an 

attempt to clarify its meaning. 

 

Figure 7.17  

Feedback on Assignment 1 Semester 2 

 

 

Marina thought that her stated research question was not clearly worded and took the 

lecturerôs feedback on board when writing the next assignment. 

 



240 

 

7.4.2.2 Science and Sustainability Assignment 3 (Research Project): 

Requirements and Marinaôs reflection of them 

The assignment requirements for the Assignment 3, Research Project, were provided in 

writing and were also explained to the students in class. As can be seen in Figure 7.18, 

it was highlighted that the students had to draw upon at least three óprimary papersô for 

their assignment. Marina understood óprimary papersô as referring to academic journal 

articles.  

 

Figure 7.18  

Assignment Requirements for Assignment 2 and 3 

 

 

As seen in Figure 7.19 below, the assignment requirements indicated a proposed 

specific structure for the assignment: Title, Word Count, Abstract, Introduction, Body, 

Discussion, and Bibliography. Marina could not see how a óWord Countô fitted into the 

structural organisation of her essay, and perceived it as simply a reminder of the word 

limit:  

I thought it was, like, a side note. To remind us not to go over the 

word limit.  

An analysis of the assignment requirements identified several unclear instructions. For 

example, students were required to óweave the informationô from the selected sources 

into a cohesive outline (Figure 7.18), ósummarise the é take home messageô (Figure 

7.19), or ósynthesize a clean narrativeô (Figure 7.19). What the lecturer may have 

intended to say is that students were expected to compose a logical, coherent, and 

cohesive answer (ñnarrativeò) to their stated research question. In doing so, the students 

were required to incorporate information from the literature sources, which would 

provide supporting evidence to their opinion (ñweave the informationò, ñsynthesizeò). 

Students were also expected to draw conclusions to their research, which would 

summarise the main points of the research findings (ñsummarise the take home 



241 

 

messageò). Additionally, studentsô writing was expected to be void of lexico-

grammatical errors (ñclean narrativeò).  

 

Figure 7.19  

Detailed Assignment Requirements for Assignment 2 and 3 

 

 

Marina decided that the requirements written in bold or in a different font style (Figure 

7.18 and 7.19) were of more significance. In cases when Marina could not comprehend 

the bold part of the text, such as ñsynthesize a clean narrativeò, the student chose to 

focus on the clearer part of the sentence, i.e.  ñéthat summarizes the findings of your 

literature searchò (Figure 7.19). As a result, Marina only had a partial understanding of 

the assignment requirements and its purpose: 

I think itôs, like, summarise. About what you researched. And not only, 

but what you think too. 

It could be argued that the Assignment 3 requirementsô use of unclear and vague 

language contributed to Marinaôs difficulty to comprehend the nature of the assignment. 
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Studentôs work on the assignment 

As it was mentioned in Section 7.4.2.1, in comparison to the beginning of her studies, 

Marina had a much more relaxed approach to her assignments in Semester 2, which was 

reflected in the way she approached the task: 

To be honest, I didnôt pay much attention to the [requirements]. 

As a result of Marinaôs lack of attention to the outlined assignment structure in the 

assignment requirements (Figure 7.19), she was unsure where to position an Abstract in 

her work. In her understanding, an abstract had to outline what the written work 

discussed. However, when starting to write her assignment, Marina realised that the 

Introduction served that purpose. Hence, in contrast to the Assignment 3 requirements, 

Marina decided that it was more logical to position the Abstract after the Introduction.  

Furthermore, Marina was confused by the presence of a Discussion section and the 

absence of a Conclusion in the assignment requirements (Figure 7.19). The student 

construed that by Discussion, her lecturer meant Conclusion: 

I think discussion, I guess, is the conclusion. 

One of the academic writing norms that caused a strong degree of confusion for Marina 

was related to evidence-based writing. By the end of her first year of study, she became 

confused about which opinions could be seen as her own and which had to be 

referenced as being sourced by someone else. She concluded that the introduction and 

conclusion did not require references, while each paragraph in the body of her 

assignment had to refer to secondary sources: 

It is my personal opinion. Not my personal opinion but itôs me saying 

that from what I learnt in the course. 

Marina decided to provide in-text citation at the end of each paragraph, which in her 

opinion, indicated that her own idea described in the paragraph was supported by 

secondary sources.  

Another area of concern involved figures. Since figures were a compulsory part of 

Assignment 3 (Figure 7.19), Marina incorporated several figures from referenced 

sources. However, there were several issues with the way the student presented and 

referred to these in the text. For example, one of the figures, presented in Figure 7.20, 
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depicted a technological innovation. The quality of the image did not make its text 

particularly discernible. It may be that while writing her assignment, the use of digital 

technology assisted the student to enlarge figures and read the text in a larger format, 

making the images self-explanatory.  

 

Figure 7.20  

Figure in Assignment 3 

 

 

Even though the assignment requirements stated that each figure had to be labelled, the 

lecturer did not advise students on certain norms for doing so. Marina was not even 

aware that there were certain conventions for labelling figures: 

I donôt know how you would normally label them [figures]. 

As can be seen from Figure 7.20, Marina did not number the figure and labelled it with 

a link to the source from which it was borrowed. 

Marina stated that in Semester 2 she continued struggling with in-text citations and 

referencing. The overall study workload did not provide Marina with sufficient time to 

fully comprehend the referencing rules on her own. Since the lecturer did not devote 

much class time to referencing, Marina did not think of gaining in-depth understanding 

of the in-text citations believing that incorrect citation would not lead to a lower grade:  
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I just really never thought of it [rules of in-text citation]. I donôt think 

itôs important. 

Marina did not receive any feedback on Assignment 3 by the time of our third 

interview, as it had only recently been submitted. Unfortunately, Marina was not 

available for further discussion about her Assignment 3 feedback after the third 

interview. 

 

The next section provides answers to three research questions based on the information 

from the case study described in this chapter. 

 

7.5          Within -case analysis 

The current section attempts to answer the three research questions drawing on the 

information revealed in the process of data analysis of Marinaôs case study. 

 

7.5.1   RQ 1. What challenges do international L2 students in the early 21st 

century encounter throughout the first year of their university studies as 

they attempt to meet the academic writing standards demanded by their 

institutions? 

Throughout her first year of undergraduate study, Marina encountered a number of 

challenges that can be organised into four larger categories: 

1) challenges with academic writing conventions, 

2) challenges with the quality and quantity of the studentôs effort when dealing 

with academic workload, 

3) challenges understanding and following assignment requirements, 

4) challenges interpreting feedback. 

The following sub-sections provide detailed analysis of challenges in each category. 

 

7.5.1.1 Challenges following academic writing conventions 

The challenges Marina encountered regarding her engagement with academic writing 

conventions involved i) the negotiation of different written genres in a single 

assignment, and ii) the presence of studentôs voice. 
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A mix of written genres incorporated into one assignment 

In Semester 1 Marina struggled with written assignments that involved a mix of 

different genres, some of which sat outside the conventions of essayist genre, such as 

the filter blog. It was implied in the Position Paper assignment documents that the 

requirement to write the filter blog genre was based on a perception that 21st century 

scientists have to write media reports. Halliday and Frisard (2020) support the use of 

blogs as a suitable social media strategy fit for HE milieu. They acknowledge that 

blogging invites the creation of new content which is an effective way to enhance 

learning. Blogging also allows more flexibility with formatting compared to traditional 

guidelines for standard academic assignments (Halliday & Frisard, 2020). Nevertheless, 

the Position Paper assignment conflated the genre of the filter bog with the conventions 

of an academic essay genre, resulting in inconsistent assignment requirements which 

ultimately proved difficulty for Marina. Such demands are identified by Bhatia (1997) 

who states that while genre-mixing may create possibilities for experts in the discourse 

community to respond to novel situations under the influence of which genres mix and 

evolve, it may present first year undergraduate students with difficulties due to their 

lack of prior writing practice in the target community. Moreover, Hyland (2007) reports 

that L2 students are generally confronted with difficulties when attempting to produce 

various academic genres and they often require academic assistance. Kress and Street 

(2005), and Hyland (2007) claim that international students are challenged by genre 

subtleties due to potential cultural differences in approaching the same genres. 

Furthermore, Altēnmakas and Bayyurt (2019) states that L2 students may be presented 

with difficulties making rhetorical choices suitable for various genres as their language 

proficiency is in the ongoing developmental stage.  

Since each genre has its own writing conventions, Hyland (2007) suggests teaching 

beyond vocabulary and syntactic structures, and assist students to develop 

understanding of the way language is used in certain contexts. Following Lim and 

Polioôs (2020) finding that instructors tend not to explicitly identify required writing 

conventions and rely on studentsô analytical skills to interpret writing expectations, the 

only guidance on how to approach the Position Paper assignment was a number of 

assignment exemplars in the form of blog entries on a website (Figure 7.6 in Section 

7.4.1.2). However, as an international L2 student, Marina was unable to identify the 

complex linguistic hybridity of the assignment exemplars.  
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Studentôs voice 

One of the major issues in writing her assignments in Semester 2 was Marinaôs 

confusion about where her óopinionô could be placed in her written work without the 

use of in-text citations, and where references were required. In other words, she was 

confused about the presence of her voice when paraphrasing secondary sources. As was 

stated in Chapter 2, Hyland (2002) defines studentsô voice as the capacity of students to 

represent their own ideas in an attempt to contribute to the academic debate in a 

discipline-specific area. During her school years, it was acceptable for Marina to 

express an opinion that may have been based on other sources and not be required to 

acknowledge these sources. In contrast, the sources that informed the ideas discussed in 

Marinaôs university assignments were expected to be acknowledged through references. 

Therefore, Marina was experiencing the confusion regarding the presence of her voice 

at university. Wette (2010) argues that students find it challenging to clearly establish 

their voice when integrating references to their own work. 

While in Semester 1 Marina appropriately referenced the sources of her ideas, in 

Semester 2 she became increasingly confused as to where the voice of authors from 

secondary sources stopped and where the expression of her own personal voice began. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, scholars (Allison, 1996; Canagarajah, 2002; Hyland, 2002) 

identify the importance of the studentsô voices for their contribution to the academic 

debate. However , it seems that Western academic writing norms resulted in Marinaôs 

perception of losing her own voice in an academic argument. By Semester 2, Marina 

believed that in-text citations within paragraphs stifled her own voice. In order to 

somewhat maintain her voice, in Semester 2 Marina demonstrated a certain degree of 

agency by providing a reference to secondary sources only at the end of each paragraph. 

According to Vaughnôs (2018) categorisation of agency, detailed in Chapter 3, at the 

first category, disposition, Marina demonstrated her willingness to take an action in 

response to own confusion regarding expressing her voice. Following the second and 

third categories, motivation and position, she demonstrated her ability to utilise certain 

writing strategies in response to the demands of the Western educational context. 
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7.5.1.2 Challenges with the quality and quantity of the studentôs effort when 
dealing with academic workload 

Challenges with the quality and quantity of the studentôs effort when dealing with 

academic workload included Marinaôs i) misconceptions about the required focus of the 

academic workload, ii) perception of her inability as an international student to achieve 

high grades, and iii) ability to achieve a healthy study-life balance. 

Misconceptions about the required focus of the academic workload  

The case study suggests that a major challenge faced by Marina as a first year 

international student was a misconception as to where the focus of her academic 

workload should be directed. Marinaôs misconception about the required focus of the 

academic workload was evident, firstly, in her belief that she was required to develop an 

in-depth knowledge of all material covered in her lectures, rather than focus more 

specifically on the topics of her written assignments, and, secondly, in her belief that 

she had to focus on each assignment in a linear progression (i.e. complete one 

assignment before moving on to the next). These initial misconceptions resulted in an 

overwhelming workload, which caused Marina unnecessary anxiety and stress. Bowyer 

(2012) has found that an excessive workload results in high student stress and anxiety 

levels, as well as attrition. Research identifies several factors that can impact on student 

workload, such as planned programmes, pedagogical resources, teaching methods, and 

student abilities (Gonz§lez & Wagenaar, 2003), studentsô study skills (Lawless, 2000), 

difficulty and type of assessment (Kember, 2004). However, Bowyer (2012) makes 

reference to ósubjectiveô workload, that is, studentsô perception of the pressure placed 

on them by the demands of academic assessments. Kember (2004), and Kember and 

Leung (2006) found that students do not perceive extended time of their work as 

excessive workload when the course is well designed. Furthermore, Kember (2004) 

argues that when motivated to work long hours, students achieve quality work. 

Therefore, when investigating workload, Bowyer (2012) suggests taking into account 

the studentsô effort, interest, and motivation in a particular subject, without which work 

may not be done. Indeed, it appears that Marinaôs motivation towards academic success 

assisted the student with managing her workload by re-negotiating her learning 

strategies whenever required. 

Perception that international L2 students are unable to receive high grades 

By the end of Semester 1, Marina developed a perception that as an international 

student it was difficult to receive high grades. She realised that her IELTS skills and 
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knowledge were barely relevant to her current written assignments. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, first year international L2 students often become aware of their under-

preparedness for academic studies when confronted with their first university written 

assignments (Read & Hayes, 2003). Marinaôs increasing perception of her poor level of 

preparedness for her current studies resulted in a decreasing level of self-efficacy. 

Similar findings were found by Whannell, R. and Whannell, P. (2014), Burton and 

Dowling (2005), and Schunk and DiBenedetto (2016) and are discussed in Chapter 3 in 

detail. Nevertheless, Marinaôs completion of her assignments, regardless of her lack of 

academic skills could characterise Marina as exhibiting strong agentic behaviour. These 

somewhat conflicting characteristics of Marina may relate to her interest in the subject 

and motivation towards broadening her knowledge of the discipline area, as well as 

attaining qualification in the field. Janke et al. (2019) state that completion of written 

assignments is related to studentsô effort and perseverance. They further suggest that 

successful writers foster self-awareness, create strong writing habits and surround 

themselves with the relevant support system. 

Study-life balance 

An excessive workload prevented Marina from establishing a healthy study-life balance. 

Marinaôs uncompromising dedication to her studies at the beginning of Semester 1 

reduced her ability to foster relationships and enhance her social networks in NZ. As 

was discussed in Chapter 1, limited social support negatively influences studentsô 

psychological state and may result in attrition (e.g. Huang & Klinger, 2006; Mori, 2000; 

Smith & Khawaja, 2011). By Semester 2, Marina had established a better study-life 

balance. This was partly due to the advice of her mother who was concerned about 

Marinaôs excessive concentration on her studies and who therefore redirected Marina 

towards more extra-curricular activities. It was also the result of an increasing 

awareness that as an international student, the extreme commitment to her studies would 

not necessarily result in high grades. The result of Marinaôs healthier study-life balance 

was her enlarged social network, increased time the student spent on her hobbies (sport 

and music), improved psychological state, and overall satisfaction with academic life. 

Similar findings are reported by Jenkins et al. (2019) who conclude that healthier study-

life balance and opportunities to spend some time on hobbies and external activities 

reduce studentsô stress levels related to their studies and improve studentsô overall well-

being. Furthermore, Ayers et al. (2008) argue that sport and music are two activities that 

facilitate better strategies for coping with stress. 
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7.5.1.3 Challenges understanding and following assignment requirements  

Marina encountered a number of challenges understanding and following assignment 

requirements. This was the result of i) her confusion with the overwhelming amount of 

information provided to support the writing of assignments, ii) her misinterpretation of 

assignment requirements, and iii) the structural organisation of assignments. 

Confusion with the overwhelming amount of information in support for assignment 

requirements  

Another area that Marina found challenging was the overwhelming number of 

documents provided to support the successful writing of assignments. These documents 

included writing assignment requirements, marking criteria, assignment templates, as 

well as the lecturerôs oral explanation of the assignment requirements. While Hysaj et 

al. (2019) argue that the level of support offered to students is often connected to their 

academic success, in Marinaôs case, the myriad supporting documents provided for the 

assignments caused confusion and framed her approach to study (i.e. attempting to 

guess which of the assignment requirements were viewed as principal by the lecturer). 

Interestingly, Gibbs (2006) has found that students tend to develop a pick-and-choose 

approach when negotiating their way through large curricula, but he also states that 

successful learners exhibit an ability to identify those documents which are also 

regarded as important for lecturers, and neglect those that are not necessarily so vital for 

a successful outcome. However, Gibbsô study focuses on L1 students and may not be 

necessarily applicable in Marinaôs L2 case. Marinaôs self-perception of own poor 

preparedness to academic demands, lecturersô motivational feedback for previous 

assignments, and the strength of her motivation towards academic achievements 

effected her perception of what to focus on when writing assignments.  

Misinterpretation of assignment requirements  

Another challenge was that Marina often misinterpreted the assignment requirements. 

This occurred because, firstly, certain complex concepts, (e.g. source quality) were 

viewed as transparent by her lecturers, and, secondly, the studentsô disciplinary 

knowledge was assumed by the lecturers to be more advanced than first year students 

were capable of (e.g. their ability to critically evaluate the quality of information within 

a discipline). As discussed in Chapter 1, pre-degree studies, such as those done by 

Marina, do not develop discipline-specific knowledge (Basturkmen, 2010) and hence 

first year assignments that require students to critique the quality of academic journal 

articles (whose target readers are disciplinary experts) can be particularly daunting for 
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international L2 students. Although Marina met the university admission language 

requirements, her systematic misinterpretation of assignment requirements was also 

related to her insufficient language proficiency. As was discussed in Chapter 1, after an 

IELTS test, L2 students tend to be insufficiently prepared for academic studies with 

EMI and require additional support with their academic assignments (e.g. Jimenez-

Munoz, 2015; Read & Hayes, 2003). However, of interest in the case study was that 

Marina was not necessarily aware of the difficulties she was having with the assignment 

requirements. This misconception was related to the absence of the lecturerôs feedback 

on the assignment requirements which seemed to be misinterpreted by Marina (i.e. 

creating own figures). 

Structural organisation of assignments 

Marina experienced some challenges with the structural organisation of her written 

assignments in both semesters. This is largely because her previously-acquired 

knowledge of an IELTS essay structure seemed to contradict the assignment structure 

indicated in the assignment templates and assignment requirements. The standard five-

paragraph structure taught at pre-degree courses (Alexander, 2019; Macbeth, 2010) 

seems to conflict with discipline-specific writing norms, which are best achieved 

through exposure to writing practices in the target community (Macbeth, 2010; Hyland 

& Shaw, 2016). Hyland (2003) states that with little writing practice in the target 

community, students tend to utilise familiar writing conventions when confronted with 

the unknown writing requirements. Marinaôs case confirms these findings. What is of 

interest, however, is that lack of the lecturerôs feedback on Marinaôs structure in her 

assignments sent the student the message that structural organisation of assignments 

was not of primary importance.  

 

7.5.1.4 Challenges interpreting feedback 

The challenges Marina faced interpreting the feedback she received on her written 

assignments were primarily related to the disjuncture between the feedback provided 

and her actual grades. 

The disjuncture between feedback and assignment grades  

Another challenge that Marina faced when writing the Assignment 2, Position Paper, 

was the disjuncture between her largely positive feedback and her low assignment 

grades. Although the lecturerôs feedback involved some educational value that could 
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contribute to the improvement of Marinaôs writing abilities, it was largely motivational. 

Bailey and Garner (2010) claim that HE lecturers have limited time for providing 

written feedback on studentôs formative assessment tasks. They argue that such limited 

time largely results in the provision of generic feedback, which is designed to motivate 

and retain students, rather than provide students with educational value. Marina, in 

contrast, perceived the Position Paper feedback as providing information that would 

enable her to improve her writing abilities. However, the lecturerôs feedback appeared 

to be quite narrow and focused only on one element of her writing (i.e. lack of academic 

sources in support for her arguments). Although the requirement that students follow 

academic conventions for acknowledging sources was explicitly identified in the 

assignment requirements (Figure 7.6 in Section 7.4.1.2), Marinaôs overall lack of 

familiarity and experience with evidence-based writing meant that she did not fully 

recognise the significance of this requirement. 

 

7.5.2   RQ 2. In what way do international studentsô prior learning and 

experiences, including preparatory academic English courses such as 

IELTS, successfully prepare these students for the challenges they 

encounter throughout the first year of their academic study? 

At the beginning of her first year academic experience at University A, Marina had a 

strong belief that the IELTS knowledge and skills she had acquired through books and 

free online courses successfully equipped her for her first year university studies. The 

prior knowledge and skills that she identified as being the most relevant for her current 

academic practices were essay and paragraph structure. However, Marina discovered 

that she could not successfully apply this previously-acquired knowledge to the written 

genres of her university assignments. One of the main reasons Marina struggled was 

due to the evidence-based focus of her university assignments. Evidence-based writing 

involves studentsô ability to ñintegrate source material effectively and appropriately into 

written compositionsò (Cumming et al. 2016, p. 47). It has been identified as a 

ñgatekeeper skillò in tertiary education (Yaron, 2016, para. 2) and is a critical element 

of academic writing (Hillocks, 2010). Marina, who did not encounter evidence-based 

writing in her previous writing practices, struggled to incorporate relevant literature into 

the arguments in her written assignments.  

Furthermore, Marina originally believed that the transfer of knowledge and skills 

acquired in IELTS to the discipline of her study, i.e. Marine Biology, would occur 
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unproblematically. Hyland and Shaw (2016) state that students are often misled to 

believe that knowledge of generic academic writing norms and structures taught in 

IELTS classes would prepare them for writing in their discipline-specific academic 

studies. Furthermore, Lea and Street (1998), and Lillis (2001, 2014) challenge the 

assumption that academic skills can be unproblematically transferred from one context 

to another. For instance, Wardle (2009) indicates that first-year midwestern university 

students struggled to report the relevance of their writing skills acquired in the General 

Writing Skills Instruction course to the writing skills required in other courses. The 

results from Marinaôs case seem to echo the findings in Wardleôs study. Furthermore, 

from Marinaôs case it is evident that the major struggle with learning transfer related to 

the studentôs unfamiliarity with the discipline-specific writing norms and conventions, 

which Hyland and Shaw (2016) claim can only be acquired through exposure to writing 

in the target community. 

 

7.5.3   RQ 3. How do the studentsô perception of, and approach to their academic 

writing practices, including their prior learning, consciously change as their 

first year of study progresses? 

Marinaôs perceptions of academic writing changed throughout her first-year experience 

at University A. After Marina started receiving assignments at the beginning of 

Semester 1, she identified several reasons why the application of IELTS writing skills 

were problematic for her current academic writing practices. Firstly, she became aware 

that the focus of IELTS instruction on the Opinion Essay or the 

Advantages/Disadvantages Essay genres was not necessarily able to assist her to 

produce her actual first year academic assignments which involved a wider range of 

more complex written genres.  

Secondly, while some written assignments required students to write a similar number 

of words as in IELTS Task 1 (150 words) or Task 2 (250 words), Marina struggled with 

assignments that had a smaller word limit, such as the Source Justification in Semester 1 

and Source Summary in Semester 2. Her inability to successfully summarise the source 

information in a one hundred-word paragraph is possibly because of the evidence-based 

nature of the assignments. Writing summaries based on secondary sources is especially 

demanding (Cumming et al., 2016). Grose-Fifer and Davis-Ferreira (2018) claim that 

undergraduate students struggle reading and summarising complex ideas from 

discipline-specific texts mainly because, firstly, students are challenged to comprehend 



253 

 

specialised literature, and, secondly, they lack explicit instructions and practice with 

summarising scholarly texts. Furthermore, evidence-based writing has been argued to 

be a difficult skill to master for L2 students (Pytash, 2017) as it is linked to cultural 

differences in patterns when expressing thought (Lee, 2018).  

The requirement that Marina write evidence-based summaries with such a short word 

count was particularly demanding. To start with, in Semester 1, Marinaôs struggle with 

summarising the key points of the sources as support for her arguments in the Source 

Justification assignment, ultimately resulted in plagiarism. Grose-Fifer and Davis-

Ferreira (2018) confirm that plagiarism may be evoked by studentsô endeavour to 

understand the content of secondary sources, as well as the difficulty with summarising 

sources. In Semester 2, Marina was able to scaffold on her increased awareness of 

academic integrity, which resulted in her conscious choice of directing her attention to 

expressing information in a non-plagiarised way. Although when approaching the 

Source Summary assignment in Semester 2 Marina was still presented with a challenge 

to summarise information from sources in a required number of words, she perceived 

that quality of information in her written assignment overweighed the assignment 

requirement for the word limitation.  

Furthermore, in Semester 1, the issue of plagiarism seems to be linked to Marinaôs 

uncertainty as to the academic conventions for summarising an argument that was 

located in different parts of the source text. Although Park (2003) identifies nine major 

reasons for studentsô plagiarising source text, some of which are time management, 

personal values and attitudes towards plagiarism, or temptation and opportunity, the 

reason that lead Marina to plagiarise in Semester 1 is not one of them. Hence, this 

finding expands previous research in the area of reasons for international L2 studentsô 

plagiarism and source summary. By Semester 2, Marinaôs evolved understanding of 

academic writing norms made her summaries less plagiarised and focusing on content 

and rhetoric in a coherent way.  

What is of interest in Marinaôs case is that challenges regarding plagiarism seem to stem 

from Marinaôs lack of practice and, thus, inability to write succinctly rather than the 

issue of summarising alone. Although Cumming et al. (2016) argue that L2 studentsô 

ability to effectively summarise text partially depends on their linguistic abilities, Baba 

(2009) hypothesises that L2 studentsô knowledge of semantic systems and the ability to 

metalinguistically manipulate words is not empirically distinguishable from their overall 
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language proficiency. Although Marinaôs ability to summarise source text succinctly did 

not seem to improve greatly from Semester 1 to Semester 2, she certainly became more 

concerned with the issue of plagiarism. As a result, her summaries in the Source 

Summary assignment in Semester 2 resulted in, although lengthier than required, but 

non-plagiarised written work. 

Furthermore, the case study suggests that the written assignment requirements had an 

important role in shaping Marinaôs perceptions of academic writing practices. However, 

the assignment requirements tended to be vague, which caused certain challenges for 

Marina. Implicit and unclear assignment requirements, such as those for the Source 

Justification in Semester 1, mislead Marina to believe it was a relatively straightforward 

and simple assignment. Marinaôs approach to the assignment fits Zimmermanôs (2000) 

three-phased model for self-regulated learning. In the first phase, forethought, Marina 

incorrectly analysed the task, which lead to poor time management in the second phase. 

Once Marina started her work on the assignment, her self-judgement of the actual 

assignment criteria and her desired level of achievement made her return to the first 

phase in order to renegotiate her strategies towards approaching the assignment. As a 

result of her time mismanagement, Marina had to i) limit her research for the 

assignment to short articles, ii) was unable to demonstrate her analytical skills for her 

discussion of the last chosen source, and iii) was forced to knowingly present the last 

source incorrectly as a peer-reviewed article hoping that the lecturer would not notice it.  

For subsequent assignments, Marinaôs writing process seemed much more linear. When 

approaching her assignments, she did not refer back to the forethought stage in 

Zimmermanôs (2000) model as often as when writing Assignment 1. This change in her 

assignment writing strategy appeared to be linked to, firstly, Marinaôs struggle to 

comprehend the marking criteria and, secondly, her perception that international L2 

students could not achieve high grades. When approaching her first assignment in 

Semester 1, Marina attempted to respond to each marking criteria in the Source 

Justification assignment. However, the struggle to comprehend the marking criteria 

resulted in Marinaôs lowered self-efficacy already by the time of her second assignment 

in Semester 1, Position Paper. Lowered self-efficacy resulted in lack of motivation to 

pay detailed attention to the marking criteria when writing the Position Paper. 

Additionally, her belief that as an international L2 student she could not achieve high 

grades further demotivated from staying focused on the marking criteria. In other words, 

according to Zimmermanôs (2000) model, Marinaôs motivational beliefs, i.e. low result 
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expectancy, and the process of task analysis in the first phase, as well as poor attention 

focus in the second phase led to her choice to carry on with completing assignments in 

the way she originally intended instead of re-thinking her approaches. However, such 

more linear approach to her assignments, although resulted in poorer academic 

outcomes, may still be considered quite positive in Marinaôs case due to the fact that 

Marinaôs psychological state and a study-life balance have improved. In addition, by the 

end of Semester 2, Marina appeared to have reached self-regulated learning 

(Zimmerman, 2000). As discussed in Chapter 3, Schunk and DiBenedetto (2015) find 

that self-regulated learning may be reached when students are able to methodically 

ñadapt their performance to different environmental and personal conditionsò (p. 519). 

Marina seems to have adapted to the educational environment and balanced it with 

extra-curricula activities.  

Another change in Marinaôs perception when approaching her first-year undergraduate 

assignments related to academic referencing conventions. Although students had to 

abide by the APA referencing norms, Marina did not personally recognise the 

significance of the APA referencing conventions, even though her lecturers directed the 

student to the library website several times throughout the year.  Although, the marks 

deducted from her Research Project assignment grade in Semester 2 for incomplete or 

wrong referencing were quite significant, it somehow did not bring changes to Marinaôs 

view because of her strong belief that the lecturer was assessing discipline-specific 

knowledge and not focusing much on organisation of her assignments.  

 

7.6          Chapter summary 

This chapter described the findings from the third case study, Marina. As in the 

previous two chapters, the current chapter started with the description of the studentôs 

educational background and pathways to universities in NZ. Then, Marinaôs self-study 

towards an IELTS exam were described focusing on the skills, strategies, and 

knowledge acquired in relation to academic writing. Following that, the chapter 

presented an in-depth account of Marinaôs approach to assignments that the student 

chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year with the 

focus on critical moments that paved Marinaôs perception about academic writing. The 

chapter then presented within-case analysis in relation to the three research questions. 
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The next chapter presents the fourth case study, Harry. 
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Chapter 8.  Case study 4: Harry 

 

 

8.1          Introduction  

The fourth case study focuses on Harry, a 25-year-old student from Sri Lanka, studying 

towards a Bachelorôs degree in Computer and Information Science at University C. The 

chapter begins by providing Harryôs educational background and pathways to 

universities in NZ. Then, the studentôs English learning experience in a short 20-hour 

IELTS class in his home country is described focusing on the skills, strategies and 

knowledge acquired in relation to academic writing. Following that, Harryôs university 

undergraduate degree studies are presented, and details of papers, which the student 

chose to share from Semester 1 and Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year, are 

discussed.  

 

8.2          Harryôs profile and educational background 

Although there are two official languages in Sri Lanka, i.e. Singhalese and Tamil, Harry 

considers English his first language. He grew up speaking English with his parents and 

grandparents, as the previous generations grew up when Sri Lanka was a British colony 

with English as the countryôs official language. Harry regrets that the days of the British 

Empire are over, and that Sri Lanka gained independence: 

The worst thing that happened to Sri Lanka was independence, to be 

honest. I mean Sri Lankas brought nothing to the country. The British 

brought railway and so many things to the country. I wish the British 

still ruled Sri Lanka. 

Harry completed his schooling from Year 1 to Year 10 in an international school with 

English as the medium of instruction. He claimed that his school followed the British 

curriculum with the same subjects and textbooks as in the UK. However, since 

Singhalese is an official language in Sri Lanka, the language was adapted into the 

curriculum and made compulsory until Year 7, which is not part of the British 

curriculum.  



258 

 

Although most of Harryôs teachers were Sri Lankans, they spoke only English to 

students at all times. Harry could recall that the only difference between his Sri Lankan 

and native teachers was the accent and register of the language; native teachers could 

use slang. Students were from different backgrounds and some spoke Singhalese and 

Tamil as well as English. Harry said that he picked up Singhalese and Tamil while 

communicating with his classmates during their break times and outside the class. 

Nonetheless, he believed that he learnt only conversational Singhalese and Tamil, while 

English was the language that he mastered fully.  

With regards to Harryôs English writing skills, the student remembered being taught 

essay structure, which involved writing an Introduction, Body and Conclusion. 

However, he felt he was never good at expressing his ideas logically in writing. He 

believed that even his teachers lost hope in developing good writing skills in him: 

Teachers just gave up trying to help me because I was not really 

making that much of an improvement.  

In other words, Harry could communicate easily and fluently in English in fairly 

informal situations, but he struggled with the production of academic written English. 

After completing 10 years of his school education, Harry had a choice to continue 

studying at high school or start a career. He chose to work as a cashier selling jewelry, 

which continued for four years. In 2016, Harry realised that he wanted to pursue his 

studies and get a Bachelorôs degree in Information Technology (IT), which was his 

passion. To be enrolled into a Bachelorôs degree, he had to complete another year of 

schooling, so he started studying towards a diploma in IT at an Australian education 

provider in Sri Lanka. Harry said that his diploma could be equated to a university 

Foundation Programme and was sufficient to apply for tertiary education later on.  

Harry said that assignments during the diploma studies did not entail much writing. He 

explained that the majority of the assignments were a sequel of questions that could be 

answered in a short paragraph, a sentence, or bullet points. Harry perceived that teachers 

did not pay a lot of attention to paragraph structure and were mostly interested in the 

content. He stated that even though teachers could occasionally correct grammar and 

spelling errors in studentsô writing, he did not perceive that such mistakes influenced 

assignment grades. Harry stated that the main language skill that was required during 

the diploma studies was reading comprehension to understand assignments and course 
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material. Furthermore, written assignments did not entail evidence-based writing, which 

usually requires the knowledge of the APA norms. Since referencing secondary sources 

was not required in the assignments for his diploma studies, Harry was not introduced to 

APA referencing. 

 After completing the diploma studies, Harry decided to acquire his Bachelorôs 

qualification in NZ. Even though Harry had relatives living in the UK, who could help 

him with accommodation costs, the student chose NZ over the UK as it seemed to him 

easier to gain a residency status and stay in the country later on. Harry currently has a 

job related to his major and hopes to gain work experience to later apply for his 

residency.  

 

8.3          Pathway to current study 

Although Harry considered English as his first language and his previous education was 

completed with English as the medium of instruction, his chosen education provider in 

NZ did not accept it as the proof of his language abilities and Harry was requested to 

gain a band score in an IELTS test: 

We spoke English, we wrote English, everything. And we had to take 

this stupid IELTS to get our student visa. 

Harry felt indignant and discriminated against, perceiving that different regulations 

were applied to students from developing countries compared to the rest of the world. 

He volunteered to be part of my research as he wanted to voice these concerns and let 

wider population know about, what he perceived, injustice. He really hoped that voicing 

his concerns would make a start to introducing new immigration rules and regulations 

for students from the developing countries: 

Iôm from so called 3rd world country. But I studied in English and I 

consider it my first language. But I had to take IELTS. I think they 

should come up with some sort of regulations. [And] implement it for 

all countries, not just selected countries. Like if you studied in English 

you donôt need the IELTS.  
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Prior to the IELTS test, Harry had taken a short 20-hour IELTS preparation course (4 

days), in order to understand what the IELTS test was and what the requirements were. 

Although Harry had confidence in his language skills, his IELTS test results were not as 

high as he would like them to be. He achieved an overall score of 6.0 with band 5.5 for 

reading and writing, 6.0 for speaking and 7.0 for listening. He was disappointed with 

the scores as he thought he could have achieved an overall score of 7.0 or even 7.5. 

Nonetheless, the achieved IELTS score was sufficient for Harry to start his education 

towards a Bachelorôs degree in Computer and Information Science (BCIS) at University 

C in NZ.  

 

8.3.1   IELTS class experiences 

Overall, Harry saw the IELTS class and test as a waste of time and money. He felt 

confident that after completing all his education in English he had strong reading 

comprehension, listening, and speaking skills that would allow him to do well at the 

IELTS test and get the needed IELTS score 6.0. As a result, he was not taking his short 

IELTS course seriously, nor was he focused much on what was taught in the IELTS 

class. Harry primarily took the course to learn the test structure, requirements, and the 

way to complete the answer sheet. 

Harry knew that his writing was the weakest among the tested skills. He advised that 

students in the IELTS class were explained a similar introduction-body-conclusion 

structure for IELTS Writing Task 2 that was taught at his secondary school. Since he 

rarely had positive outcomes with essay writing at school, he chose not to put much 

effort into improving it during the short IELTS class. 

The student stated that in his short IELTS course the IELTS instructor gave only one 

essay topic for practice. After students submitted their essays, the IELTS instructor 

checked them, provided written comments and advice for improvement. Harry 

remembered receiving advice to separate his ideas into paragraphs and link paragraphs 

in a logical way. He did not understand the reason for writing more than one paragraph 

for a short 250-word IELTS essay but suspected that several paragraphs would make it 

visually more óappealingô. Harry stated that the IELTS instructor never mentioned how 

to structure a paragraph nor when to move on to the next paragraph. 
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Harryôs lack of skills in essay writing was reflected in his IELTS writing score, which 

was one of the studentôs lowest, along with the reading score, among the tested skills. 

To sum up, Harryôs four-day IELTS course did not seem to allow him to learn much 

regarding academic writing. Additionally, Harryôs self-confidence in easily getting a 

required band score gave him a relaxed approach to studying towards the test. Although 

Harry was disappointed by the test results, he got the required score and was admitted to 

University C in NZ.  

The following section will describe the nature of Harryôs assignments in Semester 1 and 

Semester 2 in the 2017 academic year. 

 

8.4          Current academic studies 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Harryôs current studies as well as the 

influences, experiences, and practices that impact upon and led to changes in his 

academic writing processes, the following sections look at certain critical moments 

within the narrative around Harryôs engagement with his written assignments 

throughout the first two semesters of his academic study at University C. Similar to the 

previous three case studies described in Chapters 5-7, Harryôs case describes and 

examines: 

1) his assignment instructions and related marking criteria, 

2) his perceptions about assignment instructions and marking criteria, 

3) his application of previously acquired writing and study skills, 

4) the lecturersô grades and feedback, as well as Harryôs perception of these. 

 

8.4.1   Semester 1 

In Semester 1 Harry took 4 papers: Programming 1, Computing Technology in Society, 

Enterprise Systems, Applied Communication. None of the papers in Semester 1 were of 

much interest to Harry as he wanted to major in computer networking. The papers that 

were aligned with Harryôs motivation for study are usually introduced in Year 2. 

However, the chosen Year 1 papers were prerequisites to those of Year 2, so he had to 
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pass them in order to proceed with his studies. He felt that Semester 1 papers were filled 

with unnecessary written assignments, which he found a waste of time because he 

perceived his potential work requiring more practical skills than were taught in 

Semester 1 papers. Harry provided me with documentation for the Applied 

Communication and the Programming 1 papers. In total, Harry provided me with four 

written assignment requirements, four written assignments, and two pieces of feedback 

on the assignments for the Applied Communication paper. For Programming 1, Harry 

did not receive any formative feedback from the lecturer but only the overall paper 

grade at the end of Semester 1. 

The next section provides detailed information about assignment requirements for 

Assignment 1 for the Applied Communication paper, Persuasive Essay. It also presents 

the studentôs reflection on the assignment requirements, marking criteria, and lecturerôs 

feedback. 

 

8.4.1.1 Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): 

Requirements, marking criteria, and studentôs reflection on them 

Assignment 1 was a 600-word Persuasive Essay where students were expected to 

present their own point of view on a computing or technological topic and support it 

with at least three secondary sources. As can be seen in Figure 8.1, students had to write 

on a topic of their choice. Harry decided to write about Artificial Intelligence (AI) as he 

strongly supported its development and was appalled at those who were not.  

 

Figure 8.1  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Example of potential topics 

 

 

Figure 8.2 presents detailed assignment requirements where much attention was paid to 

the organisational side of studentsô written works, such as font, writing style, and 

general essay structure, i.e. introduction, body, and conclusion. Harry, who was poorly 

equipped with writing skills, had a vague understanding of how to structure his essay 

and separate the text into the different sections. 



263 

 

Figure 8.2  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Assignment requirements 

 

 

Harry advised that when reading the assignment requirements, he focused on those that 

he could clearly understand and implement, such as font style. The requirements which 

Harry could not comprehend, such as ówrite in a clear and concise styleô, he decided not 

to dwell on. He worried little about the linguistic side of the assignment as he perceived 

his language abilities were close to a native speaker. His main aim was to achieve the 

word count while expressing his opinion on the topic. From his previous writing 

experience at school, he knew that he either went a great deal over the word limit or did 

not have enough to say, which was always one of the contributing factors to his poor 

grades. 

Sections b. and c. in the assignment requirements (Figure 8.2) instructed students to 

present at least three ópointsô supported by secondary sources. Harry understood that by 

ópointsô the lecturer meant óargumentsô which had to be supported by three different 

sources. The assignment requirements also emphasised that each used source had to be 

cited and referenced following the APA style. However, there was no indication of how 

to acquire the knowledge or information about the APA norms. Even though this 

requirement was written in bold, Harry chose not seek clarification or support from his 

lecturer or the Student Learning Centre. Since the student mainly used electronic 

materials while writing the assignment, he believed that providing a URL link would 

suffice.  

Harry found the final writing assignment requirement (Figure 8.2), ñDO NOT resubmit 

a previous assessmentò, funny because he did not have any previous assignment 

assessed in the first place.  
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Figure 8.3  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Marking criteria 

 

 

Figure 8.3 above presents marking criteria for an A grade. Although Harry realised that 

he would be marked based on the marking criteria, he perceived them as repetition of 

the writing assignment requirements. Harry found some marking criteria unclear 

because they involved terminology related to academic writing, such as ótopic 

sentencesô. Harry thought that ótopic sentencesô referred to the first sentence in an essay 

which would introduce the topic. He could not understand why there was a separate 

requirement for the structural organisation of topic sentences and how it differed from 

the structure of any other sentence in an essay. Another term, ótransitionsô, Harry 

understood as ólinking wordsô. Although Harry understood what the marking criterion 

meant, he acknowledged that he was not successful in having ólinking wordsô in his 

assignment.  

The following sub-section describes Harryôs process of writing the Persuasive Essay. It 

also provides lecturerôs feedback on the written work and Harryôs perception of it. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs feedback, and the studentôs reflection on 

them 

Before approaching the assignment, Harry could not recall the lecturer explaining what 

a Persuasive Essay was, nor did he know how to write it. In approaching the 

assignment, Harry merely aimed to pass: 

I still manage to pass the assignments. Thatôs all that matters. 
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When writing the assignment, Harry chose to follow the IELTS type of essay which he 

did in his short IELTS class, i.e. an Advantages/Disadvantages Essay. Even after 

submitting the assignment, Harry did not know whether there was any difference in 

writing persuasive and other kinds of essays.  

When starting his work on the assignment, Harry wanted to honour and employ the 

emphasised writing assignment requirements and marking criteria that he believed he 

understood, such as óa topic sentenceô, and those which he perceived he knew how to 

present, such as the APA style.  

When writing the assignment, Harryôs main struggle was reaching the word count of 

600 words. He managed to write only 423 words justifying it by his inability to find 

much relevant supporting information on the chosen topic, AI. He was also confused as 

to what would be considered as three ópointsô in his essay. Since he approached the 

Persuasive Essay as an IELTS Advantages/ Disadvantages Essay, he considered that 

one ópointô was an advantage, and the other one was a disadvantage. Consequently, he 

could not think of what could constitute the third ópointô. 

Harry started his assignment with what he perceived as a topic sentence, which in his 

understanding was a sentence introducing and outlining the essay. As shown in Figure 

8.4, the topic sentence was singled out in a separate paragraph.  

 

Figure 8.4  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): óTopic sentenceô and the lecturerôs feedback on it 

 

 

The lecturerôs feedback on the ótopic sentenceô was quite contradictory (Figure 8.4). 

The abbreviation óAwk.ô was explained below the studentôs assignment, and, as seen in 

Figure 8.5, stood for óAwkwardô. The lecturer considered that the ótopic sentenceô 

needed paraphrasing. On the other hand, it was considered óOKô. Harry understood that 

there was a better way to express his thought but decided that, overall, the lecturer was 

satisfied with the ótopic sentenceô, since the óOKô comment was given at the end of the 

paragraph.  
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Figure 8.5  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Explanation of óAwk.ò comment 

 

 

Harry considered the second paragraph, shown in Figure 8.6, to be an Introduction, in 

which he provided a definition of AI and the reason for its limited use. Furthermore, 

Harry said that an influential opinion of Stephen Hawking was one of the ópointsô in his 

essay, i.e. disadvantage of AI. Harryôs strong disagreement with the quote was executed 

through the capitalisation of the part of the quote that he particularly disagreed with.  

 

Figure 8.6  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Second paragraph ï óIntroductionô 

 

 

In the third paragraph, when addressing his next ópointô, i.e. advantages of AI, Harry 

further contested Hawkingôs opinion by providing own subjective opinion on the 

usefulness of AI. Since Harry expressed his own opinion, he did not perceive that there 

was need for in-text citations. In the fourth paragraph, which required in-text citations 

for actual examples of three technological innovations in support of Harryôs opinion 

about the advantages of AI, Harry did not include any in-text citations either. Harry 

believed that a Reference List at the end of the assignment would be a clear indication 

of all the secondary sources he used. 

In an attempt to honour the óExcellent use of transitionsô marking criterion (Figure 8.3), 

Harry employed linking phrases, as highlighted in yellow in Figure 8.7. Although Harry 

agreed that the linking phrases made his writing more cohesive, he perceived them as 

ineffective. 
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Figure 8.7 

 Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): The use of linking phrases (highlighted in yellow) 

and reference words (underlined in green) 

 

 

Another feature in Harryôs writing that did not contribute to cohesive writing related to 

the frequent use of reference words, such as it, they, and this (Figure 8.7). The frequent 

repetition of the reference words and the lack of clarity as to what they were referring 

to, disrupted the flow of the text.  

Although the marking criteria required the use of excellent ótransitionsô, Harry 

understood that the lecturer did not focus on their effectiveness. Based on the lecturerôs 

comments, as shown in Figure 8.8, Harry perceived that the focus was on the quality of 

ideas in the Persuasive Essay. Since the lecturerôs comments on his ideas were positive 

(Figure 8.8), he understood that he was on the right track with his writing. Although the 

lecturer commented on the lack of citations to support the presented information, Harry 

did not understand why such comments were given in-text and the lecturer did not refer 

to the Reference List.  

 

Figure 8.8  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): The lecturerô feedback on the fourth paragraph 

(Figure 8.7) 
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Harry concluded his Persuasive Essay in a single sentence, as shown in Figure 8.9. 

Judging by the marking criteria (Figure 8.3), an excellent conclusion had to clearly 

reinforce the studentôs point of view, which Harry believed he achieved in a concise 

statement.   

 

Figure 8.9  

Applied Communication Paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): Conclusion 

 

 

Harry did not know how to meet the writing assignment requirement for the APA 

referencing. As seen from Figure 8.10, Harry provided links to the used secondary 

sources, which were preceded by relevant headings. 

 

Figure 8.10  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): References 

 

 

Although Harry was aware of the SLC, he did not think that he could get there any 

relevant help with his assignment. He considered the SLC dealt with studentsô language 

issues, which he believed he did not have: 
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It would be a shame to go there after I finished school Diploma in 

English. And my school teachers couldnôt make a good writer of me, 

so what these guys can now? 

 

Lecturerôs feedback and the studentôs reflection on it 

Although students were provided with marking criteria, the lecturer did not utili se them, 

and Harry was only provided with comments within his written work. Based on the 

positive in-text comments, Harry believed that he did a good job considering his own 

poor essay writing abilities. However, the majority of feedback was related to the 

absence of citations, as shown in Figure 8.11. To acquaint the student with citation 

styles, the lecturer provided Harry with a URL link. However, accessing the link Harry 

found a plethora of lengthy videos and articles on how to understand and teach 

plagiarism, which he did not see as relevant. 

 

Figure 8.11  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 1 (Persuasive Essay): The lecturer's feedback regarding lack of citations 

 

 

Harry was confused by his grade ï 24 out of 50 ï because he could not identify any 

major issues in his work. He perceived that the described ópointsô were of real value 

since the lecturer systematically commented ógoodô or óinterestingô (Figures 8.8 and 

8.11). Furthermore, he provided the Reference List at the end of his work with all the 

secondary sources he used in support of his arguments. Harry explained his low mark 

by the low word count and poor essay structure: 
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The ideas are good, but the thing is, like, putting it in words are not 

really great. 

The next sub-section describes details of Assignments 2 for the Applied 

Communication paper, Group Report, and Harryôs work on it. 

 

8.4.1.2 Assignment 2 (Group Report): Requirements, marking criteria, and 

studentôs reflection on them 

The second assignment in the Applied Communication paper required students to write 

a short analytical and academically researched Group Report. Groups were randomly 

formed by the lecturer, and students had no influence over who would be in their group. 

Even though the assignment was not an individual studentôs work, for the sake of 

clarity, I will refer to it as Harryôs, where appropriate.  

When starting their work on the assignment, Harryôs group felt the need to identify the 

group leader. Harry did not want to take the responsibility of the group leader, but he 

had to exhibit his leadership skills as the other group members refused this role:  

I just was forced into it. 

The reason for Harryôs lack of motivation to be the group leader related to his 

leadership role in a group assignment for another paper. He perceived that leading two 

groups would put a lot of pressure and responsibility on him and potentially result in 

much stress. 

Figure 8.12 presents potential topics for Assignment 2. Unlike Assignment 1, potential 

topics for Assignment 2 were explicitly stated in a numbered list and students were also 

given an option of coming up with own topic. Harryôs group decided to select the 

second topic from the provided list, Civilian Surveillance, in order to save time and 

effort on thinking, agreeing, and then confirming a different topic with the lecturer. 

According to the assignment requirements (see Figure 8.12), Assignment 2 had to be 

contextualised for an appropriate organisation. Students were to present the organisation 

with a ñproblemò and recommendations on its resolution. Harry did not understand what 

organisation the assignment requirements referred to, but as a group leader he did not 

feel in the position to direct this query to his group members. 
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Figure 8.12  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 2 (Group Report): Potential topics 

 

 

 

Figure 8.13 below outlines the structural organisation for the Group Report. Harry did 

not know some of the elements in the provided structure such as Terms of Reference. 

However, students were provided with assignment exemplars, so Harry did not need to 

search the way to approach Terms of Reference. He intended to modify the information 

in the provided assignment exemplars to fit the purposes of his Group Report. 

 

Figure 8.13  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 2 (Group Report): Instructions 

 

 

Similar to Assignment 1, students were not allowed to resubmit a previous assignment. 

When approaching Assignment 2, Harry appeared to develop an understanding that the 

lecturer meant not to plagiarise anyone elseôs work: 
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Thatôs, basically, donôt plagiarise. 

It should be noted that students were not provided with the marking criteria that were 

used for grading the paper. Harry did not worry about the absence of the marking 

criteria because he had assignment exemplars to follow. Additionally, he believed that 

group work would make writing the Group Report easier due to the contribution of 

several students. Hence, he was confident he would not fail the assignment. 

The following section describes Harryôs process on writing the report, lecturerôs 

feedback, and the studentôs reflection on it. 

 

Studentôs work on the assignment, lecturerôs feedback, and the studentôs reflection on 

both of these 

This section has two parts. Firstly, I discuss Harryôs reflection on the group work 

process. Secondly, I describe Harryôs writing process on the assignment, the lecturerôs 

feedback, and the studentôs reflection on them. 

 

IŀǊǊȅΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 

Work on the Group Report started at the first group meeting, where Harry was chosen 

as the group leader. The group brainstormed what had to be researched and divided the 

workload among themselves. Harry exercised his superior position and delegated all 

research work to his group members. He worried that he might not come up with 

sufficient information from secondary sources, as had happened in Assignment 1. His 

group members agreed on the work distribution, trusting Harry with the later 

compilation of all the written sections into a logical and coherent report. They also 

assigned him the writing of the Terms of Reference, Table of Contents, Synopsis, 

Conclusion, Recommendations, and the Reference List.  

Even though Harry took a considerable amount of work on himself, he did not think it 

would require much of his time. Based on the assignment exemplars provided by the 

lecturer, Harry perceived that most of the sections he chose to write were one- or two-

paragraphs long. With regard to the Reference List, he believed that his group members, 

who were doing the research, would provide him with references to the resources they 

used, in the APA style, and he would simply compile them in an alphabetical order. 
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Harry trusted that his group members would approach their work with responsibly and 

deliver well-written pieces.  

To further ease his work, Harry tried delegating some editing work to his group 

members by creating a Google Doc hoping that his group members could possibly edit 

each otherôs writing. However, to Harryôs disappointment, nobody worked on the 

Google Doc: 

I created a Google Doc, so that everyone can work on the same 

document. But they just gave me separate Word doc. files. It was very 

difficult for me. 

Furthermore, the group members did not seem to be in a rush to complete their written 

pieces. During the six meetings the group held, Harry had to urge his group members to 

work faster in order for him to have sufficient time for the final edit. Eventually, Harry 

lost hope of receiving a high grade for Assignment 2 and redirected his focus on 

assignments for other papers: 

I just gave more priority to other assignments because, like, they [my 

group members] are not working anyway.  

 

IŀǊǊȅΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ 

Harry received all the parts written by his group members in Word documents on the 

due date. When compiling the documents, Harry encountered three major issues. Firstly, 

he realised that every student wrote an Introduction to their sections of the Group 

Report with a definition of civilian surveillance. Repetition in each document confused 

Harry about which of the repeated information to include in the final Group Report and 

which to get rid of. Secondly, Harry found that the set word limit of 2000-2500 words 

(Figure 8.13) was insufficient for the work of four people. Since Harry found most of 

the information in his group membersô sections relevant and significant, he decided to 

sacrifice his written sections and write much shorter Conclusion and Recommendation 

sections than he originally planned:  

I thought of writing a longer Conclusion, but I had to make it short 

because of word limit. 
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Thirdly, after compiling all the parts written by his group members, Harry realised that 

there was no section entitled Findings, which was required by the assignment 

requirements (Figure 8.13) and present in all assignment exemplars. Hence, Harry had 

to conduct some research and write the section himself. Fearing to go over the word 

limit, he used bullet points when writing the Findings sections, as shown in Figure 8.14. 

While conducting secondary research, Harry was mainly looking for information about 

the disadvantages of civilian surveillance to communicate the groupôs attitude towards 

it: 

All my group was also against it. So, I thought there was no point of 

developing this section [Advantage of Civilian Surveillance] further. 

 

Figure 8.14  

Applied Communication paper Assignment 2 (Group Report): Findings section 

 

Note. Irrelevant Information to the Heading is Highlighted in Yellow 

 






























































































































































































































































































































































